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The radio crackled just as the town went quiet.

Ethan Cole eased the cruiser through the square at ten under, headlights cutting across brick storefronts and a courthouse that still smelled faintly of polish and old paper. Maple Ridge shut down early. Even the bars went dark by midnight, leaving only porch lights and the occasional TV glow leaking through lace curtains.

Beside him, Mara Jensen rested her forearm on the open window, fingers tapping once against the door in time with the wipers. She’d loosened her vest but kept it on. She always did. Hair pulled back tight, jaw set like the night was something she could outlast if she stared it down hard enough.

“Dead as a doornail,” she said.

“Give it time,” Ethan said. “Town hates being predictable.”

She snorted. “Town hates us.”

He glanced at her, quick. She was watching the road, eyes sharp despite the hour. Three years riding together and he still caught himself tracking her expressions the way he tracked suspects. He didn’t know when it started. Somewhere between shared thermos coffee and scraped knuckles. Somewhere he stopped thinking of her as Jensen and started thinking of her as Mara.

He didn’t let that thought finish.

The radio hissed again.

“Unit Twelve, domestic disturbance, 114 Pine. Neighbor reports yelling, glass broken.”

Mara straightened. “That didn’t take long.”

Ethan flicked on the lights, not the siren. “Unit Twelve en route.”

Pine Street ran along the edge of town, old mill houses packed tight, porches sagging under years of weather. He knew the address before dispatch finished repeating it. They’d been there twice this year already.

Mara adjusted her belt. “You want front or back?”

“Front,” he said. “You take the side window.”

She nodded. No argument. That was the thing with them. They didn’t waste words on the obvious.

The cruiser rolled to a stop a house down. Music thumped through thin walls. A man’s voice cut over it, loud and slurred. Something shattered inside.

Ethan felt the familiar tightening in his gut. He checked Mara once more. She met his eyes, just a flicker of something unspoken, then she was out the door.

The night smelled like wet leaves and cheap beer.

He took the porch steps two at a time and knocked hard. “Police.”

The yelling stopped. Footsteps. A pause that stretched too long.

“Police,” Ethan repeated. “Open the door.”

The door swung wide. A man stood there in a stained undershirt, eyes bloodshot, hands empty but twitching. Behind him, a woman hovered near the kitchen, arms wrapped around herself. Glass glittered across the linoleum.

“Everything okay here?” Ethan asked.

The man laughed, sharp and humorless. “Yeah. We’re fine.”

“Sir, I’m going to need you to step outside.”

“What for?”

“For everyone’s safety.”

The man’s gaze flicked past Ethan, toward the side yard. Ethan didn’t look, but he knew Mara was there, watching the window, hand near her weapon.

The man took a step back instead of forward.

Ethan moved with him, closing the distance. “Sir.”

The man’s shoulders tensed. “You cops think you can just—”

He lunged.

The moment snapped tight. Ethan caught the man’s arm, twisted, drove him into the doorframe. The woman screamed. A chair toppled.

“Stop resisting!” Ethan shouted, forcing the man down.

From the side of the house came the sharp crack of Mara’s voice. “Police! Hands where I can see them!”

The man bucked once more, then went slack, breath coming fast and sour. Ethan cuffed him and hauled him upright.

Mara appeared in the doorway a second later, eyes already scanning, weapon lowered but ready. She took in the scene in one sweep.

“You hurt?” she asked Ethan.

“Fine.”

She turned to the woman. “Ma’am, are you injured?”

The woman shook her head, tears streaking her face. “He didn’t mean it.”

Mara’s mouth tightened. “Let’s get you some space.”

They separated them, did the routine they’d done too many times before. Statements. Photos. The man cursed until the cruiser door shut on him.

By the time they cleared the call, the night had settled again, thick and watchful.

Ethan leaned against the cruiser, filling out paperwork on the hood. His knuckles throbbed. He rolled his hand once, flexing.

Mara noticed. She always did.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“It’s nothing.”

She stepped closer anyway, took his hand without asking. Her grip was firm, professional. She examined the scrape, brushed dirt away with her thumb. The contact sent a jolt up his arm, sharp and unwelcome.

“You should’ve let me go first,” she said.

“You were already on the window.”

She looked up at him then, brows drawn together. “That doesn’t mean you get to play hero.”

“Someone had to keep him off you.”

The words were out before he could stop them.

For a second, the world narrowed to the space between them. Her thumb stilled against his skin. Her eyes searched his face, something unreadable flickering there.

She let go.

“Don’t,” she said quietly.

“Don’t what?”

“Make it personal.”

He swallowed. “It is personal. It’s the job.”

She didn’t answer that. She stepped back, all business again, and headed for the driver’s side.

They drove in silence for a mile.

The radio stayed quiet, but the silence between them pressed heavier than any call.

“You almost got yourself hurt,” Mara said at last.

“You too.”

“That’s different.”

“Why?”

She stared straight ahead. “Because I know when to pull back.”

He tightened his grip on the wheel. “So do I.”

She glanced at him, sharp. “You didn’t tonight.”

They pulled into the lot by the river, the place they parked when there was nothing to do but wait. Water slid dark and steady past the bank, moonlight breaking into shards.

Ethan killed the engine. “You think I don’t trust you?”

“I think you don’t trust yourself.”

That landed harder than he expected.

Before he could respond, the radio came alive again.

“Unit Twelve, report of a vehicle abandoned near the old grain mill. Possible shots fired earlier this evening.”

Mara was already reaching for the mic. “Unit Twelve en route.”

She looked at him then, expression locked down, all the softness gone.

“Gear up,” she said. “This one’s not nothing.”

Ethan nodded, heart kicking faster, not from fear.

As they pulled back onto the road, he had the sudden, unwelcome certainty that whatever waited by that mill wasn’t just another call.

It was the start of something that would make keeping their distance impossible.
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Mara hated mornings after night shift.

The town looked harmless in daylight, like it had nothing to answer for. Kids biked past the station, backpacks bouncing. Someone had chalked a hopscotch grid on the sidewalk near the flagpole. Maple Ridge played at being gentle.

She pushed through the station doors and went straight for her locker. The smell of disinfectant and burnt coffee hit her at once. Her shoulders ached under the vest she still hadn’t taken off. She stripped it on muscle memory, fingers stiff, then caught sight of herself in the metal mirror.

She looked tired. Good. Tired meant contained.

Ethan came in a minute later, rubbing at his jaw like he’d forgotten to shave. He didn’t look at her right away. She was grateful for that.

“Morning,” he said.

“Technically,” she said.

They moved around each other without touching, a practiced dance learned the hard way. Someone watching might have called it professionalism. Someone closer might have noticed the careful gaps.

Captain Alvarez stood in the briefing room doorway, arms crossed. He had the look he got when bad news wasn’t urgent enough for sirens but still wanted attention.

“Jensen. Cole. In here.”

Mara felt it before she understood it. Pressure sliding under her ribs.

They took seats side by side at the scarred table. A map of the county hung crooked on the wall, pushpins marking old calls. Alvarez didn’t sit.

“Shots fired near the grain mill last night,” he said. “Sheriff’s office logged it after the fact. No body, no weapon, no caller. Just a farmer who heard something he didn’t like.”

Ethan leaned back. “We responded.”

“I know,” Alvarez said. “You also logged an abandoned vehicle.”

Mara nodded. “Late-model pickup. Plates removed. Clean inside.”

“Too clean,” Ethan added.

Alvarez’s mouth twitched. “That’s what worries me.”

He slid a folder across the table. Inside was a photo of the truck pulled half into the weeds by the mill road. Fresh tire tracks cut through the mud.

“That truck was reported stolen out of Larkspur three days ago,” Alvarez said. “Different county. Different problems.”

Mara studied the photo. The mill loomed in the background, skeletal against the sky. She’d grown up seeing it from the highway. A landmark everyone forgot until it became useful.

“What do you want from us?” she asked.

“For now? Keep digging. Quietly.”

Ethan frowned. “Why quietly?”

Alvarez held Mara’s gaze instead of answering him. “Because Internal Affairs is sniffing around anything that crosses county lines.”

There it was.

Mara felt Ethan stiffen beside her. She didn’t look at him.

“IA’s already stretched thin,” she said. “What do they think this is?”

“They don’t know yet,” Alvarez said. “And I’d like to keep it that way until we do.”

He paused. “One more thing. There’s talk of reassignments coming down from the state. Temporary task forces. Mixed departments.”

Mara’s pulse ticked up. “When?”

“Soon.”

Ethan shifted. “You talking about splitting patrol pairs?”

Alvarez didn’t answer immediately. “I’m talking about flexibility.”

Mara stood before Ethan could say something that would make it worse. “We’ll follow up on the vehicle and the mill.”

Alvarez nodded. “Good. Get some rest first. I want clear heads on this.”

They left the room without speaking.

In the locker area, Mara shoved her gear into place harder than necessary. She felt Ethan’s presence behind her like heat.

“Reassignments,” he said. “That’s new.”

“Everything’s new when they don’t want to tell you why.”

He hesitated. “You think this is about us?”

She turned then, slow. “About us doing our jobs? Yes.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant.”

She lowered her voice. “And that’s exactly why you shouldn’t say it out loud.”

His jaw worked. “We haven’t done anything.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

She closed her locker and finally looked at him. Really looked. The scrape on his knuckles had scabbed over, red and angry. He hadn’t taken care of it. Typical.

“You think IA needs proof?” she continued. “They need patterns. Proximity. Perception.”

“So what, we pretend we don’t have each other’s backs?”

Her mouth tightened. “We act like every other pair in this building.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

They stood there too long. She could feel the edge of it, the thing she spent so much energy holding
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