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"Perhaps love is the process of my leading you gently back to yourself.”
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry



ONE
NOCTURNAL BEASTS
The wind tore through the deserted streets of Sandstone, its mournful howl reverberating like a chorus of restless spirits. It carried with it the tang of dust and the faint, electric promise of an approaching storm—a reminder of the rugged desert landscape that encased this bustling northern Nevada city. Normally hectic with chatter and the sound of burgers sizzling on the grill, the Silver Star Diner now stood in an unsettling stillness, its charm lost to the emptiness of 3 a.m.
The luminous, red neon sign outside flickered sporadically, filling the large front windows with an eerie glow. The clock on the wall ticked with mocking slowness, each second echoing louder than it should in the quiet diner, inching relentlessly toward closing time at 3:30. The only signs of life came from the faint rhythmic clatter of dishes being washed in the back and the low hum of a dusty radio, crooning old-school country hits as a melancholy soundtrack to the dead of night.
The dim fluorescent lights above buzzed continuously, casting a dull yellow sheen that washed everything in a tired, worn-out hue. The checkered black-and-white floor was scuffed and worn, a testament to years of foot traffic, though now it reflected only empty tables and chairs lined up like pieces on a chessboard, abandoned mid-game. The scent of burnt coffee hung heavily in the air, mingling with the lingering aroma of fried bacon and the faint ghost of cigarette smoke that clung stubbornly to the walls, defying the peeling no-smoking signs.
Ava Bedford, clad in her well-worn apron splattered with stains from the evening's rush, stifled a yawn as she shuffled out from behind the counter towards the front door. The crisp cream shirt she’d donned that afternoon now hung wrinkled and limp, clinging in places where the fabric had surrendered to the night’s sweat and strain. Even her black mom jeans, once an easy, relaxed fit, now hugged her body like a second skin, tracing every curve with a familiarity earned through hours of grueling work.
Ava peered through the glass doors, watching as the occasional rumble of a truck on the nearby highway faded into the vast emptiness beyond. The outside world was peaceful, shrouded in pre-dawn quietness.
As Ava’s gaze swept across the room, it settled on the only occupied booth in the place. Three men were huddled together in deep conversation, their voices blending into the ambient sounds of the diner.
Despite the others at the table, Ava's attention was captivated by one man—Richard Callahan, the silver-haired congressman from Sandstone and Republican candidate for U.S. Senate. For months, his face had been plastered across every news channel, but seeing him in person was unsettling, and not just because his political beliefs were the complete opposite of her own. He exuded the polished and put-together image of a career politician straight off the pages of a glossy campaign ad. His neat Ralph Lauren polo and precisely pressed khaki pants were a sharp contrast to the rough and tumble of his surroundings.
Sitting across from Callahan was a lean and sleek figure sprawled across the worn booth cushions. His features were chiseled and precise, as if they had been meticulously carved. His piercing bright blue eyes met Ava's from across the room, mirroring the artificial illumination of the diner like fragmented pieces of glass. Beside him was a young man who couldn't seem to stay still for more than a few seconds. His leg bounced up and down anxiously, and he tightly held onto an empty coffee cup as if it were his lifeline.
Despite her gut warning her against it, Ava reluctantly moved from her spot by the windows and walked over to their table. As she approached with the coffee pot in hand, there was a noticeable tension filling the air around the booth. With practiced precision honed by over a decade of repetitious shifts, she poured the coffee without missing a beat, her focus sharp and unwavering as she kept her mind on the task at hand. But the low, urgent tones of their conversation reached her ears—snippets that suggested this was far from the typical late-night diner chat.
Callahan's voice broke the silence, his tone smooth and authoritative. "I don't doubt it, but I need some reassurance," he stated firmly.
Ava forced herself to concentrate, the steady motion of pouring coffee at odds with the prickle of unease that raised the hairs on the back of her neck.
Callahan’s presence seemed to pull the air from the room, replacing it with a suffocating, oppressive authority. She kept her eyes locked on the mugs, refusing to meet his gaze, though she could feel its intensity pressing into her like a tangible force. His face—cold, unyielding, and disturbingly familiar—was seared into her memory after months of dominating TV screens with his polarizing pro-gun, anti-migrant, and misogynistic rhetoric. His hardline stance had made him a darling of the far right and a villain to everyone else on the opposing sides.
"I gave you everything," came the tense whisper from the younger man, his words quivering with desperation.
Callahan’s response was chilling, a smile that never reached his eyes. The corners of his mouth turned up in a sinister smirk, revealing a glint of malice behind his façade of charm. "I’m sure we’ll find a way to confirm that," he replied, his voice as smooth as silk but laced with an unmistakable threat that made Ava's skin crawl.
The slender man leaned in, invading the younger man's space with a predatory air. His voice, a low and menacing growl, was just out of Ava's earshot, but the tone it carried was unquestionable. The younger man’s eyes flicked incessantly from table to table, scanning the diner as if mapping every possible exit. His trembling hands rested uneasily on the edge of the table, his body perched precariously forward, poised to bolt at the slightest provocation.
Ava's instincts erupted like a chorus of sirens, urging her to put as much distance between herself and the men at the table as possible. She summoned all her courage and plastered on a fake smile as she set their bill down with a surprisingly unshaken hand.
"Whenever you're ready, gentlemen. We'll be closing up soon," she said, her words ringing out with forced cheerfulness in an attempt to mask her nerves.
Callahan’s icy gaze flicked upward for the briefest moment, a cold, dismissive glance that skimmed over her before settling back on the jittery young man across from him. The younger man muttered a hurried thank you, his brown eyes meeting hers with an unsettling intensity that made her immediately look away. There was something in his gaze—an unspoken plea, a fragile connection—that seemed to pierce right through her carefully practiced smile. It was as if he could see the apprehensiveness she had tried to hide, his look silently whispering, me too.
Ava moved away, a restless tension knotting in her gut with each step. From behind the counter, she kept a watchful eye on the booth. Their conversation grew quieter, their heads leaning in closer as Callahan’s fingers tapped a slow, deliberate rhythm on the table. The diner felt charged, the air thrumming with the kind of anticipation that builds before a tightly wound string snaps. When the three men finally stood to leave, Ava inhaled a long, unsteady breath, her lungs expanding fully for the first time since she approached their table.
But even after the door swung shut behind them and she rushed to lock it, the heaviness in the room lingered, dowsing her like an unwelcome presence.
Ava anchored herself in the routine of closing up, her hands moving on autopilot as she counted the register and wiped down the tables. As she walked through the old building, every creak and groan made her feel on edge. The shadows danced on the periphery of her vision, never staying in one place for too long. The clock ticked on, loud and relentless, a reminder that she was utterly alone in the restless night.
As Ava finished the final tasks of her shift, she punched out and stepped into the cool night air. The desert breeze brushed against her flushed skin, offering a much-needed respite from the stale, suffocating atmosphere of the diner.
But as she made her way to the employee parking lot, the quietude of the night was abruptly broken by raised voices coming from behind the building. She stopped in her tracks, frozen as she strained to make out the words of the argument unfolding just a dozen or so feet away from her.
Fear crept over her like a dark cloud, a sharp reminder that even in the quietest moments, chaos could lie in wait.
She stepped back slowly and crouched behind a dumpster, pressing herself into the shadows. With a cautious glance around the corner, her breath hitched at the sight before her—Richard Callahan, his silver hair catching the glow of a streetlamp, gleaming like the flash of a predator’s teeth. Beside him loomed his tall, imposing accomplice, both men towering over the younger man now forced to his knees.
The younger man’s jeans were torn and filthy from the asphalt, his pale face ghostly under the light. Even from her hiding spot, Ava could see the raw terror in his wide eyes. The air felt oppressive, thick with unspoken violence, a primal threat that crawled over her skin like ice. Her pulse hammered in her ears, her instincts screaming for her to flee—but she couldn’t look away. Frozen, she watched as the scene unfolded, a wave of dread consuming her entirely.
"You should’ve been more forthcoming while there was still a chance to make this easy," Callahan said, his voice flat and detached as if they were discussing something mundane. "I don’t have time for games, Ethan. My friend Victor here—" he gestured toward the tall man looming behind him, his unnervingly relaxed posture making it seem as though this confrontation was nothing more than routine, "—confirmed what I suspected. You lied to me. He found them."
"He’s lying!" Ethan’s voice cracked, raw with desperation. "I’m telling you, there are no other copies; you have the only one!" His eyes jumped wildly between the two men, wide with distress, searching for any sign of mercy in their cold, unyielding expressions.
Richard exchanged a glance with his accomplice, a silent signal passing between them as he nodded.
Victor’s cold, predatory eyes locked onto Ethan, assessing him like a hawk sizing up helpless prey. He didn’t utter a word, but in a swift, fluid motion, a blade caught the light before plunging into Ethan’s side. The wet, sickening sound of metal slicing through flesh rang out, sharp and visceral, cutting through the hush of the night.
Ethan crumpled to the ground, his body folding in on itself as a strangled gasp slipped from his lips—then silence.
Ava’s hand flew to her mouth, trembling violently as she fought to stifle a gasp. The salty tang of her sweaty palm mixed with the acrid bile rising in her throat, threatening to choke her. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to take off into the night and put as much distance as possible between herself and the horror unfolding before her. But her legs felt like lead, locked in place by the crushing influence of fear.
Her anxiety spiked as she reached for her phone, clinching it firmly while her eyes flicked toward the scene unfolding just beyond her hiding spot. She raised it cautiously, tilting the camera just enough to frame the moment. The screen flared to life, a harsh glow slicing through the darkness like a claxon in a silent room. She quickly swiped at the settings, racing to dim the brightness as concern knotted in her stomach. Pressing herself into the grimy surface of the dumpster, she fought back the nausea rising from the rancid stench of rotting food, her senses overwhelmed but her focus steadfast.
She tilted the phone again, the camera barely breaching the edge of the dumpster as she pushed record.
An alert flashed: iPhone Storage Full. You do not have enough storage to record video. Free up space by deleting unneeded apps, videos, or music.
Her gaze darted to the notification, disbelief washing over her. There was no time to delete files, no time to salvage the moment. The phone was just as useless as she was.
She shifted her frame slightly, getting ready to retreat, but the sole of her sneaker scraped against a loose piece of grit. The sound echoed unnaturally loud in the breathless stillness.
Callahan's head snapped up, his eyes quickly adapting to the darkness as he whipped his body around. His sharp gaze scanned the area, searching for any signs of movement.
"Did you hear that?" he whispered, his voice barely audible.
Victor mirrored Callahan's actions, his senses on high alert as he also turned towards the dumpster. His cold, calculating eyes seemed to penetrate through the layers of metal and grime, fixating on a certain spot where Ava crouched in silence. It was as if he could see her hiding there, waiting for her next move. Daring her to breathe, to make a sound.
The moment hung heavy in the night, each second dragging endlessly. Ava's mind churned, feverishly piecing together excuses and desperate pleas, searching for any escape from the fate she felt tightening around her like a net slowly drawing closed.
"Sounded like a raccoon going through the trash," Victor mumbled, turning his attention back to Ethan's lifeless body.
Ava’s chest squeezed, her frantic pulse so close to giving her away. She flattened herself against the wall, barely daring to exhale, every muscle locked in place.
Time seemed to drip like molasses before Callahan finally took a cue from Victor and dismissed the noise. He shook his head and redirected his attention back to his partner.
"Grab him quickly, and let’s go," Richard muttered, his tone cold and clipped as he pulled a small tub of antibacterial gel from his pocket. With unnerving meticulousness, he worked the gel into his palms and fingers, cleaning hands that had done none of the dirty work himself. The faint scent of alcohol lingered in the air as Richard’s movements remained calm and dispassionate, the act of cleaning his hands disturbingly casual—almost indifferent.
Victor’s gloved fingers moved with practiced precision, adjusting each strap on his leather gloves with an almost ritualistic care—a routine mastered over years of henchman duties. Once satisfied, he swiftly and effortlessly lifted Ethan's lifeless body, the weight barely registering on his tall frame.
Together, he and Callahan moved in complete sync towards the sleek black SUV idling just beyond the diner's employee lot. Their movements were calculated and precise, leaving no trace of their violent actions except for the heavy feeling of brutality that lingered in the air around them.
Only when their SUV disappeared down the side of the diner onto the highway did Ava bolt for her car, her movements no longer cautious but driven by pure adrenaline. The old, beat-up sedan loomed like a lifeline—her only chance to escape.
She fumbled with the door, her hands jittering so violently as she climbed in that the keys slipped from her grasp and clattered into the dark crevice between the seats.
"Come on, come on," she whispered frantically, her voice barely a rasp as panic clawed at her throat.
Her fingers scrambled desperately in the dark until they finally closed around the cold metal. Drawing in a trembling breath, she jammed the key into the ignition and turned it with a sharp twist. The engine roared to life, the sudden noise a shock against the serenity of the night.
She couldn’t unsee it—the scene replayed in her mind on an endless loop. The casual conversation she had served, just like any other late-night table, was now seared into her mind, leaving a bitter taste of regret in its wake. Ethan had sat right there, pleading for his life between sips of coffee, and she hadn’t seen the signs.
As the neon lights of the diner faded in her rearview mirror, she tried to steady her breathing. She drove aimlessly through the empty streets, turning corners at random as if trying to escape a shadow that didn’t exist. The panic she felt clawed at her ribs, a wild, unrelenting thing that made it impossible to think clearly. Her grip on the steering wheel stiffened, her knuckles white as she struggled to compose herself.
Without fully realizing it, Ava found herself driving toward the Sandstone Police Station. Its floodlights cut sharply through the darkness, illuminating the lot with stark precision.
As she neared the station, she slammed the brake. The car’s engine purred beneath her, its continual hum the only thing grounding her as doubt pressed heavier on her chest with every passing second she sat looking at the entrance.
What if they didn’t believe her? Callahan was Nevada’s golden boy—untouchable, shielded by powerful allies entrenched in the public service sector. The thought sent a wave of nausea rolling through her. Her fingers hovered over the keys in the ignition, frozen by the significance of what awaited her inside. She could already imagine the battle ahead, the uphill fight against men like Callahan who would fight to keep their thrones.
Her eyes drifted to her phone resting on the passenger seat. Perhaps the police weren’t the solution. A journalist—someone outside the system—might be the only one willing to dig deep enough to uncover the truth. A name surfaced in her mind—Joseph, or possibly Joshua—something. Just a year ago, he’d made headlines with an exposé that rocked the Sandstone government to its core. As a reporter for the region's largest paper, his reputation preceded him. Maybe she could call his office, recount everything she’d witnessed, and hope it was enough. But what if it wasn’t? What if he asked her to go on record, to step into the spotlight as his source? The thought of her name plastered across national headlines made her stomach twist, a cold sweat coating her palms.
There was a third option—the one that sent a hollow ache coursing through her: doing nothing. She could drive back to her quiet one-bedroom apartment, the space as empty and unremarkable as her life had become. Tomorrow, she could clock in for her shift at the diner, serve plates of greasy eggs to strangers, and pretend none of this had ever happened. She could lose herself in the monotony, just like every other day.
But the image of Ethan’s lifeless eyes wouldn’t let her. Every time she closed her own, those vacant, accusing eyes would be there, a silent reminder of what she had witnessed—and what she had failed to prevent. If she stayed silent, his death would linger like a shadow in the corners of her solitary world, another consequence pressing down on the emptiness of her nights.
She exhaled deeply and finally cut the engine. The silence that followed was deafening, wrapping around her like a confining shroud. The keys quivered in her hand as she pocketed them, her progress slow, as if prolonging the inevitable.
Her sneakers hit the pavement with a dull thud, the sound of her footsteps resonating through the peacefulness. The rustle of tumbleweed in the faint desert breeze seemed to whisper warnings, echoing the cautious voice inside her head.
She hesitated for a moment at the entrance, her fingers hovering over the door handle, dread holding her back. Gathering the frayed remnants of her courage, she pushed open the door, the hinges groaning softly as if protesting her decision.
Inside, the harsh white lights beamed steadily above, emitting a cold glow over the room. The low murmur of voices mingled with the rhythmic clatter of keyboards in the background, creating a constant thrum of activity. As Ava passed the row of holding cells, she glimpsed a few drunks slumped against the walls or sprawled across the floor, their earlier chaos reduced to quiet exhaustion.
The officer at the front desk sat slouched over, shuffling through a stack of paperwork with slow, mechanical movements. The boredom of the graveyard shift hung heavy in the air—a weariness Ava recognized all too well.
As she approached, his tired, bleary eyes flicked up, briefly assessing her disheveled state. Ava's lips pressed into a thin line, her expression carefully balancing exhaustion and composure.
"How can I help you, ma’am?" he asked, his voice a lifeline that anchored her frayed nerves.
"I need to speak to someone," Ava said as she met his gaze.
She paused, choosing her next words with deliberate precision, ensuring they would land with the importance they deserved.
"I witnessed a murder, and Congressman Richard Callahan was involved."



TWO
HEAVY IS THE HEAD
The door to the interview room closed behind Ava, the soft click carrying an unsettling awareness of finality. The intake officer had offered her a fleeting glance as he left—equal parts pity and disbelief—an inaudible rather you than me, lady.
Ava stood rigidly in the cramped, oppressive room, feeling as if she were trapped in a pressure cooker. The frigid air conditioning caused her skin to form goosebumps, and she couldn't help but shiver uncontrollably. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her oversized sweater, desperately trying to cover up her exposed arms. The once wild and untamed curls of her chestnut hair were now tamed into a messy bun, with a few stray strands framing her tear-stained face. Her usually vibrant green eyes were now dull and bloodshot from crying, and her body felt heavy with exhaustion as it threatened to pull her down like quicksand.
The sudden bang of the door slamming open jolted her from her haze. Her heart leaped as she flinched in surprise.
"Dammit," a man muttered under his breath, his face contorted in frustration as he entered the room with an apologetic smile. "This is the room without a stopper. I always forget; sorry about that."
Behind him came a striking woman, her presence magnetic and commanding. Though petite, she carried herself with restrained authority, her eyes sweeping the room with laser precision. They briefly flickered with irritation—perhaps even a touch of embarrassment—at her partner’s clumsy entrance, but her composure never faltered.
Ava’s attention shifted to the man as he walked further into the room. His dark hair was neatly slicked back, and a badge glinted on his belt as he approached with purpose, extending a hand. "Detective Sam Higgins," he said, his tone friendly and surprisingly warm given the hour.
Beside him, the woman’s stare was piercing as it locked onto Ava. "And this is my partner, Detective Evie Chen," Higgins added, a faint smile tugging at his lips as he gestured toward her.
Chen gave Ava a brief nod, her sharp examination locked unwaveringly on her. "Ms. Bedford, thank you for waiting."
"Please, have a seat," Higgins added, gesturing to the chair across the table.
Ava hesitated for a moment, her eyes flicking between the two detectives before she slowly lowered herself into the chair. Her fingers curled around the edge of the seat, gripping firmly as Chen and Higgins settled into their places across from her, their presence both calm and imposing.
Higgins sat with the ease of someone used to managing tense situations. His solid, athletic frame exuded a calm steadiness, while his warm brown eyes locked onto Ava's with a practiced empathy—so deliberate, it felt meticulously crafted to dissolve her unease.
He slid two paper cups across the table toward her. "I wasn’t sure what you’d prefer," he said, his tone considerate. "I grabbed a chamomile tea and a black coffee on the way in. I like both, so I don’t mind which one you choose."
Ava glanced at the cups, hesitating for a moment before speaking. "Coffee, please."
Higgins gave a small nod, picking up the tea and taking a sip before leaning back into his chair.
Ava cradled the remaining cup in her hands, letting the warmth seep into her chilled fingers. For a moment, she concentrated on the comforting heat, grounding herself in the warmth.
Beside Higgins, Chen was a study in quiet intensity. Her leer moved over Ava like a spotlight, taking in every detail. Though she said nothing, the subtle tilt of her head and the precise way her hands rested on the table conveyed that she was already analyzing, piecing together what Ava hadn’t yet said. Together, their contrasting energies filled the room, amplifying the tension that made Ava’s head spin.
Ava sipped her coffee, savoring the warmth and the sharp kick of caffeine as it steadied her nerves.
Higgins leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table, his gaze locking onto Ava’s. When he spoke, his deep baritone voice cut through the silence with a measured authority.
"Ms. Bedford," he began, "we’ve been briefed by the intake officer, and we understand how difficult this must be for you. But I need you to take us back to earlier this morning—step by step. Walk us through everything you remember. No matter how small a detail may seem, it could be important."
The significance of his request seemed to settle in the room, compressing the air between them. Ava drew in a shaky breath, then nodded.
"I was working my usual graveyard shift at the Silver Star," she uttered, her voice low and measured. "It was uneventful, as it usually is after 1 a.m. Tonight was no different… at least, not until right before closing."
Higgins remained silent, his eyes fixed on her, encouraging her to continue.
Ava swallowed, her fingers brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "Three men came in around 3 a.m. and sat in the booth near the back door. The kitchen was already closed, so I brought over a pot of coffee—nothing else to offer them at that hour."
She paused, her focus drifting momentarily to the imposing mirror staring back at her, gathering her thoughts. "When I brought their coffee, their conversation stilled, and I only caught a sentence or two. I left their bill on the table and let them know we’d be closing soon. They didn’t stay long after that; they finished their coffee after a few more minutes, left a twenty on the table, and were gone by 3:20 a.m."
Higgins leaned back slightly, giving her room to breathe, though his eyes remained locked on hers, searching for any flicker of hesitation.
"After closing up, I clocked out at 3:30 a.m.," she continued. "I always leave through the back door since it’s closest to where I park. And that’s when I saw them."
Chen, who had been soundlessly observing, leaned in closer, her sharp eyes narrowing. "The same three men you served earlier?" she asked, her tone probing.
Ava nodded, her voice lowering to a near whisper, as though speaking too loudly might somehow conjure their presence again. "Yes, the same men. They were about fifteen feet from the back door. The diner was already locked and alarmed— so I couldn’t go back in. If I had walked to my car, they would have seen me, and I didn’t want that, so I ducked behind one of the dumpsters and stayed hidden, hoping they’d leave soon."
Chen’s eyes flicked briefly to Higgins before turning back to Ava. "Can you describe the men?" she urged softly, trying to coax more details from her.
"The one who stood out the most was Richard Callahan. You couldn’t miss him—silver hair, that commanding presence. I’ve seen him on TV and in the papers a hundred times. He was the one doing most of the talking."
Her attention fell to her hands as she twisted her fingers together. Her voice grew softer, tinged with a dread that seemed to cling to the air around her. "He called the man they killed by name… ‘Ethan.’ He couldn’t have been more than mid-twenties. And the one who—" Ava’s voice cracked, the words catching in her throat. She swallowed hard, willing herself to continue. "The one who killed him, Callahan called him Victor. He was tall, thin, pale with dark features and piercing blue eyes."
The room was filled with a leaden silence as her words lingered in the air. Higgins leaned back, his expression grim, while Chen quickly jotted down notes, her pen scratching the surface of the notepad with a sense of urgency.
Ava’s eyes were wide, haunted by the images she could still see as clearly as if they were unfolding before her now. "It all happened so fast," she murmured, her voice barely audible. "One moment, they were talking, and the next… he was gone."
Higgins gave her a slight nod, a noiseless acknowledgment of her courage. "You’re doing good, Ava. What were they talking about?" he said softly, though the gravity of what she had witnessed hung oppressively in the air, tightening around them like an unseen vice.
Ava swallowed hard, trying to soothe herself. "Callahan was asking about copies. He kept pressing Ethan, demanding to know where they were. But Ethan insisted there weren’t any. At the table, Callahan told Ethan he needed reassurance, and it shouldn’t be hard to confirm what Ethan was saying."
"And then? What happened after the victim said there weren’t any back-ups?" Chen prompted, leaning in.
Ava’s voice fell to a mutter, her eyes unfocusing as she replayed the scene in her head. "Callahan said Victor had proof that there were. Then he looked at Victor and just… nodded." Ava’s voice broke, her words splintering like glass. "And Victor, he— he…"
The memory clawed its way to the surface, jagged and raw. She could still hear the wet, sickening sound of the blade piercing flesh, the muffled gasp that followed. Her breath hitched as she struggled to push the words out. "He stabbed him, and Ethan just collapsed."
Ava’s hands clenched into fists in her lap, her nails digging into her palms. "I wanted to scream, to do something—but I couldn’t move. My body was frozen like it wasn’t mine anymore. And the blood…" Her voice broke, barely above a whisper now.
Ava shook her head gently, a few strands of hair slipping loose from her bun. "I kept thinking, ‘This isn’t real. This can’t be real.’ But it was. He was gone, and they didn’t even care. Victor grabbed him by the arms—like he wasn’t even a person—and carried him to the car. The trunk slammed shut, and I swear I can still hear it echoing in my ears. That sound, over and over, in my head. Like it’s stuck there."
Chen's expression remained carefully neutral. "You’re certain it was Congressman Richard Callahan? The Republican candidate for the U.S. Senate?" she asked, her voice undisturbed.
"Absolutely," Ava said firmly, meeting Chen’s intense scrutiny. "Without any doubt."
A dense hush settled over the room as they absorbed her words. The importance of her testimony hung in the air, each detail a nail in the coffin of one of the most powerful men in the state.
Ava rubbed her thighs nervously, each word she spoke peeling back another layer of her composure. Reliving the events felt like pulling the danger closer, leaving her raw and exposed.
She took a deep breath and, gathering what little resolve she had left, met Higgins’ steady appraisal. "Alright," she said. "That’s everything I remember."
"Was there anyone else working with you?" Higgins pressed.
Ava shook her head. "The only other person working was David, our dishwasher. He stayed out back the entire time the men were there and never came up front. He clocked out just before they left—around 3:15 a.m. David’s always been paranoid about his truck getting stolen, so he parks in the customer lot at the front of the diner. He called out a quick ‘bye’ from the back, and from my spot at the register, I watched him walk to the front, climb into his truck, and drive off."
Higgins gave a curt nod. "We’ll need his contact information."
"Of course. I can get that for you," Ava replied quickly.
Chen glanced up from her notebook, her pen hovering in mid-air. "What about the diner’s security cameras? Do they record sound as well as visuals?"
Ava sighed in frustration. "We only have one camera; it’s low quality and doesn’t record sound. It’s positioned directly above the register, angled down to capture the cash drawer. It was put in about a year ago after we had an employee caught stealing. I’ve been trying to convince the owner that we need better coverage, but he keeps saying he doesn’t have the money." She paused, her voice tinged with regret. "And since I brought their bill to the table, they won’t appear on the footage anyway."
Chen jotted down Ava’s words. "Thank you, Ms. Bedford. I understand that must have been difficult to tell us," she said, her tone serious but poised. "With someone as powerful as Callahan involved, we need to tread carefully and make sure every step we take is airtight."
Ava’s fingers twisted into the cuffs of her sweater, her green eyes flickering with uncertainty. "So what happens now?" she asked, her voice tense. "Are you going to arrest him and Victor?"
Chen and Higgins shared a look, a brief exchange that spoke volumes but left Ava grasping at the edges of their unspoken communication.
Finally, Chen met her gaze. "We can’t move on someone like Callahan based solely on your statement," she said gently, her voice steady. "And we can’t afford to tip him off that we’re investigating. We need corroborating evidence—something concrete to support your testimony."
Ava nodded, though the weight of their words seemed to settle heavily on her shoulders. "What does that mean for me?" she asked, the fear in her voice unmistakable.
Higgins leaned forward, his expression reassuring. "It means we need to ensure your safety while we investigate. Someone of Callahan's stature and connections… well, we can't take any chances."
Ava's eyes widened. "You really think I'm in danger?"
Chen's voice cut through the tension, sharp and direct. "We have to consider all possibilities. If Callahan realizes you witnessed the murder, he may take drastic measures to protect himself."
"What you've told us is incredibly serious," Higgins added, "we need to move carefully, but quickly."
Ava's hands trembled as she smoothed them over the coils of her bun, her fingers lingering for a moment as if seeking comfort in the familiar.
"You did the right thing by coming forward," Chen said, her tone softening slightly. "But now we need to make sure you're kept safe."
Higgins nodded in agreement. "We have protocols for situations like these. We're going to place you in protective custody immediately. It's not ideal, I know, but it's necessary until we can build a case and make an arrest."
Ava's eyes darted between the two detectives, panic rising in her chest. "Protective custody? For how long? What about my job? My apartment?"
"I know it's a lot to process," Higgins said, his voice mollifying. "But right now, your safety is our top priority. We'll make arrangements for your work, your bills, everything. You won't have to worry about any of that."
Ava's face paled, the reality of her situation crashing down around her. She took a shuddering breath, trying to steer herself. "How…how does this work? What happens now?"
"We’re part of a mutual assistance agreement with other counties across several states," Higgins began, his voice composed and reassuring. "That allows us to relocate witnesses through a specialized protection program. I’ll make some calls, and we’ll move you to a safe location today. You’ll have protection, and we’ll make sure you have everything you need. It’s the best way to keep you safe while we build our case."
"And then what?" Ava asked.
Chen leaned forward, "Then we make the necessary arrests. Your testimony will be pivotal in securing their convictions. But until that happens, we need you somewhere they can’t find you."
Ava swallowed hard, her voice trembling as she asked, "Can I say no?"
Chen’s sharp inspection softened slightly. "You can. But if you do, we can’t promise you’ll be safe."
Ava swallowed hard, her hands gripping the edge of the table for support. "Okay," she said softly, her voice steadier than she felt. "I’ll go into your protection program."
Chen gave a small nod, her expression sincere. "Thank you, Ms. Bedford. We’ll begin making the arrangements immediately."
Higgins inclined toward her, his eyes kind. "You're making the right choice."
Ava managed a faint smile, though her mind churned with unanswered questions and lingering doubts. Trusting them seemed like her only option, but the burden of uncertainty pressed heavily against her chest, leaving her struggling to balance her breathing.
Higgins cleared his throat softly. "We need you to stay somewhere safe today while we finalize arrangements with another county—somewhere other than your apartment. Is there anyone you trust who could take you in, even for a few hours?"
Ava’s stare dropped to the worn tabletop. For a moment, it seemed like she was searching for an answer, but the slump of her shoulders betrayed her resignation.
She shook her head slowly, keeping her eyes fixed downward.
Higgins watched her closely, his expression tinged with understanding. Her answer wasn’t a refusal—it was a discreet revelation. There wasn’t anyone she could ask for help, no one she felt safe enough to turn to. The realization hung in the air between them, heavy and unspoken.
He nodded. "In that case, you can stay here. We’ll set you up in one of our offices with an officer stationed outside," he said, his voice calm. "It’s crucial that you don’t contact anyone about this—not just for your safety, but to protect the integrity of the investigation. If you can give us a list of clothes, medications, or any other essentials, we’ll have a female officer retrieve them from your apartment. You’ll also need to change your voicemail to let people know you’re traveling and may not be able to return messages for a while."
Ava nodded instinctively. Cutting herself off, even temporarily, felt heavier than she’d imagined, but the alternative wasn’t an option.
"Okay," she said softly, a flicker of determination threading through her words.
As the detectives left the room, quiet settled around her, thick and unyielding. Her resolve, so steady moments ago, started to falter under the crushing reality of her decision. Fear curled cold and uncomfortable in her stomach as a single thought clawed its way to the forefront of her mind: What if, even with their help, Callahan finds me?
Surrounded by complete silence, Ava couldn't shake the feeling that the hours leading up to her shift were the last time she would ever feel completely safe again.



THREE
WHATEVER THIS WAY COMES
As the first rays of dawn peeked over the distant mountains, a soft golden light slowly spread over Cedar Falls, a picturesque town nestled in the rugged landscape of western Wyoming.
Lou Harman dismounted from her horse, Dolly, with careful finesse, her muscles aching from their uphill journey.
The crisp morning air was a welcome change from the stuffy warmth of the saddle, sending chills down her spine and invigorating her senses. Each breath she took created wispy clouds of mist in the frigid air, adding to the serene beauty of the scene before her.
Beside her, Dolly stood tall and majestic. Her pure white coat glimmered in the gentle morning sun, reflecting every ray of light that filtered through the thick canopy of trees.
As a light breeze danced through the stable, Dolly's ears flicked back and forth, catching every sound and movement in the surrounding nature. Lou's hand traced a well-worn trail along the sleek, velvety fur of her beloved mare, feeling the warmth and strength emanating from her.
Her slender fingers moved to brush over Dolly's velvety nose as she murmured quiet praises, her voice low and calming. The mare bobbed her head in response, her whiskers tickling the strands of Lou's blonde hair that had escaped her ponytail. For a brief moment, a small smile tugged at the corners of Lou's lips, a rare moment of repose before her day began.
After a quick shower and a change into her uniform, Lou stepped out of the house, letting the screen door slam softly behind her. As she stepped off her front porch, the familiar scents of hay and dew faded into the background. The cool morning air tingled on her skin as she headed toward her truck, its sleek metal exterior reflecting the warm light of the rising sun.
Sliding into the driver’s seat, Lou drove through the tranquil streets of Cedar Falls, where the town was just beginning to stir awake. The sun peeked over the buildings on Main Street, casting a gentle glow over the charming storefronts that lined the road. In the distance, the small police station stood tall and proud with its sturdy red brick façade.
Inside the station, the welcoming aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, its warmth cutting through the lingering chill of the morning. Lou glanced at the clock on the wall as she shrugged off her jacket—its hands hovering just past 8 a.m. The coffee pot, always timed to perfection, had once again delivered her first cup of the day, a small but reliable comfort. Hanging her jacket on the hook, she moved with the ease of routine, stepping seamlessly into the rhythm of what promised to be another long day.
Her gaze settled on the neatly pinned schedule on the corkboard, her impeccably shaped eyebrows knitting together in focused concentration. Every task for the day was outlined with the meticulous precision she relied on to maintain order in her life.
But the steady rhythm of her thoughts faltered as her attention shifted to her desk, drawn by the insistent blinking of a small red light on her answering machine.
With a practiced motion, she pressed play, the familiar mechanical voice filling the air as it announced the messages waiting for her. The digital voices of the callers greeted her ears, their words filling the once-silent space with life and sound.
"Morning, Sheriff, just calling to report some kids loitering by the theater again..."
"Hey, Lou, it’s Bill from the market. Found a wallet, looks like someone passing through must’ve dropped it..."
The majority of the messages blended into the typical rhythm of small-town life—minor worries that could easily be resolved. However, one message stood out from the rest. Its tone was sharp and intense, interrupting the usual flow. It carried a pull that was unmistakably different from Cedar Falls's everyday dilemmas.
Sheriff Harman, this is Detective Higgins from Sandstone, Nevada. I need to discuss our witness protection agreement with you. There is someone who needs to be placed in your custody. Please call me at this number as soon as possible.
Lou’s brow wrinkled, a deep frown carving itself across her face as she replayed the message twice more, just to be sure.
Her hand hovered over the phone, ready to return the call, when the station door swung open, its sound slicing through the noiseless space and drawing her gaze.
Deputy Anthony Dunne stepped inside, his silhouette framed by the soft morning light streaming in behind him. The gentle glow highlighted his muscular build, the rich brown tone of his skin, and the sharp angles of his face. As he crossed the threshold, his presence filled the room with a quiet, effortless confidence. Though his stature and demeanor commanded authority, he exuded an undeniable sense of comfort—a steady, reliable energy, like the warm glow of a lighthouse guiding someone safely to shore.
"Morning, Sheriff," Anthony greeted, his deep voice resonating through the station.
"Morning," Lou replied, watching as Anthony shrugged off his jacket and hung it on the hook next to hers.
The rich aroma of coffee followed him as he crossed the room, his warm smile softening the sharp lines of his face.
"I got you a cappuccino. Millie told me she threw in an extra espresso shot just for you," he said, offering the cup.
"Lifesaver, thanks," Lou said with a grin, taking the cup with a grateful nod. "The pot’s nearly empty, and I haven’t had a chance to refill it yet."
"Shocker," Anthony quipped, his lips twitching as if holding back a full-blown grin. "You were missed last night, by the way. Danny and the others were asking if you’d be joining us."
Lou arched a brow as she took a slow, deliberate sip of her coffee, letting its warmth seep through her. "Oh yeah? What’d you tell them?"
Anthony’s smirk widened, a glint of mischief dancing in his eyes. "That you couldn’t make it because you had a hot date."
"Seriously?" she muttered, her tone dripping with incredulity.
"With a glass of red and a book," Anthony finished with a self-satisfied beam.
"Well, you weren't wrong," Lou admitted with a slight shrug.
"How long are you going to keep making me come up with excuses for why you won't come out with us? There are only so many times that ‘she’s busy’ will fly. I’m going to have to start getting really creative," Anthony said, his arms now crossed over his chest.
"It's not an excuse if it's true," Lou countered casually. "I just felt like having a peaceful night at home."
"You do that every night you’re not working," Anthony pointed out. "They're going to start thinking you don't like them."
"Well, I don't," Lou replied dryly. "And please, feel free to say exactly that the next time they ask."
"Ha ha," he said sarcastically as he reached for the creamer to add to his coffee. When he turned back to face Lou, he noticed her staring intently at her desk, her attention fixed on the blinking light of her landline phone.
Anthony studied her for a moment, his sharp eyes narrowing with tactful concern. "You good? You’ve got that look." To emphasize his point, he ran a hand down his face in an exaggerated gesture.
Lou tilted her head up to meet his eyes, a flicker of a challenge in her expression. "Oh? And what look would that be, Deputy?"
"The ‘fuck me, it’s early and I already want to strangle someone’ look," he shot back without missing a beat. "Not to be confused with the ‘fuck me, it’s early and someone’s already been strangled’ look."
Despite herself, a smile tugged at Lou’s lips. Only Anthony—or her mother, Millie—could break through her tough exterior like that, though she’d never admit it. His ego was already insufferably large.
"It’s the first one," she replied matter-of-factly, "but don’t you dare jinx it into becoming the second."
Anthony chuckled, the sound light and teasing. "Come on, Lou. When was the last time we had a murder in this town? Must’ve been when we were kids, right?"
Lou shot him a sharp, half-serious look. "It’s like you’re actively trying to piss off the universe. What’s wrong with you?"
"Relax, I’m just saying, a little extra excitement wouldn’t hurt."
"Well, be careful what you wish for," Lou muttered, her tone sarcastic enough to catch his attention.
Anthony’s grin faded, his eyebrows lifting. "Okay, now you’ve got me curious. What’s going on?"
Lou hesitated, her fingers tapping lightly against the edge of her desk. Finally, she let out a slow breath. "We got a message from a Detective in Sandstone. He wants to send someone here under the witness protection program."
Anthony straightened, his expression turning more serious. "Okay, and why don’t you seem more excited about it? It could be good for us, it would mean more money in the budget, right? We could actually hire some people to help us out around here."
Lou sighed, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. "Because my dad signed us up for that program when it was him and Cecil running the station. I get why he did it—extra funding, better resources," she admitted, her tone edged with frustration. "But if it had been my decision, I wouldn’t have enrolled us. And honestly? I’m pretty sure my dad strong-armed Cecil into it because he wanted to look good to the higher-ups."
Anthony’s face diffused into something more thoughtful. "I know it’s a lot to take on. But if they’re calling… well, maybe they really need our help."
Lou nodded, rubbing the back of her neck as though trying to ease the burden of the situation. "Yeah, I know. It’s just…" She gestured vaguely around the station. "We’re stretched thin as it is. We don’t exactly have a spare team to cover 24/7 protection."
Anthony’s smile widened, a light confidence radiating from him that made Lou feel, just for a moment, that they really could handle whatever was coming. "Let’s at least hear what the detective has to say. Who knows? Maybe he’ll decide we’re not the right fit and send them elsewhere."
"Alright," Lou said, mostly to herself. "I’ll call him."
Anthony gave a satisfied nod, his grin softening before heading over to his desk.
Lou leaned back in her chair, her fingers brushing lightly over the phone. She took a deep breath, steadying the swirl of thoughts in her mind, then punched in the number. The line clicked after a few rings, and a brisk, authoritative voice answered on the other end.
"Hello?"
"Detective Higgins? This is Sheriff Harman from Cedar Falls," Lou said, her tone professional. "I’m calling about your message regarding the witness protection agreement."
On the other end, there was an audible exhale, a blend of relief and exhaustion. "Thanks for returning my call, Sheriff. I’ve been running into dead ends with other counties—probably because I woke half of them up at home at six this morning." There was a faint chuckle in his voice. "Smart move, listing your office landline instead of your cell."
"Exactly why I did it," Lou replied briskly, keeping her tone firm. "I’m sure you can understand, Detective, that before I agree to anything, I’ll need more details about the circumstances—and the witness."
Higgins' voice dropped to a considerably lower octave as if carefully measuring each word before it slipped from his lips. "I understand your hesitation, but this is a delicate matter," he explained. "I can't go into specifics over the phone, but what I can tell you is that she's a woman in her early thirties. We need a secure place for her to stay while we continue our investigation into a crime she witnessed."
Lou's brow creased in concern, her grip on the phone tightening. "That's not a lot to go on," she remarked with skepticism creeping into her voice. "Am I supposed to take someone in based on that?"
"I know it’s not ideal," Higgins said, his tone calm but resolute. "Please believe me—I’m not being evasive for the sake of it. I can assure you she poses no threat to your town. She’s just a victim of circumstance, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. We’ve explored every option in the surrounding counties, but either they’re at capacity, or they can’t offer the level of seclusion she needs."
Lou exhaled slowly, her thoughts racing as she carefully considered the weight of each word. "Alright," she finally responded, "let's say we do take her into our custody—what kind of timeline are we looking at?"
"Only temporary," he assured her. "Just until we can gather the necessary evidence to secure the arrests and eliminate any risk to her testimony. Detective Chen, my partner, estimates it won’t take more than a few months at most."
The line became inaudible as Lou processed the information, her mind already calculating the logistics and potential challenges that lay ahead.
She turned to Anthony, meeting his gaze for a brief moment before immersing herself once more in her conversation with Higgins.
"We're stretched thin here," she stated bluntly, not wanting to sugarcoat the reality of their current workload. "If this becomes more than we can handle⁠—"
"It won't," Higgins interrupted firmly, his voice unwavering and confident. "I can assure you, she will be no trouble, and I wouldn't ask if I had another option."
Lou shifted her focus to Anthony, who simply shrugged in response. She knew they were both thinking about the added responsibility and risk that came with taking in this witness. But ultimately, it was their duty to protect and serve their community. With a nod in Anthony’s direction, she turned her attention back to the phone. "Okay, Detective, my deputy and I will assume responsibility for her."
"Thank you, Sheriff," Higgins said, his voice carrying a noticeable sense of relief. "We'll be catching a ride with Sandstone PD Air Support and should arrive by late afternoon. If it’s alright with you, we’ll head straight to the station for a debrief."
"That’s no problem. Safe travels, Detective," Lou said simply before ending the call.
She slumped forward on her desk, resting her head on her folded arms as she stared blankly ahead, trying to gather her thoughts.
Her eyes veered to Anthony, who stood leaning against his desk, arms crossed, a faintly bemused expression tugging at his features.
"Looks like we’ve got company on the way," she said, her voice carrying a note of dry resignation.
Anthony’s lips quirked into a wry grin. "Well, this is not what I was expecting when I woke up this morning, but lucky for you, I like surprises."
Lou smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing just a fraction. "Yeah, well, me either, and I hate surprises. Let’s just get things sorted before they arrive. We’ll need a solid cover story and somewhere for her to stay."
Anthony's fingers stroked against the prickly surface of his stubble as he pondered. "What about the bed and breakfast off Main Street?"
Lou considered it but ultimately concluded, "It’s too exposed. It would be like hanging a target on her back. She needs to be out of sight."
"Okay, what about the motel by the highway exit? It's tucked away and normally vacant."
But Lou's shake of the head was quick and decisive. "It would take us at least 30 minutes to get there, and in case of an emergency…"
Anthony nodded in understanding.
There was a brief pause as Lou's mind raced through possible options. "She can stay in my guest house," she finally suggested.
Anthony’s eyebrows shot up. "Your place?"
"Yeah, why is that such a surprise?" Lou asked, her tone defensive.
"You’re serious? It took you three months to invite me over for dinner after you moved in, and now you’re ready to let a stranger crash there indefinitely?"
"For the last time, it took three months because of the renovations! And no, she’s not staying in my house—she’ll be in the guest annex in the yard. It’s private, secure, and close enough for me to keep an eye on her. Plus, I’m twenty minutes from town, far enough to keep her off the radar. Your studio with its single double bed isn’t an option, and neither is my ma’s guest room—I’m not dragging her into this mess. And frankly, I don’t trust anyone else to keep their mouth shut about who she really is."
"Alright, fine," he conceded, eventually agreeing with his partner's logic. "But don't come crying to me when you're stuck playing babysitter 24/7."
Lou's lips curled into a smirk. "Wouldn’t dream of it," she replied coolly, her mind already whirring with ideas and plans. "Now, her cover story. We need one that won't raise any suspicion…"
The usual still atmosphere of the station was replaced by a palpable sense of urgency as the two worked together, determined to prepare for their unexpected guest. The low murmur of their voices filled the air as they strategized and brainstormed, the sound of papers rustling and pens scratching filling the room.



FOUR
OUT OF REACH
Ava stared out the passenger window of the rental car, watching as the scenery transformed from endless stretches of desert highways to the dense forests and jagged mountains that framed Cedar Falls. The air here felt different—crisper, cleaner, almost like it belonged to another country entirely.
Higgins drove with the steady, practiced ease of someone who had seen far too many miles of lonely roads. The silence between them was broken only by the choke of the engine and the occasional crackle of the radio struggling to catch a local signal.
Ava’s fingers dug into the strap of the bag in her lap, her knuckles aching from the force. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the darkness behind her eyelids offered no relief. Instead, it brought the diner rushing back—its greasy feel, flickering neon sign, the smell of burnt coffee, and the muffled hum of the old radio.
She could still see Ethan’s face, the way his features crumpled in shock and pain, blood seeping through his shirt like spilled ink. The sound of his body hitting the ground echoed in her memory, a sickening thud that reverberated through her chest. And then there was Callahan, standing over him with a look of cold detachment, like a surgeon assessing his work. His eyes had leaped toward the dumpster, and Ava had ducked out of sight just in time. She could still feel the force of his stare and the unspoken threat in his sharp features.
Her stomach twisted, bile threatening to rise as she kept her eyes fixed on the passing scenery. The shadows between the trees seemed to shift, every dark space feeling like it concealed a pair of watching eyes. She couldn’t escape the nagging sense that part of her was still back at the diner, buried beneath the bloodstained asphalt.
Breathe, Ava, breathe, she told herself, the mantra repeating in her mind as she fought to keep the rising tide of anxiety at bay. It had been more than 15 years since her last panic attack, and the thought of losing control again after so long only made her chest tighten further. The panic swelled, clawing at the edges of her resolve, threatening to pull her under.
Higgins’ voice broke through her spiraling thoughts, grounding and steady. "You alright over there?" he asked, glancing at her briefly before turning his attention back to the road.
She nodded quickly, even though her heart was pounding against her ribs like a frantic bird in a cage. "Yeah," she lied. "Just exhausted. The mornings finally catching up to me."
Higgins didn’t press her, but the concern in his eyes lingered a beat too long, heavy and unspoken.
Ava turned back to the window, swallowing hard, trying to steady her breathing. She wasn’t sure which terrified her more—the thought of the men who might be hunting her or the apprehension of slipping back into the mental state she’d fought so hard to escape at 18.
The faintest shift in Higgins’s posture pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, his jaw stiffening ever so slightly. The subtle change wasn’t lost on Ava, and her stomach roiled with fear as an unspoken tension settled over the car.
"Something wrong?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
"No," Higgins replied. His tone sounded sure, but his hand gripped the steering wheel a little too hard, turning his knuckles white.
Ava turned to look out the back window, her breath hitching as she spotted a dark SUV a few cars behind them. Its tinted windows revealed nothing, and though it kept a reasonable distance, something about its presence sent a prickle of unease down her spine.
She forced herself to look away, staring at the road ahead, but she couldn’t shake the image of that shadowy vehicle. The hum of the engine seemed louder now, more insistent, like the SUV was creeping closer even though she hadn’t dared to look again.
Higgins clicked the indicator and turned onto a narrow, winding road that cut through the trees. Ava risked another glance over her shoulder. The SUV followed.
Her pulse quickened. "Are we being followed?"
"No," Higgins said firmly, but his eyes crept to the rearview mirror again.
He slowed slightly as they approached a fork in the road, the tires crunching against the gravel. Then, without warning, he veered left down an unmarked path she hadn’t even noticed.
Ava’s stomach lurched as the car jostled over uneven paving. "What are you doing?"
"Testing something," Higgins said, his tone clipped. His awareness swayed between the mirror and the road ahead, his jaw set like a stone.
Ava twisted in her seat, watching as the SUV reached the fork. For a moment, it hesitated, its brake lights glowing red against the green of the forest. Her heart thudded in her chest, each second stretching impossibly long. Then, the SUV turned right, disappearing down the other path.
She exhaled shakily, relief flooding her limbs.
"See? Just another car," Higgins said, his grip on the wheel loosening slightly. But there was no relief in his voice—only the tight, forced calm of someone trying to convince himself as much as her.
He navigated back onto the main road, his eyes still moving to the mirror every few minutes. Ava leaned back in her seat, but the knot in her stomach refused to unravel. The SUV might be gone, but her nerves were still frayed, her mind replaying the hesitation at the fork, the way it had loomed behind them like a predator stalking its prey.
Every sound, whether it be a rustle in the brush or a distant cry of an animal, felt heightened and piercing. Ava fidgeted in her seat, the seatbelt constricting against her chest as if trying to pin her down. Her palms felt sweaty as she gripped the edge of her seat, resisting the urge to look behind them. She knew Higgins wouldn't have an answer for her question about being followed, but she couldn't help but feel a creeping sense of dread.
Finally, breaking the tense silence, Higgins spoke up in a matter-of-fact tone. "Before I forget, Amelia Johnson is your new name from here on out until this is resolved and you can return home." He paused as if expecting some sort of reaction from Ava. When she remained silent, he continued. "The sheriff in Cedar Falls will provide you with a full backstory, but we agreed on the name before we landed."
Ava turned to look at him, momentarily pulled from her anxious thoughts. "Amelia," she repeated, testing out the unfamiliar name on her tongue. It felt like a borrowed identity, like a flimsy disguise that could easily be stripped away. But she supposed it was better than using her real name and risking further danger. And at least it wasn't too far from Ava.
"Just make sure you remember it," Higgins said gently, his eyes remaining on the winding road ahead. "You can’t afford to slip up, Ava—not even once. I really need you to understand how important this is."
She nodded as they continued in silence, the car climbing higher into the mountains, the air growing cooler. Every mile they put between her and Sandstone felt like a thread being pulled tighter, stretching her connection to the life she knew until it felt like it might snap.
Ava pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching as the town of Cedar Falls came into view, nestled in a valley like a secret hidden away from the rest of the world. As they drove down Main Street, Ava took in the quaint independent shops with their painted signs, the wide sidewalks lined with trees, and the clusters of locals going about their routines. She thought places like these only existed in Hallmark movies.
The gravel lot in front of the police station crunched under Higgins' tires as he pulled in. The rust-colored brick building stood tall, its arched windows and grand entrance making it look more like an old post office than a hub for law enforcement.
"Here we are," Higgins said, cutting the engine before turning to her. "The only people who’ll know your real identity are Sheriff Lou Harman and Deputy Anthony Dunne. I gave them a brief overview of your situation, but I thought it’d be best to go over the details in person. You ready to head in?"
Ava hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "As ready as I’ll ever be," she murmured, drawing in a deep, steadying breath before pushing the car door open and stepping out.
The station was quiet, its hum of late afternoon activity subdued. As Ava and Higgins crossed the threshold, a tall, broad-shouldered man rose from one of the desks, his movements purposeful but unhurried.
"Deputy Anthony Dunne," he said, his deep, resonant voice filling the room as he extended a hand first to Ava, then to Higgins. His firm handshake matched the warmth in his smile, and for the first time in hours, Ava felt a glimmer of ease. There was a discreet kindness in his eyes, an unspoken understanding that made her feel a little less like a stranger in unfamiliar territory.
"Thank you for accommodating us on such short notice, Deputy," Higgins said, shaking Anthony’s hand.
"Our pleasure, we’ve been expecting you. Sheriff Harman’s just finishing up a call in the back—shouldn’t be more than a couple of minutes."
Anthony motioned toward a worn but inviting couch near a small coffee table. "Please, make yourselves comfortable. Can I get you something to drink? We’ve got coffee, OJ, or water."
Ava managed a faint smile, "Water, please." She paused, uncertainty falling across her face before she continued, "Sorry, I should’ve introduced myself—that was rude. I’m Ava. I know to everyone else—and even to you and Sheriff Harman around them—I’m Amelia. But when it’s just the three of us, would you mind calling me Ava?"
Anthony’s eyes brimmed with empathy. "No problem, Ava. It’s nice to meet you," he said before disappearing briefly to grab her drink.
Ava lowered herself onto the plush, padded couch, her body still trembling from the adrenaline that had carried her through the past few hours. She let out a shaky breath, her eyes scanning the room. Surprisingly, the station’s atmosphere was cozy—a stark contrast to the sterile, institutional setting she’d anticipated. Instead of a dark space with outdated furniture, she found herself in a spacious room with vaulted ceilings, sleek modern decor, and the soft glow of warm lamps.
The faint creak of hinges drew Ava’s attention, pulling her out of her thoughts. She turned toward the sound as the door to the back office opened. In her mind, Sheriff Lou Harman had always been a rugged, burly, middle-aged man; she never could have imagined her.
The woman who swept into the room exuded a natural authority, her mere presence commanding attention. Each movement was fluid and purposeful, showcasing her statuesque figure. Her uniform, a rich tan, clung to her body like a second skin, accentuating the strength of her shoulders, the fullness of her chest, and the lean lines of her frame. As she strode further into the room, the sunlight caught her badge, flashing like a beacon of power.
She reached up, her fingers deftly removing the Stetson from her head, revealing golden blonde hair perfectly pinned at the nape of her neck. Her hazel eyes scanned the room with discernment so precise it left Ava feeling both exposed and vulnerable. Yet, within that piercing gaze lay a controlled confidence that demanded respect without ever needing to ask for it.
Ava was suddenly and painfully aware of how out of place she must look, sitting stiffly on the edge of the couch, clutching the cushion like a lifeline. Her breath caught—a sharp intake she hoped no one noticed. But Lou’s gaze landed on her, lingering just long enough for Ava to feel the heat rise in her cheeks.
"Sheriff Lou Harman," the woman said, her voice calm but firm as she extended her hand toward Higgins. She watched as he shook the sheriff’s hand, the ease in his demeanor a sharp contrast to her own.
"This is Ava Bedford," Higgins said, motioning toward her.
Lou’s eyes flicked back to Ava, her expression unreadable. "Ava," she repeated. Her glance remained fixed on Ava’s, and for a moment, it felt like Lou could see straight through her. "It’s nice to meet you."
Ava swallowed hard, feeling exposed under that penetrating stare. "You too, Sheriff. Thank you for letting me stay," she said, wincing internally at the way her voice cracked slightly.
Lou’s lips quirked in the barest hint of a smile. "It’s no problem."
Ava's lips trembled as she tried to force a smile. Lou's stare lingered on her hands, balled into fists on the couch cushion, before meeting her eyes again. The lines on Lou's forehead relaxed as she spoke, her voice dropping to a comforting whisper.
"I know this must be overwhelming, but you're safer here with us. We'll do everything in our power to make sure of that," Lou said gently.
Ava nodded, grateful for the reassurance in Lou's words and the solid presence she offered. It reminded her of the sturdy mountains that surrounded Cedar Falls and gave her a sense of stability.
As Lou turned to speak with Higgins, Ava allowed herself a moment to breathe, though her pulse still raced. She didn’t know what it was about Lou—her easy authority, the sharp intensity in her expression, or maybe the way her uniform hugged her frame—but Ava found herself watching her, studying every small movement and inflection.
The sound of Higgins clearing his throat pulled Ava abruptly from her thoughts, and she blinked, the tips of her ears warming as she quickly looked away.
"Why don’t we all sit down and go over the details?" Higgins said, his tone suggesting this was routine, even if it didn’t feel that way to Ava.
She nodded and shifted over on the couch to make room for Anthony, who joined her with a thankful smile.
Lou, now all business, settled into the chair opposite them, her focused expression setting the tone for what was to come.
Higgins leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Alright, so," he began. "Ava witnessed a murder in the early hours of this morning at the diner where she works. Our crime techs combed the scene but found no body or weapon. There were, however, traces of blood. We’ve sent some initial samples to the lab for analysis, but who knows how long that will take? Meanwhile, we’re going through local security footage of the surrounding areas, trying to match the descriptions Ava provided."
Lou’s eyes narrowed slightly. "So why exactly is Ava here, in Cedar Falls? That hardly sounds like a situation warranting witness protection."
Higgins sighed, rubbing his palms together. "Ava believes one of the men she saw was Congressman Richard Callahan."
Ava’s jaw clenched. "I don’t believe it was him. I know it was him."
Higgins raised a placating hand. "I’m not doubting you, Ava. But you know how it is—we have to operate on the principle of ‘innocent until proven guilty.’ That said, having a single witness in a case involving someone as high-profile as Callahan makes your safety our top priority."
Lou nodded, absorbing the information. "Do they know she saw them?"
Higgins shook his head. "We don’t think so. That’s why it’s crucial that no one finds out she’s here. As far as they’re concerned, their crime is still a secret."
Anthony noticed the flash of fear in Ava’s eyes and leaned closer, his voice gentle. "Honestly, the likelihood is they have no idea you were even there. Worst-case scenario, this is just a precaution, and you get to relax in Cedar Falls for a while—maybe even enjoy some of what our little town has to offer."
Ava managed a faint smile, but her eyes shifted to Lou. "And what’s the actual worst-case scenario?" she asked quietly.
Lou met her gaze head-on. "Let’s not go there straight away," she said softly. "We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it."
Higgins nodded in agreement as he turned to Lou. "Did you have time to think about a backstory for Ava?"
Lou leaned back in her chair, her arms loosely crossed. "Yes, we did. Amelia Johnson, you and I are old college friends from West Wyoming University or WWU. Both journalism majors, which is true for me even though my current profession suggests otherwise."
She glanced at Ava, one eyebrow quirking slightly, a flare of dry humor in her hazel eyes.
"After college, you got a job as a junior writer for The San Francisco Times. It's a big tabloid in a bigger city, so big no one’s going to bother verifying if a junior writer’s name is on their website. The story is that your editor sent you here to capture the charm of small-town life for some heartfelt puff piece about how the other half lives."
Lou continued, "The main thing is, you’ve got a reason to be here. If anyone asks, you’re staying with me to save money—print media budgets and all that. Plus, we’re supposedly catching up after all these years of not seeing each other. That’s why you’ll mostly be at the house. But on the off chance the locals see you around, you’re just a journalist doing your job."
Ava nodded slowly, but Lou didn’t miss the glimpse of uncertainty in her expression.
"I get it—this is a lot to take in, and it’s new territory for all of us. But here’s what I can tell you, Ava: Cedar Falls is a wonderful town with great people, and they trust Anthony and me. As long as you stick to the story, no one’s going to dig too deep or question you."
Ava’s lips curved into a faint smile, the weight on her chest lifting ever so slightly. Despite the chaos that had upended her life, she couldn’t deny there was one unexpected silver lining to this new identity—if she had to go into hiding, at least it was in Cedar Falls, a place that somehow felt like both a refuge and a fresh start.



FIVE
BETWEEN THE PAGES
The journey from the station to Lou's property was surprisingly short as they wound through the peaceful streets of Cedar Falls. The quaint houses and tree-lined roads gradually gave way to a narrow gravel path that snaked its way deeper into the secluded countryside. The air was filled with the distant chirping of birds and the gentle rustle of leaves as they passed by fields and forests.
As they rounded the final bend, Ava’s breath caught, and her eyes locked on Lou’s farmhouse as it came into view, tucked into a clearing framed by towering cedar trees. The surrounding fields shone with a golden hue, bathed in the warm, amber light of early evening. It wasn’t grand, but it had a subtle charm—weathered white siding, a wrap-around porch that seemed built for quiet mornings and coffee, and an air of timeless resilience. The diffused glow of the setting sun bathed the property, making it feel almost unreal—a sanctuary pulled straight from a painting.
Lou eased the truck to a stop beside the house and killed the engine. She glanced at Ava, her voice breaking the comfortable silence. "You okay?"
Ava blinked, realizing her hands had been tightly gripping her seatbelt. "Yeah," she said quietly. "Well, no. But as okay as I can be."
Lou nodded, her hazel eyes lingering on Ava for a moment longer. "I’m sure Higgins and Chen will get this sorted quickly. Then you can head back home."
Ava nodded, but a wave of unease washed over her at the thought of returning to Sandstone. She swallowed hard, trying to push down the tightness in her chest. She remained silent, not wanting to break the peaceful atmosphere that surrounded them. The unexpected comfort she felt in this moment, at this place, warmed her from within. It was as if the gentle breeze carried away all her worries and fears, leaving behind only contentment.
Lou studied her for a moment before stepping out of the vehicle. She walked around to the back, pulling Ava’s bags from the truck bed with ease. "Well," she said, gesturing toward the house with a small, reassuring smile, "this is it."
Ava quickly stepped forward. "I can carry those," she insisted, reaching for the bags.
Lou waved her off with a casual shrug, her smile shy. "Don’t worry, I’ve got them," she said, already heading toward the side of the house.
Ava followed closely behind, her sneakers gliding through the grass as her eyes roamed the property. Behind the farmhouse stood a modest annex, its weathered white paint matching the main house. Its windows faced a serene lake that shimmered faintly in the twilight, reflecting the silhouettes of towering cedar trees. A small pier jutted out from the lake’s edge, accompanied by an old boathouse that seemed untouched by time, its tired frame blending into the tranquil scene.
"This is the annex, where you'll be staying," Lou said, gesturing towards the building. "You’ll have all the privacy you need here. It’s like a studio apartment, equipped with all the basic amenities."
As they drew closer, Ava’s inquisitiveness was pulled to a small stable off to the side. In the fenced pasture, two horses grazed lazily. The larger one, with a beautiful dark coat, lifted his head, ears pricking forward to study the newcomer. Beside him, a white mare continued to munch contentedly, unbothered by their arrival.
"Those are Dolly and Cash," Lou said, her tone carrying a hint of pride as she motioned toward the horses. "Cash is the darker one, and Dolly’s the mare."
Ava’s lips curved into a smile. "Big country music fan, huh?"
Lou let out a faint sound—somewhere between a shudder and a groan—betraying her reluctant amusement. "What can I say? My ma let me name them when I was a kid. As a side note, I normally take them out for a ride in the mornings before heading to the station. You might hear us or catch us walking past the annex—it’s just us on the property, so there’s no need to be alarmed."
Ava nodded, her attention shifting to the lake and the horses grazing nearby. "You’re really lucky to have all this." The words hung in the air as she thought of the cramped, lonely one-bedroom apartment she’d left behind in Nevada.
Lou’s expression was inscrutable as she motioned toward the annex door. "Come on, let’s get you settled."
Inside, the space was small but inviting, with a surprising sense of comfort. The living area featured a worn leather couch positioned near a small bookshelf, a modest kitchenette with neatly arranged dishes, and a bedroom that boasted a view of the lake. The bathroom, tucked away in the corner, even had an old claw-foot tub that added a touch of charm.
Lou set Ava’s bags down by the front door before stepping aside, giving her space to take it all in. "You’re the first person to stay here," she said, "I know it’s not much, but I hope it’s okay."
Ava offered a smile, the tension in her shoulders easing for the first time in what felt like days. "It’s perfect, bigger than my apartment in Sandstone," she said honestly, her gaze sweeping over the space.
Lou nodded, "Good, I’m glad. Everything you’ll need is here." She gestured around the annex with a sweep of her hand. "The kitchen’s stocked with groceries to last you a few days, fresh towels and toiletries are in the bathroom, and the bed has clean sheets. There are extra blankets in the linen cupboard in case it gets cold. If you need anything specific, let me know, and I can grab it for you in town."
Ava nodded, her chest tightening with unexpected gratitude. Lou’s demeanor was professional, but the level of care she’d put into the space didn’t go unnoticed.
Lou pulled a small black burner phone from her pocket and handed it to Ava, the cold plastic resting lightly in her palm. "This will be your phone while you’re here," Lou explained. "It’s pre-programmed with my number and Anthony’s. If you need anything—or if there’s an emergency—call one of us immediately."
She paused, her hazel eyes narrowing slightly to drive her point home. "No personal calls, no emails, nothing that could trace you back here. The more off-the-grid you stay, the safer you’ll be. And that means staying in this house unless I tell you otherwise. Understood?"
Ava met Lou’s steady stare and nodded again, the significance of the situation settling heavily in her chest. "Understood," she murmured, her fingers tightening around the phone. The firmness in Lou’s voice was impossible to dismiss, but beneath it lay a quiet, unspoken reassurance that gave Ava a thread of comfort to hold onto.
Lou studied her for a moment longer, her sharp hazel eyes searching for any sign of resistance. "I know it feels confining," she said gently, her voice laced with an undercurrent of compassion. "But everything we’re doing—it’s all to make sure you’re protected."
Ava managed a tentative smile. "I know, and I really do appreciate it," she said sincerely before letting out a small, self-deprecating laugh. "Although, when I clocked out this morning, I can’t say this is how I pictured spending my Friday night."
"Yeah, me either," Lou replied dryly, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at her lips.
Ava playfully cocked her head to the side, her emerald eyes sparkling with curiosity. "So, Sheriff Harman, what does a Friday night in small-town Cedar Falls usually entail? Patrols? Paperwork? Or do you save the excitement for the weekends?"
Lou shrugged nonchalantly, but a faint blush tinged her cheeks. "Not much, really. Maybe catch up on reading or take the horses out for a ride. That's about it."
Ava raised an eyebrow, her smirk widening. "How riveting."
With a wry grin, Lou retorted, "Alright, what exciting endeavors do you typically pursue on a Friday night?"
Ava affected a thoughtful expression. "Oh, you know. A thrilling combination of slinging coffee until 3:30 a.m., taking a hot shower, and passing out on my couch in front of Netflix. Truly living the glamorous life."
"How riveting," Lou deadpanned with a playful glint in her eye. "I can hardly contain my envy."
Ava laughed, the sound light and genuine.
As she wandered around the living space, her fingers trailed absentmindedly along the back of Lou’s couch until her eyes landed on a picture.
"Is this you?" Ava pointed to a framed photo on the wall.
Lou stepped closer, her expression softening as her eyes lingered on the image of a young girl hugging a dark foal. "Yeah, that’s me and Cash when we first brought him home."
Ava's smile widened. "Look how gorgeous he is!" She tilted her head to get a better view of the photo before turning to Lou with a playful glint in her eye. "You look pretty cute, too."
Lou couldn't hide the hint of a grin tugging at her lips. "I agree, he is gorgeous."
"How old were you here?" Ava asked, her brow furrowed in concentration as she studied the photo.
Lou hesitated, her focus shifting briefly to the picture before returning to Ava. "Um…we’ve had him for about 20 years, so I must’ve been 13 or 14."
Ava nodded, her expression thoughtful. "So, that makes you 33? 34?"
Lou raised an eyebrow, her voice dry. "34."
"Nice," Ava said, smiling. "I’m 32, in case you were wondering."
"Don’t worry, I wasn’t," Lou deadpanned with a good-natured eye roll before turning away.
As Ava moved toward the bookshelf, Lou followed, her curiosity piqued. Ava trailed her fingers along the spines of the neatly arranged books, each one carefully selected and perfectly aligned, a small reflection of the person who had chosen them.
"You don't keep your books in the main house?" Ava asked, tilting her head inquisitively.
"I do," Lou replied with a small smile. "But these are the ones I've finished. I thought you might want them here in case you got bored and wanted to do some reading."
Ava leaned in closer, inspecting the titles with greater care. "Huh…" she murmured, her eyes scanning over the many novels on display.
"What?" Lou asked, moving closer to see what had caught Ava's attention.
"Nothing," Ava said coyly, though her impish grin gave her away. "I just didn't peg you as a romance reader. You strike me more as a thriller woman."
Lou scowled playfully, running a hand through her blonde locks. "Who says I can’t be both?"
Ava turned to face her fully, leaning against the shelf. "Alright then, Sheriff. Recommend me one."
"What kind of books do you usually go for?" Lou asked, studying Ava for a moment before turning back to the books.
"Well," Ava began, tapping her chin in mock contemplation, "normally, I’d say a good murder mystery. But after the last 24 hours…"
Lou nodded in understanding. "Fair enough. There’s still plenty to choose from. I have romance, sci-fi, historical fiction, fantasy, and even some biographies."
Lou’s finger traced along one of the books on display—Becoming by Michelle Obama. "In fact, this was the last book I read."
Ava's immaculately groomed eyebrows shot up in surprise, her lips parting slightly. "Oh wow, you're not kidding when you say you have everything. Did you enjoy it?" Her voice was light, but there was a subtle hint of inquisitiveness behind it.
"I did, very much," Lou replied simply.
Ava nodded, her expression thoughtful. Lou could sense a question lingering just behind her eyes, wanting to spill out.
"What?" Lou asked, her voice low.
Ava hesitated for a moment, then plunged ahead. "Feel free to tell me it’s none of my business, but… does that mean I can assume you’re a Democrat?"
Lou straightened. "I am," she said, her voice steady with quiet conviction.
Ava let out an audible sigh of relief, her shoulders relaxing as tension visibly drained from her body. "Oh, thank God," she muttered, almost to herself.
Lou folded her arms and cocked an eyebrow. "Let me guess, you assumed because I’m a sheriff in a red state that I must be a die-hard MAGA supporter?"
Ava opened her mouth to respond, but Lou wasn’t finished. "I hate to break it to you, Ava, but Nevada flipped red, too."
Ava blushed, feeling a wave of embarrassment wash over her cheeks. "No, that’s not what I meant at all," she quickly clarified. "It's just that Callahan is a Republican congressman and likely to become a senator soon. And, well…"
Lou’s arms uncrossed as realization hit her. "And you’re worried about how that lines up for me?" she said quietly.
Ava hesitated before nodding. "I wouldn’t want to put you in a position where you felt torn between your job and your beliefs."
Lou’s expression softened, her hazel eyes steady. "That’s very considerate of you, Ava. But there’s no conflict here. If Callahan did what you say he did, he doesn’t get a free pass because of party affiliation."
Ava let out a shaky breath, her tension easing a little. "Let’s hope the people who disagree with you don’t figure out where I am."
Lou stepped closer, bending slightly to meet Ava’s gaze, her voice resolute. "I promise you, Anthony and I will do everything in our power to keep you safe. We’re on your side."
Ava held Lou’s gaze, the warmth of the moment settling between them like a quiet understanding. She exhaled softly, a small, almost shy smile touching her lips.
Lou returned the smile before glancing toward the bookshelf. "So, have you made up your mind about the type of book you want to read?"
"Hmm," Ava mused, placing her hands on her hips as she studied the bookshelf again, a mock-serious expression on her face.
Lou mirrored her pose, raising an eyebrow.
"If I say romance," Ava began, glancing at Lou from the corner of her eye, "what’s the likelihood you have something that isn’t about a heterosexual couple?"
Lou’s head turned slowly to look at her. "You want to read about a gay couple?"
"Gay, trans, bi, lesbian, asexual," Ava clarified, ticking the identities off on her fingers. "Basically, any letter of the LGBTQIA+ alphabet that isn’t a cis man and woman. I like a little excitement in my reading."
Lou smirked. "And if I were to hand you an action-packed, thrilling romance about a straight couple—with sharks, espionage, and skydiving? That’s not exciting enough for you?"
Ava dramatically faked a yawn, covering her mouth with exaggerated flair. "So boring. Come on, Sheriff. I know you’ve got it in you to surprise me with something better than that."
Lou crossed her arms, her smirk growing, "In the main house, maybe. Give me a chance to get some books together, and I’ll get back to you."
Ava's eyes lit up at the prospect. "Alright, I'll hold you to that," she chuckled. Turning back to the bookshelf, her fingers brushed over the spines as she searched for the perfect read. After a moment of deliberation, she selected a well-loved paperback with a woman's face shrouded in darkness on the cover, her vivid red lips standing out against the shadows. "In the meantime, I think I'll start with this one."
Lou glanced at the title and nodded approvingly. "Good choice. That's one of my favorites."
Ava grinned, clutching the book to her chest. "I had a feeling it might be. The spine's practically cracked in half."
Lou shrugged, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "What can I say? I'm a sucker for a good read."
Ava smiled, the corners of her lips lifting gently as her eyes met Lou's. The warmth in those eyes was mirrored in Lou's gaze, a silent understanding passing between them.
But then, with a gentle clearing of her throat, Lou broke the spell. "Well, I should probably head back to the house." She moved towards the door, her steps measured and purposeful. "Remember, if you need anything⁠—"
"I've got your number," Ava finished, holding up the burner phone.
Lou nodded, her hand on the doorknob. "Good. And Ava?" Her voice softened slightly. "Try to get some rest, okay? I know it's been a hell of a day."
Ava’s shoulders slumped, the pressure of the day pressing down on her like a heavy blanket. "Trust me, the second my head hits the pillow, I’m out. At this point, I’m running on pure adrenaline and caffeine—not much else holding me together."
With a final nod, Lou stepped out, closing the door behind her. Ava listened to the sound of her boots crunching on the paving, growing fainter as she walked away.
Left alone in the quiet of the annex, Ava took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She looked around the cozy space, from the homemade blanket draped over the couch to the selection of succulents lining the kitchen window. Despite the circumstances that had brought her there, she couldn't deny the sense of peace that seemed to permeate the air.
She moved to the window, watching as Lou's figure disappeared into the main house. The sun had mostly set now, leaving the sky awash in fiery hues of burnt orange that slowly deepened into twilight. As Ava watched the last remnants of color fade into darkness, a cascade of emotions surged within her—fear and uncertainty but also a strange sense of hope.
With a sigh, Ava retreated to the bedroom, setting her bag on the floor and quickly unpacking the essentials. She changed into her pajamas, grateful for the fleecy fabric against her skin after such a long day. Climbing into bed, she opened the book Lou had recommended and let the story draw her into another world. But before she could finish the first chapter, sleep claimed her, and the book fell forgotten at her side.



SIX
HEADS WILL ROLL
Each morning, as the sun filtered through her bedroom window and the birds sang their lively symphony, Ava couldn't help but feel a sense of suffocation. The once charming scenery of Cedar Falls now felt dull and lifeless to her, its beauty fading with each passing day.
Her guest house, which had once been a sanctuary, now felt like a claustrophobic prison. The walls seemed to close in on her, smothering her with their unyielding presence. No matter how much she tried to escape or distract herself with music or books, the restlessness within her only grew stronger.
To make matters worse, Lou was rarely around. As the town sheriff, she was always busy with work, leaving Ava wondering where she could be. The only sign of her presence was the patrol truck parked outside late at night, a bittersweet reminder that Lou was nearby. But by then, it was too late for Ava to seek her company.
She tried to find solace in the serene beauty of the property, with its tranquil lake and rustling leaves. But even that had lost its charm for her. The repose that had once brought peace now felt restrictive, closing in on her like shadows swallowing the last trace of light.
Anthony had stopped by a few times to check in, usually while Lou was working her shift at the station. Once, he stayed for dinner, bringing a brief but much-needed reprieve. For a few hours, the quiet was replaced by easy conversation and his warm humor, filling the annex with a sense of normalcy Ava hadn’t realized she craved. But the moment he left, the emptiness crept back in, sharper than before. The isolation wasn’t just physical—it was visceral, gnawing at her with every passing hour.
This morning, the oppressive stillness had become unbearable. Ava paced the small guest house, her frustration simmering until it boiled over. She snatched up her phone, her thumb hovering over Lou’s number before pressing it again, even though she knew it was futile. Lou had been crystal clear after the last interruption, her abrupt words still ringing in Ava’s head like a reprimand she couldn’t escape.
Lou, clearly in the middle of writing someone a ticket, had snapped:
"Ava, if this is about the spider in the shower, a ‘suspicious’ pigeon on the roof, or — God help me — the ‘ghost cat’ again, I will lose my shit. Text me. Emergency calls only. And no, the dishwasher making weird noises does not qualify as an emergency!"
But once again, Ava’s message went unanswered, leaving her stewing in her growing frustration. She glanced toward the kitchen, a wry thought creeping into her mind. Maybe if a bear magically appeared in there, Lou would finally pick up. That’s an emergency, right? Even Lou couldn’t ignore a grizzly bear shifting through her kitchen cupboards, surely.
With a deep exhale, she dialed Anthony next. The phone rang and rang before dumping her into voicemail.
"Fine," she muttered under her breath, the word heavy with bitterness. Clearly, neither of them planned to check in today.
A spark of defiance ignited within her. If they wanted her to sit quietly and be forgotten, they were sorely mistaken. She wasn’t some burden to be hidden away without a second thought. Pulling on her jacket and grabbing her sunglasses and baseball cap, Ava made a split-second decision: she was done waiting around.
Slamming the door behind her, Ava stepped onto the gravel path in the yard, the satisfying crunch of stones underfoot matching the rhythm of her irritation. She marched toward Lou’s boathouse, where she’d spotted an old bicycle during her restless wanderings. It wasn’t much to look at—its paint was chipped, and the chain had seen better days—but it still worked just fine.
Wheeling it out, she swung her leg over the frame and began pedaling down the road that led to town. The repetitive motion of cycling, combined with the open expanse of green fields stretching around her and the jagged mountains cutting into the horizon, slowly chipped away at her frustration. The crisp, clean air filled her lungs, and with each push of the pedals, the tension in her chest eased just a little more.
For a fleeting moment, Ava let herself forget everything—the danger, the suffocating isolation, the unanswered messages. Out here, with the open road ahead and no one to tell her otherwise, she felt a taste of something she hadn’t had in a week since she arrived: freedom.
By the time Ava reached the edge of town, she was breathless but exhilarated. Cedar Falls unfolded before her like a scene from a postcard—quaint and idyllic, with a picturesque promenade lined with charming shops and colorful awnings. Locals strolled leisurely, exchanging pleasantries that blended into the soft hum of small-town life. The tranquil atmosphere was worlds away from the relentless noise of Sandstone, and for the first time in days, Ava felt her shoulders begin to loosen.
Spotting a cozy coffee shop tucked between two boutiques, she steered toward it, resting the bike against one of the sturdy trees lining the street. The warm, inviting aroma of freshly brewed coffee beckoned her inside, where she ordered an iced coffee. The first sip was blissful, its cool sweetness a soothing balm after the ride. Ava chose a seat by the window, letting the gentle chatter of passersby and the golden sunlight streaming in wash over her. For a moment, she allowed herself to sink into the quiet, the rhythmic clinking of cups and the low hum of conversation wrapping around her like a comforting cocoon.
But the peace didn’t last.
Ava’s solitude was quickly shattered when she noticed two older women sitting a few tables away. One of them caught her eye and exchanged a knowing glance with her companion before rising gracefully from her seat. Her scarf, adorned with delicate flowers, added a pop of color to the room, and her warm smile could have melted the ice cubes in Ava's coffee. The clinking of ceramic and murmured conversations faded into the background as the woman approached with an air of kindness and curiosity.
"Hello there," the woman said, her tone as welcoming as her expression. "I don’t believe I’ve seen you around before."
Ava blinked, momentarily caught off guard, but their curiosity felt harmless, almost comforting. She returned the smile. "Hi," she said. "I’m Amelia."
The second woman, her silver hair pinned up in an elegant twist, joined her friend with equal enthusiasm. "Amelia! Such a lovely name. I’m Alma, and this is Constance. Do you mind if we sit with you?"
Before Ava could answer, Constance added, "You looked like you could use a bit of company, dear. And around here, we always make time for new faces."
Ava couldn’t help but smile softly, gesturing to the empty seats. "Please, go ahead."
As the women settled into their chairs, Alma wasted no time leaning forward, her keen inspection pinning Ava. "So, Amelia, what brings you to Cedar Falls? We don’t get many new faces around here."
Constance nodded, her expression one of curiosity wrapped in disarming charm. "Yes, we’re dying to know."
Ava smiled politely, willing her voice to stay composed under their scrutiny. "I’m just here for a story," she said lightly. "I’m working on an article about small-town life—the people, the community, the pace of it all. Cedar Falls seemed like the perfect place to dive in."
"A writer?" Alma echoed, her eyes narrowing slightly. "How fascinating. What kind of stories do you write?"
"Human interest, mostly," Ava replied, her tone casual. "People’s lives, their experiences. I like to find the heart in the little things."
"Well, you’ve certainly picked the right town," Constance said, her smile widening. "Plenty of heart here, that’s for sure. You must have interviewed a few folks by now. Does anyone stand out?"
Ava hesitated for half a beat, then smoothly deflected. "I’m still soaking everything in, trying to get a feel for the town before delving into the interviews. Sometimes it’s about the atmosphere as much as the people."
"Well, that’s a smart approach," Alma said, taking a sip of her latte. "So, where are you staying while you’re in town?"
"Oh," Ava replied casually, though her heart raced. "I’m actually staying with Lou Harman. We met back in college, and when I mentioned I was looking for a small town to write about, she offered to let me use her guest house."
Alma and Constance exchanged glances, intrigue flickering across their faces. "Lou, huh?" Constance said with a grin. "Didn’t take her for the type to have college friends dropping by."
"She’s not the most social sort," Alma added, her tone curious but warm. "How’d you two end up friends?"
Ava smiled, settling into her practiced explanation. "We were in a study group together. Lou was serious and focused, and I was… well, let’s just say I needed someone to keep me on track. She was that person for me. We stayed in touch over the years, and when I told her about my article, she insisted Cedar Falls was the perfect place to write it."
"That sounds like Lou," Alma said, nodding. "Always dependable. She must think highly of you to open up her space like that. How’s it been so far? Sharing space with her?"
"Oh, it’s been great," Ava replied, a little too enthusiastically. "She’s been helpful, showing me around and introducing me to some of the quirks of small-town life. She’s definitely given me a unique perspective for the article."
"Well, we’re lucky to have someone like her here," Alma said, her tone warm and approving.
Ava nodded, her smile polite, though her mind raced for a way to shift the focus off herself. "She’s been wonderful," she agreed quickly. Then, with an easy tilt of her head, she added, "But enough about me—tell me more about Cedar Falls. What’s life like here?"
The change in topic worked seamlessly. Alma and Constance lit up, their excitement palpable as they launched into tales about the town’s hidden gems and close-knit community. They spoke about their local cooking club, their weekly knitting circle, and even the best spots for homemade pies and antique hunting.
"You must come to our book club meeting next week," Alma said, leaning forward, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. "We love fresh perspectives, and I have a feeling you’d fit right in."
Ava smiled, nodding along, but her focus wavered as something outside caught her attention. Her breath hitched when she saw a familiar figure—Lou, unmistakable in her uniform—striding down the street. Her movements were purposeful, her expression focused and intent, scanning the surroundings with the precision of someone on a mission.
Ava’s heart jumped into her throat. Without thinking, she ducked her head, angling herself behind Constance and Alma.
Alma tilted her head, curiosity evident in her expression. "Everything alright, Amelia?"
"Fine!" Ava said a little too quickly. "Just, uh, looking for a receipt I dropped earlier. I need to keep track of all my expenses while I’m here."
Constance chuckled knowingly, leaning in with a mischievous glint in her eye. "I’m surprised a big paper like The San Francisco Times didn’t just give you a company card. You could have bought us all a working lunch," she teased.
Ava forced a laugh, but her stomach twisted when her eyes darted up and locked with Lou’s through the glass. The sheriff’s face was unreadable, but the intensity in her eyes told Ava everything she needed to know: she’d been caught. Oh, shit.
Within seconds, Lou pushed open the door to the coffee shop, her expression calm but her movements purposeful. "Amelia," she said smoothly, her voice carrying the same steady authority that always sent a shiver down Ava’s spine. "I found those archives you needed for your article. They’re at the station. Do you want to walk back with me, and we can grab them?"
Ava swallowed hard, forcing a strained smile onto her face. Now wasn’t the time or place to argue. "Of course," she said, her voice a touch too cheerful as she turned to Alma and Constance. "Thank you for keeping me company. It was lovely meeting you both."
She had barely finished speaking when Constance’s face lit up with excitement, her voice carrying an unmistakable note of mischief. "Sheriff!" she exclaimed, her smile widening. "Why didn’t you tell us your friend was in town? You’ve been holding out on us!"
Lou’s lips curved into a tight smile, "Well, Constance, you know how journalists are—always holed up, writing the day away. I didn’t think you’d get a chance to meet her."
"Nonsense," Alma chimed in, her expression one of cheerful insistence. "We’ve already invited Amelia to our next book club meeting. I can’t believe you didn’t bring her along last week! Seems like the perfect opportunity for her to meet the locals and get a real sense of small-town life."
Lou’s intense glare flicked to Ava, who promptly avoided her gaze, staring down at her empty coffee cup as though it held all the answers to life’s problems.
"Oh, did you now? That’s very kind of you," Lou replied, her voice saccharine. She turned her attention fully to Ava, raising an eyebrow. "And what did you say, Amelia?"
Ava gulped, her voice faltering. "I said I’d love to join."
Lou’s smile tightened further, her tone taking on a subtle edge. "Huh. Well, I’ll be. I didn’t think you’d have the time. I know how busy you are."
"Uh, yeah… you’re right, maybe I should—" Ava began to backtrack, only for Constance to cut in with a swat to Lou’s arm.
"Lou Harman, don’t be so rude! I know your ma raised you better than that."
Lou let out a stiff sigh. She forced a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. "Fine, I’ll bring Amelia along with me on Tuesday."
"That’s more like it," Constance said with a pleased nod, oblivious to the tension thickening the air.
Lou’s stare shifted back to Ava, her tone turning cool and businesslike. "My lunch break’s almost over. If you want those records, you’d better grab them now."
Ava offered a smile to Alma and Constance, but her eyes silently begged them for rescue: Please don’t send me off with the scary sheriff. She’s going to kill me, probably death by coffee grinder, just for the extra dramatic flare.
"Have fun, you two!" Alma said, completely missing Ava’s plea.
Lou gestured toward the door, her expression making it clear there was no room for negotiation. "Let’s go, Amelia."
After a long goodbye with Alma and Constance—one Ava hoped would give Lou time to cool off—they stepped out onto the sidewalk.
The moment they were out of earshot, Lou’s calm façade cracked. "You have no idea how reckless that was," she said, her tone low, the words slicing through Ava like a knife.
Without waiting for a response, Lou strode ahead, forcing Ava to keep up as they walked the short way back to the station in tense silence.
As they approached the tree-lined path, Lou suddenly came to a halt. She took a few steps back, her eyes fixated on something near the trees: the bike. Her steps faltered as she looked intently between Ava and it.
"Is that my grandma’s antique bike?
The one my grandpa gave her as a present on their wedding day?"
Ava hesitated, taking a deep breath before replying sheepishly. "That depends. You wouldn’t happen to have two antique bikes stashed in your boathouse, would you?"
Lou’s eyes narrowed, her expression simmering with quiet fury. Without another word, she gripped the handlebars firmly and marched off, her steps decisive.
Outside the station, Lou paused briefly, cradling the cherished bike as if it were made of glass. Carefully, she secured it in the back of her truck before standing still, her jaw tight.
The second they stepped inside and the door clicked shut, Lou spun on her heel, her hazel eyes blazing. "What the hell were you thinking?" she snapped, her voice no longer restrained. "You were supposed to stay at the house!"
"I know, but⁠—"
"But nothing, Ava!" Lou’s voice rose, her frustration spilling over. "Jesus, are you really that stupid?"
Ava’s jaw tightened, heat rushing to her cheeks. "Excuse me?"
Lou didn’t back down, her tone clipped and unforgiving. "I’ll take that as a yes."
Ava drew in a slow, deliberate breath, her voice trembling but controlled as she said, "Sheriff, I know I should have told you⁠—"
"Do you even understand the position you’re in? Or the risk you’ve just put yourself—and this town—in? You can’t just waltz onto Main Street like you’re on some kind of vacation!"
Ava’s fists clenched at her sides. "I’m not an idiot. I took precautions so I wasn't recognized. I just needed⁠—"
"What you needed," Lou interrupted, her voice colder now, "was to follow instructions. You’re not just endangering yourself. You’re making my job a hell of a lot harder."
"I tried to tell you, but you weren’t replying to my messages, and Anthony wasn’t answering my calls," Ava said, her voice small but steady.
"Because we’re busy, Ava!" Lou snapped, her voice cutting through the room like a whip as she threw her hands in the air. "Goddammit, you think you’re the only person who needs something from us?" Frustration colored her words, her tone rising. "Anthony and I police this entire county on our own. Sure, it’s not as big as Sandstone, but it’s just the two of us handling everything—from traffic accidents to truancy to deaths. Look around you! We don’t have government offices or even a hospital—the nearest one is in the next county. It’s us, Ava. Me and Anthony."
Lou reached up, yanking off her Stetson and haphazardly chucking it onto her desk in a rare moment of unrestrained irritation. She took a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling as she visibly tried to collect herself. The silence that followed was deafening.
After a moment, Lou’s gaze flicked to the Stetson where it lay, her frustration giving way to a flicker of guilt. She crossed the room without a word, picking up the hat with a surprising gentleness that stood in stark contrast to her earlier outburst. Carefully, almost reverently, she walked over to its designated hook by the door. Her fingers brushed the brim, adjusting it until it hung perfectly.
Turning back toward her desk, Lou's voice was sharp and direct. "Do you think your texts about being bored are cute? That I’ll drop everything to rush home and keep you entertained?" Her voice cracked ever so slightly, betraying the weight of what she carried, but she didn’t stop. "The text you sent me earlier, asking what time I’d be home? I was at Mrs. Nelson’s house when you sent it. I sat with her for forty minutes, waiting for an ambulance to arrive and take away her husband’s body. He died of a heart attack right in front of her."
Her voice faltered, anger giving way to the raw pain lurking beneath. The shift in her tone was subtle but unmistakable, and it filled the space between them with something heavier than words.
Ava froze, her heart sinking. "Lou, I’m sorry. I really am. That must have been awful."
Lou wiped at her face as if trying to erase the tears that had started to fall. "Mr. Nelson was my high school math teacher," she said, her tone quieter now but no less raw. "When someone dies here, it’s not just a name in a report."
Ava stepped closer, placing a tentative hand on Lou’s arm. "I can’t pretend to know what that’s like, but… I can imagine how hard it is. I’m sorry."
But Lou recoiled from the touch as if the gesture had burned her. Her hazel eyes narrowed. "Don’t," she said, her voice low and icy. "I need you to stop being so goddamn childish," Lou hissed, stepping closer, her presence towering over Ava. "This isn’t a game. Are you going to follow the rules going forward, or do you need to be relocated to another county for protection?"
Before Ava could respond, the door to the station creaked open, and Anthony walked in, his eyes flicking between the two women. "Whoa, what’s going on here?"
"Nothing," Lou muttered, backing off. "I’ll let you handle her, Anthony. I’m going back out on patrol." Without another glance at Ava, she strode out, leaving the door swinging behind her.
Anthony watched her leave, then turned to Ava with a gentle smile. "C’mon, I’ll give you a ride back," he said, his tone soft.
As they drove, Ava stared out the window, her thoughts swirling with guilt and frustration. "Thanks for the ride," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. The sound of tires crunching gravel filled the silence between them, but she couldn’t help noticing how the early afternoon light softened Anthony’s features, muting the sharpness of his demeanor.
"Of course. I’m sorry I missed your call," he said, his voice tinged with regret. "It’s been… a day."
"Yeah, I know," Ava replied, her lips twitching in a faint attempt at a smile. "Lou already chewed me out about interrupting it. I’m sorry."
Anthony let out a small chuckle but didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he paused, his expression thoughtful as he carefully chose his words. "Lou—she’s just trying to do right by everyone in this town, you included."
His words lingered in the air, carrying a quiet depth Ava couldn’t unravel. She stole a glance at him, but his focus remained on the road, his expression calm and composed.
When they reached Lou’s property, Anthony pulled up to the annex and gave her an encouraging smile. "Try to cut her some slack, alright?"
Ava nodded, offering a weak smile in return. "Yeah. Thanks, Anthony."
As she watched his car disappear down the driveway, a strange mix of emotions settled over her. Turning to face Lou’s house, she felt a shiver ripple through her and not from the cool breeze.
Anthony’s words echoed in her mind, and she couldn’t help but wonder if his understanding of Lou ran far deeper than mere professional respect. There was something unspoken in his tone, a history she wasn’t privy to.
The thought drew her in, like a puzzle she couldn’t resist piecing together. Whatever secrets lay within these walls—and within Lou herself—Ava was starting to realize she was becoming more compelled to uncover them.



SEVEN
THE DEVIL'S IN THE DETAILS
Asharp and urgent knock jolted Ava from her restless sleep. It had been days since Lou had caught her in town, and the only contact since had been Lou's curt, mandatory "just checking you're still alive and at home" calls.
The knock came again, louder this time, reverberating through the small guest house like a sudden clap of thunder. Ava's heart leaped into her throat, the sound shaking her fully awake. Her mind raced, fear gripping her chest like a vice, suffocating and paralyzing.
She bolted upright, the closed curtains and dim glow of the bedside lamp casting long shadows across the room. The light seemed to flicker and dance as her trembling hands fumbled for her phone, its familiar shape slipping against her clammy palms. What if it’s him? What if they’ve found me? The thought was a cold dagger twisting in her gut. Callahan’s threats echoed in her mind, and Victor’s shadow loomed large in her memory, suffocating her with dread.
The knock came again, sharp and insistent, rattling the doorframe. Ava flinched, her pulse roaring in her ears. She managed to pull up Lou’s number, her fingers clumsy and frantic on the screen. The line rang once, twice—each second stretching into an eternity.
She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to steady her spiraling thoughts.
The phone rang twice more before Lou’s voice cut through, calm and steady as ever. "What’s wrong?"
"There’s someone banging on my door," Ava whispered urgently, her voice barely audible over the thudding of her pulse.
There was a pause, and then Lou said, "Yeah, that’d be me. Are you going to let me in, or should I keep knocking?"
Ava exhaled sharply, the adrenaline draining from her body, leaving behind an odd mix of irritation and relief.
"For fuck sake, Lou, you scared the hell out of me!" she snapped, throwing off the blanket tangled around her legs and launching her phone on the bed.
She stomped to the door and yanked it open, her annoyance already obvious.
Lou stood there, unbothered by the outburst, dressed in workout clothes and clutching a large thermos. Her expression was a blend of unreadable calm and mild confusion, as though Ava’s reaction was completely out of proportion to the situation.
"Morning," Lou said casually.
"What the hell was with the aggressive knocking?" Ava yelled, her breath uneven as she tried to calm herself.
Lou tilted her head slightly. "Aggressive? That was a totally normal knock, Ava."
Ava's voice was filled with frustration and lingering panic as she bit out, "You realize I’m in witness protection, right? People are probably trying to kill me. So forgive me for thinking your loud knocking was something more sinister."
Lou paused, her expression softening as Ava’s words sank in. She gave a slow nod, her tone gentler. "Fair point," she admitted. "Alright, how about this—let’s come up with a knock. Something only we know, so you’ll always recognize it’s me."
Ava’s brow furrowed as she considered the suggestion, and then her lips slowly curved upwards. The lingering panic from moments ago dissolved, replaced by a spark of playful defiance. "I’ve got it," she declared, rapping out a rhythm on the doorframe: dah-dah-dah-dah, dah-dah-dah, ending with a sharp, deliberate beat.
Lou tilted her head, squinting at Ava, "Is that… Shania Twain?"
"Yep, first seven beats of Man! I Feel Like a Woman," Ava said triumphantly, folding her arms like she’d just solved a major case.
Lou let out a groan, but the corner of her mouth twitched upward. "Fine. But if you ever tell Anthony that’s how we greet each other, I’m denying it."
"Deal," Ava said, as she leaned against the doorframe, finally starting to relax. "Now, why are you here aggressively waking me up at—" she glanced at the clock on her oven, "seven in the morning?"
Lou’s expression shifted, her usual no-nonsense demeanor returning in full force. "The other day, you were reckless. Wandering into town like that? You put yourself at risk."
Ava opened her mouth to protest, but Lou raised a hand, stopping her before she could say a word. "Hold up," Lou said firmly, her hazel eyes locking onto Ava’s. "I’m not here to argue, and I’m not here to lecture you." She paused, her tone easing just slightly. "I just need to know—do you know any self-defense?"
Ava hesitated, and then a small quirk of her lips followed. "Does watching The Karate Kid count?"
Lou’s brow quirked. "Wax on, wax off?"
"Exactly," Ava replied, crossing her arms in mock confidence. "I’m basically a black belt in Miyagi-Do."
Lou sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Alright, so no actual self-defense experience."
"None that doesn’t involve a catchy montage," Ava admitted with a shrug.
Lou folded her arms, her expression settling into something more serious. "Well, we’re about to change that," she said. With a quick nod toward the clearing outside, she added, "Get dressed. You’re about to get a crash course in self-defense."
Ava blinked, caught off guard. "Wait, right now?"
"No time like the present," Lou said, her tone serious enough to cut through Ava’s disbelief. "If you insist on ignoring rules, I’d prefer not to have to worry about you walking straight into trouble. Now, hurry up. I’ll be outside."
Before Ava could respond, Lou spun on her heel and strode off, her trainers scuffing along the path as she disappeared into the early morning light.
Ava stood in the doorway, the chill of the morning air biting at her bare feet. Annoyance bubbled up in her chest, but it was quickly followed by something else—a flicker of gratitude, reluctant but undeniable. As much as Lou’s commanding tone grated on her nerves, Ava couldn’t help but admit that maybe—just maybe—Lou had a point.
After joining her, Lou led her away from the annex, the two of them trekking into the woods that bordered the property.
The silence stretched between them, broken only by the rhythmic crunch of leaves and twigs beneath their feet. The morning air was crisp, and the scent of cedar mingled with the earthy smell of the forest.
After a few minutes, Lou slowed her pace and glanced back at Ava. "I owe you an apology for how I spoke to you at the station," she said, her voice quieter than usual.
Ava shrugged, her lips twitching with dry humor. "It’s fine. Only someone stupid would stumble into a murder involving a Nevada congressman, right?”
Lou stopped abruptly, reaching out to lightly grasp Ava’s arm and turn her around. Standing in front of her, Lou’s hazel eyes grew tender, reflecting something Ava hadn’t expected: regret.
"No, Ava. You are not stupid, and none of this is your fault," Lou said resolutely, her voice steady but apologetic. "That morning with Mr. and Mrs. Nelson hit me harder than I expected. It’s not an excuse for what I said or how I acted, but the truth is—his death upset me, and I let it get the better of me. I lashed out, and you didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry."
Ava met Lou’s gaze, the sincerity in her words soothing the ache in her chest. "It’s okay," she said in a quiet voice, though it wavered slightly. "Yeah, being called stupid stung, but… I get it. If I were in your shoes, I probably would’ve called me worse—maybe even a whole string of colorful four-letter curse words."
Lou’s shoulders relaxed slightly, her hazel eyes searching Ava’s. "Do you think maybe we could start over?"
Ava beamed, extending her hand with a playful flourish. "Ava Bedford—animal lover, carb enthusiast, Gemini, and currently serving an indefinite sentence in witness protection."
Lou’s lips tugged up at the corners as she reached for Ava’s hand, her grip firm but gentle. "Louisa Harman—book lover, closet The Great British Bake Off enthusiast, Pisces, and currently serving an indefinite sentence protecting a very stubborn witness in witness protection."
"Louisa, huh? I like that," Ava said, her grip still firm around Lou’s hand.
"What, you think my ma took one look at me and thought I looked like a Lou?" she teased, arching an eyebrow.
"No, smart ass. I thought maybe Louise. But Louisa suits you. It’s… softer."
A rare flush of color crept into Lou’s features as she gently let go of Ava’s hand. "Thanks."
Ava tilted her head, her expression turning mischievous. "Although, I’m really sorry our fresh start has to begin like this."
Lou frowned slightly, her brow furrowing in confusion. "Like what?"
"With me kicking your willowy ass," Ava shot back, her grin widening. "You may want to reconsider this newfound friendship."
Lou burst out laughing, the sound breaking through the heaviness like sunlight filtering through the trees. "We’ll see about that," she said, motioning for Ava to follow as she led them to a small clearing bathed in dappled light.
A few mats were laid out on the ground, their bright blue color standing out against the earthy tones of the forest floor. Lou turned to face her, crossing her arms over her chest.
"Alright, Sheriff, be honest," Ava said, stepping closer. "Why’d you bring me all the way out here? If you wanted to kill me, you could’ve just shipped me back to Sandstone and had Callahan do it for you."
Lou’s sharp stare pinned her in place, indignation hardening her gaze. "Not funny, Ava."
Ava shrugged, her lips twitching into a half-smile. "Dark humor is how I cope. Let me have this."
Lou let out a heavy sigh, running a hand through her blonde hair. "The only space big enough for these mats back at the house is in the yard, in view of the stables. I don’t want Dolly or Cash thinking I’m in danger and getting spooked."
Ava’s eyes narrowed playfully. "Oh, so you admit it—you think I can kick your ass."
Lou’s lips twitched, but she kept her composure. "No, I think Cash would assume you’re attacking me and charge straight at you. Dolly would probably be indifferent."
Ava raised her hands in surrender. "Fine, fair point."
Lou stepped onto the mat, her movements fluid and deliberate. She gestured for Ava to follow. "Come on. Let’s see if you can keep up."
Ava grinned, rolling her shoulders as she stepped onto the mat next to Lou’s. "Oh, I’m ready. Show me what you’ve got."
Lou scoffed as she pulled her hair back into a no-nonsense ponytail, the motion accentuating the sharp angles of her features. The edge was tempered only by the quiet patience shining in her hazel eyes.
"Self-defense isn't about brute force," Lou began, her tone steady and devoid of any emotion that didn't serve the purpose at hand. "It's about awareness, strategy, and using your opponent's energy against them. First, we'll start with the basics—stance and balance." Lou demonstrated, feet planted firmly apart, knees slightly bent, the embodiment of readiness. "You need a solid foundation before you can defend yourself."
"Like this?" Ava asked, mirroring Lou's stance with an earnestness that was endearing in its imperfection.
Lou nodded approvingly, though her eyes were as observant as ever, missing nothing. "Close," she said, "but keep your knees slightly bent, and center your weight. If you’re too rigid, you’ll be easy to knock over."
Ava adjusted her stance, her movements awkward but determined. She could feel Lou’s eyes on her, scrutinizing every shift of her body. The intensity of Lou’s focus made Ava’s skin prickle, but she pushed the self-consciousness aside, trying to concentrate on the task at hand.
Lou circled her slowly, her movements fluid and controlled. "Remember," she continued, her voice steady, "self-defense is about control. You don’t need to overpower anyone. You just need to disrupt their balance, redirect their force, and use it against them."
Ava nodded, swallowing hard.
"Let’s see if you can hold your ground," Lou said, her tone suddenly challenging.
Before Ava could react, Lou reached out, a swift and deliberate shove aimed at her shoulder. Ava stumbled but managed to catch herself, feet sliding but not losing contact with the mat.
"Better," Lou said, a speck of approval in her voice. "But you need to stay rooted."
Ava frowned, brushing her shoulder. "Rooted? Like a tree?"
Lou nodded. "Exactly. Think of a tree in a storm. The branches might bend and sway, but the roots? They dig in, holding firm no matter how hard the wind blows. That's you. Your feet are the roots. They anchor you and keep you steady. The rest of you can move, adjust, even bend, but if you lose those roots, you're done. Now plant them, and don't let me move you."
Ava reset her stance, determination flashing in her green eyes. This time, when Lou moved, Ava was ready. Lou’s push was forceful, but Ava braced herself, resisting the momentum and staying upright.
A small, almost imperceptible smile tugged at Lou’s lips. "Good. That’s really good."
Ava couldn’t help but grin, a spark of triumph lighting her expression. It was the first genuine connection she’d felt with Lou since that first night in the annex, and it felt nice.
"Alright, let’s move on," Lou said, stepping back to give Ava some space. "We’ll start with a simple move to break free if someone grabs you from behind."
Ava nodded, her playful expression fading into concentration as Lou moved behind her and wrapped her arms securely around Ava’s chest.
This close, Ava couldn’t help but notice the scent of Lou’s citrusy perfume combined with the subtle trace of coconut shampoo. It was distracting—too distracting. Her focus slipped entirely. Fantastic.
"What are you waiting for?" Lou’s voice broke through the haze, patient but laced with expectation.
"Uh… sorry," Ava stammered, clearing her throat as she scrambled for a plausible excuse. "Could you run that by me again? It’s still a little early for my non-caffeinated brain to function." Smooth save, right?
Lou sighed and released her, walking over to her thermos. "Here," she said, handing it to Ava.
Ava took the thermos gratefully, gulping down the coffee like it was life-saving medicine. "Thanks."
Lou crossed her arms, watching her with a raised eyebrow. "What I said was, if someone attacks you from behind, the first step is to unroot them, to throw off their balance. For men, it’s as simple as a downward punch to the groin, then a sharp uppercut to the nose. After that, you run—fast and far—to safety."
"Right, got it. Punch the dick, break the nose, run like hell. Simple enough.”
Lou smirked, the faintest glint of mirth in her hazel eyes. "Think you can manage it, or should I grab you a second thermos?"
Ava shot her a playful glare. "And what if it’s a woman?"
Lou arched an eyebrow, her tone laced with skepticism. "Callahan? Send a woman? Please. He hates us."
"Oh, I know," Ava said with an exaggerated sigh. "I’m thinking ahead—for when I get home and have to fend off the handsy women at the club."
Lou snorted, covering her amusement quickly, "Oh? Do you have to fight them off with a baseball bat normally?"
"Some nights!" Ava replied with exasperation, placing a dramatic hand on her forehead.
"Well, never let it be said that my teaching isn’t universal. With some minor tweaks, this will work for women just as well," Lou quipped. She walked over, plucked the thermos out of Ava’s hands, and tugged her purposefully onto the mat.
Lou’s arms wrapped around Ava’s chest again, securing her in a practice hold. Ava inhaled deeply, trying to focus on the lesson, but the scent of Lou’s perfume mixed with the warmth of her presence made her brain stutter for just a moment.
"So," Ava said, her voice a touch too casual, "you’re not even a little surprised that I’m fending off the women and not the men?"
Lou let out a low, rich chuckle, the sound resonating against the back of Ava’s neck and sending an uninvited shiver down her spine. "No, Ava," Lou said, her tone filled with wry certainty. "Based on the fact that you told me straight people are boring the day we met, I’m not even a little surprised."
"I meant they’re boring in literature! You and Anthony are fine!" Ava retorted.
Lou raised an eyebrow, her lips curving as she grabbed Ava’s wrist and angled her arm so Ava’s elbow pressed against Lou’s stomach. "Who said I’m straight, huh?"
Ava’s head whipped around so fast she accidentally smacked into Lou’s nose with a loud crack. Lou stumbled back, a hand shooting up to her face.
"Shit!" Ava gasped, her eyes wide as she rushed over to Lou. "Oh my God, are you okay? Let me see!"
Lou tilted her head back, her expression a mix of surprise and pain as she pinched the bridge of her nose. "I think we’re done for the day," she muttered, her voice slightly nasal from the impact.
"Fuck, Lou, I’m so sorry," Ava said, her voice full of guilt as she hovered nervously.
Lou waved her off, wincing slightly. "That’s one way to get a woman off you."
Ava barked out a nervous cackle, her face still a shade of red. "Not exactly the self-defense move you were teaching."
"Effective, though," Lou joked despite herself.
Without missing a beat, Ava snatched Lou’s thermos and slipped an arm around her waist, steering her toward the house. "Come on," Ava said, flashing a grin to soften the moment. "Let’s get some ice on that nose before it swells up to rival Cash’s. Not sure you could pull off the big nose look as well as he does."
Lou didn’t protest as Ava led her back to the annex. Lou’s persistent sniffling was the only sound breaking the tension.
When they reached the small living room, Ava gently guided Lou onto the couch, her worry etched into every movement.
"Stay there," Ava said decisively, darting into the kitchenette. She rummaged through the freezer, her hands shaking slightly from adrenaline as she grabbed a bag of unopened frozen peas and a clean dishcloth. A moment later, she returned to the couch, her expression focused as she knelt in front of Lou and handed her the makeshift ice pack.
"Here," Ava said delicately. "Hold this."
Lou pressed the peas against her nose with a wince, her eyes narrowing slightly at the cold.
Ava perched herself on the edge of the coffee table in front of Lou, leaning closer. "Let me see."
Lou hesitated but eventually pulled the ice pack away, tilting her head back slightly.
Ava studied her nose carefully, her expression intent. "Okay," she murmured after a moment. "The bleeding’s stopped."
Lou nodded, "Well, that’s a start. Good to know I won’t bleed out from a headbutt."
Ava huffed out a small laugh, her warm breath filling the quiet space between them as her fingers gently traced the bridge of Lou’s nose. "Does this hurt?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Lou winced slightly, the twitch of her expression betraying her discomfort. "Only a little," she muttered, her tone gruff but laced with a hint of vulnerability.
Ava tilted her head, studying Lou’s face with the seriousness of someone who wanted to get it right. "And here?" she asked, her fingers shifting slightly to the side of Lou’s nose.
Lou sucked in a swift breath, "not really."
"Hmm," Ava murmured, her tone thoughtful as she continued her careful examination. "It’s not broken, I don’t think. Just bruised. Do you want to go to the ER and get it checked just in case?"
Lou shook her head vehemently. "No. I trust you, and it doesn’t feel broken either, just tender. Did you study medicine or something?"
Ava carefully dabbed at the dried blood around Lou’s nose with the dishcloth. "No, but I always wanted to," she said. "When I was a kid, I was obsessed with Grey’s Anatomy and Scrubs."
Lou chuckled, the sound low and warm even as she pressed the ice pack gingerly against her nose. "That’s adorable," she said.
Ava grinned faintly. "Yeah, and then in high school, I started sneaking medical journals out of the library. I’d read them cover to cover. I even started fact-checking Scrubs and Grey’s for all the wrong medical info. It drove my friends nuts.”
"Oh wow, so you were really into it," Lou said, her voice tinged with genuine admiration.
"Yeah," Ava said with a small nod. Her expression turned wistful as she adjusted the bag of peas over Lou’s already swollen nose. "I was."
Lou studied her for a moment. "So, what happened?" she asked, her words slightly muffled around the makeshift compress.
Ava hesitated, her eyes meeting Lou’s for a fleeting moment before dropping to the floor. When she spoke, her voice was hardly above a murmur. "I got into NNU to study biology. I had it all figured out—I was going to get my undergrad and then go to med school." She paused, her fingers fidgeting nervously. "It was just me and my mom growing up. My dad was never in the picture, and we didn’t have any family in the area. Mom worked so hard at a job she hated just to make sure I could have that chance."
Lou tilted her head slightly, perceiving the significance behind Ava’s words.
"She died in a car crash when I was 18," Ava said timidly, her voice tightening as the words lingered in the air between them. "It was just a few months before I was supposed to start college. She’d been working a late shift and was on her way home when it happened. It had been raining relentlessly for days, and the roads were already slick. That night, a brutal storm hit, and a pileup on the highway meant she never came home."
Lou lowered the bag of peas, instinctively leaning closer as if to comfort her. But before she could say anything, Ava gently took her hand and guided it back into place. "Hold that there," Ava said lightly, her lips curving into a forced smile.
"I was planning on living at home while I studied," Ava continued, her voice steady but distant, as if she were recounting someone else’s life. "Mom was so proud when I got accepted. She told me I didn’t have to worry about rent or bills—said I could use my part-time waitressing job at the Silver Star to cover things like textbooks, equipment, and anything else I’d need."
Lou stayed silent, sensing there was more.
"But when she died… without any life insurance or much saved up, the bank eventually foreclosed on the house. I had nowhere to go, so I took on full-time shifts at the diner to afford a studio apartment." Ava let out a dull, bitter laugh. "So much for med school. Anyway," she added quickly, waving a hand, "that was almost fifteen years ago. I’ve made my peace with it."
"Ava…" Lou’s voice was low, laced with genuine sorrow. "I’m sorry you had to go through that."
Ava shrugged, her lips tilting upward in a way that lacked conviction. "It is what it is.”
"Did you ever look into any scholarships or grants?"
"Of course. I applied to every single one I was eligible for and got rejected from all of them." Ava sighed, a hollow sound that barely masked her frustration.
Lou winced at Ava’s bluntness but didn’t try to sugarcoat her response. "You deserved better."
Ava met Lou’s gaze for a moment, surprised by the intensity in her tone.
Ava gave a slight nod, one that didn’t quite banish the lingering sadness. "Life doesn’t always work out the way we plan, right?"
"No, it doesn’t," Lou said softly, her voice steady but warm. "But it sounds like you’ve been fighting to make the best of it anyway, and that counts for something."
Ava held Lou’s eyes for a moment before her lips twitched up ever so slightly.
"What about now? Could you look into it again as an adult?"
A shadow crossed Ava’s face before she looked away. "Lou, can we talk about something else, please? I’ve moved on and dwelling on what could’ve been doesn’t change anything—it just sucks."
Lou nodded, sensing the finality in Ava’s tone. "Sure, sorry," she said, standing and walking towards the front door.
"Wait!" Ava called, her voice more surprised than commanding. "I didn’t mean you have to go."
A hint of amusement played on Lou’s lips as she adjusted the ice pack on her nose. "I know. Thank you for checking and tending to my wounds." She tilted her head toward the door. "Get some rest, and meet me outside later—let’s say… six?"
Ava groaned theatrically, tossing her head back. "Please, for the love of all that is holy, not more sparring. I really like hanging out with you, but I cannot survive another round of wrestling today, Lou. And, frankly, neither can your nose."
"No more sparring," she said with a light shake of her head. "I was thinking you’ve earned yourself a night out. You did great today, and besides…" Her eyes glinted with a knowing look as she tilted her head. "Alma and Constance have been asking about you nonstop. If you suddenly vanish, they’ll start poking around and stirring up even more drama over your sudden disappearance. At least this way, you’ll have me with you—just in case."
Ava’s eyes widened in surprise. "Wait, you mean… like, out? In town?"
Lou nodded. "Yep. We’re going to Millie’s Diner for some food."
Ava grabbed Lou’s arm as she turned to leave, her gaze narrowing suspiciously. "Hold on. This isn’t some kind of pity dinner because of what I told you about my mom, is it?"
Lou’s brow furrowed, her expression instantly serious. "Not at all. Dinner at the diner was always part of the plan for today. Consider it my way of saying ‘sorry for being an asshole the other day’—and maybe a chance to acknowledge that you’ve been cooped up too long and could use a change of scenery. Because despite the circumstances that brought you here, I want you to be happy in Cedar Falls, Ava. And if that means I need to safely loosen the reins, just a little, then I will."
Ava studied Lou’s face, searching for any hint of insincerity but finding none. Slowly, a grin spread across her lips, bright and unguarded. "Alright, Sheriff. Looks like you’ve got yourself a date."
Lou rolled her eyes, though the vague glimmer of enjoyment in her expression betrayed her. "Let’s not get ahead of ourselves," she said dryly. But as she turned to leave, Ava caught the subtle curve of a smirk tugging at the corner of Lou’s mouth.



EIGHT
MEMORIES DON'T LIVE LIKE PEOPLE DO
The door to Millie’s Diner swung open with a groan, the peeling teal paint and rusted handle betraying its age.
A rush of crisp evening air followed Lou and Ava inside, carrying with it the distant drone of the bustling street outside.
The homely glow of vintage lamps enveloped them, bathing the room in a soothing, golden light. Ava inhaled deeply, the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the buttery sweetness of pastries wrapping around her like a comforting embrace.
Beneath the gentle hum of conversation and the rhythmic clink of utensils on porcelain, a retro jukebox in the corner crooned mellow 60s classics, its nostalgic melodies weaving seamlessly into the atmosphere.
As they ventured further into the diner, Ava noticed the red-checkered cloths adorning each table, small bursts of charm that added to the inviting coziness of the space. The walls were lined with framed pictures of what Ava assumed were locals, caught chatting joyfully or enjoying meals at the very tables she now passed.
For someone accustomed to the sterile monotony of the Silver Star, Millie’s felt like stepping into another world—an idealized, almost dreamlike version of what a diner should be. It was brimming with character and a quiet sense of belonging that Ava hadn’t realized she was craving.
"Your usual booth’s ready, Lou," a voice called.
Ava turned to see an older woman stepping out of the kitchen, moving with the kind of practiced grace that spoke of years spent tending to this diner and the people who passed through it. Her silver-streaked hair was pinned back neatly, and her smile, framed by lines of laughter and time, seemed to carry the sway of countless cherished memories.
"Thanks, Ma," Lou replied.
That single syllable—Ma—was filled with a tenderness that caught Ava completely off guard. It was a side of Lou she hadn’t seen before, and something about it stirred an unfamiliar warmth deep in her chest.
Millie’s expression faltered as her focus landed on Lou’s face. She stepped closer, cupping Lou’s cheeks with hands that were both gentle and commanding. "Good Lord, what have you done to yourself?" she demanded, tilting Lou’s chin to better inspect the swelling around her nose and the faint purple shadows beneath her eyes.
"It’s nothing, really. I’m fine," Lou replied, her tone brushing off the concern as though it were no more than a passing breeze. "It looks worse than it is."
"I didn’t ask how it feels," Millie shot back, her sharp expression narrowing as she scrutinized Lou further. "I asked what happened. Don’t tell me it was that boy—what’s his name? Billy-something?"
Lou shook her head, a wry tone coloring her voice. "Ma, that boy is now 34 and moved to Ohio with his parents after high school."
"Well, I’ll never forget the day you came home after fighting with him," Millie said, her voice shifting to something wistful, a hint of pride woven into her exasperation. "Bruised from head to toe, but you wouldn’t admit you’d lost."
Lou smirked, tilting her head toward Ava with a teasing spark that seemed to challenge her to react.
Ava met the look with a curious arch of her brow. "Fighting, huh? Didn’t expect that from you, Sheriff."
Lou shrugged, a dry edge creeping into her tone as she held Ava’s glance. "Billy was picking on Anthony for being one of the only Black kids in our school. I got sick of Anthony having to hear it every day."
Ava’s expression brightened, a hint of admiration glinting in her eyes. "Well, thank God Billy never tried grabbing you from behind. We both know how that would’ve ended."
Lou ducked her head, a small, self-deprecating smile tugging at her lips, but Millie tilted her chin back up with practiced ease, her no-nonsense demeanor firmly intact. "Well?" she demanded, her sharp gaze flicking between them like a judge presiding over a trial.
Ava swallowed, bracing for the inevitable scolding. "It’s my fault, Mrs Harman," she said quickly. "I told Lou about some guys getting handsy with me back home, and she kindly offered to teach me some self-defense. Let’s just say I misjudged the distance during a demonstration and, uh… accidentally head-butted her."
Millie’s stern expression held for a beat before dissolving into laughter, her hands releasing Lou’s face. "First of all, honey, it’s just Millie, please. ‘Mrs. Harman’ makes me sound like I’m one bad day away from a retirement home. Second…" She turned to Lou with a grin. "I’m glad someone finally knocked you down a peg," Millie joked, a sly curl tugging at her lips. "It was getting downright boring listening to Anthony gripe about how you mop the floor with him every time you two hit the gym."
Lou groaned, shaking her head. "He needs to let it go already."
Ava smirked, casting Lou a sidelong look filled with wry admonishment.
Millie reached up, patting Lou’s cheek with a maternal affection that cushioned her mocking tone. "I’m glad you’re alright, honey. And, if I’m being honest, I think Anthony is probably thrilled to finally have an excuse to bow out gracefully now that you’ve got a new partner in crime."
Lou tried to keep a straight face, but one glance at Ava was all it took to break her resolve. A laugh slipped out, and before long, Ava was joining in.
Linking her arm through Ava’s, Millie guided them toward a secluded table in the corner, away from the hustle and bustle, her hands smoothing invisible creases on her apron with a maternal fussiness that seemed more habit than necessity.
Millie handed Ava a menu and said, "Alma and Constance haven’t stopped singing your praises. I’m thrilled Lou finally brought you around, Amelia." Her expression lit up like the sun breaking through clouds, and Ava couldn’t help but mirror it.
"It’s lovely to meet you as well," Ava said, feeling a little shy under the older woman’s thoughtful gaze. "You have a wonderful place here."
Millie beamed at Ava, her tenderness creating an instant sense of ease. "Thank you, I’ll bring you ladies out the specials. And don’t you worry, Amelia, we’ll make sure you get the full Cedar Falls experience."
As Millie walked away, Ava’s attention shifted between mother and daughter, drawing invisible lines that connected the sharpness of their cheekbones, the curt nod of acknowledgment, the unspoken language of shared DNA.
The flutter that seized her chest took Ava by surprise. It was a strange sensation, this sudden awareness of Lou, intensified under the scrutiny of familial resemblance. She observed the warmth in Lou's eyes, an echo of Millie's, and felt an inexplicable pull towards the stoic sheriff who had spent the morning teaching her how to guard her body against threats unseen.
Their server, a boy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, set down two steaming mugs of decaf coffee with a hint of shyness before retreating to the counter.
Ava wrapped her hands around hers, letting the heat seep into her chilled fingers.
Lou leaned back in the booth, her gaze flicking to Ava with a trace of amusement. "I was thinking on the drive over," she began, "we need to establish something."
Ava raised an eyebrow, taking a cautious sip of her coffee. "And what would that be?"
"A safe word," Lou said.
Ava nearly choked on her drink, sputtering as she set the mug back on the table. "A what?"
Lou’s lips curved into a smirk. "A safe word," she repeated, her voice calm, even amused. "For emergencies. If we’re ever in a public situation and something feels off, you say it, and I’ll know we need to leave—or that you’re in trouble."
Ava blinked, the unexpected practicality of the idea catching her off guard. "Oh. Okay"
She glanced around the diner, her gaze darting from the red-checkered tablecloth to the gleaming silver coffee machines. Finally, she zeroed in on the dessert display case, where a vibrant pastry took center stage, its glossy filling glinting under the heat lamp.
Her lips lifted slightly. "Cherry pie."
Lou tilted her head skeptically. "Cherry pie?"
"Yep," Ava replied without hesitation. "It’s perfect, I hate cherries, loathe them. I wouldn’t touch cherry pie if it was the last dessert on Earth. There’s no way I’d ever say it unless something was seriously wrong."
Lou studied her for a beat, a glimmer of mirth lessening her sharp expression. "Hmm," she leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table, her voice dropping to a mock-serious tone. "Alright, cherry pie it is. But if you ever do decide to say it, make sure it’s nowhere near my ma. She’ll assume you want a slice and won’t rest until she’s watched you choke down every last bite."
Ava’s laughter rang out, the sound comfortable and unrestrained, drawing a small, genuine smile from Lou. It was a moment of levity, a shared humor that felt like a private joke in the bustling snugness of the diner.
Grinning, Ava raised her coffee mug in a toast. "Deal. Here’s to cherry pie—and to hopefully never needing to say it."
Lou’s lips arched into a smirk as she clinked her mug gently against Ava’s. "Cheers to that."
Ava took a sip, savoring the warmth before placing her mug down. Her gaze met Lou’s, a hint of curiosity in her eyes. "So, Sheriff, I told you my story earlier. Now it’s your turn."
Lou raised an eyebrow, her tone taunting. "What do you mean? I’m an open book."
Ava rolled her eyes playfully. "Oh, sure. A real page-turner," she goaded. "Fine, let me start you off: you studied journalism, right? So why aren’t you working at The San Fran Times with me?"
The teasing note in Ava’s voice didn’t mask her genuine interest, and she didn’t miss the subtle way Lou shifted in her seat, her smirk faltering for just a moment.
"I, uh… I never actually finished my degree," Lou said, her tone casual but laced with an undercurrent of something Ava couldn’t quite place.
Ava’s light tone shifted immediately. "Oh. We don’t have to talk about it if it’s a sensitive topic."
Lou shrugged, glancing briefly out the window before returning her attention to Ava. "There’s not much to say," she said, her tone matter-of-fact. "My dad passed away, so I came back home to take over at the station and step into his role as sheriff."
Ava’s brow furrowed, her voice quieter now. "I’m sorry. That must’ve been a lot of pressure to put on you, especially so young."
Lou’s lips pressed into a tight line. "Like you said earlier, I’ve made my peace with it."
"Still," Ava pressed gently, "a twenty-something taking over a police station? That’s huge."
Lou’s lips twitched faintly as she shook her head. "Thankfully, I didn’t jump straight into the role. My dad’s deputy, Cecil Bunnell, took over as acting sheriff for a couple of years while I worked my way up. I learned everything I could—one day at a time. When I turned 26, Cecil retired to Florida with his wife and their two hounds. And, well…" She spread her hands in a shrug, a hint of pride in her tone. "Here I am."
"Wow," Ava said, shaking her head in disbelief, "26 still feels so young to take all that on."
Lou leaned back, a small, knowing smile playing at her lips. "It wasn’t so bad. When I came home from college to join the department, Anthony quit his job at the hardware store and signed up with me. We went through training together, side by side, and he’s been with me ever since."
"You two are really close, huh?" Ava asked.
Lou nodded, affection carved into her features. "He’s been my best friend since elementary school and stuck with me through everything. My ma likes to say he’s the son she always wanted."
"That’s lovely," Ava said, her voice full of sincerity. She hesitated, then lowered her head sheepishly. "I have to admit, though, for the longest time, I thought you and Anthony were, uh… you know."
Lou blinked, confused. "Were what?"
Ava cleared her throat awkwardly. "Together."
The realization hit Lou like a freight train, and a sudden burst of sound escaped her lips, so full and unexpected that Ava jumped in her seat. Lou slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle it, but it was no use. Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes as she tried to regain her composure.
"Oh God," Lou finally managed, wiping her tears. "You thought Anthony and I were—no, absolutely not. Never. Never ever." She shook her head, a fresh wave of amusement bubbling up. "He’s practically my brother, and besides…I’m very much into women."
Ava’s cheeks reddened, embarrassment written plainly across her face. "Oh. Well, that clears things up," she stammered, nervously tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "I mean, during training, I thought maybe you were hinting at something, but you never explicitly said…"
Lou smirked, her voice tinged with amusement. "Sorry. It must’ve been the blood pouring out of my nose that distracted me from clarifying. God, thank you," Lou said, leaning back in the booth, her chuckles subsiding. "I haven’t laughed like that in forever."
"Laughter’s free, Sheriff," Ava quipped, her voice light. "But the pleasure was all mine."
Lou’s features softened, her amber-flecked gaze locking with Ava’s and lingering. The silence that followed wasn’t awkward—it was charged, filled with something unspoken but not unwelcome. For the first time in a long while, Ava didn’t feel the urge to fill the quiet. They simply sat there, the bustle of the diner fading into the background as if the rest of the world had momentarily slipped away.
The spell was broken only when Millie bustled over, balancing several plates as she set them on the table with practiced ease. The aroma of a homemade meal filled the air, making Ava’s mouth water.
"So, Amelia," Millie began, her voice as comforting as the quilted booths they sat in, "Are you liking Cedar Falls so far?"
There was a melody to her words, a cadence that spoke of years spent soothing furrowed brows and calming restless hearts.
"More than I ever expected," Ava admitted honestly, casting a brief glance at Lou. "It’s… growing on me."
Millie’s face lit up, her tenderness radiating like a ray of sunlight. She gave Ava’s shoulder a motherly pat. "That’s what I like to hear. Has anyone taken you to the trails by the creek yet? They’re stunning this time of year," she said, the suggestion hanging in the air like an olive branch, bridging the gap between guest and community.
Ava hesitated, sensing Lou’s steady gaze on her. "No, not yet," she replied, the idea of exploring Cedar Falls’ hidden corners drawing her in. It was tempting, especially if Lou happened to be her guide.
Millie’s lips curved wider as she took a seat next to Ava. "Well then, Lou, why don’t you take her out with Cash and Dolly? No one knows those trails better than you."
Ava’s breath came out quicker, the subtle heaviness of the moment pressing against her chest. She glanced at Lou, catching the slightest nod—quiet, reserved, but affirming.
Lou leaned back in the booth, her fingers loosely curling around her coffee mug. The sharpness in her demeanor softened as she watched Ava talking with her ma, the warmth of her voice lingering in the diner’s cozy din.
As Millie and Ava’s conversation ebbed and flowed over dinner—from nostalgic tales of Millie’s youth to the mundane rhythms of small-town life—Lou remained mostly silent. Her thoughts, however, wandered down unguarded paths she rarely allowed herself to tread. There was an ache building within her, one she couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was persistent, like a mild vibration under her skin.
Sometime later, after Millie excused herself to tend to other customers and Ava and Lou had devoured the hearty meal Millie had prepared, the low chime of the diner’s bell signaled the approaching close of the kitchen. The sound sliced cleanly through Lou's reverie, pulling her back to the present. She rose from the booth with languid movements, placing a few folded bills on the table. Millie had refused to charge them, so she guessed the amount and doubled what she thought it would likely be, just to be sure.
Ava slid out of the booth as well, her focus staying on Lou for a moment longer than necessary, as though trying to capture something intangible before it faded.
"Thank you, Millie," Ava said genuinely as they reached the counter.
"My pleasure, sweetheart," Millie replied, her expression kind and full of affection. "Why don’t you come back tomorrow for brunch? It’s Tea and Talk Thursday. Alma and Constance will be here, and we’d love to see you."
Ava glanced at Lou, silently seeking her approval. Lou’s lips curved into a small, reassuring smile. "I can drop you off on my way to the station," she offered. "Tomorrow’s a paperwork catch-up day, so I’ll be just a couple of doors down if you need anything."
Millie waved a dismissive hand, her laughter lilting and teasing. "Oh, she won’t need you, will you, sweetie?" Millie turned to Ava, humor dancing across her features.
Ava gleamed, her cheeks tinged with a slight blush. "Not at all. I’d love to join you tomorrow. Thank you."
"Wonderful! See you then. Goodnight, girls," Millie said warmly.
Lou leaned in to place a quick kiss on Millie’s cheek, her demeanor softening in a way Ava was beginning to realize was reserved for the older woman. Then, together, Ava and Lou stepped out into the cool evening air.
Lou walked with her usual measured pace, her boots crunching quietly against the ground. She was acutely aware of Ava’s presence beside her, the gentle rhythm of her footsteps matching Lou’s stride as they moved toward the truck.
The drive back to the house was quiet, filled with the low hum of the radio and the gentle rustle of wind through the trees. As Lou turned onto the driveway, the headlights cast fleeting shadows that danced across the gravel path. When they reached the end, where their paths would usually diverge, Lou shifted the truck into park but didn’t move straight away.
Eventually stepping out of the truck, they lingered by the doors, neither in a rush to break the moment. Ava leaned against the side of the vehicle, her arms crossed loosely as she looked up at Lou, her face thoughtful.
"Can I ask you a favor?" Ava said, her voice carrying a lilt of mischief that instantly put Lou on alert.
"We’ve already been through this. For the last time, no, you cannot borrow my handcuffs to prank Anthony," Lou replied dryly, though the faint quirk of her lips betrayed her.
Ava cackled, "No, no, it’s not that—unless…"
"No." Lou’s tone was firm, but a hint of humor danced in her hazel depths.
Ava shook her head, her grin growing wider. "Fine. I need a book recommendation."
"A book recommendation?" Lou repeated, her curiosity evident.
"For book club," Ava clarified, crossing her arms and leaning casually against the truck. "It’s my turn to pick soon, and I want to read as many as I can before I have to decide."
"Ah, serious business. Pick the wrong book, and they’ll eat you alive. Trust me, I speak from experience." She leaned in conspiratorially, lowering her voice. "Constance put me on a ‘time-out’ once. Said I couldn’t come back to the next meeting as punishment."
Ava burst out laughing, clutching her stomach as she did, the mental image of a full-grown Lou being heckled by Constance and banished for bad behavior too much to handle. Tears streamed down her face as she straightened, wiping at her eyes. "Jesus, Lou! What the hell did you pick?"
Lou hesitated, her smirk faltering as she shifted her weight. "It doesn’t really bear repeating."
"Oh, no," Ava teased, stepping closer, her curiosity only growing. "C’mon, don’t leave me hanging. If you don’t tell me, I’ll just march over to Constance tomorrow and ask her myself."
"No!" Lou jumped, a flicker of panic flashing across her face. "Please, don’t. She’ll get all worked up again and probably ban me for another week!"
"Well?" Ava prompted, arching an eyebrow.
Lou mumbled something under her breath, her voice barely audible.
Ava leaned in, her features downright devilish. "What was that?"
"A Brief History of Time… By Stephen Hawking," Lou admitted, her voice tight with embarrassment.
Ava froze for a moment before doubling over, gasping for breath. "Oh. My. God. That’s what you picked? For a casual book club!"
"In my defense," Lou said, raising her hands in surrender, "I was in a rush, and it had been sitting on my to-read pile forever. The reviews were amazing, and the cover was gorgeous," she explained, her tone defensive but laced with humor. "I just glanced at the title and assumed it was something light—like The Time Traveler's Wife or some other time-travel romance. I didn’t even bother checking who the author was." She shook her head, exhaling a dramatic sigh. "Constance got a quarter of the way through, marched into the station, and tried to file charges against me for what she called a hate crime."
Ava’s giggles doubled as she clutched the porch railing for support. "A hate crime? What did she say?"
"She said I must clearly hate her, and I’m victimizing her by making her read it. Why else would I force her to read something so ‘mind-numbingly boring it should be illegal’? And I quote, ‘bored her to sleep more effectively than Mrs. Myers play-by-play recap of assembling her IKEA bookshelf.’"
Ava wiped a tear away. "Lou Harman, you should’ve been a stand-up comedian. That is gold."
Lou rolled her eyes, though her lips lifted reluctantly. "For the record, I really liked it. But, okay, point taken—a nonfiction book about cosmology written by one of the world’s greatest physicists doesn’t exactly scream Cedar Falls Book Club."
Ava caught her breath, her lips quirking, "Just so we’re clear—if you hand me a science book for my recommendation, I’ll know you’re sabotaging me."
Lou crossed her arms, her posture mock-serious. "Fine, no science. What genre, then? Romance? Thriller? A fictional mystery about a ghost cat or suspicious pigeon?"
Ava tilted her head, a spark of challenge lighting her expression. "Surprise me."
Lou paused, her brow furrowing in thought. Then, like a light bulb had flicked on, she straightened, a grin tugging at her—gorgeous—no, just regular lips.
"Wait here," Lou said, already heading for the door. "I’ll be back in one minute."
Ava couldn’t help but watch as Lou sprinted across the yard toward the main house, her stride purposeful yet somehow effortless.
Shaking her head, she bit back a laugh and leaned against the railing, her gaze drifting upward to the stars as she waited.
When Lou returned, she strode up to Ava with easy confidence, a book in hand. Without a word, she handed it over, her grin practically radiating pride. The glimmer in her hazel eyes was unmistakable—a mix of triumph and satisfaction that made Ava’s lips twitch into an involuntary smile.
"There," Lou said, crossing her arms with a casual defiance. Her stance practically dared Ava to object. "I’ve been meaning to give you this for a while. Remember when you asked for a recommendation on your first night here? Well, this is my pick for you."
The faintest glint of mirth flickered across Lou’s face as Ava took the book from her. She turned it over, inspecting the cover: The Red Files by Lee Winter. Her fingers traced the embossed title, the pages fanning under her thumb as she flipped through the first few chapters.
Lou's lips curled into a sly grin. "Thought it'd be fitting."
"Why? What's it about?" Ava asked, her interest piqued.
Lou shrugged nonchalantly, her smirk growing wider. "Read it and find out."
Ava looked up at Lou, amusement dancing across her face. "Mysterious. I like it; thank you."
They stood there, bathed in the diffused moonlight that seemed to hold them in its embrace. Ava reluctantly broke the silence. "See you tomorrow?" Her voice was quiet but tinged with hope.
Lou nodded, her expression fixed on Ava. "Tomorrow."
Neither of them moved for a moment, caught in the magnetic pull of each other's presence. Then, slowly, they turned and began walking towards their separate houses. The tension between them lingered in the air, a silent third wheel.



NINE
UNCHAIN THE REACTION
From what Ava had gathered so far, The Red Files was about two journalists—one razor-sharp and witty, the other a quintessential ice queen—teaming up to solve a crime and, in the process, falling in love. The story had her hooked. She tore through the pages, completely captivated by the tension, clever dialogue, and perfectly crafted slow-burn romance. By the time she was a third of the way through, exhaustion finally caught up with her, and she succumbed to sleep, the book still clutched in her hands.
When she stirred hours later, her thoughts lingered on the story, the characters’ dynamic playing on a loop. As she sat up and placed the book on her bedside table, a bizarre thought flitted through her head. Was this a sign? She shook her head quickly, dismissing the notion. No, that was ridiculous. Just a coincidence. Lou wasn’t flirting with her, right? She probably just thought Ava would appreciate the humor in the parallels—Ava as Amelia Johnson, the journalist, navigating a web of danger alongside a strong, enigmatic woman… no, it had to be pure coincidence. Didn’t it? Surely?
The thought lingered in the back of her mind, persistent and nagging, as Lou pulled the car into the station’s gravel lot.
As they made their way toward the diner, their footsteps echoing in tandem along the path, Lou stole a glance at Ava. Her features were set, her jaw tense, but her eyes told a different story—one edged with silent worry.
"Please, be careful," Lou said quietly, breaking the silence between them.
Ava looked up at her. "Be careful how? Like, careful not to burn my tongue on my coffee?" She grinned jovially. "Don't worry, Sheriff, I'll blow on it first."
Lou raised a single, unimpressed eyebrow. "Do you have your phone?"
As they stopped outside the diner, Ava pulled the small plastic device from her back pocket and waved it lazily. "Yep, fully charged and everything," she teased, grinning.
Lou took a step closer, her expression softening as the hum of morning activity surrounded them. With a glance at the people heading into the diner, she reached forward, pretending to adjust the collar of Ava’s jacket. Leaning in, her voice dropped to a low, intimate murmur. "Amelia Johnson," she said, her breath brushing against Ava’s ear. "A journalist from The San Francisco Times, here to write an article about the joys of small-town living."
A shiver ran down Ava’s spine as she tilted her head, locking eyes with Lou’s pointed gaze. The closeness was disorienting, her heart pounding in her chest. She let out a nervous laugh, her voice faltering. "Uh-huh. And I’m staying with my best friend from college."
Lou arched a brow, a quizzical smirk tugging at her lips. "Oh, it’s best friend now?"
"Obviously," Ava shot back, though her tone was strained. "Come on, keep up with the story developments."
Lou’s eyes lingered on hers, heavy with an unspoken intensity, her hands firm on Ava’s shoulders. "Whatever you say," she murmured, her voice layered with something Ava couldn’t quite place. She stepped back, her touch lingering just a heartbeat too long before she finally let go.
"I’ll pick you up in a couple of hours," Lou said. "Behave yourself. And don’t let Alma or Constance lead you astray."
Ava saluted, a goofy grin tugging at her lips. "Aye, aye, Sheriff. I promise I won’t let them peer pressure me into lighting up a cigarette in the diner bathroom."
Lou smirked, shaking her head slightly as Ava disappeared into the bustling diner. The door swung shut behind her, the bells jingling softly. Lou lingered for a moment, letting out a breath and taking a moment before heading over to the station.
Inside Millie's, the inviting aroma of freshly baked pie and rich coffee enveloped Ava like a cozy embrace.
In the corner booth sat Millie, Alma, and Constance, their voices weaving together in a chorus of laughter that filled the small diner with a comforting glow, like rays of sunlight streaming through a window on a crisp autumn day. The chatter and clinking of plates added to the bustling atmosphere, making it feel like a lively haven.
"Amelia, dear!" Millie called out, waving her over with a bright smile that deepened the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. Her voice, full of affection, stirred something deep in Ava’s chest—a bittersweet ache of nostalgia tangled with guilt. Would these women still treat her so kindly if they knew the truth? If they knew who she really was, why she was here, and the lies she was hiding behind?
Pushing the thought aside, Ava returned Millie’s bright grin and slid into the booth beside her. Without missing a beat, Millie slid a steaming mug of coffee across the table.
"Figured you could use this. I know the coffee pot in Lou’s guest house leaves a lot to be desired," Millie said, her eyes gleaming with warmth behind her thick-framed glasses.
Ava curled her hands around the mug, the heat seeping into her chilled fingers. "Yes, please, and thank you, Millie. I’m pretty sure your coffee could bring someone back from the dead," she quipped before taking a sip. The bold, rich brew was as revitalizing as she’d hoped, its sharp bite chasing away the remnants of her tired morning brain.
Millie let out a hearty chuckle, her laugh filling the diner with energy. "Well, I don’t know about raising the dead, but it sure keeps me upright and kicking," she said with a wink.
Before Ava could respond, Alma leaned forward from across the table, her sharp scrutiny laced with curiosity. "So, Amelia," she began, resting her elbows on the table, "how’s the big story coming along? You’ve been in town for weeks—surely you’ve got a solid draft cooking by now?"
Ava hesitated, her grip tightening slightly on her mug. "Still working on it," she said with a relaxed expression, hoping it masked her nerves. "You know how it is—every time I think I’ve got it, I stumble on something new and then have to make revisions. Plus, my editor keeps sending me things to consider."
Constance clicked her tongue and waved a hand dismissively. "That’s because Cedar Falls has so much to offer. Hard to fit it all into just one article."
Ava nodded, grateful for the cover Constance had inadvertently provided. "Exactly. I want to do it justice."
Millie reached out, patting Ava’s hand. "Well, sweetheart, you just let us know if you need anything. And don’t forget—if you need inspiration, a slice of my pie always does the trick."
Ava nodded as she took a sip from her cup. Her mind flitted to Lou and their inside joke, the absurdity of their chosen safeword tugging at her lips in a subtle, private smirk. "I’ll keep that in mind, Millie. Thanks."
She settled into the conversation, the laughter and chatter around her easing the tension she hadn’t realized she’d carried in.
Alma leaned in from across the table, her silver hair neatly pinned back. "Did you hear? Constance almost ran over Mrs Pendleton’s prize poodle on the way here," she whispered conspiratorially.
Constance rolled her eyes. "The thing darted out like it had a death wish," she protested. "And frankly, that woman should keep it on a leash. It’s practically asking to be turned into a pancake."
Ava snorted into her coffee. "I’m sure Mrs Pendleton would be thrilled to hear you say that."
"Honestly, I think that poodle has it out for me," Constance continued, crossing her arms. "Every time I drive by, it makes a beeline for my car. It’s a conspiracy, I tell you."
Alma patted Constance’s arm, barely hiding her grin. "If you’re feuding with a dog, old gal, it might be time for you to get out more."
Ava couldn’t help but laugh, the sound bubbling up from a place she’d almost forgotten existed. It was moments like these that made her time in Cedar Falls feel more like a home than a stint in witness protection.
"Speaking of getting out," Alma said, her tone turning sly as she shifted her attention back to Ava. "I hear you’ve been spending quite a bit of time with our dear sheriff." Ava couldn’t ignore the weight of all three women’s eyes landing squarely on her.
Ava’s cheeks burned, and she fought to keep her composure—especially in front of Lou’s mom. "Oh, you know, it’s a small town," she replied with a nonchalant shrug, though her voice wavered slightly. "Lou’s been really helpful, and, well, it’s been nice to reconnect with her after all these years."
Alma and Constance exchanged knowing glances, their eyes dancing. "Reconnecting, hm?" Constance said, drawing out the word with a playful tone.
Ava’s cheeks burned, and she cursed herself for the telltale reaction. These women were like bloodhounds when it came to sniffing out gossip, and she’d just handed them the scent.
Throwing up her hands in surrender, Ava fought to keep her embarrassment in check. "Alright, alright, you’ve had your fun. But seriously, it’s not like that. I swear."
Millie reached across the table and gave Ava’s hand a gentle pat. "Oh, sweetheart, we’re just messing. But if it were like that…" Her lips curved into a knowing smile. "Well, let’s just say you’d have my full support. Besides, this town could use a juicy scandal. Things have been downright boring lately."
Alma leaned back, her expression turning wistful as she nodded. "Boring, indeed. The last bit of real excitement we had was when old Mr Jenkin’s cows broke loose and stampeded through the town square. Remember that, Constance? They obliterated the Sunday School’s papier-mâché nativity scene."
Constance smirked, joining in. "Oh, I’ll never forget it. Poor Anthony was trying to console a gaggle of sobbing kids while Lou ran around the square, wrangling an entire herd of cattle like a rodeo star. Lord forgive me, but I laughed so hard I peed my pants."
Millie chuckled, shaking her head. "And even that was, what, two years ago? We’re long overdue for some drama."
Constance’s eyes lit up with mischief as she leaned closer to Ava, her voice dropping conspiratorially. "No offense to Millie, but if Lou’s not your type, you should know that Jessica—one of the teachers at the school—is newly single and happens to have a soft spot for the ladies. I’d be delighted to set something up. She’s gorgeous, great with kids, and has a very tidy garden."
Ava choked on her coffee, her cheeks and ears turning a fiery red as she sputtered. Coffee dripped down, staining the oversized sweater she’d borrowed from Lou shortly after arriving—one she still hadn’t returned, despite it swallowing her petite frame. There was something comforting about its lingering warmth and Lou’s scent that made giving it back seem impossible, at least for now.
Alma reached over to pat her on the back, her demeanor utterly sincere. "She does. We helped her organize the most beautiful rows of lavender and cone flowers a few years ago. It’s really something to see."
Recovering quickly, Ava gave a polite nod, still flustered. "I’m sure it’s… lovely. But, uh, I’m way too busy to even think about dating right now."
Constance grinned, clearly not buying Ava’s excuse. "Fair enough, but don’t let me catch you ignoring all the local charms. That would be a real tragedy."
"Constance," Alma chided, though the flicker of amusement in her eyes and the twitch of her lips betrayed her true feelings. "Behave."
As the laughter began to settle, Millie leaned in, her voice softening. "Well, whatever you’re doing, Amelia, keep at it. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Lou smile like she has been lately."
Ava opened her mouth to protest, to say it wasn’t like that, but the knowing expressions on their faces stopped her. Instead, she took a deep breath, letting their words settle, an unexpected comfort blooming in her chest.
After the brunch plates were cleared and Millie excused herself to check on a fresh batch of pies, Constance leaned forward, her eyes shimmering with rascality. "Amelia," she began, her voice tinged with excitement, "how about we take you on a little tour of the town? Show you some of the hidden gems for your article."
Ava blinked, surprised but pleased by the offer. "I’d love that," she said, her smile genuine despite the nervous flutter in her chest. Her focus flicked to the clock and then to her phone. "Let me just check in with Lou first," she added, holding up her phone.
Constance raised an eyebrow at her, and Ava quickly continued, "You know, in case she has any plans for us this afternoon that I don’t know about."
It had absolutely nothing to do with avoiding another lecture, Ava thought wryly. She wasn’t about to risk pushing her luck with Lou, not when their tentative new friendship had finally found solid ground.
Pulling out her phone, Ava hesitated, her thumbs hovering over the keypad as she carefully crafted the message.
  
A
Hey, Alma and Constance want to take me for a walk around town. I promise I won’t go anywhere alone. I’ve got my sunglasses and baseball cap, and I won’t take them off. Is that okay?  
She hit send and placed the phone face down on the table, fighting the urge to fidget as the seconds ticked by. Her fingers tapped a nervous rhythm against the side of her coffee mug, a subconscious giveaway.
Alma, ever quick to notice, inclined forward with a teasing grin. "Look at you," she quipped, "you’re like a teenager waiting for a date to confirm prom plans."
Ava groaned, rolling her eyes, though the embarrassment creeping into her cheeks betrayed her. "I am not," she muttered, her voice defensive but far from convincing.
Alma and Constance exchanged a knowing glance, their expressions practically daring Ava to say more.
Before Ava could reply, her phone buzzed, the sound cutting through the cozy din of the diner. She flipped it over, her heart thundering when Lou’s name lit up the screen.
  
Lou
As long as you don’t go anywhere alone, that’s fine. Text me to check in every 30 minutes. And if anything feels off—anything at all—you call me immediately. Okay?  
 
And thank you for checking first. 
Ava bit her lip, her smile softening at the concerned tone.
  




A




Copy that. Thanks, Sheriff. I promise to be good.  




She slipped the phone back into her pocket, her grin widening as she turned to Alma and Constance. “All set. Show me what Cedar Falls has to offer.”
“Good thing too,” Constance said, springing to her feet and looping her arm through Ava’s with exaggerated bravado. “I was ready to take you with or without permission.”
Alma shook her head, her laughter soft but knowing. “Lord, Constance, you’d have poor Lou pacing the station if you pulled a stunt like that. Let’s go before you get Amelia—or me—into trouble.”
As they headed for the door, Ava’s phone vibrated again. She pulled it out, her curiosity piqued as her eyes flicked to the screen.
  
Lou
You? Be good? I’ll believe it when I see it.  
Ava chuckled, her grin deepening as she slid the phone back into her pocket.
As the trio stepped outside into the crisp morning air, Ava felt an unexpected lightness settle over her, a sensation she hadn’t experienced in weeks. For a brief moment, she wasn’t someone in hiding, tangled in secrets and lies. She was simply Amelia, walking through a town that was slowly starting to feel like home.
Their tour began in earnest as Alma and Constance guided her down Cedar Falls’ picturesque Main Street.
Ava shook her head, a faint curve to her lips as she tried to recall if she’d ever felt anything like this back in Sandstone. The sense of community here was so tangible it felt foreign, leaving her wondering what it might be like to truly belong somewhere.

Their first stop was the town library, a charming brick building with ivy creeping lazily up its walls as if it had all the time in the world to reach the roof.
Inside, the comforting scent of aged paper mingled with the subtle polish of well-loved wood, wrapping the space in an inviting embrace.
Alma beamed as she led them toward a cozy corner, where colorful beanbags were scattered across a plush carpet and low shelves brimmed with children’s books.
She gestured proudly. "That’s our children’s section! Mrs. Pritchard, our librarian, has been with us for over 30 years. She does story time every Wednesday, and let me tell you, it’s the highlight of the week for the kids."
Ava smiled, picturing little ones sprawled on beanbags, their eyes wide with wonder as they were swept into tales of adventure. "It sounds magical."
Constance nodded, her expression softening. "It really is. There’s nothing better than curling up with a good book, a blanket, and a hot drink while the wind whistles outside."
"That does sound perfect," Ava murmured, the thought settling over her like the promise of a story yet to unfold.

From the library, they made their way to the community center, a lively hub of activity that radiated camaraderie.
In one room, a group of seniors gathered around a table, their card game interrupted by bursts of laughter that echoed down the hallway. Alma led the way with practiced ease, her joyfulness as contagious as the buzz of the center itself.
At the far end of the main hall, a small stage commanded attention, its presence drawing every eye. Volunteers bustled with focused passion, adjusting scenery and testing lighting cues with the practiced rhythm of a well-oiled machine. Leaning against the wall, a hand-painted backdrop of the Austrian Alps awaited its moment, vibrant and ready to transport the audience to another time and place. The air hummed with anticipation—the quiet thrill of something coming to life.
"The drama society puts on a production annually," Alma said, her pride unmistakable. "It’s one of the biggest events on the calendar. This time, they’re doing The Sound of Music. You should come—it’s a Cedar Falls tradition."
"I’d love that," Ava replied. A pang of guilt flickered in her chest, the lie tethering her to this town, making her words feel heavier.
Still, the thought of sitting in the audience, sharing in something so simple and joyful, was unexpectedly comforting. She allowed herself a fleeting vision of sitting beside Lou, sharing a bucket of popcorn—maybe even a couple of beers—while laughter and applause filled the room.
The thought tugged at her lips before she could stop it, a fleeting pull she quickly tried to suppress. But Alma caught it and raised an eyebrow, a knowing gleam in her eye.

Next on the tour was the local school campus, housing elementary, middle, and high school students in separate wings of a sprawling building. Outside, a neatly kept playground buzzed with activity as children laughed and ran, their cheery voices carried on the breeze.
Teachers stood at the edges, monitoring recess with smiles that suggested they were just as enchanted by the kids’ enthusiasm as anyone else.
Alma gestured toward the building, "This is where everyone goes, from kindergarten all the way through senior year. My grandson graduated last year," she said, her voice tinged with pride.
"It’s small," Constance added, her tone contemplative, "but the community makes up for it. Every teacher knows every student, and every parent pitches in for events. It’s something special."
Ava nodded, letting her gaze wander over the scene. She thought back to her own school years, far removed from this idyllic bubble.
As they neared the playground’s fence, Constance slowed, her gaze lighting up as she pointed. "And that young lady there is Jessica."
Ava followed Constance’s motion, her eyes landing on a striking woman standing near a group of kids. Jessica was around Ava’s height, her flaming red hair catching the sunlight, her freckled face alive with animation as she chatted excitably with the children. Even from a distance, her easy demeanor was undeniable, radiating like a magnet. Ava couldn’t help but agree with Constance—Jessica was undeniably beautiful.
As if sensing the attention, Jessica glanced up, her brown eyes locking on the group of women by the fence. She beamed an open, genuine expression and raised her hand in a small wave. Without thinking, Ava lifted her own hand, waving back before she realized what she was doing.
Jessica strode over to the fence, her steps confident and unhurried. "Good afternoon, ladies," she said, her voice as inviting as the kindness in her gaze.
Constance grinned, her hand resting lightly on Ava’s arm. "Jessica, meet Amelia. She’s a journalist visiting Cedar Falls to write a piece about the joys of small-town life."
Ava’s stomach dropped at the sound of the name, the reminder that she wasn’t just Ava here. She was Amelia, a fictional version of herself tethered to a web of lies. For a moment, she’d forgotten, let herself slip into the ease of this place, and now the implications of her pretense came crashing back down. Her smile faltered ever so slightly, but Jessica’s easy cordiality left no room for awkwardness.
"It’s nice to meet you, Amelia," Jessica said, extending a hand through the fence with a friendly air.
"You too," Ava replied, her voice steady, though the curve of her lips felt just a touch too tight.
As their hands briefly clasped, she couldn’t help but notice something missing. Jessica’s handshake was polite and pleasant, but it lacked the warmth of Lou’s from yesterday—the one that had sealed their new friendship.

Their final stop was the town’s allotments, sprawling patches of earth divided into meticulously maintained plots brimming with life. Rows of vibrant vegetables stood tall alongside flourishing beds of colorful flowers, their scents mingling with the earthy aroma of freshly turned soil. Clusters of herbs spilled over their boundaries, releasing bursts of fragrance as the breeze passed through.
"We’re the joint chairs of the gardening society," Alma announced with a grin, gesturing toward the bustling plots where a few gardeners worked, their hands deftly tending to their crops. "Everything you see here is grown by locals. We donate fresh produce to the food bank every week, and a lot of it is sent to other counties to help those in need."
Ava’s eyes widened in admiration. "That’s incredible."
"If you think that’s impressive, wait until you hear about our gardening competitions. We take them very seriously around here—the stakes are higher than you’d think. You’ll have to judge one sometime."
Ava chuckled, finding the idea of officiating a gardening showdown oddly appealing. She could already picture Constance fiercely defending her prized tomatoes. Now, she just had to find a way to convince Lou to enter so they could go head-to-head.
The thought lingered, bringing a smirk to her lips as they strolled deeper into the allotments. Alma gestured toward different plots, her voice rich with familiarity as she shared stories about the gardeners who tended them—retirees finding joy in nurturing life, families teaching their children the value of growing their own food, and even a plot reserved for the elementary school, where kids learned the basics of planting and harvesting.
By the time they left, the sun was beginning to dip lower in the sky, painting the allotments in shades of gold and amber. The day had passed faster than Ava expected, and as they made their way back to the station, she felt a sense of quiet awe. Cedar Falls wasn’t just a town—it was a world of its own, stitched together by the people who poured their hearts into every corner of it.
Lou stood on the station steps, her Stetson tipped in greeting to the women as they approached. Her hazel eyes locked with Ava’s for a brief moment, a flicker of warmth crossing her face before she crossed her arms, leaning casually against the railing.
"Well, look at you three," Lou called out, her tone carrying a playful sternness. "I thought this was supposed to be a short walk, not the grand tour of Cedar Falls. Anthony said he spotted you all the way over by the school."
Constance, ever the instigator, nudged Ava in the side. "Well, we had to introduce Amelia to Jessica."
Lou’s eyebrow drew together, a slow, methodical gesture as her arms tightened across her chest. "Oh? I didn’t realize Amelia was still in need of an elementary education."
Alma turned toward Ava, her expression radiating triumph, practically shouting, see, she’s jealous and obviously interested without needing to say a word.
Ava groaned, rolling her eyes with theatrical exasperation. "She’s kidding, obviously," she said, huffing as if the whole thing were absurd. "We passed by the school, sure, but it was just a quick hello. No big deal."
Lou’s gaze flicked between them, but she didn’t comment further. Ava felt a twinge of heat rise to her cheeks anyway, an unspoken charge hanging in the air as Lou’s sharp hazel eyes lingered just a beat past casual.
"A grand tour was exactly what she needed," Alma said firmly, her tone leaving no room for argument. "We’re just making sure Amelia fully appreciates what a gem this town is for her article."
Lou’s gaze lingered on Ava, a small, knowing curve tugging at the corners of her lips. "And? Did they pull it off? Are you convinced?"
Ava met Lou’s eyes, her own smile softening as a spark of warmth spread through her chest, unexpected but undeniable. "I think they did," she replied, her voice carrying a certainty that surprised even her.
Alma and Constance exchanged a glance of mutual satisfaction, their work clearly done. With cheerful goodbyes, they left, their chatter fading into the distance as Ava and Lou remained on the station steps.
The sunset wrapped the town in a soft glow. The quiet hum of life surrounded them—the distant murmur of townsfolk, the soft rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the stillness stretching between them, comfortable and unhurried.
Lou turned toward her, hazel eyes bright and searching. "So, Miss Johnson," she began, her tone tinged with a light-hearted lilt, "do you think Cedar Falls is worthy of being the star of your article?"
Ava’s lips curved subtly. "Maybe," she replied, her words carrying a meaning that went far beyond their surface. "I think I’ll have to stick around for a bit longer, just to be sure.”
Lou’s lips parted slightly, her demeanor softening. "Good," she said, her voice gentler now. "You ready to head home?"
Ava nodded, a feeling of quiet contentment spreading through her chest. "Yeah," she said as she took a small step closer. "Let’s go home."
They began walking toward the truck, the evening air cool and calm around them. After a moment of silence, Lou glanced at Ava, her brow furrowing as she gestured toward Ava’s chest. "What, uh… what happened to my sweater?"
Following Lou’s gaze, Ava looked down at the coffee stains splattered across the material. Then, meeting Lou’s eyes with a perfectly straight face, she gave a casual shrug and said, "I got distracted by Jessica’s garden."
The way Lou’s face flushed crimson made the dry cleaning bill completely worthwhile.



TEN
BREATHE IN, BREATHE OUT
Even on a mundane midweek afternoon, Millie's diner was alive with a buzz of energy.
The sun shone through the expansive windows, casting golden rays of light onto Ava's table. She sat alone, hunched over her coffee cup, its once steaming contents now cooled to a lukewarm temperature.
Her slender fingers tapped in sync with the ticking clock on the worn cover of one of Lou’s well-loved paperbacks, completely lost in the vivid world within its pages.
The everyday sounds of chatter and clinking dishes enveloped her, offering a sense of ease amidst the busyness of the bustling space.
But the harmony was abruptly shattered as two men arrived and claimed one of the few remaining tables nearby.
Their voices boomed and echoed through the otherwise gentle murmur of conversation, dominating the packed diner with their animated banter. The sharp bursts of laughter that followed each exchange were like a slap in the face to Ava’s senses, accompanied by exaggerated gestures that seemed to take up more room than their corner of the room could possibly allow.
With a weary glance over her shoulder, Ava observed the furrowed brows and irritated glances exchanged between nearby customers. But the two men, either unaware or uncaring of the disruption they caused, continued on with their conversation, carving an unwelcome wedge into the cozy atmosphere.
"I'm telling you, Fox said it plain as day this mornin’—Callahan's the man to watch," one of them declared, his voice brimming with certainty.
The other chimed in with a harsh laugh, his words dripping with disdain. "A goddamn monkey'd be better than that pansy they have now."
Ava's heart skipped a beat at the mention of the name. Memories and images flooded her mind—Ethan’s lifeless body on the asphalt, Victor's icy blue eyes staring back at her.
Desperate for an escape, Ava's frantic gaze landed on an empty booth tucked away in the corner. She grabbed her bag and books and made her way there, seeking refuge against the wall.
But even in the quiet corner, peace was elusive.
As soon as Ava relocated to her booth, the two men who had been discussing Callahan noticed and stood from their table.
Their gazes locked onto her, scowls etched onto their faces as they sauntered over.
One slid into the seat across from Ava while the other squeezed in beside her, making the confined space feel even tighter. They leaned in closer, their voices dripping with condescension.
"What’s wrong, missy?" the man with the baseball cap sneered. "Let me guess, you’d rather I voted for that dyke instead of a man with experience?"
Ava's jaw clenched, her heart racing as she braced herself for their taunts. "I just wanted somewhere quiet to finish my book, that’s all," she replied, forcing her voice to remain level.
"Quiet?" the second man repeated, pretending to be innocent. "If I didn't know any better, I'd think you were calling us loudmouths."
Ava shot a glance towards Millie, but she was busy at the counter with her back turned. The walls of the booth felt like they were closing in on her as the men leaned in even closer, their smirks widening.
"You can't say anything these days without offending someone," the first man drawled.
"I think I should go," Ava said firmly, trying to move past them. "Can you please move out of my way?"
The man next to her chuckled, leaning in close to her ear. "Feisty one, aren't ya? Come on now, darlin', we're just having a friendly chat. No need to get your little panties in a twist."
Ava's heart threatened to beat its way out of her chest, each pulse amplifying the tension that crackled between them.
He shifted slightly, his hand coming to rest on the booth cushion beside her thigh, just a hair's breadth away. The proximity sent a jolt through her body, making her grip the edge of the table hard enough that she feared it might splinter. Her breath came shallow and fast, her fingers digging into the worn wood in an attempt to soothe herself against the growing panic.
As Millie bustled past with a tray of dirty plates, she noticed Ava's pale face and quickened breathing. Concern etched into her features, she set the tray down and quickly made her way over to their booth.
"Boys," she said firmly, glaring at the men. "Give us a minute."
The men exchanged glances, one of them letting out a low chuckle. With exaggerated shrugs, they stood to leave, clearly amused.
The one in the cap turned back, his leer lingering as he looked at Ava. "Sure thing, Mill. We can continue our chat in a little while," he rasped, his tone dripping with fake politeness.
"Amelia, sweetheart," Millie spoke softly as she crouched down beside Ava, placing a gentle hand on her arm. "Let's go to the back for a bit, okay?"
Ava weakly shook her head, but Millie was already helping her stand and guiding her towards the office at the back of the diner.
She closed the door behind them and motioned for Ava to take a seat in the worn office chair. "I'll be back in a second, honey," she soothed before stepping out of the room.
Alone in the quiet office, Ava collapsed into the chair and buried her face in her hands. The sounds of the diner faded away as tears began to fall.
Ava trembled, her fingers digging into the edge of the armrests as if the bite of the plastic might pull her away from the spiraling thoughts.
After a minute, she slid from the chair and sank to the floor in the corner of the room, facing the door. Her body shook with emotion, but the enclosing walls of the corner offered a sense of security, allowing her a fragile semblance of control.
In what felt like mere moments, the office door creaked open, and Ava couldn't help but flinch at the sound. The hinges creaked in protest, adding to the tense atmosphere of the room. But then, a recognizable voice replaced Millie's, and she found herself grateful for the change.
"Ava," Lou’s steady voice rang out. It was like a beacon in the midst of her chaotic thoughts, drawing her attention away from the turmoil inside her head.
"Ma called me. Can I sit?" There was concern in her tone, like a gentle hand reaching out to offer comfort.
Ava managed to nod, still unable to meet Lou's gaze as she trembled and clutched her knees tightly.
Lou sat in front of her, crossing her legs. The leather of her boots squeaked slightly as she shifted her weight, the now-familiar sound somehow soothing.
"Okay, just follow my voice," Lou said, her tone low and even. She inched closer, her presence grounding, and placed a gentle hand on Ava’s shoulder. "Breathe in for four. Hold for four. Out for four. That’s it—nice and slow."
Lou inhaled deeply herself, exaggerating the motion just enough for Ava to follow. "In… two, three, four. Good. Now, hold it," she murmured, her voice rhythmic. "One, two, three, four. And let it out. One, two, three, four."
Ava’s breath hitched at first, the tightness in her chest refusing to loosen. "You’re doing great," Lou said sympathetically, her own breathing deliberately slow and measured. "Try again. In… two, three, four. Hold… one, two, three, four. Let it go. All the way out."
As Lou guided her through deep breaths, Ava felt the suffocating heaviness in her chest begin to lift. Bit by bit, the edges of the room sharpened back into focus as she synced her breathing with Lou's gentle instructions.
"There you go," Lou said, her hand giving Ava’s shoulder an encouraging squeeze. "You’re doing it. Keep going. In… hold… out. Just like that."
Ava’s trembling hands began to still, and the panic that had threatened to overwhelm her slowly ebbed away. She nodded faintly, her voice barely above a whisper. "Thank you."
"It’s okay," Lou replied, her voice a pacifying balm against Ava’s frayed nerves.
Finally feeling more centered, Ava lifted her head, her tear-streaked face meeting Lou’s unwavering gaze. The worry that had once marked Lou’s features had been replaced by a calm patience that seemed to radiate from her.
"You’re really good at that," Ava said, her voice thick with gratitude.
"I’ve had my fair share of practice," Lou admitted, her tone tinged with understanding. She reached out, her thumb gently brushing away a lingering tear from Ava’s cheek.
Ava hesitated, her breath catching in her throat as she gathered the courage to speak. "I haven't had panic attacks since my mom died… but everything with Callahan has brought them back." She paused, her fingers twisting and turning nervously in her lap. Her eyes were filled with uncertainty as she looked at Lou. "What did Millie say when she called you?"
Lou's expression softened as she replied, her words dripping with compassion. "Just that you could use a friend."
"And you came?" Ava questioned, her eyes never leaving Lou's face.
"Of course I did."
"Right… because you're my friend from college," Ava murmured, her gaze dropping to the floor.
Lou leaned in closer, her brow furrowing as she dipped to lock eyes with Ava. "No, because we're friends. Or at least I thought⁠—"
"No, no, we are," Ava interrupted quickly, feeling guilty for doubting her. She pressed a hand to her forehead as a twinge of an impending headache shot through it. "Sorry, I didn't mean it like that. My mind’s just still a little foggy."
Lou studied her for a moment, concern flickering in her eyes. "Are you okay here if I run and grab you some water?"
Ava’s hand shot out, grabbing Lou’s before she could move. Her grip tightened almost desperately as if Lou's presence was the only thing keeping her anchored. "No, please, stay," Ava pleaded with a shaky voice. Her eyes held a vulnerability that tugged at Lou's chest.
Lou hesitated for a fraction of a second before nodding. "Okay."
Ava leaned forward, her head coming to rest against Lou's shoulder. Her still slightly uneven breath raised goosebumps on Lou's skin.
Lou wrapped her arms around Ava's back, holding her close with an unspoken promise of safety. Her hand began to move instinctively, rubbing soothing circles along Ava's back.
Neither of them spoke for a long while; the silence between them filled with an understanding.
As the moments passed, the tension in Ava's body slowly began to fade like a distant echo. The only sound was the synchronized rhythm of their breathing and the indistinct rustle of fabric as Lou's hand continued its placating motion.
Lou held Ava a little tighter, her arms wrapping protectively around her. "Do you want to talk about it?" she asked gently.
Ava exhaled against Lou’s neck, "Some guys were talking about Callahan," she admitted, her voice shaky. "It just caught me off guard."
"What were they saying?" Lou pressed, her tone quiet but with a subtle edge.
Ava hesitated, then said quietly, "just how great he is and how he’s better than that dyke."
Lou's jaw clenched. "I see," she said tightly.
"I switched tables to get away from them, but the only one left was in the corner by the kitchen. They saw me move, so they came over and sat next to me in the booth, blocking my exit. I think they were just enjoying making me uncomfortable."
Lou leaned back just enough to meet Ava’s gaze; her expression was unreadable, though the slight dilation of her amber-streaked irises betrayed her emotions. "I'll be right back, okay?" she said firmly.
Ava gripped Lou's hand tightly. "Please don't say anything to them. I don't want to cause any trouble."
"You didn't cause anything," Lou reassured her, her voice controlled. "Regardless of their beliefs or opinions, it's not okay for them to corner you like that."
"Please, Lou," Ava repeated, her voice insistent, her eyes pleading.
Lou searched Ava’s face for a moment, then nodded, though her posture remained tense. "Okay," she said, her tone reluctant but respectful. "If that’s what you want."
"It is… and I'm sorry your ma dragged you over here to deal with me."
Lou's response was quick, "Don't be. I'm glad she called me."
Ava hesitated before saying, "I hope I didn't interrupt anything."
Lou shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips. "Not really. I was just on the phone."
Curiosity flickered in Ava's expression as she pressed, "With anyone important?"
"Just the Mayor of our neighboring county." Lou shrugged nonchalantly.
Ava's jaw dropped in disbelief. "What? Why the hell are you here, then?"
Lou's gaze remained fixed as she met Ava's incredulous look with a shy smile. Her voice was warm and unwavering as she explained, "Because Ma said you needed me."
Ava couldn't help but let out a disbelieving laugh. "And you just hung up on him? Because your ma said I needed you?"
Lou joined in her laughter, shaking her head. "No, I politely told him I'd call him back tomorrow."
A self-satisfied smile tugged at Ava's lips as she breathed out a quiet sigh. "Huh. I usurp the mayor in Louisa Harman's priorities."
Lou chuckled, rolling her eyes playfully as she reached up to brush a strand of hair out of Ava’s face. "Yeah," she said simply, her fingers lingering for just a moment longer than necessary.
Ava hesitated, her emerald green eyes dropping to the floor before she looked back at Lou. A faint flush colored her cheeks, creating a fine hue against her pale skin. "I know this might sound weird, and feel free to say no, but could you maybe give me a hug? Like a bear hug? I read somewhere that compression can help with anxiety attacks. And, even though this one’s passed, I still feel like I need something grounding."
Lou's expression softened at Ava's request, and without hesitation, she stood and held out her hands to Ava. "Of course," she said with a gentle smile.
Ava rose from the floor and allowed Lou to guide her arms around her waist. Lou placed one hand around Ava's shoulder blades and the other on her lower back, pulling her into a firm embrace.
Ava closed her eyes and leaned into Lou, feeling a sense of peace wash over her. She took a deep breath, inhaling the faint scent of Lou's citrus perfume. It was calming and familiar.
"Is this okay?" Lou asked delicately, her voice a soothing whisper against Ava's temple.
Ava let out a content sigh. "Yeah," she murmured, her voice muffled against Lou's skin but filled with gratitude.
Lou's small smile widened as she tightened her hold on Ava, offering solace in her embrace.
Ava inhaled deeply, her chest rising and falling with each shaky breath. She cast a wary glance toward the door, apprehension written all over her face. "Lou... I don't want to go back out there," she whispered.
Lou nodded in understanding, her own voice composed and resolute. "I'll walk you out and take you home. They won't bother you again, okay?" Her eyes met Ava's, offering support.
A small nod from Ava was all the response Lou needed before taking a step back and opening the door. She placed a gentle hand on Ava's back, guiding her through the threshold and into the diner.
The cacophony of noise hit Ava like a physical force, making her flinch and shrink into herself. But with Lou by her side, she kept walking towards the booth where the men were seated, their loud laughter reverberating through the room like thunder.
As they approached the table, Ava felt her stomach twist into knots. But Lou's assuasive hand on her back gave her courage as she reached for her bag and books.
The man in the baseball cap sneered, his lips curling into a smug grin as he nudged his companion. "Would you look at that," he said, gesturing towards Ava. "She called the Sheriff on us."
"Well, shit. Long time no see, Lou." The other man drawled, leaning back in his seat with a lazy half-smile.
Lou's expression remained stoic as she nodded once in acknowledgment. "Dale. Jim. It’s been a while."
Jim chuckled, his tone dripping with mock innocence. "Didn't realize having a conversation about politics over lunch was a crime these days."
Leaning forward, Dale's voice took on a conspiratorial edge. "You see, this is exactly what Callahan is talking about. These fucking girls always finding a problem where ain’t one." The words came out like poison, laced with bitterness and contempt.
Lou’s shoulders stiffened as her jaw tightened. She turned her gaze toward Ava, who had just placed her last book into her bag.
"Amelia," Lou said, her tone poised but firm. "Go wait in the car, please. I’ll be there in a minute."
Ava hesitated, clutching the strap of her bag. "Lou, don’t⁠—"
"It’s okay," Lou said, cutting her off with a reassuring smile. "I’ll only be a minute."
The look she gave Ava wasn’t one to argue with, so Ava nodded reluctantly and headed for the door, glancing over her shoulder before stepping outside. Lou waited until the bell above the door chimed, signaling Ava’s departure, before turning her full attention to the men. Her calm demeanor remained, but there was steel beneath her words as she spoke.
"Look, Sheriff, I don’t know what she said⁠—"
"Amelia is an exceptional writer for a highly respected paper. She has come here to discover and highlight the joys of small towns like ours, and you’ve embarrassed Cedar Falls." Lou's piercing gaze held both men in place as she spoke.
Dale let out a disbelieving groan, the corners of his mouth pulled up into a smirk. He leaned back against the booth, his body shrouded in arrogance, "We didn't do a damn thing."
His low laugh rumbled through the crowded room, drawing curious glances from nearby patrons, and even Millie looked ready to step in. But a tight smile from Lou stopped her in her tracks.
Lou's nostrils flared slightly at his disrespectful tone, but her voice remained measured as she addressed him directly. "Let me remind you, Dale, that after Amelia moved to another table so you could continue your conversation without disturbing her, you decided that wasn't good enough. Instead of taking the hint like any respectable person would, you followed her, cornered her, and deliberately made her feel uncomfortable."
The room seemed to hold its breath as her words lingered.
"We didn’t corner her, we just sat next to her—" Jim mumbled, his eyes darting between Lou and Dale.
Lou scoffed, her voice cutting through his weak defense. Her anger was palpable, her words laced with seething disdain. "Two loud, burly men boxed her into a cramped booth in the corner with no easy way for her to leave. What you may have thought was harmless or a bit of fun was anything but that. It was harassment."
Dale shifted in his seat, his earlier defiance flickering under the force of Lou's chiding. "For Christ's sake, Lou, we're in a busy diner. It's not like we were⁠—"
But Lou cut him off with a sharp gesture, closing the distance between them until her imposing presence loomed over them both. "I don't give a fuck where you are. Until you've been in a position where you feel trapped, intimidated, scared—where you genuinely fear someone might touch you against your will—you will never understand just how vile what you did to Amelia was."
She leaned in even closer, her hands planted firmly on the table as she locked eyes with them both. The intensity in her hazel gaze was almost suffocating, making them shrink lower in their seats under her scrutiny. "I could ask you to imagine how you'd feel if someone did that to your sister, Jim. Or your ma, Dale. But let's be honest, men like you never truly grasp the gravity of situations like these unless they happen to you, which we all know they won’t.”
Her voice dropped to a low, menacing growl as her eyes hardened, boring into the two men. "So get this instead," she snarled, her tone laced with barely contained anger. "If I ever catch even the slightest hint that you've so much as glanced at Amelia, I won’t hesitate to arrest you both for a public order offense."
The men’s bravado quickly crumbled under Lou’s intense stare, their eyes darting around the diner, meeting the unrelenting gazes of the other customers.
Lou stood tall, ensuring her message was clear and unmistakable. "And I will personally make sure that record follows you to every job application, every rental agreement, every credit check—every aspect of your life."
She took a step closer, her eyes flashing with fury. "Do you understand me?"
The two men nodded once, their faces drained of color as they looked at each other and then back at their plates in front of them.
Lou straightened up, her scowl still firmly in place. "Good. Now finish your meal and get the hell out of my ma's diner."
With one last intimidating glare, Lou turned and strode out, the gravel crunching under her boots with each determined step.
As she climbed into her truck parked outside, Ava was already waiting in the passenger seat, her hands clenched tightly in her lap.
Lou glanced over, her voice now hushed. "Are you okay?"
Ava nodded, her lips curving into a small, grateful smile as she reached for Lou's hand, holding it gently over the console. The heat from their touch radiated through her. "I am, thank you."
Lou's grip on her hand tightened.
The truck engine hummed softly as they sat in silence, the tension from earlier fading away in the warmth of each other's company.
After a moment, Lou broke the quietude with a question, "Did you end up eating at the diner? Because I was thinking of making lasagna tonight. Would you be interested?"
Ava arched an eyebrow playfully. "Last week, you said you hated lasagna."
Lou shrugged nonchalantly. "It's not my favorite, but I know you love it. So what do you say? Dinner and a movie?"
"With wine?" Ava added, a bright grin spreading across her face.
"Of course," Lou answered with mock offense. "Do I look like someone who eats lasagna without wine?"
"Not at all," Ava replied affectionately. "That sounds perfect."
Lou gave her hand one final squeeze before turning her attention back to the road. As they drove towards home, the heaviness of the day began to lift off Ava’s shoulders, replaced by excitement for a cozy evening spent together.



ELEVEN
TELL ME LIES
It had been a full month since Lou had comforted Ava in Millie’s office. In that time, Ava had settled into the rhythm of Cedar Falls with surprising ease, discovering a newfound appreciation for the town’s quiet charm.
The weekly book club at Millie’s Diner had even become one of her favorite routines. Every Tuesday evening, after hours, Millie would close up shop and welcome the small group of women eager to dive into the latest novel.
Tonight, the diner buzzed with merriment as Constance animatedly recounted her favorite scenes from Ava’s chosen book for the month—The Sheriff’s Way. The table erupted with giggles and gasps as Constance dove into the more absurdly passionate moments, her dramatic hand gestures only adding to the spectacle.
Ava leaned forward, unable to hold back her own laughter as Constance exaggerated the melodramatic descriptions of the brooding small-town sheriff's torrid love affair with one of his witnesses. The absurdity of it all tickled her, and her cheeks were already aching from grinning so much.
But it wasn’t until Ava glanced at Lou that her laughter erupted into a full-blown fit of giggles. Lou sat stiffly beside her, arms crossed, her expression the perfect mix of deadpan annoyance and reluctant tolerance. Her hazel eyes were narrowed, practically daring Ava to make a comment.
It was almost too perfect. Lou, who had once handed Ava The Red Files with a knowing grin, now found herself on the receiving end of a book choice that hit a little too close to home. Ava could barely contain her glee. After all, who said Lou should have all the fun when it came to using novels to poke at the thinly veiled resemblance of their situation?
Lou: 1 - Ava: 1
"Come on, Sheriff," Ava teased, nudging Lou lightly. "Tell me this doesn’t feel a teeny
tiny bit familiar?"
Lou scowled at her, "Not even remotely."
Ava leaned closer, her voice low enough to keep the conversation private. "So, is this your playbook? Brooding stares and smoldering silences? Because if it is, I’m planning on escaping from the annex tomorrow, and that might require some… extra punishment."
Lou’s brow quirked, a slow smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. Tilting her head slightly, her eyes locked onto Ava’s, their intensity making the air between them hum. "Careful," Lou said, "I don’t go easy on repeat offenders."
Ava laughed, the sound warm and unrestrained as she leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs with deliberate nonchalance. "Noted, Sheriff. I’ll do my best to behave. Wouldn’t want to overwork you."
Lou's grin sharpened, her gaze unwavering. "Don’t flatter yourself. I’ve handled far tougher than you."
Before Ava could respond, Millie—ever the perceptive observer—swatted Lou’s arm with playful exasperation. "Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lou, are you even listening?"
Ava grinned, leaning toward the older woman with conspiratorial camaraderie. "Thank you, Millie. I can barely concentrate with Lou’s constant chattering. It’s such a distraction."
Lou rolled her eyes but didn’t bother hiding the faint curve of amusement at the edge of her lips. She edged forward just enough for her voice to drop, low and deliberate, as her eyes bore into Ava’s. "Trust me, Amelia. You’ve been nothing but a distraction since the moment you walked into town."
The words landed with enough weight to make Ava falter for a split second, her confident tilt of the lips wavering before she recovered, cheeks tinged with a blush she refused to acknowledge.
Constance, ever the instigator, seized the moment. With a theatrical flourish, she launched into a dramatic reading of a particularly scandalous scene from The Sheriff’s Way. Her voice dripped with exaggerated passion as the scene veered into territory decidedly not safe for work.
Ava motioned forward, her elbows resting on her knees as if hanging on every word, but she could feel Lou’s focus on her. Unable to resist, she glanced over her shoulder, catching Lou watching her, her expression a mix of amusement and something deeper, harder to name. For a moment, the joyful noise of the diner melted away, leaving only the electric tension thrumming between them.
Without breaking eye contact, Ava sat up straight and angled toward Lou, lowering her voice. "Help me grab more pastries from the kitchen?"
Lou nodded without a word, and the two slipped away just as Constance’s voice crescendoed into a particularly steamy paragraph, met with cheers and laughter from the rest of the group. No one seemed to notice their quiet retreat.
In the sanctuary of the kitchen, the warmth of the ovens and the subtle aroma of cinnamon swirled around them. Ava leaned casually against the counter, her green eyes alight with mischief as she looked at Lou. "So, Sheriff," she began, her tone teasing but laced with curiosity, "what did you think about the book?"
Lou quirked an eyebrow, crossing her arms as she leaned back against the opposite counter. "Are you asking me to critique the literary merits of a novel that includes a sheriff questioning a witness while shirtless?"
Ava grinned, swaying forward just slightly, her voice dropping. "I’m asking if it gave you any… ideas."
Lou let out a low chuckle, the sound rolling through the quiet space and sending a shiver down Ava’s spine. "Oh, I’ve got plenty of ideas," she replied smoothly, her gaze locking onto Ava’s. "But none of them came from that book."
Ava’s heart skipped a beat at the intensity in Lou’s voice; the playful banter suddenly charged. She opened her mouth to reply, but the muted sound of laughter and applause from the other room filtered in, grounding her back in the moment.
In an attempt to lighten the mood, Ava tilted her head, a quizzical look in her eyes. "Have you ever fallen for someone you’ve arrested?"
Lou quirked her lips. "No, can’t say I have."
"Really? What about someone you’ve taken in for questioning?"
Lou hummed as she pretended to think it over. "Well… there was—no, never mind, I couldn’t," she taunted, trailing off with a shake of her head.
Ava straightened, her eyes widening. "Wait—seriously?"
Lou shrugged, a glint of naughtiness in her eyes. "Does it count if she wasn’t a suspect but was giving a witness statement?"
Ava blinked, taken aback. "Wait—what? Are you joking?"
Lou tilted her head, her expression utterly unreadable. "It wasn’t anything big. Just a traffic incident. But while Anthony was handling damage control at the scene, let’s just say things back at the station got… heated."
Ava stepped away from the counter, her breath catching as she stared at Lou. "Tell me."
Lou caught her challenge, her lips curling further into a teasing twist. "What do you want to know?"
"Everything," Ava said, her voice dropping slightly, a mix of curiosity and something else entirely.
Lou shrugged casually, leaning forward just enough to close the space between them. "You’ll have to buy my book to get those details."
The kitchen filled with Lou’s rich laughter, and Ava froze for a beat, realization dawning. "Wait… so it didn’t actually happen?"
"Of course not!" Lou cackled louder, her shoulders shaking. "Things like that don’t happen in real life."
Ava swatted at Lou’s arm, though she didn’t move away. "You are the worst! I actually believed you!"
"I know," Lou said through her giggling, "and that’s what makes it so much funnier."
Ava rolled her eyes but couldn’t fight the grin tugging at her lips. "Unbelievable. Remind me never to trust a word out of your mouth again. Fine, so you didn’t seduce a witness and have steamy station sex—boring—but tell me about your last girlfriend? What was she like?"
Lou snorted, shaking her head. "Next question.”
"Oh, come on! You owe me after misleading me with that whole sapphic sheriff seduces a witness fantasy," Ava retorted, waving a hand dramatically.
Lou scoffed incredulously. "Wow, you’re great at alliteration. Maybe you really should be a writer."
"Nope, not letting you change the subject," Ava shot back, leaning closer with a wicked gleam in her eyes. "How bad could she be?"
Ava’s grin faltered when Lou remained silent, her stare fixed on the floor. And then realization dawned. "Oh—oh." Ava’s eyes widened. "You’ve never had a girlfriend?"
Lou shook her head, her expression unreadable.
"That’s not a big deal! Okay, tell me about the last person you were dating, then."
Lou’s silence stretched, her jaw tightening noticeably with restrained tension.
"Alright… the last person you slept with?" Ava tried again, her voice now soft.
Lou finally lifted her head, meeting Ava's eyes. What Ava saw there was more than just embarrassment—it was fear. A vulnerability so raw and exposed that it nearly took her breath away.
Ava blinked, the teasing tone in her voice melting away into one of genuine confusion. "Lou… you’re going to need to help me understand. You're gorgeous, funny, and smart. How is it possible that you've never…"
Lou sighed deeply, the weight of her words evident in the low cadence of her voice. "I had a girlfriend in high school, but it didn’t work out."
"Why not?" Ava asked gently, keeping her expression fixed on Lou.
Lou exhaled heavily, her eyes focused on some distant point beyond Ava's shoulder. "I really liked her at the time. We were inseparable, we did everything together. But…"
"But?" Ava prompted, encouraging Lou to continue.
"She wanted more than I was ready for at that age," Lou said, her voice tight with emotion. "And she kept pushing. Always trying for more when we kissed, even when I said no. Eventually, she got tired of waiting and moved on to some guy in our science class. Then she started telling people that I was frigid." Lou's expression turned into a bitter grimace. "And that was the end of us."
"She sounds like a bitch," Ava said with disdain in her tone. "Does she still live in town? I'd love to have a little chat with her."
Lou let out a quiet laugh, the tension in her shoulders dwindling just a little. "Thankfully, no. But it stuck with me. After that, I wasn’t exactly eager to jump back into the dating pool." She paused, a wry smile tugging at her lips. "Not that it mattered much. No one was lining up to date the ‘frigid girl’ who wouldn’t put out anyway."
She paused, the humor fading from her expression. "When I went to college, I thought, this is my chance. My time to figure things out, to explore. But instead…" She shook her head, a rueful smile tugging at her lips. "I buried myself in my studies. I worked so hard to get my grades on track, to make something of myself. By the time I finally made an online dating profile, everything fell apart. My dad died, and I had to come back home."
Ava ducked her head as she watched Lou avoid her gaze. "But, Lou, that was a long time ago. What about now?"
Lou hesitated, her hands flexing slightly at her sides as if searching for something tangible to hold on to. "I want a relationship, Ava. Not a one-night stand or something casual. And, well," She let out a short, self-conscious scoff. "The lesbian pool in Cedar Falls is… limited. Very limited. But it’s fine, it doesn’t bother me, I do just fine on my own," She paused, a blush creeping up her neck, "not like that—well, I do—God, you know what I mean."
Ava smiled. "Lou, that’s not a bad thing, knowing what you want and not settling."
Lou finally looked up, her eyes shadowed with lingering doubt but carrying a flicker of something else—something like hope. "You really think so? You don’t think it’s weird that I’ve never…"
"Never what?" Ava asked, feigning innocence before stepping forward with a mischievous grin. "Never slept with anyone? Never thrown yourself at the mercy of the dating app gods? Never had a dramatic rendezvous with a witness?"
Lou huffed a laugh, shaking her head. "You’re impossible."
Ava’s grin widened, her eyes locking with Lou’s. "I don’t think it’s weird at all. And for what it’s worth, I think you’re probably one of the few people who has a real shot at finding something meaningful. You deserve someone who’s going to take care of you."
Lou let out a low, disbelieving chuckle, shaking her head as if trying to brush away the moment’s significance. "Maybe. Guess I’ll add that to my ever-growing list of things to work on."
"Promise?" Ava’s voice was soft as she stepped closer—so close that the space between them practically disappeared. Her eyes held Lou’s, the air between them pulsating with an unspoken challenge.
Lou swallowed, her hazel eyes flicking down briefly towards Ava’s lips before meeting her eyes again. "Yeah, I promise," she said, her voice quieter now, almost reverent.
The tension between them was electric, a fragile thread tightening as they lingered in the moment. Lou’s pulse thrummed in her ears, her body acutely attuned to Ava’s nearness. She could feel the heat radiating from her, could smell the lingering trace of Ava’s perfume, warm and inviting.
And then, like a rude awakening, the sharp trill of Lou’s phone broke through the spell. Ava sighed, stepping back slightly, the connection between them severed like a snapped wire.
Lou muttered a quiet curse under her breath, pulling her phone from her pocket. The glow of the screen illuminated her face, her jaw tightening as she read the name.
S. Higgins.
The name seemed to steal the lightness from her expression, her jaw tightening as the easy banter between them dimmed.
Ava, oblivious to the name on the screen, couldn’t resist. "Another runaway cow herd?"
Lou’s awareness snapped to her, her expression deadpan but betrayed by a flicker of amusement in her eyes. "Wouldn’t you like to know?" she replied dryly.
"Desperately," Ava shot back, leaning in until her breath brushed warmly against Lou’s skin. "Go on, take it. The book club will survive a few minutes without you… even if I won’t."
Lou hesitated, her gaze locked with Ava’s. For a heartbeat, the phone rang off, only to start again a few seconds later, its shrill insistence underscoring the tension between them.
Then, with a resigned sigh, Lou broke the spell, lifting the phone as she turned slightly away.
She watched as Ava picked up a tray of pastries and left the kitchen. As she walked away, her boots echoed against the linoleum, and Lou’s gaze lingered just a second too long. The faint tug of something—anticipation, curiosity, or maybe something more—hung in the air long after Ava disappeared through the swinging door.
Enclosed by the gleaming stainless-steel surfaces, Lou answered her phone, her voice steady, masking the shiver creeping up her spine. "Sheriff Harman."
"Lou," Higgins’s grave tone immediately set her on edge. "I’m sorry for the late call, but we’ve got a problem."
"What kind of problem?" Lou asked, her grip tightening on the phone.
"Ava’s genius of a co-worker, David, went to the local news with a story about a murder at the diner and sold it for a quick payday. We managed to put a gag order on it as soon as we found out, but it’s too late—it’s already hit social media. It’s only a matter of time before it goes national."
Lou’s jaw clenched. "So what does that mean going forward?"
"The fact that there’s already a story circulating about a murder at the diner, combined with David’s account of being questioned by the police, makes one thing clear—law enforcement knows something happened there that night. Which means it won’t be long before Callahan starts asking questions."
Lou exhaled sharply, running a hand over her face. "Jesus Christ."
"There’s more," Higgins continued, his tone grim. "Forensics confirmed that the blood at the scene belonged to an Ethan Carter—the same name Ava overheard Callahan using."
Lou’s stomach sank. "And?"
"Ethan worked as an aide for Callahan’s campaign team," Higgins explained. "He went missing the same night Ava claims the murder happened. No explanation, no trace. His family reported him missing a couple of days after the murder."
"Then surely that’s enough to bring him in for questioning," Lou said, though she knew the answer before Higgins even spoke.
"Not even close," he said, his voice edged with frustration. "All we have right now is circumstantial—a missing young man and Ava’s testimony. What we need is irrefutable evidence—a body, a weapon—something tangible." He paused, his tone hardening. "And with David not seeing the men during his shift, as far as they’re concerned, there’s only one person who can tie them to that night."
Lou’s blood ran cold. "Ava."
"Yes," Higgins said, his tone dropping even further. "Ava’s testimony ties it all together, Lou."
Lou’s eyes darted toward the door leading to the dining area, where laughter and the low hum of conversation filtered through the cracks. She could see Ava seated with Millie, her shoulders relaxed as she chatted animatedly. For a moment, Lou’s heart clenched at the sight, knowing the storm brewing just beyond Ava’s peaceful oblivion.
Swallowing hard, Lou forced herself to stay calm. "When are you going to tell her?"
"I’m not. I don’t want anyone in my department to have any contact with her, just as a precaution. I’ll need you to fill her in," Higgins said, his voice tense with urgency. "Listen—if they’ve figured out it’s Ava, it won’t take them long to come after her."
Lou took a deep, steadying breath. "Okay, understood. Keep me updated."
"I will. Speak soon, Lou," Higgins said before the line went dead.
For a moment, Lou stood frozen, staring at the phone in her hand. With a deep, steadying breath, she slipped it back into her pocket and forced her expression into a neutral mask. Her mind raced, caught between two conflicting urges: the need to run into the diner and wrap Ava securely in her arms and the need to maintain the illusion of calm. Ava had come to Cedar Falls to escape her fears, not to learn they were circling closer.
Pushing open the kitchen door, Lou stepped back into the warmth and chatter of the book club. Ava spotted her right away, her sharp green irises narrowing in a silent question.
"Everything alright?" Ava asked, her tone light but tinged with concern.
"Yeah, just work stuff," Lou replied, her voice clipped. She offered no further explanation, and though Ava’s gaze lingered, searching for more, the conversation quickly veered back to the scandalous plotlines of The Sheriff's Way.
By the time the meeting wrapped up, the atmosphere felt heavier, pulled down by unspoken worries.
Outside, the quiet streets of Cedar Falls were bathed in the diffused glow of streetlights, casting long, flickering shadows as Lou and Ava made their way home.
The quiet in the truck was deafening, stretching between them like an invisible thread, broken only by the low, rhythmic melodies playing from the radio.
Finally, Ava reached out, her fingers brushing lightly against Lou’s forearm resting on the center console. "Hey," she said, her voice gentle. "Are you really okay?"
Lou tensed at the contact but quickly forced herself to relax, her grip tightening on the wheel. "Yeah, I’m fine," she replied, the words too quick, too rehearsed.
"Please don’t tell me it’s because you’re embarrassed about what you said in the kitchen," Ava said softly.
Lou turned her head briefly, meeting Ava’s glance. The warmth and understanding in her face made something twist uncomfortably in Lou’s chest. The thought of shattering Ava’s newfound ease, of taking away the lightness she’d seen in the diner, strengthened her resolve.
"No, it’s not that," Lou said, shaking her head as she turned her attention back to the road.
Ava’s hand slipped away slowly, the distance between them suddenly feeling immense despite the cramped cab of the truck. The silence that followed was heavy, laden with things unsaid.
Ava exhaled softly, then tried to lighten the moment. "Okay, but for the record, I still think the sapphic sheriff seducing a witness idea has legs. Might even pitch it to a publisher someday."
Lou glanced at her, her lips twitching as a laugh escaped. "Just make sure to change the names," she replied. "And leave my horses out of it."



TWELVE
LOOKING TOO CLOSELY
By late morning, Lou made her way to the annex, the crisp air carrying the faint scent of dew and cedar. She paused at the door, tapping out the familiar rhythm of Man! I Feel Like a Woman with her knuckles, a distant grin tugging at her lips as she waited for a response.
The door creaked open to reveal Ava, her hair mussed and sleep still clinging to her eyes. She was dressed in nothing but a pair of tiny shorts and a loose tank top that draped low, revealing more skin than Lou was prepared for at this hour. Lou’s attention flickered downward for the briefest moment before she quickly looked away, clearing her throat with a bit more force than necessary.
"Morning," Lou said, her voice rough, "can you get dressed, please? We need to head out."
Ava blinked, her voice groggy as she mumbled, "What? Where are we going?"
"Just trust me, Ava. It’s important." Her tone was firm, leaving no room for argument. "Five minutes. Out front."
Before Ava could say another word, Lou turned on her heel and walked away, leaving Ava standing in the doorway, frowning in bewilderment.
With a sigh, Ava shut the door and scrambled to find something more appropriate to wear.
Five minutes later, Ava stepped outside, now dressed in jeans and a hoodie, her hair hastily pulled back.
Lou was already by the truck, leaning against the driver’s side door with a stony expression, her arms crossed and her stare fixed on some faraway point. Without a word, Ava climbed into the passenger seat and buckled her seatbelt, her curiosity mounting with every second of silence.
The drive was thick with suspense, the only sound was the deep rumble of the truck’s engine and the occasional crunch of gravel beneath the tires. Ava glanced at Lou out of the corner of her eye, trying to decipher her expression, but the sheriff’s face was set. Whatever this was about, it was serious—and Ava had learned by now not to poke the bear when Lou wore that look.
The trees began to thicken as they drove farther out of town, the landscape growing wilder with every mile. Ava shifted in her seat, the quiet pressing against her until she couldn’t take it anymore. "So," she ventured, "are you going to tell me what this is all about, or shall we play the guessing game?"
Lou’s kept her attention locked on the road ahead, her voice flat when she finally spoke. "I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, Ava—but I can’t be everywhere. You need to be able to protect yourself if Anthony or I aren’t there."
Ava blinked, caught off guard. "Wait—self-defense? Again? I thought we already went over this."
Lou shook her head, her tone dropping to something heavier. "This isn’t about hand-to-hand combat. We’re taking it a step further."
Ava frowned, a knot of unease forming in her stomach. "What does that mean?"
Lou didn’t answer right away, her silence weighing down the cabin of the truck. The voiceless words hung between them as if Lou wasn’t just deciding how to explain but bracing for what came next.
The truck rolled to a stop, its engine cutting, leaving only the faint rustle of the Wyoming wilderness. Cedar Falls felt worlds away, reduced to a far-flung memory blurred by the stark isolation of the landscape.
Lou stepped out, her boots biting against the cedar-strewn ground as she scanned the hollow. Towering cedars stood like sentinels around them, their branches swaying slightly, whispering to one another in the crisp morning breeze. Shafts of sunlight struggled through the dense canopy, dappling the forest floor with fleeting patches of light.
Ava climbed out after her, the damp earth giving slightly under her boots. The sharp, tangy scent of cedar resin filled the air, mingling with the earthy dampness of the forest. She wrapped her arms around herself as a chill seeped into her skin, her eyes darting across the secluded clearing.
"Feels like we’re the only two people left in the world," Ava murmured, her breath misting in the cold air before dissolving into the expanse.
"Sometimes isolation is the best protection," Lou replied, her voice barely louder than the rustle of branches.
She retrieved a case from the back of the truck and snapped it open, revealing the sleek, cold steel of a handgun that gleamed dully in the filtered light.
"What’s wrong?" Ava asked as she came to stand beside Lou, her voice laced with concern that wove through the stillness of the area.
Lou’s movements were almost meditative as she loaded the weapon with a precision that spoke to years of experience. "Nothing’s wrong," she replied, her tone guarded.
Ava studied her, her chest tightening with a mix of unease and fascination. There was something captivating about the way Lou handled the gun—equal parts control and reverence. It was as if the act itself grounded her, even as it left Ava slightly breathless.
"You’ve been off since last night," Ava said, her expression unwavering. "Since the kitchen."
Lou paused for the briefest moment before continuing her task. "Anthony and I are just dealing with a lot right now," she said, placing the gun down with care.
It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either.
Stepping closer, Ava placed a tentative hand on Lou’s arm. Her touch was light but insistent. "Will you talk to me? Please?"
Lou exhaled, her shoulders sagging slightly under the burden of what she was carrying. "Ava…" she began, her voice faltering as she looked down at the floor.
"I care about you, Lou," Ava pressed gently. "I’m here. Talk to me."
Lou lifted her eyes, meeting Ava’s with a raw vulnerability that made Ava’s breath catch. The plea in her hazel eyes was unmistakable: Don’t push me. Please.
Ava hesitated, the urge to press for more bubbling just beneath the surface. But she read the silent plea for privacy and nodded, stepping back slightly. "Okay," she said softly. "That’s fine. You know where I am if you change your mind."
Lou gave a small, almost imperceptible nod—a quiet acknowledgment of Ava’s understanding. Her eyes flicked back to the weapon, her hands resuming their meticulous work.
"Have you ever fired one before?" Lou asked, her focus razor-sharp as she checked the chamber.
Ava hesitated, her gaze dropping to the weapon in Lou’s hands. "Once," she admitted quietly. "At a range in the city. After my mom died and I was living alone, I thought I should get something for protection. I went to try it out, but I didn’t like how it felt. So, I never bought one and invested in better locks for my doors and windows instead."
Blonde hair framed Lou’s face as she glanced up, her hazel eyes meeting Ava’s with an intensity that made her stomach tighten. "City ranges don’t prepare you for real life," she said, her voice hushed.
"Real life…" Ava echoed, the term hanging heavy between them like the fog that clung to the trees.
Lou nodded once, setting up paper targets against a backdrop of boulders that stood like silent bystanders. Each placement was considered, tactical—a mimicry of potential threats. Ava's heart thudded in her ears as she watched Lou methodically create what felt like a battleground from the peaceful clearing.
"I need you to pay attention, Ava," Lou said, her tone a mix of command and caution.
Ava swallowed hard, her focus fixed on Lou's hands as they moved with a lethal grace.
Lou handed Ava the firearm, its weight cold and foreign in her hands. "Powerful grip, but not too tight," Lou instructed, her voice low—a thrum of authority softened by patience. Ava's fingers wrapped around the polymer frame, her stance awkward like a fawn learning to stand.
"Your arms, extend them like this." Lou demonstrated her own arms, sure and unshakable. Ava mimicked the motion, hyper-aware of the power she held unsteadily between her hands.
"Good. Now, align your sight with the target." Lou's words flowed over Ava, guiding her through the motions.
Ava's eyes squinted down the barrel, the target ahead a blur of white and black. She adjusted her grip, finding her aim wobble as if mirroring her internal unease.
"Relax your shoulders," Lou said, stepping closer, her presence enveloping Ava like a shadow at dusk.
With each direction, Ava's movements became less tentative, transitioning into something resembling determination. Her aim locked on the target, a silent challenge issued forth.
"Here." Lou's breath was a whisper against Ava's ear as she reached from behind to correct Ava's posture. The contact sent a shiver cascading down Ava's spine, the sensation unexpected, electric. In the intimate cocoon of their proximity, every shift of Lou's body against hers was a wordless conversation, laden with tension that rippled through the air like heat waves off hot metal.
"Feet shoulder-width apart," Lou continued, her hands firm on Ava's hips as she guided them into position. Ava swallowed, her skin tingling where Lou's touch lingered.
The forest around them seemed to hold its breath, the towering trees standing silent, witness to this careful exchange of instruction and response.
"Better," Lou murmured, approval resonating in that single word. Ava's heart raced, not from fear of the weapon, but from the closeness of the woman behind her.
"Ready?" Lou's question hung in the moment, heavy with implications beyond the scope of simple target practice.
Ava nodded, her finger poised on the trigger, the world narrowing to the point where intention met action, where the line between protector and protected blurred into obscurity.
Ava exhaled slowly, her conviction steadying her hand. And in the quiet of the forest's embrace, she made her choice and pulled the trigger.
The recoil jolted Ava's frame, but her grip held strong. The gunshot reverberated across the desolate clearing, its echo a testament to their seclusion. A cloud of smoke drifted upwards as the bullet found its mark on the distant target.
"Damn," Ava exhaled, eyes alight with a triumphant fire that chased away the shadows of doubt. "I actually hit it."
Lou watched from a few paces back, the corners of her mouth ticked up in a smile. "You did, good job," Lou said.
"Guess I'm full of surprises, huh?" Ava replied. Her chestnut hair danced with the breeze, framing her face in an unruly halo.
Ava adjusted her grip once more, emboldened by their exchange, and stepped to the firing line.
Lou watched, sensing the shift in the air as Ava held the weapon with newfound resolve. The morning sun cast a golden hue over the scene, igniting specks of dust into swirling constellations around them.
"Can I go again?" Ava asked, her voice steady.
"Whenever you’re ready."
She took aim, the world shrinking once more to the space between sights and targets, between vulnerability and control.
Another shot rang out. The sharp crack of it echoed, then dissolved into the hush of the forest, swallowed by rustling leaves and the distant call of a bird.
Ava turned, her gaze finding Lou’s, searching for the silent affirmation that would cement the moment.
"Good girl," Lou said, her voice nearly carried away by the breeze.
Ava’s lips parted, something unspoken flickering in her eyes.
Lou cleared her throat and stepped forward, coming to stand beside her. "This is my gun. It’s registered to the house and, by extension, the annex. When we get home, I’ll leave it there, and you can keep it wherever you feel safest. Just remember—it stays somewhere secure, and the safety stays on at all times unless you feel you’re in immediate danger and I’m not at home. Understand?"
Ava nodded quickly. "Yeah, I got it."
After a few more hours of practice, they worked together to dismantle the makeshift shooting range. Their movements were instinctive now, a quiet rhythm shared between two people finding their footing in tacit harmony. Brass casings clinked lightly as they gathered them, the crisp scent of earth mingling with the faint metallic tang that hung in the cool air.
As they packed up the last of the gear and the afternoon sun began its slow descent, their hands occasionally brushed—each accidental touch sending a subtle, electric jolt between them. Their glances lingered, heavy with unspoken questions and the presence of secrets yet to surface. The tension between them was coiled and taut, like a drawn bowstring ready to snap.
"Ready to head back? I’ve got to take over the evening shift at the station, and it’s a long drive," Lou said, her voice composed.
Ava hesitated, glancing around at the quiet beauty of the clearing before meeting Lou’s gaze. "Can we stay a few more minutes?" she asked softly.
Lou glanced at the horizon, the warm hues of the sun stretching across the sky. She nodded, dropping the tailgate of her truck. Together, they climbed up and sat side by side, the silence between them filled with the quiet hum of the afternoon.
"I can see why you love it so much here. Cedar Falls really is beautiful," Ava said, her voice awestruck as she took in the view.
Lou didn’t respond right away, her eyes fixed on the horizon. The golden light painted her features in delicate shadows, making her look almost ethereal.
"You don’t have anything like this in Sandstone?" Lou asked after a long pause.
"No," Ava answered, shaking her head. "Sandstone’s pretty built up. It’s always been a big tourist spot, but now we’ve got developers coming in, building luxury resorts and golf clubs. There’s nowhere like this—nowhere you can just… exist."
"Where do you go to get away from it all, then?"
"Nowhere," Ava said, a little bitterness creeping in. "I wake up in my tiny, crappy studio apartment. Do chores, run errands, go to work, come home, and start over. I’m stuck. At least, I felt stuck in Sandstone. Things are different here. I’m different here, I think."
Lou turned toward her, the urge to pull her into a hug almost overwhelming. For a moment, she lingered, caught between her emotions, before shifting her gaze back to the horizon.
The silence stretched, heavy but not oppressive, until Ava finally spoke, "Was it something I said in the kitchen?" she asked, her tone tentative.
Lou let out a sigh, running a hand through her hair. "Ava, I don’t know how else to say this—You didn’t do anything."
Ava turned to her, her voice quieter now, tinged with vulnerability. "Did you want me to? Is that why you’re acting so distant?"
Lou froze, her attention snapping to the brunette. Ava’s lips were slightly parted, her breath coming just a little quicker. God, Lou wanted to kiss her and wrap her in her arms. Wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything. The tightness in her chest felt unbearable, like the only way to ease it was to close the space between them.
"Ava…" Lou started, her voice barely above a whisper.
"Because I wanted to."
Lou’s breath hitched. "You wanted to what?" she asked, her voice laced with a mix of hesitation and longing.
"Honestly?" Ava’s lips curved into a small, nervous smile. "I wanted to kiss you, Lou. If your phone hadn’t rung when it did, I would have."
The confession lingered in the air, a fragile thread pulling them closer, winding tighter around Lou’s chest. She swallowed hard, her resolve teetering as she looked into Ava’s eyes—open, vulnerable, and so utterly captivating.
Ava leaned in, her fingers brushing against Lou’s arm before sliding up to gently cup her face. Their lips hovered, so close that Lou could feel Ava’s warm breath ghosting over her lips. Every nerve in her body screamed to close the gap, to give in to the undeniable pull between them.
But the truth of that phone call still loomed in Lou’s mind, a shadow she couldn’t ignore. If she let this happen and started something now, it wouldn’t be honest—not until Ava knew everything. And Lou couldn’t tell her. Not yet.
"Wait," Lou breathed, her voice catching just as Ava’s lips were about to meet hers.
Ava froze, her wide eyes searching Lou’s face for answers before she pulled back, dropping her hands as though burned.
She jumped off the truck bed, pacing in quick, frantic strides. "Fuck, I’m sorry," she said, her words tumbling out in a rush. "You told me how you felt pressured by that girl in high school, how you wanted something serious, and here I am—I don’t know how long I’ll be here, and⁠—"
"No." Lou jumped down from the truck, grabbing Ava’s hand to stop her from pacing. Her voice was insistent but reassuring. "Stop. Just stop."
Ava turned to her, unshed tears brimming in her eyes, her breath hitching as she struggled to hold it together.
Lou cupped Ava’s cheeks with both hands, tilting her face upward until their eyes met. "Ava," she said softly, her voice steady despite the conflicting emotions inside her, "whatever self-deprecating thoughts are running through your head right now, I need you to let them go. You didn’t pressure me into anything. You could never do that."
A single tear slid down Ava’s cheek, and Lou brushed it away with her thumb, her touch achingly tender.
"I want to kiss you, Ava," Lou said, her tone almost pained. "I want to so badly."
"Hate to point out the obvious," Ava said, her voice heavy with a fragile humor that didn’t reach her eyes, "but you just stopped that from happening."
Lou shook her head, the consequence of her decision pressing heavily on her chest. "I can’t. Not right now. I need you to understand—this isn’t about not wanting you. Ava, I do want you. But my priority has to be protecting you. I can’t do that if I’m constantly second-guessing myself, worrying that every decision I make might upset you because it compromises the job I need to do."
Ava nodded slowly, stepping back as her fingers toyed with the scrunchie on her wrist—the one Lou had loaned her during her first week in Cedar Falls. Her voice wavered when she spoke. "Right, yeah, okay. That makes sense." She paused, her gaze dropping to the ground. "Uh, can we go home now? Please?"
Lou took a hesitant step toward her, wanting to comfort her, to make her understand, but Ava held up a hand, stopping her in her tracks. When she looked up, her green eyes were glassy, her voice so quiet it barely carried through the crisp air.
"Please, Lou," Ava said, her voice faltering. "I’m embarrassed and disappointed, and I just… I just want to go home."
Lou nodded, her heart twisting painfully in her chest. What could she possibly say to that?
They walked back to the truck in silence, the air between them thick with everything left unsaid. When they reached the house, Ava headed straight for the annex, her shoulders tense, her head down.
That afternoon was the first time since Lou had helped Ava through her panic attack at the diner that they hadn’t shared dinner together. Instead, Lou sat alone in her kitchen, her gaze fixed on the empty chair across from her. The house, usually filled with the quiet murmur of conversation and the soft clink of dishes, felt oppressively silent. The stillness pressed in, a sharp reminder of how deeply Ava had woven herself into her life—and how much it hurt to keep her at a distance now.



THIRTEEN
TRUTH HURTS
The truck rolled to a stop, gravel crunching under its bulky tires. Lou stepped out, her boots hitting the ground with purpose as she shut the door, silencing the echo of quiet sniffles that had filled the cab during the drive home from target practice.
The station door creaked open, announcing her entrance with an almost imperceptible sigh. Inside, the air lay dense with the electronic symphony of blinking lights and muted beeps, mingling with the burnt aroma of coffee that had been sitting too long in the pot. It was a scent that spelled long nights and longer cases, a familiar comfort to her senses.
Anthony sat amidst the chaos of scattered paperwork, his silhouette framed by the faint glow of dimly lit monitors. As his eyes lifted from the disarray of files, they met Lou's with a piercing familiarity that cut straight through her carefully crafted sternness. His gaze held a quiet curiosity, softened by the concern etched deeply into the lines around his eyes.
"What’s wrong?" he asked.
With a deep sigh, Lou sank into her chair. She recounted the call with Higgins the evening before—the blood evidence, Ethan’s missing person report, and the thread connecting Ava’s testimony to Callahan.
Anthony’s brow furrowed as he listened, his usual easy demeanor hardening into something sharper. "Jesus," he murmured, clasping his hands together behind his head. "How’d Ava take the news?"
Lou’s lips tightened, her gaze drifting to the stack of reports on her desk, as though they might offer an answer she didn’t have. "She doesn’t know."
Anthony pushed back from his desk, the chair's wheels grinding against the linoleum floor with a sound that seemed louder than usual in the silence.
"What do you mean? You can't keep her in the dark about this," he said. There was an edge to his words, a testament to his growing concern.
"What was I supposed to say?" she shot back, her voice low and flanked with frustration. "‘Hey, Ava, just FYI, the murder at the diner has been all over the news and social media, so Callahan is most definitely going to send someone to kill you now.’?
You didn’t see her last night, Anthony. She was laughing. She was relaxed. She felt safe. I couldn’t take that away from her."
"That’s unfair. You’re walking a fine line, Lou. And if you slip, Ava’s the one who’s going to pay for it."
Lou’s jaw tightened, the muscle ticking in a small, betraying movement. Her carefully constructed stoicism—a fortress honed over years of service—began to show its first cracks. "I know the risks, Anthony," she replied sharply, though the slight tremor in her voice betrayed the assault of doubts swirling within. "I’m not blind to what’s at stake."
"Are you sure about that?" Anthony leaned forward, his gaze unflinching. "Because right now, it feels like you’re letting something else cloud your judgment."
The insinuation hit her like a sucker punch, the cold truth of it cutting through her defenses. Lou straightened, her walls inching higher even as her resolve wavered.
"I will tell her if there’s an update from Higgins that suggests she needs to know," she said, her voice taut with determination. "Otherwise, I’m telling her something that’s not only going to scare her but also make her feel anxious because there’s nothing she can do about it."
Anthony’s expression softened, but his voice held firm. "Just consider this," he said, his voice deliberate and measured. "Did you feel safer in your house, even though your ma tried to shelter you by not telling you the truth?"
Lou froze. The air between them thickened, suffused with the tension of pain and unyielding pride. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms as her jaw tightened.
"Anthony," she said, her voice dangerously calm, each syllable razor-sharp against the thick silence. "We’ve never had an argument we couldn’t fix. But I’m telling you now—if you ever throw my dad back in my face like that again, we are done. Do you understand me?"
The silence that followed was deafening, the kind of quiet that carried the threat of something breaking. Anthony studied her for a long moment, his brow furrowing in a mix of regret and defiance. Finally, he nodded a sharp, clipped motion.
"Understood," he said simply, his voice leaden with voiceless apologies and lingering regret. His hands moved with uncharacteristic hesitation as he gathered the scattered reports on his desk. The rustle of paper filled the silence between them, the sound sharper than it had any right to be.
"I’ll see you later, Sheriff," he said finally, his tone shouldering weary affection. His voice dropped slightly, carrying an edge—not anger, but something that cut just as deep. Something akin to disappointment. "Just remember—truths buried in the dark don’t stay hidden forever. And when they rise, they’re normally more unforgiving than you’d expect."
The weight of his words hung in the air like an undeclared accusation, the kind that lingers long after the conversation has ended.
Lou watched as Anthony turned, his movements reluctant, and walked to the door. He paused for a moment as if he might say more, but then he stepped through, closing it behind him with a final click.
The room felt colder in his absence, the echoes of their exchange settling into the quiet like dust. Lou stayed rooted to the spot, her hands braced against the desk as she stared at the closed door, her teeth ground together, and her chest felt heavy. His words repeated in her mind, cutting through the haze of her resolve.
The dim glare from her desk lamp cast long shadows across the room, turning mundane objects into specters of doubt and second-guessing. She rested her elbows on the desk, temples pressed into the cool palms of her hands. In the solitude of the station, Lou allowed herself a rare moment of vulnerability, the significance of her choice—and Anthony's parting comments—looming over her like a shadow stretching with the fading light.
With a final steadying breath, she turned her attention to the paperwork before her, each report a stepping stone back to the order she so desperately sought to maintain.
Outside, the wind whispered against the bricks of the station, a restless harbinger of the trials still to come.

After the hours had ticked by, the silence was shattered by the sudden crackle of the radio, jolting Lou from her drowsy state. The sharp static pierced through the silent atmosphere of the station like a bolt of lightning striking through a thick fog. Her bloodshot eyes snapped open, instantly alert as she honed in on the dispatcher's voice struggling to break through the garbled transmission.
"Unit 12, we have a…situation out at…"
The message was fragmented and muffled, eaten away by bursts of interference.
In one swift motion, Lou shot up from her chair, her movements fluid and precise as she reached for her belt and secured it around her waist. Her hand brushed against the cool metal of her service weapon, an intimate touch that spoke of countless hours spent in training and in the field.
With each strap and buckle fastened, Lou's impassive mask returned, settling into place over any flicker of hesitation. She grabbed her radio from its charging dock with practiced ease. "Dispatch, this is Unit 12. Can you repeat that last message?"
"We’ve had a report of a trespasser on the Grady Ranch. Are you able to respond, Sheriff?"
Her heart tightened at the mere mention of the ranch, a place steeped in memories of her and her dad picking out Dolly and Cash from Old Man Grady’s herd—moments she’d long since buried. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on ghosts.
Lou hastily snatched her jacket, the smooth material brushing against her skin as she slipped it on. The familiar scent of worn leather mixed with the rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins.
Lou's grip on the radio tightened, her hazel eyes narrowing as she processed the information. "Copy that, Unit 12 en route to the Grady Ranch. ETA thirty minutes."
Pushing open the heavy wooden doors, Lou stepped into the cool embrace of Cedar Falls's nocturnal world. The crisp night air enveloped her like a thick cloak, accompanied by the distant chirping of crickets that amplified the sense of urgency pulsing through her body.
She slid into her truck, slamming the door shut behind her like a final punctuation mark. The engine roared to life as she flipped on the lights, red and blue beams slicing through the darkness in sharp, rhythmic flashes.
The drive to Old Grady’s Farm was a blur of shadows and adrenaline. Gravel kicked up under her tires as the truck tore down the winding dirt road, headlights cutting through the pitch-black countryside. She knew every bend and curve of this terrain like the back of her hand, but her focus was unwavering nonetheless.
"Sheriff Harman," crackled the voice of the dispatcher over the static. "Are you on site? Grady just called again."
Lou's grip tightened on the steering wheel, her eyes scanning the dark horizon with laser-sharp precision. "I'm almost there," she responded in a clipped tone. "Listen, reception is spotty out here. Call Grady and let him know I’ll be on his property, so he shouldn’t fire any weapons while I’m there. If you don’t hear from me in fifteen minutes, call Anthony’s cell and have him come over. We might have a situation on our hands."
"Copy that, Sheriff," came the dispatcher’s swift reply. "Fifteen minutes."
The radio crackled into silence, leaving only the growl of the truck's engine. Old Grady's ranch appeared like an apparition in the distance, its dark stables looming forward.
Lou parked a safe distance away, her hand instinctively reaching for her flashlight and gun as she stepped out into the frigid night air. The scent of damp earth and decaying leaves filled her nostrils, the cold seeping through her jacket like icy tendrils. With quick and silent steps, she made her way toward the old stables, her flashlight slicing through the darkness with a solitary beam of light.
A strange sensation prickled at the nape of her neck, causing her to pause and glance around. The feeling of being watched was almost suffocating, but she pushed it aside and continued on her search of the area.
The eerie silence was suddenly shattered by a barely audible noise behind her—a whisper of movement that she couldn’t pinpoint. Lou whirled around, her flashlight frantically scanning the space, but there was no one in sight.
As she approached the stable doors, she knew immediately that something was wrong. The horses inside were in distress—rearing up and cribbing wildly with fear etched onto their muzzles. Lou’s jaw tightened as she stepped into the space, the scent of hay mingling with the sharp tang of leather from the saddles and the faint musk of horses, carried on the biting chill of the night air.
Not wanting to scare them further, Lou holstered her gun, the sound of it clicking into place echoing in the stillness of the stable. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for what was to come.
Stepping into the paddock, Lou's senses were on high alert. The horses were agitated, their powerful bodies heaving and stomping restlessly. But she remained calm, using her low voice and open palms to try and soothe them.
Just as she approached the nearest horse, a sudden shuffle of feet on the dirt behind her made her spin around. Her heart raced as she scanned the darkness for any signs of danger. A shadow moved just outside the stable, disappearing before she could get a good look at it.
"Hey!" Lou called out, one hand instinctively reaching for her weapon. But before she could take another step, the horse behind her reared up in panic, its hooves flailing wildly.
In a split second, the full force of its powerful legs struck Lou with an intense pain that radiated through her body like fire. She was thrown backward with breathtaking force, crashing into the unforgiving metal gate of the paddock.
The impact was jarring, her head slamming against the cold metal and sending a blinding flash of light across her vision. Darkness engulfed her as she crumpled to the ground, surrounded by the sounds of panicked hooves and whinnies before everything went silent.



FOURTEEN
BACK FROM THE EDGE
Lou's awareness surfaced slowly, delicate and tentative, brushing against the stark reality of her surroundings. The first sensation that pierced the fog in her mind was the oppressive glare of fluorescent lights above, too bright, too artificial, casting everything in a clinical pallor. They buzzed faintly—a relentless drone that seemed to sync with the throbbing pain in her head. She tried to lift her hand to shield her eyes, but her limbs felt heavy, leaden with fatigue and the residual venom of whatever drugs coursed through her system.
The room smelled of antiseptic, a sharp contrast to the earthy scents of Cedar Falls that she knew so well. The distant beeping of medical equipment became the metronome to her disorientation, each peak an echo bouncing off the sterile white walls.
From the periphery of her fractured awareness, two figures emerged. Anthony stood tall and solid, his broad-shouldered silhouette defined by the dim light filtering through the half-closed blinds. There was a fortitude etched into his features, cushioned only by the upward curl at the corner of his lips—an attempt at reassurance that didn't quite reach his eyes.
Beside him, Millie's presence was like a beacon of warmth in the cold room, her features etched with lines of worry that spoke volumes of a sleepless night.
Lou's gaze drifted, unsteady and searching, between Anthony and Millie. Her throat felt parched, the words she wanted to form dissolving before they could manifest. But even in her weakened state, a singular thought clawed its way through the haze: Ava. Her heart seized with a protectiveness so fierce it banished the fog clouding her senses.
Anthony caught the urgency in Lou's eyes and read the silent question that lay there. He responded with an almost imperceptible nod, one that carried a weight of unuttered understanding.
Millie reached out, her hand trembling slightly as she brushed back a strand of Lou's disheveled hair—a gesture that was both loving and grounding.
"You’re okay, honey," Millie murmured, her voice a lullaby meant to soothe frayed nerves.
"Amelia?" Her throat ached, each syllable a gravelly effort that betrayed her inner agitation.
Millie's brows knit together as she watched her daughter—a silent symphony of confusion playing out across her features. She glanced between Lou and Anthony, the question in her eyes clear: Why is she asking about Amelia now?
Anthony leaned in closer, his eyes locked onto Lou’s, the seriousness of his expression cutting through her lingering haze. "She’s fine, Lou," he said, his voice steady and calm. "She’s back at your place."
Relief washed over Lou, but it was short-lived. The anxiety that had driven her awake still simmered beneath the surface. The hospital room, with its sanitized scent and incessant sounds, felt like a cage, far removed from the quiet sanctuary of her farmhouse. She tried to push herself up, but pain shot through her side, forcing her back down with a strangled groan.
"Slowly," Millie said gently, pressing a cool hand to Lou’s shoulder. "Don’t push yourself."
"What… what happened?" Lou managed to rasp, her voice cracking from thirst. Her head throbbed mercilessly, a dull ache that pulsed in time with her heartbeat.
Anthony exchanged a quick glance with Millie, who gave him a subtle nod to go on. "You had a rough night," he said, his tone regretful. "We found you unconscious in Grady’s stables. You’d been out cold for over an hour. When Dispatch couldn’t get through and you missed the fifteen-minute check-in, I headed out there."
Lou closed her eyes, fragments of the evening returning in jagged, disjointed flashes. The restless horses, the shadow in the corner of her eye, the sudden, brutal force of the kick, and the cold metal against her skull.
Her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of it. "I was in the stable," she murmured, "I heard something… turned around… then the horse…"
Her voice trailed off, frustration flickering in her expression as the memories eluded her.
Millie’s grip on Lou’s hand tightened, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "You were freezing when Anthony found you, and you took a hard hit to the head. A couple of ribs are bruised, too. Honestly, you’re lucky that jacket of yours is so thick—it probably cushioned the impact just enough to keep them from breaking."
Despite the throbbing pain in her skull, Lou’s thoughts drifted back to Ava. The urgency to see her, to ensure with her own eyes that Ava was truly safe, clawed at her insides. "I need… I want to go home," Lou insisted, trying to push herself up again.
Anthony’s hands were compassionate but firm as he held her in place. "Not yet, Lou. You need to rest." He leaned in closer and whispered, "Ava’s okay. But if you don’t take care of yourself, you won’t be any good to her."
Lou’s jaw clenched, frustration gnawing at her. She hated feeling this helpless, especially when there were threats lurking in the shadows, threats she couldn’t protect Ava from if she was laid up in a hospital bed. But Anthony’s eyes were unwavering, steady as a rock, and she knew he wouldn’t let her leave until she had been given the all-clear.
Taking a shaky breath, Lou forced herself to relax back against the pillows. "Fine," she muttered, her voice barely more than a whisper. "But as soon as I’m discharged, I’m getting out of here."
Millie smiled softly. "Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?" she said, her tone filled with affection. "But for now, get some rest."

A few hours later, Lou’s restlessness was impossible to ignore. Tension hung in the air, thick and oppressive, like a heavy fog that refused to lift.
Millie, ever perceptive, finally broke the silence. Her voice was soft as she said, "I’ll grab us some coffee."
Without waiting for a reply, she rose and slipped out of the room. The faint scent of lavender lingered in her wake, mingling with the unspoken worry that seemed to cling to her like a familiar, well-worn shawl.
Lou turned her head toward Anthony, her movements slow and deliberate, every inch an effort. "I’m sorry about how we left things. I didn’t mean what I said—about us being done."
Anthony stepped closer, his large frame casting a shadow that dulled the harsh light. His unflappable façade faltered, the cracks visible in the set of his jaw and the droop of his shoulders. "No, Lou," he said, his voice steady but tinged with guilt. "I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have said what I did about your dad, and I should’ve gotten to you sooner."
Lou shook her head weakly, her hazel eyes locking onto his. "If you hadn’t come when you did, who knows what would’ve happened. Thank you." She tried for a small smile, a weak attempt to dispel the heaviness of the moment, but it faltered under the gravity of their shared fears.
Anthony’s hand closed over hers, his steady grip offering quiet reassurance. "I’ve got your back. Always. In everything."
A small smile flickered across Lou’s lips as she gave his hand a weak squeeze. "I know," she replied, her tone carrying a touch of warmth. "And you were right—I’m going to tell Ava."

Later that evening, the doctor’s words still echoed in Lou’s mind as she carefully slid off the hospital bed. Her legs trembled beneath her, a fragile rebellion against her determination. She’d been cleared to go home—the word itself a lifeline, reverberating in her thoughts. Home. It was all she could think about.
Anthony stood at her side, a steadying hand on her elbow as she tested her weight. "Easy, Sheriff," he murmured, his tone laced with concern. "Don’t push it."
Lou nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. "I’m fine," she insisted, though the tremor in her legs betrayed her. Her head still throbbed, a relentless reminder of the minor concussion she had. But the thought of Ava waiting for her, possibly worrying, overrode the pain.
Anthony watched her carefully, his eyes softening as she steadied herself. "Alright," he said, releasing her arm but staying close enough to catch her if she wavered. "Let’s get you home."
"Yes, please," Lou echoed, the words rolling off her tongue like a prayer.
The truck ride back to Cedar Falls was a blur of dark roads and flickering streetlights, her mind racing ahead to the farmhouse.
As they parked in the driveway, Lou’s heart clenched at the sight of a dim light glowing through the windows of the main house. Relief washed over her like a wave, but it was tinged with something else—something deeper and scarier to name.
Anthony helped steady Lou as they made their way toward the house, her movements slower than usual. The door swung open before they reached it, and Ava was there, her feet barely touching the porch steps as she hurried to meet them. Her wide eyes darted between Lou and Anthony, searching for reassurance, but her focus quickly settled on Lou.
Lou faltered, not from pain but from the intensity of Ava’s gaze—an unguarded mix of relief, worry, and something Lou couldn’t decipher. Ava’s hand reached out instinctively, brushing against Lou’s arm as if she needed to feel her there, solid and real.
And in that moment, the walls Lou had so carefully constructed cracked. The distance she’d tried to put between them felt meaningless. She needed Ava, and not just in the peripheral, guarded way she’d told herself she could manage. No, she needed Ava in her life, fully and unapologetically.
"Are you alright? Anthony wouldn’t let me leave the house to come see you." Ava's voice held a tremor, betraying her fear, and Lou felt something inside her shift—a tectonic plate of emotion unsettling years of stoic resolve.
"I’ve been better," Lou managed, "but I'm here. Just some bruised ribs and a bump on the head."
A smile flickered across Ava's features, one that didn't quite reach her eyes but said everything about her relief.
Then, with a bravery that belied her size, Ava stepped closer and took Lou's hand in hers. The contact was electric, a solace that spoke volumes more than words ever could.
Lou looked down at their intertwined fingers, Ava's warm grip a lifeline anchoring her to the present moment. She returned the squeeze, a subtle but significant affirmation of their connection—a promise wrapped in the simplicity of touch.
Anthony cleared his throat, drawing Lou's attention away from the quiet intimacy they'd carved out in the open air. He wore an expression caught between suspicion and amusement, his eyes darting from their joined hands back to Lou's face. His smirk was knowing, a silent acknowledgment of the bond forming between the two women.
"Guess I'll leave you in Ava’s capable hands. I’ve got the next couple of days covered with some help from the fire department volunteers. Call me if you need anything," he said, the corner of his mouth tilting upwards as he turned to climb into his truck.
As if attuned to the shifting currents of emotion within her, Ava stepped closer, her presence a beacon in the growing shadows. "Let's get you inside," she murmured, her voice a mellow current that seemed to wash away the remnants of Lou's fears.
Ava guided Lou toward the main house, her touch feather-light against the small of Lou's back. The familiar creak of the porch under their weight was a comforting prelude to the sanctuary awaiting them beyond the threshold.
Inside, the air held the distinct scent of cedarwood and something floral—lilacs, perhaps—that Ava had brought into the home.
"Here we are," Ava said as she eased Lou onto the plush expanse of the couch that seemed to swallow her weary frame. Pillows, plump and inviting, cradled her as Ava arranged them with meticulous care that made warmth bloom in Lou's chest. A thick blanket, normally found on Ava’s bed, was now draped over Lou's legs. It cocooned her in its coziness, carrying with it the faint, familiar scent of the brunette.
Ava's hands moved with grace, smoothing the fabric, lightly tucking it around Lou's sides. Her fingers brushed against Lou's skin, fleeting touches that sent ripples of awareness down Lou's spine, each one a whisper of tenderness.
"Okay?" Ava asked.
"Perfect," Lou murmured, her voice catching slightly, thick with the unexpected warmth of Ava's care—a tenderness she hadn’t realized she’d been longing for.
"Rest for a while. I’ll be right here when you wake up," Ava said softly, her voice a promise to stay and watch over her.
Lou closed her eyes, allowing herself to relax, surrendering to the care of the woman who had quickly become the calm in her life.

In the early hours of the morning, Lou’s eyelids fluttered open, the remnants of exhaustion still clinging to her like a heavy fog. The medication had dulled the sharp edges of her pain, but it couldn’t erase the lingering ache in her bones. She tried to shift on the couch, groaning as the ache flared in her side.
Ava jumped up from the armchair nearby, her presence a quiet steadiness that filled the space, grounding Lou in a way she couldn’t quite understand.
"Sorry, I’m okay," Lou rasped, her voice still thick with fatigue. "Come sit with me. There’s something I need to tell you." Each word was a struggle, heavy with the significance of the truth she had been carrying, the secret that had gnawed at her ever since she got that call from Higgins.
Ava’s brows furrowed, worry flashing across her features as she leaned in closer. But just as quickly, her expression diffused into something protective. "No," she whispered, shaking her head firmly. "Later, okay? Whatever it is, it can wait. Right now, you need to rest." Her hand pressed gently against Lou’s shoulder, coaxing her back against the cushions.
"But Ava—" Lou tried again, the words tasting bitter on her tongue. She had to tell Ava about the media, David’s story, and the danger that was closing in. But her strength was waning fast, and the combination of exhaustion and medication was dragging her under.
"Shh," Ava insisted, her voice a soothing melody that cut through Lou’s anxiety. "Please, just rest. We can talk later."
The protest on Lou’s lips died away, her strength ebbing. Ava’s refusal wasn’t a dismissal—it felt more like a promise, a quiet reassurance that there would be time for words later. For now, silence was enough. Ava’s touch was soft, encouraging Lou into stillness, and she reluctantly allowed herself to sink back into the comfort of the couch.
With careful, almost ceremonial grace, Ava lowered herself onto the other end of the couch. The old springs creaked quietly as the cushion dipped beneath her weight.
Ava picked up the remote and, with a few quick clicks, the room filled with the soft glow of The Great British Bake Off playing on the TV. Without a word, she reached for Lou’s hand, her touch light and tentative, as though feeling her way through uncharted territory.
"You remembered?" Lou asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.
"I remember everything you’ve told me about yourself," Ava murmured, her thumb tracing slow, gentle circles along the back of Lou’s hand.
Lou’s tension slowly began to unravel, her shoulders easing as the baker’s first challenge began.
She wasn’t really paying attention to the show; her focus was entirely on Ava—on the way her laughter bubbled up, filling the room with warmth as she giggled at the hosts’ cheesy jokes. It was a sound Lou realized she could get used to, a sound that wrapped itself around her heart and gently eased the tight knot of anxiety that had settled there.
When the show's credits eventually rolled, Ava switched off the TV and reached for a thick blanket, draping it over both of them with slow, almost tender movements.
Lou's heart skipped a beat when Ava slipped an arm around her shoulder, gently guiding her until her head rested in the crook of Ava's neck.
For a moment, they lay there in the darkness, the quiet sounds of their breathing the only thing breaking the stillness.
Ava’s fingers drifted down, hesitating before they found Lou’s hand, their fingers intertwining in a silent, tentative embrace. The touch was light, almost shy, but it sent a heat flooding through Lou’s veins that had nothing to do with the fire flickering in the hearth.
Lou exhaled, the last of her resistance melting away as she allowed herself to simply exist in this moment, in the quiet sanctuary Ava had somehow become.



FIFTEEN
I HAD IT, ALMOST
The pre-dawn hush of Cedar Falls wrapped itself around Lou as she stirred awake. Thin slivers of morning light dared to slip through the gaps in the curtains, casting pale lines across the bedspread. Lou lay there for a moment, letting the stillness wash over her, listening to the steady rhythm of her own breath. Her bruises throbbed dully, a persistent reminder of her accident a week ago and the feeling she couldn’t shake of someone watching her on Grady’s ranch.
She’d reported what she’d seen to Higgins, and she and Anthony had done a sweep of the ranch, but it had turned up nothing. Still, the unease lingered, a shadow in the back of her mind that wouldn’t quite let her rest.
With a slow, measured exhale, Lou pushed herself upright, her muscles protesting the movement. A sharp twinge in her ribs made her pause, stifling a wince. Healing was happening, but far too slowly for her liking. She had no intention of sitting around any longer. There was work to be done—and today, she’d need an extra set of hands.
Ava’s hands.
Steeling herself, Lou rose from the bed. Every movement was deliberate, her once fluid grace now tinged with stiffness. She dressed quietly, the morning air cool against her skin, and made her way out of the farmhouse. The worn path crunched beneath her boots as she walked, the scent of damp cedar tree needles filling her lungs.
As she approached the guest house, she hesitated for a moment, her breath forming faint clouds in the crisp morning air. Asking for help wasn’t a conversation she would have initiated with anyone else, but with Ava, the lines had already blurred. Raising her hand, Lou tapped out their secret knock—the upbeat rhythm felt almost out of place in the hush of dawn.
From within, she heard a rustle, followed by muted footsteps. The door creaked open to reveal Ava, her brown hair a wild tangle, eyes laden with sleep but quickly brightening with recognition.
"Lou?" Ava asked. "What’s up? Are you okay?"
Lou’s usually impassive expression fell just a fraction as she took in the sight before her.
"Morning," she greeted, her tone unusually gentle. "Everything’s fine. I just uh—I need some help."
Ava blinked, rubbing the remnants of sleep from her eyes, her brows furrowing with concern. "With what?"
Lou shifted her weight, feeling the tightness in her bruised side. "Cash and Dolly," she explained. "I can’t ride them yet with these bruises, but they need to be taken out. And… well, I thought you might like to join me on trails by the creek my ma mentioned."
A spark of interest flickered to life in Ava’s eyes, and a slow smile spread across her lips. "I’d love to," she said, the cheerful lilt in her voice pushing back the lingering chill of the early morning. "I’ve been dying to get to spend more time with them."
"Great," Lou replied, the corner of her mouth lifting in an almost shy smile. "Take your time. Meet me at the stables when you’re ready."
Ava nodded, her eyes lingering on Lou’s, "I’ll be quick," she promised, her tone brightening further.
Lou turned to leave, pausing for just a beat longer than necessary. There was something about Ava’s presence that was both comforting and unsettling—a tenderness that crept into the cracks of her carefully constructed defenses. But instead of lingering, she gave a brief nod and made her way back to the stables, the quiet sounds of nature accompanying her like a reassuring companion.
The stable’s hefty door groaned on its hinges as Lou slowly pushed it open, a slant of early light cutting through the dim interior. She stepped aside, allowing Ava to enter first, her gaze taking in the rows of stalls with a mix of apprehension and awe. Dust motes danced in the beams of sunlight that pierced the shadowy expanse, giving the barn an ethereal quality.
"Can you open Dolly’s paddock, please," Lou said, nodding towards a white mare with a flaxen mane who peered at them over her stall door. The horse nickered in a low murmur as if greeting an old friend, her eyes kind and knowing. "Unless you’d rather take Cash," she continued, gesturing to a stout black gelding whose intelligent gaze followed their every move.
"Can I take Dolly?" Ava's question hung in the air, her voice tentative as she looked at the mare.
"Of course." Lou stepped back, allowing Ava to approach Dolly. "She's really gentle. Just let her know you're here and never stand directly in front or behind her—or Cash—or any horse unless you want to end up like me."
Lou grabbed Ava’s shoulders and gently positioned her at Dolly’s neck. With hesitant steps, Ava reached out, her hand trembling slightly as it brushed against the velvety muzzle. Dolly nuzzled into the touch, and Ava's nervousness gave way to a smile brighter than the morning sun filtering through the rafters.
"Well, look at that," Lou said, "she likes you."
Ava grinned, her eyes sparkling with triumph. "Maybe she just knows I’m a sucker for a pretty face," she teased, the lightness in her tone a balm to Lou’s tired soul.
"Do you want to try mounting?" Lou asked as she retrieved a saddle from the tack room. "I’ll walk alongside you, holding Cash’s reins, but I’m sure Dolly would love some riding time today." Her movements were slow given her injuries but precise, a dance of leather and metal that ended with Dolly patiently saddled and Ava looking on, rapt.
"Okay, but I've never—" Ava's protest was cut short by Lou's smirk.
"You’ve never… Oh—oh." Lou’s eyes widened comically. "You’ve never ridden a horse? It’s okay, it’s no big deal," she teased, deliberately echoing Ava’s own words from that night in Millie’s kitchen.
Ava smirked, her laugh soft so as not to spook Dolly or Cash. "Ha, ha, Harman. For your information, I’ve ridden plenty of fillies in my time—just none of the equestrian variety."
Lou’s cheeks turned a distinct shade of pink as she cleared her throat, her composure momentarily faltering. "Right," she said, shaking her head as though to dismiss the heat rising to her face and the images flooding her mind. "Let’s, uh, focus on this filly, shall we?"
She positioned Ava beside Dolly, her hands steady and firm as she demonstrated how to hold the reins. "Foot in the stirrup, like this," Lou instructed, her voice low and calm, guiding Ava’s boot into place with gentle precision. "Now, swing your leg over. Steady…"
Ava hesitated for a fraction of a second before following Lou’s instructions, her movements careful and methodical. Her ascent was awkward at first, but under Lou's patient tutelage, she found her balance atop the mare.
As she settled into the saddle, she looked down at Lou with a jubilant grin. "See? Not so bad. Although I’m guessing Dolly’s a little easier to handle than most others."
Lou looked up, her hazel eyes twinkling with barely contained amusement. "Oh, I wouldn’t say that. She’s got a bit of a stubborn streak—much like someone else I know."
"Is that so?" Ava quipped, settling into the saddle with a newfound confidence. "Lucky you, Sheriff—sounds like you’ve got two equally stubborn kindred spirits living under your roof."
Lou chuckled under her breath, adjusting Dolly’s reins. "I can see that."
Lou took a step back, her focus sweeping over Ava with admiration. "Look at you," she said, her tone laced with pride. She reached out to adjust Ava’s posture, her hands steady as they guided her shoulders and reins into alignment. Her touch lingered, the heat of her hands sending a subtle current through the air between them. "You’re a natural."
"Thanks to the best teacher," Ava replied, cheeks flushed with exhilaration or perhaps something more, as she looked down at Lou, the distance between them suddenly feeling much less than the height from the ground.
The sun had barely crested the horizon when Lou walked Cash forward, Ava following alongside on Dolly. The rhythmic clopping of hooves against the compacted earth trail melded with the symphony of Cedar Falls' waking moments.
Ava’s eyes darted to Lou every so often with a concern that didn't quite match her smile. "How are you holding up?" she asked, her voice carrying a hint of reassurance in the cool morning air.
"Fine," Lou replied, though the tightness around her eyes gave away the discomfort her dignity refused to admit. "The constant headache is gone, and my ribs are more tender than painful now. Mornings are the worst, but by lunchtime, once I’ve moved around a bit, it’s okay."
"Let me know if you need to slow down," Ava offered, watching as Lou adjusted her posture subtly, easing the strain on her healing body.
"I will," was all Lou said, though the gratitude in her tone colored the words more deeply than the rising sun painted the sky.
As they continued, the trail widened into a field bathed in the soft glow of morning, the golden rays spilling gently over the land. Lou removed her Stetson, letting the sun warm her face—a quiet, familiar touch that felt like home.
"Here," Lou said, extending the hat towards Ava, who looked back at her with a blend of surprise and delight. "Sun's getting stronger."
"Are you sure?" Ava hesitated, understanding the significance of the offer—Lou rarely parted with her hat, a steady partner atop her head as much as Ava was atop her horse.
"Yeah. I don't want you to burn that pretty face of yours." Lou's words were casual echoing Ava’s previous words to Dolly, but there was a tenderness in the act, a ceding of something personal that wove a thread of connection between them, as tangible as the reins held in their hands.
Ava accepted, placing it on her head with a reverence that acknowledged its value. She tilted her face up to the sun, letting the shadow of the brim shield her eyes, now hidden but undoubtedly gleaming with affection.
"Thank you, Lou," Ava said, her voice carrying a tenderness that belied the simplicity of her words.
"Of course," Lou replied, her attention lingering on Ava before she turned her attention back to the path ahead.
The trail snaked through ancient trees, revealing Cedar Falls in the distance—a secluded jewel nestled within Wyoming’s rugged landscape.
Lou reined in Cash near a weathered water trough, its surface shimmering with fresh water. She steadied Ava as she dismounted, her boots landing softly on the ground. With practiced ease, Lou tied Dolly beside her brother, letting the horses drink their fill before stepping back to join Ava.
Lou paused, taking in the sweeping panorama, the healing bruises on her body momentarily forgotten.
"You really scared me, you know?" Ava’s voice was barely more than a whisper, the words fragile as they hung in the air between them.
Lou paused, turning to face her fully, her brow furrowed. "Ava, it really was just a stupid accident," she said, trying to keep her tone light and dismissive. "I’m already feeling a lot better."
Ava shook her head, her eyes shining. "No, I don’t just mean the accident, though that scared me too," she confessed, her voice trembling slightly. "When Anthony called me and asked if you were home and said you weren’t answering your radio, my mind went to the worst place. I thought maybe… maybe they’d found me. And that you were hurt because of it."
Lou’s eyes widened, and she instinctively reached for Ava’s arm. "It wasn’t like that at all," she said firmly, her tone easing as she tried to reassure her. "It had nothing to do with you; I’m a horse owner; I should have known better than to stand behind a horse that doesn’t know me."
Ava’s gaze dropped, her voice an almost croak. "Maybe, but I just felt so guilty. I tried to come see you at the hospital when Anthony called to tell me what happened, but he said I had to stay put. I told him to shove it—but then I realized the only transport I had was your grandma’s bike. And, as much as I’m sure she wouldn’t have minded, I doubt it would’ve gotten me to the hospital a whole county over."
Lou smirked, the corner of her mouth twitching upward. "Did you really tell Anthony to shove it?"
Ava glanced up, a sheepish grin breaking through her moment of contrition. "Well… I was kind of a mess of worry, so I might have said something a bit more vulgar. But for the sake of my reputation, let’s pretend I said exactly that. Anyway…" Her expression faltered. "I know you didn’t want me here to begin with⁠—"
"Hey, no, look at me," Lou said in an even tone, stepping into Ava’s space. She reached out, her fingers gently tilting Ava’s chin up until their eyes met.
Ava's eyes were a turbulent sea of green, overflowing with sentiment she struggled to contain. "If something happened to you because of me, Louisa… I don’t think I’d ever forgive myself," Ava said, her voice breaking on Lou’s name.
Lou swallowed hard, her throat suddenly tight. "Nothing is going to happen to either of us," she said, her voice sure, though her heart was racing.
Ava’s fingers lingered on Lou’s side, lightly tracing the edges of the injuries hidden beneath her shirt.
Lou sucked in a breath at the tender contact, her resolve doomed."Yes, I may not have wanted to take in a witness at first, but…"
"But what?" she whispered, her breath brushing against Lou’s lips, their proximity narrowing to a hair’s breadth. Ava’s eyes searched hers, a flicker of hope there.
Lou reached up, her hand brushing against Ava’s cheek, her thumb tracing the curve of her jaw. "But it’s you, Ava. I do want you here," she said, her voice barely more than a murmur. "With me."
It was then, amidst the symphony of nature and the quiet strength of the mountains, that Lou leaned in, her action fueled by a courage she didn't know she possessed.
Their mouths connected in a delicate embrace, like the brush of a feather against skin—soft, tentative, and full of quiet intent. But as their fervor intensified, it seemed to wash away all of Lou's pains—both physical and emotional—with a soothing touch.
Ava responded with equal tenderness. It was a surrender to the vulnerability Lou so rarely showed and an acceptance from Ava that said she saw Lou—all of her—and still stepped closer.
When they finally pulled away, their breaths mingled in the space between them, foreheads resting together as if to hold onto the moment a little longer.
"I’ve been wanting to do that for a while," Ava murmured against Lou’s lips.
Lou’s laugh carried a rich tone. "Me too," she agreed, her thumb brushing absently against the curve of Ava’s cheek.
Ava grinned, a mischievous light sparking in her eyes as she tugged lightly on Lou’s sleeve. "Come on, let's head back to the house."
Lou arched an eyebrow, the corners of her mouth curling into a teasing smile. "Oh? You don’t want to stay here a little longer? Maybe kiss me some more?"
"Oh, I am definitely kissing you some more," Ava shot back, her voice full of promise. "But maybe somewhere away from the judgmental stares of Cash and Dolly. And maybe somewhere you’ll be more comfortable," Ava said, her hands caressing Lou’s sides once again.
Lou smiled at her, affection shining in her eyes. "Well, when you put it that way…"
"I thought you’d agree," Ava said, giving Lou a cheeky grin as she turned toward the trail. "Let’s go, Harman."

After they put the horses back in their stables, the two of them walked side by side, their hands naturally finding each other’s.
As they approached the main house, Lou's steps slowed, her focus changing when she spotted a familiar figure striding up the gravel path.
"Anthony," Lou greeted, her voice steady though her pulse quickened. She released Ava’s hand as subtly as she could, her professional mask attempting in vain to slip back into place. "Didn’t expect to see you out here this early."
"I wanted to check on those ribs and head of yours before I headed to the station." His stare, filled with concern, scrutinized her, seeking signs of discomfort she was adept at hiding.
"Thanks, but I'm good, honestly," Lou replied, her tone lighter than she expected. She shifted, aware of Ava's presence behind her, the warmth of the woman like a phantom touch against her back.
"That’s what I like to hear. Any more word from Higgins?" Anthony asked.
Lou hesitated, the words catching in her throat like barbed wire. She had promised Anthony she’d tell Ava everything, but now, under the force of Ava’s expectant gaze, the enormity of her failure pressed down on her.
"No," she said finally, the single syllable heavy with hesitation. She swallowed hard against the knot of dread tightening in her chest. "There haven’t been any new developments since the press broke the story… and I haven’t heard from Higgins since I called to update him about Grady’s ranch."
Ava’s eyes, usually so bright with mischief and kindness, darkened, their vibrant green storming over like the sky before a thunderclap. Her voice cut through the silence, sharp and unyielding. "What story? What happened at the ranch?"
Lou flinched at the steel in Ava’s tone. Before she could respond, Anthony stepped forward, his voice calm and even but tinged with regret. "Sorry, Lou, at the hospital, you said you’d tell her. I thought you’d have done it by now."
Ava turned to Lou, "What haven't you told me?"
The question hit like a slap, the tension stretching unbearably thin. Lou opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. She hated the way Ava looked at her—hurt, betrayed.
Anthony sighed and took over, his voice steady as he laid out the truth: the press leak, the forensic findings, the confirmed connection to Callahan’s campaign.
As the details unraveled, Ava’s face went pale, the blood draining from her cheeks. Shock rippled through her features, giving way to a simmering anger that seemed to radiate from her in waves. Her fists clenched at her sides as her breathing quickened, her gaze boring into Lou with an intensity that made Lou wish the ground would swallow her whole.
When Anthony finished, Ava turned to Lou, her eyes distant. "You knew this whole time? And you didn’t tell me?"
Lou took a step forward, her hands instinctively reaching out as if trying to steady something fragile—though she wasn’t sure if it was Ava or herself.
"I tried to tell you," she said, her voice strained. "That night after the accident, I wanted to. But you told me to rest, and I thought⁠—"
"You thought?" Ava snapped, her voice slicing through Lou’s words like a whip. "That was a week ago! I’ve been with you every single day since then, Lou—every day. You had endless chances to tell me, but you didn’t. You’re a fucking coward."
"Ava!" Anthony’s voice rang out, "that’s enough."
But Lou raised a hand, stopping him, her expression raw with guilt. Her gaze didn’t waver from Ava, even under the force of her anger. "No, Anthony," Lou said quietly, the words carrying a difficult truth. "She’s right."
Ava’s sharp intake of breath filled the space between them, but Lou pressed on. "I should’ve told you. I should’ve trusted you to handle it. But I didn’t, and that was cowardly. I was scared of taking away the little peace you’d found here. I thought keeping you in the dark would protect you." Her voice cracked, her raw emotions laid bare. "I’m sorry. I was wrong, and I know that."
Ava’s eyes warmed briefly, but her willingness to listen quickly hardened, sharpening as conflicting responses flickered across her face. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest as if trying to hold herself together. A bitter laugh escaped her lips, cutting through the tense air. Her eyes glistened, unshed tears threatening to spill. "So that’s why you dragged me to shooting practice? You were expecting something to happen, and you lied to me about it."
"No, not exactly," Lou said quickly. She shook her head, desperation in her eyes. "I didn't know if there was an immediate threat. I took you there to selfishly give myself peace of mind, knowing you could protect yourself if I wasn’t around."
Ava’s jaw clenched, her voice dropping to a low tremor that carried the force of barely restrained anger. "Whether or not I knew about this was not your call to make."
"I know," Lou whispered, her shoulders sagging under her culpability. Her hazel eyes shimmered with remorse as she stepped closer but not close enough to bridge the distance between them. "Anthony told me I should’ve been honest with you right away, and he was right. I just—" She faltered, her voice cracking. "I was trying to protect you, Ava."
The silence that followed was suffocating, the kind that pressed down on them like a thick fog, waiting to lift. Ava’s lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes flicking away as if to gather herself.
Then, without a word, she pivoted abruptly on her heel, her movements taut with controlled rage. Each step she took down the gravel driveway seemed louder than it should have been, the crunch of stones reverberating through the stillness like a distant drumbeat. Lou took a hesitant step forward, her hand half-raised as if to stop her, but something in Ava’s posture—a fierce resolve, a warning to stay back—held her in place.
Lou could only watch as Ava strode toward the road that led to town, her figure growing smaller with each step. With every inch of distance between them, the ache in Lou’s chest spread, consuming her like wildfire.
"Head to the station and man the phones. I’ll go after her," Anthony said, his tone measured as he placed a hand on Lou’s shoulder. "She just needs time to process."
Lou nodded mutely, her eyes never leaving Ava’s retreating figure. As she watched Ava’s form disappear down the road, a sense of loss gnawed at her insides, hollowing her out from within.



SIXTEEN
LEAVE A LIGHT ON
Anthony maneuvered his truck along the winding highway, the accelerator pressed firmly as he closed the gap between himself and Ava. His eyes remained locked on her figure up ahead, moving swiftly toward town.
The truck came to a halt beside her, and with a faint creak, Anthony rolled down the passenger window. "Get in, please," he urged.
For a moment, Ava stood frozen, her arms wrapped tightly around her chest. The pull of Anthony’s concern, etched clearly on his face, finally broke through her resolve. Without a word, she climbed into the truck, the door shutting with a dull thud as the highway stretched ahead of them.
As the pickup rolled forward, the hum of the engine and the crunch of gravel under the tires provided a soothing rhythm.
But the calm was suddenly disrupted by the crackle of the radio, cutting in with a news bulletin. Richard Callahan’s commanding yet somber voice followed, filling the cab with a mournful sense of despair.
Anthony instinctively reached to turn off the radio, but Ava stopped him with a firm shake of her head, her green eyes intently focused on the speakers.
"Ethan was more than a campaign aide; he was a young man with an impeccable work ethic, someone who truly believed in the power of public service. From the moment he joined my team, he fit in seamlessly. His dedication, his passion—Ethan brought something special to everything he touched. We all miss him dearly, and we’re praying for his quick and safe return. If anyone has any information about Ethan’s whereabouts, I implore you to come forward. We all just want to know that he’s safe."
Following Callahan’s speech, the broadcaster’s voice filled the cab, delivering the latest updates. Ava’s heart raced as the report detailed Callahan’s soaring polling numbers, each word stoking the anger simmering just beneath her surface.
What unsettled her even more than Callahan’s rising popularity was his plea during the press conference. The carefully measured sincerity in his voice struck a nerve, clashing with her vivid memories of him in the diner. She could still see him sitting at the booth, his tone low and calculated, his polished façade barely concealing the darkness beneath.
"I need a drink," she muttered through gritted teeth. "And before you suggest Millie’s, I want a real drink."
Anthony studied her for a moment, searching her expression before giving a quiet nod.

The bar Anthony brought her to was a modest, timeworn establishment, its walls lined with faded posters for local events and advertisements for beer brands that had long since disappeared.
The few patrons scattered throughout were grizzled locals, nursing their morning cold ones and swapping stories in low voices.
"A regular beer and a root beer, please, Joe," Anthony said, his smooth voice breaking the quiet hum of the bar. The bartender nodded in acknowledgment, sliding the drinks across the worn counter with practiced ease.
With their drinks in hand, Anthony and Ava made their way to the far end of the counter and took seats on the barstools, settling into the most secluded and quiet corner of the bar.
Ava shifted on her stool, her fingers tightly gripping the chilled bottle in front of her. She drew in a deep breath, the air heavy with the scent of aged wood and leather, mingling with the faint tang of spilled lager. Finally, she spoke, her voice low but steady. "Thank you for insisting she tell me, even though she didn’t."
Anthony nodded slowly, his expression contemplative as he carefully chose his next words. "I'm not justifying what Lou did or saying she handled things perfectly. But I do know that she thought she was doing what was best for you."
Ava directed her gaze downwards to avoid looking at him. "I don't know if I can believe that."
"Really?" he questioned, his tone laced with disbelief. "Or are you just saying that ‘cause you're angry at her?"
Ava’s eyes remained fixed on the swirling golden liquid in her bottle as she shrugged helplessly, trying to steady the emotions threatening to surface. She parted her lips to speak but hesitated, her teeth grazing her lower lip. The sting of betrayal lingered, sharp and undeniable—the woman she had kissed just that morning hadn’t been honest with her.
Anthony leaned in closer, resting his elbows on the well-worn surface of the bar as he studied Ava intently. The murmurs of conversations around them faded into the background, leaving only his dark eyes holding hers, conveying both understanding and fierce loyalty to Lou.
His hands gripped his bottle, condensation dripping down in unnoticed rivulets. His jaw was set as he drew in a deep breath, the air around him seeming to hold still in anticipation of what he might say.
"I know you deserved honesty," he said at last, his voice measured. "But Lou's first instinct is always to protect the people she cares about."
Ava’s frustration flared as she snapped, "I don’t understand. How does keeping me in the dark protect me?"
There was a moment of hesitation as Anthony visibly grappled with his thoughts, his brow furrowing with the pull of conflicting emotions.
"Understanding someone's actions doesn't mean liking them," he said, his tone measured. "Lou was trying to protect you in the only way she knew how. It may not have been what you or I would have done, but she had the right intentions, and that counts for something."
"It counts for nothing, Anthony. The road to hell is paved with good intentions. But now, I can’t help but wonder what else she’s hiding from me. And that thought terrifies me."
Anthony’s expression softened. "Lou doesn’t keep anything from me. If there were more to tell, I swear—you’d know."
Ava shook her head, a hint of sadness in her eyes. "That doesn’t make me feel any better."
For a moment, Anthony looked up at the ceiling as if seeking guidance from above. "I just need to make a quick call. Can you hold down the fort for a minute? I won’t be long."
Ava nodded. "Sure, I'll be here."
Anthony gave her a small smile and stepped out of the bar, his footsteps ringing against the pavement as he made the call.
When he returned a few minutes later, he did his best to lighten Ava’s mood with stories from his childhood in Cedar Falls. With each tale, her frown lifted a little until she even let out a genuine laugh.
But the joy was short-lived as the door to the bar swung a short while later, the sound cutting through their conversation.
Anthony glanced over his shoulder to see who had entered, then motioned for Lou to join them. She approached slowly, her movements hesitant, her posture tense. Standing beside Anthony, she fidgeted awkwardly, her unease evident in every gesture.
He grabbed his coat from the bar and turned to face both women. "Lou, you’re officially off the clock," he said, giving her arm a reassuring squeeze.
Then, his gaze shifted to Ava, his expression almost pleading. "Just… hear her out. Okay? Please?"
Ava gave a reluctant nod, her arms drawn tightly across her chest.
With a tip of his hat, Anthony left the bar, the hefty wooden door swinging shut behind him with a thud.
"Can I sit?" Lou asked, motioning to the barstool next to Ava, a hopeful glimmer in her eyes.
Ava nudged the seat toward Lou with her foot, her gaze fixed anywhere but on her. "I’m guessing you’re the one he stepped outside to call. What’d he say?"
"That if I wanted any chance to fix things between us, then I better come down here and explain myself."
"That’s optimistic of him."
Lou lowered herself onto the stool, her fingers nervously fiddling with a coaster on the bar. She kept her eyes on her hands as she spoke, her voice uncertain. "I can leave if that’s what you want. We can go back to how things were that first week you arrived," she offered hesitantly. "I’ll stay out of your way, and Anthony can be your main point of contact."
"That would make things easier for you, wouldn’t it?" Ava said, her voice sharp with sarcasm. "It’s easier to keep secrets when you don’t have to talk to me."
Lou’s gaze finally lifted, her expression resigned but steady. "Easier? Maybe. But that’s not what I want, Ava." Her tone carried quiet conviction, layered with regret.
Ava sighed, drawing her arms around herself like a shield. "You said you came to explain yourself, so go ahead."
Lou shifted on her stool to face Ava fully. The dim bar lights cast faint shadows across her face, accentuating the faint creases near her eyes. She paused to study Ava’s profile, her voice quieter when she said, "I really thought I was doing what was best."
Ava took a long swig from her beer, savoring the coolness as it slid over her tongue and down her throat. She set the bottle back on the bar with a sharp clink and turned to Lou, her eyes narrowing.
"Well, you weren’t," she said, her annoyance cutting through the air. "How would you feel if I kept something like that from you?" Her voice carried an accusatory edge that lingered between them.
"I would’ve hated it," she admitted quietly. She glanced up at Ava, her expression raw and exposed. "Ava, can you please look at me when I say this?"
The vulnerability in Lou’s voice gave Ava pause. Reluctantly, she turned fully toward her, her composure wavering as memories of that night in the diner surfaced—Lou’s face etched with the same uncertainty. It was a look Ava now understood, one rooted in the fear of rejection.
Taking a steadying breath, Ava straightened her posture, her hands resting tensely on the edge of the bar as she prepared herself to listen.
"Do you remember what I told you about my dad?" Lou asked, her voice quieter than Ava had ever heard.
"You didn't tell me much, just that he passed away and you took over his job."
Lou nodded slowly. "It happened toward the end of my first year of college. One Tuesday night, I got a call from my ma. She’d been at her book club, and when she got home, she found out my dad had fallen down the stairs. He hit his head on the railing at the bottom…" Lou paused, her voice shuddering. "He fell because he was drunk."
Lou swallowed hard. "He was always drunk when he wasn’t working. Sometimes even when he was."
Lou glanced around the dimly lit bar, her eyes scanning for any sign that someone might be listening in. Satisfied they had privacy, she exhaled shakily and continued.
"It started with a beer to wind down after a shift. Then, it became a six-pack every night in front of the TV. Eventually, that wasn’t enough. He built up a tolerance, and when it stopped giving him the buzz he craved, that’s when he turned to whiskey."
Her fingers fidgeted nervously as she picked at the skin on her thumb.
"He was sick—I get that," she continued, her tone softening slightly, though the pain lingered in her words. "Alcoholism isn’t something you can just choose to quit. But when my ma suggested he talk to someone, try to get help, he…" Her voice faltered, trailing off as tears welled in her eyes, catching the dim bar lights and reflecting the burden she’d carried for so long.
"How old were you?" Ava asked, leaning in. Gently, she reached out to wipe away the tear that had slipped down Lou’s cheek.
"Fifteen," Lou replied, her voice quivering.
Ava shifted on her stool, closing the small gap between them until her knees brushed against Lou’s. "Did you have anyone to talk to?"
Lou shook her head, her gaze fixed firmly on the bar top. "Ma didn’t tell me for a long time. She kept it to herself. Said she didn’t want me to know." Her breath hitched, and she inhaled deeply, trying to steady herself. "But the guilt I felt the first time I saw the bruises, Ava…" Her voice cracked, her hands gripping the edge of the bar. "I’ve never felt more helpless in my life."
Ava reached for Lou’s hand, squeezing it tightly, her steady grip a quiet reassurance.
"I convinced Ma to go stay with her sister a few towns over," Lou began, her voice wavering. "She didn’t want to leave, but I told her she couldn’t stay—I wouldn’t let her spend another second in that house. I thought…" Lou hesitated, swallowing hard. "I thought Dad wouldn’t hurt me. I told her as much, and eventually, she agreed to go. She left while he was at work and stayed away for a couple of weeks."
Lou paused, her gaze unfocused as the memory pulled her in. "One night while she was gone, he came home already drunk and said he’d been out with the guys after his shift. He started screaming at the TV over something ridiculous, then smashed it to pieces. After that, he just started tearing apart the living room."
A shudder ran through her, and Ava’s grip on her hand tightened.
"I snuck into the kitchen and started pouring his bottles down the sink," Lou continued, her voice barely audible. "I’d never seen him that drunk before. I thought if he kept drinking, that might be the night he didn’t stop. I had no idea what he was capable of anymore, and it terrified me."
Lou’s voice cracked as she looked up briefly, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "But he caught me," she whispered, her words trembling with anguish. "Just as I was emptying the last bottle, he caught me."
The desperation in her eyes struck Ava like a blow. She could see the power of that moment etched into every line of Lou’s face, the suffering still raw, still unhealed.
Lou’s breath hitched as she relived the terror. "I’d never been as scared as I was in that second—when I saw him realize what I’d done. I tried to run around the table to get to the back door, but he grabbed me by my ponytail and slammed me to the ground." She closed her eyes tightly as if trying to push the memory away. "That night, he put me in the hospital for two days."
Ava gasped, instinctively reaching out to pull Lou into a hug. But Lou remained rooted to her seat, gripping Ava’s hands tightly in her lap. "Please," she pleaded, her voice unsteady. "Let me finish. If I stop now, I won’t be able to get it all out."
Ava nodded, her throat tightening as Lou continued.
"I didn’t tell Ma," Lou said, her voice quieter now, tinged with shame. "I didn’t want her to blame herself. She still doesn’t know—not about that night, not about anything else."
Her voice wavered as she pressed on, the memories pouring out like an open wound. "After that, he left Ma alone. She thought her time away with her sister made him reflect and change. But the truth is, he didn’t want her to leave again. So, instead, when he felt the need to lash out, he turned on me. And he’d make sure the bruises were in places no one would notice." Bitterness seeped into her words, a shield against the vulnerability she was exposing.
Ava’s hand tightened around Lou’s, their fingers interlocking. It wasn’t much, but it was enough—enough to say she was there, and Lou wasn’t alone anymore.
"One day, Anthony noticed a grab bruise on my arm while we were painting our senior parking spots. I tried to brush it off, but you know how disarming he can be. Eventually, I told him everything. After that, he refused to leave me or Ma alone with my dad as much as he could. He started coming over for dinner every night, and that’s when my ma started calling him the son she never had."
Lou paused, her fingers twitching slightly, curling and uncurling against the fabric of her jeans.
"I didn’t want to go to college and leave her alone with him. But she didn’t understand why I wanted to stay. I hid my acceptance letters from her, but she found them anyway and accepted on my behalf. She thought I wanted to stay because I’d be homesick, and that was fine—it was a better reason than the truth. So, we compromised: I’d go to WWU so I could stay close to home and come back on weekends."
Lou took a deep breath, her tone easing. "Before I left, I told Alma and Constance what he’d done. I made them promise to check on her daily, or I’d drop out and come home without a second thought. And while Ma was loading up the car to take me to campus, I spoke to my dad for the last time. He started an excuse, but I didn’t want to hear it. I told him that if I ever saw a mark on Ma, or if Alma, Constance, or Anthony told me he’d touched her, I’d make sure the entire town knew who he really was. To him, his reputation was everything, so that scared him enough to at least temper his drinking so he was violent to Ma again."
Her voice wavered, but she pressed on. "Even though I was miles away at college, I couldn’t shake it—I couldn’t shake him. Every night, I’d wedge my desk chair under the door handle, just like I did at home. And every time my roommate came crashing in drunk, I’d bolt upright, panicking, bracing myself to run to the bathroom and lock the door."
"Lou," Ava whispered, her voice soothing as she reached out to wipe away a tear sliding down Lou’s cheek.
Lou’s hands trembled as she reached for Ava, her touch hesitant as she gently cupped her face. "So, all this to say, Ava," she continued, her voice breaking, "I lied to you because I know what it’s like to sit up at night, staring at the door, feeling that weight on your chest, not knowing if someone will come for you when you least expect it. And the last thing I wanted was for you to carry that fear when I could carry it for you."
Her words hung heavy between them, a raw confession laced with regret. Ava reached up, covering Lou’s quaking hand with her own, offering silent reassurance in the warmth of her touch.
Ava’s features relaxed, understanding flickering in her eyes as she leaned in to kiss Lou tenderly. She wrapped her arms around her, pulling her close. Lou closed her eyes and pressed her face into the crook of Ava’s neck, grounding herself in her embrace.
They stayed like that as the pain of Lou’s confession began to lift. Ava’s fingers moved delicately against the back of Lou’s neck, tracing slow, soothing patterns that seemed to ease away the worry and tension still clinging to her.
The spell was broken only when Joe cleared his throat nearby. Ava pulled back slightly, her arms still encircling Lou as if afraid to let go fully.
Joe hovered awkwardly, his gaze flicking between them as he took in the emotional moment. "Can I, uh, get you ladies anything?" he asked hesitantly.
Ava offered him a tight smile. "No thanks, we’re good."
Joe’s eyes lingered on Lou for a moment, silently asking if she was okay. Lou gave him a small, reassuring nod, and he retreated down the bar once more, leaving the two women alone to share the quiet intimacy of each other’s presence.
"I don’t want to interrupt you. Is that everything you wanted to say?" Ava asked softly.
Lou nodded, her tears catching the dim light as they glistened in her eyes. Words failed her, but the gratitude she felt for Ava’s patience was written plainly on her face.
Ava leaned closer, resting her forehead against Lou’s. She intertwined their fingers, holding them firmly in her lap. The warmth of the gesture offered a quiet comfort, grounding them both. "Thank you for telling me," she whispered.
"I didn’t want to lose you, Ava," Lou admitted.
"I know," Ava said, her tone tender. "But from now on, I need you to promise me something—no more lies. Especially not about my safety. When you keep things from me, you take away my right to make my own choices. Do you understand?"
Lou’s lips trembled as her tears spilled over. She nodded, "I understand. I’m so sorry."
Ava’s voice took on a soothing quality, wrapping around Lou with quiet reassurance. "I know you are," she said, her gaze filled with empathy. "That’s why I forgive you."
The words lingered in the air, settling between them like a salve on an open wound. Lou let out a shaky sigh, a quiet mix of relief and gratitude washing over her.
Ava’s lips brushed against Lou’s cheek, lingering briefly before she clasped Lou’s hand and gracefully rose from the barstool. With a gentle tug, she led Lou toward the exit. "Come on," Ava whispered. "I believe you promised me more kisses—somewhere comfortable and far from the prying eyes of your horses."
A flutter stirred in Lou’s chest at Ava’s words, a comfort spreading through her as she followed. But just before they reached the door, Lou stopped, lightly pulling Ava back to face her.
"Ava, trust me, there’s nothing I want more than that," Lou said earnestly. "But I understand if I need to earn your trust back first before we pick up where we left off on the trail."
Ava’s coy smile widened as she stepped closer, closing the distance between them until their bodies nearly touched. "They really don’t make ‘em like you anymore, Louisa Harman," she murmured with a grin.
"I’m serious, I can⁠—"
Lou’s words were cut short as Ava stepped fully into her space, pressing their bodies together. Ava looked up at her, her mesmerizing gaze locking Lou in place. When she spoke, her voice was soft but firm, leaving no room for doubt. "I understand why you did what you did. You apologized for lying, and I forgave you. I trust you when you said you won’t lie to me again."
The sincerity in Ava’s words broke down the last of Lou’s hesitation. She leaned down, capturing Ava’s lips in a lingering kiss. When they pulled apart, Lou smiled, her voice resolute. "I won’t, I promise."
Ava’s smile softened, her tone light and filled with quiet contentment. "Then let’s head home. And tomorrow, Sheriff," she added, her voice laced with playful affection, "you can take me out on a proper date."
Hand in hand, they stepped out of the bar. As they walked down the street, Lou's thoughts drifted, turning over the question lingering in her mind: where, if anywhere, could be special enough for a first date with Ava?



SEVENTEEN
YOU GIVE ME SOMETHING
The following day, Lou stood outside the annex in her best black skinny jeans, a cream cable-knit jumper, and black knee-high boots. In her hands, she carefully cradled a bouquet of wildflowers from Alma’s allotment—taken with Alma’s enthusiastic blessing, of course. The afternoon sun bathed the little house in a golden glow, casting long, dappled shadows across the porch. The heady scent of freshly cut grass mingled with the sweet, earthy fragrance of the blossoms, calming her just enough to take a step forward.
Lou lifted her hand to knock, but before her knuckles could meet the wood, the door swung open.
Ava stood in the doorway, a playful glint in her eyes. "Well, good afternoon," she teased, a smirk tugging at her lips. "Right on time. So far, this is shaping up to be the best date I’ve ever had."
Ava’s focus dropped to the bouquet, and her smile softened, a touch of warmth flickering across her features. "Are those for me?"
Lou felt the blush creeping up her neck, her cheeks heating as she awkwardly extended the flowers. "Uh, yeah," she said, clearing her throat. "I thought you might like them." She let out a nervous chuckle, glancing away briefly. "Good to know punctuality is all it takes to make a great first impression."
Ava’s laugh was soft and light, wrapping around Lou like a warm embrace. "They’re beautiful. Thank you," she said, bringing the bouquet to her nose and inhaling deeply.
With a smile, she stepped aside, gesturing for Lou to enter. "Come on in while I find a vase for these?"
Lou nodded, stepping inside and taking in the cozy space. It was charmingly cluttered, filled with little touches that made it distinctly Ava’s. Her gaze drifted over the room, catching on the open book resting on the coffee table, a pair of shoes kicked off haphazardly near the door, and then… a bra draped casually over the couch cushion.
Her eyes darted away, but not quickly enough to escape notice. Ava followed her gaze, then let out a laugh, unfazed as she scooped up the offending garment and flicked it into her bedroom with practiced ease. "Sorry about that."
Lou cleared her throat, waving a hand dismissively, though her voice was a touch higher than usual. "No worries."
Ava set the vase down on the counter and walked back toward Lou, her movements unhurried. She stopped just in front of her, her fingers curling gently around Lou’s hands. Her eyes searched Lou’s face, the softness in her expression tinged with curiosity. "Why are you so nervous?"
"I’m not nervous—" Lou started, but Ava’s pointed look silenced her mid-sentence.
With a small huff, Lou’s shoulders sagged, and she let out a breath. "I just… I want this to go well. And I want you to have a good time."
Ava smiled as she leaned in, pressing a gentle kiss to Lou’s lips. The touch was light but reassuring, grounding Lou in the moment. "That’s incredibly sweet," Ava murmured, her voice gentle. "But I always have a good time with you. That’s not going to change just because we’re calling this a date, okay?"
Lou’s lips quirked into a small, grateful smile as she nodded. "You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just…" She hesitated, gesturing between them with her free hand. "This is important to me. You’re important to me, Ava."
Ava kissed her again, the closeness between them easing the tension in Lou’s chest. Her voice was barely above a whisper, brushing against Lou’s lips. "You’re important to me, too. Whatever you’re feeling—just talk to me, okay?"
Relief and affection swirled in Lou’s chest, the heaviness of her worries lightening with Ava’s words. "Okay," she said simply, the single word carrying a depth of meaning that needed no further explanation.
Ava smiled and gave Lou’s fingers a brief squeeze before stepping back. "Let me grab my bag, and we can head out before I make us late trying to change my outfit for the sixth time. Seriously, it’s impossible to plan when you won’t tell me where we’re going."
Lou’s gaze swept over Ava, taking in the brown ankle boots, fitted blue skinny jeans, and the forest green blouse that perfectly matched her eyes. "You look beautiful," she said, her voice sincere. "Perfect for the occasion. No need for an outfit change."
Ava shot her a flirtatious look as she disappeared into the bedroom, calling out, "Flattery gets you everywhere, Sheriff."
Lou shook her head, smiling to herself.
When Ava reappeared, a bag slung over her shoulder and her hair tucked neatly behind her ears, Lou’s breath caught for just a moment, the sight of her stealing the words she’d been about to say.
"So," Ava began, locking the door behind her and casting a glance over her shoulder at Lou, "are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?"
Lou’s grin widened, her hazel eyes glinting with mischief. "And ruin the surprise? Not a chance."
A few moments later, they were settled in Lou’s truck, the engine humming steadily as they pulled away from the annex. The familiar sights of Cedar Falls unfolded around them: fields splashed with vibrant wildflowers and hills rolling gently like waves in an emerald sea. The low murmur of the radio filled the comfortable lulls in their conversation, a steady backdrop to the warm, easy energy between them.
"Come on, give me a hint," Ava tried again, her voice dripping with feigned innocence as she shot Lou a sidelong glance.
Lou shook her head, her smirk unwavering. "No. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride."
For forty-five minutes, the road unfurled before them, winding lazily through the countryside as their laughter and banter filled the truck’s cab. Then, as they crested a hill, the landscape opened up in a dazzling burst of color and sound. Below, a carnival stretched across a wide field, alive with neon lights, the hum of whirring rides, and the mouthwatering aroma of fried food and cotton candy drifting on the crisp breeze.
Ava’s eyes widened, her face lighting up. "A carnival? Are you kidding me? Lou, this is amazing!"
Lou stole a glance at Ava’s reaction, her own lips curving into a satisfied grin. "Welcome to Hawkspur County’s Annual Carnival," she said. "I thought it might be fun."
Ava turned to her, her excitement palpable. "Fun? This is incredible. Okay, Harman, you’ve officially set the bar impossibly high for first dates."
Lou shrugged, feigning nonchalance but feeling a huge rush of pride.
They parked and strolled toward the entrance, the early evening air alive with the mouthwatering scents of popcorn and corndogs. Cheerful carnival music mingled with the buzz of lively chatter and the occasional delighted scream from people on the bumper cars. Ava’s eyes flitted from one brightly lit attraction to the next, her excitement radiating off her.
"Where to first?" Ava asked, spinning around to face Lou, her wide smile lighting up the dusk.
Lou tilted her head toward a row of game booths, the spark of a challenge already gleaming in her eyes. "How about a game? Think you’re feeling lucky tonight?"
Ava beamed, slipping her arm through Lou’s and giving her an affectionate kiss on the cheek. "Right now? Yeah, I’d say I’m feeling very lucky."
They strolled toward a ring toss game, the neon lights bathing their faces in a soft, colorful glow. Lou reached into her wallet, handing a few bills to the attendant before picking up the first ring. She turned it over in her hand, her expression exaggeratedly serious as if she were planning a high-stakes strategy.
"Want some help, Sheriff?" Ava teased, crossing her arms and watching her with a smirk.
Lou raised an eyebrow. "Watch and learn."
The first ring sailed through the air, falling just short of its target. The second clipped the edge, spinning tantalizingly before tumbling to the ground.
Lou huffed dramatically, shaking her head in exaggerated defeat. "Guess I’m a little rusty."
"Let me show you how it’s done," Ava said, stepping up to the booth with a confident gleam in her eye.
She took the rings from the attendant, shooting Lou a cheeky wink before focusing on the bottles in front of her. With a smooth flick of her wrist, she tossed the first ring. It sailed through the air and landed perfectly around the neck of the bottle, the satisfying clink punctuating her success.
Ava turned back to Lou, her grin widening. "Did I mention I used to play this with empty ketchup bottles at the diner when we had no customers?" she teased, her tone light and smug.
The attendant clapped with mock amazement. "Well, I’ll be damned! We’ve got ourselves a winner. Pick any prize you like."
Ava’s eyes roamed over the wall of stuffed animals until they landed on a plush horse with a soft brown mane and gentle, kind eyes. She reached for it, pulling it from its hook, then turned to Lou with a coy smile.
Holding the toy out with both hands, she said, "For you."
Lou blinked in surprise, her fingers brushing Ava’s as she accepted the toy. "You won me a horse?"
Ava’s expression stretched wider, unabashed. "Well, yeah. You’re my date, aren’t you?" she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "His name’s Willie."
"Willie?" Lou raised an eyebrow, already amused.
"Short for Willie Nelson," Ava explained, "it seemed fitting."
Lou laughed, the sound rich and unguarded. "Willie Nelson, huh? I love him." She held the plush horse close, her expression softening in a way that felt rare, even to her. "Thank you, Ava."
"You’re welcome," Ava said, her smirk deepening as she stepped a little closer. "Maybe next time, I’ll teach you how to win me one, so Willie can have a filly."
"Bold words," Lou teased, nudging Ava’s shoulder gently, a soft smile playing on her lips. "But yes, I’d like that."
Hand in hand, they strolled through the carnival until they reached a carousel, its intricately carved horses frozen in mid-gallop, their painted manes flowing with imagined motion. Twinkling string lights spiraled around the ride, casting a warm, golden glow that made the scene feel almost magical.
Lou tilted her head toward the carousel, a soft smile tugging at her lips. "What do you say? Want to ride off into the sunset with me?"
Ava chuckled, her eyes dancing with carefree joy as she turned to Lou. "I thought you’d never ask."
She squeezed Lou’s hand, pulling her toward the ride, her laughter blending with the cheerful melody of the carousel.
They chose one of the larger horses near the center, its golden bridle catching the light and gleaming like something out of a fairytale.
Lou placed a steadying hand on Ava’s waist, her touch gentle as she helped her up. The ease of the motion sent a flicker of warmth through Ava’s chest, her pulse quickening at the quiet intimacy of the gesture.
Once Ava was settled, Lou swung herself up onto the horse behind her with practiced grace. Her arms rested lightly on either side of Ava’s waist, the proximity sending a charge through the air as the carousel began its slow, melodic turn.
The music drifted through the cool evening air, each note weaving a nostalgic spell as the world outside blurred into a swirl of lights and laughter.
Ava melted into Lou’s embrace, her back resting firmly against her chest. The steady rise and fall of the horse beneath them felt almost hypnotic as they settled in closer to one another.
"Thank you," Ava murmured, her voice soft, almost swallowed by the music. She tilted her head up and pressed a feather-light kiss to the underside of Lou’s jaw, the tender gesture sending a shiver through the sheriff.
Lou’s arms tightened around Ava’s waist as she nuzzled into the curve of her neck, pressing light, lingering kisses from her shoulder to just behind her ear. A quiet moan escaped Ava, her body melting into Lou’s embrace. The warmth of their closeness, the gentle hum of the carousel, and the soft glow of the lights wrapped around them making the rest of the world fade away.
Neither of them moved when the ride slowed to a stop. Instead, they remained wrapped in the quiet intimacy of the moment, lingering through three more turns, lost in shared silence and soft, unhurried kisses.
Sometime later, as the carousel glided to a stop, Lou hopped down and extended a steady hand to Ava. With a teasing grin, Ava took it, her fingers curling around Lou’s as she slid off the horse.
"Come on," Ava said, her eyes gleaming with mischief as she tugged Lou toward the glowing entrance of the Hall of Mirrors.
Lou let herself be pulled along, their laughter blending with the soft hum of the carnival as they stepped inside. The shifting reflections surrounded them, casting flickering glimpses of their movements from every angle.
Deeper into the maze, Ava backed herself up against one of the mirrored panels, her gaze locked onto Lou as she pulled her in, pressing their bodies flush. She captured Lou’s lips in a deep, breath-stealing kiss, her fingers threading into Lou’s hair, keeping her close.
A soft whimper escaped Lou as she melted into Ava’s touch, her arms slipping around her waist, holding her tight.
Ava tilted her head up, lips hovering just shy of Lou’s. "Think you could find me in here?" she teased, her voice a sultry whisper.
Lou rested her forehead against Ava’s. "That depends—what do I get if I do?"
Ava leaned in, her lips grazing the shell of Lou’s ear, "a prize of your choosing… anything you want."
Before Lou could respond, Ava slipped from her grasp, a playful smirk on her lips as she disappeared around the corner, her reflection flickering in the mirrors, daring Lou to chase her.
The maze twisted and turned, reflections of Ava appearing at every angle, her mischievous smile taunting Lou as she tried to navigate the confusing labyrinth. A wrong turn here, another reflection there—soon, the sound of Ava’s footsteps faded, leaving Lou alone amidst a kaleidoscope of shifting images of herself.
"Ava?" Lou called, her voice echoing unnaturally.
She quickened her pace, her pulse racing as her reflection multiplied around her. "Ava, where are you?"
For a moment, panic clawed at her chest. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Ava since they arrived at the carnival, hyper-aware of the lingering danger surrounding her despite being camouflaged together in the large crowd.
Now, that control had slipped through her fingers, and the thought of something happening to the brunette was unbearable.
"Lou, where’d you go?" Ava’s voice sliced through the quiet, and Lou spun around sharply, her heart leaping at the sound.
Ava stepped out from a nearby corner, her brows furrowed in confusion. "What’s wrong?"
Lou shook her head, her jaw tight, unable to find the words. But the tension in her shoulders didn’t go unnoticed. Ava’s puzzled expression softened as understanding flickered in her eyes.
"Hey," Ava said gently, closing the distance between them. Her voice was steady and calm. "I’m okay. I’m right here."
Ava’s hand slid up to cup Lou’s cheek. "Baby," she whispered, "look at me."
Lou’s eyes met Ava’s, the worry slowly fading from their depths, but before she could say a word, Ava’s lips captured Lou’s in a passionate kiss, a promise in every brush of her lips: I’m here. I’m safe. Everything’s okay.
The reflections around them shimmered with the kiss, endless versions of Ava and Lou locked in the intimate moment.
But Lou’s chest tightened as she caught movement of someone in one of the mirrors. Her lips stilled against Ava’s, her eyes darting to the reflection.
"Lou?" Ava asked, her brow furrowing as she pulled back slightly.
Lou didn’t answer, instead turning to look directly at where she thought the figure had been. But the space was empty now, nothing but their overlapping reflections staring back at her.
"Lou?" Ava repeated, her voice soft but laced with concern.
Lou swallowed hard and forced a small smile, her arm tightening around Ava’s waist. She leaned in, her lips brushing Ava’s in a tender kiss, trying to chase away the gnawing unease.
"I panicked when I thought I’d lost you," she admitted quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. "It was pathetic, I know. I’m sorry I ruined the mood."
Ava pulled back just enough to meet Lou’s gaze, her expression a blend of affection and mock exasperation.
Without a word, she took Lou’s hand firmly in hers and led her out of the maze, the cool glass giving way to the chilly embrace of the night air.
Spotting an empty bench nearby, Ava guided Lou over, gently nudging her to sit. But instead of taking the spot next to her, Ava perched herself on Lou’s lap, her arms draping loosely around Lou’s shoulders. She looked down at her, a teasing smile cushioning the intensity in her eyes.
"Louisa Harman, listen to me," Ava said, her tone steady. "This has been the most incredible date I could have imagined. What are you apologizing for? For caring? For worrying about me? For protecting me? Do you realize how insane that sounds?"
Lou looked down, biting her lip as her fingers traced invisible patterns on Ava’s knee. Ava reached out, her hands covering Lou’s as she tilted her head to catch her attention.
"You haven’t ruined anything," Ava said firmly, her voice soothing. "I’ve loved every second of tonight. Okay?"
Lou’s chest tightened at the sincerity in Ava’s words. She nodded, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly.
Ava leaned in, her lips brushing against Lou’s with a softness that sent a gentle shiver through them both. "Good," she whispered against her mouth. "Now, take me home, Sheriff."
Hand in hand, they made their way back to the truck, the carnival lights fading behind them like the remnants of a dream. The air was quieter now, the lively hum of the carnival replaced by the soft chirping of crickets in the distance.
When they reached the truck, Lou stepped ahead, opening the passenger door for Ava. But before getting in, Ava hesitated, turning to face her fully.
"You know," she said with a soft smile, "I could get used to days like this."
Lou’s hazel eyes softened, a flicker of something tender crossing her face. "Me too," she admitted, her voice low.
For a moment, the world around them seemed to fall away as Lou leaned in, brushing her lips against Ava’s in a kiss that carried all the warmth of the evening and the quiet promise of more days like this to come.
Settling into the truck with an easy rhythm born of their growing closeness, Lou started the engine, the steady murmur accompanying them as the carnival faded into the distance.
Ava leaned her head against the window, the soft glow of streetlights casting a warm silhouette across her profile. Contentment radiated from her, a dreamy serenity that Lou found herself glancing at more often than she should, her eyes drawn to Ava’s peaceful expression.
Reaching into the backseat during a red light, Lou grabbed the plush horse and placed it gently in Ava’s lap, her lips curling into a small smile.
"To keep you company until we get home," she said, her voice light and laced with affection.
Ava let out a soft laugh, cradling Willie to her chest. "You’re really thoughtful, you know that?"
Lou shrugged, her grin deepening just slightly as her gaze returned to the road.
"I try," she replied, her tone casual, though the glimmer in her eyes betrayed just how much she meant it.
The rest of the drive passed in companionable silence. As they approached Cedar Falls, the familiar twinkling lights of the town greeted them like an old friend.
Lou pulled into the farmhouse driveway, turning off the engine, but neither made a move to get out.
Ava turned to Lou, her voice barely above a whisper. "I don’t want tonight to end."
Lou’s fingers brushed over Ava’s hand, intertwining them gently. "Who says it has to?" she replied, her tone rich with quiet certainty.
The world outside faded into the background as they sat there, bathed in the soft glow of the truck’s interior light.
In that moment, everything that had come before—fear, hesitation, doubt—seemed to lift, leaving only the undeniable rightness of them.



EIGHTEEN
TAKE MY BREATH
The moon hung high over Cedar Falls, its pale luminescence casting a gentle glow across the path as Lou and Ava walked in companionable silence toward the annex. The night was still, almost sacred, broken only by the steady crunch of their boots against the gravel and the occasional whisper of the wind through the trees.
Crossing the threshold, Lou felt the annex envelop her like a warm embrace. The diffused glow of a corner lamp illuminated the space, its light casting intimate shadows that danced along the walls. The rich, earthy scent of cedar wood mingled with jasmine filled the air—a calming, familiar fragrance that seemed to hold a piece of Ava within it.
For a moment, Lou stood frozen, her body taut with a mix of anticipation and uncertainty. She watched as Ava moved to the small kitchenette, her actions unhurried. The muted clink of glasses against the counter was a welcomed contrast to the rapid thudding of Lou’s heart.
"Wine?" Ava asked, glancing over her shoulder with a small, inviting smile.
"Please," Lou replied, her voice coming out huskier than she’d intended.
Ava turned back to the counter, pouring the dark burgundy wine into two glasses. As she did, Lou’s gaze wandered to the coffee table, where The Red Files sat waiting. Its presence tugged at something deep within her, drawing her back to that night at the diner. She remembered handing the book to Ava, her wordless olive branch extended with quiet hope, uncertain if it would be accepted.
Now, standing here in this shared space, that memory felt like a lifetime ago. So much had shifted between them, bringing them closer in ways Lou hadn’t dared to imagine back then. It was a reminder of how far they’d come—of the connection that had grown steadily, almost imperceptibly over months, into something she couldn’t imagine losing.
"Here," Ava said, her voice gently breaking through Lou’s wandering thoughts. When Lou turned, she found Ava standing beside her, offering a glass of wine.
Grateful for the distraction, Lou took the glass, her fingers brushing against Ava’s briefly as she accepted it. She sipped slowly, savoring the velvety richness as it unfolded on her tongue. When she finally lowered the glass, she looked up to see Ava still watching her.
Ava stepped closer, her hand reaching out to lightly trail down Lou’s arm. The heat of her touch sent a gentle spark through Lou, their proximity suffusing the air with intimacy.
"Are you okay?" Ava asked, her voice hushed, as though she didn’t want to disturb the fragile stillness between them.
Lou’s hand froze as Ava’s brushed against hers, drawing her focus upward. Their eyes met, Ava’s calm and unwavering, waiting without expectation.
Clearing her throat, Lou tried to balance her voice, though it wavered under the sway of her vulnerability.
"You asked for honesty," she began, the words heavier than she’d expected.
She exhaled slowly, instinctively curling her fingers around Ava’s in search of support. For a moment, she hesitated, her gaze searching Ava’s face for any trace of doubt or judgment. Finding none, she allowed the words to spill out—raw, unpolished, but entirely true.
"I want to make love to you, Ava," Lou admitted, her voice wavering slightly. "But I uh…" She laughed nervously, a self-conscious sound that made her throat tighten. "I’m scared I’m going to mess it up."
Ava didn’t flinch or pull away. Instead, she reached out, her hand cupping Lou’s cheek in a gesture so tender, it stole Lou’s breath.
Ava’s laugh was soft, more a release of tension than amusement, her thumb tracing sweet circles on Lou’s cheek.
"Lou," she murmured, "there is nothing you could do tonight to mess this up."
Lou swallowed hard, her chest loosening slightly as Ava’s words settled over her like a comforting shawl. "You mean that?" she asked, her tone caught between a question and suppressed hope.
"I do," Ava replied, leaning in until their foreheads rested together. "We’ll figure it out—what works, what doesn’t. It’s about trying things together. All that matters is that it’s us."
The vulnerability that had felt so suffocating just moments ago now felt manageable, almost freeing. Ava wasn’t rushing her, wasn’t expecting anything more than what Lou could give. She was simply there, meeting her in the middle, walking beside her.
Lou’s lips curved into a faint, tentative smile. "Okay," she whispered, the word growing stronger as it left her lips.
"Okay," Ava echoed, her voice laced with quiet assurance.
As Ava leaned in, Lou’s eyes fluttered closed, her world narrowing to the brush of Ava’s breath against her skin and the delicate pressure of her lips.
Time seemed to dissolve, leaving only the rhythm of their shared longing.
The kiss began tentative, like the first notes of a song testing the air. But as Lou responded, her hands finding their place at Ava’s waist, it deepened—gaining urgency, becoming a wordless exchange of emotion and possibilities.
When they finally parted, both slightly breathless, Lou found herself smiling—a rare, unconscious smile that felt unfamiliar but wonderfully, undeniably right.
Ava stepped back just enough to leave a sliver of space between them, though her fingers remained securely entangled with Lou’s. With a shy tug, she guided Lou toward the bedroom, her actions quiet but full of intent.
Inside, Ava clicked the door shut behind them. She moved with purpose, lighting a few candles on her dresser. Their golden, flickering glow bathed the room in a serene intimacy, the dancing shadows enveloping them in a world of their own. Drawing the curtains closed, Ava turned back to face Lou, her gaze sweeping over her form.
Lou’s breath quickened, her chest rising and falling in anticipation. Ava’s eyes traced the lavish curves of Lou’s body, lingering on the way her hazel eyes darkened with desire. The heat radiating from Lou seemed to draw Ava closer, and in the unguarded vulnerability between them, Ava’s own longing flared to life.
Her lips curved into a slow, suggestive smile as she stepped forward. Leaning in, her breath brushed against Lou’s ear as she murmured, "I’ve wanted you for so long, Louisa."
The words, steady and adoring, carried both a promise and reassurance, each syllable weaving lust and care into an unspoken vow.
Lou’s heart raced as Ava’s fingertips glided under her jumper and across her skin, igniting sparks of sensation wherever they touched. Her body trembled under Ava’s hands, overwhelmed by the magnetic pull of her presence.
Ava’s hands moved with maddening precision, tracing the soft plane of Lou’s stomach and teasing the curve of her ribs. When her fingers brushed the lace of Lou’s bra, a shudder ran through Lou, and a sigh escaped her lips.
"I love that sound," Ava whispered, her voice low and reverent, as she pressed featherlight kisses along Lou’s neck. The gentle caress of her breath sent waves of electricity coursing through her, her body melting into the moment as her worries dissolved into the golden glow of the room around them.
Lou wrapped her arms tightly around Ava, tugging their bodies together until no space remained between them. She buried her face in Ava’s neck, inhaling the faint, floral perfume that clung to her skin.
Her fingers traced tentative patterns along Ava’s back, each movement cautious at first. But as the seconds passed, her touch grew bolder, exploring the gentle curves beneath her fingertips, savoring the warmth of Ava’s skin.
Lou exhaled deeply, resting her forehead against Ava’s for a lingering moment before a slow smile curved her lips. Her hands drifted downward, fingers teasing the hem of Ava’s blouse before slipping beneath it, skimming along her sides. A shiver coursed through Ava as Lou lifted the fabric over her head, letting it fall to the floor.
Ava leaned in, capturing Lou’s lips in a kiss that was rich and deliberate—like she wanted to etch every second of this moment into memory. As their closeness intensified, her hands roamed slowly, hesitantly brushing over Lou’s bra.
"Can I take this off?" Ava asked, her voice low and edged with want.
A shiver ran through Lou, but she managed a quiet, ‘Yes.'"
Ava moved with ease, sliding Lou’s jumper over her head before unfastening her bra with a smooth motion. The garment fell away, leaving Lou exposed to the cool air. Ava’s gaze remained steady as her eyes locked onto Lou’s in silent reassurance.
Lou’s breath hitched as Ava’s hands cupped her breasts, her thumbs gliding teasingly over sensitive peaks, igniting a spark that left her tingling. A moan escaped Lou’s lips, surprising her with its intensity, but Ava only smiled, trailing gradual kisses along Lou’s collarbone.
"You’re so beautiful," she murmured, her voice a caress against Lou’s skin.
Lou’s hands trembled as she reached for Ava, fumbling with the clasp of her bra. Her uncertainty made her movements clumsy, but Ava remained patient, guiding her hands until the fabric slipped away.
The sight of Ava’s bare skin left Lou momentarily stunned, her chest tightening with a mixture of awe and nervous anticipation.
Ava’s hands found Lou’s, guiding them to her breasts with an encouraging gaze. "It’s okay," Ava whispered. "You can touch me."
Hesitantly at first, then with growing confidence, Lou explored Ava’s ample chest. Her fingers marveled at the silkiness of her skin, lingering on the curve of her breast, brushing against the hardened peak.
Ava’s eyes fluttered closed as a sigh of pleasure escaped her lips.
With effortless grace, Ava guided Lou backward until her knees met the edge of the bed. They tumbled onto the snug mattress together, a tangle of limbs and unrestrained laughter that quickly faded into breathless anticipation.
Ava hovered over Lou, her dark hair cascading around them like a curtain, cocooning them in their own world.
Her hand cupped Lou’s cheek, her thumb brushing delicately against her skin. "You feeling okay?" Ava asked, her voice tentative, her eyes searching Lou’s face with quiet concern.
Lou nodded, a small, genuine smile breaking through her uncertainty. Reaching up, she tucked a strand of Ava’s hair behind her ear, her fingers sweeping down to graze the inviting skin of Ava’s neck. "More than okay," she murmured, her voice certain.
Ava’s smile brightened, radiant and full of light, as she leaned down to capture Lou’s lips in an unhurried kiss.
Lou melted into the mattress beneath her, every inch of her body alive with sensations she had never felt before.
Ava’s lips began their descent, trailing along Lou’s jaw and down her neck, leaving a fiery path in their wake.
Lou’s fingers tangled in Ava’s silky hair, holding her close as Ava continued exploring.
When Ava’s tongue swirled around a pebbled nipple, jolts of pleasure rippled through Lou’s body, making her toes curl. Ava lavished attention on each breast in turn, her hands roaming Lou’s sides and hips with a possessive touch.
"Ava," Lou breathed, her voice thrumming with need. "Please…"
Ava paused, her dark eyes meeting Lou’s with an intensity that sent shivers coursing through her.
"What do you need?" she asked, her breath hot as it ghosted over Lou’s nipple.
Lou swallowed hard, her cheeks flushing as she whispered, "I need to feel you against me."
Ava’s lips curved into a smile, a blend of understanding and devotion as she moved up to kiss Lou passionately.
"Anything," she murmured against Lou’s lips, her voice a quiet commitment.
Lou nodded, her heart hammering in her chest as Ava's hands slid lower, following the curve of her hips with deliberate precision.
When Ava’s fingers slipped beneath the waistband of her jeans, she paused, her eyes flicking up to meet Lou’s, silently asking for permission. Lou lifted her hips in response, helping Ava unbutton and slide the fabric down her legs.
Ava’s touch was slow and awed, her fingers trailing along Lou’s thighs, exploring every inch of newly exposed skin. Lou shivered beneath her as anticipation coursed through her.
"You’re shaking,” Ava murmured, her lips brushing featherlight kisses against Lou’s knee.
"It’s not—I’m not…" Lou shook her head, her breath irregular as she tried to form words.
Ava’s smile blossomed as realization dawned. Lou wasn’t nervous; she was lost in the depth of her desire.
Leaning in, Ava pressed a lingering kiss to Lou’s lips, a perfect mix of reassurance and heat.
"It’s okay, baby. I feel the same," she whispered against Lou’s mouth.
A soft moan escaped Lou as she wrapped her arms around Ava, pulling her closer until there was no space left between them. "I love it when you call me that."
Their kisses intensified, growing more fervent as their hands roamed freely, exploring the contours of each other’s bodies.
Lou’s hands moved to the button of Ava’s jeans, her fingers quaking with eagerness. Her clumsy attempts betrayed the intensity of her hunger, her need to be closer, to feel more.
Ava's smile widened against Lou's lips, her hands covering Lou's as she guided her movements. Together, they undid the button, sliding the denim down Ava’s hips in a slow, deliberate motion.
Ava shimmied out of her jeans with ease, tossing them aside carelessly until they were both left in nothing but their underwear.
Lou hesitated only a moment before her hands traced over Ava’s hips, a low growl slipping out at the seductive smoothness beneath her fingers.
Ava’s body was alluring and magnetic, every inch of her drawing Lou closer.
As Ava’s thigh pressed firmly between Lou’s legs, a sharp jolt of pleasure shot through her. Lou gasped, her body igniting as heat surged beneath her skin, every sensation magnified by the growing wetness between her thighs.
Instinct took over, and Lou began to rock her hips against Ava, chasing the delicious friction. Her movements were unthinking, driven by pure need.
Ava’s hands glided up Lou’s sides while her lips brushed along Lou’s jawline. "That’s it, baby, just like that," Ava murmured, her voice low and filled with encouragement, each word stoking Lou’s desire.
A slow touch traced down Lou’s chest and stomach, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. Her fingers paused at the edge of Lou’s panties, her dark eyes locked onto Lou’s dilated ones, waiting for permission.
Lou nodded, her breath catching as her heartbeat quickened, heat rising beneath her skin.
With focused diligence, Ava eased Lou’s panties down her legs, her movements leisurely, savoring every moment.
Her gaze lingered, tracing the sight before her—Lou’s glistening center framed by damp curls—but it was Lou’s face that pulled her back. Wide, vulnerable eyes locked onto Ava’s, anchoring her in the moment, holding her still.
The raw intensity in Ava’s expression startled Lou, stealing the breath from her lungs.
She had never been looked at like that before—with such reverence, as if she were a masterpiece, beautiful and utterly cherished. The depth of it was overwhelming, and tears pricked at the back of her eyes, unbidden and unexpected.
Ava’s voice filled the quiet space between them, dripping with sincerity. "Louisa," she murmured, her tone heavy with longing, "I have never wanted anyone the way I want you."
Lou’s chest tightened at Ava’s words, her insecurities melting away under the weight of Ava’s devotion. Nodding slightly, she reached up, pulling Ava into a blazing kiss. Her hips arched instinctively, pressing into the strong thigh between her legs, their bodies moving in sync as the last of Lou’s doubts dissolved into the warmth of Ava’s embrace.
With a featherlight touch, Ava trailed her fingertips down Lou’s stomach, her movements teasing, until she reached the source of Lou’s need.
The first touch sent an electric jolt through Lou’s body, her back arching off the bed as a loud moan spilled from her lips.
Ava’s fingers began their exploration, learning every inch of Lou’s most intimate places with a tenderness that made Lou shiver. Each gasp and tremble was met with Ava’s careful adjustments, her touch teasing and caressing until Lou writhed beneath her, lost in the overwhelming sensations.
Ava’s breath was warm against Lou’s ear as she murmured, "I love how wet you are for me." Her fingers glided through Lou’s slick heat, pausing just shy of her entrance.
"Is penetration okay?" she asked gently. "We don’t have to—there’s so much else we can do if⁠—"
"Yes," Lou gasped, her hips bucking against Ava’s hand in desperate response. "Please."
Ava didn’t wait any longer, sliding two fingers inside with delicate ease. She moved gradually at first, giving Lou’s body time to adjust before pushing further.
The way Lou clenched around her fingers sent a rush of heat through Ava, pulling a low groan from her throat.
Their bodies moved in perfect harmony, a rhythm as natural as breathing. Lou’s breath came in shallow gasps as Ava’s fingers curled inside her, pressing against the spot that made Lou tremble. The stretch, the fullness, the unrelenting attention—it all built into a symphony of sensation that left Lou dizzy and quivering.
Ava’s lips trailed down Lou’s chest, her tongue flicking over taut nipples, each touch pulling another whine from Lou’s lips.
"You feel so fucking incredible," Ava murmured, her voice thick with arousal as her own hips rolled instinctively against Lou’s body.
Lou’s breathing grew ragged, her chest heaving as Ava’s fingers worked inside her with maddening skill. Her hips moved in time with Ava’s hand, meeting her touch with a need that she couldn’t suppress.
When Ava’s thumb found Lou’s clit, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves with practiced ease, Lou’s body jolted in response.
"Oh
god," she yelled, her voice trembling. The intensity was almost too much, every nerve in her body sparking as she teetered on the edge of control.
"I’m so close," Lou panted, her voice cracking as she cupped Ava’s face, pulling her closer until their eyes locked. She needed Ava to see her, to feel how completely she had unraveled her.
"Let go for me, baby, let me feel you," Ava growled, her breath enticing against Lou’s lips as her movements quickened.
Lou couldn’t hold back any longer. The tension inside her snapped, and she threw her head back, crying out Ava’s name as the orgasm tore through her.
Her body trembled violently, her thighs clenching around Ava’s hand as waves of pleasure surged and broke over her.
The damp sheets beneath her were undeniable proof of the intensity, her release soaking the fabric in a way that left her breathless and exposed. Yet Ava didn’t falter. Her fingers maintained their steady rhythm, guiding Lou through every lingering wave of pleasure until another wave built and surged through her, even stronger than the first.
Her entire body trembled, a guttural moan escaping her lips as she clung to Ava, overwhelmed by the sheer power of the sensations.
When the aftershocks subsided, Lou lay vibrating with the remnants of pleasure, her chest rising and falling in uneven, labored breaths. Her body buzzed with the remnants of her pleasure, every nerve still tingling from Ava’s touch. The intensity of the moment left the world feeling distant, her senses struggling to fully return.
Ava leaned down, pressing a prolonged kiss to Lou’s temple as her free hand ran through Lou’s hair.
Lou reached up, cupping Ava’s cheeks, her wide eyes locking onto Ava’s. Awe and gratitude shone brightly in her gaze, her emotions exposed.
Ava smiled tenderly, brushing a damp strand of hair away from Lou’s flushed face with a careful touch.
"You have no idea how spectacular you are, do you, Louisa Harman?" she murmured, her voice a blend of admiration and affection.
The sincerity in Ava’s words struck something within Lou, making her chest ache as her heart swelled. She parted her lips to speak, but no words came, the raw emotion in Ava’s eyes leaving her momentarily speechless.
Lou’s cheeks flushed, the heat spreading across her skin as she gave a shy, tentative shake of her head. "I… did I…?" she stammered, unsure how to even finish the question.
"Did you squirt?" Ava finished for her, a mischievous glint illuminating her emerald eyes.
"Uh-huh," Lou nodded slowly, her voice barely a whisper.
Ava’s smile widened. "Yes, you did," she confirmed, her excitement unmistakable. "And honestly? Watching you drench me in your come was one of the sexiest things I’ve ever experienced."
To drive her point home, Ava slowly withdrew her fingers and brought them to her lips, sucking them clean with a devilish smirk.
A shiver raced down Lou’s spine, heat pooling deep in her belly at the sight before her. A quiet hiss escaped her lips as she reached up, pulling Ava down into a slow, languid kiss. Their mouths moved in perfect sync—unhurried yet insistent—every brush of their tongues stoking the fire smoldering between them.
As Lou’s hand drifted toward Ava’s thigh, desire flared again. The slightest touch made Ava shudder, her body instinctively reacting.
"You know you don’t have to reciprocate unless you want to. There’s no pressure at all," Ava whispered, her hands cradling Lou’s jaw as she searched the blonde’s eyes.
Lou nodded, her gaze unwavering as she leaned in. Her voice was certain as she murmured against Ava’s mouth, "I want to, Ava. I really fucking want to."
Their kisses escalated, tongues moving together in a slow, seductive rhythm that left Lou breathless.
Her hands began to explore Ava’s body, her touch tentative at first but growing bolder with each quiet gasp she drew from the brunette.
Lou trailed her lips down Ava’s neck, pausing to suck thoroughly at the sensitive skin of her pulse point.
Ava arched into her, a low sigh escaping her lips, her body reacting instinctively to Lou’s touch. Encouraged, Lou continued her descent, her kisses exploratory as she mapped Ava’s body with her lips and tongue, savoring every inch.
When Lou reached Ava’s breasts, she hesitated; her lips hovered over the delicate curve. Then, with a slow inhale, she took one nipple into her mouth, the warmth of her skin and the quiet cry that followed sending a fresh wave of arousal through her. She lavished attention on each breast, alternating between sensual licks and firmer suction, delighting in the way Ava writhed beneath her.
"God, baby, that feels fantastic," Ava breathed, her fingers tangling in Lou’s hair, holding her close and anchoring herself to the pleasure.
Lou smiled against Ava’s nipple, her confidence blooming with every sound she elicited. "They’re sensitive, huh?" she teased, her voice low and playful.
"Not usually," Ava admitted, her voice hitching as her hand cupped the back of Lou’s head, urging her to continue. "But I can’t remember the last time I was this turned on."
Lou’s chest swelled with pride, her heart pounding as she kissed her way lower. Her lips brushed over Ava’s taut stomach, her pace unhurried, savoring the way Ava’s body responded to her touch.
When Lou's fingers traced the edge of Ava’s underwear, she paused, her gaze lifting to meet Ava’s. Their eyes locked, a silent question passing between them. With a small nod, Ava shifted her hips, helping Lou ease the fabric down her legs.
Lou’s breath caught as she took in the sight of Ava fully naked before her. She was breathtaking—supple curves, glowing skin, and an energy that left Lou awestruck.
Her hands shook slightly as they skimmed up Ava’s thighs, marveling at the silky softness beneath her fingertips.
"You’re gorgeous," Lou murmured as her eyes roamed Ava’s body, drinking in every detail to commit it into memory.
Ava’s lips curved into a shy smile, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. She reached down, cupping Lou’s face in her hand. "So are you," she whispered, her tone filled with sincerity that sent a pang of emotion through Lou.
Lou leaned into Ava’s touch, letting the warmth sink in before stretching her body over Ava’s.
"Can you show me?" Lou asked, her voice unsure but threaded with determination.
Ava’s fingers tangled gently in Lou’s hair, grounding her with her touch. "Of course, I can," she murmured, her voice a soothing melody of encouragement.
Taking Lou’s hand in her own, Ava guided her fingers, gliding them lightly over the trimmed patch of hair and into the slick wetness between her legs. "Start here," she whispered.
Lou moaned at the contact as she followed Ava’s guidance, her fingers moving tentatively but with growing intent. "Like this?" she whispered, her lips brushing against Ava’s ear as her voice dropped to a sultry purr that sent a shiver coursing through Ava.
Ava groaned loudly, her body instinctively arching into Lou’s touch.
As Lou’s fingers slid through her centre and found her clit, tracing feather-light circles, Ava’s breath hitched sharply. "Yes," she gasped, her head tipping back as she surrendered to the sensation. "Just like that."
Lou smiled against Ava’s ear, her confidence blooming with every sound of pleasure she drew from her. The heat of Ava’s skin, the way her body moved with Lou’s touch—it was intoxicating.
"Want to know something?" Lou murmured, her voice low and husky, the words ghosting over Ava’s ear and igniting her skin.
"Tell me," Ava breathed, her voice thick with arousal, her hips pressing eagerly into Lou’s hand as she buried her face in Lou’s neck.
"I’ve wanted this for so long," Lou confessed, her voice laden with need. "I’ve dreamed about it. Fantasized about it. Since I met you, every time I touched myself, I thought about being with you just like this."
Ava let out a broken howl, her hips grinding harder against Lou’s hand, her body surrendering to both Lou’s words and touch.
A sharp pulse of arousal shot through Lou, the slick heat between her own thighs pressing against Ava’s leg. Instinct took over as her hips rocked, chasing the delicious friction that sent pleasure sparking through her. But even as desire coiled deep in her belly, her focus never wavered. Every gasp, every tremor from Ava held her captive, driving her to push further, to unravel her completely.
"I’ve imagined you taking me," Lou continued, her voice dropping to a breathless whisper. "Filling me, making me yours. I’ve thought about your fingers inside me, your tongue tasting me, the way you’d make me come so hard I couldn’t think straight." Her words faltered, her breath catching. "The way I’d lose myself in you and forget everything but the feel of you against me."
"Fuck, Lou," Ava gasped, her voice breaking, her head falling back as her body tightened with impending release. "I’m so close."
Lou’s fingers quickened, her movements instinctive as Ava’s body writhed beneath her. The room was filled with the sounds of heavy breathing, gasps, and whispered words of need, the air charged with the raw intensity of their shared passion.
Lou’s lips traveled along Ava’s neck, finding the tender spot at her pulse point. She lingered there, her mouth hot and insistent as she sucked greedily, her tongue tracing the delicate skin.
Ava’s body arched into Lou’s touch, the tension inside her coiling tighter with every moment.
Lou’s fingers moved with growing confidence, slipping effortlessly through Ava’s slick heat. Each gasp and tremble from Ava sent a rush of satisfaction through her, stoking her own desire to a fever pitch. Her hips pressed instinctively against Ava’s thigh, seeking the tantalizing friction that made her head swim.
The heat between them was overwhelming, a shared crescendo that blurred the line between their pleasure, pulling them both closer to the edge.
Lou’s lips pressed against Ava’s ear as she murmured, "Come for me, Ava, please. I need to feel you come."
The request was all Ava needed. Her body tensed, her back arching off the bed as the orgasm ripped through her. The force of it left her shivering, every nerve alight with sensation. A strangled scream escaped her lips as wave after wave of pleasure coursed through her, rendering her breathless and undone.
Lou felt everything—the rhythmic pulsing of Ava’s release against her fingers, the heat, the sheer intensity—and it tipped her over the edge. Her own climax surged through her, her body shuddering in perfect time with Ava’s.
They collapsed together, their bodies tangled in a breathless heap, the quiet of the room wrapping around them like a protective embrace. The only sounds were their uneven breaths and the faint crackle of the candles scattered across the room.
Lou’s lips brushed lazy kisses over Ava’s chest, her heart pounding as the lingering aftershocks of their union settled into a blissful calm.
Ava tilted her head, her lips pressing a disbelieving kiss to Lou’s temple. "I’ve never come like that before," she murmured, her voice tinged with awe. "Just from my clit being touched…"
Lou chuckled, her fingers threading through Ava’s tousled hair. "Well, I’m glad I could be your first," she teased, her tone rich and playful though pride glimmered in her voice.
Ava laughed, the sound giddy and unrestrained, her breath hot against Lou’s forehead. "That was… fuck. Do you even realize how talented you are?" she asked, her voice adorned with admiration. "And where did that dirty talk come from? I swear, I could’ve come from that alone."
Lou’s cheeks burned with a dark crimson, a mixture of pride and bashfulness coloring her expression. Her hazel eyes spoke volumes as they locked onto Ava’s, brimming with sincerity. "You inspired me," she admitted, each word carrying the significance of her emotions. A faint, self-conscious smile tugged at her lips as she added, "Though every word of it was true."
Ava grinned, leaning in to capture Lou’s lips in a sated kiss. "Remind me to inspire you more often," she whispered.
With a contented sigh, Ava pulled Lou closer, their bodies entwined as they lay together on the bed. The candles cast a homely glow over the room, illuminating their flushed skin and the faint sheen of sweat that lingered from their shared intensity.
Lou nestled into Ava’s neck, the feeling grounding her in a way she’d never experienced before. The moment felt suspended, wrapped in the quiet intimacy of their closeness.
When Ava eventually rose to blow out the candles and gather fresh sheets, Lou’s gaze lingered on her, captivated by the way the dimmed flame played across her silhouette. The movement was simple, yet it carried a quiet grace that filled the space with a sense of peace.
In that stillness, something profound settled within Lou—a feeling of complete ease. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt utterly safe and more alive than she ever thought possible, enveloped in the solace of Ava’s presence.
As they climbed back into bed, Ava wrapped her arms around Lou, pulling her close until Lou’s head rested against her chest. The warmth of their bond settled between them like a tranquil hum.
Ava’s fingers traced slow, soothing patterns along Lou’s back, keeping them both tethered in the lingering afterglow.
"Thank you," Lou murmured, her voice muffled against Ava’s shoulder. The words carried a quiet vulnerability, decorated with an emotion that made Ava’s heart ache in the best way.
Ava tilted her head, pressing her lips into Lou’s hair. "For what?" she asked softly.
Lou shifted, propping herself up on one elbow to meet Ava’s gaze, her eyes open and unguarded. "For being patient with me… and for making that so incredible," she said quietly.
Ava’s hand rose to cup Lou’s cheek, her thumb brushing tenderly over her flushed skin. "You never have to thank me for that," she said, her tone leaving no room for doubt.
Lou leaned into the touch, letting it anchor her, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.
Ava’s hand slid to the back of Lou’s neck, pulling her into a slow, lingering kiss that spoke volumes without words.
When they broke apart, Ava’s fingers stayed in Lou’s hair, combing absently through the golden strands as if she couldn’t bear to let go.
"Stay with me tonight?" Ava asked, her words more a plea than a question.
Lou’s answer was immediate, "Of course, I will."
Ava’s smile bloomed as her tone turned playful. "Good… slightly underdone with lots of jam."
Lou blinked, confusion flickering across her face. "What?"
"Oh," Ava said with a laugh, her eyes sparkling. "I thought you asked how I take my breakfast bagel."
Lou’s laughter joined hers, filling the room with an easy intimacy. Her chest tightened, not with hesitation but with affection so profound it left her momentarily breathless. She leaned in, pressing a promise-filled kiss to Ava’s lips, "noted," she murmured, her voice content. "Goodnight, Ava."
"Goodnight, Louisa," Ava replied, her tone threaded with affection.
They settled into each other’s arms, Lou’s head resting against Ava’s shoulder, the rhythm of Ava’s heartbeat a lullaby. The heat of Ava’s skin and the faint scent of her floral perfume wrapped around Lou like a cocoon, lulling her into a peaceful haze.
As sleep began to claim her, Lou’s thoughts drifted to a single, undeniable truth: for the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt truly at home. Here, in Ava’s embrace, the walls she’d spent years building had crumbled effortlessly. There was no need for pretense, no fear of being too much or not enough—only trust, safety, and the kind of comfort she’d thought she might never find.



NINETEEN
HOME IS WHEREVER I'M WITH YOU
The bathroom was a peaceful sanctuary, the steam curling upwards in wispy tendrils as scents of lavender and vanilla permeated the air. The water in the old claw-foot tub was hot and inviting, lazily lapping against its edges with a soothing sound.
Ava sat nestled against Lou, her back resting against her chest as their legs intertwined beneath the water. Heat enveloped them, turning their skin slick and smooth as they pressed together in a relaxed intimacy.
Lou’s arms held Ava close, her touch slow and deliberate as she trailed a loofah across Ava's chest and shoulders. Her gaze lingered on the brunette, watching as her green eyes fluttered half-closed in quiet contentment.
It had only been a week since their first date, yet the annex had already become their refuge—a place where the world outside faded away, leaving only the warmth of each other’s presence.
Ava leaned back even further, sinking into the warm embrace of Lou's strong arms. Her head found a perfect resting place in the crook of Lou's neck, her skin tingling at the closeness between them.
With a sigh of pure satisfaction, Ava broke the peaceful silence. "I never want to leave this tub," she murmured playfully. "How long are you going to keep spoiling me like this?"
Lou chuckled softly, the sound reverberating through both of their bodies. "As long as you'll let me," she replied, dipping the loofah into the water and running it along Ava's breasts.
Ava tilted her head, her long curls cascading over one shoulder as she smiled up at Lou. The atmospheric light from the candles danced across her face, making her features glow even more radiantly.
"You’re dangerous, you know that? Setting the bar so high." She playfully poked Lou's chest with a finger. "What if I start expecting back massages next?"
Lou grinned seductively, unable to resist leaning in and brushing her lips against Ava’s temple. "Did I mention I’m an excellent masseuse?"
Ava's eyes sparkled as she traced light patterns along Lou’s free hand, which lay comfortably across her stomach.
"We are definitely revisiting that at some point soon," Ava promised in a flirtatious tone, her voice low and teasing, sending a thrill racing through Lou.
The words lingered in the air as Ava shifted to straddle Lou’s lap. The room seemed to hold its breath, save for the soft crackle of the candle burning on the windowsill, its golden glow casting flickering shadows across the tiled walls. The charged energy between them was undeniable, their bodies instinctively drawn closer.
Ava leaned in, her lips hovering just a breath away from Lou’s, her emerald eyes gleaming with desire and anticipation.
But before their lips could finally meet, the sharp trill of Lou's phone sliced through the quiet like a knife. The sudden intrusion shattered the spell, causing Ava to jerk back and Lou to curse under her breath.
Lou’s brow furrowed in annoyance, her piercing gaze shifting to the bright, glowing screen of her phone. The name S. Higgins glared back at her with an almost accusatory scowl. A flicker of concern crossed her features, and she absentmindedly brushed her fingers against Ava’s arm for comfort.
Ava's eyes followed Lou's to the phone. "It’s okay, answer it," she insisted, surprising both herself and Lou with the steadiness of her expression.
Lou hesitated, torn between answering the call and protecting Ava from whatever news may come through the line. Her gaze flicked between the phone and Ava's face. "Do you want to hear what he has to say, or should I step into the bedroom?" she asked.
Ava remained seated in Lou's lap, her hand resting lightly on Lou's shoulder. "I want to hear it."
Lou nodded and picked up the phone. She met Ava's eyes once more before bringing the device to her ear. The sincerity in her voice was unmistakable as she added, "Whatever it is, we’ll handle it."
Ava’s features softened, her eyes filled with reassurance as her lips settled into a gentle expression. "I know," she said quietly.
Summoning all her professionalism and poise, Lou swiped the screen and brought the phone to her ear. "Sheriff Harman."
"Lou, it’s Higgins," came the familiar voice. "I’ve got an update. Do you have a minute?"
Lou’s eyes flicked to Ava, who offered a small nod of encouragement. "I do," Lou said. "Ava’s actually here—I’m going to put you on speaker, okay?"
"Yeah, sure," Higgins replied.
Lou tapped the speaker icon and set the phone carefully on the edge of the tub, the glow of the screen reflecting in the candlelight. The intimacy of the bathroom felt momentarily disrupted, replaced by the tension of whatever news Higgins had to share.
"Hi, Detective Higgins. It’s been a while," Ava said, leaning slightly toward the phone, her curiosity piqued as her fingers absently trailed along Lou’s collarbone.
Higgins’ voice carried a warmth that echoed the familiarity of their first meeting, a subtle reassurance threaded through his tone. "Yeah, Ava. How’s everything treating you out there?"
Ava turned to Lou, her lips curving into a knowing smirk. "It’s been better than I expected."
"That’s great to hear," Higgins replied. "Things are hectic here, so I won’t keep you long, but I have an update on the case."
Lou straightened slightly, reaching for Ava’s hand and threading their fingers together. "What’s going on?" she asked, the seriousness in her tone contrasting with the gentle reassurance of her touch.
Higgins let out a relieved huff, almost a chuckle. "Well, it’s good news. It’s not often I get to make calls like this, but Ava—you can come home soon."
The words lingered between them, thick with implication. Beneath her, Ava felt Lou tense, her body going rigid as her grip slackened, leaving Ava’s hands to rest idly in her lap. Her expression shifted, her features tightening under the flood of emotions she couldn’t mask.
Ava swallowed, her voice barely above a whisper as the full impact of Higgins’ words sank in. "What do you mean?"
"I don’t want to go into too much detail over the phone," Higgins began, his tone cautious, "but we’ve gathered enough evidence to make an arrest. The DA believes we’ll get a quick trial, given the high-profile nature of the suspect. That said, we’ll need you to come back and testify under oath. Don’t worry—it’ll be via an affidavit, so you won’t need to testify in front of a jury."
The heaviness of his words seemed to press down on the room, amplifying the stillness. The faint drip of water from the faucet echoed like a metronome, punctuating the uncertainty that hung in the air.
"Lou? Ava?" Higgins’ voice came again, "You still there?"
Lou cleared her throat, breaking the heavy silence. She gently moved Ava off her lap, the warmth of their shared moment replaced by a cooler resolve.
Lou stepped out of the tub, wrapping herself in a towel as she spoke. Her voice was steady, but to Ava’s ears, the strain was unmistakable. "No, we’re here. That’s great news, just unexpected."
"I know," Higgins replied. "Lou, I’ve already started the work for you to get your extra funding. You should get the paperwork through sometime next week. And Ava, I’ll be seeing you soon, and we can wrap this all up."
"Yeah, great. That’s good news, Higgins," Ava said, though her voice sounded distant even to herself.
"Lou, I’ll be in touch tomorrow to arrange transport for Ava," Higgins continued.
"Yeah, no problem. Speak soon," Lou replied curtly before turning and stepping out of the bathroom. Her footsteps, soft but deliberate, echoed down the hallway as she made her way to the bedroom.
"Bye, ladies," Higgins added, his tone noticeably lighter as the call ended.
"Bye," Ava murmured, barely above a whisper as the line went dead.
Ava sat in the now lukewarm tub, the absence of Lou's warmth leaving an ache in her chest that refused to ease. The intimacy and safety of just moments ago felt distant, replaced by a hollow emptiness that clung to the air.
She stepped out of the tub, wrapping herself in a towel as the cool air only amplified the chill settling inside her.
Slowly, she made her way to the bedroom, stopping just outside the door. Her hand hovered over the frame, hesitation creeping in as unease rippled through her.
Taking a breath, she knocked lightly, "Lou, can I come in?"
The silence on the other side made her heart sink. She tried again, her tone a touch more pleading. "Lou?"
Still no reply.
Ava pushed the door open delicately, the creak of the hinges almost deafening in the quiet. The sight before her made her breath catch in her throat.
Lou sat curled against the headboard, shoulders hunched, a towel clinging to her damp skin. She clutched the stuffed horse Ava had won for her, holding it tightly against her chest, her face buried in its black mane as if drawing comfort from its familiar plushness. Her body trembled with the effort to hold back her sobs, but the quiet, raw grief radiating from her was enough to break Ava’s heart.
Ava stepped into the room, her own eyes stinging as she crossed the threshold, unsure if her presence was wanted.
"Lou…" she whispered, her voice filled with regret, as she sat down beside her.
"I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be so selfish," Lou managed through her sobs. "This is great news, Ava, really."
Ava shook her head, her own tears spilling over as she took in the anguish etched across Lou’s face. She reached out, pulling Lou into her embrace.
"You’re not being selfish. You’re allowed to be upset," she said firmly, her voice thick with emotion. "Tell me why you’re crying."
Lou sniffled, drawing in a shaky breath as her eyes met Ava’s. Her vulnerability was laid bare, the truth sitting bitter on her tongue before she finally let it out.
"I don’t want you to go," she murmured, her voice trembling.
The honesty in Lou’s words hit Ava like a tidal wave, her chest tightening as the depth of Lou’s feelings became undeniable.
Ava’s fingers brushed away a stray tear from Lou’s cheek, her heart aching for the woman in front of her. "Lou…" she murmured, leaning closer, her voice as soft as the touch of her hand. "I’m not going anywhere."
Lou blinked as her hands wiped away her tears. "What do you mean? Higgin’s said you can go home," she said, her wide eyes searching Ava’s for clarity.
Ava looked up at Lou, her voice barely audible. "What if I didn’t? I can sign the affidavit from a courthouse near here."
Ava took a deep breath, eyes flickering away as if gathering her courage. "I’m not happy in Sandstone. I haven’t been since my mom died," Ava said, her voice steady. "I stayed because I had no reason to leave."
She hesitated, then met Lou’s gaze. "But here? Things feel different. I feel different. It’s like for the first time in years, I’m not just getting by. I love Cedar Falls—the people, the sights, the way it feels to wake up here every day."
A flicker of warmth and hope crossed Lou’s face as her lips curved into something genuine and soft.
Ava smiled back, though there was a nervous edge to it. "I don’t want to assume anything. If this—us—isn’t something you’re ready for in any serious capacity, that’s okay. I’m not trying to, you know, U-Haul into your life if you don’t want me to be here."
Lou’s eyes sparkled with relief. "Can you technically U-Haul me if you’re already living at my place?"
Ava rolled her eyes with playful exaggeration, but the soft lift of her mouth grew brighter. "You know what I mean."
Lou’s expression mirrored the brunette's, a flicker of warmth brightening her features as she reached for Ava’s hand. "I do," she said.
A moment passed before she leaned in slightly, her curiosity evident. "And what would you do for work if you stayed?" she asked as she scooted closer, the little distance between them disappearing.
"Well, since my last job is officially off the table," Ava said with a rueful grin, "I’ve been thinking… Your mom mentioned she’s looking to cut back her hours. And I’ve practically been running The Silver Star for years. I could take over some of her shifts. I know I’m good at that."
Lou tilted her head, her curiosity piqued. "And where would you live? Hypothetically?"
Ava’s cheeks flushed slightly, her fingers toying with the edge of the towel draped over her lap. "Well, once I’ve signed the affidavit and the arrests are made, I don’t really have a reason to stay in your annex anymore. And…" She glanced up at Lou before continuing. "Anthony mentioned that the studio apartment across from him is vacant. He made a casual inquiry under his name, and the landlord said it’s been empty for over a year. Since there’s never much demand for new rentals around here, they said it’s mine if I want it."
"Ava…" Lou asked, placing her fingers under Ava’s chin to draw her gaze to meet her own.
"Hmm?" Ava responded, tilting her head slightly.
"How long have you been thinking about this?" Lou asked, her hazel eyes searching Ava’s face.
Ava hesitated, biting her lip before offering a shy, almost apologetic smile. "About staying in Cedar Falls Unofficially? Probably a month." Her cheeks warmed as she paused, then added, "But officially? Since you bought me that breakfast bagel in bed the morning after our first date."
Lou blinked, a mix of surprise and amusement flickering across her face. "The bagel?" she repeated, her tone caught between disbelief and affection.
Ava grinned. "I wanted more mornings like that—waking up beside you, sharing breakfast and coffee, holding you, just being us. I was happy."
Lou’s expression softened. "I was too." Then, narrowing her eyes playfully, she added, "So, you’ve been conspiring with Anthony about this, huh? Planning your big move without me?"
Ava cocked her head, attempting to play it cool. "I just wanted to see if the idea was completely insane—or if you’d think I was insane for even considering it. I talked to Anthony and Millie about it, and they seemed to think I’m not."
Lou laughed, a stupid, happy sound that made Ava’s heart flutter. "Oh, they did, did they? And when did they say all this?"
"A few days ago, when Anthony and I had lunch at the diner. So, does that mean you don’t hate the idea?" Ava asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.
"Not even a little bit," Lou murmured, her eyes shining with something deeper than words. "In fact, I really, really like the idea."
Ava’s grin widened. "Oh, do you now?"
"Mhm," Lou hummed, brushing a thumb over Ava’s cheek. "And I know for a fact that Cash and Dolly would be thrilled to have you as a permanent resident of Cedar Falls."
Ava laughed. "They would, huh? I knew they’d be on my side."
"Absolutely. Who else is going to sneak them apples when I’m not looking?"
Ava leaned in, her lips brushing against Lou’s. "I have no idea what you’re talking about."
"Uh-huh," Lou exhaled, capturing her lips in a deep kiss that sent a thrill through both of them.
Lou’s gaze softened as she gently cupped Ava’s face in her hands. "I couldn’t bear the thought of you going back to Sandstone," she said, her voice trembling.
Ava’s eyes sparkled, a mix of relief and joy lighting up her expression. "Me either," she murmured, her breath catching. "Now, let me show you all the things I plan on doing to you—night after night after night."
She eased Lou onto the bed, their bodies grazing in a tantalizing dance of friction. The air between them was electric, thick with anticipation and an unspoken hunger.
Ava's heart hammered against her ribcage as her trembling hands slid Lou’s towel higher, revealing her naked form inch by inch.
Every exposed contour of Lou's porcelain skin became a canvas for Ava’s touch, her fingertips tracing the dips and swells as if committing them to memory.
When the hardened peaks of Lou’s nipples came into view, Ava’s breath quickened, need tightening low in her belly.
Each touch sent shivers rippling through Lou, a slow build of tension as Ava’s teasing fingers drifted closer to the sensitive skin of her inner thighs, setting every nerve alight with anticipation.
"Don’t tease me—not now, honey, please," Lou panted, her voice quivering with desperation as her body arched and writhed beneath Ava’s touch.
Ava's mouth found Lou's, their lips meeting in a hot, desperate kiss as they devoured each other. Their tongues danced and tangled as Ava ran her fingers through Lou’s glistening center.
She trailed kisses down Lou's neck and chest, nipping at the sensitive skin underneath her breasts as she made her way lower and lower.
Finally, Ava's lips pressed against Lou's folds, her tongue darting out to taste her with tantalizing strokes. Lou's back arched as she moaned, tangling her fingers in Ava's hair to keep her locked in place. Ava's mouth was hot and wet against her, eagerly lapping at the slickness between her legs.
With every flick of her tongue and thrust of her mouth, Ava brought Lou closer to the edge. Her body trembled with anticipation as she held on to Ava tightly, feeling herself building towards an explosive release.
And then it hit her like a slow-burning fuse finally igniting—pleasure consuming her, deep and unrelenting, as she came hard against Ava’s mouth.
She couldn’t hold back the cries that escaped her lips, her body trembling as she surrendered to the intoxicating rush of release.
Ava’s tongue savored every drop of Lou’s sweetness as if it were nectar meant only for her. The taste of Lou’s pleasure lingered on her lips, stoking the fire smoldering in her chest.
But she wasn’t satisfied—not yet. With deliberate slowness, Ava began her ascent, trailing kisses and playful nips along Lou’s trembling body. Each press of her lips, each scrape of her teeth, left a path of heat in its wake, stirring the hunger between them back to a fever pitch.
Reaching for her own towel, Ava’s eyes gleamed with anticipation as she tugged it away in one smooth motion, revealing her glistening center.
A mischievous smile curved her lips as she straddled Lou’s hips, hovering just above her.
Slowly, she sank down, rolling her hips to build a delicious friction where their bodies met. Lou gasped, her breath hitching at the intoxicating heat of Ava’s wetness pressed firmly against her. A jolt of pure need surged through her, leaving her body trembling beneath Ava’s rhythm.
She reached up to cup Ava's breasts, teasingly brushing over her hardened nipples with her thumbs. In response, Ava let out an involuntary moan, tilting her head back in pleasure as she continued to rock her hips against Lou's.
Lou thrust upwards, desperate for more contact. She slid a hand between them, fingers finding Ava's clit and circling it firmly.
Ava's breath sawed in and out of her heaving chest, "oh fuck, yes," she panted, her voice rough and desperate. "Harder, baby. Yes, just like that."
Lou's other hand was buried in Ava's thick, silky brunette hair, guiding her gently downward, their eyes locked in a dance of desire. Their mouths met in a passionate kiss, tongues exploring and tasting each other fervently. As Lou's lips traced a path down Ava's neck, Ava leaned her head back, inviting more.
The sultry scent of arousal filled the air as Lou pressed her own wet, aching core against Ava's. Her hips rocked in slow circles, desperate to find friction and release.
"Don't stop," Ava begged, her nails digging into Lou's sides as she rode her fingers. "Please, don't stop."
Lou increased the pressure, her fingers moving faster and faster as Ava's moans grew louder and more frantic. She felt the tremble of Ava's thighs around her hips, the tension building with every second as Ava climbed higher toward the edge.
And then it happened. Lou watched in awe as Ava's body gave way to pleasure, her features contorting beautifully—flushed cheeks, parted lips, eyes clouded with ecstasy.
The sound of Ava screaming her name filled the room as her orgasm crashed over her like a tidal wave. In that moment, Lou couldn’t look away. She had never believed in a God, but as she gazed up at Ava, radiant and utterly undone, she figured this must be the closest she’d ever come to seeing Heaven.
As the intensity ebbed, their bodies melted into exhaustion, collapsing onto the bed in a tangled embrace. Their breaths synced, chests rising and falling as they lay entwined, letting the afterglow wash over them.
"How could you ever think I'd leave you and go back to Sandstone?" Ava rasped, her voice laced with disbelief.
Lou’s lips arched with quiet affection as she rolled over, tucking a stray strand of hair behind Ava’s ear. Leaning in, she placed soft, lingering kisses along Ava’s shoulder, each touch brimming with tenderness.
"Stay in the main house with me until you move into that studio," Lou murmured against Ava's skin.
Ava’s gaze locked with Lou's; the sincerity and emotion in Lou's words made her chest ache in the best way.
"I’ll book the U-Haul," Ava muttered, her voice teasing but full of promise. She leaned in, capturing Lou’s lips in a deep, lingering kiss that spoke of everything words couldn’t convey.



TWENTY
WOLVES IN THE HOUSE
Lou's boots tapped against the treelined sidewalk of Main Street, a steady rhythm softened by the heat of the morning sun. It draped over them like a golden shawl, threading through Lou's blonde hair and glinting off the edge of her sunglasses. There was a lightness in her step, unfamiliar but welcome, a quiet joy that had nothing to do with the crisp mountain air and everything to do with the woman walking beside her.
"See you at 1?" Ava asked as they neared the diner.
"Mhm," Lou murmured, stepping in closer. "Want to head home after, or were you thinking of coming back to the diner?"
"That depends…" Ava replied, wrapping her arms around Lou’s waist with an ease that made Lou’s heart flutter.
Lou quirked an eyebrow, her lips curving into a smirk. "On?"
"On whether you’re staying home with me or heading back to the station afterward," Ava teased, her tone light but her eyes soft.
Lou chuckled, her hands sliding onto Ava’s hips with a natural grace as if they had been carved to fit perfectly into the mold of her curves.
"Well," she began, her tone light, "Higgins said you need to be at the courthouse by 2. It should take a couple of hours to give your affidavit, review it, and get it signed and notarized. So, we’ll probably wrap up around four or five—which, if you ask me, sounds like the perfect time to call it a day and head home."
"Correct," Ava replied with a grin. "That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear."
Lou’s lips curled into a playful smile. "How about this—when we get back, we’ll take Cash and Dolly for a quick ride along the trail. Then, you can soak in the tub with a book while I make us some pizzas. After that, we’ll curl up in bed, and I’ll spoon you whilst we watch a movie. Deal?"
Ava’s smile grew, her eyes glimmering with affection. "You’re spoiling me again, Sheriff," she teased gently. "But yes, that sounds absolutely perfect. I can’t wait."
"Good." Lou dipped her head, her lips brushing against Ava’s in a kiss that was gentle, lingering just long enough to leave them both dazed.
When she pulled back, her voice softened into a murmur, her forehead resting lightly against Ava’s. "I’ll see you at 1."
Ava beamed, her smile lighting up her face as she turned and slipped inside the diner. The bell above the door chimed, its cheerful note cutting through the quiet hum of the street. Lou remained rooted to the spot, her gaze trailing after Ava through the window.
Inside, Ava glanced back, her expression both shy and mischievous, as though they shared a secret no one else could understand.
She gave Lou a small wave, and Lou returned it, her own smile tugging at her lips. It was genuine and unguarded, a quiet reflection of the warmth Ava brought into her life—a warmth that lingered even as the door closed between them.
Turning away and heading towards the station, Lou felt an unexpected joy bubbling within, like a brook chattering through the thawing snowbanks. She had always been the stoic sheriff, the custodian of this small town, yet here she was, savoring the afterglow of intimacy, the tender echoes of whispered confidences and soft caresses. It was a sensation as surprising as it was delightful, leaving her with an inner coziness that not even Cedar Falls' chill could penetrate.

Lou pushed open the door to the station, her eyes immediately landing on Anthony, who was perched against his desk with a coffee mug in hand, a familiar smirk already playing on his lips as though he’d been eagerly anticipating her arrival.
She shrugged off her coat with a practiced motion, hanging it on the hook by the door, her gaze settling on him with mild curiosity.
"Morning, Sheriff," Anthony greeted, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. "You're looking… unusually radiant today."
"Is that so?" Lou replied, her voice carrying the playful timbre that surfaced in Anthony's company.
She leaned casually against the door frame, trying to school her features into their customary neutrality.
"Yep," Anthony affirmed with a chuckle, "like someone who's seen the promised land."
"Let's just say the horizon had a particularly nice view this morning," Lou retorted, her words laced with a feigned nonchalance she didn't quite feel.
"Ah, the ever-elusive horizon," Anthony mused, tapping his fingers rhythmically against his mug. "Some folks spend their whole lives chasing it."
"And sometimes," Lou countered, pushing off the doorframe with an easy stride toward her desk, "it wanders in from Nevada and turns everything upside down."
The faintest trace of a smile tugged at the corner of her lips, a rare softness breaking through her usual indifference.
Anthony smirked as he settled into his chair with an air of relaxed confidence. He leaned back slightly, the faint creak of the old chair underscoring his casual demeanor. His eyes never left Lou as he sipped his coffee.
"Speaking of things turning upside down—any pressing matters I should know about?" Lou added, dropping into her seat with ease.
"Nothing you can't handle with that newfound sparkle," Anthony said, his voice a gentle goad.
"Sparkle doesn't solve cases, Anthony." Lou's tone was mock stern now, but the hint of a blush betrayed her, painting rose upon her sculpted cheekbones.
"Maybe not," he admitted, his smirk easing into something more genuine as he gave her a knowing look. "But it sure does look good on you," he added, his voice sincere, the teasing replaced by quiet honesty. "I’m so happy for you, Lou—you have no idea."
"Focus, Deputy," Lou chided, though her heart wasn't in it.
Anthony's laughter echoed in her ears as Lou settled into the rhythm of the day’s work, a soft smile lingering on her lips.

The midday sun filtered through the diner’s wide front windows, casting playful shadows that shimmered across the retro chrome bar stools, giving them a welcoming glow.
As Lou pushed open the door, the soft tinkle of the bell blended seamlessly with the quiet clink of porcelain and the faint scrape of chairs, creating a harmonious rhythm that enveloped the space in a comforting familiarity.
Lou slipped off her sunglasses, her eyes sweeping over the room as she adjusted to the shift from the blinding sunlight outside to the cozy interior.
"Hey, darlin’," Millie greeted cheerfully, her voice cutting through the chatter like a familiar tune.
Her smile was warm—like a hearth fire on a winter’s night—but it did little to chase away the sudden chill creeping up Lou’s spine. Her gaze had fallen on the empty table where Ava usually sat, the sight leaving an uneasy feeling she couldn’t quite place.
"Hey, Ma," Lou acknowledged, her gaze lingering on the vacant seat, "where's Amelia?"
The older woman followed Lou’s gaze to the empty table and offered a kind smile. "Oh, she left not that long ago with someone from work," Millie said, her tone light and cheerful. "He’s another journalist from her paper—said he was in the area working on a story and thought he’d stop by to check on hers. Wasn’t that thoughtful of him?"
Lou’s chest tightened, though she kept her expression carefully neutral. "Yeah," she echoed as her eyes flicked back to the table.
Lou felt her pulse quicken; the strong façade she wore so effortlessly began to fracture, revealing a flicker of the terror that lay beneath. Confusion spiraled into a creeping sense of anxiety, spreading its tendrils through her chest.
Lou's fingers gripped the back of a chair, her knuckles whitening as she forced herself to speak with an evenness that didn't betray the torrent of emotions within.
"Ma, did Amelia say anything before she left about where she was going? Anything at all?" Her voice was a controlled murmur, but her eyes scanned the diner as if Ava might suddenly reappear and laugh off her growing unease.
"No, sweetie. Her friend said he wanted Amelia to show him the sights. But she asked me to make her a cherry pie and said she’d pick it up before closing, so I doubt she’ll be out for too long."
Fuck.
"Did you catch his name? Which way did they go, and how long ago, Ma?" Lou asked, her voice taut, each word clipped.
"I didn’t catch his name. They left pretty quickly," she replied. Her tone softened as she added with a laugh, "Calm down, Lou. You just saw her a few hours ago—you can’t be missing her that much already!"
"What did he look like?" Lou demanded, her voice sharper now, the edge unmistakable.
Millie sighed, her brows knitting together as she mulled over Lou’s question. "Lou, you have nothing to worry about. I see the way Amelia looks at you—she’s not interested in⁠—"
"Ma! Please," Lou interrupted, her desperation spilling over.
Millie tilted her head, her smile faltering at Lou’s intensity. "Alright," she relented, her voice thoughtful. "He was tall, on the thin side, with a mop of dark hair. Handsome, I suppose—had these baby-blue eyes, just like Bradley Cooper."
"Blue eyes?" Lou repeated, her voice barely above a whisper as the words hit her like a punch to the gut.
Her mind reeled, the description dredging up Ava’s quiet, haunted confession—words she had whispered late one night in bed, as Lou held her close, their heads resting on the same pillow, the darkness cocooning them.
It was him. Lou didn’t need confirmation; she felt it in her bones—a visceral certainty that tightened her chest and sent her heart racing. Every instinct screamed his name, an unshakable knowledge coursing through her like an electric current.
With a curt nod, Lou excused herself, stepping through the door of the diner into the clarity of Cedar Falls' mountain air. It clung to her skin, providing a fleeting distraction from the gnawing fear.
Her boots clicked double time against the gravel as she moved away from the bustling diner, pulling out her cell phone with a steadiness that belied the quake that had taken residence in her chest.
The screen lit up under her touch, fingers dexterously finding Ava’s number, but the call kept going to voicemail. Next, she called Detective Higgins.
"Higgins, it’s Lou," she said the second he picked up. "Ava’s been taken."
"What do you mean, taken?" Higgins asked, his voice tightening.
The question hit Lou like a slap to the face, each syllable forcing the reality of the situation to sink deeper.
"She’s gone," Lou replied, her voice trembling with restrained panic. "Someone came for her—claimed to be a co-worker from her fake job. He was tall, thin, and had light blue eyes."
There was a brief pause on the other end of the line before Higgins’ voice came back, grim and certain. "Victor."
"We have to get her back, Sam," Lou said, her voice carrying a pleading note she despised the moment it left her lips.
She was the sheriff—this was her job, her responsibility—and she had failed. She had failed Ava. The consequences of that failure settled like a stone in her chest, but she pushed it aside, focusing on the only thing that mattered now. Finding her.
"Go and get Anthony and split up, search any places you’d think he might take her," came Higgins' steady response, his professionalism a small comfort in the haze of panic. "I’ll get on the phone to neighboring towns and ask them to set up roadblocks out of Cedar Falls. But the likelihood is if he’s found her, he’s not going to transport her, he’s going to⁠—"
"Kill her?" Lou whispered, her voice barely audible, the words settling over her like a shroud of ice. Her blood ran cold, dread clawing its way up her spine. "He’s going to kill her."
"That’s probably what he’s planning," Higgins confirmed.
Lou’s jaw tightened as she forced her trepidation into focus. "Anthony and I will coordinate a search. Get here now, Higgins."
As the call ended, Lou darted between the dappled shadows cast by the towering cedars, the crisp mountain air biting her lungs as she crossed the distance to the station. The golden sunlight that once warmed her skin now seemed to count down with the pressure of the precious time slipping between her fingers.
She burst through the door of the office, the familiar scent of aged paper and coffee beans mingling with the tang of adrenaline that clung to her like a second skin.
Anthony looked up from his paperwork, his eyes immediately taking in the tension that was carved into Lou's angular features.
"Anthony," Lou started, her voice betraying none of the turmoil that churned beneath her stoic surface. "Ava's missing. I think the person that killed Ethan took her."
In the span of a heartbeat, Anthony was on his feet, the chair scraping against the wooden floor with a sharp protest. His instincts kicked in seamlessly, his movements measured even as the look of despair in Lou’s eyes met his.
"Tell me everything," he said, his voice a steady command that cut through the fog of panic threatening to cloud Lou’s mind.
Lou's report was clear and to the point, every detail laid out with precision.
"Got it," he replied, his response immediate, his trust in her judgment absolute.
With a swift motion, Lou unfolded the town map across the desk, her finger tracing the main roads that ribboned out from Cedar Falls like lifelines.
"You take north of Main Street, check the motel, the ranger’s cabin, every out-of-the-way spot you can think of on your end," Lou directed, her voice steady and methodical, grounding her as she slipped back into the calm, organized planning that always helped her make sense of the chaos.
Anthony nodded once, his broad shoulders set with resolve. "I'll start with the old Miller farmstead and work my way back to the highway."
"Good." Lou's eyes were flinty, hard with purpose as she considered each landmark on the map, the places where shadows gathered and secrets hid.
Each second stretched, taut with unspoken urgency, as Lou mentally cataloged every location Ava could be. The abandoned quarry? Too far away. The derelict row of cabins on the outskirts? Maybe, but only if⁠—
"We're not letting anything happen to her," Anthony said, calling her back to the present.
A tremble began in her hands, a ghostly whisper of consternation she dared not speak aloud.
The thought of something—anything—happening to Ava, her
Ava, vibrant and brave, trusting and bold, twisted her heart in a way that threatened to break her.
But she couldn’t let the panic take hold, not now. Her grip tightened, and she steadied herself, forcing the intrusive thoughts to the edges of her mind. Ava needed her clear-headed, not overwhelmed by fear.
"Keep your radio close," Lou said, her steely composure unwavering. "If you notice anything off, call me immediately—and stay safe."
"Will do," Anthony affirmed, then turned, his gait steady as he left for his patrol car.
Alone now, Lou steeled herself, her gaze sweeping over the map for the umpteenth time.
"Where are you, Ava?" she whispered into the stillness of the office. Her mind raced, flipping through possibilities, analyzing patterns and past incidents that could point to a hideout, a clue, anything.
Lou’s instincts, sharpened by years of tracking and confronting the shadows that prowled through small towns like hers, gnawed at her with relentless persistence, refusing to be ignored.
Every fiber of her being screamed for action, piecing together fragments of unease with a precision honed by necessity.
Then it hit her—a jolt of certainty slicing through the chaos in her mind, stilling her swirling thoughts with pinpoint focus.
The creek.
Lou’s pulse quickened, each beat pounding in her ears as the realization settled in—cold and suffocating.
Cedar Falls Creek. Its strong rapids spilled into the Yellowstone River before vanishing into the Gulf of Mexico. If someone wanted to stay hidden, evade prying eyes, or make something—or someone—disappear, that’s where they’d go.
Her mind raced through the possibilities, drawing on her intimate knowledge of the town and its secrets. The dense canopy of trees would swallow every sound, cloaking the area in an eerie silence. The dark, still water, cold and indifferent, reflected nothing but emptiness.
Lou’s long strides carried her across the gravel, boots kicking up dust that swirled and danced in her wake.
Her hand closed around the truck handle with purpose, the cool metal a fleeting comfort against her clammy palm.
Keys jangled as they slipped into the ignition, a cacophony amidst the stifling soundlessness that pressed in on all sides.
With every mile she put behind her, the landscape seemed to close in, becoming an accomplice to the shadows that crept along the edges of the day.



TWENTY-ONE
THE TIDE IS ROLLING IN…
Cedar trees, speed sign, boulder. Cedar trees, faded yellow road markings, boulder. Puddle, cedar trees, dirt bank.
Ava listed the passing sights in her mind, her head resting against the cool glass of Victor’s passenger window.
She was angry—blindingly, bone-deep angry.
Angry at Millie for making her care so much that she kept quiet when Victor appeared, swallowing her fear to keep his wrath from turning on the older woman. Angry at herself for freezing, for getting into his car when every instinct had screamed to run.
Angry at Higgins and Chen for dragging their feet. Angry at every car that sped past, oblivious to her silent screams for help.
But more than anything, she was furious with the gods, the universe, whatever cruel force had decided this was her fate—the one that meant she had to leave Lou.
Because no matter how much she raged, no matter how unfair it was, the truth remained the same.
Ava knew, with chilling certainty, that she was going to die today.
The realization settled deep inside her, cold and unshakable, as Victor’s foot pressed harder on the accelerator, the car hurtling toward the inevitable.
She closed her eyes, fighting back the tears that stung hot and unrelenting behind her lids. All she could see was Lou—her knowing gaze, her quiet strength, the warmth of her touch.
She knew Lou would carry the guilt of this forever. She could see it too clearly—the endless what-ifs, the regret sinking deep into Lou’s chest like a thorn she’d never be able to pull free. And that, more than the fate awaiting her, was what made Ava really fucking angry.
As if sensing the shift in her, Victor’s grip tightened on the wheel, his eyes never leaving the road. "Don’t," he said.
"Don’t what?" Ava asked, snapping her head toward him.
Victor’s lips twisted into a sadistic grin, his teeth glinting in the oncoming headlights of a car. "Don’t even think about it. I can see your knuckles tightening into fists. Whatever romantic notion you’ve conjured up about flinging yourself out of this car and running to freedom, let me dispel it for you now."
He chuckled, the sound cold and devoid of humor. "Here’s what will happen, Ava: you’ll open the door, tumble out, and get caught under the tires. At this speed, your bones will shatter, your organs will rupture, and you’ll bleed out on the asphalt. It will be slow and excruciating."
Ava’s jaw clenched, "And I suppose what you’ve planned for me is less painful?"
"No," he said flatly, his tone matter-of-fact. "But it will be quicker. I don’t like waiting."
Ava turned back to the window, her stomach twisting as Victor’s words sank in, cold and final.
The blur of cedar trees and faded road markings slipped by. If she was going to die, she decided, she would at least spend her final moments with her thoughts fixed on Lou—on the life they could have had and the words she should have said.

Less than five minutes later, Ava’s heart was hammering against her ribs as Victor’s truck rolled to a halt, the engine growling one last time before cutting completely.
Fear coiled tightly around her chest, its icy grip coursing through her veins as she sat frozen in the seat, bracing herself for whatever came next.
Victor turned to her, his expression exasperated. "Are you going to come nicely, or am I going to have to force you?"
Ava’s adrenaline spiked, his words cutting through her like ice. This was it. After months of hiding, months of trying to rebuild a sense of safety, it was all unraveling.
She froze, her body refusing to move as the grim reality settled over her—this was where it would end.
Victor’s patience evaporated, his hand shooting out toward her. The sudden movement jolted her out of her paralysis, instinct kicking in as she jumped back against the passenger door, her eyes burning with defiance.
"Do not touch me," she growled.
Victor’s annoyance etched across his face. "Then get out of the fucking car and move," he snapped, his tone dripping with venom, daring her to resist.
Ava hesitated for a moment before climbing out of the truck, her movements slow and cautious.
Victor rounded the vehicle quickly, shoving her forward with an impatient hand. The force jolted her into motion, her steps uneven as she was urged along.
As they moved, Ava’s surroundings began to take shape in her mind, stirring a faint recognition. The towering cedars and winding trail triggered a memory—not from experience, but from one of the tourist brochures she’d glanced at in the diner. It hit her where she was, and the realization sent a fresh wave of unease rippling through her.
The faint roar of the creek’s rapids echoed through the dense forest, growing louder with every step. She stumbled on the uneven terrain, her sneakers slipping against loose rocks and snapping twigs beneath her feet.
Victor’s presence loomed behind her, an oppressive authority that grew heavier with each step as they ventured deeper into the shadows of the trees. The canopy above seemed to close in, casting jagged patterns of light and dark across the ground. Ava’s mind raced, her thoughts a frantic blur of survival.
She tried to slow him, dragging her feet, feigning clumsiness on the slick earth. Her calculated stumble sent her crashing to one knee, the sudden impact jarring her but earning her a few precious seconds.
"I know what you’re doing. Get up," Victor snarled, his voice low and menacing as he reached down, his grip like a vice around her arm. With a swift, brutal motion, he hauled her upright and launched her forward.
The sound of rushing water grew louder, the roar of the creek’s rapids now unmistakable. The ground beneath her sneakers turned soft and unstable, the damp earth glossy with moisture.
As they neared the edge of the water, Victor spun her around, forcing her to face him. His smirk was cruel, a twisted mockery of triumph etched across his face, his eyes gleaming with sadistic amusement.
"Any last words?" Victor taunted, shoving her roughly. The force sent Ava stumbling, her sneakers skidding on the slick ground near the water’s edge.
Swallowing the rising tide of fear, Ava squared her shoulders, lifting her chin defiantly. "Offering me last words?" she said, her voice sharp. "That’s more of a courtesy than you gave Ethan."
"Well, Callahan’s not here this time," he shot back, the faint edge of bitterness creeping into his tone.
The indistinct crack in Victor’s composure didn’t go unnoticed by Ava. Her mind raced, searching for an opening, a way to keep him talking. Begging for her life or attempting to strike a deal would only fuel his vitriol; she knew that much. No, she needed to hit where it hurt—to find the thread that could unravel him.
Her voice was measured, her glower even as she latched onto the bitterness she’d detected, treating it like a lifeline.
"No, he’s not," she said carefully, "and yet here you are, still following his orders. Have you always been his errand boy?"
The words lingered, blunt and unyielding, cutting through the tension like a blade. Ava’s pulse pounded in her ears, each beat a drum of fear and determination as her gaze remained locked on Victor’s face, searching for a crack.
Victor’s jaw clenched, the faint twitch in his temple betraying the irritation that flickered in his eyes. She’d hit a nerve.
Ava inhaled deeply, steadying herself against the chaos inside her chest. Her heart raced, but her mind buzzed as the realization set in: she’d found her opening. All she had to do was keep him talking and buy herself the precious seconds she needed.
"I am no one’s errand boy. Certainly not Richard’s," Victor spat, his voice venomous as his shoulders squared.
Ava arched a brow, refusing to flinch under his glare. "Really? Because here we are, Victor. He snaps his fingers, tells you to find me, and you come running—like a loyal dog yapping at his master’s heels."
"That’s rich coming from you," he shot back, his tone dripping with contempt. "I’ve been watching you, Ava. Traipsing around after that Sheriff, like some lovesick teenager, you’re a pathetic cliché."
Ava’s stomach churned, her thoughts spiraling as his words settled over her. How long had he been here? Longer than just this afternoon, clearly—he’d seen her with Lou. The thought was unsettling, but she forced her expression to remain unbothered, masking the unease that threatened to creep through.
"How long have you been here?" she asked.
Victor laughed, a low, chilling sound that carried through the frigid afternoon air. "A while," he admitted, his tone almost conversational. "You know, I’d all but written off Cedar Falls after checking out that farm outside of town⁠—"
"Grady’s… it was you in the stables," Ava interjected, her voice low with realization.
Victor’s grin widened, his eyes glinting with dark satisfaction. "It was," he confirmed. "I got a tip about you hiding out at a ranch in western Wyoming, but narrowing it down took some effort. Cedar Falls was my ninth stop out of twenty… And then Hawkspur was my tenth."
Ava’s stomach twisted violently. The carnival.
"It was almost too lucky that you decided to go that day," Victor continued, his voice thick with mockery. "Imagine my delight when I saw you tossing rings with the Sheriff—looking so domestic."
He leaned in slightly, his grin turning razor-sharp. "I even considered inviting myself to your little after-party in the guest house. Looked cozy—just you and her."
Ava’s chest constricted, her breath catching. The images of that beautiful night came rushing back, her mind replaying every moment with a growing sense of dread.
Victor’s grin was all feigned innocence. "Relax, Ava. I’m not a pervert. I didn’t go peeking through any windows."
Ava scoffed, despite the fear bubbling beneath her surface. "No, of course not. You’re just a murderer. Silly me for thinking ‘pervert’ wouldn’t be much of a stretch."
Victor’s laughter echoed again, darker this time, curling around him like smoke. His breath formed icy clouds in the cold, his menace tangible. "Brave right until the end," he said, his voice almost admiring. "Don’t worry—I’ll make sure the Sheriff knows you died as such."
Ava’s heart thundered in her chest as Victor’s words cut through the breeze.
She swallowed hard, her throat tight, and forced herself to hold his stare. Her hands clenched at her sides, nails biting into her palms, every instinct screaming at her to run, to fight, to do anything but cower.
Victor reached down, his movements exaggerated like a peacock displaying its feathers. The metallic glint of a handgun slid free from his waistband, its power resting comfortably in his hand. He held it loosely, almost casually, but the threat it posed was anything but idle.
"This is the part where you start begging," he taunted, tilting his head as if savoring her reaction.
"I’d never give you the satisfaction," she said, her voice unwavering despite the tremor threatening to break through.
Victor chuckled, the sound low and dangerous. "No, I didn’t think so," he said, lifting the gun just enough for its barrel to catch the shaded light. "Guess we’ll see how brave you really are."
Ava closed her eyes, her breath hitching as she braced herself for the inevitable. She knew what she wanted her last words to be—what needed to be said, even if they would never reach the person they were meant for, and she whispered them to herself over and over.
The words warmed her as she heard the distinct click of a gun being cocked. Her heart thundered in her chest, each beat echoing louder than the wind whipping through the trees.
But the shot never came. No searing pain, no abrupt end. Just silence.
Ava’s eyes fluttered open, confusion flooding her as she saw Victor frozen in place, his face twisted in surprise. And then she realized—the sound hadn’t come from Victor’s gun at all.
"Drop your weapon," a voice cut through the stillness, cold and commanding.
Ava choked out a sob as her eyes darted to the source.
Lou.
She stood a few paces away, her stance unshakable, her gun trained unwaveringly on Victor. Her golden hair was slightly mussed by the wind, but her piercing hazel eyes burned with an intense fury that left no room for negotiation.
Victor turned slowly, his pupils dilating imperceptibly as he took in Lou, standing just a few steps behind him.
"I said, drop it. Throw it over there," Lou snarled, her voice a low, lethal rumble that cut through the roar of the creek. Each word was a razor’s edge.
Ava’s chest heaved as her heart thundered in her ears. She stared at Lou, barely recognizing the woman before her. This wasn’t the Lou who brought her flowers or whispered reassurances in her ear. This was Sheriff Harman—unyielding, dangerous, and determined.
Victor hesitated, his jaw tightening as his gaze flicked between Lou and the gun. Slowly, with deliberate precision, he let the weapon drop a foot away from him. It landed with a muted thud on the dirt, the sound quickly lost to the roar of the rapids.
"If you so much as glance at that gun, I’ll shoot you," Lou warned.
Without shifting her focus, she spoke, her voice softer to Ava's knowing ears. "Ava, are you hurt? Did he touch you?"
Ava swallowed hard, the lump in her throat making her voice tremble. "No," she croaked, the relief flooding her words. "I’m okay."
Lou gave a barely perceptible nod, her murderous watch still pinned to Victor. "Ava," she said assertively, her tone brooking no argument, "come here. Stand behind me."
Ava hesitated only a second before stepping forward, her movements cautious, her breath shallow.
As she reached Lou’s side, Lou instinctively shifted, her body positioning itself as a barrier between Ava and Victor. Her stance was protective, solid, her presence radiating an undeclared vow: nothing will touch you again.
Without breaking her gaze on Victor, Lou spoke over her shoulder, her voice uncompromising. "Ava, go to the car. I radioed for backup before I got here. Anthony’s on his way.”
Pressed against Lou’s back, Ava felt the strain thrumming through her, every muscle in Lou’s body coiled like a spring.
She shook her head as defiance surged through her. "I’m not leaving you here alone with him."
Lou’s shoulders tightened, but her tone softened just enough to reveal the worry beneath her request. "Ava," she murmured, her voice almost pleading, "I need to know you’re safe. Please."
Ava’s hands moved instinctively, gripping Lou’s hips with a firmness that spoke of both fear and unwavering resolve. Her fingers pressed into Lou’s sides, anchoring herself to the one person she trusted to keep them both safe.
"And I need to know you’re safe, too," she whispered fiercely. "I’m not leaving you, Lou."
Lou inhaled deeply, a heavy sigh of resignation escaping her lips.
Without breaking her aim, she reached for the handcuffs on her belt and tossed them onto the ground near Victor’s feet. "Put them on. Now," she ordered.
Victor’s eyes flickered with defiance as they darted between Lou and the cuffs. His lips twisted into a grimace, his entire body taut with fury and frustration.
For a fleeting moment, it seemed he might test her resolve, his stance vibrating with barely restrained violence.
"I won’t ask again," Lou said, her voice sharp as a pin. Her finger brushed the trigger in an unspoken promise of swift and decisive action.
Victor’s jaw tightened, a guttural growl escaping his throat as he begrudgingly bent down. His movements were jerky as he reached for the cuffs, the anticipation in the air growing heavier with each passing second.
Time stretched, every sound razor-sharp.
Then, like a snapped wire, the standoff broke.
Victor lunged upward, his movements a blur of desperation and rage. His eyes burned with wild determination as he clawed for the gun he had dropped earlier.
Before Lou could react, he surged forward, his arm snaking around Ava’s neck in a brutal grip. In his other hand, the cold, heavy barrel of the gun pressed against her temple.
"Ava!" Lou’s voice rang out, slicing through the chaos.
Her instincts roared as her mind raced for a solution. She didn’t waver, her aim fixed, her focus locked onto Victor. "Let her go!" she commanded, her tone an undeniable force.
Victor tightened his hold, his ragged breaths hot against Ava’s skin. His voice was low as he spat, "Stay back, or I swear I’ll kill her."
Lou stepped forward, her gun steady, her movements precise. Her eyes burned with fury, daring Victor to defy her. "I said, let. Her. Go."
The air between them thrummed with tension, a precarious balance of threat and restraint. Lou’s finger hovered over the trigger, her mind racing, calculating every possible move, every potential outcome.
Ava’s wide eyes darted to Lou, fear stark in her gaze, her breath shallow and quick.
But then, through the haze of terror, she saw it—a flicker in Lou’s expression. The slight hardening of her jaw, the unwavering focus in her stare as she said, “You’re not rooted, Ava.”
The phrase jolted through Ava's body like an electric shock. Memories of their training sessions flooded her mind: Hit fast. Hit hard. Run far. Her breath steadied, muscles coiling with instinctive readiness.
Victor hissed a warning in her ear, his voice dripping with anger. "Don't⁠—"
Ava didn't hesitate.
With lightning-quick reflexes, she shifted her stance and drove her fist into Victor's groin with all the force she could muster. He jerked forward with a strangled cry, his grip faltering.
In one swift motion, she delivered a powerful upward elbow to Victor's nose, the sickening sound of bone cracking accompanied by his gut-wrenching scream.
As Victor crumpled to the ground, blood gushing from his nose and between his fingers, Ava sprinted toward Lou, her breath ragged and her legs rocky beneath her.
Before she could collapse, Lou caught her with one strong arm, drawing her close and positioning her protectively behind herself.
And then it happened.
In a flurry of movement, two shots rang out, shattering the fragile calm and setting off a cacophony of echoes that thundered through the forest.
Ava hit the ground, her ears ringing and her heart racing as she clamped her hands over them. The smell of gunpowder hung heavy in the air, mixing with the earthy scent of blood seeping into the dirt.
For a moment, the forest seemed to hold its breath, waiting to see who would emerge victorious.
And when Ava lifted her head, relief surged through her at the sight of Victor crumpled lifeless on the ground… until she noticed Lou stumbling.
Ava's initial sense of relief quickly turned to dread as she raced to Lou's side.
Lou’s knees buckled under her weight, and Ava caught her just in time, easing her down gently onto the ground.
Her frantic hands searched for any sign of injury, and that's when she saw it—a deep red stain spreading across Lou's side, stark against the tan fabric of her shirt.
Panic surged through Ava’s veins as she pressed her hands staunchly against Lou’s wound, desperate to stop the flow of blood. Her breaths came in shallow gasps, each one hitching as she fought to keep her composure.
"Radio..." Lou rasped, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her eyes remained shut, her pallor ghostly against the dark forest backdrop.
Ava’s hands fumbled for the walkie-talkie clipped to Lou’s jacket, her movements frantic as she unclipped it and brought it to her lips. Her voice trembled, but she forced herself to speak clearly, the urgency breaking through her fear.
"Anthony, it's Ava," she pleaded into the device. "We're at the dock by the creek. Lou's been shot. She needs help!"
Anthony's calm voice came through the static, a lifeline in the maelstrom. "Copy. Hold pressure on the wound—we’re a few minutes away."
Ava's heart raced as she pressed harder against Lou’s side, blood seeping through her fingers and staining her hands. She could feel the heat of it, warm and slick against her skin.
"Focus on me," she urged, her voice strained but determined. "Just keep looking at me."
Lou's eyelids fluttered open, revealing hazel eyes clouded with pain but still holding onto Ava's gaze.
Ava leaned in closer until their foreheads rested together, a fragile moment of connection carved out of the chaos.
"Help is nearly here," Ava whispered, her voice shaking with emotion. Tears streamed down her cheeks and mingled with Lou's as they both held onto the hope that the approaching sirens promised.
Lou's lips moved weakly, her voice barely a breath. "Listen…" Her words came out in fragments, slipping through the cracks of her strength. "What happened… isn't your fault."
Ava shook her head fiercely, tears falling onto Lou's face. "Don't you dare," she said fiercely, her voice cracking with emotion.
Lou's hand weakly reached for Ava's, their fingers trembling as they clung to each other. "It’s okay," Lou murmured.
Tears continued to flow from Ava's eyes. "You're going to be fine. Please, you have to be fine," she repeated softly, willing it to be true.
Lou's lips trembled, and her grip on Ava's hand weakened.
Ava could see the pain etched on her face as she fought for every breath. "Ava," Lou rasped, her voice barely audible over the blaring sirens in the distance, "take care of Cash and Dolly… tell Ma and Anthony I love them."
Ava shook her head as she pressed into Lous’ side more firmly. "Tell them yourself!"
But Lou's eyelids were already drifting shut, the light fading from her hazel eyes. "I’m sorry," she whispered, her last words a heartfelt apology.
Ava could feel her heart breaking as Lou's head fell to the side, her hand falling limp beside her.
"Lou!" Ava screamed, pulling her into her arms and holding on with everything she had. But it was too late.
The strobing red and white lights of the ambulance cast an eerie glow on the chaotic scene, but Ava's senses were overwhelmed by the thundering beats of her own chest.
"Please, wake up," Ava whispered into Lou’s hair, her voice raw and trembling as she rocked her gently. She clung desperately, refusing to let go even as the paramedics tried to pry her fingers from Lou’s lifeless body.
It took all of Anthony's strength to carry Ava away from the scene so that the paramedics could work.
The unbearable thought that she may have just lost Lou left Ava feeling numb and disoriented. It couldn't be true… could it?



TWENTY-TWO
…LET IT TAKE ME
The ambulance tore through the winding mountain roads, its siren wailing into the deepening dusk, flashing red and white against the shadowed trees.
Inside, Ava’s fingers curled tightly around Lou’s hand, willing warmth into her pale skin, as if sheer determination alone could pull her back to consciousness.
Across from her, a paramedic spoke into his radio, his tone calm and efficient. "Female, mid-thirties, GSW to the lower right abdomen. BP dropping, pulse weak and thready. ETA twenty minutes."
Ava barely registered the words. Her mind was trapped in a relentless loop—the crack of the gunshot, Lou staggering, the bloom of crimson spreading across her shirt.
She squeezed Lou’s hand tighter, pressing it to her chest as if she could anchor her there. But Lou’s fingers remained limp in her grasp, her breathing shallow.
The guilt settled heavily in Ava’s chest, sinking deeper with every passing second as the ambulance sped toward whatever came next.

The ambulance lurched to a stop, jolting Ava back to the present. Before she could fully register it, the doors swung open, and Lou’s stretcher was rushed through the emergency room entrance.
Ava ran alongside, clutching Lou’s hand tightly until a nurse gently stopped her. "I’m sorry, ma’am, you can’t go any further," she said, her voice sympathetic.
Ava watched helplessly as Lou disappeared behind swinging doors, taking a piece of her heart with her.
She stood there for a long time, frozen, her hands and clothes still stained with Lou's blood.
"Amelia?" A soft voice broke through her daze. She turned to see Millie, her face etched with worry and streaked with tears. "She's in surgery—will be for a while. Come on, sweetie," Millie said, her voice trembling but determined as she guided Ava toward the restroom.
Ava followed in a daze, her feet moving of their own accord. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a harsh glare that made Ava wince as they stepped inside.
Millie turned the faucet on, the sound of rushing water filling the silence. "Let me help," she said, gently taking Ava’s hands in her own.
Ava barely registered the cool water as it splashed over her skin, mingling with the dark rust of dried blood. The sight made her nauseous, but she couldn’t seem to look away as Millie carefully worked a soapy napkin over her fingers, scrubbing away the stains.
Millie’s hands shook as she wiped at Ava’s palms, the paper moving with deliberate care. Her breaths grew uneven, catching in her throat, and her movements faltered. A choked sob escaped her, and she stopped, her grip tightening on Ava’s hands as tears spilled down her cheeks.
"I… I can’t," Millie whispered, her voice breaking as she dropped the napkin into the sink.
Her knees buckled, and she slid to the floor, her face crumpling under the force of her grief. "That’s Lou’s blood," she cried, her voice raw and anguished.
Ava knelt beside her, wrapping her arms around the older woman. "I’ve got you," Ava crooned, her own voice thick with emotion as she pulled Millie into a firm embrace.
Millie clung to her, sobs wracking her small frame as she buried her face in Ava’s shoulder.
Ava held her tighter, stroking her back in slow, soothing motions, murmuring reassurances she wasn’t sure she believed.
They stayed like that, two broken women holding each other against the tidal wave of pain threatening to swallow them whole.
Millie’s sobs eventually quieted, her breathing evening out as she leaned into Ava’s hold.
The room was silent, save for the faint drip of water from the faucet—a quiet, rhythmic sound that served as a cruel reminder that the world outside hadn’t stopped, even if theirs felt like it had.
Ava pulled back slightly, turning to face the older woman, the burden of her secrets pressing heavily on her. She couldn’t lie anymore—not to Lou’s mom. Not after everything that had happened.
"Millie," Ava began, her voice wavering. "I have to tell you something."
Millie’s gaze softened, filled with trust and concern, and it shattered something deep inside Ava.
Ava inhaled deeply, the words tumbling out in a rushed stream as though they’d burst free from where she’d kept them locked away.
"My name isn’t Amelia Johnson. It’s Ava Bedford. I came to Cedar Falls under the witness protection program because I witnessed a murder. The man who came to the diner—the one who said he was my colleague—he’s the one I saw commit the murder. He’s also the man who shot Lou."
Millie blinked, her lips parting as if to say something, then closing again as she processed the flood of information.
She shook her head slightly, as though trying to piece together a puzzle that didn’t quite fit.
"I’m so sorry I lied to you, Millie," Ava continued, her voice cracking. "Lou’s here because of me, and I—" Her words caught, and she swallowed hard. "I’m so sorry."
Millie studied Ava, her silence stretching just long enough to make Ava’s stomach twist with dread.
Then, Millie spoke, her voice measured but direct. "Your relationship with Lou," she said slowly, "is it real? Or… was that part of the cover?"
"Real," she said quickly. "It’s completely real. I— I love her, Millie." Her voice broke as fresh tears welled in her eyes.
Millie’s expression softened, a flicker of understanding crossing her face. "We’ve got some time before Lou wakes up. Let’s get a coffee, and you can fill me in on the rest of the story."
Ava’s chest tightened as a wave of relief washed over her. With a small nod, she followed Millie, their footsteps echoing in rhythmic strides down the corridor—even as the force of uncertainty lingered in the air.

Ava sat in the sterile waiting room, her eyes glued to the swinging doors leading to the operating theater.
The harsh overhead lights cast a pallid hue over everything, mirroring the churning queasiness in her stomach.
Beside her, Millie sat quietly, her hand resting over Ava’s in a gesture of silent support. She had been understanding of the lies Ava had been forced to tell, placing them aside with a gentle but firm reassurance—None of that matters right now. The only thing that does is Lou.
Her gaze flickered between the doors and Anthony, who paced back and forth, his footsteps echoing sharply in the otherwise silent room.
Hours had passed since they'd rushed Lou into surgery. Each tick of the clock on the wall felt like a hammer blow to Ava's heart. She tried to focus on her earlier words to Millie—Lou was tough, she could pull through this—but doubt and fear crept in like a poison.
The doors swung open, and Ava's head snapped up, hope and dread warring in her chest. A doctor in fresh scrubs approached, her face unreadable.
"Are you the family of Louisa Harman?" she asked, her voice steady and professional.
"Yes, we are," Millie replied. She reached out, clasping one of Anthony’s hands and one of Ava’s in her own, her grip strong despite the frailty in her frame.
The three of them stood together, a fragile but united front against whatever news was to come.
The doctor nodded, her expression softening slightly. "The surgery was successful. We managed to remove the bullet and repair the damage to her liver and surrounding tissue. She lost a significant amount of blood, but we’ve administered a transfusion, and she’s stable for now.”
Millie let out a shaky breath, her grip easing on Ava’s and Anthony’s hands.
Ava’s knees threatened to buckle as relief crashed into her, but she steadied herself, her voice barely above a whisper. "She’s going to be okay?"
"She’s not out of the woods yet," the doctor cautioned gently. "The next 24 hours are critical. We’ll monitor her closely for signs of infection or complications, but for now, she’s through the worst of it."
Tears streamed down Millie’s face as she nodded. "Can we see her?"
"She’s being moved to the ICU. Once she’s settled, one of you can go in to sit with her," the doctor replied. "I’ll have a nurse come to get you when she’s ready."
Anthony stepped forward, extending his hand to the doctor. "Thank you," he said, his tone filled with gratitude.
The doctor shook his hand firmly, offering a small, reassuring nod before turning and walking away, her footsteps fading down the corridor.
Ava let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, her hand quivering in Millie’s grasp. "She’s okay," she muttered, almost as if saying the words aloud would make them more real.

When they were finally allowed into Lou’s room, Millie was the first to enter. She moved to her daughter’s bedside with quiet determination, her frail hands wrapping around Lou’s limp one as though willing her strength into her. She stayed there for hours, speaking softly to Lou, recounting childhood memories, and offering quiet prayers between pauses.
Eventually, Anthony gently persuaded her to head home, insisting she needed rest.
"Only if you promise to call me the second there’s an update," Millie said firmly, her voice serious despite the exhaustion etched across her face.
Anthony nodded. "You have my word."
Reluctantly, Millie let him guide her out, pausing once to glance back at Lou before disappearing down the corridor.
Now, it was Ava’s turn to be with Lou.
She hesitated at the threshold, her hand gripping the doorframe as if it were the only thing keeping her upright.
The sight before her was both a relief and a heartbreak—Lou, pale and still, lying against the stark white hospital sheets.
Ava took a deep breath and forced herself to take one step forward and then another until she was finally at Lou’s side.
She reached out, her hand clammy as it gently brushed against Lou’s own. It was warm but unmoving, a quiet tie that grounded her, even as tears pricked the corners of her eyes.
"Hey," she murmured, her voice cracking. "You really scared me there, you know that?"
Lou remained motionless, the only sign of life the steady rise and fall of her chest.
Ava pulled a chair closer to the bed, taking Lou's hand in both of hers.
"I love you," Ava whispered as she gazed at Lou's still form.
She took a shaky breath before continuing, her words soft but fervent.
"I've felt it for a while now," Ava said as she gazed at Lou. "But I was too scared to say it. I was scared it was too soon, that I’d push you away, and I didn’t want to lose you." She let out a hollow, bitter laugh, the sound cracking in the quiet room. "And I almost lost you anyway."
Tears slipped down Ava's cheeks, but she didn't bother to wipe them away. "I love how you make me feel like I belong somewhere for the first time in my life. Like I have a home."
She leaned forward, pressing her forehead against their joined hands. "So you have to wake up, Lou. You have to come back to me. Because I need you to hear me when I tell you that. I need you to see me, to know that I mean every word."
The steady beep of the heart monitor was her only response.
Ava closed her eyes, listening to its rhythm, willing it to continue. She didn't know how long she sat there, whispering her love and her fears into the quiet room before exhaustion finally overtook her.
When Anthony peeked in hours later, he found Ava slumped in the chair, her head resting on the bed next to their still-entwined hands. He quietly draped a blanket over her shoulders before taking up his own vigil in the corner of the room.

Days passed in a blur of nurses' checks, doctor’s updates, and endless hours of waiting. Ava rarely left Lou’s side, except when she used the hospital’s showers or when Anthony insisted she take a break to eat something in the cafeteria.
On the third day, Ava sat slumped forward in the chair, her head pillowed on her arms at the edge of the bed. Exhaustion had claimed her, and the soft hum of the machines filled the room as she drifted into a restless sleep.
A slight movement broke the stillness.
Ava stirred, her eyes opening, drawn to the faint shift of Lou’s hand. Her breath caught as she looked up to see Lou’s eyelids fluttering, the smallest sign of life breaking through the quiet.
"Lou?" she whispered, hardly daring to hope. "Lou, can you hear me?"
Slowly, painfully, Lou's eyes opened. They were unfocused at first, clouded with confusion and pain, but then they found Ava's face.
"Ava," Lou croaked, her voice rough from disuse. "You're okay."
A sob of relief escaped Ava's throat. "I'm okay," she confirmed, squeezing Lou's hand. "You're the one who scared us all half to death."
Lou managed a weak smile. "Sorry," she breathed.
Ava shook her head, tears flowing freely. "Don't you dare apologize. You saved me."
"Couldn't let him… hurt you," Lou said.
Lou's words trailed off as she winced in pain, her free hand moving instinctively towards her abdomen.
"Easy," Ava soothed, gently catching Lou's hand before she could touch the bandaged wound. "Try not to move too much. You've been through a lot."
Ava quickly grabbed the glass of water from the bedside table, her hands unsteady as she positioned the straw. She leaned closer to Lou, "Here," she said, carefully guiding the straw to Lou’s lips. "Small sips."
Lou’s eyes blinked open more fully, her gaze unfocused but slowly finding Ava. She took a tentative sip, the cool water soothing her parched throat. After a few more sips, she rested her head back against the pillow, her brow furrowing slightly as if trying to piece things together.
"How long?" Lou asked.
"Three days," Ava replied softly. "You've been out for three days."
Lou's brow furrowed as she processed this information. "Victor?"
Ava's jaw tightened at the mention of him. "He's in custody—Anthony made sure of that. He was treated for a gunshot wound to the shoulder and then released into Higgins and Chen’s custody. They took him back to Sandstone, where he’s now awaiting a court date."
Relief flickered across Lou's face, followed quickly by concern. "You've been here this whole time?"
Ava nodded, a watery smile on her lips. "Of course I have. Where else would I be?"
Lou's eyes softened, a look of tenderness crossing her features despite the pain etched there. "Ava, I…"
But whatever Lou was about to say was cut off as a nurse bustled into the room, alerted by the change in Lou's vital signs.
"Ms. Harman, you’re awake!" the nurse said cheerfully, moving to check Lou's monitors and IV. "How are you feeling?"
As the nurse began her examination, peppering Lou with questions about her pain levels and comfort, Ava reluctantly stepped back from the bed, giving them space to work. She hovered nearby, her eyes never leaving Lou as she watched her answer the nurse's queries, her voice gradually growing steadier with each response.
Taking a deep breath, Ava pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed Millie first. The moment she heard the familiar voice on the other end, her relief spilled out in a rush.
"Millie, she’s awake," Ava said, her voice wobbling with emotion. "Lou’s awake."
She could hear Millie gasp, followed by a soft sob. "Oh, thank God, I’m on my way."
After hanging up, Ava quickly dialed the station’s number, her hands shaking slightly. "She’s awake, Anthony," she told him the moment he picked up.
Anthony let out a relieved exhale. "I’ll wrap things up here and be straight over."
As she ended the call, Ava returned her focus to Lou, who glanced over at her between the nurse’s questions. Ava offered her a small, reassuring smile, her heart lighter than it had been in days.

After a while, the nurse finished her examination, making a few notes on Lou's chart before turning to Ava with a gentle smile.
"She's doing well, all things considered. The doctor will be by shortly to do a more thorough check-up, but for now, she just needs rest."
Ava nodded gratefully, watching as the nurse adjusted Lou's IV before leaving the room. As soon as they were alone again, she returned to Lou's side, carefully taking her hand.
"Millie and Anthony are on their way," Ava said softly. "They've been so worried about you."
Lou's eyes, still hazy with pain and medication, searched Ava's face. "And you?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Ava felt her throat tighten with emotion. "I've been terrified," she admitted, her voice cracking. "I thought... I thought I was going to lose you."
Lou's fingers weakly tightened around Ava's. "Takes more than that to get rid of me," she remarked, a faint trace of her usual humor coloring her tone.
Ava let out a watery laugh, bringing Lou's hand to her lips and pressing a gentle kiss to her knuckles. "I hope so because I'm not ready to let you go."
A look of tenderness crossed Lou's face. She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by Millie, who burst into the room, tears streaming down her face.
"Oh, my baby," Millie cried, rushing to Lou's other side and carefully embracing her daughter. "I was so scared."
Lou's free arm lifted weakly to return the hug. "I'm okay, Ma," she said faintly. "I'm okay."
Anthony arrived a few minutes later, his usual cool façade cracking the moment he saw Lou awake and talking.
With a relieved sigh, he leaned over to press a kiss to her head before chuckling, "You really will do anything to get a few days off work, huh?"
Ava hung back, giving them time to talk to Lou, but Lou's eyes kept finding her across the room, a silent connection that made Ava's heart flutter.

As the excitement of Lou's awakening began to fade, the strain of the day became evident on her face. Her responses grew slower as exhaustion began to take hold.
Millie noticed first, gently patting Lou's hand. "We should let you rest, sweetheart. We’ll be back first thing in the morning."
Lou nodded sleepily, her gaze drifting to Ava, seeking her out. "Ava?" she murmured, her voice leaden with fatigue.
Ava stepped forward immediately, her concern etched across her face. "Yeah?"
"Stay with me tonight?" Lou asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. The words hung in the air, a quiet echo of Ava's own plea on the night they’d first made love. The memory flickered between them, a shared understanding that deepened the moment.
Ava’s heart swelled, her resolve melting under the simple request. "Of course, I will," she said softly, her voice steady with reassurance.
As Anthony and Millie quietly left, Ava turned off the overhead lights, leaving only the soft glow of the light above Lou’s bed. The warm light cast a gentle ambiance over the room, turning the sterile hospital setting into something that felt almost cozy.
Lou shifted slightly in the bed, scooting over as much as her injured body allowed, and patted the empty space beside her. "Come here," she said gently.
Ava hesitated. "I’m not sure that’s a good idea⁠—"
"Please?" Lou interrupted, her hazel eyes earnest despite her exhaustion. "We’ll be careful. I just… I need to hold you for a while."
Ava should resist, she knew that, but she was only human—and her heart was already halfway in the bed.
She nodded, her resolve giving way as she carefully climbed in beside Lou.
Ava turned onto her side, one hand resting gently on Lou’s upper thigh, careful to avoid her injuries, while the other wrapped around her back, guiding Lou into the crook of her neck.
Lou nestled closer, her body melting into Ava’s embrace, her breath warm against her skin.
The tension that had gripped Ava for days began to ease as she held Lou, their shared closeness grounding them both. Ava allowed herself to breathe, her hand moving in slow, soothing circles on Lou’s back.
"I’m so sorry," Ava whispered into the stillness, her voice barely louder than the hum of the machines.
"You have nothing to apologize for," Lou replied.
"I do," Ava said, her voice cracking. "You nearly died because of me, and I don’t know how to live with the guilt of that."
Lou shifted slightly, wincing but determined to meet Ava’s gaze. "What happened was no one’s fault but Victor and Callahan’s."
"But if I had refused to go with him or tried to run when we got to the creek⁠—"
"Then you would have died, Ava," Lou said, her voice stronger now. "You did exactly the right thing. You kept him talking, kept him distracted until I could get there. And, Ava…" Lou’s lips quirked into a faint smile. "I have never been more proud of anyone than I was when you hit that piece of shit in the balls and broke his nose.”
Ava let out a weak laugh, the sound catching in her throat until it turned into a sob. She buried her face in the crown of Lou’s head, her shoulders shaking as the emotions she’d been holding back spilled out all at once.
Lou wrapped her arms around Ava, pulling her close despite the ache in her body. "It’s okay," she said, her voice a quiet comfort against Ava’s anguish. "He’s gone. You’re safe, I’m safe. We’re together."
Ava shifted, propping herself up on one elbow as she leaned over Lou. Her movements were gentle, careful not to disturb her. She hovered for a moment, her eyes searching Lou’s face before she pressed her lips softly against Lou’s forehead, lingering there for a long moment.
"I love you," Ava said softly, her voice unwavering despite the tears glistening in her eyes.
Lou’s own tears welled as she nodded, her hand coming up to rest over Ava’s. She leaned forward, capturing Ava’s lips in a deep, heartfelt kiss.
When she pulled back, she lingered, her lips brushing against Ava’s. “I love you too,” she whispered.
Ava pressed another featherlight kiss to Lou’s lips, her fingers curling protectively around Lou’s jaw. "You can’t do that to me again, Lou," she said, her voice trembling. "I’m in this—I’m all in—and I can’t lose you."
Lou's eyes softened as her hand came up to cup Ava's cheek. "I'm not going anywhere," she said, "I promise."
Ava leaned into Lou's touch, closing her eyes as she savored the warmth of her hand. When she opened them again, she saw Lou fighting to keep her eyes open, exhaustion clearly taking its toll.
"Sleep," Ava whispered, pressing a gentle kiss to Lou's forehead. "I'll be right here when you wake up."
Lou nodded, her eyes already drifting closed. "Stay close," she mumbled, her words slurring slightly as sleep began to claim her.
"Always," Ava promised, as she moved carefully, settling back into the chair beside Lou.
She clasped Lou’s hand in hers, her fingers interlacing gently. Leaning in, she nestled close, her head resting against Lou’s arm.
As Lou's breathing evened out into the steady rhythm of sleep, Ava felt the last of her tension melt away. The quiet beep of the heart monitor became a soothing lullaby, a constant reminder that Lou was here, alive, and on the mend.
Ava knew there were still challenges ahead. Callahan and Victor's trials and her own testimony. But for now, in this moment, with Lou safe, Ava allowed herself to believe that everything would be okay.
She pressed one last kiss to Lou's hand before closing her own eyes, letting the steady rise and fall of Lou's chest lull her into a peaceful sleep. For the first time in days, Ava slept without nightmares, wrapped in the warmth of Lou's presence and the promise of their shared future.



TWENTY-THREE



EPILOGUE
EIGHT YEARS LATER
The annual Cedar Falls Community Theatre production brought the town together, not just for a night of entertainment but for a celebration of its most beloved residents. This year’s play was a dramatized retelling of the story everyone in town had come to know:
The Tale of
Mrs. and Mrs. Bedford-Harman.
The curtain rose on a dimly lit stage, the backdrop painted with sweeping mountains and thick cedar forests, capturing the rugged beauty of Cedar Falls.
A single spotlight illuminated a young actress in a sheriff’s uniform, her badge catching the light as she stood center stage, hands clasped behind her back. She held herself with quiet strength, a reflection of the woman she portrayed.
From the narrator’s booth, Millie’s voice filled the theater. Retirement had given her plenty of free time, and she had chosen to spend it telling the story that had shaped them all.
"In a quiet mountain town where loyalties ran as strong as the rushing creek, a love story unfolded amidst danger, bravery, and the unwavering pull of fate."
The actress playing Lou adjusted her hat and delivered her first line with a confident grin: "Cedar Falls doesn’t tolerate bullies, and it sure doesn’t back down from a fight."
The audience erupted in cheers, some whistling as they recognized the real Sheriff Harman sitting in the front row. Lou smiled sheepishly, her hand brushing against Ava’s, who squeezed it reassuringly.
Onstage, the story wove through the events that had brought Ava to Cedar Falls. A young woman in a waitress uniform entered stage left, nervously clutching a suitcase as she scanned the painted Millie’s Diner backdrop. The actress playing Ava delivered her lines with wide-eyed vulnerability.
"I’m Ava Bedford," she said, hesitating before adding, "just a journalist looking for my next big story."
The audience chuckled knowingly, and Ava whispered to Lou, "I know it’s been a long time, but surely they remember I went by Amelia Johnson when I arrived?”
"Artistic license," Lou whispered back with a smirk.
The play transitioned seamlessly into Ava’s time in Cedar Falls: meeting the townsfolk, brooding around the annex, and, of course, falling in love with Lou. The chemistry between the actresses playing the couple was palpable, their banter drawing delighted laughter from the audience.
As the story reached its dramatic peak—the confrontation at the creek—the stage darkened, the sound of rushing water playing through the speakers. The actress playing Ava stood trembling as the actor portraying Victor loomed over her, his sneer sending a ripple of tension through the audience.
From the wings, Lou’s character stormed onto the scene, her gun drawn, her voice ringing out. "Let her go!"
The reenactment of that harrowing moment gripped the audience, drawing audible gasps. Others sat frozen, hands clenching the edges of their seats as the actors on stage recreated the fateful creek scene with chilling accuracy.
Lou shifted in her chair, her discomfort evident. She leaned slightly into Ava, who instinctively tightened her arm around Lou's waist, offering silent reassurance. Ava's free hand found its way to Lou's stomach, her fingers brushing gently over the now-faded scar beneath Lou’s shirt.
Lou exhaled softly, her focus returning to the warmth of Ava’s touch. She pressed a kiss to Ava's temple, whispering, "I’m okay," as much for Ava as for herself.
The play transitioned to the hospital scenes, a poignant montage of grief and hope as the town rallied around its sheriff and her determined partner.
When Lou’s character finally awoke, murmuring, "I love you, Ava," a collective "aw" rippled through the audience.
Lou let out a soft groan, leaning closer to Ava. "Why did they assume I said it first?" she whispered, her tone half-teasing. "We both know it was you."
Ava smirked, tilting her head to plant a playful kiss on Lou’s lips. "Artistic license," she murmured, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
The play continued in the courtroom, the painted backdrop depicting tall benches, rows of gallery seats, and the imposing scales of justice. Actors took their places as Millie’s voice filled the hushed theater:
"The courtroom where Ava testified against Victor Lang and Richard Callahan was no ordinary courtroom. It was a battlefield—truth against lies, courage against corruption."
The actress playing Ava sat at a wooden table, her hands tightly clasped. Her face was set with determination, though her eyes betrayed a flicker of fear.
Across from her, the actor portraying Victor slouched in his chair, his hands bound, while an actor playing Callahan sat ramrod straight, his expression a mask of icy calculation.
The actress rose as she delivered her line: "Victor Lang murdered Ethan Carter under Richard Callahan’s orders. They thought they could silence me, but they were wrong."
The audience murmured as the actor portraying Lou entered, her sheriff’s badge glinting under the lights. She stepped behind "Ava," her quiet presence a testament to unwavering support.
The gallery, filled with actors playing Millie, Anthony, and other familiar faces from Cedar Falls, whispered amongst themselves, their support and hope palpable.
The scene shifted as Millie’s voice resumed, recounting the damning evidence uncovered during the investigation. Projections lit up the backdrop, displaying Victor’s text messages, payment records, and headlines that read: Callahan’s Corruption Unveiled! The stage transformed into a silent reenactment of Victor’s confession and Callahan’s dramatic fall as the actors playing the disgraced politician and his enforcer were escorted offstage in handcuffs.
"Victor’s guilty plea was the final crack in Callahan’s crumbling empire. Evidence recovered from Victor’s phone revealed a web of deceit, voter fraud, and murder, linking Callahan to a conspiracy that reached the highest echelons of power."
The scene transitioned to a press conference, where actors playing reporters crowded around a podium. Ava and Lou’s characters stood at the center, flanked by Anthony, Higgins, and Chen. Flashbulbs popped as the reporters shouted questions.
The actor portraying Lou stepped forward, her voice firm as she declared, "Today, justice has been served. For myself, for Ava, for Ethan, and for every American who was lied to."
The audience erupted in applause.
"Pretty sure I didn’t say it quite like that. It was definitely not that dramatic," the real Lou muttered under her breath, a hint of amusement flickering in her tone.
Ava chuckled softly, leaning in closer. "It’s theater, baby. Drama’s part of the package."
Lou huffed but allowed herself a small smile. "Still," she said, her voice lowering, "they got the heart of it right."
Ava smiled, her own voice soft with affection. "They really did."
"After the trial, Ava moved in with Lou permanently, and Cash and Dolly had never been happier.
Lou finally received the extra funding she’d been fighting for. Between the witness protection program and the press coverage surrounding the case, the government approved additional support, allowing her to hire three new officers. For the first time in years, she and Anthony had the backup they needed, easing the weight they’d carried for so long.
Ava found her own place in town, too, carving out a life beyond the chaos that had brought her here. She took on weekend shifts at the diner, giving me the chance to finally start winding down toward retirement. And during the week? She threw herself into her studies as a full-time student at WWU, chasing a dream she’d almost lost.
She had just graduated with a 4.0, her acceptance to the University of Wyoming in hand, ready to take the next step in the WWAMI Medical Education Program when…"
On stage, the lights dimmed, and the set shifted to the warm, familiar backdrop of Cedar Falls’ Main Street. Painted storefronts and soft lamplight created a cozy atmosphere.
The actors playing Lou and Ava walked hand in hand, a contented smile playing on Ava’s lips as Lou paused in front of an unassuming building with large glass windows.
Lou gestured to the "Sold" sign in the window. "We just have to make a quick pit stop before heading home. Is that okay?"
Ava tilted her head, her curiosity piqued. "Sure thing. What’s going on?"
Lou unlocked the door and led Ava inside. The stage transformed into the building's interior, complete with polished wooden floors and soft golden lighting.
Lou turned to Ava, her voice steady but filled with emotion. "I bought this place for you. It’s yours."
The audience murmured in awe as Lou revealed her plans—how she had persuaded Dr. Betty, Alma’s sister, to relocate from Hawkspur and establish a practice here, where she would mentor Ava through her residency once she completed medical school.
"You’ve worked so hard for this dream, Ava. I just wanted to help make it a reality," Lou said softly, her hazel eyes shining with pride.
The actress playing Ava covered her mouth with her hands, tears streaming down her face. "I don’t even know what to say," she whispered.
Lou reached into a bag and pulled out a white lab coat, draping it over Ava’s shoulders. The embroidered name glinted in the stage lights:
Ava Bedford-Harman, M.D.
The crowd let out an audible sigh of admiration.
Ava’s trembling fingers found a small box in the coat pocket. She pulled it out, revealing an emerald ring. The audience held their breath as Lou dropped to one knee.
"I never imagined a witness protection case would change my life," Lou said, her voice cracking. "But you did, Ava. You made me better. You made me believe in something bigger than myself. I don’t want a life without you. I want forever. Will you marry me?"
Ava burst into laughter through her tears, pulling a matching velvet box from her bag. She opened it to reveal a delicate diamond ring. "I was planning to propose to you next weekend!" she exclaimed.
Lou stood, and they exchanged the rings simultaneously, the audience erupting in applause.
The second act ended with the town gathered outside the new clinic, cheering as Ava announced their engagement. Anthony’s character waved a banner that read: Congratulations, Lou & Ava! Millie’s character stood by, wiping her eyes as she hugged Alma and Constance.
But the true magic unfolded in the final act, depicting events from the most recent chapter of their lives—Ava’s journey to becoming a licensed doctor and taking over her practice, followed by a heartfelt portrayal of their wedding day.
The stage transformed into a sun-dappled meadow, fairy lights strung overhead casting a warm glow as the actors playing Lou and Ava exchanged vows. Off to the side, the actress portraying Millie dabbed at her eyes with a lace handkerchief, her character’s pride and joy shining through in every delicate movement.
"I vow to protect you, cherish you, and love you—always," the onstage Lou said, her voice trembling with emotion.
"And I vow to stand by you, to build a life with you, and to face whatever comes—together," the onstage Ava replied, her hand sliding into Lou’s.
The real Lou and Ava sat hand-in-hand as the audience gave the actors a standing ovation, tears glistening in their eyes as the theater erupted with applause. Around them, the townsfolk cheered for more than just the performance—they cheered for the couple who had become a cornerstone of their community.
As the curtain fell and the cast gathered for their bows, the real Lou and Ava were pulled onto the stage, laughter and applause filling the theater as the actors gestured to the true heroines of Cedar Falls.
The real Lou raised their joined hands, her smile wide as she glanced at Ava. "Well," she murmured, "I guess we’re officially legends now."
Ava laughed, her eyes shining as she leaned in to kiss her wife. "Legends? Maybe," she teased. "But we’re just getting started."
As the lights dimmed, their silhouettes remained framed against the painted Cedar Falls backdrop—a quiet promise that some stories don’t just end, they endure.
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