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      Elena was having one of those days, but it wasn’t exactly surprising. She’d been having them a lot lately, days where she wasn’t sleeping properly or eating enough.

      They were almost to be expected, with her grueling work schedule and lack of personal time. She saw memes about “self-care” on the internet and almost laughed aloud at the prospect. She wondered when people found the time.

      She knew those days well, like they were the only routine in her otherwise unscheduled life and that fact alone should have made them more bearable. For the most part, Elena liked order, even if it didn’t particularly care for her.

      She rolled over in bed, half expecting to make contact with Chance’s head with her bare foot, but instead kicked a damp towel and half a bag of potato chips which had been snuggled under her comforter and the crunch of the bag indicated that they landed on the floor.

      How long have those chips been there? I was looking for them yesterday.

      The towel landed squarely on Chance, who had made himself comfortable in a pile of clean but unfolded laundry. He mewled in protest as she floundered through the unkempt bed for her dinging cell phone.

      She idly wondered why she bothered setting the alarm. It was stupidly early and there was really no excuse—

      The reason hit her abruptly. It was the first of the month. All the good stuff was going out today as people moved and she didn’t want to miss out on that, not when business was going so well. Overwhelmingly well.

      The upcycling was only part of her income, but it had picked up substantially and without warning, creating near-havoc in Elena’s struggle for structure.

      She grabbed for the phone again, peering at the time. It was just after six. She had just enough time to get showered and make her way to the complex on Madison before the garbage trucks reared their heads and ruined her plan.

      She was in a groove with the store, one which she hadn’t known since she’d started her upcycling business, six months earlier. At first, it had only been a way to supplement her barely-above-minimum-wage job at Kiss-Mate, the dating app for otherworldly beings.

      The idea had been entrepreneurial at the time, something to do on the side to kick-start her creative juices and keep her living in the apartment she’d grown attached to, despite the rising housing costs, without getting bitter. It was supposed to have been fun, but it was hard to imagine the fun when the sun had yet to rear its head over the horizon.

      Chance squeaked at her again and she glanced at the Maine Coon as she hurried into the bathroom of her tiny condo.

      Not for the first time, she looked around, shaking her head in disbelief that it cost so much to live in such a small place.

      You’d think that being a fairy I’d have more going for me, she mused to herself, but she quickly dismissed the dismal thought and forced herself to focus on the cat.

      “I’ll grab you food before I go,” she promised him. “Don’t worry.”

      He gave Elena his usual baleful look and she could see he didn’t believe her despite having been her roommate for over six years.

      Take home a rescue, they said. He’ll love you forever, they said.

      Judging by the way the animal was looking at her, Elena was sure that he was plotting her demise rather than feeling the love he was supposed to have mustered for her, considering that she was his sole provider.

      She strutted into the bathroom, stripping off the t-shirt that had survived Britney’s meltdown, the Kardashian rise, and Kelly Clarkson’s debut. It had been Kevin’s garment and while she didn’t think of him anymore, it was still her favorite shirt, although she wasn’t entirely sure why that was.

      Once upon a time, it had been a rich, raven black with The Rolling Stones’ trademark lips screaming at the world in blood red. It was faded now, grey and dingy, sort of the way Kevin appeared to her the last time she’d caught a peek at him in Walgreen’s. He worked there as a pharmacist and Elena wasn’t sure how to feel about that. On one hand, she could have been married to a pharmacist. On the other hand, she could have been married to a pharmacist.

      Big Pharma finally got to him, she thought, shaking her auburn locks. It was only a matter of time before he sold out for money.

      It hadn’t really been surprising. When they had been together, Elena knew that they shared nothing in common and it wasn’t just because he was a mortal and she was a fairy—a fact that he was none the wiser about by the time of their breakup. Her views had always been more earth-friendly, more progressive, while Kevin had worn a consistent aura of old money and burning oil refineries.

      High school had been so long ago and yet Elena felt exactly the same about life as she had in her youth. She still longed for and believed in the good of society, even if everyone else had sold out to corporate greed and succumbed to an impending apocalypse.

      Such a cheery thought this morning, El.

      Lily called her a fatalist which Elena resented deeply. She was an optimist but realistic. She hoped for the best but expected the worst. She knew it wasn’t enough that a select few were doing their part; everyone had to help before it was too late.

      In the meantime, people like Lily and her just had to up the ante and work double or triple shifts, trying to survive in regular society while fixing the world in their free time.

      The shower steamed the bathroom to the point where Elena couldn’t see her own reflection in the glass. She had gone on a mental diatribe and lost herself, grass-green eyes barely visible through the fog.

      A quick survey of her phone informed her that she had been standing there for five minutes, time she could not afford to waste, not when recycling waited and she still needed to get to the Kiss-Mate offices by noon for her shift.

      She had tried to convince Lily to join her that morning, but the request had been an exercise in futility.

      “We’ve been working our asses off for six straight months! We can afford to wait on one month’s end for a few hours,” her partner insisted but Elena knew she was wrong. Now was the time to strike, while the iron was hot and things were going well. If they started to slack off, it would be a slippery slope.

      “Are you kidding?” Elena had demanded. “If we wait, all that stuff is going to end up in the dump, perfectly good, upcyclable stuff.”

      “Fine. Then we’ll go to the dump to retrieve it. At a decent hour. You’re overdoing it, El.”

      Elena didn’t remind her that she had almost been arrested in her quest for upcyclable materials more times than she could count. She was not about to add breaking and entering to her resume of near misses.

      “I’ll meet you at the shop after,” Elena relented, and Lily had seemed satisfied with that answer.

      Yet as she rinsed the soap off her body and shut off the faucet, her entire shower lasting less time than her daydream, she wished she’d insisted that Lily come that morning.

      It was lonely being so passionate sometimes and while she knew that Lily cared about the cause as much as Elena did, she sometimes felt like she was putting in more effort than her partner.

      Or am I just lonely?

      The idea was stunning and ridiculous. After all, she had Chance to keep her company.

      She smirked at the thought, the moment of self-pity diminishing.

      Quickly, she toweled down her curvy but toned body and swept her unbrushed hair into a dripping bun over the back of her slender neck. She noted how long her hair was getting.

      It’s time to squeeze in a haircut. I wouldn’t want to pick up any creepy crawlies when I’m diving through the dumpsters.

      She gave herself a once-over and grunted at what she saw. It was nothing special but there was no need for glamour that morning. The rats didn’t seem to appreciate the effort.

      No need for glamour in the afternoons or evenings either. It’s not like I have a dozen Kiss-Mate dates lined up or some full social calendar.

      Not that Elena was on Kiss-Mate at all. She worked at the call center and dealt with the lovelorn and irate who seemed to think that the app was to blame for their lack of romance. If that wasn’t enough to turn her off to the site—and all dating sites—nothing was.

      I’m happy with my life. I’m good.

      She wondered if she was lying to herself or trying to convince herself.

      Chance nudged the bathroom door open with his fluffy gray skull and mewled in protest, but she brushed past him, ignoring his plaintive pleas. She knew this game—he would mewl and cry until she fed him and then swat at her once he got what he wanted.

      Typical male, she thought with amusement.

      Elena rather enjoyed the attention he bestowed on her when he demanded food. It was the only time of the day he was nice to her.

      “One more minute,” she promised, slipping into a pair of gray sweats and a white sports bra. She finished the ensemble with an Adidas t-shirt and threw on some socks before making her way into the kitchen, the feline hot on her trail.

      Haphazardly, she snatched up Chance’s food bowl, dumping a cupful of organic kibble into the silver dish and dropping it back in the holder. She looked around, noticing how desperately she needed to clean, but when? There just weren’t enough hours in a day. Work had consumed her and her once well-kept unit looked like the backroom of the upcycling shop. She vowed to get to it that weekend.

      Or I could just burn it to the ground, she thought hopefully. One way or another, I’m not looking at this anymore.

      “I’ll be home later,” she told Chance as she stood, and on cue, he swatted at her, claws out and hissing.

      She shook her head again, grabbing her keys and purse before slamming out of the apartment. It was time to go dumpster diving.

      Maybe I’ll find a nicer feral cat while I’m out there.
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      She stood at the end of the street, her eyes expertly trained for signs of life.

      Looking around, Elena noticed with relief that no one was lurking in the back of the apartment complex as she stole down the alleyway and eyed the mound of discarded furniture piled near the buildings.

      What a waste, she thought miserably, hurrying toward the lot, her skilled eyes raking over what could be salvaged. So much garbage that didn’t need to go to landfills if people would just get slightly creative.

      Her truck was parked on Madison and she could make a quick getaway with whatever she could find before the city garbage drove through. She reasoned that she might even have a chance to make two trips this time.

      There was so much to choose from, just sitting there, waiting to create waste. As always, the same, embittered questions crossed her mind.

      What was wrong with people? How can they care so little about our environment? Don’t they know that we’re on the brink of disaster?

      She knew she was only looking at the surface. Who knew what lay beneath?

      Pulling herself up onto one of the green dumpsters, she pulled open the lid, held her breath, and jumped in with both feet. She’d made this move enough times to know that if she let herself inhale the stench of the contents, her stomach would lurch, causing her to expel her meager breakfast before she could forge through. Even masks didn’t help, though Lily swore by them.

      Here we go!

      She had encountered unimaginable things inside the dumpsters, things she didn’t even know how to identify, but nothing prepared her for this.

      Her feet impacted something solid and somehow, she knew instinctively that it was a body.

      Oh. My. God.

      A thousand horrific thoughts crossed her mind but none had enough time to fully form as a voice screamed out.

      “Holy shit! Ow!”

      Her eyes flew wide open as something moved, a shadowy figure only illuminated by the cracks of light through the double lids.

      As if she’d been burned, she jumped five feet up, screaming in shock, managing to scale backward out of the bin in some superhuman manner as she slammed the lid down in shock.

      She couldn’t stop howling, her hands pressed firmly against the cover as if she expected a creature from the crypt to emerge, snarling and furious that she had woken him from his lair.

      Is it a vampire? A shifter?

      Logic failed to prevail as she struggled to regain her breath. The animal inside was pounding on the lid but she couldn’t bring herself to release her sweating palms from their position.

      “Let me out!” the voice growled. “Let. Me. Out NOW!”

      Even as a fairy, her experience with the dark underbelly of the immortals was fleeting. Her life didn’t involve the blood, guts, and gore that some of her counterparts experienced.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about a horror flick she’d seen. The demon wanted fairy flesh. It had come to life. She was living in a B movie.

      “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      She whirled, her face pale as a uniformed cop cautiously walked toward her, his brow narrowed as he tried to assess the situation. If possible, her heart pounded more violently when she realized that the police officer was a dragon.

      I’m going to die today. There’s a shifter in the bin and a dragon ready to end me out here.

      “Ma’am?”

      This is all a bad dream. I’m really asleep and the alarm hasn’t gone off yet. It’s Chance mewling that’s making me think there’s a beast inside the garbage.

      “Ma’am!”

      The dragon’s tone was becoming irritated and Elena finally found her voice.

      “Yes!” she gasped, backing away from the dumpster just as the beast inside emerged. She choked as she saw him, skinny and looming, encased in discarded waste.

      Instantly, Elena felt like a fool.

      He’s a kid. A human kid.

      She’d never been so embarrassed in her life.

      “Stay where you are!” the cop ordered, his hand hovering over his weapon. “Show me your hands!”

      “I didn’t do anything, man!” the boy protested and Elena felt slightly sick as she read the fear in his face.

      “Step out of the dumpster, slowly,” the policeman insisted, drawing closer. “Ma’am, please step back.”

      Elena wished he’d stop calling her “ma’am”. It made her feel old, even though he was clearly a fully mature man himself. She peered at his broad chest, looking for a nameplate.

      Monroe, the brass badge read.

      “It’s okay,” Elena called out to him, finally finding her voice. The teenager scrambled out of the dumpster, his blue eyes dazed as Officer Monroe ordered him against the wall, but he either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her as he frisked the boy.

      “Have you got any weapons or drugs on you? Anything sharp I should worry about?”

      “No!” the kid snapped. “I didn’t do anything wrong! You can’t arrest me! You have no cause!”

      “You seem to know a lot about the law,” Officer Monroe commented, frisking the kid. “Been in trouble before?”

      The boy’s face puckered into a scowl and guilt shot through Elena as she realized that she was the one responsible for what was happening.

      “He’s right!” she confirmed. “There’s nothing happening here. It was just a misunderstanding.”

      “Ma’am, I heard you screaming from half a block away. It didn’t sound like a misunderstanding,” the cop replied dryly without taking his eyes off the boy.

      “It really was,” she insisted, reaching out toward the cop pleadingly. “He startled me, that’s all. I overreacted. It’s early. I haven’t had enough coffee.”

      The boy nodded vehemently.

      “If you should arrest anyone, arrest her for jumping on my—”

      Elena jumped in before he could finish.

      “See? Honestly, there’s no reason to pursue this. Sorry to have worried you, Officer,” she interjected, not wanting to give the cop a reason to turn his attention on her.

      The cop eyed her suspiciously, reluctantly lowering the kid’s arms as he looked Elena over for signs of deceit or injury.

      “If you’re sure…” he growled.

      “We’re sure!” the teen and Elena chorused in unison.

      The cop nodded slowly, backing away from them as if they were both contagious, and she found herself inexplicably wishing she had taken a few extra minutes with her appearance that morning.

      He was much cuter than she had originally noticed.

      “Stay out of trouble,” Officer Monroe told the boy, who bobbed his head, but Elena wondered if the warning didn’t extend to her too.

      “Always,” the boy agreed and even without a cop instinct, Elena knew he was lying.

      They watched as the officer walked out of view before turning to one another.

      “Thanks a lot,” he growled. “First you almost kill me, then you almost get me arrested.”

      Shame flooded her and she realized he had every right to be angry.

      “Let me make it up to you,” she offered. His eyes lit up as he cocked his head to the side.

      “You got cash?” he asked and suddenly, Elena felt overwhelmingly sad as she studied the boy. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. What was he doing living on the street? Where were his parents? Where was social services?

      Just another casualty of a wasteful society, she thought grimly. Everything else is dispensable, why not kids?

      “Well?” he demanded. “You got money or not?”

      Elena made her decision.

      “I got something better,” she replied. “Come with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena had never seen someone inhale a sandwich the way the kid did. He didn’t even pause to bite it, demolishing it in two massive chews as if he had never seen food before. Watching him eat tugged at her heartstrings and she wondered what kind of parents would let this happen to their child.

      The boy stared at her from the small kitchen table, trying to mask the hunger in his remarkably blue eyes, and Elena had to look away.

      “Sorry about the mess in here,” she offered apologetically. “I haven’t had a chance to clean very much.”

      He snorted.

      “Lady, this place is the damned Ritz to me,” he replied. “You could throw in a few roaches and I still wouldn’t know the difference between here and a five-star hotel.”

      Compassion swelled in her gut as she willed the meat on the stove to cook faster. She was already in the middle of making him a second BLT and she realized he was going to need a third one. Elena couldn’t imagine where he would put it in that skinny body of his, but she wasn’t about to deprive him of more. She would feed him everything in the house if he asked for it.

      “When was the last time you ate?” she heard herself asking but as the words left her lips, she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

      He grinned at her, bread matted to his teeth.

      “I dunno. What day is it?”

      She cringed at the response, slathering mayo onto the sides of the bread as the bacon continued to fry in the pan.

      “Thursday,” she replied. “Are you gonna tell me your name?”

      He chuckled but there was little mirth in his tone.

      “What do you want it to be?” he asked with a leer, but she ignored the bitterness in his words.

      “Whatever it is,” she replied. “What can I call you?”

      “That depends on what your pleasure is.” The implication in his tone was undeniable and she was aghast as she realized what he was suggesting.

      “Hey!” she snapped, defensiveness shooting through her. “I didn’t bring you here with strings attached.”

      She shuddered at the thought.

      “Then why did you bring me here?” he snorted, clearly not believing her. Elena paused and placed the butter knife on the table to stare at him with a deadpan expression.

      “I jumped on your head,” she reminded him. “And I rightly assumed that you were swimming through that dumpster because you were hungry. I brought you here to eat and make sure you’re okay.”

      He studied her face, his lips pursing into a fine line.

      Elena thought he would have been a good-looking kid if he wasn’t so filthy. She guessed his hair to be dirty blond beneath the inch of caked dirt and he had surprisingly regal features.

      Why isn’t he in some suburban high school right now instead of scarfing down grease in my kitchen?

      Again, the injustices of life threatened to make her cry with despair.

      “Here,” she said, sensing that she wasn’t going to get much more out of him by demanding answers. “Eat your sandwich.”

      He didn’t refuse, snatching at the bread and gobbling it down again without pausing to breathe.

      “You should probably take it easy,” she suggested. “If you haven’t eaten in a while, you’ll make yourself sick.”

      “Oh? Are you an expert on homelessness? Lived in a few gutters yourself?”  he snickered in between gulps. As if on cue, his already waxen complexion paled and he dropped the last of his BLT onto the plate.

      “Are you okay?” Elena asked, already knowing the answer. The boy leapt from the table, his eyes peeling around the small apartment for the bathroom presumably. She pointed him in the right direction and suddenly she heard him retching in the toilet—or at least she hoped it was the toilet.

      She sighed, leaning against the wall next to the partially closed door, but gave him his privacy.

      “Hey,” she called out to him. “Are you okay?”

      “Just peachy,” came the sarcastic response and she could hear the embarrassment in his voice. Elena paused, uncertain what to say to him. This was new territory for her. She wasn’t in the habit of bringing home runaway kids although as she thought about it, she wondered why that was.

      Chance purred, rubbing his soft body against her leg, and suddenly she became very aware of how she smelled after being in the dumpster.

      “I’m going to grab you a towel,” she told him. “You can grab a shower if you want. I’ll make you another sandwich to replace the one you lost.”

      He didn’t respond but when Elena returned from the bedroom closet, he accepted the towel through the door and shut it, locking her out.

      To Elena’s surprise, Chance didn’t follow her back into the kitchen as he usually did, vying for a treat. He seemed content sitting by the door, waiting for the boy to emerge.

      She was torn over what to do. He was clearly a kid and she knew she had no right bringing him home with her. Even if it was completely innocent, it was odd and wrong. What he needed was his parents or at least social services, someone who would have a better idea of what to do with him.

      A part of her wondered if she shouldn’t have let the cop arrest him. At least they would have gotten his name and information. If his parents were looking for him, they had to be worried sick.

      Her ringing cell phone distracted her from pursuing a plan of action and Elena snatched it up, groaning as she caught sight of the time.

      “Where the holy hell are you?” Lily snapped. “Is this your way of punishing me for not coming with you this morning?”

      “No! Of course not! Something unexpected happened,” Elena replied. “I’ll be there soon.”

      She balked when she realized how quickly she was going to have to move not only to get to the shop but to get ready for work too.

      “You better be! I’ve got class at four and there are ten people in here, all demanding my attention. I can’t handle the restore on my own. You know that!”

      “I’ll be there,” Elena promised but she suddenly had no idea how she was going to swing it.

      I can’t leave a homeless kid in my apartment. Maybe I can bring him with me?

      She wondered why she always felt like she was doing something wrong while trying to do the right thing.

      The water in the bathroom went off and a minute later, the kid exited. He had put on his same clothes.

      “You can’t wear those,” she told him before she could stop herself.

      “Well, gee, Mom, I didn’t think to bring a spare set of clothes with me,” he retorted. “I left my dinner jacket at the club. Maybe I can have the driver pick it up for me?”

      Elena sighed.

      “I’ll find you something to wear. Do you have somewhere to stay? You have a home, right? This is just some teenage rebellion you’re going through to stick it to your rich parents?”

      He gaped at her, his lips parting as he stared at her dubiously. Anger and disbelief flashed through his eyes.

      “You think I would choose to live on the streets if I could live in a place like this?” he scoffed and Elena could hear the sincerity of his question.

      He means it. He thinks this is some palace.

      Her eyes darted around her miniscule, messy apartment, wondering what he saw, but she forced herself to focus.

      “Can you please just tell me your name?” she begged, turning toward the bedroom to find him something that would fit.

      There was a deep silence and she thought she had struck out again.

      “You can call me Levi.”

      She had no way of knowing if that was his real name or not, but she would take it.

      “Levi, I’m Elena. Elena Swanson.”

      He lingered in the doorway of her bedroom, but he didn’t enter, his arms folded against his chest. He wasn’t trying to look defiant but it was his natural disposition. He studied her with mild interest and Elena felt like he was sizing her up.

      “Levi, is there somewhere I can take you?” she asked. “A family member? A friend?”

      She didn’t remind herself that he wouldn’t have been sleeping in a dumpster if he had somewhere else to be.

      He didn’t respond and for a second she thought he had left her alone in the bedroom but when she looked up, she saw he had bent over to pet Chance. The cat snaked in and out of his crouched legs, doubling down on the affection he was doling out.

      Elena had never seen Chance act so warmly with a stranger.

      Then again, how many strangers have I had in this place?

      She was fascinated by how the rescue cat reacted to Levi, as if they had known each other from another life.

      They are both strays, she thought and guilt immediately flooded her.

      “Yeah,” Levi said finally. “I have a friend you can take me to.”

      She exhaled with relief, tossing him an old tracksuit she’d outgrown. She knew it was going to be huge on him but it was the best she could do. He didn’t complain, nodding in thanks.

      “Okay, finish your food and get dressed. We’ll go after you’re done. I have to get to work.”

      Levi grinned and wrinkled his nose.

      “No offense, lady, but uh…”

      “Elena.”

      “Fine. Elena. You stink. I don’t know what you do for a living but if you have to be around other people, I would recommend you take a shower before you leave the house.”

      “Noted,” she agreed, sighing. “You eat and get dressed, I’ll shower. It won’t take me a minute.”

      He nodded, sauntering back into the living room, Chance in tow. Elena watched after him for a long moment, her pulse quickening.

      If I just drop him off somewhere, is he going to end up in another dumpster tomorrow morning?

      She pushed the question out of her mind and made her way into the bathroom, watching as Levi bonded with Chance, neither one paying her any mind as she closed the door.

      I need to call child services and let them handle this. I can’t, in good conscience, send the kid out into the world again.

      Then again, was social services much better for him? Elena had heard horror stories about foster care and given Levi’s age, she was sure he wouldn’t be well received.

      They won’t care about him.

      Back and forth, she mulled over what to do as she washed herself for the second time that day.

      She decided to lay out his options when she got out of the shower. Yes, he was a kid, but if he was old enough to rummage through garbage for his next meal, he was old enough to decide what the best course of action was for him… right?

      “Levi, here’s what I think,” Elena said through the bathroom door as she finished dressing. “Why don’t you come with me to my workshop? You can stay there when I go to my job and then we can decide where you want to stay tonight.”

      She didn’t hear a response and as she turned the knob and looked into the apartment, she could see why; Levi wasn’t in the kitchen where she’d left him.

      “Levi? You getting dressed?”

      The door to the bedroom was wide open and it was obvious he wasn’t there either. Chance hissed at her and Elena’s eyes shifted toward the entranceway. The boy’s shoes were gone and her purse lay dumped out, the contents scattered all over the cheap linoleum tiles.

      “Oh shit…” she breathed, hurrying toward the pile of tissues and lip balm littering the floor. She threw open the door to the hallway, but he was long gone. As she raced back toward the balcony doors, she saw no sign of him four stories below either.

      How could I have been so damned stupid? she cursed herself. I left him alone in the apartment! Of course he wanted you to shower. So he could rob you!

      She tried to reason that she hadn’t left him alone, not really. It was hard to imagine that someone so gentle with her unruly cat could be a bold-faced thief, but the facts spoke for themselves. Levi was a con, one who had made off with her wallet. She had not only invited a juvenile delinquent into her apartment, she had cooked for him too.

      Daddy was right about me. I never, ever learn, Elena thought miserably.
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      “You’ve been acting weird all day,” Cortez announced and Leo shot him a sidelong look.

      “Your face is weird,” he offered brightly, dismissing his partner’s assessment. “And I never mention it.”

      “Seriously,” Cortez growled. “I’ve been trying to tell you about Ali’s friend and you’re not even listening.”

      “Because you and I both know that any friend of Alison’s is no friend of mine.”

      “Buddy, Alison’s friends are hot—” Cortez started to say but Leo held up a hand, stopping him in mid-sentence.

      “Your wife’s friends are a high-maintenance pain in the ass,” he interjected. “When has there ever been a blind date that has worked out when Ali suggests it? Not just with me but with anyone in the entire world?”

      He didn’t add that he had been fortunate finding more than enough dates on Kiss-Mate lately, the app working out well for his busy lifestyle.

      Of course Cortez doesn’t understand. Mere mortals never do.

      “Hey! Ellerson and MacKenzie are very happy together!” Mark protested. “Ali set them up!”

      “But is Ellerson’s wife happy about it?” Leo remarked, rolling his eyes. Cortez snickered but Leo was mildly appalled that he found it so amusing. Ever since his partner had married the blonde woman from New Hampshire, Cortez seemed to be a different man.

      One who won’t get off my ass about dating his trophy wife’s friends. I wish he’d give it a rest already. It’s getting old.

      “You know, Monroe, it will fall off if you don’t use it,” Cortez offered slyly. “Sex ed, 101.”

      “I think you and I went to different schools.”

      Cortez scowled at the ribbing.

      “What is up your ass today, seriously?”

      Leo didn’t want to admit that it was a valid question, mostly because he had been bothered since starting patrol that morning. Cortez had ducked inside the Donut Master for coffees when he’d heard the screams coming from the alleyway and he hadn’t waited for his partner before investigating.

      While the event had turned out to be nothing of consequence, Leo had found the encounter unsettling and he couldn’t say why exactly.

      Perhaps it was the pixie-faced fairy who had stared at him with wide, unsuspecting eyes, causing his pulse to quicken for reasons he didn’t fully understand. Leo had left the scene feeling like he hadn’t asked the right questions. What was the woman doing behind the buildings at that time of the morning? How old was the kid? Did they know each other?

      His well-honed sixth sense told him that there was no real danger, which is why he had opted to let it go, yet the more he thought about it, the more he wished he hadn’t.

      Leo ended up going back around with Cortez afterward but of course they were both gone even though the doubt lingered.

      There was something fishy about those two. I shouldn’t have let them off the hook so easily.

      His mind shifted back to the green-eyed brunette and then the teenager who stood knee-deep in garbage.

      Leo felt like he’d seen the boy before.

      Have I arrested him? Is he a fugitive?

      He grimaced.

      There I go again, second-guessing myself. No wonder I haven’t made detective yet.

      Of course, this was knowledge he kept to himself. Working with the Portland Police Bureau meant being a team player, not a wary cynic who was constantly expecting the other shoe to drop.

      Still, he couldn’t help but expect the worst. It was just what always happened.

      A sharp elbow in his rib caused him to jump and Leo glared at Cortez.

      “What the hell was that for?” he demanded but he only gestured with his head and Leo turned to look. A woman had just entered the precinct, her eyes darting around nervously as she rooted herself in place. She made no move toward the reception.

      “Look at Little Bo Peep,” Cortez chuckled. “She lost her sheep.”

      “Great,” Leo muttered, rising from his swivel chair. “That’s the dumpster chick from this morning.”

      Cortez gave him a blank look.

      “Dumpster chick—oh, the screamer?”

      Leo nodded, heading toward her. As he neared, she turned around as if she was ready to bolt, the uncertainty on her face clear.

      “Hey,” he called out to her. The bright green eyes rested on his face and she seemed startled to see him there.

      “What are you doing here?” she gasped and Leo frowned slightly.

      I would have thought she would have put two and two together with the uniform, he thought sarcastically.

      “I kinda work here,” he replied dryly. “What are you doing here? Is this about this morning?”

      She stared at him for a long minute and he could sense he was about to lose her.

      “You know what? It’s nothing. It’s stupid.”

      She spun to leave but before he could say a word, she turned full circle and stared at him, her face twisted in embarrassment and confusion.

      “It’s Officer Monroe, right?”

      “Yes. Leo Monroe.”

      She paused before rushing out everything in a breath.

      “Listen,” she said quickly, a pink tinge touching her cheeks. Oddly, he found the blush endearing, even though he was slightly irritated by her flittering fairy ways. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen someone over the age of sixteen flushing with humiliation and this woman was probably… twenty-six? Although there was no way to really tell since fairies were immortal.

      “I did something… not so bright,” she offered slowly. Leo blinked at the confession.

      “Okay?”

      She paused again, her flush deepening, and he checked himself from being brusque with her. Whatever she was trying to say was obviously difficult and he didn’t want to scare her off.

      “What’s your name?” he asked. He realized he needed to gain her trust if he was going to get the entire story out of her.

      “Elena Swanson.”

      He offered his hand and she accepted it nervously before quickly withdrawing it.

      “Why don’t you come inside and sit down, Elena—can I call you Elena?”

      She nodded, visibly swallowing, and Leo led her back to his desk. Cortez had taken his own seat and he eyed Leo with a smirk.

      “Do you want something to drink? Coffee, wa—”

      “That kid stole my wallet,” she blurted out, cutting him off, and for some reason, the statement surprised him although he wasn’t sure why. Nothing really surprised Leo anymore but it was not exactly what he’d been expecting to hear.

      “What kid? The one from this morning?” he asked even though he was sure he already knew the answer.

      She nodded, shifting her eyes downward, and he wondered what she was hiding. It was true that sometimes theft victims felt ashamed, but he was sure there was more to the story than he was picking up.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning,” he said and she inhaled sharply.

      “As you know,” she began, “I encountered that boy—Levi—this morning.”

      “You’ve never met him before that?”

      “No… but he was just a kid and…” she trailed off and Leo could see she was trying to spin it to not make it sound as bad as it was.

      Just spit it out, Elena, he thought with some impatience.

      “You’ll get no judgment from me, Elena,” he assured her. He’d heard it all before anyway. There was nothing she could say which would faze him.

      “I brought him home with me,” she spilled in one gush of breath. “And he stole my wallet.”

      If he hadn’t been expecting the stolen wallet admission, Leo was bowled over by the latest confession. A weird sneer formed on his lips before he could stop it. He knew he was supposed to be impartial, but he couldn’t even begin to understand why she would do something so stupid. Unless…

      The smirk faded from his mouth and a scowl overtook it.

      “You brought him home with you?” he echoed. “For what purpose?”

      She looked up at him, her cheeks crimson now, and she ground her teeth.

      “So much for no judgment,” she muttered. Instantly Leo was contrite and forced his face back into stoicism.

      “I’m not judging!” he protested. “I’m just trying to understand what happened.”

      She didn’t look convinced, not that Leo much blamed her. He had blown his impartiality with the look of contempt.

      “This was a mistake,” she said, rising. “It was my own stupidity. I thought I was doing something good for a homeless kid. He was starving and…”

      She didn’t need to finish her sentence. Leo had seen this before too. Elena Swanson had a Pollyanna complex.

      A rush of relief shot through him.

      That’s better than what I was thinking.

      “Sorry I bothered you,” she mumbled, turning away.

      “No,” Leo said flatly before she could go. “You can’t just leave. If he stole your wallet, he needs to be held accountable for that.”

      “It’s not even about the money,” she sighed. “There was maybe thirty bucks in there, and I was going to give it to him when he left anyway but…”

      More shame clouded her face.

      “But what?” Leo demanded, perplexed about what she was doing there.

      “It’s stupid,” she muttered.

      “Whatever it is, it’s not stupid. You don’t need to justify the reason behind you wanting your stolen wallet back.”

      “It’s my dad’s,” she confessed as if he hadn’t spoken. “Having it makes me feel closer to him somehow.”

      A foreign jolt of pain hit Leo like a knife and he suddenly didn’t know how to respond to such a revelation. Anger quickly settled in.

      Here was this woman, taking pity on this riffraff kid, and he makes off with a memory of her father. What a piece of shit this brat is.

      Leo half wished the boy was standing in front of him at that moment so he could slap his childish face with the indignation he was feeling.

      Not that I would really do that. But I want to.

      “Levi?” Leo asked, jotting the name down on a piece of paper. “That’s what he said his name was?”

      “That’s what he said but I doubt that’s his real name,” Elena replied.

      “Probably not,” the cop agreed. “But it’s a start. I’ll check out some of the local youth shelters. He looked familiar to me this morning so if I don’t find him there, I’ll do a rundown of petty theft mugshots and see what I come up with. If he’s done this to you, I’m sure he’s done it before.”

      He expected her to look more grateful than she did, but her face was etched with concern and it took Leo seconds to realize that her worry was for the punk kid.

      “You won’t hurt him or anything, will you?” she asked, her tone husky.

      “Hurt him? Why would we hurt him?” Leo demanded, insulted that she thought so poorly of the police department.

      “I don’t know,” she sighed. “Just… don’t. I… I’m not sure I should even be here. Maybe I’ll go looking for him myself. He’s not a bad kid, just—”

      “You will not go looking for him!” Leo almost yelled, dumbfounded that she even suggested such a thing to his face.

      Elena blinked in confusion.

      “Why not?”

      Is she purposely being dense?

      “Because that is my job. What if he’s dangerous when confronted? Promise me you’ll let me look for him.”

      He could see the words “no” ready to spring from her sweet, rosebud mouth but she clamped her lips together and nodded instead.

      “Can you leave me your contact information?” Leo sighed, knowing when he was being lied to.

      “Sure,” she replied, digging into her purse for a card. She paused to scrawl another number on the back. “There’s my private cell number there and my two business numbers. Call me as soon as you find him, okay?”

      Leo was vaguely impressed that she had two numbers for business. He wouldn’t have guessed that a dumpster-diving woman would be such an entrepreneur.

      “Of course, Elena.”

      Their eyes locked for a long moment and Leo felt a surge of heat shoot through him.

      “Thank you for not making me feel like an idiot,” she muttered, turning her head away.

      “You have no reason to feel like an idiot,” he replied, even though he wasn’t sure he personally agreed with his own words. “But promise me you’ll never do that again?”

      “Do what?” she asked, innocence coloring her face. He thought she was baiting him, but he saw that she was serious.

      “Don’t invite transients home with you,” he sighed.

      He hoped his tone wasn’t condescending, but someone needed to explain the ways of the world to this woman. He didn’t want to see her hurt, no matter how dumbly she behaved.

      “Not everyone is a criminal, Officer Monroe,” she replied, blinking. “One bad apple is not going to spoil the bunch.”

      He didn’t bother to tell her that she had the adage completely wrong. Some people just never learned, no matter how many times they got burned, after all, and Leo had a feeling that this was not the first time she’d been burned either.

      She waved as she left, leaving him to peer down at the business card in his hand.

      “Let me guess,” Cortez chortled, having heard the entire conversation. “She’s a yoga instructor. Or a nutritionist!”

      “It’s worse,” he sighed, suddenly understanding what Elena was doing at the dumpster on Madison that morning. “She’s an upcycler.”

      He flipped the card over and read the secondary business number, his eyes widening slightly as he realized that she worked for Kiss-Mate too.

      What eclectic jobs to have. A matchmaker and a junk collector. Or maybe they’re one in the same, depending on how you look at it.

      “A what?” Cortez demanded.

      “An upcycler. She finds old crap that no one wants and fixes it up to sell.”

      Cortez roared with laughter, clutching his side as if it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      “Well, if that doesn’t explain it, nothing does,” he howled but Leo wasn’t nearly as amused. If anything, he found the discovery disheartening.

      His head lifted to stare after the brunette but she had already disappeared into the precinct. He wondered if she was one of those people who believed that everything could be rescued.

      For her sake, he really hoped not.
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      Leo’s shift had been over for three hours and he hadn’t been authorized for overtime—not that he’d asked. He knew that chasing down a juvenile delinquent wasn’t exactly going to be considered pressing.

      Still, he couldn’t let it go for some reason, just as he had been unable to let the encounter that morning with Elena and Levi go all day.

      Leo was quickly learning that he was not the only one who felt as if he’d been led on a wild goose chase, although he was sure it was not the guileless Elena Swanson who had sent him.

      No one in any shelter had heard about this kid and as he approached the second last place on his list, Mission Youth Services, Leo’s hopes were not high.

      “Hey, Leo!” Tricia chirped when he walked through the front doors. “You’re a little late for taco night.”

      He shuddered slightly at the idea of eating Mexican food from the shelter’s kitchen.

      “Damn,” he replied, sighing dejectedly. “It’s a good thing that’s not the only reason I came.”

      Tricia grinned at him toothily, a knowing look on her face. She was one of the few fairies he knew who didn’t fear his presence. Then again, dealing with the roughest bunch of street kids was enough to toughen up anyone.

      “Yeah, I don’t blame you.” Tricia giggled. “What’s up? What are you doing here in the middle of the night?”

      “First of all, it’s eleven o’clock,” he laughed and she shrugged.

      “Baby, I’m a hundred and ten years old, anything after dark feels like the middle of the night.”

      Leo had to agree, it did feel late, especially since most of the lights were off in the building, curfew being called only minutes earlier.

      “I’m looking for a kid,” he sighed. “But I’m not having any luck in the downtown core.”

      “Gotta name? Or a pic?”

      “All I know is that he used the name ‘Levi’ once.” Leo was beginning to feel foolish repeating the dumb moniker but it was all he had. The entire night was proving to be a bust and he wondered why he had even started on this idiotic mission.

      The image of Elena’s humiliated but lost face played in his mind and he remembered why instantly.

      “Levi,” Tricia chortled.

      “I know,” Leo grunted. “It was a long shot—”

      “No, no, he comes here all the time,” Tricia interrupted and Leo gawked at her, thinking he’d misunderstood.

      “Seriously?”

      Tricia nodded.

      “His name is Avery, but he goes around telling people to call him Levi. No one ever does, though. The others mostly call him Beanie.”

      “Beanie?” he snorted. “Like the cap?”

      “Like the beanpole. The kid is ninety pounds soaking wet.”

      Leo got it. It fit the profile of the kid he had seen in the dumpster that morning. His tracking had been fruitful after all.

      “Is he here now?” he asked. Tricia nodded, sticking her thumb over her shoulder toward the back of the building.

      “He just made it in for last call. Want me to get him?”

      Leo had a decision to make in that moment and he wasn’t sure which way to go. Because he wasn’t technically on the clock, he didn’t want to haul the kid down to the station in cuffs and explain to his superiors why he’d been out all evening trolling for him.

      On the other hand, if he didn’t, Leo realized he might lose the opportunity to arrest Avery the next day.

      “You want me to get him?” Tricia asked again.

      That’s a good question, Leo thought, sighing to himself.

      “How often does he come here?” he inquired.

      “Just about every night when he can get a bed.”

      “Tell me about him. Is he from around here? Drug problem?”

      “He doesn’t talk about his homelife too much, but I overheard him talking about Washington once or twice. And no, he’s not a junkie. He’s not a bad kid.”

      That wasn’t saying a lot, Leo knew. Tricia dealt with the worst of the worst. “Not bad” meant that he might be a bank robber, but he probably wasn’t a serial killer. Probably.

      “What did he do?” the house mother wanted to know, and Leo shook his head, forcing a smile on his face.

      “Maybe nothing,” he replied quickly. “Don’t disturb him right now, and Tricia, don’t tell him I came looking. You know how these kids are; one whiff of trouble and they run for the hills.”

      She peered at him with concerned brown eyes, cocking her head to the side.

      “Is he in trouble?”

      Suddenly, Leo knew he’d handled it all wrong.

      She’s going to warn him. She’s protective of her kids.

      “Like I said, I’m just following up on a lead. Obviously it’s not that serious if I’m not hauling his ass out of bed,” Leo said lightly. “Even so, no one likes a cop.”

      He offered her his most charming smile and she returned it, warily, but it didn’t quite meet her eyes.

      Yep. She’s going to tell him I came by for sure.

      “All right, officer,” she finally agreed. “As far as I’m concerned, you never came here tonight.”

      Grinning sheepishly, he spun to leave.

      “Hey, Leo?” she called and he glanced over his shoulder and swallowed, sensing what she was going to say next. But as she caught his eye, she seemed to change her mind and shook her dark mane of hair quickly, staring down at her hands.

      “Never mind. I’ll see you later.”

      There was a reason he had gone to Mission Youth Services almost last; Tricia and Leo had had a brief dating catastrophe a couple years back and while they could maintain a polite, phony conversation, the friction remained from that stint.

      It had been Leo’s only experience dating a fairy and it had been enough to remind him why dragons and fairies did not mix.

      The breakup had been relatively blameless. Or maybe it was both of their faults, each of them dredging too much baggage and mistrust into whatever it was that they were doing.

      Leo didn’t miss her, and he was sure she didn’t miss him either but every time they chanced upon one another, there was an unmistakable awkwardness which they couldn’t seem to get past.

      In hindsight, that same unease was apparent in any ex or ex-like female Leo knew.

      Maybe it never is them but me all along, he thought.

      Leo ducked out before Tricia could change her mind and say whatever it was she was thinking, making his way back to his personal vehicle. He sat inside, unsure of where to go next.

      Home was probably the best option but there was nothing waiting for him there but a can of beef barley soup which had likely expired months ago and a loaf of stale bread.

      On the passenger seat, he caught a glimpse of Elena Swanson’s card. He’d left it there purposely, in case he needed the motivation to continue on his quest to find Levi a.k.a. Avery, but he hadn’t looked at it once until that moment.

      Elena’s bright, trusting eyes had guided him to the kid and now Leo had him.

      Without thinking twice about it, he grabbed for his cell and dialed the number on the card. He knew it was late but he wanted her to be the first to know he had found him.

      Shit! he thought. What if she demands I arrest him?

      But as her sleepy voice answered the phone, Leo had a feeling the last thing she would want was swift justice.

      “Hello?”

      “Elena? It’s Officer Monroe from the PPB. Did I wake you?”

      The traces of tiredness dissipated from her tone when she responded.

      “No, no. Is everything okay? Did you find Levi?”

      He paused, again uncharacteristically uncertain.

      “I think so,” he replied evasively. “His name is Avery and I believe he’s staying at a youth shelter in Goose Hollow.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath.

      “Is he okay?”

      He was slightly taken aback by the question.

      “It seems so,” he replied evasively.

      “Does he have the wallet?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      She paused.

      “Did you arrest him?” she murmured. He could hear the concern in her voice and exasperation began to seep into his bones. He had been chasing this vagrant brat around Portland for hours and suddenly she sounded like she was having second thoughts.

      “Not yet. I wanted to speak with you first.”

      “Good! Good, don’t arrest him… I mean… well, see if he has the wallet…”

      “Elena,” Leo snapped, his patience wearing thin. “If he has the wallet, I have to arrest him!”

      Dead silence followed his announcement and he could almost hear the wheels turning in her brain.

      “Elena?”

      “I’m still here.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “I’m not sure I want to press charges anymore,” she replied and Leo’s exasperation was replaced by anger.

      I wish she’d decided that before I went out trolling the city, he thought furiously. Leo didn’t remind himself that he didn’t have much else going on that night. Instead, he tried to appeal to her civic duty.

      “You know, I can guarantee you’re not the first person he’s ripped off and you won’t be the last.”

      More silence ensued.

      “Elena?”

      “I just wanted the wallet back. I really didn’t want to get him into any trouble,” she sighed and Leo bit back a scathing reply.

      In his mind, she was the problem with society. No one held anyone accountable for their actions anymore. That was why crime increased; the thugs felt comfortable running their game. No one would bother to prosecute. It made being a cop almost impossible sometimes.

      “Why don’t you sleep on it?” he suggested, knowing that was what he was going to do anyway. “You don’t have to decide this minute.”

      “All right. Thank you for keeping me updated, Officer Monroe.”

      There was appreciation in her tone and he wondered if she had any idea the lengths he’d gone to find Avery.

      “I’ll contact you tomorrow,” he replied, almost brusquely, before disconnecting the call.

      He remained in the car, staring at the still youth shelter for a long while after hanging up. It had been a long time since he’d gone out of his way like this for such a small crime.

      Without giving himself time to reconsider, Leo jumped out of the car and headed back into the building.

      “You’re back!” Tricia said, surprise lacing her tone.

      “I changed my mind,” he said firmly. “Go get the kid.”

      Tricia’s eyes darkened and she rose reluctantly.

      “Are you sure this can’t wait, Leo? He’s only fifteen—”

      “Just go get him. I doubt he’s sleeping anyway.”

      She didn’t argue, slowly disappearing into the barracks, and Leo’s pulse quickened slightly.

      Am I acting like a cop or a protective older brother?

      A light snicker filled his head. There was nothing platonic about his actions and embarrassment flushed through him. Leo had never been one to abuse his authority for any reason, let alone to “get the girl”. He wasn’t even sure he wanted the girl.

      No, he decided firmly. I want the girl’s wallet back. That’s all. She doesn’t deserve to be ripped off by someone she tried to help, no matter how stupid it was.

      A moment later, Tricia appeared, the teen behind her.

      The kid froze as he recognized the police officer and Leo could see he was thinking about fleeing but he wisely continued forward.

      “What’s up?” he asked sullenly.

      “Hello, Avery. I’m Officer Monroe. We met this morning.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” he muttered, staring down at his hands as Leo looked him over.

      “Can we have a little chat?” Leo asked quietly. Avery shrugged and glanced at Tricia, whose chocolate eyes were fixated on him.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Leo smiled coldly.

      “You always have a choice, son,” Leo replied shortly. “The question is, will you make the right one?”

      “It’s okay, Beanie,” Tricia told him. “Officer Monroe is a good guy. You can trust him.”

      Avery scoffed but he didn’t comment, shuffling his feet as Leo led him outside.

      “Is this about this morning? I told you, it was a misunderstanding. That lady—”

      “Ms. Swanson?” he interjected.

      “Yeah, her. She basically attacked me!”

      “Is that why you stole her wallet? Because I gotta tell you, Avery, I doubt that’s gonna hold up in court.”

      His eyes bugged out of his head and he looked around desperately. Leo hoped he didn’t run. He didn’t have nearly enough caffeine in him for a chase in that moment.

      I could always shift and scare the hell out of him. It might scare him straight enough to get him on the right path, Leo thought, but of course he was only joking to himself. If that worked, he would have had the best arrest record in the department.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Avery muttered but the lie was all over his face.

      “No?”

      “Nope.”

      “You don’t have Ms. Swanson’s wallet?”

      “Why would I have her wallet?” he demanded, indignation filling his voice. “She probably lost it, being flaky. She’s not that smart!”

      A twinge of ire flooded him, a defensiveness for the woman he had spent all of six minutes with filling his bones. He managed to hide his annoyance somehow.

      “All right,” Leo sighed in resignation. “This must be a big misunderstanding.”

      Avery looked at him, a combination of relief and wariness on his face.

      “Yeah… it is.”

      “Great. Then you can come down to the station and we’ll straighten all this out with Ms. Swanson,” Leo told him cheerfully. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      The boy groaned loudly, almost as if echoing Leo’s own distress.

      “Oh, come on!” he moaned. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “We’ll figure it out soon enough, won’t we?”

      As Leo escorted him into the back of his car, cuffed, he saw Tricia watching him skeptically from the front door, shaking her head. A jolt of guilt shot through him.

      Her expression was reminiscent of Elena’s words to him.

      Why do I suddenly feel like I’m doing this for no reason at all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily was still angry at her from the previous day. Elena never did make it into the shop, but she also hadn’t made it into Kiss-Mate for her afternoon shift at the call center.

      Still, she’d barely managed to tell Lily she wasn’t coming. She vowed to go in extra early with soy lattes and gluten-free cookies as peace offerings but when Elena woke up the following morning, she had a weird knot in her gut.

      It was as if she was anticipating more drama, even before she picked up her phone and saw that she had three missed calls.

      They were all from the same number which had woken her before midnight.

      Officer Monroe.

      This can’t be good, she thought, biting on her lower lip as she sat up in the bed, running a hand through the mess of unruly waves cascading down her shoulders.

      Chance purred, butting his head against her thigh, and she absently pet him as she checked her voicemail.

      “Elena, it’s Leo Monroe from PPD. I just wanted to inform you that we have the suspect in custody. I would appreciate it if you could come down to the station any time after eight a.m. to identify him and file a formal complaint in the matter. Sorry to call so late again.”

      “Goddamn it!” Elena cursed and Chance tensed, scooting away.

      Why did he arrest Levi when we agreed I would sleep on it? she thought irritably.

      She had already decided to let the matter go. She wasn’t going to ruin this kid’s life over a dumb wallet, even if it was her father’s. Her dad wouldn’t be proud to know she’d had a runaway charged when he was just trying to survive.

      But Officer Monroe hadn’t given her the opportunity to let it go and now she had to drag herself back into the precinct and deal with that.

      Lily is going to kill me.

      At least she didn’t have a shift at Kiss-Mate that day.

      She jumped out of bed and stripped off her nightclothes, sliding into the shower before the water was warm.

      Squealing, she backed out from under the spray, her skin erupting into a thousand prickles.

      “Come on! I can’t have another day like yesterday!” she moaned aloud. “Give me a break! I can’t afford this!”

      A day of lost income was not something she could easily bounce back from, no matter how good a groove she was in for the moment.

      She lathered her hair with Moroccan oil shampoo, taking longer than usual as she combed through each strand to smooth out the tangles.

      It was not until she reached for the razor to shave her legs that she realized she was taking extra time in the shower, as if she were preparing for a gala.

      What’s wrong with you? You don’t have time for all this primping!

      Still, that didn’t stop her from completing her beauty ritual, as if she were meeting her prince.

      A prince like Leo Monroe?

      Aghast at her ludicrous thought, she tossed the razor back onto the shower shelf as if it contained Ebola and rinsed the coconut soap from her body.

      Officer Monroe’s amber-brown eyes bored into her mind’s eye but her gaze traveled lower, across his strong-boned face, against his cheekbones to rest on his mouth, puckered with concern.

      Are his lips as soft as they look?

      The thought surprised her.

      A crash from the bathroom countertop put an end to whatever insanity Elena was falling into and she whipped the curtain aside to watch Chance saunter sheepishly away after dropping the soap dish in the sink.

      Inhaling shakily, she reached forward to turn off the faucet and grabbed for the towel resting on the sink’s edge.

      She tried to shove the idea of Leo Monroe from her mind, but she couldn’t ignore the fact that she put on a dress and mascara before she left the house. Even the cat looked at her funny on the way out the door.
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      Officer Monroe wasn’t there when Elena arrived at the precinct. She paced the reception area nervously, wringing her hands over the peasant-style sundress she had stupidly opted to wear.

      She wondered what she’d been thinking, putting it on. She had work to do at the shop when she finally arrived there.

      You own three dresses and you’re going to ruin this one. So dumb.

      She considered going home to change after she was done at the station but she knew that Lily was furious enough as it was. There just wasn’t time.

      “Elena.”

      Her eyes darted upward as Officer Monroe strutted toward her.

      Has he always been that tall?

      He seemed to tower over her, his golden-brown eyes examining her face. His stare fell along her quickly heating cheeks and toward her bustline, which seemed to be expanding under his gaze.

      “Uh, hi,” she offered quickly but to her horror, her voice stuck in her throat and the words escaped in a squeak. He didn’t seem to notice or if he did, he didn’t comment on it.

      “Come on in. As I said, I have the suspect in custody but he’s denying that he stole anything. In fact, he’s denying that he was even in your apartment.”

      Elena wondered how Monroe knew she lived in an apartment.

      Do I just look like someone who can’t afford a house or is he checking up on me?

      She grimaced.

      Paranoid much?

      She realized it wasn’t paranoia, it was wishful thinking. She couldn’t stop her mind from wandering back to where it had almost gone in the shower that morning.

      Snap out of it! He just asked you a question!

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” she mumbled, perching on the chair next to his desk, and he repeated his inquiry.

      “I asked if you were up for picking him out of a line-up.”

      The last of the semi-amorous fog which had enfolded her dissipated and reality hit her like a punch to the face.

      “No!” she said, eyes widening. “No, I’m not!”

      He nodded understandingly.

      “That’s fine. We’ll just go ahead and write up the complaint, then—”

      “No,” she cut him off. “You don’t understand. I’m not pressing charges. I wish you hadn’t arrested him without talking to me first.”

      Dubiousness flashed through his beautifully colored eyes.

      “We did talk about this!”

      “And you told me to sleep on it. What changed?”

      He seemed taken aback by the question and he didn’t answer. Elena’s cell phone began to ring from the depth of the retro business handbag she had rescued from an office foreclosure. Without looking, she knew it was Lily calling. The phone had barely stopped since Elena had fired her a text that morning warning her that she was going to be late again.

      “Elena, he will do this again,” the cop warned her. “Don’t you want to prevent this from happening to someone else? A little old lady or—”

      “I believe in rehabilitation, not punishment,” she said firmly. “I don’t think giving a teenager a criminal record is going to benefit him.”

      Her heart stopped slightly at the look of near contempt he gave her as if he thought he was speaking to an idiot.

      “Suit yourself,” he snorted. “But if he does this to someone else, it’s on your conscience. Next time he might even hurt someone. I hope you can sleep at night knowing you could have prevented that.”

      He spun away like the sight of her angered him, but Elena called out to stop him.

      “Are you letting him go?”

      “I don’t have much of a choice if you’re not pressing charges, do I?”

      He didn’t wait for a response and she watched as he disappeared through a door marked “Authorized Personnel”.

      Well, that’s that, she thought, turning to leave the stationhouse for what she hoped would be the last time. A twinge of disappointment flickered through her as she realized that she would likely never see Leo Monroe again.

      But there was something else weighing on her mind.

      Levi.

      Officer Monroe did have a point; a kid without options would just turn back to the only life he knew. Levi would, undoubtedly, steal again, unless…

      She sauntered down the sidewalk and ducked around the back of the stationhouse, her eyes fixed on the back entrance. She waited for almost half an hour, ignoring the incessant ringing of her phone, which grated on her nerves more with each passing second, but she couldn’t leave until she knew the kid was all right.

      How do you even know he’s coming out this door? a sane voice in her head demanded. Yet she remained in place, sure that she would see Levi for at least a second.

      Finally, a side door opened and the teen slipped out, his eyes trained on the ground. He didn’t see Elena until she was standing right in front of him.

      “Geez! You’re everywhere, lady!”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “What? You changed your mind now? You gonna press charges?”

      “No, Levi. I’m not.”

      His eyes narrowed as he glared at her, folding his arms over his chest.

      “I thought they told you—my name is Avery.”

      She shrugged nonchalantly.

      “You told me your name was Levi. I like it. It suits you.”

      The kid’s face softened slightly even though Elena was sure she wasn’t meant to see it. He lowered his head so a strand of long hair covered his cheek. She’d been right; his hair was dirty blond after all.

      “What do you want, lady?”

      “Elena, remember? My name is Elena.”

      “Okay, Elena. What do you want? Is this your way of shaking me down because I already spent your money?”

      He paled as he blurted out the words, looking over his shoulder as if he had just been party to some sting operation, but she shook her head.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked. “There’s a decent diner just around the corner. Make some mean pancakes.”

      He gaped at her.

      “You want to take me for pancakes? After what I did to you?”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures, I guess. I’ve never been hungry or worried about where I’m going to sleep at night. I’m not judging you. I was going to give you that money anyway.”

      “Sure,” he spat. “That’s why you went to the cops.”

      “It wasn’t about the money,” she insisted, wondering if he realized just how little thirty dollars was to regular people.

      No one goes to the cops for thirty dollars but to someone who needs it, thirty bucks is like thousands.

      “Yeah, right,” Levi scoffed.

      “It’s true. I just want the wallet itself, although the ID would be useful. Replacing that stuff is a pain in the ass.”

      He frowned, trying to determine the sincerity of her words.

      “Really?” he asked skeptically. “You want that shitty beaded wallet which probably came from the ninety-nine-cent store.”

      “It is a handmade item from the Lakota tribe, actually, and yes, I do want it. It was my father’s.”

      A look of shame flooded the boy’s face.

      “Was your father’s? He’s dead?”

      Elena nodded, feeling a familiar burn in her eyes as the memory of the man resurfaced. Ten years he’d been gone but the wound was still fresh.

      “Mine too… I think,” Levi muttered.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she murmured. “I’d like to say it gets easier, but it doesn’t. Not really.”

      He nodded.

      “I know. I barely knew the guy. Left when I was five. My mom says he OD’d back in 2010 but I dunno if that’s true. When she misses her meds, she says anything.”

      “She’s still around?” Elena asked hopefully. If his mother was still alive, maybe there was hope to reunite them.

      “Get that look off your face,” Levi scowled, shoving past her. “I don’t want to have anything to do with her and she feels the same. And honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Elena pursed her lips together and followed him.

      “Levi, what are you going to do now?” she asked, hurrying to join his side. He was digging through his backpack, his eyes bleak and angry.

      “I’m going back to the shelter,” he said, his hand still inside the bag, grunting as he dug.

      “I mean, do you have a plan? What are you going to do?”

      “Well, I dunno, Elena,” he bit back sarcastically. “Do you know of any six-figure jobs for a freshman dropout without a fixed address?”

      He stopped walking and yanked something out of the depths finally, thrusting it into her hands. It was her wallet.

      “I’m sorry.”

      His voice was so quiet, she barely heard it.

      Her fingers closed around the dilapidated item, her hands closing around his. He didn’t pull away and she could sense the loneliness in the boy.

      He’s just a kid. No kid should have to live like this.

      “I know of a job,” she told him slowly, half cursing herself as the words came out. She couldn’t really afford it but she couldn’t let Levi back onto the streets, even if he had stolen from her.

      He’s never going to have a chance in life if no one gives him a chance first.

      “A job for me?” he asked dubiously and Elena nodded.

      “It’s not six figures but it’s enough to sustain you.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, it’s something you already have experience in,” she chuckled. “I own an upcycling plant. I could use some muscle and help getting finds. Do you think it’s something you might be interested in doing?”

      “Working for you?” he choked, disbelief coloring his cheeks.

      “Well, I am the boss but I would prefer to think of it as working with me. I have another job also so you’d be doing me a favor by helping out when I can’t be there.”

      His face contorted into a thousand emotions, the mask both endearing and alarming as he tried to get a grip on what he was feeling.

      “Why?” he finally choked. “Why would you do that?”

      She was at a loss for an answer as she stared at him.

      Was she doing it because of her pathological need to “fix” things? Did she see something of herself in this kid? Or was she trying to stick it to Officer Monroe?

      Maybe it’s a combination of all three.

      Whatever the reason, she was going to do it.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Elena finally managed but the words sounded hollow to her ears. Life was about to become a lot more complicated for her now. Taking in a kid was one thing. Taking in a mortal, thieving kid was quite another.

      “You look like you’re having second thoughts already,” Levi snickered, disappointment coloring his face as if she’d offered him a fat wad of cash and snatched it away.

      “No,” she answered quickly. “I’m not. You can start tomorrow.”

      He stared at her with so much gratitude in his eyes, she almost wanted to cry.

      Why, then, do I feel like this is about to come around and bite me directly on my ass?
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      To Leo’s mind, that should have been the end of it. She went on her way and he went on his. He continued fighting crime and she… what was she doing?

      He found himself thinking about Elena and about the kid, so much so that he called Tricia to ask if he was still returning to the shelter every night.

      “Yeah, he’s doing great, actually. I think he got a job,” was the house mother’s response. Leo found the answer relieving and unsettling simultaneously.

      “A job? Who hired him?” he asked, his suspicious mind envisioning Avery trolling through wealthy neighborhoods in a balaclava, breaking into houses with a crowbar.

      “Some lady with a thrift shop or something. At least that’s what he told me.”

      Sounds legit. Some do-gooder like Elena, offering the little thief a job. It’s only a matter of time before he rips her off too, if he hasn’t already. I should go check it out and make sure he knows I’m keeping an eye on him.

      All Tricia knew was that the store was on Lovejoy, in the Pearl District. Leo reasoned it shouldn’t be hard to find.

      He and Cortez were on patrol, cruising through the downtown core, but it was a tame day, neither of them banking more than two run stoplights and a speeder on the Burnside Bridge.

      “Hey, turn down Lovejoy,” Leo called, realizing that they were entering the Pearl District. “I need to find a place.”

      His eyes rested on the dashboard computer as he punched in “thrift shops”. The GPS found a dozen consignment stores but none on Lovejoy.

      Was Tricia wrong about the address?

      “Hey,” Cortez chuckled, pointing out the window. “Isn’t that one of those recycle places?”

      Leo’s eyes darted up as they coasted past a storefront.

      It had no name but instantly he knew it was Elena Swanson’s store. He’d passed it half a dozen times in the past two weeks, but he’d never ventured inside, even though he’d wanted to at every single opportunity.

      Suddenly, his blood ran cold. He hadn’t put two and two together until that moment but suddenly it made perfect sense.

      On second thought, it didn’t make sense at all.

      Elena wouldn’t have given Avery a job, would she? She’s wasn’t that stupid.

      Or maybe she wasn’t stupid at all.

      Leo was beginning to wonder if there wasn’t something more going on here. Maybe he had misread the seemingly sweet woman. Maybe she was playing him with her angelic act. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been misled by a pretty face although it had been a long while since he’d fallen into that trap. Leo’s skepticism had been well honed.

      “Upcycle, not recycle,” he corrected his partner. “Pull over.”

      “You going in there? You’re going to get fleas.”

      “Stay here, then,” Leo snapped.

      He knew he wasn’t going to get an argument out of Cortez. The shop was not his scene. He was happy watching the summer girls prancing by in their short skirts and bikini tops.

      Leo jumped out of the car and looked toward the glass, his pulse quickening. None of it made sense and he pulled open the door to the musky-smelling shop.

      “Good morning, officer. Can I help you find something?”

      A sour-faced blonde appeared before Leo’s face, startling him slightly. He hadn’t expected to see someone else when he was looking for Elena.

      Business must be good if she has a roster of employees, he thought with some bitterness.

      “I’m looking for Elena. Is she around?”

      The woman’s gray eyes narrowed.

      “Why?” she demanded. “What has she done?”

      Well, that’s an interesting response, Leo thought. Why would you automatically assume she has done something wrong?

      Leo had run down Elena’s name in the computer but she had no record to speak of. Of course, he didn’t have access to all records everywhere and given her immortal connections, there were ways to erase a dark past. She just hadn’t left a mark in Portland… yet.

      “Usually I’m the one asking questions,” Leo replied, eyeing her.

      “It’s okay, Lil. I’ve got this.”

      Elena appeared through a doorway, wiping her hands on an already filthy apron as she moved toward him. Even with her hair in a windblown bun, toppled upon her head, and dirt smeared on her nose, she really was lovely, like some mischievous woodland sprite. Her green eyes sparkled with recognition.

      “Officer Monroe! What a surprise!”

      “Hi, Elena,” he said, offering her a smile and glancing at Lily to show her he was harmless. “It’s been a little while.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Leo could tell she was uncomfortable. Her body language reeked of uncertainty, her weight shifting from one foot to the other. She looked over her shoulder toward the back room and Leo wondered if she was expecting someone.

      Like Avery?

      “I was just in the neighborhood,” he replied truthfully. “I saw your place and thought I would come in and see how you’re doing.”

      “You two know each other?” Lily demanded.

      “You didn’t tell her about the… incident?” Leo asked innocently.

      “She knows,” Elena replied quickly. “Officer Monroe took my complaint when I was robbed a couple weeks back.”

      “Well, not really,” he corrected. “You didn’t file a complaint and you let Avery—”

      “Officer Monroe, may I have a word with you in private?” Elena cut him off, her eyes flashing as she spun toward the back room.

      “Of course,” he agreed pleasantly. “Nice to meet you… Lil, was it?”

      The blonde barely responded, a slight grunt escaping her lips, and she turned back toward the display she had been working on. Leo had to wonder if she hated all cops or if it was just something about him.

      He ventured into the warehouse part of the store and he had to admit, he was temporarily struck by the amount of clutter in the cramped area. Furniture, electronics, games, dishes, and toys littered every inch of space as far as he could see.

      “You restore all this stuff?” he heard himself asking, the awe in his voice unmistakable. The work had to be daunting and plentiful.

      She would have to be a Jill of all trades.

      “What I can,” Elena replied. “You’d be amazed how much people throw away when all most things need are a bit of TLC.”

      She was trying to be prophetic but it struck him wrong.

      “Some people don’t have the time or patience for such nonsense,” he retorted with more sharpness than he intended but Elena didn’t seem fazed by the response.

      “Most people,” she agreed. “That’s why this world is in such a state of disrepair. Everyone is cynical and fatalistic.”

      “You’re the one who sounds fatalistic,” he commented dryly.

      “What?” She blinked and stared at him blankly. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re making it sound like we’re nearing the end of days.”

      Elena shrugged.

      “Maybe we are.”

      They stared at one another and he felt a strange tingle in his neck as he eyed her. For a second, Leo forgot what he was doing there.

      “Listen, Officer Monroe, I appreciate all you did for me, but you don’t need to stop by and check in on me,” Elena said finally. “Not that I don’t appreciate that too.”

      A sardonic smile touched his lips when he saw she had shifted her gaze away.

      “It’s no bother. I would do it for any of the victims—”

      “I am not a victim!” she snapped hotly. “Levi—”

      “Avery.”

      She ignored him and continued.

      “Levi is just a misunderstood kid. I should never have involved you in the first place.”

      “You see much of him?”

      He decided to ask the question point blank and see if she would lie. Elena inhaled deeply.

      “He works here.”

      He didn’t know what surprised him more—the fact that she copped to it or the fact that there was no shame on her face when she said it.

      “Seriously? You gave him a job here after he stole from you?”

      “Please keep your voice down,” she urged, her eyes skipping toward the front of the store. “Lily doesn’t know the entire story.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that. I guess she doesn’t deserve the heads-up that a little criminal is running around near her purse?”

      “He’s not going to steal again! He has a job. He has no reason to steal.”

      “Once a thief, always a thief,” Leo intoned and she groaned.

      “Okay, well, you’re entitled to your own opinion, Officer Monroe, but I know Levi and—”

      “You don’t even know his real name,” Leo snorted, growing angry at her willful blindness.

      “I know the name he wants to be called and that’s good enough.”

      Leo felt like he was arguing with Cortez—or a Trump supporter. She was only going to hear what she wanted to hear.

      “You are setting yourself up for a world of trouble,” he warned.

      “You’re prejudging a kid,” she bit back, her jade eyes flashing. “Haven’t you ever made mistakes?”

      “Like biting the hand that literally fed me? No, I was never that stupid.”

      “He’s not stupid! He’s hard working and trying to stay on the right path.”

      “If you believe that, you’re just asking for whatever you get.”

      “It must get lonely up there in your ivory tower.”

      “Not really. I have a selective group who doesn’t get robbed when they turn their backs,” Leo shot back. Elena glared at him, her rose-petal lips thinning to a near-white.

      “Is there anything else, Officer Monroe? I have to get back to work.”

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t know why he couldn’t leave it alone, why he couldn’t just let this woman lie in the thorny bed she’d made for herself.

      “What?”

      “When he screws you over again, find another cop to cry to. I can’t throw good common sense after bad.”

      Elena’s jaw tightened.

      “Goodbye, Officer Monroe.”

      She picked up a power saw and started it, not giving him an opportunity to answer.

      But before he left, he could not help but cast her one last look.

      In that moment, he was certain he had never seen anything sexier than a furious, fairy upcycler yielding a power saw. He wished he could snap a picture of her in that moment, lividly shearing off pieces of metal which Leo was certain did not need cutting.

      But, of course, he dared not, lest she turn the tool on him next.
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      He’s got some damned nerve showing up here like that! Elena thought furiously, shearing off a piece of a metal plate she’d hoped to restore. Something told her by the time she finished taking out her rage, there would be nothing left to work with.

      Levi had been a model worker since the day she’d hired him and nothing that Leo Monroe could say would change her mind about it. The kid went out every day, scrounging for anything they could upcycle.

      Even Lily, who hated almost everyone, begrudgingly grew to appreciate the work ethic of the runaway.

      “Where did you find him?” Elena’s business partner asked.

      “In a dumpster.”

      She had snorted and Elena didn’t need to elaborate, much to her relief. There was no way that Lily would have allowed Levi to stay if she knew the truth about how she’d really come to know the kid.

      There’s no need to tell her. Levi’s past has no bearing on the work he’s doing now. I was right; he just needed someone to show a little faith.

      Of course, she was also aware that two weeks was not much time to gauge the boy’s personality, but Levi had given her absolutely no reason to doubt him again.

      He spent his days at the shop, organizing and bringing in trashed treasures while Lily and Elena fixed the junk and manned the store. On days when she had shifts at Kiss-Mate, Levi watched the store with Lily. Elena hoped to teach him how to do all the things she had learned too, but there was lots of time for that. Levi wasn’t leaving Portland and their business wasn’t going anywhere.

      In fact, business was going so well, she was thinking about giving up her job at the call center if only to spend a little more time with Levi.

      She had tried talking to him about his family some more, but the subject was touchy and Elena knew to drop it. All she knew was that his mother was in Washington state and she wasn’t looking for him.

      “Hasn’t social services tried to get involved with you?” she wondered aloud, more to herself than him, but he only laughed.

      “If I was six, they would care, but I’m fifteen. I’m a burden on the state. They know it’s easier to let me live on the streets than it is to hunt me down and wrangle me in.”

      It all broke her heart but she was careful not to show the compassion on her face. Levi didn’t like feeling pitied.

      Officer Monroe’s condescending attitude made her feel like she was some hapless moron who would get run over by a truck if she didn’t have a babysitter.

      Why is it so difficult for him to understand that people can change if given the proper nurturing and attention? Everything is restorable and fixable.

      Levi was living proof of that.

      “Hey!”

      She looked up, pulling the goggles from her face to peer at Lily, who was bellowing at her from the doorway. Elena powered down the saw.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m heading home.”

      Elena’s brow furrowed in concentration.

      “Already?”

      “You’ve been back here hacking shit to pieces for hours,” Lily laughed. “It’s after six. I locked up already.”

      Her mouth parted as her eyes danced up toward the wall clock above her head.

      Where had the afternoon gone? Had she seriously wasted it fuming?

      And you wonder why there’s never enough hours in the day. This is why. You waste it on petty shit.

      “Is Levi out front?” she asked, dropping the tool onto the work bench and dusting herself off. Lily shook her short, blonde hair.

      “No. He hasn’t come back.”

      Fear gripped her heart.

      “What do you mean he hasn’t come back? Did he call?”

      “No. I thought maybe he told you he was cutting out early today.”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      Elena reached across the table for her cell phone to see if she’d missed any calls but there was nothing.

      Where could he be?

      It was their routine to shut down the store together and then she would take him for dinner somewhere before dropping him off at Mission Youth Services.

      “He probably got distracted,” Lily assured her, noting the troubled look on her face. “He’s a kid, El.”

      She didn’t need that added reminder. She knew he was a kid. That was why she was so worried.

      “Want me to go look for him?” Lily asked and Elena could tell by her voice that she didn’t want to. Elena wouldn’t have demanded that of her anyway.

      “No, it’s fine,” she said quickly. “You’re right; he’ll probably be back any minute. I’ll wait around for him.”

      Lily nodded, grinning that Elena had seen things her way, and headed out, leaving her to fire off a series of texts.

      Where are you? It’s dinnertime

      What do you feel like tonight? Pizza or Chinese?

      Actually, maybe we can try a fusion place. What do you think?

      She stared at the screen expectantly but there was no response. Had something happened to his phone? Elena had only bought it for him the previous week and while it was not top of the line, it had been brand new. Of course, even a brand-new phone in an OtterBox couldn’t stave off every ailment a cell could find.

      She imagined the old iPhone sitting in a stagnant puddle as Levi stared at it with sad eyes, debating what to do, but it didn’t jibe in her mind’s eye. He would still come back to the shop, wouldn’t he?

      Where is he?

      There was no logical reason for her to panic. After all, it was like Lily said; he was a teenager. He didn’t have to clock in and out, and even though they had adopted a schedule, it didn’t mean he had to adhere to it. Still, she had never known Levi not to respond to her texts.

      The true unease sprouted like a beanstalk when she dialed his number and it went directly to the automated voicemail message.

      “Hey, Levi, it’s just Elena. Uh, just making sure we’re still on for dinner. I’m starved. Let me know, okay?”

      She tried to keep her voice light, despite the lead weight in her chest, and when she called back again, ten minutes later, the phone was still off.

      Maybe it was because Monroe had already rattled her or some sixth sense kicked in, but by the time seven o’clock rolled around, she couldn’t sit still anymore. She knew she needed to go looking for Levi.

      She hopped in her old Ford and booted down Lovejoy, trying to think of where he might have gone looking that day.

      She checked the usual alleyways that he used for scrounging, slowly cruising up and down the Portland streets as dark, ominous clouds filled the sky.

      Oh, this is just great, she thought, a chill shooting through her as a spark of lightning streaked the sky. He’s going to be out trapped in a storm now.

      She forced herself to think rationally, circling back toward the shop, but when she saw he was not huddled in the doorway waiting, she turned and headed straight to Mission Youth Services.

      He just went back to the shelter, she tried to reason. He broke his phone and was foolishly worried that I was going to be mad, so instead of facing me, he went back to Mission. That’s the dumbass thing a teenager would do.

      She pulled the truck into the small lot in front of the shelter and bolted up the cement steps as fat drops of rain began to fall on her head.

      A kind-faced brunette looked up at her curiously.

      “Hi. Need a place to stay?” she asked warmly. Elena blinked.

      “What? Oh!” she laughed in spite of herself.

      How old does she think I am?

      “No, I’m looking for someone,” Elena explained. “His name is Le—uh, Avery. Avery Ward. Do you know him?”

      The woman sat back and folded her arms under her chest, the niceness fading from her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, I can’t discuss any of the residents with you,” she said and Elena could see a core of steel in her face.

      “Oh, I’m not his mom or anything,” Elena assured her. “I’m just—”

      “Ma’am, you should leave. There is nothing I can do to help you.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I know he stays here. I’m just worried about—”

      “Lady, I can’t help you!”

      She dropped her head and reached for a magazine as if she had dismissed her, but Elena could see she was ready for a fight if need be. Of course, the fairy had no intention of escalating the conflict. The woman was just doing her job, after all.

      “Fine, okay,” Elena mumbled. “I understand. But can you just… I mean, if he’s here, can you please tell him to call me? Elena. It’s important. I’m really worried about him.”

      She slid her card across the desk, but the woman made no move to reach for it, her eyes trained on the media as if rumors of the latest A-list gossip were the most fascinating thing she had ever seen.

      Elena’s eyes scanned the door leading into the shelter, wondering if he was back there, but there was nothing in the woman’s expression to give her an indication one way or another.

      Elena knew there was nothing more she could do there but cause a scene and get herself arrested.

      Suddenly it hit her like a blow to the face.

      Had Levi come back to the shop when Monroe was there, talking about him? Did he overhear what the cop had to say? Did he take off because he was ashamed?

      Anger flooded her as she raced back to her vehicle, the storm brewing above her head like it was mirroring her inner workings.

      Once out of the wet, she snatched her cell from her bag and scrolled through her old contacts, looking for the number which Monroe had called her from the night he had arrested Levi.

      The man answered on the second ring.

      “Leo Monroe.”

      “This is Elena Swanson,” she said from between clenched teeth. “And I need your help.”

      She hadn’t meant to sound so pleasant. She wanted to scream and yell and accuse him of running off her young protégé, but what she wanted to do and what she was apt to do were two different animals.

      “You need my help?” he echoed and she could hear the mocking edge to his tone. “Let me guess; with Avery Ward?”

      “Yes,” she hissed, trying to keep her voice even. “He’s missing.”

      There was a pause and she could tell that was not what Monroe was expecting to hear.

      “What do you mean he’s missing?” he finally asked.

      “What I just said. He didn’t return to the shop and I’m at the shelter now but the house mother won’t tell me if he’s there or not.”

      “I see.”

      Elena bristled.

      “Listen, I know you don’t give a damn about this kid at all, but I’m worried about him. It won’t take much for you to just come by and do a wellness check for two minutes. I promise, I’ll never bother you again.”

      She was sure he had hung up, the silence much longer this time, and she was about to whip the phone against the dashboard when he spoke.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Leo made it there in ten although it felt much longer to Elena as she waited, drumming her fingers against the steering wheel.

      It must be nice to live life like Leo Monroe, not giving a rat’s ass about anyone, being a cynical, hard-nosed cop who expects the worst.

      Would she want to live like that? To not care as much as she did?

      In that moment, the notion was appealing, certainly more appealing than the dread forming in her gut.

      Leo rapped on the window, startling her. She hadn’t even noticed that he’d pulled up. He wasn’t in uniform nor was he driving a patrol car.

      She rolled down the window.

      “You can’t go in like that!” she snapped furiously. “She’s never going to tell you anything if you’re not in uniform.”

      “Come on,” he said. “You’re coming too.”

      “Did you hear what I said? She’s not going—”

      “Do you want to know if he’s there or not?”

      Elena eyed him balefully and pulled on the handle, knocking him sideways as she squeezed out of the driver’s side. Together they hurried toward the entrance again, but she wondered what he was trying to pull.

      He’s trying to look like some good guy, showing up but then doing nothing. What an ass. Why did he even bother? Now he’s wasting both our time.

      They stood inside the reception again and the girl at the desk opened her mouth to snap at Elena when her eyes fell on Officer Monroe.

      “Leo!”

      “Hey, Tricia. Is the kid here?” Leo asked without missing a beat. Tricia’s mouth gaped, mimicking Elena’s as she realized that they knew one another.

      “Leo, you know I can’t—”

      “I’m asking. This is his boss. She’s worried about him and I’ll vouch for her,” Monroe interjected. “All we need to know is that he’s here.”

      Slowly, Tricia nodded, her eyes narrowed as she looked at Elena with suspicious eyes.

      “He’s here but he definitely doesn’t want to see her.”

      Monroe looked at her and shrugged.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, whirling back around toward the door. Fury spiked through Elena.

      “No! I am not satisfied! This is your doing!” she yelled at him. He whipped his head around and let out a mirthless laugh.

      “My doing? How’s that now?”

      Elena lowered her voice, realizing that Tricia was watching them with fascination.

      “He must have overheard you today when you stopped by. You have to go and talk to him.”

      For a moment, Monroe only gaped at her. Then he laughed, again without humor.

      “Have you taken complete leave of your senses? All that varnish you’re using is killing your brain cells.”

      “You had no reason to come by today. You ruined a perfectly good situation with your own biases,” Elena hissed, her face red with anger. “Now you’ve lost me a worker. You owe me!”

      Monroe stared at Elena and she could see the wheels turning in his mind. He pivoted and looked at Tricia, who was openly gawking at them.

      “I need to speak with the kid,” he said gruffly. A spring of satisfaction popped inside Elena and Tricia grunted.

      “You’re going to get me in shit one of these days, Leo,” she muttered, gesturing for him to follow her.

      As she watched them walk away, Elena suddenly realized that Monroe hadn’t needed to come all the way out to the shelter. He could have simply called Tricia, gotten the information he needed, and let her know.

      And suddenly, she didn’t know what to make of that.
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      “What is he doing here?” Avery demanded when his eyes rested on Leo. He sat up on his bunk and glared at the police officer defiantly.

      Indeed, Leo agreed silently. What the hell am I doing here?

      “Officer Monroe wants to have a word with you, Beanie. Maybe you guys should take it into the rec room,” Tricia sighed.

      “I have nothing to say to him,” Avery snapped but the look Leo gave him seemed to change his mind.

      “I know you live such a full life, Avery,” Leo retorted sarcastically. “But I don’t think two minutes will make much of a difference.”

      “I don’t have to go with you,” he sulked but he jumped off the mattress as the other kids whispered amongst themselves.

      As Avery stalked past him, Leo found himself looking at the other transients, a weird pang touching him as he scanned their faces. Some looked so painfully young. And those were just the boys. In other parts of the city, little girls sat in similar rooms, alone and forgotten.

      Why did you let yourselves come to this? he wanted to scream at them. Pick yourselves up and make something of yourselves. You’re weak!

      But Leo kept all his thoughts to himself. He had only one reason for being there—to make sure that Avery Ward minded his Ps and Qs.

      “What do you want?” Avery growled as he closed the door to the rec room. They were the only ones inside and the only sound was the whipping of wind against the windows facing the back ravine.

      “Ms. Swanson was looking for you.”

      “Well, here I am.”

      “Yes, I see that, you ungrateful shit.”

      Avery’s blue eyes grew wide at the words.

      “Ungrateful?” he repeated. “What the hell do you know about anything? You already had your mind made up about me from the second you saw me in that dumpster.”

      “And what about Elena?” Leo snarled back. “She took a chance on you and look where that got her: robbed and treated like shit for helping you. You couldn’t even be bothered to pick up a phone and tell her you weren’t coming back to work?”

      “Why should I? You were there to tell her how much of a screw up I am,” Avery cried bitterly. “She was probably going to fire me anyway. If not today, then in the future if you keep coming around. And if she doesn’t, you’ll just make your presence known until you ruin her business. I know your type.”

      “My type?” Leo snorted. “The type who watches out for the public, you mean?”

      Protects the public from the likes of you? he added silently.

      “The type who’s like a dog with a bone and won’t rest until you have everyone thinking I’m a screw-up!”

      “Buddy, Ms. Swanson already knows what a screw-up you are, remember? You stole from her and she still forgave you. How many more chances do you think you’re gonna get?”

      Dumb question. She’ll probably keep giving chances until she’s dead. Which is never. Because she’s immortal.

      “There’s no point,” Avery muttered. “Not if you’re just going to keep coming around and screwing everything up.”

      His words had a deeply disturbing effect on Leo.

      “You screw up everything you touch, Leo,” a mocking voice from his past echoed in his ears. He shook his head, silencing the words, and maintained his irritated expression.

      “You have two choices in life, kid. You can either keep blaming everyone for your own screw-ups or you can take responsibility and change the course of your destiny. If you keep waiting for someone to come and save you, you’re going to be a victim your entire life.”

      He turned to leave. In his mind, he had wasted enough breath on this entitled brat. He had done what he’d promised Elena and now he was going home.

      Or to the Flagon and Damsel. Probably the latter.

      “Where is Elena?”

      Leo glared at him over his shoulder.

      “She’s in reception if you want to apologize to her but something tells me you’re too much of a chicken shit to do that.”

      Leo truly didn’t expect him to follow but Avery caught the cop by surprise when he stepped out from behind his back as they emerged from the back of the house.

      “Levi!” Elena cried, hurrying toward him. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m good,” the kid replied. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you.”

      “It’s okay,” she told him quickly. “I’m glad you’re okay. You don’t owe me an explanation.”

      Leo didn’t want any part of this. Elena’s coddling was enraging him, and he’d already exhausted his annoyance quota for the night.

      Without bothering to say goodbye to anyone, he pushed on the door but a hand curled around the sleeve of his burgundy button-down.

      “Are you hungry?” Elena asked.

      “Me?” he asked dumbly and she grinned, nodding. He could read the slightly diffident look in her eyes.

      He started to form the word “no” on his lips but what came out was completely the opposite.

      “Yeah. I’m starving.”

      “Me too,” Avery piped up and Leo instantly regretted admitting to his own hunger.

      “Good. I know a great Asian fusion place for dinner,” Elena announced, linking one arm through Leo’s, the other one in Avery’s.

      “Wait,” Leo started to protest but she was already ushering them out the door.

      “Too late,” she chirped. “It’s a date.”
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        * * *

      

      Just like that, she was smiling and engaging them both in conversation, despite the fact that both Avery and Leo had nothing to discuss.

      To Leo, it felt as if the tension at the table was mounting more with each passing second. The food was incredible, but he barely tasted anything over the growing bile in his mouth.

      He found himself wishing that Avery would magically disappear.

      “If you two don’t stop glaring at one another across the table like that, I’m going to drag you off to karaoke to sing the entire score of Les Misérables,” Elena threatened. Leo believed her.

      “What is that?” Avery asked and Leo scoffed.

      “What are you snickering at?” Elena asked, an amused grin on her face. “What theater experience did you have in high school, Officer Monroe?”

      Leo knew he was acting childishly toward a child and Elena had every right to call him on it.

      “Not in high school anymore,” Avery mumbled, a mouthful of fried rice in his mouth.

      “You should be,” Leo snapped before he could stop himself. “You’re going to get nowhere being a high school drop-out.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” Avery growled back. “Maybe I can run for student council president too.”

      “Not likely. They probably need a police clearance and I doubt you’ll pass that.”

      “Enough!” Elena yelled, slapping her palms onto the table in frustration. “Stop acting like you’re going to kill one another. This is supposed to be a nice dinner!”

      Leo was instantly contrite. There was no reason to make Elena feel bad because of her big heart. His beef was with the kid and the kid alone.

      “Sorry, Elena,” Avery muttered, looking down at his plate. None of them were hungry anymore, that much was clear.

      Miserably, Leo sat back, checking his temper and wondering what it was about the kid that bothered him so damned much.

      “Officer Monroe—” Elena started.

      “I think it’s safe to call me Leo now,” he sighed, raising his head to offer her a shamed smile.

      “Leo… do you do yoga?”

      He laughed aloud, thinking she was joking, but her expression was deadpan.

      “No,” he replied. “That’s not really in the academy’s training regimen.”

      Elena glanced at Avery, who wore the same bemused smirk on his face.

      “I think you two would benefit from yoga,” she insisted.

      “I don’t think that I would ever get back up from the downward dog,” Leo chuckled, catching Avery’s eye. The kid snickered but he cast Elena a sidelong look which was nothing short of appreciative.

      He really likes her. Maybe she was just what he needed to straighten out. Maybe I was wrong all along.

      “It relaxes every muscle in the body,” Elena insisted. “And it teaches you more about your limits and capabilities than you realize.”

      She hadn’t sold either one of them on the virtues of yoga but as she spoke, her flower-bulb mouth pursing and parting, Leo was beginning to formulate a plan of his own.

      She’s on the right track. The kid does need something to help with discipline and I know just what it is.

      “I have a better idea,” Leo said, leaning forward to stare into their faces.

      “Shooting range?” Avery chirped sarcastically. Leo eyed him for a minute, the idea tickling him fleetingly.

      “You are not taking a teenager to a shooting range!” Elena gasped as if she could read his mind.

      “No, of course not,” Leo said hastily, dismissing the thought. “But I have a class we can all take.”

      They waited with amused anticipation.

      “Krav Maga classes.”

      Elena clearly had no idea what he was talking about but Avery’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “Like martial arts?” he cried gleefully.

      Leo nodded.

      “It teaches discipline and proper technique for self-defense. It’s perfect.”

      Elena peered at Avery’s enthusiastic face and though Leo could see she was not thrilled with the idea, Leo knew it was just what they needed. It would teach Elena everything she needed to know about how to protect herself. She would think it was for Avery’s benefit. And Leo, well, he would get the chance to kick the little bastard’s butt, if only in a legal, controlled setting.
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      Elena was not looking forward to the Krav Maga classes, but she knew she’d brought it upon herself by suggesting anything in the first place.

      She reasoned that it couldn’t be that bad and that Levi needed a good, male role model. If Leo thought the classes would help Levi, who was she to argue?

      They barely needed uniforms for this, which was a bonus to her, and as they stood on the mat, waiting for the sensei to start the basic class, Elena felt happy for the first time since the suggestion arose.

      Elena knew very little about Krav Maga except that it was somewhat like a mix of karate, aikido, judo, wrestling, and weaponry, an Israeli fighting technique, taught for combat. It hadn’t become popular until the 80s in America, so it was still considered somewhat of a novelty martial art—or at least that was what Wiki told her.

      Her eyes darted back and forth between Levi and Leo, one male on each side of her, and Elena realized that was probably a good thing. She could feel some high levels of testosterone in the room that night.

      She was one of the only three women in a class of fourteen so that might have had something to do with it, but she could have sworn the tension was emanating mostly from the two men who had unexpectedly fallen into her lap.

      Men? Leo is a dragon and Levi is a boy. There is no competition, but I can’t help but feel that they don’t see it that way.

      It was a difficult dynamic to understand and Elena was grateful that no one was asking about it. She wasn’t sure she’d know how to explain it.

      On one hand, Leo was a police officer, sworn to protect and serve. It was his duty to watch out for the citizens of Portland and he knew that Levi had a history of being the very thing he was trained to stop.

      Then again, the Levi she knew was not a series of bad decisions, a garbage-eating vagrant with a bad attitude. It might be hard for Leo to overcome the first impression he had of the kid, but Elena’s mind wasn’t as closed.

      She wished that Leo could see the teen like she did. Their dinner the previous night had almost been bearable—or had she just been imagining it?

      Stealing another look at the attractive cop, she found herself wondering what his story was exactly. Was he genuinely the hard-ass he portrayed himself to be or was that a cover for something more tender?

      In Elena’s experience, nobody acted that tough without good reason. Albeit, she had never had experience with a cop before, or a dragon. Community college wasn’t the frat house party that some of her friends had called “higher education”. Elena had quietly gotten her diploma in business administration and quickly forgotten it as so many of her peers had with their own degrees and diplomas.

      The sensei took center stage and Elena was forced to ignore the rehashing of the past. As she peeled her eyes away from her companion, she inhaled sharply.

      Here we go!

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I am Moshe and you can call me Moshe.”

      There was an uncertain murmur of greeting as the bald, tank-like man nodded at us, smiling.

      “It’s nice to see some new faces as well as some old ones. Hi, Leo.”

      Elena looked up in surprise as Leo waved to the class.

      “You know this guy?” she whispered and he shrugged.

      “Sure. He handles some of our training.”

      “Seeing as you are far more advanced,” Moshe called, “why don’t we team you up with one of the newer members tonight? What about the young lady standing beside you?”

      “Works for me,” Leo agreed, and Elena felt her eyes narrow slightly. Had he planned it this way?

      “I’m new too,” I heard Levi mumble, but Moshe was already setting up partners throughout the dojo.

      “To give you a brief history, Krav Maga is…”

      As Moshe gave a rundown on the martial art, Elena found herself staring into Leo’s hazel eyes and he gazed down into hers, offering her a reassuring but almost cocky grin.

      “You don’t need to look so freaked out,” he whispered. “I’ll go easy on you.”

      Elena tittered, her head growing warm.

      “I’m tougher than I look,” she replied.

      “I believe that.”

      The words made her heart speed up slightly and they stared at one another for a long moment until someone backed into her.

      “Oops,” Levi said without an ounce of regret. “Sorry.”

      She tossed him a quick smile before returning her attention toward Leo.

      “All right!” Moshe called from the front of the room. “Let’s get started!”

      “Moshe?” Levi called unexpectedly. “Can I team up with Leo? I’m really nervous.”

      A prickling sensation slithered down her spine as she whirled to look at the kid. The angry smirk on his face told her he was anything but nervous but Elena wasn’t about to contradict him in front of a roomful of strangers.

      What are you doing, Levi? she thought, gritting her teeth nervously.

      “Let’s stay as we are for now,” the sensei replied and Elena exhaled with relief. She got the feeling that Levi just wanted to land some sanctioned punches on the cop. Luckily, Moshe seemed to understand that too.

      “Okay, take your positions!”

      She was gently turned back to face Leo, his hands on her shoulder and hip. The unexpected contact gave her goosebumps.

      “Oh,” she giggled, a weird lightheaded sensation overcoming her. “Like this?”

      He nodded, his face close to hers as he leveled her chin.

      “The idea is to avoid confrontation,” he explained. “But never leave yourself vulnerable to an attack. One of the first things an assailant looks for is weakness. If you show that you are scared or uncertain, you are making yourself an easy target.”

      Is he talking in general or was there a very specific meaning to what he just said?

      Leo backed up and smiled softly.

      “Perfect,” he declared, reluctantly taking his hands off her body, and she wished he would put them back.

      “I’m going to come at you like this.” He demonstrated a frontal assault. “You have to block and attack me simultaneously, like that.”

      She blinked, watching the fluid movement of his body. It seemed improbable that someone as big as him could move so fluidly and yet he was on her in seconds.

      Elena wasn’t really paying attention to the reactionary moves so much as she was studying the lines of his neck and shoulders as they rippled beneath the plain, black t-shirt. He seemed half-dancer, half-warrior as they executed the moves, both of them twirling, spinning, and grunting as they landed on the floor.

      Elena was getting into it, relishing the surge of power that taking him off balance was giving her while she feigned poking him in the eyes or incapacitating him with a throat punch.

      Sweat was beginning to form around her hairline but she was pumped, absorbing the moves as Moshe taught them, enforcing them with gusto, her hands encircling the muscles of Leo’s toned biceps when he landed her on the mats again and again.

      “You’re good at this,” he laughed, extending his hand to help her to her feet, but instead of rising, she pulled him down, restraining his arms against his head as she mounted him.

      Their mouths were inches apart and her eyes widened to match the surprise in his.

      Her fingers twined around his wrist and she was consumed with an incredible sense of power, one which she didn’t recognize.

      “Get a room!” Levi growled and Elena bolted upward to see the kid scowling with disgust.

      The rest of the class was milling around, the class over for the night, but neither Leo nor Elena had noticed.

      “Sorry,” Elena muttered, rolling off the cop and jumping to her feet.

      “Don’t be,” Leo chuckled. “I’m not.”

      She swallowed, sneaking a peek at him through her peripheral vision. She knew now that she hadn’t just imagined whatever connection she’d felt burning through her.

      “Are you two done being disgusting?” Levi snapped. “I’m gonna be late for curfew.”

      “We’ll get you back on time,” Elena promised, glancing at the wall clock overhead.

      “Whatever.”

      He stormed out of the dojo and Elena waited for Leo to wipe the sweat from his face, biting on her lower lip almost as hard as she had wanted to chew on his.

      “I think we traumatized the kid,” Elena tittered nervously as he joined her. They started out of the building toward the parking lot.

      “I think it takes a lot more than that to traumatize a kid like Avery,” he replied, eyeing the boy who was sulking against the truck, his arms folded in defiance. Feeling uncharacteristically bold, Elena paused, reaching out to stop him before they got within Levi’s earshot.

      “Yeah? Like what?” she whispered.

      A bemused grin formed on his lips.

      “That’s a conversation we can have after we tuck in the kid for the night,” he replied. “If you want, of course.”

      “I do,” she replied, the memory of his body against her still vivid and fresh.

      She really did.
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      There was an attitude radiating from Avery which was almost palpable, but Leo wisely held his tongue as he drove back to Mission Youth Services. Leo wasn’t blind to what was happening there; the kid had a massive crush on Elena and he thought Leo was getting in the way of his imaginary romance.

      It was to be expected, Leo figured but he didn’t think Elena recognized it. Not that Leo was about to bring it up, not that night. His only goal was to get Avery out of the car and see where the night led them.

      Leo was beginning to wonder if he was expecting too much. The contact Elena and he had shared at the dojo seemed to be diminishing in the wake of Avery’s mounting discontent as he skulked about the backseat.

      Elena noticed the kid’s foul mood and didn’t bother to engage him, to Leo’s relief. He had been worried that any conversation would kill the mood that Avery seemed determined to ruin.

      Finally, they arrived at the shelter and Avery stormed out of the car before either one of them could say a word.

      The car door slammed loudly and Elena stared after him as he wrenched the entranceway open and disappeared.

      “I guess he didn’t have a good time,” she commented, trying to keep her voice light, but he could hear the underlying stress.

      Without thinking, he reached forward and tilted her head toward him, dipping his lips to hers. They parted in surprise at the suddenness of the action but Leo couldn’t stop himself.

      He had been envisioning himself tasting those sweet, plump things for weeks. Even in their time apart, he had wondered about them.

      She pulled back slightly as his tongue jutted out to meet hers, gasping.

      “Should we be doing this?” she murmured, her green eyes wide with hope that he would dispel her fears. “I mean… should we?”

      Leo’s fingers brushed aside a stray tendril of hair which had escaped her bun in their sparring match, the same one which had brought them to where they were in that moment.

      He wanted to nod and say “yeah, of course we should be” but something held him back.

      What am I doing? I can’t commit to her… even if I think she’s exactly what she seems to be.

      He’d made that mistake before and look where that had landed him.

      Abruptly, she lunged forward, crushing her mouth to his, and he fell back into the window. Her seatbelt was off and she slid across the console and fell sideways into his lap where the bulge in his pants was weakly concealed beneath the flimsy material of the Krav Maga uniform.

      He didn’t fight her off, not because he wasn’t getting warning signals sounding in his brain, but because the feel of her full, warm breasts against him was overshadowing all his doubts.

      Her hands cupped his, her curvy hip digging into him as Leo pulled her toward him, but the steering wheel blocked her from moving another inch. Leo knew they shouldn’t be continuing this, whatever “this” was. Not in the parking lot in front of the shelter, not when the car was parked but still running. Not for so many reasons.

      Tongues probing, he was torn, wanting to stop her hands from slipping over his face, her nails teasing the stubble of his five o’clock shadow before scooping around the back of his neck to draw him closer into a more heated embrace.

      As if reading his thoughts, Elena raised her hips, leaning across him, her mouth still firmly against his. The horn blared into the night as her elbow touched it but even then, she didn’t stop the kiss.

      The seat fell backward and she scrambled over, straddling him fully.

      Only the car’s fan whir could be heard, punctured by the occasional soft sigh as Elena lowered her mouth across his face, her waist grinding up and down against him rhythmically and his hands finding the curve of her breasts beneath her shirt.

      She was soft, like velvet. He dug beneath the sports bra, running his thumb against her nipple. Harder she dug into him and he wanted nothing more than to be free of that uniform.

      He thrust her back, the horn blaring again, but neither of them seemed to notice, her hand ripping her shirt clear over her head so he could bury his face into the luscious chest he had secretly eyed as they had danced around the dojo.

      His palms splayed on the small of her back urged her closer, his right hand inching down further into the crack of her cheeks.

      A small whimper escaped her when he adjusted his palm lower to rub against her. He felt like there were two Elenas and he wasn’t sure which one he wanted more in that moment.

      She fell forward slightly, her bare bosom pressed against his chin as she struggled to catch her breath. She pulled her frame back, peering down at him with a small smile on her lips.

      “You are so—”

      A pounding on the window caused them both to jump and Elena squealed in shock, flying off his lap onto the passenger seat as she scrounged for her shirt.

      Heat flooded Leo’s face, but he dropped an impassive mask upon it as he turned to the steamed window and rolled it down.

      “What the hell are you doing, Leo?”

      There was no hiding the humiliation this time as Tricia glared at them furiously, her hands on her hips. Leo recognized the look; he’d seen it a lot during their short dating stint.

      “Uh… we were, uh, just talking,” he explained lamely, shooting the half-dressed Elena a quick look, but she was staring straight at the floor mat, no doubt wishing it would open and swallow her whole.

      “You’re disgusting! This is a youth shelter,” Tricia snapped. “Even though you act like one, you’re not a teenager.”

      She spun around, storming back toward the building, and Leo released a deep, shaking breath. He forced a laugh and glanced at Elena again. Even in the dim light, he could see the crimson of her cheeks.

      “She’ll get over it,” he offered lightly. “But we should probably go.”

      “You think?”

      Leo snickered again, putting the still-running car in gear and zipping out of the parking lot. It was another two minutes before Elena could speak again.

      “I knew there were cameras there,” she choked. Her mind was still on Tricia. Leo’s had already reverted back to finishing what they’d started.

      “It’s fine,” Leo assured her. “I can guarantee you that Tricia has caught those kids doing way worse on her watch.”

      Elena grimaced.

      “We’re not kids,” she reminded him but Leo shrugged.

      “We didn’t do anything wrong,” he told her gently, knowing she was embarrassed. “Seriously, there’s no reason to be worried.”

      She didn’t answer but he could tell his words had done nothing to alleviate her unease.

      Leo pulled up to her low-rise and she turned to him, her face still flushed. There was no more desire in her irises.

      “Did you want to come in?” she asked, her voice quiet, almost timid.

      “Go get some rest,” he told her, reaching out to cup her face between his palms. Her eyes grew in surprise. It clearly wasn’t the answer she had been expecting.

      “Are you sure?” she demanded. “I—we could watch TV or something.”

      Leo nodded, offering her a warm smile.

      “I’m sure,” he replied, touching his lips to hers. She seemed comforted by the gesture, but he could see she was still slightly concerned.

      “I really don’t mind if you come up,” she told him but Leo shook his head.

      “I’m on early shift anyway. Can I call you tomorrow?”

      She nodded, her eyes brightening.

      “Sure!” she agreed happily and he was again struck at how child-like she could appear in certain lights.

      Innocence like that shines through in her. I bet she gets carded for vodka.

      They kissed again and she opened the car door, stepping out. Before she closed it, she leaned down and smiled.

      “Thanks for tonight,” she said. “I know you don’t care for him, but it meant a lot to Levi.”

      “Only to Levi?” he teased and she grinned.

      “Thank you… Leo.”

      The door closed and he watched her walk toward the lobby, undulating hips swinging naturally as she moved.

      She’s sexy and impeccant. What a dangerous combination.

      He wondered what that would mean for him.

      It doesn’t have to mean anything if you don’t let it, he told himself, pulling away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena found herself humming like an idiot as she worked at the workshop that weekend.

      The safety goggles were over her eyes and she worked the file over an antique dresser she’d found over two months ago. She couldn’t believe that someone would throw away such a gorgeous piece of work.

      Gary at the pawn shop said it was in too rough a shape to be worth anything on the market but that didn’t mean a good fix-up wouldn’t land it in its forever home.

      It just needed to be sanded down and refinished and Elena knew someone would see the potential in it as well as she did.

      She was so involved in what she was doing, she didn’t hear Levi come up behind her until he tapped her shoulder.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin as she spun to face him.

      “Levi!” she gasped. “Announce yourself next time!”

      “Sorry,” he chuckled sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She was having a hard time looking him in the eye and she shifted her gaze back to the dresser, reclaiming the file she’d dropped in her surprise.

      Note to self: next time you think you’re being attacked, don’t drop the only weapon in your hand.

      She wondered if that was one of the lessons Moshe had taught the previous night that she’d missed because she’d been too busy staring at Leo.

      “Hello?” Levi called as she resumed her work.

      “What?” she didn’t meet his eye, pretending that the furniture in front of her face was the most pressing matter in the world for the moment. While she couldn’t imagine a planet where Tricia would blur the lines of professionalism and tell Levi what she had caught her and Leo doing, Elena’s guilt remained.

      It had been such a poor decision, getting it on in the parking lot, exacerbated by the realization that she would do it again in a heartbeat.

      What is wrong with me? Elena doesn’t act like this. Elena is a good girl who doesn’t have wild trysts in inappropriate places.

      “Should I just leave?”

      That caused her to whirl back around.

      “Leave? No, why?” she demanded. “I’m glad you came in today.”

      “Well, if you’re just going to ignore me…”

      “I’m not ignoring you,” she assured him quickly, flashing her most placating smile. “I’m really trying to get this dresser varnished today.”

      “I can do it,” he offered.

      “No!” she said sharply. The last thing she wanted was Levi hanging around the shop all day. It was distracting her from daydreaming about Leo.

      “No what?” Levi looked confused and Elena wasn’t surprised she wasn’t even speaking in full sentences.

      “I need you to go check out the townhouses around PSU. All the students are moving out and there’s always good stuff there.”

      Levi stared at her, his blue eyes narrowing.

      “Fine,” he said, turning away.

      “Hey!” she called out on a whim. “What did you think about Krav Maga yesterday?”

      The boy snickered and shrugged his shoulders.

      “I got the feeling you and Monroe got off on it more than I did.”

      Her mouth parted at his phrasing but he was already gone before Elena could think of a clever response.

      Why was he acting like that? I know he doesn’t love Leo but he doesn’t need to take it out on me.

      Sighing heavily, she turned back to the job, eyeing it critically. She had done enough sanding. It was ready for a finish.

      “Can you come out here and help me?” Lily called from the storefront, barely poking her head into the back room.

      “Coming.”

      She brushed the sawdust off her and slipped out of the apron but before she could make another move, her cell chimed.

      Finding it really hard to work today

      Elena grinned at the text, a slow tingle sweeping through her body.

      Oh yeah? Why’s that?

      Instantly, he responded again.

      I might be hungry.

      She laughed aloud.

      Me too.

      “Seriously? You’re texting? I need help, Elena. Help!”

      Elena jumped to attention and hurried to oblige Lily, willing the cell to ding again but knowing that if her partner caught her, she’d never hear the end of it.

      There was time enough to text with Leo later, she reasoned.

      “Hi! Can I help you find something?” Elena asked a bunch of college students brightly. The rest of her morning was filled with customers and she was forced to put Leo on the back burner but that didn’t mean the scent of his soap didn’t linger in her nostrils.

      She kept thinking that she saw him walking down Lovejoy through the tinted glass of the storefront but, of course, by the time she did a double-take, she realized it was just another patrol cop who actually looked nothing like him.

      I have got to stop this. It was just one silly night where I got a little power drunk and we did something stupid. There’s no reason to expect that this will go any further than it did. He didn’t even want to come upstairs with me after Tricia caught us.

      She would never admit it aloud but Elena was grateful he opted out of coming upstairs. She’d been worried that she wouldn’t be able to reclaim the same feeling she’d had in the car.

      But suddenly, she was wondering if she had ruined her only chance of being with him.

      So what if you did? Dragons and fairies don’t mix anyway. He was smart enough to stop it before it got out of hand.

      The bell sounded at the front door and Elena turned, her face contorting in surprise as Leo walked in, Levi in tow. The boy looked furious and Leo was in uniform. That could only mean bad news.

      “Oh crap,” Elena muttered, leaving the existing customers to hurry toward them.

      Levi seemed relieved as she approached.

      “What happened?” she demanded, casting the teen a worried look. “Are you okay?”

      Leo’s brow furrowed and even Levi looked confused.

      “Happened with what?” Leo asked, holding up his arms. For the first time, she realized that he was holding bags of take-out food.

      “I brought lunch for us.”

      Relief washed through her and she exhaled in a whoosh of air, shoulders sagging.

      “Really? Thank you!”

      “I was in the middle of working when he hauled me into the back of his cruiser like some criminal,” Levi grumbled.

      “I already explained that, Avery. It’s against policy to let you ride in the front. If I had been caught…”

      “You’re riding alone today?” Elena asked curiously. Leo cleared his throat and peered into the paper bags, removing the Thai dishes before answering.

      “Uh… Cortez went home for lunch.”

      “Home for lunch?” she echoed. “Is that even a thing outside of elementary school?”

      “It’s not supposed to be,” Leo explained. He glanced at Levi, who had attacked the cartons with gusto. It was obvious he was starving.

      “I don’t get it,” Elena murmured, sensing that there was more to the story.

      “They’re trying for a baby,” Leo mumbled. “So I can’t really give him any grief.”

      “Oh!”

      She felt awful for digging such personal information out of him when it wasn’t even his to disclose. Elena had met Cortez all of one time.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t have pried.”

      “It’s not like he’s quiet about it,” Leo joked. “There is no such thing as a secret with Mark Cortez.”

      “Are we gonna eat or what?” Levi grumbled. “I have to get back to work since you pulled me out of—hey, are those dumplings?”

      “Yeah. I noticed you inhaled them all the other night so I got two orders: one for you, one for the rest of us to share,” Leo answered. “Why don’t you see if you can’t find some plates, Avery? Elena, is Lily going to join us?”

      Elena was momentarily lost for words and she stared at him searchingly. Not only had he gone out of his way to bring lunch, he had remembered Levi’s preferences. And he was inviting her man-hating partner to join them.

      Is he doing this for me or because he’s just a nice guy?

      She guessed the answer to be the former. After all, when had Leo Monroe ever shown himself to be a “nice guy”?

      But to think he was doing it for her… that was just as farfetched, wasn’t it? After all, they barely knew one another.

      As if he were reading her mind, he lifted his head, hazel eyes boring into her.

      “Elena?”

      “Yeah, what?” she stammered.

      “You gonna ask Lily if she’s hungry? I got enough for everyone.”

      She nodded slowly, not entirely trusting her voice, and went to find Lily, who was giving their group the stink-eye from across the shop.

      “You hungry?” Elena asked, her gaze still fixated on Leo, who seemed oblivious to her scrutiny.

      “I don’t want to intrude on you and your boyfriend,” she bit back caustically.

      “Leo invited you,” Elena sighed. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

      Lily’s eyebrow rose and Elena could see she was battling between wanting to accept a free meal and wanting to bust his chops. She chose wisely, leaving Elena almost in her dust as she ran to join the boys at the counter. Levi had located some old plates in the shop and Elena watched as they all piled their dishes high with the sweetest smelling food.

      If I didn’t know any better, she thought, I would think that was a family right there.

      But she did know better. She knew there was animus between Levi and Leo. She knew that Lily loathed everyone.

      “Elena, are you coming to eat or are you just going to stand there and watch us do it?” Levi called and she realized that she had been rooted in place for a while.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.”

      She moved toward them and as she joined them, Leo slipped his arm around her waist unexpectedly.

      Jolting at the movement, she gaped at him in shock. Such a blatant expression of affection was not going to be unnoticed by Levi and Lily.

      Do I care?

      They hadn’t noticed yet and she stood with her plate in her hand as Leo scooped food on his single-handedly, his other palm resting casually on her hip.

      “I got you pad Thai,” he said. “You told me that was your favorite, right?”

      Again, Elena was dumbstruck by the flow of emotions washing over her: confusion, worry, but over all that, affection.

      “Yes, I love pad Thai,” she answered. “Although how you remembered that is beyond me.”

      Leo grinned and winked, squeezing the flesh of her hip warmly.

      “Believe it or not, I listen,” he replied teasingly. He kissed the top of her head quickly and as she looked up, Elena saw the looks of naked disbelief on Levi and Lily’s faces.

      They definitely saw that. Do I care now?

      Leo extended his hand for her to follow him toward a sofa in the corner and she accepted it without hesitation. She snuggled into his side and beamed at her partner and the teenager, who continued to watch with identical shades of bale in their eyes although for different reasons.

      “Enjoy!” Leo called, digging into his rice.

      “Thanks for lunch, Leo,” Elena said and there was a reluctant chorus of “thank you” but none as sincere as hers.

      No, she decided. I don’t care if they know about us at all.
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      Leo hadn’t intended to pursue Elena, not really, but when he thought about it, he wondered who he was really fooling.

      The night they’d gone to the Krav Maga class, he hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep as he relived the moments they’d shared in the car outside the shelter.

      Bringing lunch to her work had been done on a whim but Leo knew he couldn’t go without bearing gifts for the delinquent or her partner.

      How was I supposed to know she would read into it so much? I didn’t read much into her taking me out for dinner, did I?

      Things seemed to escalate fairly quickly from there. That night, she went to his house to finish what they’d started the previous evening.

      “Wow,” Elena commented, slowly dropping her purse on the entranceway table. “This is a great place!”

      Leo had scoffed, thinking she was being sarcastic, but the awe in her eyes told him she was sincere. He’d taken for granted the perks of being in an upper-end dragon clan. While being a police officer wasn’t a seven-figure income, the dragon clan certainly took care of their members.

      “It’s not that great,” he assured her with a laugh. “The fire alarm gets pulled once a week and the super schedules maintenance calls in between football games.”

      Elena giggled.

      “Trust me, this is a palace compared to my place.”

      He studied her appreciative face and for a minute, he was ashamed of himself.

      Her whole philosophy in life is “one man’s junk is another man’s treasure”. I guess it applies everywhere.

      “Come and sit down.” He ushered her into the living room and moved toward the bar he had set up near the wood-burning fireplace. It was one of the only units with a fireplace in the building and he didn’t fully trust it. Leo had no way of knowing how often the lazy building manager swept the flue.

      “What’s your pleasure?” he started to ask but she caught him off guard when he turned, slipping her arms around his neck.

      “You are,” she replied.

      His hands met her waist and they were entangled in an embrace which grew to full heat in seconds, items of clothes littering their path as they waltzed backward to the couch.

      By the time Leo lay her on the soft leather, she was only in a pair of black lace panties.

      He nudged her chin with his nose, exposing the creamy skin of her neck, and as he inhaled her deeply, all the blood in his body rushed to the same spot. He was dizzy with the scent of her.

      As much as he wanted to drink her in, hard and fast, he willed himself to slow down, to taste her, to relish each inch of her skin.

      Elena’s finger swept over the short crop of his hair, pulling him down along the contours of her body.

      “You have the best mouth,” she sighed. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you.”

      Leo murmured incoherently, her breasts in his mouth, hands falling over her thighs. They parted without issue and he leisurely moved along the smooth flesh of her belly, tongue circling the areas with careful precision.

      His fingers closed around the sides of her panties and he pulled them down the sleek curves of her legs. She seemed to tense slightly but he placed a calming hand over her, his nose exhaling short, excited breaths on her as he made his way lower.

      With slow deliberate licks, he started his journey to the center of her pleasure.

      Elena moaned with delight, her full ass arching upward for his hands to encircle. Her back moved up to meet his tongue in sync, her cries growing louder until she could hold back no longer.

      He crawled up her body toward her, eager to feel her from the inside. She backed down, her legs raising to allow him inside her.

      Their eyes met and the look of paralyzed pleasure motivated him to let loose on her as he had been planning to do for almost twenty-four hours. There was no stopping him as his hips made wide circles, stopping to fill her with a solid push. They gazed at one another for a long moment, lost in each other’s eyes.

      Leo could hold back no longer, his hands closing around her ankles as he lifted her legs. He watched her nails dig into the sofa, but a haze began to fall over his eyes. She quivered, jolting gently beneath him, matching his climax with her own. His fingers gripped her ankles as if he feared letting her go would cause them both to fall away into oblivion.

      He moved to withdraw himself from her, but she locked her legs around his waist, pulling him fully inside her as if she didn’t want it to end.

      “I was not expecting that,” she breathed.

      “What?” Leo asked, his heart still racing as he propped himself against the headrest on his elbow. “Sex?”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed.

      “The sex I was expecting. I wasn’t prepared for… you know…”

      He stared at her, knowing exactly what she was saying but getting a kick out of the fact that she couldn’t say the word aloud.

      “The couch?” he asked innocently. “The lighting?”

      She realized he was teasing her and she groaned.

      “You think I’m an idiot, don’t you?”

      Leo was stunned by the question.

      “Of course not,” he replied, fully sitting. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “I dunno. I guess you look at me like I’m some naïve dumbass sometimes. I guess the logical inference is that you think I’m stupid.”

      Leo flushed at the idea and he shook his head vehemently.

      “You’re wrong, Elena,” he told her gruffly, grabbing for her hands. “And I’m sorry if I ever made you feel that way.”

      “I know you think I’m some crazy hippie chick or something—”

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” he interjected. “I don’t think any of that. Not at all. I think you’ve got a huge heart and an altruistic approach to life, one I don’t think I’ve ever seen before. And granted, I worry that you’re going to get screwed over but that doesn’t mean I think you’re dumb.”

      Elena laughed but there was little mirth in her tone.

      “I hate to tell you this, but you just called me dumb again,” she informed him. “Or at least gullible.”

      Again, Leo shook his head.

      “You’re wrong,” he insisted flatly. “There is no way someone like you could be dumb. Look at everything you can do.”

      She cocked her head to the side and studied his face.

      “What can I do?”

      “First of all, you’re fearless,” Leo began. She laughed.

      “Fearless?”

      “Sure. You run around in crappy areas, looking for things to save. I’d say that makes you fearless.”

      “Says the cop who literally risks his life every single day.”

      “That’s different,” Leo replied.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, it just is!”

      He was growing exasperated with the conversation.

      “Anyway, being fearless doesn’t make you smart. If anything, it makes you dumber for not using caution.”

      “Elena, you know how to sand, paint, solder, finish, wire—there’s nothing you can’t do. I’m amazed you learned how to do all that stuff. You can’t be a bag of rocks, can you?”

      She eyed him warily, but he could see she was relinquishing her position.

      “I took a lot of classes, watched a LOT of YouTube, and read a bunch of ‘For Dummies’ books,” she admitted and Leo felt a pang of pride.

      “See? Who else can say they’ve done that stuff?”

      She pulled her legs up to her stomach and he found himself checking her out again, his tongue lolling over his lower lip.

      “Why are you looking at me like you’re going to devour me?”

      “Because I might,” he replied. “But not until after we eat.”

      Leo leaned forward and kissed her softly. Eagerly, she returned his embrace and he pulled back.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked and Leo shook his head, rising to his feet.

      “Nothing,” he answered quickly. “I’m going to see about dinner. Any preferences?”

      Elena shook her disheveled waves, the strands cascading over her bare shoulders as she watched him. She could see he was holding back, but there was no way to explain it to her.

      He had been fooled by pretty faces before. He had been drawn in by cutesy ways and admiring looks. And he’d been burned and cheated on more times than he could count. That was why he had always maintained a strictly “seeing” status in life. No relationships, no commitments, just dates and sex. He got dates on Kiss-Mate, one-night stands, no fuss, no muss.

      You know Elena isn’t like the other women you’ve met in your life, he growled to himself. He wondered if he’d been alone for so long that he just wouldn’t recognize a good thing when it was right in front of him.

      Could I be that jaded?

      He opened a drawer in the kitchen and pulled out a stack of take-out menus.

      “I’m assuming that you’re sick of Asian food at this point?”

      “I’m sick of East Asian. I could go for some falafel or butter chicken.”

      Leo chuckled.

      “What about good old American pizza?”

      “You know pizza is Italian, right?”

      “Is it still? I’m surprised they’re claiming that after America bastardized it,” he replied, sauntering back toward her, a couple of menus in hand. “These are good places around here. Take your pick.”

      “You can surprise me,” she offered but she still reached for them He sat at her side, hand running over her smooth calves.

      The soft lighting of his living room was flattering to Elena and he couldn’t stop staring at her as she read, mouthing the words as she scanned through.

      That’s endearing, he thought, shaking his head at her naked sensuality. Every minute he spent with her, every second he spent soaking up her natural allure, the more he found himself drawn to her. She wasn’t going to be just another disappointing courtship, was she?
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      Elena wanted to share her elation about her new relationship with someone, but Lily and Levi were just not the right audience.

      She smiled, unaware that she wore a goofy grin on her face.

      “Why are you so happy today?” Lily asked.

      “Nothing really. I was just thinking about something Leo said,” she answered, although she knew she’d probably regret opening up at all about their relationship.

      “Meh,” Lily said flippantly. “He’s not the type to stick around. Don’t let yourself get too close.”

      “Yeah. He’s not worth your energy,” Levi piped up and she glared at the teen.

      “I don’t remember including you in this conversation,” she snapped. He looked up at her, hurt coloring his cerulean eyes.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Excuse me for thinking that I was part of the ‘in’ crowd.”

      He sauntered toward the back and Elena glanced helplessly at Lily, who only smirked. She didn’t care that Levi’s feelings had been hurt. In her mind, the kid needed to toughen up.

      “For a street kid, he’s pretty sensitive,” Lily snorted. Sighing, Elena hurried after Levi, ignoring Lily’s cruel remarks.

      “Levi, sorry I barked at you back there,” she told him as he plopped onto the old couch and reached for a piece of sandpaper. He didn’t answer, his hands gliding over a walking stick she’d stumbled upon in the park. “I’m just a little tense,” she confessed.

      “Yeah, I noticed,” he replied. “You’ve been more than ‘a little tense’ since Officer Hard-Ass started coming around.”

      Elena gaped at him.

      “That’s not true!” she denied. “Leo and I are happy.”

      She wondered why the statement ended up sounding like a question.

      “Yeah? That’s fucking great.” The sarcasm almost cut her.

      Elena exhaled, willing herself not to get angry.

      “Levi, you’ve got to watch your mouth. You’re always swearing around customers and—”

      He leapt to his feet and tossed the stick and sandpaper aside.

      “What are you, my mother now?”

      Levi was directly in her face, looming over her by a few inches. He had gained a good deal of weight since they’d first met, courtesy of regular meals and exercise. Suddenly he didn’t look so lost and scared. He almost seemed dangerous.

      He’s still a kid, she reminded herself firmly. Even if he’s acting like an ogre right now.

      “Levi, I have never claimed to be your mother,” she told him gently, wanting him to lose the fire in his eyes. “But I do care about you and I care about my business. We have to talk about your future.”

      “What future?” he scoffed, turning away, and she felt her shoulders sag in relief. “I don’t have a future.”

      “You could!” she insisted. “We’ll talk to Tricia about getting you back into school, here in Portland and—”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Levi roared. “I can’t go back to school. I need my mother’s permission for shit like that and I’m not calling that bitch.”

      Again, Elena inhaled and checked her own temper.

      “Levi, there has to be another way.”

      “There is. Child Services can send me to school.”

      He sneered as if daring her.

      “You gonna call Child Services?”

      Elena stared at him, wondering why he was acting like such a jerk. Was it because of Leo? Did he hate the cop that much? Whatever the reason, Levi was making her somewhat nervous lately and she didn’t know what to do with him.

      Did I create this monster?

      “We both know I’m not calling Child Services. If that was my intention, I would have done it a long time ago,” she said with a calmness she didn’t know she had.

      “Well, a long time ago, you didn’t have that cop running your life.”

      “Leo is not running my life!” Elena snapped, her patience expiring. Her hands closed into fists and for a foreign moment, she felt like slapping his surly face.

      Remind me not to breed, she thought, willing herself not to do anything she was bound to regret later.

      Levi turned back to her, his eyes glowing with malice.

      “No? You seem to jump every time he calls like a trained poodle.”

      “Avery, now you’re just being disrespectful.”

      His pupils dilated slightly when she used his real name, but Elena wanted him to know that she wasn’t messing around.

      “So you’re not his little bitch, then?” the teenager leered. “You sure?”

      “I don’t have to listen to this. I have no idea why you’re being such a brat but let me know when you’re done having your temper tantrum, okay? I’ll be working—like a grown up.”

      She spun to leave him to wallow alone but to her shock, he grabbed her arm. Before she could even begin to feel panic, he thrust his wet lips onto hers, stunning her to her core.

      She shoved him back with all her strength, watching as he stumbled slightly over some discarded items.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she raged, fury in her face. “Do you think that’s funny?”

      But as the words escaped her lips, Elena could see that it was not meant to be a joke and horror consumed her in a torrent. It was blindingly clear suddenly; Levi had a crush on her. That was why he was so hateful toward Leo and why his attitude had soured so badly.

      How did I not see it before? Gods, Leo was right about me. I’m so damned naïve.

      Levi’s face had turned almost opaque as he continued to back away from her as if he was going to flee the room.

      “Wait!” Elena gasped. “Levi, wait! I’m sorry!”

      He shook his head.

      “No,” he mumbled, looking at his feet. “I’m sorry. I’m so stupid—”

      “No! No, you’re not stupid. You’re a bright, incredible boy.”

      His head jerked up to look at her, tears filling his eyes.

      “You don’t really think that,” he muttered. “If you thought that, you’d be with me and not Leo.”

      She had been warned. Leo had warned her. Lily had warned her. Her own gut had warned her. The arrangement was going to backfire and it was so much worse than just a stupid stolen wallet now.

      “Levi, you’re a teenager. I’m a grown woman,” she whispered. “You deserve someone—”

      And that’s just the tip of the iceberg, she thought grimly.

      “Oh, don’t give me your pity,” he snarled. “You don’t know what I deserve! You don’t know anything about me!”

      “Honey, please—”

      She stopped talking and took a deep breath.

      No wonder he was getting mixed signals from me. He was a hormonal teen whom I had gone out of my way to help, a kid I called “honey” and “sweetie” because it never dawned on me that a child his age would take it any other way than platonically.

      “You know what, Elena? I don’t need you or this stupid job!” he spat, whirling to leave. “You’re too stupid to see a good thing when it’s right in front of your face.”

      She cringed but let him vent, unsure of what else to do. She wasn’t afraid anymore, just really sad.

      “Please don’t go, Levi. Lily and I need you here. We have come to rely on you. Business has been so much better since you’ve been here.”

      He scoffed but she could see he was considering her words. When the embarrassment subsided, he’d be back and she would see about getting him back in school with kids his own age.

      He needs to be in a healthy environment. This is not good for him. I should have done that a long time ago.

      “You’ll get your karma,” Levi continued, pacing before the door as if trying to decide whether to stay or go. “When you find out about Leo, you’ll wish you’d taken me up on my offer but I won’t be here anymore.”

      “What about Leo?” Elena asked warily.

      “He never told you about any of his exes, has he?” Levi chuckled humorlessly. Elena shook her head but she knew the kid was just grasping at straws.

      Then tell him to stop talking! a voice inside her yelled. You don’t need to hear what he’s going to say.

      She waited.

      He scoffed again.

      “You don’t even deserve to know. You deserve exactly what you have coming to you.”

      He’s right. Nip this in the bud right now.

      “Levi, adults don’t worry so much about things that happened in the past,” she explained gently. “We just move on.”

      She’d be lying to say her curiosity wasn’t piqued but damn if she was going to tell this enraged kid that. The last thing he needed was ammunition.

      “Leo has a funny way of moving on,” Levi snorted. “Seeing his ex three times a week.”

      Elena’s back tensed as if someone had shoved a steel rod directly through her spine.

      Don’t listen to this. He’s a wounded child, willing to say anything to make Leo look bad…

      “Levi, I’m sure you don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said firmly. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day—”

      “I’m talking about Tricia, Elena. Tricia and Leo were together for a long time.”

      The shock was clear on her face and just as fast as the rod inserted itself in her back, it was gone as the wind retracted from her lungs. Looking at Levi’s face, she knew he wasn’t making it up.

      Why didn’t he tell me that? It would have been good to know, what with Levi staying there. Do they still have something going on?

      “If you don’t believe me, ask them. If Leo lies to you, at least I know Tricia will tell you the truth.”

      She gaped at him, mind whirling. He was halfway out the door before she found her voice again.

      “Levi, please come back tomorrow. Don’t leave like this, okay?”

      He stared at her with shining eyes.

      “Why?” he whispered. She knew what he wanted her to say but she couldn’t bring herself to lie to him.

      “Because you’re my friend and friends don’t let friends disappear without a plan. If you want to leave, fine, but at least let me help you. You can’t go back to stealing wallets and rooting through dumpsters…”

      She trailed off, hanging her head in shame. After all, that was what he was doing working for her.

      “I mean for food. What we do is important!”

      She felt somewhat lighter when a wry smile touched his face.

      “Yeah, I know it is,” he agreed. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      She nodded, trying to smile warmly, but it came off as more of a grimace.

      “Sorry, Elena,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t have tried to kiss you and I shouldn’t have brought up Tricia.”

      “It’s okay about Tricia,” she replied firmly, hoping he understood that it was not okay about the kiss, but of the two, Leo’s ex was weighing heavier on her mind at that moment.

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      Elena shook her head.

      “No, I’m not. I’m glad I know the truth now.”

      But that was a lie. After all, what woman really wanted to know that her boyfriend was spending time with an ex?
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      “Your girlfriend is looking for you.”

      Cortez said the words with such disdain, Leo didn’t think he was talking to him at first when he entered the precinct. It had been his turn to pick up dinner and as he juggled the bags for night shift, he idly wondered where his phone was. He hadn’t heard it ringing while he was out.

      “Where is she?” he asked, dropping the pile onto his desk as the vultures came swarming in for their evening meal.

      “She left. She seemed to think I was covering for you, not telling her where you really were. Something you want to tell me, Monroe?” There was a slight leer to his voice and Leo blinked.

      His brow shot up and he stepped back from the horde of starving officers to peer at Cortez.

      “Covering for me?” he repeated. “Why would she think that?”

      “I dunno. She seemed pretty intense. What did you do to piss off Pollyanna?”

      Leo bristled.

      “She’s not Pollyanna,” he muttered. He didn’t remind himself that he had thought the same thing about her when they’d first met.

      “You must have done something,” Mark insisted. “Or is she just another one of your psycho chicks who is dumb enough to cause a scene at the station?”

      Leo knew he was talking about Britt.

      “She caused a scene?” Leo demanded dubiously. He couldn’t envision it. Then again, he couldn’t have envisioned Elena in the front seat of his Mustang either.

      “No,” Cortez replied. “But I got the sense that she wanted to.”

      “Elena isn’t going to cause a scene because nothing is wrong,” Leo told him flatly, reaching up to tap his pockets.

      Did I leave my cell in the squad?

      “You know, if you’d just go out with one of Alison’s friends, you’d never have this problem,” Cortez commented. “When was the last time you saw my wife come here looking for a problem?”

      It was on the tip of Leo’s tongue to tell his partner that his wife didn’t give a shit about anything but spending his money and talking about Kanye West with her brain-dead posse but somehow, he managed to hold back.

      “I’ve gotta find my cell,” he muttered instead and wandered back out of the stationhouse.

      “Hurry up! We need to hit the streets soon!”

      As if he had to remind me how to do my job. Mr. Let’s-Stop-At-Home-For-A-Quickie.

      Leo didn’t respond. His mind was on what Elena needed and a familiar sense of unease began to grip his stomach. A girlfriend seeking him out at work, particularly on the night shift, could not be good news.

      It had to be serious if Elena had come to his work, especially at that hour. It was only eight o’clock but it was still late for Elena to be popping in. He wondered if it had anything to do with Levi.

      Probably. I wonder what mess that kid has gotten himself into now.

      Leo hated guessing. Thankfully, or maybe not, he wasn’t left to ponder the situation long.

      “Leo.”

      He spun at the sound of her voice and blinked as she walked toward him, her arms folded across her chest.

      “El! Mark told me you were looking for me inside. I think I left my phone in the car.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about you and Tricia?”

      The question caught him completely off guard, not because he had intended to keep it secret but because the look on Elena’s face spoke volumes; she felt betrayed.

      “Wh—who told you about that? Tricia?” he sputtered, knowing immediately that it was the wrong answer.

      “It doesn’t matter who told me!” she sighed. “But I’m guessing that it’s true, then.”

      He nodded and shrugged.

      “We dated for a bit,” he agreed. “It was no big deal and it didn’t end all that well.”

      “Well enough that you still see her every week.”

      He almost didn’t know who this Elena was, the jealousy in her face thinly masked.

      “Elena, she runs the shelter. It’s part of my job to go to that shelter.”

      “And hide it from me.”

      His eyes narrowed as he studied her face, suddenly understanding where this had come from.

      “It wasn’t Tricia who told you, was it?” he said slowly. Her green eyes darted downward and he knew who was responsible although he had a hard time wrapping his mind around the fact that Tricia had told one of the shelter residents about their relationship.

      She and I are going to have a little discussion about the boundaries of professionalism in the future. But first, I have an angry upcycler on my hands.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Elena insisted. “Why did I have to hear it from someone else?”

      “There is nothing to tell!” Leo nearly yelled, defensiveness shooting through him. “Tricia and I are ancient history. Ancient turbulent history. There’s nothing going on between us.”

      “And yet you didn’t think to mention it. Obviously Levi thinks there’s more to the story than what you’re saying,” she pointed out.

      He found his exasperation being replaced with annoyance.

      “That kid is trying to cause problems,” he said flatly. “Again.”

      “At least Levi is being honest with me,” Elena retorted. “Which is more than I can say for you!”

      Leo almost laughed but he stopped himself, knowing he was feeling anything but amused by what was happening.

      “Elena, when it comes to Avery, you’re blind for some reason. The kid is a lost cause, no matter how much he has you convinced you’re helping him. He may not have stolen from you again but he’s got other ways of getting to you.”

      She didn’t seem to like his rebuttal and she folded her arms under her chest, her eyes narrowing into slits.

      “So by telling me what’s going on, he’s a detriment to me? Good logic, Leo.”

      Leo groaned.

      “It’s not what he said, Elena, it’s why he said it! Do you think that he told you about Tricia for the goodness of his health?”

      “He told me because he cares about me!” Elena growled back. “Do you?”

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose.

      “Wait a second,” Leo said slowly. “When did he tell you this?”

      “Tonight, obviously. You think I just bided my time to ambush you at work? Unlike you, I like to get things out in the open.”

      As she said the words, she seemed to realize that was exactly what she was doing, ambushing him, and her face paled beneath the light of the streetlamp.

      “Oh,” she muttered, stepping back. “You’re at work.”

      “I am,” he replied, watching her face.

      “We can talk about this later.”

      She spun to leave but he reached for her arm.

      “No, wait a second. What are you so upset about? You’re mad because I have an ex?”

      She shook her head vehemently.

      “Of course not!”

      “You’re mad because I see my ex in a public setting for work?”

      Again, she shook her head and he could see confusion coloring her cheeks.

      “You see what I’m saying? That kid is manipulating you into being neurotic.”

      He could tell she didn’t like the assessment but she didn’t argue the point either.

      “He’s just a kid,” she mumbled but Leo wondered if she was trying to convince herself or him.

      “How did this even come up?” he wanted to know. “Did Avery just storm into the shop and tell you he had some information about me?”

      Elena turned her head fully away so he couldn’t read the embarrassment on her face.

      “Not exactly,” she murmured and the hairs on his arms rose as he detected a sordid story.

      “What happened?” he growled. “And don’t say ‘nothing’ because it’s written all over your face, no matter how much you try to hide it behind your hair.”

      She bit on her lower lip and looked at him, concern and sheepishness coloring her face. He could tell she was debating whether to tell him but he knew she would. Elena was not the type to keep something from him, especially not if he asked her directly.

      How did I get to know so much about her?

      The realization that he knew her as well as he did was stunning. It hadn’t been that long and yet he genuinely felt like he could trust her, like he knew every aspect of her guileless nature inside out.

      He tried to remind himself that he had been fooled before but that argument wasn’t going to fly, not anymore.

      Elena Swanson was not like the other women he’d known, no matter how much he wanted to lump her in the same category and tell himself that their relationship was nothing more than them biding their time until it fell apart.

      This is real. She’s my mate. I know that now.

      “Elena, what happened?” he insisted. “Why did Avery tell you about Tricia and me?”

      She must have caught him doing something and he used the information to alleviate the pressure on him. Leo knew that kid, he knew his type. The cop had been around the pool longer than Avery had been alive.

      “It’s nothing,” she answered quickly. “We can talk later. I’m sorry I came here and interrupted you.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “You’re not going anywhere until you tell me what happened tonight.”

      She lifted her auburn waves and stared at him with sad eyes.

      “What did he do?” he growled, his blood pressure rising with her silence.

      “He kissed me,” she confessed, exhaling the words in a whoosh and he thought he had misunderstood.

      Things like robbery, identity theft, even vandalism had crossed his mind but making a move on Elena was not at the top of Leo’s list of the things the kid would try.

      Why not, though? It was clear he had been harboring a growing crush on her. Suddenly, Avery’s animus toward him was astoundingly clear; it wasn’t just because Leo was a cop. He saw Leo as competition.

      “I’m going to kill that little shit!” he howled, the urge to shift almost stabbing him. He didn’t know how he suppressed the desire, his body whirling back toward the parking lot.

      “Wait! Where are you going!” Elena yelled. “Don’t be a dumbass!”

      Leo glanced at her over his shoulder, his face red with anger.

      “That brat has crossed a line now. I should have arrested him when he took your wallet, complaint or no complaint.”

      “Seriously?” Elena sighed, eyeing him like he was a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. “What are you going to do? Go arrest him retroactively for stealing thirty bucks? He returned the wallet.”

      He stared at her, fury coursing through him, but he also knew she was right, on all levels.

      Leo was supposed to be the adult, an authority figure, no less. He couldn’t very well go smacking around a troubled teen, no matter how much he deserved it. And did he ever deserve it.

      “What the hell is taking you so long?” Cortez yelled from the doorway of the precinct. “We need to start —oh hey, Elena. I didn’t see you there. But seriously, Monroe, the sarge is going to have us transferred to Siberia if we don’t get a move on.”

      “One second!” Leo snapped at Cortez.

      How many times have I covered for that bastard, but when I need two minutes…?

      “It’s okay, I’m just leaving, Mark,” Elena said. “Leo, I’ll talk to you later. When you’re thinking normally.”

      Her subtle warning was not lost on him, but even after she disappeared and Mark joined Leo on the sidewalk, he could not suppress the ire running through his veins.

      Avery was nothing but trouble and he had known that from the get-go. He should have made more of an effort to get him out of Elena’s life.

      She’s too impressionable, too trusting. It was only a matter of time before Avery jumped on the opportunity to screw her again. I just didn’t think he would literally try to screw her.

      “You all right, man?” Cortez asked. “Did she dump you?”

      “No!” Leo snapped, annoyed that his mind went there first.

      “You look really pissed,” Mark insisted. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “No,” Leo replied slowly. “I know exactly what to do about this.”

      He stared after Elena’s retreating back, a weird twist in his gut as he watched her disappear into her truck and drive away without so much as a second look.

      She’s not going to like this, he thought tersely but Avery had given him no other choice. Elena will get over it. After her initial anger subsides, she’ll see this is for the best.

      Or at least that was what he told himself to justify what he was about to do.
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      When Elena woke to Chance’s headbutts, she was a little discombobulated. At first, she thought it was Leo in bed with her.

      She didn’t know why—maybe she’d been dreaming about him, but before her eyes were fully opened, she amorously lounged her arm against the cat’s furry head.

      “Good morning,” she purred. “You feel wonderful.”

      “MEOW!” Chance spat back and Elena’s eyes flew open, reality setting in with unhappy force. Chance’s yellowy-green eyes gazed at her expectantly and she sighed.

      Even if it had been Leo in bed with her, she shouldn’t have been so forgiving. He had acted like a jealous ass at the precinct the previous night.

      And what did you act like, exactly, going to confront him about an ex?

      She didn’t want to think about her own hypocrisy that morning and she forced herself to rise and get ready for a morning of scrapping before starting her shift at Kiss-Mate. She decided to go searching that morning instead of heading directly into the shop.

      She wasn’t sure she was ready to face Levi even though she had told him to come in that day. Leo’s words still lingered in her mind heavily.

      Is Levi trying to cause problems between me and Leo because of some kid crush?

      It certainly made sense but she didn’t want to sell the kid short, not after he had seemingly made so much progress. Elena just needed some time to think and junk hunting would help clear her mind.

      She glanced at her cell hopefully but there were no texts from Leo. They hadn’t spoken again since she’d left him fuming on the steps of the precinct.

      You really shouldn’t have gone there last night. What were you hoping to accomplish?

      Although, she wasn’t nearly as upset about Tricia as she had been the night before. She wondered why she had been in the first place. It was just like Leo had said: everyone had exes and they were all bound to run into them from time to time.

      What would Leo say if he knew he still wore her high school boyfriend’s T-shirt to sleep? Did she feel the need to disclose that to him? Of course not.

      It was just after eight and she headed toward the shower, wanting to wash the remnants of sleep from her body.

      She decided to go scrapping and then bring breakfast to Lily and Levi. Then she and the kid would sit down and lay out some ground rules.

      Rule one: No hitting on me. Rule two: We never discuss what happened as long as we both shall live.

      The teen was embarrassed enough. She didn’t need to fuel his discomfort but he also needed structure and stability, something that running around collecting junk and acting like an adult were not going to give him. She was beginning to wonder if she hadn’t done more harm than good by offering him the job in the first place.

      The road to Hell is paved with good intentions, they say.

      She heard her phone chiming the second she stepped foot into the shower but she ignored it. Without coffee or showering, she was not about to address the outside world, even if it was Leo. Whoever it was could wait ten minutes.
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      It wasn’t until she was downtown that Elena realized she had forgotten her cell on her bed. From the shower, to the kitchen for coffee and feeding Chance, the device had been lost somewhere in the apartment that she had miraculously managed to clean.

      That didn’t mean that she could find anything.

      She groaned aloud as she parked on Burnside, debating whether or not to return for it. It was twenty minutes out of her way and she really didn’t have the desire to waste the gas but she also didn’t want to miss a text from Leo.

      He hasn’t texted you since yesterday. Don’t waste your time going back for it on the hope he will communicate with you. You can call him when you get back to the shop in a couple hours.

      She found herself wondering who had texted that morning but she abruptly shoved the thought from her mind.

      There was a reason she had opted to go salvaging that morning; she needed the time to think. She was not going to fall into the trap of overthinking things with Leo.

      It was a sign from the gods that I left my cell, she told herself firmly. Don’t upset the overlords by going back to get it.

      She hopped out of her vehicle and started toward the alleyways, her eyes scanning the streets for discarded treasures, but as she walked, her mind was anywhere but on business.

      Maybe this isn’t working out at all with Levi. Maybe I should go to the shop and tell him…

      Her thought trailed off.

      Tell him what exactly? That she’d given up on him? That she’d made a mistake? Elena could only imagine what the reaction would be. He’d get defensive and blame Leo for her change of heart.

      She knew her heart hadn’t changed, only her priorities. She was no longer sure that she was doing any good for the kid. Would she have reached this conclusion without Leo? Probably not for a long time.

      “Hey! Got a dollar?”

      Elena glanced down as a pile of fanned newspapers moved and a scruffy man peered up at her through a bearded face. His blue eyes stared at her hard but imploring.

      “Yeah,” she replied, digging into her pockets. She’d left her purse in the car, but she had some cash on her.

      “Yeah?” he asked, surprise lacing his tone. It was clearly not the response he was expecting. She handed him a five and he snatched it out of her fingers as if he was worried she was going to change her mind. There was something about him, something familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it as she studied his face. The hobo’s eyes widened.

      “Hey, thanks, lady!” he called enthusiastically. “God bless ya.”

      Elena nodded and continued through the alleyway, unable to resist casting him one last look over her shoulder.

      Who do you remind me of, old, stinky man? My own father maybe?

      It struck her then; he had the same eyes as Levi.

      That man is Levi in forty years.

      The realization took her breath away and she had to stop walking for a minute to compose herself.

      No, she corrected herself. That is only Levi in forty years if he doesn’t climb out of this trap he’s fallen into. That does not need to be Levi. If that man had had a friend like me, he’d be a CEO or at least a janitor by now.

      She couldn’t give up on Levi, no matter what Leo said, but the kid could not remain working for them either. There had to be a way that she could improve his quality of life without throwing him under the bus.

      She wasn’t going to locate any good finds that day, that much was clear. Her mind wasn’t on it anyway. She started back to her truck, pulling out her keys and the only other bill she had on her from her front pockets.

      As she passed by the homeless man again, she offered him the twenty in her hand.

      “More?” he asked as he reached for it. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I don’t need it,” she lied.

      “You know, giving me money ain’t gonna make you feel any better if you’re feelin’ guilty,” the old man offered and she froze in her tracks.

      “Who says I’m trying to alleviate my guilt?” Elena demanded.

      Am I that transparent?

      He chuckled and shrugged.

      “In my experience, that’s why people throw money at men like me,” he replied. “Thanks.”

      It was a dismissal and she took it, slowly shuffling the remaining distance to her truck. A part of her wanted to run back and talk to him, to ask him how he’d ended up in such a state, but of course she didn’t. The transient wasn’t going to want to discuss the intimate details of his life with a stranger, no matter how much money she tossed at him.

      Anyway, it didn’t matter. Levi’s story was much different. Elena would ensure that, starting that day.

      She drove the few blocks to the shop and when she pulled up, she saw the front door was propped open with a brick. Loud voices met her ears.

      What the hell was going on?

      Apprehension shot through her as she rushed inside and stopped, her eyes adjusting to the dimness.

      Levi was backed up against a wall, two uniformed cops on either side of him as Lily stood talking with a stern-faced woman.

      “What is going on?” Elena demanded, striding forward. “Why are the cops here?”

      “Where have you been?” Lily hissed, her face a mask of anger. “I’ve been calling you all morning!”

      “Why did you do this, Elena?” Levi cried, his face a mask of anguish. “I said I was sorry! You didn’t have to set me up!”

      Consternation and confusion flowed through Elena as she looked around for an answer.

      “I have no idea what this is!” she declared. “What is going on?”

      “Elena Swanson?” the woman asked, stepping forward, her weathered hand extended. “I’m Amelia Cross from Child Protective Services. Can I speak with you for a minute?”

      The name sent shivers through her body.

      “Child Protect— I never called you!” Elena gasped, looking desperately at Levi.

      “No,” the agent agreed. “But a concerned citizen did. How long have you been harboring a runaway?”

      “What? I am not harboring anyone! Levi works here!”

      “Levi? His name is Avery Ward and he is only fifteen years old.”

      “So what? A fifteen-year-old can’t have a job?” Defiance and ire colored Elena’s face and words. “I was working at fifteen!”

      “And I’m sure you were going to school too,” Amelia commented dryly.

      Elena looked desperately at Lily and then back at Levi, who had begun to sob. He was trying to make himself as small as possible, staying out of the grasp of the police officers.

      “Am I in trouble?” Elena whispered, realizing for the first time that she might be.

      “Not for now but we will be taking Avery into foster care. I’ll be in touch. Please don’t go anywhere until we can question you about this.”

      She handed Elena her card and nodded at the cops who flanked Levi and herded him out of the shop.

      “I swear, Levi, this has nothing to do with me,” Elena gasped but he wouldn’t look at her. She watched him being taken away, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Yeah,” Levi spat just before he left her view. “But I bet I know exactly who made that call on your behalf.”

      He was gone, leaving the words to resonate in her head.

      “Seriously, Elena, this is not good for business!” Lily growled. “You should have known better than to bring a baby in here!”

      Elena gaped at her, her heart thudding sickly in her chest.

      “Business?” she choked. “You’re worried about business? CPS just took a kid out of here to throw into the foster care system where he’ll be lost forever.”

      “At least he’ll be in school!” Lily argued and Elena stared at her, flabbergasted.

      “Not if he runs away and returns to the streets, Lil! Why do you think I didn’t call CPS before? How do you think he got onto the streets in the first place?”

      Her partner shrugged.

      “I don’t know, Elena. Maybe you didn’t call because you think you know better than everyone? Maybe because you think you’re the only one who can save the world?”

      She stormed out of the shop, presumably to get some air, and Elena was left alone, a desolation flooding her.

      Lily was understandably mad but Elena was furious too. She wasn’t acting like some demagogue who wanted world domination. She cared about the lost, the discarded. If that was a flaw, she would take it.

      What she wouldn’t take was someone else interfering with her decisions because of jealousy or pettiness.

      Levi was right; there was only one person who would have bothered to call CPS.

      That was why he didn’t text me last night; he was plotting a way to get rid of Levi once and for all and he didn’t want me to find out about it.

      Bile swished through her stomach and for a terrifying minute, Elena was sure she was going to throw up all over her shoes.

      Think, she urged herself. How can you fix this? Everything can be fixed; I just have to figure out a way.

      She began to pace through the store, her mind whirling.

      “We’re closed!” she shouted as a couple wandered inside, but she barely noticed when they scurried away, taken aback by her harsh tone.

      Maybe I could call CPS and ask to be his foster mom, she reasoned, but she knew all the flaws with that. They were not about to hand him over to her, not when she had kept him from school in their eyes. And even if they did, Elena knew she couldn’t permit Levi to stay with her, not with the stunt he’d pulled trying to kiss her.

      She snatched her bag off the counter where she’d dropped it upon entry.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Lily snapped, flicking her cigarette against the sidewalk as Elena brushed past her. “We still have a business to run.”

      “You run it,” she retorted angrily. “I’ve got a kid to save.”
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      The pounding on his apartment door told Leo who it was but he had been expecting her. He had anticipated a phone call first but, in any case, he had known she was coming.

      “Why did you do it?” she gasped when he opened the door. “Why?”

      He was taken aback by the tear-streaked face but on some level, he had been expecting that too.

      “Come in, Elena,” Leo sighed, turning to let her in. “You want a coffee or—”

      “I want an explanation!” she screamed. “CPS came and took him! How could you do something like that, Leo? He’s just a damned kid!”

      He turned to face her, seeing the anguish and fury in her face, but he couldn’t bring himself to apologize.

      “That’s exactly why I did it,” he replied quietly. “Because he’s a kid.”

      She stared at him, her lips parted as she tried to form what she wanted to say, but when she spoke, it came out in a garbled mess.

      “I—you—I—” she sputtered, unable to say what she wanted.

      “I just made coffee. Come and sit down.”

      “No!” she raged. “No, I won’t come and sit down!”

      “Elena, listen to yourself,” he said logically. “You’re hysterical.”

      “Hysterical?” she scoffed. “You think I’m overreacting?”

      “I think you need to sit down.”

      She glared at him with defiance, laughing mirthlessly.

      “Well, I guess I better do that before you find a way to force me to listen, right?”

      Leo stifled a groan.

      “Elena, I know you think that I called social services out of malice—”

      “Jealousy! Stupidity!” she interjected. “Cruelty, even!”

      She had every right to believe that because frankly, when he had first decided to call, that had been his motivation—getting Avery Ward out of Elena’s life once and for all.

      Yet the more he thought about it, the more he realized that it really had been the best move for the kid. Avery needed to be in a real home, not sleeping in unwashed sheets with other runaways, some of whom had drug addictions and criminal records. He needed to be in school, not digging through garbage for things to fix.

      Leo also knew Elena genuinely believed she was doing the boy good, but he knew better. Avery needed structure, not coddling.

      Leo turned away from where she stood in the entranceway and sauntered toward the kitchen, pouring two mugs of coffee. Reluctantly, Elena followed him inside and he slid her cup across the kitchen island.

      “Well? Are you going to say anything for yourself?” she snapped without touching her coffee.

      “Oh. Am I allowed to talk now?” he asked sarcastically. He realized he probably should have toned down his causticness but being verbally assaulted didn’t bring out the best in him.

      “You’re a piece of work. How could I have been so blind? Levi was right about you—you are an asshole.”

      Leo wondered why the words stung so much. Elena was not the first to make that assessment of him and he highly doubted she would be the last.

      Maybe she wasn’t as different as he’d given her credit for.

      “Yep,” he agreed, taking a swig of his coffee. It was too hot but he didn’t display the pain shooting through his mouth. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of thinking he felt bad. Because he didn’t… not really.

      “I’m a huge asshole. My entire goal in life is to ruin the lives of teenagers,” he continued, smirking. “You caught onto my evil plan. I’m the Grinch and Dr. Evil all rolled into one.”

      She glared at him.

      “I don’t even know why I came here,” she snapped. “I should have known you’d be smug and unresponsive. Have you no compassion for abandoned or neglected kids? Must be nice to have been born into a perfect life.”

      “Perfect life?” Leo almost howled with laughter. “My father was a drunk who beat my mortal mother so badly, she had permanent brain damage. By the time she died, she didn’t know who either me or my sister was. Oh, and my sister? I haven’t seen her since she was adopted by a family in Canada. They didn’t want her to have any ties with her ‘old life’ so she cut me out completely. So don’t tell me about my perfect life, Elena. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Elena eyes were so wide, he thought her eyeballs were going to fall out of her head. The shame and pity he read in her emerald irises made him sick to his stomach. He didn’t want her compassion. He wanted her to stop being so damned naïve, so easily manipulated.

      “I’m so sorry,” she gasped. “I had no idea.”

      “You know why you have no idea?” Leo continued, wishing he could stop, but the floodgates had been undammed and he was spilling forth the history he had buried so deeply.

      “Why?” Elena breathed.

      “Because I don’t wallow in my shitty past. I picked myself up by my bootstraps and made something of my life instead of robbing people and dropping out of school.”

      Understanding slowly seeped into her eyes and she visibly exhaled, her shoulders sagging.

      “Yes, you did,” she agreed quietly. “But Leo, you and Levi are not the same person.”

      “Because I’m a dragon? Because I know lots of mortals who have similar stories and—”

      “Because you’re just not the same. No two people handle trauma the same way, Leo. You must know that,” Elena murmured.

      “That’s because I chose not to be like Avery!” he argued, slamming his fist against the marble countertop in frustration. “Don’t you get it, Elena? Life is a series of choices. I could have easily joined a gang or dealt drugs. It was way simpler than studying in a cold, unfinished basement while my foster family hosted swinger parties over my head. It was easier to shoot a hit of heroin in my arm than it was to work two jobs and go to night school while I was sharing a loaf of bread with six other foster siblings. But you know what, Elena? I did it. I did it because you don’t get to take the easy way in life, not if you want to succeed. I didn’t get inducted into an upper-class dragon clan by wallowing in my past. I did something about it!”

      She pursed her lips together, blinking away the onset of tears which had filled her eyes. Slowly, she slipped around the side of the counter and stared up at him with sad, dejected eyes.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Leo. I’m so sorry you didn’t tell me any of this before.”

      He snickered, turning his eyes away from her.

      “Now it’s different because you feel sorry for me?”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you,” she replied. “But I think I understand you better now.”

      “You don’t understand me at all. How could you? You don’t understand that certain things are lost and not worth fixing.”

      “Everything is worth fixing!” she insisted and he knew he was fighting with a brick wall. “Think of how much happier you’d been if someone had been there for you when you needed someone!”

      Leo shook his head, knowing now that telling her was a mistake. In her own way, Elena was a thousand times more stubborn than him. She was just nicer about it.

      “Fine,” he agreed. “You go ahead believing that, but I’m going to tell you right now, Elena, you’re not doing anyone any favors by pursuing this. Avery is where he belongs now. You can hate me all you want for calling CPS but if you think he’s better off working in your shop than getting an education, you should probably re-evaluate your definition of help.”

      The confusion on her face was evident as she tried to grapple with all she had learned. She did want to hate him but that was not in her nature, especially not if she was worried that he might be right.

      “You should probably go,” he said, reaching for his mug. “I’m on nights again tonight and I need to sleep.”

      “Leo—”

      “Just go.”

      He didn’t know if he was angrier with himself or with her.

      You are definitely angrier with yourself, he decided. That was why he was having a hard time looking her in the face. Elena knew his vulnerabilities now. He had left himself exposed for no reason but to win an argument and he wasn’t even sure he had won that.

      Is that why you told her? Or did you tell her because you didn’t want her to think you really are an asshole?

      “Can I call you later?”

      He shot her a look over his shoulder and snorted.

      “Do you want to?”

      The expression on her face told him she was asking herself the same question.

      “I didn’t think so. Have a nice life, Elena. It was nice knowing you.”

      He didn’t look at her, but he heard the door close as he continued to stare out the fire escape into the bright morning sunlight.

      He had lied to her; he was off for the next four days, but he didn’t want to give her any ideas in case her pity overwhelmed her again.

      Elena was gone, just like all the others. Soon, she would just be a polite smile and nod if he happened to pass her on patrol, just like everyone else.

      Leo swallowed the lump forming in his throat with a swig of coffee, hoping to burn away the regret he was feeling, but it had cooled since his first sip.

      Another one bites the dust. She’s not so different after all. I gave her an out and she was happy to take it.

      It didn’t take a psychologist to figure out his unhealthy pattern of relationships. Of course none of them stayed; why should they? He did everything in his power to sabotage his relationships, to push the women away, whether into the arms of other men or into a state of indifference.

      He had a gift for alienating others. It wasn’t everyone else. It was Leo and he knew it too.

      Then why did he always agonize when they walked out the door? Was it because he was enacting some pre-emptive measure, knowing that he was going to be left anyway and beating them to the punch?

      Probably. Some precinct shrink in Goose Hollow was losing out on a fortune not getting into Leo’s mind.

      Elena was gone now, knowing he was damaged and an asshole. He had done her a favor. No one needed to be sucked into his world, least of all someone as good and pure as Elena Swanson.

      Everyone knew that fairies and dragons didn’t mix.
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      It wasn’t easy for someone like Elena to sit around and hope for change, a fact which was driven home painfully over the next weeks.

      She tried to go on with her life as she had before meeting Levi and Leo, but she was finding recalling that point in time more difficult than it should have been. She had only known them for weeks. It shouldn’t have been so hard and yet she felt like before knowing them, she had been walking around in a daydream.

      “You’re like a zombie,” Lily told her. “You can’t keep sulking around like this.”

      “I’m not sulking!” Elena retorted indignantly. “I’m working.”

      It was true—she had picked up all the extra shifts she could at Kiss-Mate and used all her free time scrapping, refinishing, and working online for the business.

      “There’s a dark cloud of gloom hovering over you, Elena, and it’s making everyone uncomfortable.”

      By “everyone”, she meant her, Elena knew, but she wasn’t about to squabble over semantics.

      The time she spent at the shop now, she spent exclusively in the back, away from the public. She told Lily under no uncertain terms that she wasn’t coming out to deal with everyone’s problems. The more she met with customers, the angrier Elena grew with the world.

      There is real misery out there, real suffering, and you’re worried about a credenza? The trivial issues people got angry about were ridiculous.

      She found herself looking at seemingly “normal” people, wondering what their stories were. Was their father beating their mother when they went home at night? Were they living in a cold basement while their foster parents hosted swingers’ parties? There was an insurmountable guilt which plagued her, sweeping in from both sides as she thought about Levi and Leo.

      She wondered where the boy was all the time. Had he stayed with his foster family or had he run away again? Was he enrolled in school? Was he happy?

      She wondered if he would reach out to her if he had run away or if she’d ever see him again.

      Even though she knew that she wasn’t going to get any information, Elena called Amelia Cross at CPS, begging her for any tidbit of data she could supply.

      “Please,” Elena pleaded. “I’m just worried about him, Ms. Cross.”

      “It seems to me if you were so concerned, you would have called us sooner,” she retorted. “I’m sorry, Ms. Swanson, I can’t give you any information.”

      “Can you at least tell me if he’s safe? If he’s in a home? Did he stay where you put him?”

      “Have a nice day, Elena.”

      The line was dead before she could even muster the anger to scream.

      “Lil, you have to see what you can find out!” she implored her partner, but Lily had scoffed at the suggestion.

      “You’re lucky we didn’t get arrested!” she proclaimed. “Count your blessings and walk away.”

      “Arrested for what? Helping out a homeless kid?”

      She nodded.

      “Yep. Haven’t you heard? People get arrested for feeding the homeless these days. They would probably charge us with kidnapping if we gave them the chance.”

      Elena knew Lily was overreacting, but it did create more doubt in her mind.

      A trip to Youth Mission Services proved just as useless.

      “I’m not asking to see him, Tricia! I just want to know if he’s been here or—”

      “You have a lot of nerve coming here after the stunt you and Leo pulled in the parking lot,” Tricia cut her off. Elena’s face flushed scarlet but she refused to let her humiliation stop her from finding out what she needed to know.

      “Tricia, he was picked up by CPS. Aren’t you worried they’re going to come here and give you a hard time?” Elena asked cajolingly. Tricia sneered.

      “You don’t think I’ve had run-ins with Child Services before?” she laughed. “You really are a babe in the woods, ain’t ya? No wonder Leo likes you so much; you’re the type that always needs saving. Just his type.”

      Elena could hear the contempt in her voice and she gritted her teeth together.

      He might be over her but she’s bitter about their break-up, Elena realized. She wasn’t going to find an ally in Tricia. She slipped her card across the counter.

      “Just in case you lost the last one I gave you—” she started to say.

      “I don’t need it, Elena. I’m not calling you if I hear from him. And tell Leo not to bother coming to do your dirty work either. If he doesn’t have a warrant, he’s not getting any information.”

      Her brow knit.

      “If I hear from him.” That’s what she said. He’s not here and he hasn’t been since he was taken away. Shit! Another dead end.

      Elena wanted to call Leo with every fiber of her being. She was torn between wanting to yell at him and wanting to scoop him against her chest and tell him everything was going to be all right.

      She understood him so much better now, but she knew that with that comprehension came alienation. He didn’t want her that close and now that she knew the truth about him, he couldn’t stand to look at her. His shame was too much, little as Elena understood it.

      It made sense why he had been so hard on Levi, why he didn’t trust the kid and expected the worst. Leo had lived in foster care among boys like Levi. He had undoubtedly fought with them, been a victim of them.

      In her desire to fix everything, Elena had ruined everything.

      There was nothing left to do but wait.

      What she was waiting for, she couldn’t say. Her hope that Leo would swallow his pride and let her back in had completely vanished. No man was going to pick up the phone after weeks and suddenly declare his mistake to a woman he had only known just as long.

      Moreover, he didn’t think he had done anything wrong. Why would he bother? As far as Elena knew, he and Tricia had rekindled whatever they had going on.

      She hated herself for feeling bitter, but she had nothing else to hold onto.

      Bitterness and work.

      Perhaps the worst part of it was the feeling that the work she had been doing was useless too now. Although, she didn’t feel it was as useless as working for the Kiss-Mate.

      She had been so down and out, Elena had almost considered signing up for the app, but she had yet to reach that low.

      Once upon a time, upcycling had seemed so important. She had been doing her part, her best—or so she had convinced herself.

      Now, she had no reason to believe that she was capable of fixing anything, not after the mess she’d made.

      “I’m leaving for class,” Lily announced and Elena glanced up at her absently.

      “Close the store, then,” she told her dully and Lily gaped at her.

      “No!” she snapped. “This isn’t just about you, Elena! This is my livelihood too. If you can’t snap out of this funk, hire someone else to pull your weight around here—out of your cut!”

      She stalked out of the workshop and more misery filled Elena’s bones. She had let everyone down. There wasn’t anyone left to disappoint. It was just her and Chance now and even the cat didn’t seem to like her most of the time.

      Elena contemplated locking up the store, but she heard movement in the front and she went to deal with the customers who had entered.

      The girl glanced up and smiled at her, but Elena couldn’t return her beam and pretended to busy herself with some non-existent paperwork on the counter.

      “Do you do all this yourself?” she asked, drawing closer to Elena.

      Great, she thought, shaking the metal shavings off her V-neck shirt. A talker.

      “The stuff which needs restoring,” she replied without emotion. “A lot of it doesn’t need much work.”

      The girl nodded slowly, her brown eyes scanning the shop. Once there had been a logic to where things went, a spot for electronics, furniture, and whatever else needed its own section, but lately, like everything else, the order had gone to hell.

      Elena hadn’t really noticed until that moment, but the young woman seemed impressed with the collection of recovered junk and she moved her fingers along various items.

      “Can I help you find something?” Elena asked reluctantly, not really wanting to engage her in further conversation, but she could sense the girl was there for more than a refurbished tea kettle.

      “This is a popular concept,” she offered. “Upcycling.”

      Elena was mildly surprised by the comment.

      “Is it? As far as I know, there’s only a handful of us in the Portland area.”

      “Oh no, you’re right,” she agreed quickly. “But the idea is really picking up. Do you have a good following?”

      “We do all right,” Elena answered slowly, wondering if she was inadvertently giving trade secrets to a competitor. There was something fishy about the woman, something she probably wouldn’t have noticed two months ago, but Elena wasn’t the same anymore, was she?

      “You’re the owner, right? Elena?”

      She tensed, her jaw locking. There was no reason for her to know Elena’s name and the owner took it as a bad sign.

      “Yes.”

      The girl grinned and offered her a pale, manicured hand.

      “I’m Christine Stapleton. I’m an investor and I’m loving this idea,” she introduced herself. “How would you like to expand?”

      Elena had no idea how to answer that question.

      Well, gee, Christine, I don’t really know. I am having a crisis of identity and faith right now. Can you leave me your number and we’ll talk another time, maybe after my rebirth?

      Elena didn’t even recognize the sarcastic voice in her own head.

      “Let me guess,” Christine said before Elena could formulate a proper response. “You haven’t even considered it. You probably live consignment piece to consignment piece, right?”

      Business was better than that, but Elena decided to hear her out.

      “Something like that.”

      Christina grinned again, the gleam of her veneers bouncing off the little bit of light in the store. Elena wondered how she hadn’t noticed her five-thousand-dollar Gucci suit from the moment she walked in. There was no reason for someone like her to be in the store.

      “I am offering you an investment to expand your empire. I’ll help you acquire a new store, hire new staff, and brand your shop into something that people must have.”

      Elena was wary.

      “It sounds like you want to jack up the prices,” she said flatly. Christine instantly shook her short bob of ginger hair.

      “Not in the least,” she replied. “That is what is so trendy about this stuff right now; it’s cheap and chic. People want it and they can have it. The only thing I want to change is your image. Everything else can stay the same.”

      “What’s wrong with our image?” Elena demanded defensively. Christine’s beam widened and Elena was reminded of the Cheshire Cat.

      “You don’t have one. Does this place even have a name? Never mind—I’d probably want to change it anyway. You’re not committed to the name, are you?”

      They didn’t have a name. It was just “the store”. She and Lily were never sure how long they could keep the doors open, the two of them running themselves ragged between salvaging trips, fixing and manning the store. Plus, Lily was in school part time, trying to get her nursing degree. Honestly, they were shocked it had been open as long as it had.

      Where had this woman come from, offering them a solution to their problem?

      “I’d have to talk it over with my partner,” Elena told her slowly but she couldn’t imagine why Lily would ever refuse it.

      “Of course!” she declared, producing a card seemingly from up the sleeve of her blue tailored blouse and leaving it for Elena to read.

      “Shoot me a text or an email when you guys are ready to sit down and talk. I don’t want to rush you but I have my eye on another spot a few blocks from here. Between you and me, though, I prefer to do business with women. Men are far too emotional, if you know what I mean.”

      She winked comically and for the first time in weeks, Elena laughed aloud.

      “I hear you.”

      Christine winked and beamed again.

      “Talk to you soon, Elena.”

      She fluttered out of the store, the bell tingling on her departure, and Elena gazed at the glossy card in her hand.

      Christine was offering them an opportunity of a lifetime and she was filled with doubts and suspicions. They had less to do with Christine than they did her and what she wanted to do with her life. If Elena committed to opening another store and running a staff, she would have to go in full tilt, quit Kiss-Mate, and commit. But she wasn’t sure she was as committed anymore.

      The bell dinged again and she looked up, half expecting Christine to return. Her jaw almost hit the floor and Elena bounced off her stool toward him, arms extended.

      “Levi!” she gasped, squeezing him tightly. “You’re back!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      He seemed uncomfortable beneath her death grip and he squirmed slightly to release himself but she couldn’t seem to let him go.

      “Where have you been? Are you okay? Have you been eating? Where have you been staying? Are they good to you?”

      The questions flooded out of her mouth like a torrent but she couldn’t stop them from flowing as if she were possessed.

      “I can only answer one at a time,” he laughed, finally managing to wriggle free.

      She stared at his face, trying to determine if he was healthy, but how much could she really tell by looking at his face?

      “Where have you been? Are you here in Portland?” she asked, trying to contain herself.

      “Beaverton.”

      “How did you get here? Did you run away?” Her heart was beating so erratically, she thought it was going to leap from her chest.

      “No,” he laughed. “Although I did ditch school today.”

      “You’re in school?” Elena asked, relief sweeping through her. “How is it going?”

      Levi laughed again and shook his head.

      “I haven’t been since freshman year. So, not good.”

      She made a commiserating noise.

      “You’re smart, Levi, you’ll catch up,” she promised. “Are you hungry? Should we go grab a bite?”

      “No,” he said, glancing behind him nervously. “I came to talk to you, but I don’t have much time.”

      “Of course. Come and sit down. I’ll lock up for a minute while we chat.”

      He looked at her gratefully.

      Elena secured the door and ushered him back into the workshop, away from the windows, lest some passerby see them sitting there and want in.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” she rambled, hardly believing her eyes. It seemed like he’d matured in the weeks since he’d been removed from that very place before her horrified eyes.

      “I hope you know I had nothing to do with that. It was Le—”

      She stopped herself.

      There’s no reason for me to bring it up again.

      “It was Leo, I know,” Levi sighed, picking up where she’d left off. “What excuse did he give, other than he’s a piece of shit?”

      “He’s not a piece of shit!” she retorted hotly.

      “You’re still banging him, aren’t you?”

      Her ears turned pink.

      “Leo and I are not seeing each other anymore,” Elena answered evenly. “That still doesn’t mean you should talk badly about him. I know it’s difficult to understand now—”

      “Oh my God! You’re still defending him. Are you sure you’re not still together?”

      “We’re not! I’m just saying—”

      “Well, stop saying it! I don’t want to talk about Leo.”

      “All right,” she agreed quickly.

      “I’m here to talk about us.”

      She blinked once.

      “Okay…” she said slowly, already worried about where the conversation might be headed. He grinned and leaned forward, resting his forearms against the faded black of his pants.

      Those are new, she realized. Someone is buying him new clothes and he’s going to school… or at least he’s enrolled in school. Leo was right all along and I made it worse.

      “I’m staying with this old couple in Beaverton,” he explained. “They’re not rich but they’re not exactly poor either.”

      “That’s great, Levi! They’re treating you well?”

      He waved his hand dismissively.

      “Yeah, they’re fine, they’re old but…”

      He trailed off and pulled his bag open, showing her the contents inside.

      “Look what I found in their office.”

      Her eyes shifted down to look inside the knapsack and she gasped aloud. There was a treasure trove of stolen goods. Silverware was mixed in with jewelry but the thing that most caught her eye was the stash of money.

      “Oh Levi,” she moaned. “Why did you take their money? You have to go home and put it back—put everything back!”

      He shook his head, his dirty blond hair falling across his face.

      “I can’t. We need it,” he explained.

      “We need it?”

      She could not even begin to fathom what he meant.

      “Yes!” he exclaimed. “Elena, I know you don’t have feelings for me like I have for you. But, we can still be together. We can run away together. Maybe you can even adopt me.”

      Oh holy hell…

      “Levi, that’s just not possible,” she reminded him softly.

      “Why not?” Levi demanded, hurt filling his eyes. “I have money, a plan—you’re the one always talking about a plan.”

      “Levi, listen to me.”

      He stared at her with desperate blue eyes and she was consumed with worry.

      “I don’t understand you!” he snapped. “You keep trying to save me, but all you bring is disappointment!”

      “I promise you, that was never my intention, Levi. Of course I want you to succeed, but we can’t run away together with stolen property. You’re just a kid, and you need a strong parental figure in your life. You need stability, and that is not something I can give you.”

      “I’m mature for my age!” he insisted. “Everyone says so!”

      “You are,” she agreed. “But you are still a child in the eyes of the law. That’s why Child Services had to get involved—”

      “CPS got involved because your goddamned boyfriend called them!”

      There was no more plaintiveness in his voice, and she felt a flicker of concern as he rose to his feet, stalking toward her with his fists clenched at his sides.

      “Levi, please sit down. Let’s talk—”

      “I don’t want to talk!” he screamed, frustration flooding his face. “I want to get out of here and for you to come with me! That’s the only thing that’s been keeping me going for weeks!”

      “What about my business?” she asked quickly, hoping to placate him with logic, but something told her that was going to be a losing game with a hormonal teen.

      “You can do your business from anywhere!”

      “Levi, I’ve put a lot of myself into this place since I graduated college. I’m not willing to give it up so easily. I put down roots here in Portland and—”

      “You’re just making excuses. You don’t want to come!”

      “No, I don’t,” she agreed truthfully. “And I don’t think you should go either. You can’t spend your whole life running—”

      “You don’t know anything about me!”

      He spun around and kicked the knapsack, the contents flying across the dusty floor of the warehouse.

      Elena cringed, watching him as he walked toward the window, peering into the loading area and shaking his head.

      “You think you’re so smart, Elena, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, taking in the riffraff kid so you can feel better about yourself.”

      She gulped back the lump forming in her throat.

      “Levi, I care about you. I didn’t expect any of this to happen.”

      “Then why bother trying to help me if you’re just going to give up?” he yelled, banging his fist against the glass for impact.

      “I can see you’re mad at me, Levi, but I need you to understand that whatever you’re feeling right now, whatever you think, I have only ever wanted you to be safe and secure.”

      “Whatever, Elena. If you wanted me to be safe, you would come with me.”

      “Levi, I really can’t,” she sighed, no longer afraid of him, and she ventured toward him cautiously. “And you shouldn’t go. You should finish high school and then you can come back here and work for me if you want—”

      “I don’t want to work for you!”

      The rage was back and Elena backed away seconds before her hands touched his skin.

      “Tell me what I can do to make it better,” she whispered, wanting desperately to take his anguish away.

      “You know what you can do! You know!”

      Again, he pounded the glass for effect, but this time, his fist went through the pane, shattering the garage window into a million pieces.

      Elena screamed, gasping as blood sprayed from all angles of his hand, and he gaped at her, stunned.

      “I-I d-didn’t mean to!” he stuttered and she nodded, rushing toward him. Shock was already settling in. Shards of glass poked through his skin and she inhaled sharply to keep from screaming again. She had never seen so much blood.

      “I’ll call 9-1-1,” she muttered but Levi reached out to her, his face growing wan as red streaks continued to flow from his gashed knuckles.

      “No cops,” he begged, his eyes darting toward the floor at his cache of stolen property.

      “Okay,” she agreed, hurrying back toward him. “I’ll clean you up the best I can and I’ll take you to the hospital.”

      He nodded and she guided him back to the sofa to sit as she looked around for something to clean him up with. There was a first aid kit on the far side of the workshop but she didn’t want to leave him, bleeding all over the place.

      “I’m going to pull these pieces out of your hand,” she told him. “And then I’ll wrap it up and we’ll go, okay?”

      He nodded, his eyes shadowed with pain and fear.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” she promised him. “Just take deep breaths, okay?”

      She was worried he was going to faint as she managed to pluck out the massive chunks of glass.

      “Please, Levi, stay with me. It’s not that bad.”

      But she had no way of knowing if she was lying. There seemed to be an awful lot of blood and she was terrified he had nicked an artery. The one first aid class she’d taken three years ago had done nothing to prepare her for what to do when someone put their fist through a window.

      She’d need to call for help if he passed out. She wouldn’t be able to carry him.

      Maybe I can clean up the stolen stuff and hide it before the ambulance comes, she thought, biting on her lip as she continued to pick away at the shards. But she realized that Levi wouldn’t be the only one in trouble if the cops showed up. She had already been warned about harboring a fifteen-year-old. They would arrest her this time for sure and they might even check the shop and find the stolen goods anyway.

      She had to bring him to the emergency room and leave him there. The thought filled her with distress but what choice did she have?

      She got most of the glass out and rose from the sofa, meaning to dart toward the first aid kit for a bandage, but as she moved, Levi slumped forward, his face almost gray.

      “Oh no! No! No! No! Levi, wake up!” she begged him. “Please, don’t do this!”

      She slapped his face repeatedly, hoping for a response, but there was none. Pressing her fingers to his neck, she found a pulse but it was erratic. There was no way she could carry the lanky teen to her truck, not like this. He was a dead weight.

      She shuddered at the thought, propping him back against the sofa as she forced herself to think rationally.

      There was only one thing she could do; call 9-1-1 and hope for the best. But as she reached for her phone, another idea popped into her head and she knew she had one other option.

      She could call Leo.
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      “You gonna answer that, Monroe? Your ringtone is pissing me off.”

      Leo ignored Rudy and turned his attention back to the screen, pretending to watch the game, but it was impossible to attend to his beer when Elena’s name kept flashing before his eyes.

      He glanced at the screen again, chewing on the insides of his cheeks. It was the third time she’d called in five minutes after weeks of silence. Something had to be up but he wasn’t ready to hear her voice, not yet. Probably not ever.

      “Monroe!”

      Before Leo could react, the bartender snatched the phone from the bar and answered it.

      “Leo Monroe’s phone… whoa, slowly, lady, slow down, this isn’t Leo. Let me get him for you.”

      Rudy gave Leo a charming smile akin to that of a roasted pig stuffed with an apple.

      “It’s for you!” he announced.

      Leo scowled and grabbed it from the bartender’s meaty hand, shaking his head with annoyance.

      “What is it, Elena?”

      “I need your help!” she gasped. “Please, just come to the shop! It’s Levi! He’s bleeding badly!”

      His jaw twitched as concern sprung through him, along with a million questions. He asked none of them.

      “Then take him to the hospital, Elena,” he growled, ready to disconnect the call, but he couldn’t shake the worry mounting in his stomach. What was Levi doing there? And why would he be bleeding?

      What did you do now, Elena? he thought to himself with frustration.

      “I can’t! He’s unconscious and I can’t carry him!” The hysteria in her tone was tangible.

      That was enough said and Leo jumped from the barstool.

      “Hey! You gonna pay your tab, Monroe?” Rudy yelled after him but Leo was already out the door, jumping into his Mustang.

      What could have happened?

      He flew over the Burnside Bridge, the cop bar where he’d been drinking on the opposite side of the Willamette River, but he was at the shop in minutes.

      The front door was locked and Leo banged on it furiously.

      “Elena! Elena, are you in there?”

      In seconds, the door flew inward and he started at the sight of her.

      The long-sleeved shirt had been light blue at one point but there was barely a spot of the original color. Her jeans were just as spotted and he was afraid to guess what Levi looked like.

      “What the hell happened?” he choked as she dragged him inside.

      “It was an accident,” she assured him but Leo wasn’t convinced she was telling him the truth. Something didn’t smell right.

      “Why didn’t you call for an ambulance?” he demanded, following her quick steps back to the workshop. She didn’t answer and pointed to where Levi lay crumpled on the couch.

      “Where is he hurt?” Leo demanded, snapping into EMS mode. The kid didn’t look good and it made Leo nervous to look at him.

      “His hand. He put it through the window and…”

      His head jerked up and he stared at her.

      “He broke in here?”

      “No! It was a total accident, Leo, I swear. Don’t give me that look.”

      He shifted his look downward toward Levi’s bleeding hand.

      Why was there so much blood?

      “He needs more pressure on that cut!” Leo cried, realizing that he had cut a vein in his wrist.

      “Tell me what to do,” Elena whispered and he showed her how to help as Leo reapplied the pressure.

      “He needs a hospital,” Leo told her grimly. “Let’s wrap this up and we’ll go.”

      She nodded and in less than a minute, they were back in his car, Elena in the back seat with Levi. She cradled his head, her face pale and terrified.

      “Are you going to tell me what the hell happened?” he demanded, screeching away from the store.

      “I told you, he accidentally put his fist through the garage window. It was an—”

      “Accident, yeah, I heard you every time you’ve said it in the last ten minutes. What I’m wondering is why you didn’t call an ambulance or why he was even here in the first place?”

      “He surprised me,” Elena answered quickly. “He showed up for the first time in weeks.”

      “Did he run away from foster care?”

      “No!”

      “No?”

      “Leo, don’t give me the third degree, not right now.”

      “You’re the one who called me!” he reminded her but he instantly checked his tone. He had forgotten what a profound affect her simple nearness had on him, as if her aura alone was enough to sedate him. Not that he hadn’t been trying to reclaim that feeling every day since they’d been apart.

      Yes, he was tense but being near Elena was making him a lot less so. He stole a look at her through the rearview mirror.

      “Are we almost there?” she asked, looking out the window to gauge their location.

      “Two minutes away,” he promised.

      Secretly, he was glad Elena had trusted him enough to call him when she was in trouble, but did he really want to get sucked back into this mess?

      Look where it had landed me last time.

      For weeks, he had been drowning his sorrows in pint glasses at seedy neighborhood bars, distracting himself from calling Elena and telling her what a fool he’d been.

      It was easier to get drunk, though, to justify his ability to shove people as far away from him as possible than it was to own up to his part in everything that had gone wrong.

      However, he could not deny that the kid bleeding in his back seat was the major cause of all that had happened between Elena and him.

      That kid is also the reason you met Elena in the first place.

      “We’re here. Take him inside,” he instructed. “I’ll find a place to park.”

      “I-I can’t!” Elena gasped.

      “Why not?”

      “I can’t carry him!”

      He’d forgotten already. Leo parked in the ambulance bay as several EMTs shook their heads.

      “You can’t park there—”

      “This kid is going to bleed out if you don’t get to him,” he interrupted. “I’m Officer Leo Monroe, badge number 89098.”

      The workers snapped to attention and ran to open the back of the car, pulling the waxen Avery from blood-soaked seats.

      “What happened?” someone asked and Elena tried her best to explain about his hand but she was trembling violently and for a second, Leo thought she was going to join Avery in a state of unconsciousness.

      He stepped toward her, encircling his arm around her waist for support.

      “He nicked an artery in his wrist,” Leo told them, explaining what she couldn’t. They disappeared into the hospital, leaving the pair to watch after them.

      “He’s going to be okay,” Leo told her, squeezing the flesh of her hip softly.

      “You don’t know that!” she breathed. “He was almost blue! I-I think he stopped breathing!”

      “I do know it,” he assured her. “I’ve seen enough idiot kids putting their fists through glass. He’s fine now that’s he’s at the hospital, I promise.”

      She turned and looked up at him, tears brimming in her eyes.

      “I’ve made such a damned mess of everything!” she wailed.

      She dissolved into a puddle of sobs, burying her face in his chest as her body wracked with upset.

      He let her cry, wondering what had made her feel so badly, but he was silent, wrapping his arms around her back. He knew she was just expelling the buildup of emotion and questioning her would not help anything.

      After a few minutes, she seemed to regain control of herself and she lifted her head, shame flooding her face. Hastily, she wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “Sorry,” she breathed. “I-I’m acting hysterical.”

      He grunted, not wanting to agree but not wanting to lie either.

      “We should probably get in there and see how he’s doing,” Leo suggested but she shook her light brown tresses.

      “I can’t! If CPS thinks I’m responsible for him being here, they’ll have me arrested.”

      His brow furrowed.

      “Why would they arrest you? Did you ask him to come?”

      “No!” she replied. “But the case worker who came last time…”

      She inhaled deeply.

      “She basically accused me of child abuse for not having called them sooner.”

      Leo was annoyed by the revelation.

      “You did everything you could to help Avery. He’s in their care now and look at him, bleeding and unconscious. He never looked like that when you had him and you had him jumping through dumpsters.”

      She bit on her lower lip as if she wasn’t sure whether to believe him.

      “Trust me, Elena, no one is going to arrest you unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Her eyes darted away from his so fast, he was surprised they didn’t fall out of her head.

      “Elena,” he said warningly. “What is it? You know I’m a police officer. If you’re in some kind of trouble—”

      “It’s not me,” she cut him off.

      “Of course it’s Avery,” he sighed. “What did he do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing or you won’t tell me?”

      She remained silent.

      “Elena, you’ve done everything you can for this kid now. How much further do you want this to go?”

      “I can handle it,” she replied softly but he had never heard less conviction in a statement in his life.

      “Elena,” he murmured, pulling her against his chest. “What am I going to do with you?”

      Instantly, she relaxed against him, a long shudder escaping her body. He was relieved to see that his touch still comforted her. That had to count for something.

      “I know you don’t have any sympathy for him,” she whispered. “But I care about him and what happens to him.”

      He kissed the top of her head.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the past few weeks,” he told her. “You said something to me that morning when you were furious and trying to understand why I called CPS.”

      “I said a lot of things.” She drew back and looked at him pensively. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “You said that Avery and I are different people.”

      “I’d say,” she sighed, glancing toward the entranceway. “Why did that stick out?”

      “Because I realized you’re right. I started wondering what you would be like if you’d grown up in foster care.”

      He could see she was trying to imagine where he was going with what he was saying and Leo hoped he could verbalize it the way he wanted.

      “I couldn’t imagine you in foster care. But I also couldn’t imagine Avery in foster care. I think this entire time, I’ve been envisioning everyone in foster care to be a version of me and that’s just not true.”

      Understanding lit her jade eyes and she nodded slowly.

      “Empathy is a powerful tool,” she offered lightly.

      “It’s foreign to me,” he admitted. “But I’m trying.”

      She chewed on her lower lip and stared at him for a long moment. He could see she was contemplating whether to tell him what she was hiding about Avery.

      “Come on,” he said, tugging on her arm. “Let’s go—”

      “Levi stole a bunch of stuff from his foster parents and tried to get me to run away with him,” she blurted out.

      He was grateful she couldn’t see his face as a grimace of agony crossed over him.

      “Leo?”

      “I heard you,” he replied, turning back to face her. He managed to stifle a sigh.

      “Are you going to arrest him?” she asked in a low voice.

      Now that was the million-dollar question.
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      Leo was right—again. Levi was recovering well and had regained consciousness by the time Elena was allowed to see him. He stared at her with haunted eyes.

      She cringed at the sight of his still-white face and heavily bandaged hand.

      “How are you doing, Levi?” Elena asked gently, perching on the edge of his bed to smile warmly at him. “I’m glad to see you with your eyes open. You had me scared.”

      “I am so sorry!” he whispered, looking toward the door as if he expected the cops to come busting in and arrest him before he could finish his apology. “Please, Elena, don’t rat me out. I didn’t mean to make such a mess of things.”

      I know the feeling, she thought dryly.

      “Just rest,” she told him. “Everything is going to be fine, okay?”

      “Has anyone called my foster parents?” he asked nervously. “Are the cops coming?”

      She was uncomfortable. He didn’t know she’d called Leo, who was waiting in the lounge for word. Elena didn’t want to lie to him, but she was worried about how that was going to affect his recovery if she disclosed that tidbit of information.

      “I’m not sure,” she finally settled on saying. “I don’t know if the cops are coming.”

      “Shit!” he cursed, struggling to sit up, but she shook her head.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Elena said quickly. “I told them that the hand was an accident—which was true and obviously I didn’t say anything about…”

      She didn’t want to say it aloud. She was already sure she’d made a mistake telling Leo about the stolen property. He was a cop, after all. She shouldn’t have been so forthcoming when he had a duty to disclose that information. Leo had already expressed his disdain for the kid, for the situation. He had called CPS to get rid of Levi. It wasn’t a stretch to believe he would have him arrested at a moment’s notice.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Levi muttered mournfully. “They have to realize all that stuff is gone by now. It won’t take a rocket scientist to put two and two together.”

      “Levi, we need to talk about what happened at the shop,” she told him softly. “This has got to stop.”

      “I know!” he wailed, the humiliation in his face evident. “I don’t know what I was thinking! I just…”

      He inhaled, trying to collect his thoughts.

      “Elena, I know we can’t run away together. I knew you would say no. Of course you would—you already explained it to me and you’re right.”

      She tried not to frown, knowing that he wasn’t trying to be a jerk. He also happened to be right; compared to him, she was ancient.

      “I was just hoping that… I dunno, that maybe there was an escape for me.”

      “Levi, I know it all seems overwhelming right now but in a couple years, you’re going to be grateful that you stuck it out, that you got your high school diploma. Your whole life is ahead of you and you can be anything you want to be.”

      He nodded slowly but there was so much doubt written on his face, she knew he found her reasoning unbelievable.

      Would I have trusted my own words of wisdom if I was in his shoes? Probably not. He can’t possibly see the future with any clarity, not when his entire life has been wrought with uncertainty and strife, she thought to herself as she looked at him with concern.

      “Rest now,” she told him again, rising gingerly. She gave him her best warm and comforting smile but she had a feeling it went right through him.

      “Where are you going?” he asked in panic and she shook her head reassuringly.

      “I’m just going to be right outside,” she promised. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      He eyed her thankfully, his lids drooping slightly.

      “Will you tell me if they’re coming to arrest me?” Levi asked and her beam faltered.

      “Just rest.”

      Her tone was sharper than she meant it to be. She didn’t want to give him false hope since she had no idea if Leo or his foster parents had called in the cavalry.

      “How’s he doing?” Leo asked as she wandered back into the waiting room. “Is he awake?”

      “Yeah,” she murmured. “But I’m not sure how he’s doing. How do you think he’s doing?”

      She eyed Leo pointedly and he shook his head, sighing deeply.

      “If that’s your way of asking if I called it in, I didn’t.”

      She exhaled slowly and nodded.

      “Good,” she said. “That’s good, thank you.”

      “Elena…”

      She felt her cheek twitch, knowing that she was about to get unsolicited advice, but she waited. She knew she owed him being heard out at least. If not for his reluctant rescue, who knew what would have happened to Levi?

      “Spit it out,” she sighed, bracing herself.

      “You have a huge heart. It’s taken some getting used to because I’ve never met anyone like you. Even for a fairy, you go above and beyond.”

      She felt her indignation waning as their eyes met and she read the earnestness in his irises.

      “But?” she urged, knowing that there was a caveat.

      “There’s no ‘but’ except…”

      “They are variations of the same word, Leo,” she sighed.

      “Except,” he continued, ignoring her observation, “that it’s only a matter of time before what he did catches up with him.”

      She didn’t need that reminder.

      “You don’t need to stay,” she said quickly. “You can go now. Thank you for coming when you did. I know you didn’t want to.”

      “You’re wrong,” he replied flatly, staring up at her from his chair, unmoving. “I did want to come or I wouldn’t have.”

      She was saved by having to speak as her cell began to ring and she gratefully grabbed it from her bag. She was running out of things to say now that everything had been said.

      “What the hell happened in here!” Lily screamed so loudly, Elena had to jerk the phone away from her ear. “We were robbed!”

      “We weren’t robbed,” she sighed, glancing at Leo. “It—there was an accident.”

      Instantly, Lily’s tone changed.

      “What kind of an accident? Are you hurt? Where are you?”

      “I’m at OHSU Hospital. I wasn’t hurt. Don’t touch anything. I’ll clean it up when I get back.”

      “What?” Lily screeched. “There’s blood everywhere, Elena! I need to throw out the sofa in the workshop.”

      “No!” she squealed. “It can be cleaned. Just—just don’t touch anything. Go home. I’ll deal with it.”

      “I can’t leave the shop exposed like this, Elena! If we haven’t been robbed, we will be.”

      “We won’t get robbed,” she sighed but she had no way to guarantee that.

      “Elena, you better tell me what’s going on!”

      “I’ll go,” Leo said, rising from his seat. “Tell her I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Elena chewed on her lower lip.

      She wasn’t sure if that was a good idea either but as she debated it, Lily’s voice grew shriller.

      “Just sit tight,” she told Lily, making her decision. “Leo is on his way over there.”

      “Leo?” There was a confused silence and Elena nodded at her former lover, who waited for her to get off the phone.

      “Just wait for him.” She disconnected the call and turned back to Leo.

      “There should be some boards and stuff you can put up temporarily,” she explained, thinking aloud about how best to safeguard the shop before she could arrange for the glass to be replaced.

      “I can manage,” he replied, a wry smile on his face. “The doctors will be releasing him soon. I told them he was eighteen so he can just walk out of here.”

      She gaped at Leo.

      “Why?” Elena muttered. “Why did you lie?”

      “Because if I’d told them the truth, CPS would be here in ten seconds, asking a million questions.”

      “Oh Leo,” she moaned, lowering her head in shame. “You didn’t have to lie for him. You’ve done enough.”

      “I didn’t lie for him.”

      The meaning behind his words was clear and she swallowed the lump forming in her throat.

      He does care about me, even though he doesn’t want to.

      She wondered why they were being so stubborn in their respective ways. No one was going to win if they kept this up.

      “I better get back to the shop,” Leo said lightly. “Lily sounds like she’s going to blow a gasket.”

      Elena couldn’t stop herself. She threw herself into his arms, lips brushing against his as she held his stare.

      He didn’t seem surprised by the kiss, almost like he had been waiting on it, and his hands instantly found their favorite spot on her hips.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” she murmured. “But I feel like there’s a reason we keep being brought together.”

      He didn’t respond, his mouth finding hers again, but this time she permitted her lids to fall, relishing the sensation of warmth washing over her.

      She had been wanting to be back in Leo’s arms for weeks and she finally found herself exactly where she desired to be. She didn’t want to waste one minute second-guessing the feeling when she knew how fleeting it could be.

      They pulled back hesitatingly and stared at each other silently as if searching for all the answers they needed in the other’s face.

      “I really should go.”

      Elena nodded, stifling her disappointment.

      He turned away and she watched him disappear toward the exit.

      Exhaling deeply, she plopped into the chair Leo had claimed and grabbed for the magazine he had been reading. But she didn’t need it to peruse; she used it to fan herself. Suddenly it was much hotter in there than it had been before.

      “Excuse me? Are you with the boy they brought in with the injured hand?”

      Elena looked up at the intern who peered at her through tired eyes.

      “Yes,” she replied quickly. “Is he okay? What happened?”

      “Yes, ma’am, he’s fine. He’s been given the okay for discharge now.”

      She nodded slowly, standing.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      Well, that’s good. He’s okay to go home.

      She wondered why that didn’t make her feel better.

      Stupid question. I can think of six reasons why you’re not happy about this.

      Where was Levi going to go? What was he going to do when he saw Leo? How much more could she do to protect this kid?

      A part of her (which she would never confess to anyone in a million years) wished that Leo would just arrest the boy, if only to scare Levi straight.

      But to give a kid a record when he was just learning who he was seemed extreme, even if it might be for the best.

      “Elena?”

      She looked up as Levi shuffled toward her in slow but measured steps.

      “Here, hold my arm,” she offered, extending her limb for him to grasp. He accepted it happily and she led him toward the exit.

      “Where are we going?” he whispered as they stepped onto the curb. The inquiry took her aback. She had just assumed she would bring him back to the shop and hide him again, while begging him to return to Beaverton, and hope he did the right thing.

      “Elena?”

      “We’re going back to the shop so I can pick up my truck and that money and jewelry,” she said before she could think about it. “And then I’m taking you back home. Your foster parents must be worried sick about you.”
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      “Elena, I can’t—” Levi started to protest but she held up her hand to stop him, her jade eyes boring into his.

      “Or I can leave you here right now and you can figure it out for yourself, but I’m not doing this anymore, Levi. It’s time for you to grow up.”

      His face flashed with defiance and he wrenched his arm out of hers, but she clung to him.

      “Thanks a lot!” he howled like a child throwing a temper tantrum. “I thought I could count on you!”

      “You have counted on me,” she told him evenly. “Many times. And now it’s time for you to count on yourself.”

      He glared at her petulantly but she was unflappable as if Leo had somehow overtaken her body and he was the one speaking, not her.

      “I promise, I won’t ask you to run away with me again,” he pleaded, changing his tone. “Don’t make me go back.”

      She smothered a sigh, feeling her resolve faltering as he gazed at her.

      Why couldn’t she let go of the fact that he was just a kid?

      Because he is. A lost, confused kid.

      “Levi, the first place CPS is going to come looking for you is with me. You’re going to get me in trouble. Is that what you want?”

      “No! Of course not!” he cried, the idea seeming to fill him with concern. “Elena, I never meant to cause you any grief.”

      “And you haven’t,” she assured him. “Not yet. I don’t get it.”

      “You don’t get what?”

      “You said that your foster parents are okay. I see you’re wearing new clothes and you’ve definitely gained weight. Why don’t you want to go back if life isn’t so bad there?”

      He gritted his teeth, refusing to answer her question.

      “Levi, you’ve gotta level with me. I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on. What’s the deal? Why are you fighting a chance at a good future?”

      “I don’t know!” he yelled and she inhaled. The plaintiveness in his tone spoke volumes.

      He really doesn’t know what he’s fighting against. He’s been in primal mode for so long, he thinks his only options are fight or flight.

      “Do you trust me?” she asked.

      “Of course. You’re the only person I do trust.”

      “Then you need to believe me when I tell you this is the best move for you. You need to go back home. Tonight.”

      “What if they—”

      “Whatever you walk back into, you can deal with,” she assured him. “I’ll be there with you. You’ll return their belongings and ask them for forgiveness. It’s not too late.”

      He stared at her miserably and she wondered if he was nodding to placate her or if he intended to run again the second her back was turned.

      Whatever he decides to do is up to him, she told herself firmly. You are giving him all his options. You can’t fix something which is determined to remain broken.

      In that moment, Elena realized that both she and Levi were battling to work against their very natures, hoping for the right outcome for once.

      “Okay.”

      The word was barely a whisper but it was good enough and Elena released a deep breath of happiness, throwing her arms around him.

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Let’s do this.”
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      To Elena’s chagrin, Lily was at the shop when they pulled up in an Uber and she did not look any calmer than she had sounded on the phone.

      Elena was worried Lily’s face was going to explode when her eyes fell on Levi, her gaze raking over his wrapped hand and pale face.

      “You did this?” she screamed. “You broke into the shop?”

      “He didn’t break in!” Elena snapped in exasperation. Why was everyone so determined to jump the gun on Levi? Their minds automatically went to wrongdoing.

      Although he did show up with a bag full of stuff he’d already stolen…

      “He hurt himself while he was already inside.”

      Lily had the decency to look contrite and she hurried toward him but Elena quickly realized her concern wasn’t for his well-being so much as it was their bottom line.

      “Shit, did you call insurance about this already, Elena? Our rates are going to skyrocket!”

      “I’m fine, Lily, thanks for asking,” the kid called sarcastically and Elena eyed her balefully. She gently shoved Levi through the door.

      “Go inside, Levi. I just need to grab my stuff.”

      “Oh my God, Elena, you’re covered in blood!”

      Elena had completely forgotten and she glanced down at her outfit, cringing at the sight. Levi was in no better a position.

      She couldn’t drop him back to his foster parents like this. She had to find a change of clothing.

      Maybe I can infringe on Leo one last time.

      He’d be apt to help if he knew it would be the last he saw of Levi, she was sure.

      “Where’s Leo?” Elena called to Lily as she scrounged around the front for her keys. She hoped she hadn’t asked too loudly. Levi still didn’t know Leo had anything to do with his rescue.

      “No idea. He showed up for two minutes and then he took off,” her partner replied, shrugging her shoulders. “So much for going home. The smell of blood is making my stomach churn.”

      Elena raised her head to look at her partner in surprise.

      “Really? Did he fix the back window?”

      “No. Why do you think I’m still here?”

      Her brow furrowed, she wandered back to the workshop where Levi was staring at the bloodied couch, aghast.

      “Come and sit in the front,” she urged, realizing that the furniture was probably a trigger for him.

      “That’s a lot of blood,” he mumbled.

      “Yep, but you’re fine now,” she reminded him quickly, turning him away from the scene. “I just have to fix this window,” she explained. “Then we’ll go back to my place and get cleaned up before heading into Beaverton, okay? It won’t take long.”

      Levi nodded but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sofa until she physically guided him out toward where Lily was complaining on her phone.

      “Lil, you can leave,” Elena told her. “I’ve got this.”

      “Hey,” Lily replied, putting the phone away from her ear and pointing at the counter. “Whose card is that?”

      Elena followed her gaze to where she had dropped Christine Stapleton’s card on the display counter. In the excitement, she had completely forgotten about the investor’s visit but she couldn’t explain it to Lily in that minute.

      “Oh,” she muttered. “We have to talk about that—later.”

      “You’re thinking about selling, aren’t you?” Lily demanded and Elena groaned in exasperation.

      “Lil, can we not do this right now? I’ve got a hundred things to worry about without getting into it with you too.”

      “You can’t sell without my approval,” she warned, spinning dramatically to leave. “And I’m not selling!”

      Elena felt an uncharacteristic urge to throw something at her head as she disappeared.

      “What a diva,” Levi laughed, then looked at Elena. “Don’t forget about the stash,” he reminded her. “Where did you put it?”

      “I won’t and don’t worry about it,” she told him. “I’ll get it before we go.”

      Elena made her way into the workshop and got to work fixing the window, her mind on where Leo had gone. She expected him to walk in the door any second but he didn’t.

      Is he playing some kind of game with me?

      It was a childish thought. Maybe he was on duty and got called away. He hadn’t been in uniform and there was an unmistakable odor of beer on his breath when he kissed her, but who knew?

      She decided she’d text him after she finished cleaning up the mess and they were on the road.

      The afternoon sun had melted completely into evening and each minute that passed made her more nervous. If she didn’t get Levi home soon, his foster parents were definitely going to call CPS, if not the police.

      “How’s it going in here?” Levi asked. “I’d offer my help but I don’t think I’d be any good with one hand.”

      “I’m done back here,” she assured him. “Let me wash my hands and we’re gone.”

      She strolled over to the bathroom but when she closed the door, she dropped down to open the cupboard where the cleaning supplies and toilet paper were stored. It had served as a temporary hiding spot for the stolen goods where she’d haphazardly placed them before Leo arrived earlier.

      But when she peered inside, the knapsack was gone.

      Her head grew hot and cold simultaneously.

      No, she told herself firmly, digging through the products as if somehow she’d missed the knapsack in such a confined space. No, I was in a panic when I hid it. I must have wanted to put it here but thought of another place. But where?

      She stood, looking around, anxiety rocking her body as she did.

      There were dozens of places to hide something like that in the workshop but she knew in her heart of hearts, she had put it in the bathroom cupboard.

      “Elena? You okay in there?”

      “Yeah, just a sec!”

      A cold sweat broke out over her brow. What if someone had seen the opportunity to rob the place before Lily had showed?

      Will this nightmare never end?

      What the hell was she going to tell Levi? He had already been on the fence about going back. Telling him that the goods were gone was going to ensure he didn’t show his face around his foster parents. An arrest was inevitable if they didn’t return the goods.

      “Elena, are you sure you’re okay? Are you sick or something?”

      “No.” She threw open the door and smiled tensely at him. “Let’s go.”

      “What about the—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said quickly. “I’ve got them.”

      Now she was a liar.

      But what choice did she have? She had promised to protect this kid and she had failed, over and over again. She couldn’t have him running through the streets of Portland again, not knowing if he was alive or dead, but sending him back to CPS could mean jailtime.

      She had to talk to Leo. He’d know what to do—if he believed that Levi hadn’t taken the stuff. He might think that she was covering for him again.

      I’ll make him believe me, she vowed, ushering Levi out of the shop. But as they piled into her old truck, her heart began to hammer with more intensity as a bad thoughts crossed her mind.

      Nothing else had been taken. There had been cash in the till and if it was missing, she surely would have heard about it from Lily.

      The only person who knew where the stuff had been was Leo.

      Elena gasped aloud.

      “What?” Levi demanded. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing!”

      Leo took the stash, she thought as her heart rate quickened. But why? Why would he do that?
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      Grimly, he drove, hands firmly on the steering wheel. He tried to ignore the fact that he was in possession of stolen property, property he had also taken without permission.

      It was odd to him that his phone wasn’t ringing off the hook when a call to the hospital told Leo that Avery had been released two hours earlier.

      He wondered if they had gone back to Elena’s place to change before stopping by the shop. In any case, Leo knew he was going to be getting an earful at some moment.

      In truth, he hadn’t gone to Elena’s store with the intention of taking the goods. He had gone to send the nearly hysterical Lily on her way and clean up the accident before Elena or the kid saw it. But by the time he’d parked his Mustang on Lovejoy, a new plan had developed in his mind.

      He knew that Avery had gotten to Elena before and that her heart was too big to repel the kid’s pleading. What if he convinced her to let him run with the stash? Leo was already going against his better judgment by not turning Avery in to the police but he could never live with himself if he enabled even more criminal activity.

      No, he decided. I’ve got to remove the temptation. Elena will understand when I explain it to her.

      He was doing her a favor. Again.

      He dipped onto 217 and headed south, checking his GPS for his location accuracy. As he did, a sign indicating that Beaverton was twenty miles away flashed by and he accelerated, wanting to rid himself of the burden hiding under his front seat.

      The phone finally rang then. Despite expecting it, he started at the sound. He didn’t have to look at the screen. He knew it was Elena.

      “Hey,” he answered. “How’s he doing?”

      “Where are you?” Cortez yelled through his Bluetooth.

      Leo groaned, glancing at the clock on his dash. They had dart league that night and Leo had completely forgotten.

      “Shit, I’m not going to make it,” he told his partner. “Sorry, man, I got sidetracked.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” Cortez snickered. “Rudy said some dizzy broad called and you ran out of here like your pants were on fire.”

      “Dizzy broad?” he echoed. “Have you been watching ‘Who Framed Roger Rabbit?’ again?”

      “It’s Elena, isn’t it,” Cortez sighed. “That girl is getting you all twisty inside.”

      “She is not!” he snapped hotly, not wanting to hear Mark’s take on his love life.

      “No, it’s good, Monroe.”

      Is it just me or was there sincerity in his voice?

      “What?” Leo said in disbelief.

      “Man, I’ve been your partner a little over a year and I’ve never seen you drop everything for any woman. If she can make you jump like a puppet on a string, I say embrace it!”

      “She does not—” He stopped talking, realizing that in his own, Neanderthal way, Cortez was expressing his approval of Elena.

      “But whatever it is, tell Elena that she’s not allowed to bug you on Thursday nights from now on. Got it?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Try to get here,” Cortez insisted. “I’ll have a beer waiting.”

      “I’ll try,” he promised and it was weird to know that he meant it. He’d never really considered Cortez a friend until that moment, but in hindsight, Leo could see it was not because of Cortez’s lack of trying. Through his ball-busting and stupid comments, he had always tried to hook Leo up with women. He had forced Leo to join the dart league at the cop bar they frequented and he had lost count of how many times the man had invited Leo out for a beer which he had steadfastly refused.

      An odd pang of guilt touched his gut.

      I have shut out everyone. Purposely and skillfully, but they persist as if they see something in me worth knowing. Idiots.

      Still, how long had it been since he’d had a friend?

      He couldn’t even remember what it was like to have someone call on a Friday night and order him to put on pants so they could go out. There were dragon clan meetings, sure, but were any of the dragons really his friends?

      Leo had been a lone dragon for so long, he didn’t know a call for friendship when he saw one.

      “At the next exit, make a left,” the GPS intoned and he refocused his eyes on the road.

      Look at you getting all misty-eyed and nostalgic while you engage in illegal activities.

      “Make a right on Halwell Avenue.”

      He obeyed the instructions, following the road into a nice middle-class neighborhood.

      “Your destination is on the left.”

      Indeed it was, and as Leo pulled up to the curb, he sat looking at the A-frame house for the longest time.

      It was a sweet place, a properly manicured lawn sporting a spread of tulips and two obnoxious garden gnomes bantering with one another over a patch of forget-me-nots.

      What would he have given to have lived in a place like this when he was growing up? Would he have ever thought to steal from people like this? Not in a million years.

      He forced all the judgment bubbling from his soul back down and inhaled sharply.

      Avery didn’t deserve anything good if he couldn’t see any good when it was staring him in the face.

      Good like Elena who was willing to put herself at risk more than once for him. This is good riddance to him. No matter how many chances a kid like this gets, he’s going to squander them. There’s no fixing this one.

      A curious face appeared in the front window, illuminated by the lights of the living room, and Leo realized he had been detected.

      He could still drive off, take the goods and leave them at the nearest cop station anonymously. Then the cards would fall where they would. Before he could change his mind, he stepped out of the vehicle and strode toward the house.

      It hadn’t taken much to find out where Avery was staying. He had told CPS that he was following up on a theft complaint at the shelter and they had given Leo the information without hassle.

      I’m sure they expect all their kids to be delinquents, Leo thought wryly. They’re not going to fight with law enforcement about privacy.

      “Hello. May I help you?”

      The woman had such kind hazel eyes, they struck him almost to his core. There was not an ounce of bad in her wiry, wrinkled frame.

      “Mrs. Cotter?”

      “Yes?” she asked warily. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Officer Leo Monroe, Portland Police Department.” He showed his identification. As she peered at it with myopic eyes, he noticed specks of blood on his fingernails at the cuticles. He hoped she didn’t notice.

      Reluctantly, she handed him back his ID, her warm eyes frosting slightly.

      “Is this about Avery? We didn’t file a report yet because sometimes teenagers just—”

      “May I come in for a moment?” Leo interrupted, smiling. “It won’t take long.”

      “What’s in the knapsack?” she demanded before stepping aside and he debated how to answer the question. The moment of reckoning had come.

      Elena’s pleading face flashed before his eyes. He could almost hear the disappointment in her voice when she learned what he’d done.

      Even Avery’s sullen pout fluttered by, but then it was replaced by his near-lifeless body collapsed against Leo’s chest. He hadn’t shown it to Elena but Leo had been terrified that they would lose him.

      He’s just a kid, he’s just a kid, he’s just a kid… the words echoed through his head, Elena speaking them to Leo, imploring him to make the right decision.

      “Officer Monroe? What is in the bag?” Mrs. Cotter asked again and he blinked, shutting Avery and Elena from his mind.

      He tossed the sack toward her and sighed heavily.

      “Some things which belong to you,” Leo replied.
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      Levi’s hand reached out and grabbed Elena’s forearm as she pulled onto Halwell Avenue. Her heart was pounding so loudly, she was shocked that the teen didn’t hear it.

      “Isn’t that Leo’s car?” he choked as they neared the address to his foster home. “Oh shit, it is! I recognize the stupid PPD bumper sticker!”

      Elena pursed her lips together, knowing that it was the moment of truth now and she had to be honest with Levi.

      She pulled her truck up behind Leo’s and glanced at the scared kid.

      “We can’t go in there!” he cried. “Not if Leo is in there! He’s ratting me out or something!”

      Elena took a deep breath.

      “Levi, I had to call Leo to bring you to the hospital. He’s the one who saved your life.”

      Levi stared at her, dumbfounded.

      “You what? Why would you do that?” he choked.

      She was getting a little sick of Levi’s petulance and she glared at him.

      “Sorry. I really didn’t want to scrape a dead kid off my couch. It’s a bit above my paygrade.”

      She instantly realized how cruel she sounded as Levi’s face crumbled.

      “I-I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

      Leo had been right all along, but she had been way too stubborn to accept it. She needed to make this right once and for all.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get in there. Maybe they already filed a report and Leo happened to catch it.”

      She knew that was all untrue but she hoped Levi wouldn’t call her on it. He did, of course.

      “In his own car? In Beaverton? I doubt it,” he sulked, following her onto the sidewalk. “You have the knapsack? Want me to hold it?”

      She didn’t answer, not wanting to lie again. She knew he was asking because he was about to succumb to his flight temptation.

      She purposely walked ahead as if she didn’t hear him, knocking on the front door with determination.

      He brought the stolen goods back to their rightful owner. Levi is going to jail, no doubt, and you need to leave it alone, once and for all.

      She knew she was lying again, this time to herself. If Levi went to jail, there was no way she would be able to let him rot there without any family or friends.

      Why did you ever bring him home that day? If I could do it all over again…

      More lies. She would have done it exactly the same way but she would have played it very differently with Leo.

      “Elena…” Levi whispered. “I don’t want to—”

      “Avery!”

      An older man appeared, his bespectacled eyes wide with shock as he took in the sight of them on his porch.

      “Hi, Mr. Cotter,” Levi mumbled.

      “Come in. There is a police officer here. Who is this?”

      “I’m Elena Swanson,” she offered, extending her hand. “Lev—Avery used to work for me at my upcycling store.”

      “Eh? Recycling?”

      Close enough.

      Elena nodded and he ushered them inside as she and Levi exchanged nervous looks. To the right was a sunken living room and she immediately saw Leo seated on a loveseat. He looked up at her as they entered and for a moment, she thought he hadn’t gone through with it. Then her eyes fell toward the knapsack which was open on the carpeted floor.

      “Oh shit!” Levi gasped. “You lied to me! You set me up!”

      “Hi, Avery!” Leo called, rising from his seat. “What a weird coincidence seeing you here. Hey, Elena.”

      “Hi…”

      She didn’t understand what was happening but she had a feeling that maybe it was not what she had initially thought.

      “Why did you—” Levi was not over the betrayal but Elena reached out and pinched him, giving him a warning look to shut up.

      “I came across some stolen property in Portland,” Leo offered. “I traced it back to the Cotters. They didn’t even realize they’d been robbed.”

      Elena gaped at him with an open mouth.

      “When you get to be our age,” Mrs. Cotter sighed, “the attention to detail isn’t what it used to be. I have no idea when any of this could have gone missing!”

      Suddenly, Levi seemed to realize that Leo was not there to arrest him and his mouth pursed closed.

      “That’s terrible,” Elena offered quickly. “But you got everything back now?”

      “I would say so,” Mr. Cotter agreed. “Thanks to Officer Monroe.”

      She shot Leo a look filled with insurmountable gratitude.

      “Well, I should go. I only came to drop—”

      “Oh dear Lord, Avery! What happened to your hand?” Mrs. Cotter howled when she saw his bandage.

      “It’s nothing,” Levi said quickly, his eyes darting from Elena to Leo and back again as he tried to make sense of what was happening.

      “It doesn’t look like nothing! Did you get stitches? Why didn’t the school call us? Oh my Lord, when I give them a ring, they are never going to hear the end of this!”

      The concern in her weathered face was almost painful to watch and Elena’s heart twitched.

      She cares about him. He has a home where they worry about him and want him to succeed. Please, Levi, don’t screw this up. Stay here and do the right thing.

      “It didn’t happen at school,” Levi said and Elena tensed.

      “Where on earth did it happen? And how did it happen?”

      Levi lowered his blue gaze and sighed.

      “I skipped school to go to the skate park,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “And the hospital didn’t call us?”

      The Cotters seemed less concerned about his truancy than his injury and it warmed Elena’s heart.

      “I gave them a fake name,” he mumbled. “I didn’t want to get in trouble.”

      “Trouble is for after your health is taken care of,” Mr. Cotter growled. “I don’t care what time it is or if you’re robbing a bank! If you’re hurt, you call one of us, you hear me?”

      They all heard him. He was unnaturally loud due to a hearing impairment.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Elena caught the look of disbelief on the boy’s face as he realized he was not going to hear any more about it.

      “You have had a long day, Avery. Go upstairs and get ready for bed,” Mrs. Cotter instructed. “I’ll bring you a snack. You must be starving. You didn’t eat the hospital food, did you? That will send you right back with food poisoning!”

      “No, I didn’t, ma’am.”

      “Good. Now, up you go.”

      “Actually, Mrs. Cotter, would you mind if Avery walks us out?” Leo asked and Elena felt herself tense slightly.

      “That’s a good idea,” Elena agreed. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Well… be quick about it. The boy needs his rest.”

      They both nodded in agreement and Levi turned to follow them out to their respective vehicles.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Levi choked when they stopped at the curb, his head hanging in shame. “Why didn’t you turn me in?”

      “Oh, trust me, there was nothing I wanted more,” Leo snorted and Elena gave him a reproving look. “But there was this little voice in my head telling me that maybe I hadn’t given you a fair shake.”

      Levi looked up and met his eyes.

      “Yeah, you have. You and Elena have given me more than enough chances and I keep screwing them up.”

      She noticed that he hadn’t been swearing as much and she wondered if the Cotters had anything to do with that.

      “This is your absolute last chance, Levi,” Leo told him warningly. “If you screw up again, don’t look to Elena because I will be watching you like a hawk. If you so much as breathe something weird in her direction, I’ll haul your ass in so fast, you’ll get whiplash. Is that clear?”

      “Are you saying I can’t talk to Elena?” he asked in disbelief. “You can’t—”

      “I’m saying that I think it’s a good idea if you focus on yourself right now,” Elena cut him off gently. “You should be thinking about catching up in school, about finding new friends. You don’t need me to hold you back while you’re moving ahead.”

      “You don’t hold me—”

      “Just for a little while, Levi,” she told him quietly. “I’m not going anywhere but I think space is a good idea for both of us.”

      Hurt and confusion crossed over his face and Elena had to turn away, knowing that nothing she said in those moments would make a bit of difference to him. He didn’t understand now but he would.

      “I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?” he muttered, turning away.

      “Levi!” she called and he turned back toward her. “How about a hug before I go?”

      He snorted and looked at Leo pointedly.

      “I dunno. Is he going to kick my ass?”

      “Come here,” she snapped, pulling him into a warm embrace.

      “Take care of yourself, you hear me?” Elena whispered. “All the horseshoes you had stored up your butt have fallen out.”

      He laughed in spite of himself and pulled away, whirling back before she could see the tears on his face.

      A long silence passed as Elena stared after him, the memory of their history flipping through her mind like pages in a photo album. Jumping on his head, him playing with her surly cat, his stealing of her wallet, and their symbiotic connection when they talked about their lost fathers.

      “He’s going to be okay, you know,” Leo told her softly, brushing her loose strands of hair over the hood of her sweater.

      “I know,” she replied truthfully. She didn’t feel bad about leaving Levi with the Cotters. There was no inkling of the unease she had felt in the weeks when he had been gone.

      Moreover, she felt good about Leo too. He was still there, after all, looking at her with intense, curious eyes.

      “Why did you do it?” she asked him again. “Why didn’t you just bring him in?”

      “I told you,” he replied, pulling her under his arm. “A little voice kept echoing in my head.”

      “Was I that little voice?” she asked, already knowing the answer, and he shrugged.

      “Was there ever any doubt?”

      She tilted her head back, staring at him in wonder. Something had changed in him. Had he lost the cynicism maybe? Nah, it was still there but there was a softness which hadn’t been before.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked and she snickered.

      “Do I really need to tell you?” she asked. His mouth found hers and she melted into him as she always did, their contours fitting into one another as if they were designed in such a fashion.

      “I’ve missed you,” he murmured and the feeling was beyond mutual but the goosebumps on her body spoke for themselves as he nuzzled into her neck.

      How had she even managed these past weeks? No wonder she’d felt as if she was wandering around in a daze. She belonged right there, in Leo’s arms, dissolving into a puddle of warmth against him as if they were one solid but fluid mass.

      As her arms encircled his neck, she caught the sweeping movement of the curtains in the front window.

      “We should go,” she breathed.

      “Mmhm.”

      He didn’t want to part any more than she did, as if he worried that the minute they did, they would be forced to deal with the insanity of what had happened.

      Elena would be lying if she didn’t say the same thought troubled her.

      What if they were just too different after all? What if he couldn’t overlook her overwhelming desire to help and she couldn’t make him see when he was being a hard-ass?

      But as his hands cupped her rear, his mouth tasting the scoop of her neck where it met the shoulder, Elena realized that they had overcome a lot already. She knew that the experience with Levi had taught her to open her eyes just a little wider.

      Did that mean she would stop helping? Gods, no. But she knew she was much more apt to think twice about what she was doing and question if she truly was helping.

      And Leo? It was obvious in what he’d done tonight that he wasn’t the cynic he claimed to be.

      We’re not without flaws, Elena thought, closing her eyes to relish his sweet, slow kisses. But together, we are a whole lot more perfect.

      “Isn’t public indecency a crime?” Elena laughed but he had lit a flame in her that she knew was not going out any time soon.

      “I don’t know,” he replied gruffly, holding her stare. “Tonight, I’m not a cop.”

      “You’re not?”

      He shook his head, pinning her back against the Mustang.

      “Tonight, I’m what I’ve always wanted to be,” he continued.

      Her breath caught, the intensity in his irises reaching out to grasp her soul.

      “What have you always wanted to be?” she whispered.

      “Yours.”
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      “Oh, honey, you look wonderful!” Greta Cotter cooed as she stared at Levi through the glass of the full-length mirror. “I can’t believe you’re graduating today!”

      He laughed, tossing back his freshly cut blond waves, and nodded.

      “That makes two of us,” he agreed. He turned to study her aging face warmly, a gush of affection washing through him as he looked at her.

      He owed this woman so much and he barely knew how to start to repay her. It was not just that she and her husband had opened their home to him—they had encouraged him, nurtured him, taught him how to trust and love again.

      It had not been an easy road for any of them, Levi’s ambivalence to the entire situation making it all so difficult, but they had stood by him, even at his worst.

      “Greta, I—” he paused, emotion choking his voice before he could continue. “You’ve been amazing to me, you and John. I-I don’t even know…”

      It was hard to get out what he was trying to say. He was eighteen now, almost nineteen, and there was no reason for him to still be living in the Cotter house. They could have kicked him out on his eighteenth birthday. No longer were they collecting a check for him being there and while he had a part-time job at a gas station, raising a teenager was not cheap. Even so, they hadn’t demanded a dime from him.

      But they had insisted on adopting him and making him an official part of the family. On top of that, the asked Levi remain with them, at least until he graduated from college.

      I can’t believe I’m getting a college education. Me. Who woulda thunk? Levi mused.

      “There, there,” Greta murmured, patting his arm reassuringly. “You have been such a bright spot in our lives over the last few years. Don’t act like this is all one-sided.”

      He shook his head, blinded by tears, but he accepted her graciousness.

      “I made you a sandwich,” she told him. “You need to eat something before you head to the ceremony.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he chuckled through his tears.

      She left him alone to examine himself in his tux and Levi almost didn’t recognize himself for a minute.

      Gone was Beanie Ward, the skinny, dirty kid who had tramped from city to city, eating out of dumpsters and stealing from unsuspecting strangers.

      In his place was Avery Cotter, valedictorian of his class and lacrosse player.

      I play lacrosse, Levi thought with mild disbelief as he adjusted his bowtie and studied his face in the mirror.

      He still had the same blue eyes and the same boyish face but he had gained a good thirty pounds and stood much taller. Someone had once told him that pride makes a man feel taller and that pride was emanating from his face.

      Where would I have ended up if I hadn’t met Elena and Leo?

      It wasn’t a random question; he asked it of himself often. He thought about them, how they were doing, what they were doing.

      He had respected Elena’s wishes, not contacting her as he tried to settle into Beaverton as if he were a normal teenager, but he wasn’t, not by a long shot.

      It had been painful, especially when CPS had informed him that his mother had terminated her parental rights and “didn’t care where he ended up”. Levi reasoned that he’d always been dead to her, the same way his father was.

      One day, maybe, he would go ask her why she had given up on him well before he had given up on her, but he had no plans to do that any time soon. She didn’t cross his mind with any great frequency, not anymore.

      Those first few weeks had found him struggling to catch up in school. The Cotters hired him a tutor and slowly, his classes became easier. It turned out, he wasn’t as dumb as his mom had said.

      Still, there was a dull ache in his heart that seemed to remain. He missed Elena. She was the first friend Levi ever really had and sometimes, he would skip school and head into Portland, just to sneak a peek at her shop.

      He never did get a chance to see her again and slowly, he stopped making the trips as a tentative circle of friends appeared around him.

      It took some time for Levi to realize that he wasn’t really in love with Elena as he’d always thought. He had simply clung to her as the only stable entity in his life. He knew this because he’d found a real girlfriend and the way the he felt about Shayna was nothing like the way he had for Elena.

      Even so, Elena had rescued him, saved him, and tried her damndest to protect him like no one else had in his life. It wasn’t something he was going to easily forget.

      And he didn’t forget. He just put it on the back burner, slowly simmering but always there if he ever wanted to revisit the issue.

      Six months later, he received an email from a sender he didn’t recognize and it was that email that again changed the course of his life.

      “Avery! You’re going to be late!” Greta called up the stairs and he flashed himself a smile in the mirror.

      “Coming!”

      Yes, he had pride. Lots of it. And more than pride, Levi had gratitude, some of which he would share with the world that afternoon.
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      “So handsome!” Shayna teased, checking him out under his graduation cape. “I love a man in uniform.”

      “I don’t think this counts,” he told her, pulling the curtain back to look into the audience.

      “Who are you looking for? Your parents are already out there!”

      “That’s not who I’m looking for,” Levi replied. “I invited old friends.”

      His girlfriend cocked her dark hair to the side, her cap tassel falling over her face.

      “Old friends? Like from Washington?”

      “No,” he replied, flashing her a smile. “Like from Portland.”

      Her gray eyes grew wide and she gasped.

      “You invited them? Are you sure they’re coming?” she squealed, clapping her hands excitedly. Shayna was the only person in Beaverton who knew all the details of his sordid past. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his parents with the whole truth; he just hadn’t wanted to give them coronaries in their advanced ages.

      Anyway, he wasn’t the same person who had been dropped on their doorstep almost four years ago. They had no reason to know about who he had been before.

      “I hope so,” Levi said in response to Shayna’s question. “But I don—”

      He stopped speaking as he saw them entering, hand in hand.

      Elena seemed nervous as she looked around the auditorium but Leo looked as stoic as always, gently guiding her toward a set of seats near the middle row. He was clutching a program in his free hand and Levi wondered if he had looked at it yet.

      When he sent the invitations out, Levi hadn’t mentioned that he was going to be valedictorian. He didn’t think either of them would believe him.

      “They’re here,” Levi breathed, turning back to Shayna, panic flooding his face. “They’re really here!”

      Her smile only widened and she threw her arms around him, squeaking like a church mouse.

      She always made those weird, endearing noises. It was just one of the many reasons he loved her so much.

      “They are going to be bursting with pride,” she assured him. “I’m bursting with pride!”

      He hoped she was right but as the principal took the podium, Levi’s heart started to beat wildly and he was beginning to think he’d made a huge mistake inviting them.

      Elena doesn’t look like she wants to be here. Leo, well, who can tell what he’s thinking?

      “…without further ado, I am thrilled to announce this year’s senior valedictorian, Avery Cotter!”

      An eruption of applause and cheers filled his ears as his classmates whooped and stomped but Levi was frozen in place, unable to move.

      “Baby, you got this,” Shayna whispered in his ear and he turned to look at her. He hadn’t realized she had stayed behind but she knew Levi so well.

      You can’t run. Your days of running are far behind you, he heard a voice in his head say and it sounded a lot like Elena.

      Inhaling deeply, he nodded at her in agreement.

      “You’re right. I’ve got this.”

      “Avery?” the principal called again, looking over his shoulder for him, and Levi burst through the curtains, body trembling.

      Instantly, his eyes fell on the couple he had been hoping would show. Elena’s green eyes were wide and she glanced at Leo, who wore a huge beam on his face.

      Slowly, reluctantly, he pulled his eyes forward, his gaze resting on his adoptive parents. Greta had tears flowing freely down her face and John looked like a cat who had swallowed a canary.

      “Fellow students,” he began, placing his speech on the stand before him. He didn’t need to read from it; he had memorized it days before. It wasn’t just because he had written it; it was because he had written it in one sitting, the words flowing from him as if he were writing his soul onto a piece of paper.

      “Dedicated faculty, beloved family, and dearest friends, thank you all for being here.”

      Another tittering round of applause followed his beginning.

      “The years I have spent here at Beaverton have been the best of my life. I know, that sounds like a pretty pathetic thing to say, but those of you who know me know that I wasn’t always the brilliant, gorgeous, charming individual I am today.”

      More laughter ensued and he permitted his bashful eyes to return to Elena and Leo.

      “Once, I was a fifteen-year-old runaway who ate out of garbage cans and…” he paused to clear his throat, the memory of his life back then still fresh in his mind, “…and did what I could to survive.”

      A swell of surprised exclamations rushed through the crowd but Levi had been expecting that and he forged through, refusing to be distracted.

      “I was a lost cause,” he continued. “My own family had given up on me a long time before that and that’s why when my guardian angel fell on my head one day, I didn’t accept her immediately.”

      Even from the distance between them, he could read the emotion in Elena’s face and she bit down on her lower lip. Their eyes met and he smiled at her.

      “If it wasn’t for her and a surly, skeptical, son of a bitch cop—”

      “Mr. Cotter!” the principal hissed and Levi tossed him a disarming grin as the crowd howled with laughter.

      “Sorry, Mr. Panzelli. He really was.”

      Levi waited for the snickers to die down before darting a quick half-smirk at Leo. The man looked like he was about to burst out laughing.

      “My angel never gave up on me, even though I gave her every reason to. I didn’t deserve the attention she gave me, and that cop… well, let’s just say he had every reason to be as hard as he was on me. It took me a long time to understand that I needed both of them in my life for very different reasons and if I hadn’t found them… well, I know for a fact, I wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

      He blinked away the burning in his eyes, his gaze fixed on the couple who had saved him.

      “The point of this story,” he explained, “is that no matter how lost you think you are, how unworthy of good things or help, you’re wrong. There is always someone out there pulling for you, hoping you win, and if you can find those people, people like my guardian angel and that bastard cop, people like my parents, and people like you, my friends, you will always be successful in this life. So with that, my fellow graduates, go forth, find your angels, your teams, your support, and conquer the world. I know that’s where I’m headed. Congratulations, grads!”

      The din was deafening and Levi grinned stupidly as the caps flew into the air in a sea of school colors, his heart pounding in his ears.

      He caught sight of Shayna in the front row and she beamed, the adoration on her face almost palpable.

      But when he looked back to where Leo and Elena had been sitting, they were gone and the joy he had felt dissipated like a sickening thud.

      You were prepared for them not showing at all, he told himself, gulping back the disappointment he was feeling. It’s no different that they ducked out early. It’s no big deal. At least they heard what you had to say. That was what you wanted.

      “My God, Levi. That was amazing.”

      His heart jumped into his throat and he whirled around to look at Elena.

      “I—you’re here! I thought you left!” he choked and she cocked her head to the side in confusion.

      “Why would we leave? You invited us, although you failed to mention that you were the star of the show.”

      Levi glanced nervously at Leo.

      “I thought you would think I was lying to you,” he confessed. “After everything I put you through, Elena, I didn’t want you to think this was a trick.”

      Their faces contorted into identical masks of shock.

      “Levi, you have come so far,” Elena told him softly, reaching a hand toward him, and he grabbed for it eagerly. “We are both so proud of you but we both knew you had it in you.”

      “Even a son of a bitch, bastard like me,” Leo added lightly.

      Levi grinned wickedly at him.

      “Oh, come on. It’s nothing I haven’t called you a hundred times.”

      “A hundred times?” Elena laughed, squeezing his hand. “Whenever did you get the opportunity?”

      Levi glanced at him and Leo nodded encouragingly.

      “It’s okay. You can tell her now. I think we’re past all that now, Avery.”

      Elena eyed them curiously.

      “Leo and I have been email pals for the past few years. He’s been keeping up with my progress, getting on my ass when he suspects I’m slacking, and threatening my life.”

      “I have never threatened your life,” Leo corrected. “The rest is all true.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Elena asked, gaping at Leo in disbelief. “I asked about him all the time!”

      “He did it because he didn’t want you to get sucked back into my crap,” Levi offered. “And he did the right thing.”

      “Oh, Levi,” Elena sighed and he felt a flow of warmth course through him as she maintained the nickname. He had never told anyone why he had wanted to be called Levi but the truth was, it was what his father had wanted to name him. Avery’s mother had always scoffed at it but it had made the boy feel closer to his dad somehow.

      “What about you?” Levi asked, changing the subject before things got too heavy. “How’s the business going? Maybe I’ll come work for you when I’m on break.”

      He was only teasing but Elena grunted.

      “Sure. We’re opening a fifth store in Beaverton in the fall if you’re interested.”

      “A fifth store! Whoa! When was there a second one?”

      Elena laughed sheepishly.

      “I barely remember now. It’s all a blur but once we started… oh, and Leo got promoted to detective,” Elena added, clearly wanting to take the focus off herself. Levi’s eyes widened.

      “That’s awesome!” he cried, reaching out to extend his hand to Leo, but as he pulled his palm from Elena’s he saw the rock on her finger.

      “And what’s this?”

      “Oh,” Elena chuckled, pink touching her face. “And there’s that.”

      “Congratulations, you two! When’s the big day?”

      “You’ll get an invitation when we decide,” Leo replied. “Elena can’t figure out if she wants a Halloween wedding or just a regular fall one.”

      “Dressing up would be so much fun!” she cried and slapped her hand over her mouth as she realized how loud she was being.

      There was a tightening in his chest as he looked at them, losing themselves in one another’s eyes for a stolen moment.

      They were happy. He was happy. Could this possibly be a real thing? A happy ending for everyone?

      “Are you going to introduce me?” Shayna chirped in his ear and the spell was broken as he turned to kiss her cheek.

      The couple’s eyes grew with interest.

      “Shayna, these are my old friends and saviors, Elena and Leo. They’re engaged.”

      “Congratulations!” she declared, glancing at Elena’s ring appreciatively. “I’m hoping that once Avery graduates from the academy, I’ll see something like that too.”

      Levi tensed, waiting for Shayna’s words to settle in.

      “The academy?” the couple echoed. “What academy?”

      Shayna looked at him, her eyes filled with contrition, but Levi shook his head.

      “It’s okay,” he told her. “Of course I was going to tell them.”

      Levi turned his attention back to them and shrugged nonchalantly.

      “After college, my goal is to join the academy and become a police officer.”

      Leo whooped so loud, the entire auditorium turned to look at them still standing on stage, but before Levi could get defensive, he found himself enveloped in a massive bear hug.

      “The police academy,” Leo laughed. “Oh, wow. Kid, I had you all wrong.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Elena corrected, smiling warmly at Levi. “He saw your potential but his cynicism didn’t allow him to believe you would choose properly.”

      “You always knew I would?” Levi asked as Leo released him but kept his arm firmly about the younger man’s shoulders.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Even after you stole my wallet.”

      Shayna’s mouth gaped open.

      “You stole her wallet?” his girlfriend demanded.

      Well, maybe I haven’t told her everything.

      “My parents are waiting,” Levi chirped, looking to where the Cotters waved at him. “Will you join us for dinner?”

      “Are you kidding?” Leo snickered. “Someone has to fill in your girlfriend about your shady past.”

      “Leo!” Elena groaned but he had already guided Shayna toward where Levi’s parents stood.

      “I’ll shut him up,” Elena promised but Levi shook his head.

      “Nah. Let him get it out of his system,” he replied. “There are no secrets between Shayna and me anyway.”

      Elena stopped walking and put her arms on his shoulders.

      “I am so proud of you, Levi.”

      And in that moment, he realized that was all he had longed to hear from her, probably from the first day they’d met.

      “You know what, Elena?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m proud of you too.”

      A slow smile formed on her lips and Levi could see that the words had close to the same effect on her as they had had on him.

      She linked her arm through his and pulled him forward, a slight skip in her step.

      “Come on,” she teased. “I want to show off my future police officer date to all of Beaverton.”

      “Ma’am, yes ma’am.”
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