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Chapter 1 – The New Face at Mid-Wilshire
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The briefing room at Mid-Wilshire Division was already buzzing with the usual morning chatter when Lucy Chen walked in, her notepad in hand, her eyes scanning the room automatically. She spotted John Nolan waving at her from the back row, a goofy grin plastered across his face like he hadn’t already seen her twenty minutes ago in the parking lot.

“Save me a seat,” she mouthed, pointing toward the spot beside him.

“Already did,” he replied, holding up his coffee cup like it was some kind of trophy.

Lucy smiled, sliding into the chair. It felt normal, comforting even, these small routines that made Mid-Wilshire feel like more than just a workplace. But the routine didn’t last.

Because when Sergeant Grey walked in, flanked by a tall, broad-shouldered man in plainclothes, the atmosphere in the room shifted. The new guy carried himself with the kind of confidence that drew eyes without him even trying. His dark jacket, his steady gaze, the easy smirk playing at his lips—it was the look of someone who knew exactly who he was and didn’t need to prove it.

Grey cleared his throat. “Listen up, everyone. This is Detective Noah Foster, from the Hollywood Division. He’s here on temporary assignment to assist us with a series of undercover operations. You’ll be seeing him around a lot. Treat him like one of our own.”

Lucy’s pen froze mid-word. Noah Foster.

It had been years since she’d last heard that name out loud , not since the days at the Undercover Academy. Hours of drills, role-play scenarios, long nights of planning cover stories. He’d been one of the few people she could count on back then—sharp, quick on his feet, and always with that same infuriating smirk whenever she messed up her backstory.

Now, here he was. Standing at the front of her precinct. Looking straight at her.

And damn it, he recognized her instantly. His mouth curved just slightly higher on one side, like a silent acknowledgment of the past.

Lucy quickly lowered her gaze, pretending to scribble notes. But she could feel it—the awareness settling over her skin like static.

“Detective Foster will be working closely with our patrol teams,” Grey continued. “Particularly with Officer Chen, given her own undercover training.”

Of course, Lucy thought, biting the inside of her cheek.

From beside her, Nolan leaned in and whispered, “Friend of yours?”

“Something like that,” Lucy muttered.

But the person who reacted most visibly wasn’t Nolan—it was Tim Bradford.

Sitting two rows ahead, his posture was rigid, his jaw clenched as he watched Noah with a sharpness that could’ve cut glass. Tim’s protective instincts were infamous, but this was different. His eyes flicked from Noah to Lucy, narrowing slightly as if he’d already caught onto a thread no one else could see.

The briefing wrapped up quickly, Grey dismissing everyone with his usual gruff efficiency. Chairs scraped, conversations sparked back up, and Lucy tried to make her exit before—

“Chen.”

She turned, already knowing who it was. Noah stood there, hands in his pockets, that familiar smirk tugging at his lips.

“Long time,” he said.

“Yeah.” Lucy forced a professional smile, the one she reserved for press briefings and awkward community meetings. “Didn’t think I’d see you here.”

“Didn’t think I’d see you still working patrol,” Noah shot back, teasing but not unkind.

Lucy raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Before he could answer, another voice cut in.

“Officer Chen.”

Tim. Of course. His tone was clipped, formal, the way he used it when he was deliberately putting distance between himself and someone else.

Lucy straightened unconsciously. “Yes, sir?”

“We’ve got a patrol run scheduled in fifteen. Don’t be late.” His gaze slid briefly to Noah, cold and assessing, before returning to Lucy. “You’re with me today.”

And then he walked off, leaving behind the faint scent of his aftershave and a tension that made Lucy’s stomach twist.

Noah chuckled softly. “He always this fun?”

Lucy shot him a look. “You don’t know him.”

“Not yet.”

The first half of their shift passed in relative quiet. Lucy sat in the passenger seat of the black-and-white, trying to focus on the road, on dispatch calls, on anything but the way Tim’s silence filled the car. Normally, it wasn’t like this. Tim’s silences were grounding, steady. But today, it was sharp. Every clipped word of instruction felt like it carried an edge.

Finally, Lucy sighed. “You don’t have to say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you don’t like him.”

Tim’s jaw flexed. His hands gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I don’t know him.”

“But you don’t like him,” Lucy pressed gently.

Tim glanced at her, just long enough for her to catch the flicker of something in his eyes—something he’d never admit. “I don’t like distractions.”

Lucy blinked, heat crawling up her neck. Distractions. That was what he thought Noah was. What he thought she was.

She turned toward the window, hiding the way her lips pressed into a thin line.

Back at the station, the afternoon brought a new assignment. Grey called Lucy and Noah into his office to brief them on a potential undercover sting—nothing heavy yet, just preliminary recon. But the moment Grey mentioned “undercover,” Lucy saw the spark in Noah’s eyes. The same spark she remembered from training. He loved this work, thrived on it.

“We’ll pair you two up,” Grey said. “You’ve worked together before, right?”

Lucy nodded reluctantly. “At the Academy.”

“Good. Then I expect smooth coordination. Don’t make me regret this.”

As they stepped out of Grey’s office, Noah leaned closer, his voice low. “Guess fate really wanted us back on the same team.”

Lucy rolled her eyes, though her heart skipped anyway. “Don’t read into it.”

“Too late.”

They walked down the hall together, their shoulders almost brushing. Almost. It was enough to make Lucy’s breath catch for half a second—enough to make her aware of how close he was.

And that was, of course, the exact moment Tim walked by.

He didn’t stop, didn’t say a word. But his eyes flicked from Noah’s proximity to Lucy’s expression, and the storm brewing in his gaze was impossible to miss.

Later that evening, after most of the day’s calls had wound down, Lucy found herself in the locker room, packing up her gear. The room was quiet, just the hum of the fluorescent lights above. She pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, trying to shake off the day, when a voice broke the silence.

“You okay?”

Noah leaned against the row of lockers, arms crossed, casual like he belonged there.

Lucy exhaled. “It’s been a day.”

“Tim giving you a hard time?”

She shot him a wary look. “Why would you say that?”

“Because he glared at me like I stole his car,” Noah said easily. “And because I know that look. He doesn’t like sharing his toys.”

Lucy bristled. “I’m not a toy.”

His expression softened instantly. “I know. That’s not what I meant.”

The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard. She studied him for a moment, searching for the sarcasm that usually lingered at the edges of his words. But it wasn’t there.

“Look,” Noah said, stepping a little closer, his voice dropping. “I don’t want to cause problems for you here. But if we’re working together again, I’m not going to pretend like there’s nothing between us.”

Lucy’s breath hitched. “There’s... history. That’s all.”

“History,” he repeated, his gaze locking with hers. “Or something unfinished?”

The silence stretched. Her heart hammered, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the proximity or the weight of his words.

And that was when the door opened.

Tim stood in the doorway, his eyes sweeping the scene in a single glance—the closeness, the tension, the way Lucy’s cheeks flushed just slightly.

His voice was calm. Too calm. “Chen. Ready to head out?”

Lucy stepped back immediately, grabbing her bag. “Yeah. Just finished.”

She didn’t look at Noah as she left, though she could feel his eyes on her.

And as she passed Tim, she didn’t look at him either, though she could sense the storm tightening around him.

The triangle had formed. And it was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2 – Friction Lines
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The next morning, Lucy Chen walked into the station with her coffee in hand and a carefully rehearsed neutral expression on her face. Neutral was safe. Neutral kept questions at bay. Neutral meant no one would guess that she’d lain awake half the night, staring at the ceiling, replaying every single moment from yesterday.

The smirk Noah had given her when Grey paired them up. The flash in Tim’s eyes when he saw them standing too close. The low, insistent voice Noah used in the locker room, whispering about “unfinished business.”

She took a sip of coffee, willing herself to shove it all into a mental drawer and lock it.

Focus, Lucy. One shift at a time.

But fate, apparently, had other plans.

Because when she turned the corner, there was Noah—already leaning against her desk like he owned it, chatting animatedly with Jackson and Harper. His laugh carried easily, warm and confident, and Lucy immediately noticed the way a few of the female officers across the bullpen kept sneaking glances at him.

He caught sight of her, and that grin spread across his face like sunlight breaking through. “Morning, partner.”

Lucy set her coffee down, ignoring the flutter in her chest. “You’re early.”

“Or maybe you’re late.”

Jackson smirked, looking between the two of them. “So, uh, what’s the story here? Because the way Detective Foster said ‘partner,’ it sounded like more than just undercover assignments.”

“Nothing to tell,” Lucy said quickly, perhaps too quickly.

“Yet,” Noah added, completely unfazed by her glare.

Harper raised an eyebrow, muttered “Interesting,” and walked away before Lucy could protest further.

Lucy was about to retort when another voice cut in—sharp, precise.

“Chen. With me.”

Tim stood at the edge of the bullpen, his hands tucked behind his back, his face the perfect picture of control. But Lucy knew better. She knew every flicker of tension in his jawline, every tiny tell when he was holding something back.

She grabbed her notepad, giving Noah a curt nod before following Tim out.

The drive started in silence. It was their thing, usually—comfortable silence, a steady rhythm of the road and the radio crackling with dispatch calls. But today, the silence wasn’t comfortable. It was heavy, charged.

Lucy finally broke it. “You don’t have to like him, you know.”

Tim’s eyes stayed on the road. “I don’t dislike him.”

“Really?” She arched an eyebrow.

“He’s reckless. He doesn’t take things seriously.” His grip on the steering wheel tightened. “And I don’t trust people who walk in and think they can charm their way through the job.”

Lucy’s lips curved slightly despite herself. “So, you don’t like him.”

Tim shot her a look. “He’s a distraction. For you.”

That made her sit back. “I can handle myself, Tim.”

“I know you can,” he said, softer now, his voice dropping in a way that caught her off guard. “That’s not the point.”

For a moment, they just stared at each other. The air between them was taut, electric. Lucy felt her breath catch, her heart stuttering under the weight of his gaze.

And then the radio crackled with a call, breaking the moment. Tim turned back to the road, and Lucy exhaled slowly, her pulse still racing.

Later that afternoon, Lucy and Noah were dispatched to do preliminary recon for their potential undercover operation. They weren’t deep-cover yet—just scoping the area, blending into the scene. Noah slid easily into the role, charming information out of people with practiced ease, his hand brushing Lucy’s arm occasionally, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

And the worst part was—it worked.

Lucy hated how easily the old rhythm slipped back into place. The little inside cues, the shared improvisations, the silent nods when they adjusted their cover stories mid-conversation. They’d been good together at the Academy, and they were still good now. Too good.

Afterward, as they walked back toward the car, Noah bumped her shoulder lightly. “See? Just like old times.”

Lucy shook her head, trying to keep her tone firm. “Don’t romanticize it.”

“I’m not.” His grin widened. “Okay, maybe a little.”

Before she could answer, a black-and-white pulled up. Tim was behind the wheel.

Lucy felt her stomach drop.

“Everything clear here?” Tim asked, his tone neutral but his eyes sharp as they flicked between her and Noah.

“All good,” Lucy said quickly. “Just information gathering.”

Noah leaned casually against the hood of the car. “Chen’s still sharp as ever. Made it easy for me to keep up.”

Lucy winced internally. She didn’t even have to look at Tim to know how that landed.

Tim gave a short nod, his voice even flatter than before. “Chen, ride back with me. Foster, you’ve got your own wheels.”

Lucy hesitated, glancing at Noah. He just smirked, giving her a little two-fingered salute as if to say good luck with your babysitter.

She climbed into Tim’s passenger seat, closing the door with a soft thud.

For a few blocks, neither of them spoke.

Then Tim said, low and steady, “He’s not as good as he thinks he is.”

Lucy blinked at him. “You were watching?”

“I don’t have to watch long to know the type,” Tim replied, his gaze fixed on the road. “Guys like him—smooth talkers, all confidence. They burn bright, but they burn out fast.”

“Not everyone who’s confident is a liability,” Lucy said carefully.

Tim’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Confidence isn’t the same as discipline.”

She opened her mouth, then shut it again. Because part of her agreed with him. And part of her couldn’t deny that there was still something magnetic about Noah’s recklessness.
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