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Unlawful Hearts


Chapter 1 - Ava - Villain In Our Story










The problem with working in trauma counselling is that it makes you see patterns. You notice too much. You flinch at the right kind of silence. You start to feel the storm coming before the clouds even show up.

I had been told a time or two that I saw things that weren't there, saw the worst in people. I liked to see it as I saw the truth, regardless of how ugly, and I could feel things coming because I knew the patterns.

And today? I felt it. There was a storm coming, but I just didn't know why.

The clinic was quieter than usual. Not the good kind of quiet, not the calm after a long day or the hush before a breakthrough. No, this kind of quiet crept up your spine and made your instincts twitch in high alert. It felt like something was holding its breath. Like the universe was bracing.

Remi noticed it too.

She was across from me on the floor of my office, legs folded, munching on a half-stale granola bar, flipping through one of those dog-eared self-help books she swore she only kept around for clients. Her long, dark hair was down today, curling naturally around her shoulders. She looked off. Fidgety.

“It’s too still,” I murmured, more to myself than her.

She looked up, eyes narrowing. “You feel it too?”

I nodded. That was all it took. We trusted the same instincts. Different temperaments, but the same gut.

I rose, stretching until my spine cracked. “Who’s left on your schedule?”

“No one. I cleared the last slot to catch up on notes. You?”

“Sofia.”

Remi set the book aside. “Is she still doing okay?”

I hesitated. “Better, since she moved in with her aunt. But her ex hasn’t stopped messaging. Threats. Guilt trips. Promises. Gaslighting. You know the type.”

Remi’s jaw tightened. “I hate that type.”

We both did.

We didn’t talk about it often, but it was always there. The undercurrent. The knowledge that this job we chose, this life, would keep asking for pieces of us. And we’d keep giving them. Not because we didn’t care, but because we cared too much. Because we knew what it felt like to scream into silence.

Every relationship, every moment in our lives, was touched by the work we did.

Whatever the opposite of rose colored glasses... that is what we wore.

Remi stood and dusted her hands on her jeans. “Brrrr... I’m getting tea. Want one? The usual?”

I smiled. “You better not be trying to bribe me to help with your notes.”

She winked. “That, and to keep you from spiralling over Sofia's file. Five minutes. Don’t move.”

I rolled my eyes but nodded. Watching her leave settled something in me for a breath. I could hear her struggling to get her sweater over her head. I laughed to myself and then turned toward my desk to check Sofia’s file, just to review one last note before her session.

I was lost in my notes when the front door chimed and the crisp, cold November air wrapped around me.

Remi was quick.


But then everything in me locked up. The footsteps were wrong. Too heavy. Too deliberate. Too sure of themselves. The kind that says, 'I don’t care who I have to go through; I’m not leaving.'


I stepped into the hallway.

And there he was.

Six feet of rage stuffed into a stained jean jacket.

Sofia’s ex.

His hands twitched at his sides. His jaw worked like he was chewing rocks. Eyes scanning, zeroed in.

“You, Ava?”

I didn’t answer. Not yet. I planted my feet. Took a breath that didn’t calm anything.

“She ruined my life,” he growled. “That bitch filled her head with bullshit. Told her to leave me.”

I kept my tone neutral. Measured. “I am not sure who you are talking about. But I assure you, we don't force any of our patients. They make their own choices.”

He stepped forward, and I could see it in his eyes, the rage. “You think you can fuck with people’s lives and walk away clean?”

God. That voice. That threat. I’d heard too many versions of it over the years.

I stepped back, heat crawling up my back, heart kicking up, trying to figure out a way out of this.

Then the door opened again. The stifling sensation was replaced with icy dread.

Remi.

She waltzed into the clinic and then came to an abrupt stop.

She had two paper cups in her hands and a furrow in her brow. She took one look at him, at me, at the tension snapping in the air, and didn’t hesitate.

“Get away from her.”

He turned toward her, and that’s when I saw the glint of silver.

A knife.

"Are you Ava?" He growled.

Remi looked me over quickly, in the way she had since we were 16... in the way that begged to make sure I was ok... Whole. A look that would forever be burned into my memory because I had unfortunately seen it too many times.

"You know what, it doesn’t fucking matter which one of you bitches is Ava.. this clinic is ruining lives, bitches thinking they can just walk away... and that happened since you came to town."

He turned and lurched towards me.

Remi moved before my brain even caught up.

I felt the wind first, his fingers graze my cheek... trail my hair... a whisper of a touch on my collarbone.

No no no no

Remi moved fast and threw the tea at his face, scalding liquid and all. I turned mine away from him to avoid the splash. He screamed and dropped the weapon, both hands flying up to his face.

The knife clattered to the floor.

He lunged at me again, eyes wild, face red. “You crazy bitch!”

Remi shoved me aside and collided with him mid-swing. They went down hard. I stumbled back, gasping, heart hammering against my ribs as they struggled.

She fought like she meant it. Like she had most of her life.

I watched her wrestle him, adrenaline surging. She got the knife again, a brutal twist, practiced motion.

He came at her one more time.

And swung the blade.

It wasn’t calculated. It wasn’t clean. It was raw, desperate, survival-driven chaos.

Her hand jerked. The blade hit his shoulder. Blood bloomed fast.

He screamed. She dropped the knife as if it burned her.

I fumbled for my phone, dialling 911.

My voice shook, but I kept it steady enough. “Attempted assault with a knife. Carter & Sinclair Trauma Clinic. Send units now.”

Sirens screamed in under four minutes.

I thought I’d feel relief. I didn’t.

Because when the officers burst in, they didn’t see the man who had threatened us. The man who wouldn't have stopped had Remi not stepped in. They saw a woman with blood on her hands.

They saw Remi.

She didn’t fight it. Didn’t explain. Just knelt beside me, hands already raising.

“Hands where I can see them!” A sharp bark echoed in the room.

She obeyed.

The bastard who started it all was crumpled in the corner, crying about being stabbed by a psycho. And then I saw him.

The one who had eyes on the wrong person.

The one making the mistake.

Harlan Gray.

Police Chief. Ex-military. The town’s golden boy.

I tried to get his attention, get him to listen. But he was singularly focused on Remi.

He looked at Remi as if she were a loaded gun, as if she hadn’t just saved my life.

“You have the right to remain silent,” he said, calm as stone, pulling her to her feet.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I snapped, stepping forward. “She saved me! He came at me with a knife!”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t look at me. Like I wasn't even there, or worse yet, not worth his attention.

Remi met my eyes. Not afraid. Just… tired. Resigned.

Like this was how it always ended for girls like us.

For those of us who had seen too much and refused to remain quiet.

And something inside me cracked wide open.


No. No, we were done with that.


If this man thought he was going to treat her like the villain in our story?

He hadn’t met me yet.


Chapter 2 - Harlan - The Threat










The call came in less than five blocks from where I was grabbing a coffee, I wouldn't have been able to tell you if it was to ward off the cold or for the caffeine.

"Assault with a weapon. Carter & Sinclair trauma clinic. Officers on route."

I was back in the car before dispatch finished the sentence.

By the time I walked through the front door, officers were already on scene, and it was chaos. A man crumpled on the floor, blood seeping through the shoulder of his denim jacket, crying that he’d been attacked. Nearby, a woman with dark hair and features knelt with her hands raised in front of her, bloody fingers, wide eyes, a weapon visible in front of her. But somehow calm.

And across from her, another woman. She was not calm; she was screaming.

“Hands where I can see them!” someone barked.

The kneeling woman obeyed without a word.

I scanned the room. Two women. One armed. One unarmed. One bleeding man.

My instinct took over: Secure the scene. Protect life. Detain the threat.

“Get your hands off her!” the other woman yelled, voice sharp and laced with rage.

I stepped in quickly and decisively. My hands found the cuffs. They clicked shut around the kneeling woman’s wrists. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t argue.

But the other one?

She came for me with fire in her eyes.

“What the fuck are you doing?” She snapped, “She saved me! He came at me with a knife!”

I turned to her. Blonde. Petite. Eyes like blue-green storms.

“Ma’am, I need you to step back.”

“You need to open your goddamn eyes, Chief!”

Her voice cut clean through the adrenaline haze. Loud. Sharp. Full of fury that made the rookie at my side take a full step back.

That was my first impression of Ava Sinclair.

Not fear. Not hesitance. Just fire.

At the station, I reviewed the scene report while Remi Carter was being booked.

Ava arrived less than fifteen minutes later, all heat and hellfire, and blew straight past the front desk. Her hair was just as wild as her eyes, tiny fists clenching and unclenching at her sides. My first thought was that even in chaos, she was breathtaking, but I had to push that thought aside. That wasn't me; it had to be the exhaustion of taking over the precinct after my father passed, the months of playing catch-up and still not knowing everything I needed to know. But I had a job to do and I did it well.

“Hey!” Erin stepped in her path. “You can’t be back here. You need to return to the scene and wait for official...”

“Back off,” Ava snapped. “You’ve got one shot to do this right, or I’ll drag your whole department through the shit and light it up on every media channel in the county.”

Erin crossed her arms. “You threatening an officer, ma’am?”


Ava gave her a smile that was decisively not pleasant, “I would never threaten an officer... Sergeant. But... threaten your perverted sense of justice... Watch me."


Before I could figure out what that was about or try to get between them, the door to holding opened and Remi’s voice cut in.

“Ava. Call Jack. Please.”

That stopped Ava cold. She turned, nodded once, and stepped out of view to make the call.


I finally exhaled.
What kind of shit show was this?


Remi sat calmly. Collected. She was still cuffed, with blood dried in streaks down her forearm. She hadn’t said much, but she hadn’t resisted either. And the man she’d stabbed? Well, the hospital confirmed a superficial wound. The knife had barely gone in.

The rookie wanted to call it an attempted homicide, saying that is what Voss had suggested.

Twenty minutes later, a man in a pressed shirt and courtroom face stormed into the station.

Jack Callahan.


Lead prosecutor for the county. And from the way Ava hovered at his shoulder, he had a connection to Ms. Carter. This must be the Jack Remi asked Ava to call.


Fuck

“You’ve got five minutes to fix this before I take it to the DA,” Jack said, glaring at Erin.

I stepped forward. “I’m Chief Gray. I made the arrest.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “Was she questioned before being brought in?”

I hesitated. I knew he was talking about Remi, but he was a prosecutor. “We needed to secure the scene.”

Jack didn't hesitate. “So that’s a no. Do we arrest people now on assumptions, Chief? Or is questioning optional these days?”

“The man she stabbed will be brought in shortly,” I said evenly. “He’s with the responding Officer Reid. We’ll take his statement when they get here.”


Jack’s expression didn’t budge. “So no one’s taken any statements. You went with the man’s word and cuffed the woman without hearing her side. That about right?”


Erin stepped forward. “Watch your tone when you speak to the Chief.”

I raised a hand to silence her. “It was clear-cut. The scene spoke for itself.”

Jack gave a sharp laugh. “You sure about that?” He stepped in closer, voice quiet but full of edge. “Was Ms. Carter in possession of the weapon when your officers arrived?" He didn't give me a chance to answer before he plowed on. "Did you know there’s a camera at the front entrance of the clinic? Another in the hallway. Footage that’ll show exactly what happened.”


I frowned because I didn't, and the more I thought about it, I didn't know much about what had happened. Fuck.


“And did you also know,” Jack continued, “that the man who attacked Ava today has a record? That Ms. Sinclair and Ms. Carter were trying to help their patient get a restraining order against him? That she’s filed multiple complaints with this department, and your officers have been giving her the runaround?”

Ava's eyes went wide, and she gasped like she had been struck with something.

Then, without a word, she turned and walked straight out into the hallway, phone already in her hand.


My eyes trailed after her retreating form, trying to figure out what she was up to now.
But Jack wasn't done. “Congratulations, Chief. You just made yourself part of a wrongful arrest. The man she stabbed entered the clinic, which is private property, armed, which leads me to believe his actions were premeditated. There’s a video. Witnesses to previous altercations. And she used his knife in self-defence.”


Ava came back in looking pale and stood beside Jack, crossed her arms and glared at me.

“He was going to kill me. And she stopped him.”

Erin bristled. “Maybe don’t provoke people next time.”

What the holy hell was that?

I was making a mental note to have a discussion with my Sergeant when Ava rounded on her. “Maybe don’t consistently turn a blind eye to all the shit going on in this county.”

Voices raised on after the other. Remi sat quietly observing from the holding room, like this was just another day in her life. I needed to figure out what the hell I had just walked into.

I raised a hand. “Enough.”

All three fell silent.

I looked back at Remi Carter. She looked me straight in the eye. She was so young, but her wide hazel eyes held a multitude of emotions, a depth of wisdom beyond her years, and a pain that was hidden yet always there.

I felt something twist in my chest.

I needed the full report. But something about this whole thing was off. And it wasn’t coming from her.

One thing that was becoming increasingly clear was that this wasn’t as straightforward as it had initially appeared.

And maybe, just maybe, I’d gotten it wrong.


Chapter 3 - Ava - The Smirk










I was sitting on a stiff vinyl bench with Jack pacing in front of me, his jaw clenched so tight I was pretty sure his molars were one exhale away from cracking. The station had gone quiet. And I knew why: people were behind closed doors, whispering, second-guessing. They sensed it, they had fucked up and now they needed to asses damage control.

Across the bullpen, Harlan Gray stood inside his office, pacing, talking low and fast to two of his officers. His arms were tense at his sides, hands flexing like he didn’t know what to do with them. His face was set, but not hard. He looked... shaken, like someone who’d just realized the foundation beneath them might not be as solid as they thought.

I studied him, close cropped hair, military style that could be seen as light brown or dark blonde. Eyes that could be blue but looked like a stormy grey. He looked like he was in shape, fit in the way military men born into it were. His whole presence screamed order.

He could be considered handsome if he was such a stuck-up asshole.

I took a steadying breath trying to calm the rage inside me, the fear... and then held one as I watched him step out of his office, cross the bullpen, and disappear down the hallway toward holding. Toward Remi.

A minute passed. Then five.

When he returned, he looked pale. Ashen, actually. He didn’t say anything to anyone. Just went back into his office and closed the door.

Everything was on pause. Remi hadn’t been booked, not officially. No charges, no further processing. Just a holding pattern, like the whole place was waiting for someone to say what everyone else was too afraid to.

I was doing everything I could to not scream.

I’d been trying to call Sofia for the last thirty minutes. Straight to voicemail. Her aunt didn’t answer either. The clinic was locked and dark. Sofia hadn’t shown up for her appointment. Instead, her violent ex had, with a weapon.

And no one seemed to be asking why.

I stood, pacing now, scrolling through my contacts again. Nothing from the shelter line. Nothing from the emergency backup phone we gave Sofia last week. Just static. Dread building behind my ribs like water building pressure behind glass.

Jack watched me, but he didn’t say anything. He knew better. When I was in fight mode, words were useless; actions spoke louder.

The door to Harlan’s office creaked open again, and Sergeant Erin Voss stepped out, all smug self-importance and sharp eyeliner.

“Sergeant,” I said, voice sharp. “I need a car sent to check on Sofia Cross. She’s the client. The one whose ex attacked me and Remi today. She never showed up. No one’s heard from her.”

Erin didn’t stop walking. “This isn’t your personal security service, Ms. Sinclair. You don’t get to demand police dispatch every time someone ghosts you.”

I stepped into her path, trying so hard not to grab her by her perfectly slicked back bun and drag her to the Cross home with me. “This isn’t ghosting, Voss. It’s a potential DV escalation. If you won’t call it that, then do it as a wellness check. As her counsellor, I’m within my rights to request one.”

Erin sneered. “Still doesn’t mean we jump because you snap your fingers.”

“I don't understand how you are in law enforcement,” I said, fury tightening in my chest. “I will make sure to let her family know how enthusiastic you were to help.”

That stopped her, but only for a second. Her lips curved in a thin, mocking smile. “Maybe if you focused more on doing your job instead of telling us how to do ours, your client wouldn’t be in this situation.”

I was about to launch into her when the front doors opened.

And he walked in.

Sofia’s ex.

Dane.

Cold smirk. He had his hands in his jacket pockets like he didn’t have a care in the world.

I froze, because I knew. In my gut, I knew. But my heart was still holding out, still hoping.

“Officer Reid!” Erin barked, and the rookie jumped, escorting Dane toward the interview rooms.

I stepped into his path.

His gaze flicked down to me, amused. Like I was part of some game he thought he’d already won.

“What did you do to her?” I asked, voice low, shaking.

He smiled, a wide crooked smile. “A bit late to be worried about that, don’t you think?”

My stomach turned, and I wanted to cry. Scream. Do something.

“That a confession?” I snapped.

He leaned in, dropped his voice just for me. “I didn’t say anything. You’re the one making assumptions.”

Reid smiled softly at me and gently steered him away.

I stood there, heart in my throat.

I didn’t have proof yet. But I knew.

Something had happened to Sofia.


And this bastard had blood on his hands, whether anyone else could see it yet or not.
 


An hour passed. Then two.

Jack was on the phone in the corner, arguing with someone at the courthouse, his voice sharp and low enough to stay professional but just shy of volcanic. I had paced the length of the bench so many times that I was going to burn a line in the linoleum.

When Harlan finally came out of his office again, he looked like he’d aged a year. His tie was slightly loosened, and there was a crease between his brows like he hadn’t stopped frowning since he walked into holding.

He made his way toward me slowly, clearly rehearsing something in his head.

“Ms. Sinclair,” he started.

I cut him off. “Send someone to check on Sofia Cross. Please. I’m begging as someone who knows the signs.”

Before he could respond, Erin’s voice sliced through the tension like a dull blade. “What, because she’s fucking the prosecutor, she gets to demand whatever she wants from this station?”


I turned, smiling so cold it could cut steel. “That’s rich, coming from you. Word around town is you’re fucking the Chief. Is that how you made Sergeant... Voss?”


Jack groaned and dragged a hand over his face.

I crossed my arms. “AND... For the record, I’m not the one sleeping with Jack. Remi is.”

Erin faltered for a second, then sniffed. “What’s the difference? You and Remi are like a two-for-one special anyway.”

I lunged.

Jack caught me by my middle. Barely.

Harlan’s eyes ping-ponged between us like a man watching his world implode.

Then, finally, he snapped out of it.

“Enough,” he barked. “Sergeant Voss, not another word.”

She opened her mouth.

“Not. One.” He cut her off.

Erin retreated with a scoff, and Harlan turned to me.

“For the record, I haven’t had any sort of relations with Sergeant Voss since accepting my role as her superior and Chief of Police.”

I snorted at the audacity of this man. “I couldn’t give a flying fuck who you diddle, Chief. You could be hosting department-wide adult-consenting-orgies for all I care. Just make sure your people do their damn jobs.”

Jack and Harlan groaned at the same time.

I took a step forward. “Now. Are you sending someone to check on Sofia or not?”

Harlan hesitated. “On what grounds?”

I stared at him, incredulous. “On what grounds? Are you kidding me right now? She was supposed to be at the clinic and didn’t show. Her ex showed up instead, with a weapon. She hasn’t answered her phone. Her aunt hasn’t either. And you want a list of legal justifications?”

He didn’t answer fast enough. Just stared at me wide-eyed like I was speaking a language he couldn't understand.

“Fine. I’ll go myself,” I said, spinning toward the exit. “Jack, get Remi out of here. Call me if anything changes.”

Harlan called after me. “Ms. Sinclair, you still need to be questioned.”


I didn’t slow. “Wasn’t important hours ago. You can wait now.”
And with that, I walked out of the precinct, praying I wasn't too late and that, for once in my life, my gut was wrong, and Sofia was ok.



Chapter 4 - Harlan - The Cracks










The bullpen felt colder now.

Not physically. Just… wrong. Off. Like something sacred had been broken open, and we were all pretending we didn’t see the pieces.


Ava Sinclair’s voice still rang in my ears. “I couldn’t give a flying fuck who you diddle, Chief. You could be hosting department-wide adult-consenting-orgies for all I care. Just make sure your people do their damn jobs.”


The entire interaction left me feeling like I had whiplash.

Jesus Christ.

I stood rooted for a full minute after she left, jaw locked, pulse still pounding. Jack was rubbing his temples. Erin was glaring daggers at the floor like she could burn through it.

“What the hell just happened?” I asked.

Neither answered, and maybe I didn't expect them to.

Jack finally straightened, smoothing his tie with practiced precision. “Your department just got put on notice by a trauma counsellor and came out looking like a pack of jackals.”

Erin scoffed. “That stuck-up bitch thinks she runs this town. Always throwing her weight around like her clinic’s above reproach.”

I turned on her. “That’s enough, Voss.” I shot her a look that told her we would be having a discussion later.

She crossed her arms. “I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking. She acts like she’s better than us. Like she’s untouchable.”

Jack stepped in before I could. His voice was calm, but sharp as a scalpel. “This station is clueless, isn’t it?”

Erin bristled. “Aren’t you supposed to be on our side? You’re the damn prosecutor.”

“I’m on the side of what’s right,” Jack replied coolly. “And in my experience, that side consistently aligns with Ava Sinclair and Remi Carter.”


Erin barked a laugh. “Right. The emotionally constipated trauma twins. They think they can control everything, but they don’t do anything with anyone. Never go out, never socialize. Like they’re too good for the rest of us.”



Jack didn’t even blink; he muttered something that sounded an awful lot like 'is this high school' before answering, “You got one thing right, Sergeant. Ava and Remi are a package deal. But not in the crude way you keep suggesting.”


He stepped in closer, quiet now, but somehow more dangerous. “They have a bond you clearly don’t understand. A sisterhood born from a history of pain, loss, and betrayal by people who claimed to care. You know why they don’t go out drinking with you?" He looked at her like something smelled foul. "Because they’re too damn busy putting broken pieces back together in this town. Because they don’t trust easily, and they shouldn’t have to.”

Erin rolled her eyes. “Oh, spare me the bleeding heart shit.”


“They don’t just talk about helping,” Jack said, not flinching. “They show up. Shelter shifts, court accompaniment, custody battles, victim interviews.... You name it. Those two don't stop. When was the last time you did anything that didn’t serve your ego, Sergeant?”


I cleared my throat, sharp and loud.

They both went quiet.

Then a junior officer stepped out of dispatch, eyebrows raised.

“Uh… is the angry fire sprite still here?”

Jack chuckled under his breath. “That is the most accurate description of Ava I’ve ever heard.”

I gave the kid a look. Today feels like I stepped inside a funhouse... except I wasn't having any fun. “She’s gone. What is it?”

The officer held up a slip of paper. “We got a call. Someone was asking for her. Wouldn’t say who they were. Just that they’d only talk to Sinclair or Carter.”


Erin made a choking sound of disbelief. “Are you kidding me? See? This is what I mean, Chief. She thinks she runs this place like she’s some vigilante hotline operator. Why don't we just give her the keys to the damn county...”


I turned to the officer. “Did they say what it was about?”

“Nope. Just kept repeating they’d only talk to one of them.”

“Did you trace it?”

He shook his head. “They seemed frustrated, sir. They hung up when I offered to get Sergeant Voss instead.”

My jaw ticked. I looked at Jack. “What the hell is going on?”


Jack met my gaze without hesitation. “Isn’t that the thing, Chief? Someone calls your station… looking for them. Two trauma counsellors. Not your officers. Not your sergeant.”


Jack watched me for a long moment. Then he gave a dry, humourless laugh.

“You know,” he said, running a hand through his perfectly styled hair, “The first time I asked Remi why she never drank, why she always bailed on nights out, I figured it was because she was uptight. Wound too tight from the job.”

He paused. His expression changed, the kind of shift that made my gut tighten. A mix of grief and respect. Maybe regret. His dark brown eyes didn't often give much, something I felt was practiced... but they spoke volumes now.

“She looked at me, and I’ll never forget it,” he said. “She didn’t yell. Didn’t posture. Just asked me one question.”

Then Jack turned to me fully, face unreadable. “But you know what, Chief? Don’t take it from me.”

He nodded toward holding. “Ask her yourself.”

The room stilled, like the calm before a life-altering moment. I just didn't know it yet.

I nodded to Reid, and he went to collect Remi Carter from the holding area.

I didn’t know what I expected to find when she walked out with the rookie, maybe defiance. Maybe exhaustion. But when the officer led Remi Carter out, what I saw was something else entirely.

Calm.

She was composed in that eerie, bone-deep way that made your skin crawl, not because she was threatening, but because you knew you were standing in front of someone who had survived things... who knew things that would break most men.

“Ms. Carter,” I said slowly. “I have a question.”

She tilted her head, cautious.

Jack gave her a small, almost sad smile. A nod.

I swallowed., fuck this was awkward. I didn't even know why I was letting this play out... but something deep within pushed me to ask, “Why don’t you go out? Why don’t you drink?”


She met my eyes, not sharp like Ava’s, not full of fire. No, Remi’s gaze was calm, steady. Like the still before a storm that you know is coming.


She didn’t raise her voice.

She didn’t need to; the weight of what she said was enough.

“You ever been a woman at night, Chief?” she asked. “Alone?”

I didn’t answer.


“You ever had one too many drinks and suddenly every bad decision made by a man in the room becomes your fault?”


Her voice didn’t shake. Her words were the wind against glass, relentless and quiet. The kind of storm that doesn’t scream, but erodes.

“You ever wear a skirt too short? Smile at the wrong person? Walk past the wrong alley? Have you ever been told it was your fault because of how you walked? Or talked? Or breathed?”

Erin huffed from the corner. I didn’t dare look at her.

Remi didn’t even flinch.


“That’s the average woman’s experience... their daily fear,” she said. "Why women pee together, travel in groups, hold a key between their fingers on the way through a dark parking lot, hold their thumb over the top of their beer bottle..."
She studied me for a moment, making sure she was being heard, and then she continued. “Now imagine living that... and knowing what actually waits in those alleyways. What happens when someone forgets to cover their drink? What it means when a girl dares to run alone and doesn’t come back?”


She stepped closer. Just one step. Not threatening. Just... present, commanding the room.

“That’s my everyday. My work. My history. My fucking reality.”

She studied the room, took in her audience, and then turned her eyes on me entirely. “So no, I don’t drink. I don’t go out. I don’t take the risk. Because I’ve seen what’s on the other side.”

Silence fell like a curtain.

Even Erin didn’t speak.

No one did.

I was left standing in the center of the bullpen, stripped of every assumption I’d ever made.

I didn’t have a response.

Not one.

Jack exhaled beside me, quiet and bitter. “Like I said, Chief. You want to know who the good guys are? Maybe start with the ones who keep showing up for everyone else... even when no one shows up for them.”


Chapter 5 - Ava - She Called Us Brave











Content Warning: This chapter contains depictions of domestic violence. Please take care while reading.



The road blurred at the edges as I drove, one hand clenched on the steering wheel, the other tightening and loosening like my fingers could wring the dread out of the air.

The sun was starting to dip low behind the tree line, casting long shadows across the backroads. Sofia’s aunt lived just outside the edge of town in one of those aging single-level houses with wood panelling that had seen better days.

As I turned onto the gravel drive, I already knew.

Something in me… just knew.

The front door was cracked. Not wide open, just hanging like someone hadn’t had the care to finish closing it. The porch light flickered above.

I parked and stepped out slowly, in one hand, my fingers closed around the small canister of pepper spray I kept in my purse. Not much. But something. In the other, my phone was gripped tightly.

Each step I took towards the house, up the. stairs and on the porch, I... it felt like I was walking to the end of something. The cold air whipped around me, a reminder that this was the season when things died.

I paused for a moment, trying to compose myself. Prepare myself for whatever lies beyond the front door. But how could you do that? I had been in far too many similar situations, and still, it never got easier.

I took a deep breath, felt the weight of the can in my hand, even though I knew precisely where the predator was. The door screeched when I pushed it the rest of the way open.

“Sofia?” My voice broke the silence like a match in a gas leak. “Ms. Cross?”

No answer.

I stepped into the hallway. The air was wrong, not that cool, sharp scent of the moment before fall and winter. It was thick with copper and smoke and something heavier. I eyed the space I had started to become familiar with, but the furniture was overturned. A shattered lamp glittered across the floor like broken teeth. The TV had been pulled halfway off the wall, still flickering with static.

There had been a fight.

A bad one.

I edged toward the kitchen, trying not to make a sound. I caught sight of something on the floor... movement, barely... a hand.


I rushed forward, crouched low. Let my eyes adjust to the dark.
No.


Sofia’s aunt was sprawled out on the linoleum floor.

Unconscious, bleeding from a deep gash along her hairline, her breath ragged.


I checked her pulse. Faint but steady.
I needed to find Sofia, so I stood on shaky legs and turned toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms.


The feeling deep within my soul was telling me I already knew what I would find, but I had to see it, see her.

Every step felt like dragging my soul through molasses. The door to the guest room was broken, one hinge hanging.

I pushed it open and there she was.

Sofia.

Her body was crumpled beside the bed like a discarded doll, her head twisted at the wrong angle, bruises blooming like dark petals across her skin.

No breath.

No pulse.

No saving her.

I dropped to my knees beside her, hands trembling, tears begging to be released.

“Sofia,” I whispered.

I didn’t know if I was saying her name to wake her up or to mourn her.

My breath caught in my chest, like if I let it out, it would turn into a scream I’d never stop.

She’d called us brave. Just last week, she told Remi and me that we made her believe she could get out.

That she could make it.

That she was more than what he did to her.

That because of us, she had a life to live beyond him.

But that was a fucking joke.

Because now...

She was gone.


I pressed my hand to my mouth, forcing the sob back down. No. Not now. Not here. Not when there was still work to do.


But the sorrow hit hard. Soul-deep and crippling.

Another one. Another goddamn woman lost to a system that only cared when it was too late.

Another girl who screamed for help and was handed paperwork instead of protection.

My chest heaved. For a moment, I wanted to give in to the pit that had opened up inside me and curl up beside Sofia.

That place where the question echoed: Why try? Why keep doing this?

But then my gaze fell to Sofia’s eyes, wide, empty, still searching.

And something in me lit.

A fire. Hot and ancient. The kind that didn’t burn you down, it turned you into something- changed you fundamentally.

I reached forward with shaking hands and gently closed her eyes.

“You can rest now, sweet girl,” I whispered. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”


With my hand that still held my phone, I placed the call.
“This is Ava Sinclair,” I told the dispatcher. “I need officers and medics at 73 Millstone Lane. One injured. One deceased.”


I didn't listen to the response; my phone slipped from my hands and settled beside my still full can of pepper spray.

I don't know how, but I managed to stumble back through the hall, my legs barely working. The chaos blurred around me, glass underfoot, overturned furniture, broken picture frames that still held smiles from better years, the couch where I had once sat and talked of hope.

When I reached the kitchen, I dropped beside Sofia’s aunt again and yanked off my cardigan, balled it up, and pressed it hard to the bleeding wound at her temple.

“You’re okay,” I whispered. “Just hang on. You’re okay.”

But my hands were shaking. I didn’t feel okay. I felt hollow. Ravaged. Like every woman I couldn’t save was clawing at my ribs from the inside out.

Maybe I should’ve pushed harder.

Maybe I missed something.

Maybe it’s always too little, too late.

But as the sirens neared and the flashing lights began to stain the walls of the kitchen red and blue, I felt something settle in me. Not calm.

Conviction.

I would not let Sofia die in vain.

I would not stop until the ones responsible, all of them, faced the fire they lit.

Corruption. Negligence. Cowardice.

I would burn it down. Every last piece of it.

The door slammed open.

Boots thundered in.

And then I saw him.

Chief Harlan Gray.

Gun drawn.

Eyes wild.

Not the stoic man from the station.

This man looked awake for the first time. Like he’d finally seen the nightmare we lived in.

I met his eyes.

“She’s in the guest room,” I said softly.

And I watched something in him break.


Chapter 6 - Harlan - What Had We Done










The rookie sat across from Dane Loring, a folder of arrest records clutched like a shield. I stood with my arms crossed just outside the interview room window, watching Dane’s foot tap an uneven rhythm beneath the table. He didn’t look worried. Not like a man accused of multiple assaults should. He looked like a man who walked into a clinic intent on harm and knew nothing would happen to him. And that smirk, that sick little smirk, never left his face.

My stomach twisted.

Everything felt wrong... I didn't like feeling out of control, and that was exactly how I had felt since answering that assault call earlier today.

The door behind me opened. "Chief?" Officer Davis stepped in, holding a file in one hand and a USB drive in the other. "Security footage from the clinic. And the ER just faxed over Sofia’s medical records."

"Good. Give it here."

I hadn’t even cracked the folder when the radio squawked.

"All units... respond to a reported assault, possible DOA. 73 Millstone Lane. Repeat, 7-3 Millstone. Caller identified as Ava Sinclair."

I didn’t process the rest. My heart stilled.

“Millstone?” Remi’s voice cut across the station. She’d been waiting with her arms crossed, eyes sharp, a storm building ever since she shared with me some hard truths. “That’s Sofia’s aunt’s address. Where she was supposed to be safe.”

Safe.

I looked at the junior officer manning the front. "Let her go," I said.

Remi was already moving.

So was I.

I was in the cruiser before the dispatcher finished repeating the call. Tires screamed as I peeled out of the lot, lights on, sirens on. The sun was barely visible, a smear of blood across the horizon. My knuckles clenched white on the wheel.

Don’t let it be bad, not like that. Not like she warned.

But even as I thought it, I knew. In the same way, Ava must’ve known.


When she asked me to send a cruiser to check... the look on her face when she decided she was going alone... Fuck.


The house sat at the end of a gravel drive, old siding gone gray with weather, porch light flickering like a warning. No unit on scene yet. No sound but the cold wind and the whisper of my boots on the crushed rock.

The front door hung open.

My weapon was drawn before I crossed the threshold. The smell hit me first. Copper. Fucking copper...

Furniture was overturned. Glass crunched beneath my boots. A blood trail smeared across the floor toward the kitchen.

I moved fast.

And then I saw her.

Ava Sinclair.

Her tiny frame on the floor, her cardigan balled up against an older woman’s temple, both of them stained in blood. Her eyes were wide but focused. Her hands were trembling, but she was holding steady.

She looked up at me, and she met my eyes, and the look she wore... god, what had we done?

“She’s in the guest room,” she said softly.

And I felt something in me break.

The way she said it...

My steps were fast, heavy, barely aware of the room as I moved down the hallway.

I came to an ajar door. One hinge hanging.

I knew what I would find before I saw it. But I still wasn't prepared.

Sofia.

Crumpled beside the bed. Skin mottled, bruises black against gray. No breath. No pulse.

No saving her.

I knelt, not to check. Ava already had, I knew that much. I knelt because my knees gave out. Because I couldn’t keep standing.

Goddammit.

God. Damn. It.


Remi’s voice rang in my head. You ever been a woman at night, Chief... knowing what actually waits in those alleyways... What it means when a girl runs alone and doesn’t come back... That’s my everyday. My work. My history. My fucking reality.


Had I been so lost in my own grief since coming home that I missed all of this? Had my silence allowed it? Had my department? My blind spots?

She trusted us. And we failed her.

The sound of sirens reached my ears just as the whisper of my conversation with Ava echoed again in my head.

“Now. Are you sending someone to check on Sofia or not?”

I hesitated, still feeling like I had no clue what was going on. “On what grounds?”

She stared me down, no fear, just... disappointment... expected disappointment... “On what grounds? Are you kidding me right now? She was supposed to be at the clinic and didn’t show. Her ex showed up instead, with a weapon. She hasn’t answered her phone. Her aunt hasn’t either. And you want a list of legal justifications?”

We failed this woman, Sofia Cross.

Now, she was another name I’d carry. Another weight I’d never put down.

I stood slowly, one hand braced against the wall. I took one last look at the girl we didn’t save. A voice we didn't hear.

And when I walked back toward the kitchen, Ava didn’t say a word.

She didn’t need to.

She already had said it all and I didn't listen.


Chapter 7 - Ava - The Fire Inside Me










I hated hospitals; the lights were too bright.

Not the kind that hurts your eyes. The kind that made blood look more vivid, skin appear more pale, and pain seem more real.

I sat on the curb just outside the ambulance bay, my cardigan long gone, my hands still stained red. The medic had tried to clean them. I let her. But blood doesn’t come off that easily, not when it’s soaked in memory.

Ms. Cross was inside. Stable. Barely. I needed a minute after we arrived, I needed to calm the firestorm brewing within me before I could walk into that hospital and do what I needed to do... before I faced Sofia's aunt and told her we had failed.

I hadn’t cried.

Not when I called it in. Not when I found Sofia. Not when I looked into the vacant, dead eyes of a woman who trusted me.

The only thing keeping me grounded was the slow, steady weight of another hand curled around mine.

Remi.

She’d been waiting outside when I stumbled out of the house. The second she saw me, she didn’t ask anything. Just pulled me into a hug that cracked my heart wide open. I didn’t hug back, not really, but I didn’t let go, either.

And now she sat beside me on the curb, silent, watching me with that same mix of fear and fury I saw in the mirror every day.

The sirens had faded. Officers swarmed the scene. And yet somehow, none of it felt real.

What I kept hearing were the questions.

“What time did you arrive, Ms. Sinclair?” “Did you enter through the front or back?” “Can you confirm if the door was already ajar?” “Did you touch anything besides the victims?”

Victims.

As if she weren’t a person with dreams and grit and laughter. As if she hadn’t once cried in relief in my office because she thought maybe, just maybe, she was finally ready to live again.

I almost lost it right there.


The questions got colder. Sharper. Less about justice, more about justification. Why was I there? Why didn’t I call first? Why didn’t I wait for backup?


Because she was dying.

Because she was dead.

Because I did ask for help... for 'backup'.

Because I fucking knew something was wrong.

“Enough,” Remi had said sharply, stepping between me and the clipboard cop, voice low and cutting. “She’s answered enough.”


The medic interrupted next. “We need to get you looked at Ms Sinclair, would you like to ride with Ms Cross?”


I stood slowly. Looked the officer in the eye. My voice came out like steel wrapped in silk.

“You want more answers? Meet me at the hospital. But if you ask me one more time why I was there instead of you...”

The hospital hallway was cold and sterile.

I sat in a plastic chair outside Ms. Cross’s treatment room, still in the same pants and shirt, dried blood on the hem. Remi paced the hallway like a caged animal, stopping every few steps to look at me, then keep moving.

Footsteps echoed.

Jack.

He arrived like a storm barely contained, his usually perfect hair was a mess, sleeves rolled to his forearms, breathing hard like he’d sprinted every step between the precinct and here.

“Ava,” he said, crouching down in front of me.

I didn’t move.

He reached for my hand, then thought better of it. “Tell me what you need.”

I looked up at him. Saw the man who seemed to make Remi feel safe. The man who once believed in the law more than its flaws, but now saw the truth.


“Do something about Dane,” I said, voice calm, even. “Or I will.”
 


A nurse appeared down the hallway. "Ms. Sinclair? She's awake. You can come in now."

I stood, legs unsteady but moving. Jack and Remi stayed behind as I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Ms. Cross lay in the bed, an IV in her arm, gauze at her temple, eyes fluttering until they locked onto mine.

We didn’t speak right away. We didn’t need to.

She saw it in my eyes. I saw it in hers.

Recognition. Sorrow. Understanding.

We were both drowning in reality.

And then the sob broke loose from her chest, and I was at her side, gripping her hand tight, holding on like she was the only thing tethering me to the earth.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so...”

She shook her head, her fingers squeezing mine back. “Thank you,” she rasped, voice raw. “For everything you did.”

“I failed,” I croaked. “She’s gone.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head again. “You helped her. You helped her see the truth and understand her worth. That she deserved a bright future... and she did. The last conversation I had with Sofia was filled with so much hope. She started dreaming again.”

I pressed my lips together, blinking hard.

The fire inside me didn’t go out.

It burned hotter.


Chapter 8 - Harlan - Explosion Of Colour










I showed up at the hospital early. Coffee in hand. Three cups.

I wasn’t sure who’d still be here, but something told me Ava wouldn’t have left. And if Ava was here, then I knew deep down so was Remi. I hadn't known them for long, barely a day, but I had gathered that much about them. I figured the third cup might go untouched, but it felt wrong to show up without one. Like I was still trying to make up for something I hadn’t fully named.

The parking lot was quiet. A pale blue November sky breaking over the tops of pine trees, the kind of cold morning light that didn’t warm a damn thing. My boots echoed too loudly in the corridor, a reminder that the world hadn’t quite woken up yet. I was working my way towards the elevators when someone caught my eye.

I found her outside, sitting alone on a concrete bench tucked beside the east wing. The sun was barely up, just a smear of gold along the edge of the sky, but she was already there. Alert. Quiet. Watching the horizon like it might offer answers.

Her hood was pulled up, but wisps of dark auburn hair curled out from beneath it. Her hands were clasped around nothing with her sleeves pulled tight, but her posture was steady. Like a soldier waiting on orders. Or a woman waiting for the next punch from the world.

I hesitated for a second, then walked over.

"Didn’t peg you for a morning person, Ms. Carter," I said, holding out one of the cups.

She didn’t take it right away. Just studied me with that quiet, serious gaze that didn't match her youth. Hazel eyes flecked with green, sharp and old in a way that made me feel like she’d lived three lives before this one. The kind of wisdom you didn’t earn in years. You earned it in scars.

Finally, she reached forward, fingers brushing mine.

"Figured you’d still be here," I added.

She nodded once.

We sat in silence. The kind that felt companionable, not heavy. I hadn’t meant to talk, but something about her made it easy. Maybe it was the way she didn’t push. Didn’t flinch. Like she was here waiting for me... waiting to listen. Waiting to give me a chance to be heard. Which instantly made me understand why she excelled at her job.

"I promise I’m not a bad guy," I said.

She didn’t smile, didn't frown. Just waited.

"I came back to Sable Valley about a year ago. After… a loss. Someone in my unit. We were close. I broke protocol. Didn’t follow the rules, and it cost me more than I can explain."

Remi didn’t interrupt. Just sipped her coffee and listened.

"After that, I needed to come home. Started working under my dad. He was the chief here for years. Old-school, but good at what he did. He passed six months ago. A heart attack, it was sudden and unexpected."

Remi’s eyes softened. "I’m sorry."

"Thank you. I took over after that. No ceremony. No time to think. Just stepped in, and it’s been a blur ever since."

She leaned back against the bench, one leg folded under her. She studied me in a way that would be unnerving if it were from anyone else... but from her, it felt like she was trying to understand me.

"Grief does that," she said. "Makes everything move too fast. And somehow too slow. You take on things you’re not ready for because you don’t have a choice. Doesn’t excuse being blind to what’s right in front of you, though."

That one hit. But I didn’t flinch because she wasn’t wrong.

Last night hadn’t let me sleep. I’d stayed until the last evidence bag was sealed, until the evidence techs cleared the scene, until the aunt was loaded into the ambulance and Ava disappeared in its wake. I kept thinking, had I moved fast enough? Had I dismissed Ava’s concerns too quickly? Had I clung too tightly to procedure while a girl bled out?

I followed the rules. Right... hadn't I?

"I follow the rules, Remi. I have to. The law’s there for a reason."

She looked over at me, her voice soft but steady. "You know what I always found funny? Not funny, ha-ha… but the sad kind of funny? The rules, the law, they bend for people with power. But for those of us without it? It’s all black and white. Rigid."


She shifted her tone, did a mock impression of a stiff-jawed man. "‘Rules are rules, miss.’"


Then her eyes found mine again. Clear. Sharp.

"But the world isn’t black and white, Chief. It’s shades of grey. It’s an explosion of colours no one wants to name. And in my experience, more often than not, things aren't always as they seem, and not every situation calls for the same interpretation or misinterpretation of the rules."

I didn’t know what to say to that. Not yet. But fuck if what she said didn't make sense. How could someone so young see and understand the world so clearly?

She stood and dusted off her jeans. "Thanks for the coffee, Chief."

And then she walked away, leaving me alone on the bench, the sunrise creeping higher, and too many damn thoughts in my head.

I watched her disappear through the glass doors. Tall, somehow lean and yet curvy framed, but steady spined, sure in her steps. The kind of person you want on your side. The type of person you didn't want to disappoint.

And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like a man standing still in his integrity. I didn't feel sure in my steps.

I felt like a man who’d just been handed a mirror and wasn't sure how he felt about what he saw.


Chapter 9 - Ava - Too Late











The chapel smelled like dust and lilies. Too many lilies.
That was the first thing I noticed. Not the mahogany casket, not the crooked hymn number board on the wall, not even the pale faces I used to see every week in group.
Just the damn flowers. Suffocating sweet, like a lie pretending to be comfort.


It had taken a week to get Sofia to the funeral home, and the ache was still as sharp as the night I found her.


I sat three pews back, hands folded in my lap, fists clenched beneath my coat. Remi sat beside me, spine stiff, jaw tight. Neither of us cried. We hadn’t stopped crying long enough to cry again.
Ms. Cross was in the front row, bandages still visible beneath her Sunday best, her hands clasped tight in her lap.
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