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Prologue
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Some memories do not fade with time.

They do not soften.
They do not lose their weight.
They remain, buried deep inside the heart, waiting patiently for the moment they are called back into the light.
For Ava Reynolds, that memory began with rain.

Not the gentle kind that whispered against windows and softened the world, but the cruel, relentless kind that soaked her clothes and blurred her vision, as though the night itself were trying to wash her away.

She was sixteen years old and running.

Her breath came in sharp, broken gasps. Her legs burned. Her chest felt too small to hold the panic that was rising inside her. Still, she forced herself forward, slipping on wet pavement, clutching her phone so tightly that her fingers ached.

Behind her, footsteps echoed.

Slow.
Steady.
Certain.
Whoever followed her was not afraid.

He knew she had nowhere left to go.

Ava turned sharply into a narrow alley, her heart pounding wildly. Water streamed down brick walls and pooled at her feet. The streetlight above flickered, casting trembling shadows that made the darkness seem alive.

She stopped.

A wall blocked her path.

Dead end.

Her stomach twisted painfully.

No. Please. Not like this.

She pressed her back against the cold bricks and tried to calm her breathing. Her phone vibrated in her hand—not with a message, but with the echo of what it carried.

The recording.

The truth.

The reason her life had shattered in a single night.

Only hours earlier, she had walked into her uncle’s house expecting nothing more than a late dinner and quiet homework. Instead, she had stepped into fear.

The house had been silent when she arrived. Too silent. No television. No music. No familiar sounds of her uncle working late into the night.

She had called his name.

No answer.

When she opened the door to his office, she had barely recognized him.

Michael Reynolds sat behind his desk, shoulders hunched, his face pale and drawn. Papers were scattered everywhere. His laptop glowed with documents she didn’t understand. His hands trembled as he removed his glasses.

“You’re home,” he said, forcing a smile.

She had known immediately that something was wrong.

“What happened?” she asked softly.

“Nothing,” he replied too quickly.

She stepped closer. “You’re scared.”

He looked at her for a long moment, as if weighing a decision that could change everything.

“Ava,” he said quietly, “sometimes the truth is dangerous.”

Before she could respond, his phone rang.

The sound cut through the room like a blade.

He hesitated, then answered.

“Yes,” he said.

Silence followed.

“I did what you wanted.”

Another pause.

Her uncle’s face drained of color.

“That wasn’t our agreement.”

The voice on the other end grew louder. Angry. Threatening.

Ava felt her heart begin to race.

“You killed him,” her uncle whispered.

Her breath caught.

Without thinking, she lifted her phone and pressed record.

“I have proof,” he continued. “If anything happens to me—”

The voice replied, cold and final.

“You won’t live long enough to use it.”

The call ended.

Her uncle stared at the phone as if it had betrayed him.

“We’re in danger,” he said.

They moved quickly after that.

He shoved documents into a bag. He told her to run. To take the back streets. To go to her aunt’s house and not look back.

She had begged him to come with her.

He had kissed her forehead and whispered, “I love you.”

Then he had closed the door behind her.

Now she stood trapped in an alley, soaked and shaking, knowing she might never see him again.

Footsteps approached.

A tall figure emerged from the darkness.

Rain slid down his coat and shadowed his face, but his eyes were sharp and merciless.

“You shouldn’t have taken that phone,” he said calmly.

Ava pressed herself against the wall.

“You murdered my uncle,” she whispered.

“He made a mistake,” the man replied.

“He trusted you.”

She raised her phone with trembling hands.

“It’s all recorded,” she said. “Your voice. Your confession.”

He studied her for a moment.

Then he smiled.

“You’re bluffing.”

Headlights suddenly swept across the alley.

A car slowed at the entrance.

The man cursed under his breath.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

Then he disappeared into the rain.

Ava slid down the wall and collapsed onto the ground. Her body shook with silent sobs. She pressed the phone to her chest and closed her eyes.

She was alive.

But something inside her had broken forever.

Three days later, her uncle was dead.

The police called it a heart attack.

The papers called it unfortunate.

Ava called it a lie.

At the funeral, she stood beside her aunt, dressed in black, feeling as though she were watching someone else’s life unfold. She did not cry. She did not scream.

She simply went numb.

One detective had tried to listen.

Daniel Carter.

Young. Serious. Kind.

“I think there’s more to this,” he had told her quietly.

Nothing came of it.

The case was closed.

The truth was buried.

And Ava learned her first painful lesson: justice did not come easily.

Ten years later, she stood behind police tape, notebook in hand, watching another crime scene unfold beneath flashing lights.

She was no longer a frightened girl.

She was a journalist.

A seeker of truth.

A woman shaped by loss and courage.

The rain still frightened her.

Dark alleys still haunted her dreams.

But she no longer ran.

Now, she chased the truth.

And soon, it would lead her back to the man who had once tried to protect her.

And to the secret that had been waiting for her all along.
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Chapter One
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The rain had returned.

It always did.

Ava Reynolds stood at the edge of the sidewalk, her hands wrapped around a paper cup of coffee that had long gone cold, watching water slide down the windows of the café across the street. The droplets raced each other toward the bottom of the glass, blurring the lights and turning passing cars into streaks of color.

She hadn’t meant to stop there.

She had simply found herself unable to keep walking.

Some days were like that.

Some days, memories crept up on her quietly and wrapped themselves around her chest until breathing felt difficult.

She checked her watch.

6:42 a.m.

Too early for most of the city.

Too late for her thoughts.

Across the street, police cars lined the curb. Red and blue lights pulsed softly against the gray morning, reflecting off puddles and windows. Yellow tape fluttered in the wind, trembling like nervous hands.

Another crime scene.

Another story.

Another chance to search for the truth.

She took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. Cold. Bitter.

Just like her mood.

Ava sighed and crossed the street.



She had learned, over the years, how to move through scenes like this without becoming invisible and without becoming intrusive. It was a careful balance—one she had mastered through mistakes, late nights, and more criticism than she cared to remember.

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder and approached the tape.

“Press,” she said politely, holding up her badge.

The officer nodded and lifted the tape for her.

Inside, the air felt heavier.

It always did.

There was a particular silence that surrounded death—not true quiet, but something thick and uncomfortable, filled with whispers, radios, and footsteps that tried not to disturb what had already been disturbed.

The victim lay beneath a white sheet near the entrance of the abandoned bookstore.

Ava’s stomach tightened.

She paused.

Closed her eyes for half a second.

Then kept walking.

You don’t look away, she reminded herself. Not if you want to tell the truth.

She opened her notebook and began writing.

Location.
Time.
Weather.
Witnesses.
Details mattered.

They always did.

“Still chasing storms, Reynolds?”

The voice came from behind her.

Low. Calm. Familiar.

Her pen stopped.

Slowly, she turned.

Daniel Carter stood a few feet away.

For a moment, she forgot how to breathe.

He looked older.

Not in a bad way.

In a way that suggested responsibility, long nights, and too many cases that had refused to be forgotten.

His hair was slightly longer than she remembered, brushed back carelessly. A faint line crossed his forehead now, visible when he frowned—which he did often. His coat was damp with rain, his badge clipped neatly at his waist.

But his eyes were the same.

Steady.

Observant.

Kind.

And suddenly, she was sixteen again, sitting in a sterile interview room, gripping a paper cup while he spoke gently to her about things she didn’t yet have words for.

“Ava?” he said quietly.

She cleared her throat.

“Detective Carter,” she replied, forcing a smile. “Or should I say Captain now?”

“Still just a detective,” he said. “Some of us don’t know how to climb ladders.”

“You always hated politics,” she said.

He shrugged. “Still do.”

They stood there, awkward and uncertain, surrounded by flashing lights and murmured conversations.

So much time.

So many unspoken things.

“How have you been?” he asked finally.

She hesitated.

“Busy,” she answered.

It was easier than telling the truth.

That she still woke up from nightmares.

That rain still made her chest ache.

That she still carried a broken sixteen-year-old girl inside her.

“And you?” she asked.

“Working,” he replied.

Also easier.

They walked together toward the entrance of the bookstore.

“I heard about your last series,” Daniel said. “The corruption case.”

Ava smiled faintly. “Almost got sued.”

“Almost?”

“Okay. I did get sued. But I won.”

He chuckled softly.

The sound surprised them both.

It felt... nice.

Normal.

“I always knew you’d be good,” he said. “You never stopped asking questions.”

She glanced at him. “Neither did you.”

Inside, the bookstore smelled of dust, mold, and old paper. Shelves stood half-empty. Torn posters still advertised author signings from years ago.

Time had abandoned the place.

The body lay near the back.

A young man.

Early twenties.

Dark hair.

One shoe missing.

Blood stained the floor near his head.

Ava’s breath caught.

“He looks like a kid,” she whispered.

“He was twenty-two,” Daniel said quietly. “College student. Part-time delivery driver.”

“Anyone know why he was here?”

“Not yet.”

She studied the scene.

The broken shelf.

The overturned chair.

The window slightly open.

“Someone followed him,” she said slowly.

Daniel turned to her. “What makes you think that?”

“The chair,” she replied. “He didn’t sit willingly. And the window—escape attempt.”

Daniel looked again.

Then nodded.

“You’re right.”

A small thrill ran through her.

Not pride.

Connection.

The feeling of being understood.

“I shouldn’t say this,” he added, lowering his voice, “but I’m glad you’re here.”

She looked at him.

“Why?”

“Because you see things other people miss.”

And because I worry about you, he didn’t say.

She felt warmth spread through her chest.

“I’m glad you’re here too,” she admitted.

Later, when the rain had slowed and the crowd had thinned, they stood outside together.

Ava zipped her jacket.

Daniel handed her his card.

“If you hear anything strange,” he said, “call me. First.”

“Trying to control my sources?” she teased.

“Trying to protect you.”

Their eyes met.

The words lingered between them.

“I don’t need protection,” she said softly.

“I know,” he replied. “But I’d still like to try.”

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then her phone buzzed.

An unknown number.

She frowned.

“Hello?”

A distorted voice answered.

“Stop writing about dead boys.”

Her blood turned cold.

The call ended.

She stared at her phone.

Daniel noticed immediately.

“Ava,” he said. “What is it?”

She looked up at him, fear flickering in her eyes.

“I think,” she whispered, “this story just became dangerous.”
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Chapter Two
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Ava did not sleep that night.

She lay on her bed with the lights off, staring at the ceiling, listening to the distant hum of traffic and the occasional siren cutting through the darkness. Her phone rested on her chest, its screen dark and silent, yet somehow louder than anything else in the room.

Stop writing about dead boys.

The words replayed in her mind again and again.

Not shouted.

Not whispered.

Spoken calmly.

As if they were advice.

As if they were a warning given out of kindness.

She turned onto her side and pulled her blanket closer, though she wasn’t cold. Her apartment, usually her safe place, suddenly felt too open, too exposed. Every shadow seemed suspicious. Every creak of the building made her heart jump.

She hated feeling like this.

She hated fear.

It reminded her too much of being sixteen, soaked in rain, trapped in an alley, believing she might never see another sunrise.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

You’re not that girl anymore, she told herself.
You’re stronger now.
But fear didn’t listen to reason.

Around two in the morning, her phone vibrated.

She gasped and nearly dropped it.

Daniel’s name appeared on the screen.

She hesitated for only a second before answering.

“Hello?”

“Did I wake you?” he asked.

“No,” she lied. “I was... reading.”

Silence.

Then he said gently, “You haven’t been sleeping, have you?”

Her throat tightened.

“Not really,” she admitted.

“I thought so.”

She sat up against her pillows.

“I didn’t want to bother you,” she said. “You already have enough to deal with.”

“You’re not a bother,” he replied immediately. “You’re a priority.”

The word settled into her chest like warmth.

“I traced the number,” he continued. “It was masked. Burner phone. Professional.”

“So it wasn’t just some angry reader.”

“No.”

She exhaled slowly.

“That’s... comforting,” she said weakly.

“I’m coming over,” he said.

Her heart skipped.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Daniel, it’s two in the morning.”

“I know.”

There was no hesitation in his voice.

She smiled faintly despite herself.

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll unlock the door.”

He arrived fifteen minutes later.

Ava watched from her window as his car pulled up. He stepped out into the quiet street, jacket pulled tight against the cold, scanning the area instinctively before entering the building.

She had never felt so relieved to see anyone.

When he knocked, she opened the door immediately.

They stood facing each other for a moment, unsure.

“You look exhausted,” he said softly.

“So do you,” she replied.

He stepped inside.

Her apartment was small but warm. Books lined every shelf. Newspapers and notes covered her coffee table. A framed photo of her and her uncle sat beside her desk.

Daniel noticed it.

He always did.

“You still keep it there,” he said.

“Always,” she replied.

They sat on opposite ends of her couch.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Ava said quietly, “I’m scared.”

The admission surprised her.

She rarely said it out loud.

Daniel turned to her.

“Tell me,” he said.

“I’ve been threatened before,” she continued. “But this feels different. Personal. Like someone is watching.”

He nodded.

“Because they probably are.”

Her breath caught.

“I won’t lie to you,” he added gently. “This case is dangerous.”

“Then why do I feel like I can’t walk away?”

“Because you never could,” he said.

She looked at him.

“How do you know that?”

“Because you didn’t run ten years ago.”

Her eyes widened slightly.

“You remember?”

“Every detail,” he replied.

Her voice trembled. “I was terrified.”

“You were brave.”

“No,” she whispered. “I was lucky.”

Daniel shook his head.

“Luck doesn’t make someone stand up again and again,” he said. “You do.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

She quickly wiped them away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t usually cry.”

“I’m glad you do,” he replied. “It means you’re human.”

The next morning, they went to the station together.

Daniel insisted.

“I’m not letting you walk alone,” he said.

She didn’t argue.

At her desk in the press room, Ava reviewed security footage Daniel had quietly shared with her.

“Off the record,” he warned.

“Always,” she promised.

They leaned close over the screen.

She noticed how tired he looked up close.

Dark circles.

Tension in his jaw.

“You’re overworking yourself,” she said.

“So are you.”

“Touché.”

They smiled.

Then her expression changed.

“Pause,” she said.

He froze the video.

A man stood near the bookstore entrance.

Face hidden.

Watching.

“He was there before the victim arrived,” she whispered.

Daniel stared.

“Which means...”

“He wasn’t random,” she finished.

A chill ran through her.

Someone had planned this.

Later that afternoon, Ava returned home.

For the first time, she checked behind her.

Twice.

When she unlocked her door, something felt wrong.

The air.

The silence.

Her desk drawer was open.

Her papers were scattered.

Her laptop was gone.

Her stomach dropped.

“No,” she whispered.

Her phone rang immediately.

Unknown number.

She answered with shaking hands.

“You’re persistent,” the voice said.

“Leave me alone,” she pleaded.

“That depends,” he replied.

“On what?”

“On whether you want to live.”

The call ended.

Ava slid down against the wall, trembling.

Minutes later, Daniel burst through her door.

He had been watching.

He had followed her.

When he saw her on the floor, pale and shaking, he knelt beside her.

“I’m here,” he said urgently. “You’re safe.”

She clung to his jacket.

“I don’t want to be brave anymore,” she sobbed.

He wrapped his arms around her.

“You don’t have to be,” he whispered. “Not alone.”

And for the first time in years, Ava believed him.
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Chapter Three
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Morning arrived quietly.

No sirens.
No shouting.
No breaking news alerts.
Just pale sunlight slipping through the thin curtains of Ava’s apartment, resting softly on the walls and floor as if afraid to disturb her.

She lay awake, staring at the ceiling, listening to the slow rhythm of Daniel’s breathing from the chair beside her bed.

He had refused to leave.

After finding her shaken on the floor, after seeing her apartment violated and her fear laid bare, he had insisted on staying.

“Just for tonight,” he had said.
“To make sure you’re safe.”
She hadn’t argued.

She hadn’t had the strength.

Now, in the quiet of morning, she felt strangely peaceful.

And strangely exposed.

She turned her head slightly.

Daniel sat slouched in the chair, his jacket draped over the back, his tie loosened, his sleeves rolled up. His head leaned against the wall, eyes closed. One hand rested loosely on his knee, the other near her bedside.

He looked human like this.

Not the composed detective.

Not the protector.

Just a tired man who had chosen to stay.

Her chest tightened.

No one had ever done that for her before.

Not like this.

Carefully, she shifted.

The mattress creaked.

Daniel’s eyes opened instantly.

“You okay?” he asked, voice rough with sleep.

“Yes,” she replied softly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He stood and stretched.

“I wasn’t really asleep,” he admitted. “Just pretending.”

She smiled faintly.

“Me too. For ten years.”

He looked at her.

Really looked.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” he said.

The words settled deep inside her.

They ate breakfast in silence.

Toast.

Coffee.

Too much sugar.

Not enough appetite.

Ava watched Daniel read messages on his phone, his brow furrowing.

“Bad news?” she asked.

“Complicated news,” he replied.

“Which is worse.”

He didn’t deny it.

“The victim,” he continued, “Eli Morgan. No criminal record. No known enemies. But his bank account shows large unexplained deposits.”

“How large?”

“Enough to make someone nervous.”

She frowned.

“Maybe he knew something.”

“Or someone paid him to keep quiet.”

They exchanged a glance.

Same thought.

Same fear.

“This isn’t random,” she said.

“No,” Daniel agreed. “It’s organized.”

At the station, tension hung in the air.

Phones rang constantly.

Officers hurried past.

Conversations stopped when Ava walked by.

She was used to it.

Journalists were never fully welcome.

But today felt different.

Heavier.

“Some people think you’re a distraction,” Daniel admitted quietly as they walked.

“Some people always do,” she replied.

“That’s not what I think.”

“I know.”

He paused.

“How?”

“Because you’re still walking beside me.”

He smiled slightly.

In the evidence room, Daniel spread photos across a metal table.

Ava leaned in.

They studied everything.

The broken shelf.

The blood pattern.

The victim’s phone.

The missing laptop.

Her missing laptop.

She stared at the photo of her ransacked apartment.

“It feels like being erased,” she said quietly.

“What does?”

“Someone went through my life. My notes. My memories.”

He reached out and squeezed her hand briefly.

“You’re still here,” he said. “They failed.”

She held onto that.

They watched surveillance footage again.

Frame by frame.

Slow.

Careful.

“There,” Ava whispered.

Daniel paused.

A reflection in a window.

A man’s face.

Blurred.

But familiar.

Her breath caught.

“I’ve seen him before,” she said.

“Where?”

“In my uncle’s files,” she replied slowly. “Years ago.”

Daniel froze.

“What?”

“He was connected to a shell company my uncle was investigating. I never understood why it mattered.”

Daniel’s pulse quickened.

“Ava... that changes everything.”

Her hands shook.

“This case isn’t new,” she whispered. “It’s been waiting for me.”

They drove to her aunt’s house that afternoon.

A quiet suburban street.

White fences.

Trimmed lawns.

A life Ava had never fully returned to.

Her aunt hugged her tightly.

“You’re too thin,” she scolded. “And you work too much.”

Ava laughed weakly.

Some things never changed.

In her old bedroom, she searched through dusty boxes.

School notebooks.

Photos.

Old USB drives.

Then she found it.

A cracked memory card.

Her breath stopped.

“I thought I lost this,” she whispered.

Daniel leaned closer.

“What is it?”

“The backup,” she said. “I made it the night my uncle died.”

They rushed to Daniel’s laptop.

Hands trembling.

She inserted the card.

Files appeared.

Audio.

Video.

Documents.

One file was labeled:

M.R. – CONFESSION

She clicked.

Her uncle’s voice filled the room.

Shaking.

Terrified.

“They’re killing witnesses. Politicians. Journalists. Anyone who talks. It’s all connected to a company called Blackridge—”

The recording cut off.

Silence followed.

Ava covered her mouth.

Tears streamed down her face.

“I wasn’t crazy,” she whispered. “He was telling the truth.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened.

“And someone has been killing for ten years to keep it buried.”

He looked at her.

“This is bigger than we thought.”

“I know,” she replied.

“And they know you have it now.”

She met his gaze.

Fear and determination intertwined.

“Then we don’t hide,” she said.

“We expose them.”

He nodded.

“Together.”

Their hands intertwined.

Neither pulled away.

And neither realized yet how much that promise would cost.
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The first thing Ava noticed was the silence.

Not the peaceful kind.

Not the comforting kind that came with early mornings and quiet streets.

This was different.

This silence felt alert.

As if the world itself were holding its breath.

She sat in the passenger seat of Daniel’s car, watching rain trail slowly down the window. The sky was gray, heavy with clouds, threatening another storm. Everything seemed suspended between calm and chaos.

“You haven’t said anything in ten minutes,” Daniel said gently.

“I’m thinking,” she replied.

“Dangerous habit.”

She smiled faintly.

Then her expression softened.

“I keep hearing his voice,” she admitted. “My uncle’s. From the recording.”

Daniel glanced at her.

“He was brave,” he said.

“He was terrified,” she replied. “And he still tried.”

They drove in silence again.

Each lost in their thoughts.

At the station, Daniel took her straight to his office and locked the door.

“We don’t show this to anyone yet,” he said firmly.

“Even your captain?”

“Especially my captain.”

She studied him.

“Do you trust no one?”

“I trust you,” he answered without hesitation.

Her breath caught.

“That’s... a lot.”

“It’s the truth.”

He placed the memory card and backup drive in his desk safe.

“Two copies,” he said. “Different locations. If anything happens—”

“I know,” she finished. “The truth survives.”

Later that morning, Ava sat alone in the press room, staring at her laptop.

A headline glowed on the screen.

LOCAL STUDENT FOUND DEAD IN ABANDONED BOOKSTORE

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

She could publish now.

She could reveal pieces of the truth.

She could protect herself by making noise.

But she didn’t.

Not yet.

Because noise also attracted predators.

Her phone buzzed.

Daniel.

Lunch. Rooftop. Noon.

She smiled despite herself.

The rooftop overlooked the city.

Skyscrapers pierced the clouds.

Traffic moved like restless veins below.

They sat on a low concrete wall, sharing sandwiches and fries from a paper bag.

“Very romantic,” Ava teased.

“Best restaurant in town,” Daniel replied.

“No reservation needed.”

They laughed.

The sound felt rare.

Precious.

“I never thought my life would look like this,” Ava said quietly.

“Like what?”

“Eating fries with a detective while trying to bring down a criminal network.”

“Disappointed?”

“Terrified,” she admitted. “But... not alone.”

He watched her carefully.

“I should tell you something,” he said.

She turned.

“What?”

“When you were sixteen, after your uncle died, I tried to reopen the case.”

Her heart skipped.

“You did?”

“I got shut down,” he continued. “Hard. Someone high up made sure of it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I failed,” he replied softly. “And I didn’t want to reopen that wound.”

She reached for his hand.

“You didn’t fail,” she said. “You cared.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

“Sometimes that’s not enough.”

That afternoon, they followed a lead to a storage facility near the river.

The shell company—Blackridge Holdings—rented several units.

Daniel showed his badge to the clerk.

They were given access.

Inside Unit 417, dust covered most of the boxes.

But one corner was clean.

Recently used.

“Someone’s still working,” Ava whispered.

They opened a crate.

Inside were files.

Photos.

Names.

Dates.

A ledger.

Ava flipped through it.

Her hands trembled.

“These are journalists,” she said. “Judges. Activists.”

“Targets,” Daniel murmured.

Suddenly, footsteps echoed outside.

Daniel tensed.

“Behind me,” he whispered.

The door slammed shut.

Darkness.

A voice spoke from the shadows.

“You should’ve stayed curious, Miss Reynolds.”

Ava’s heart raced.

“It’s him,” she whispered.

The man from the alley.

From the past.

Daniel stepped forward.

“Police!” he shouted. “Drop the weapon!”

A gun clicked.

“I don’t think so,” the man replied.

Ava’s mind raced.

“This isn’t over,” she said loudly. “People know. We made copies.”

A lie.

But a necessary one.

The man hesitated.

Enough.

Daniel lunged.

The shot fired.

The bullet grazed his arm.

He tackled the man.

They crashed to the floor.

Ava screamed.

Then sirens.

Someone had triggered an alarm.

The man escaped through a back door.

Bleeding.

But alive.

At the hospital, Ava sat beside Daniel’s bed.

His arm was bandaged.

“You’re reckless,” she scolded through tears.

“So are you,” he replied weakly.

“I almost lost you,” she whispered.

He reached for her hand.

“You won’t,” he said. “Not if I can help it.”

She leaned forward.

Before she could think, she kissed his forehead.

Then froze.

“I’m sorry—”

He smiled.

“Don’t be.”

Their eyes met.

The moment stretched.

Fragile.

Real.

Outside, the storm finally broke.

Inside, two hearts stood on the edge of something beautiful—and dangerous.
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Chapter Five
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The hospital room smelled of antiseptic and quiet.

Ava hated both.

They reminded her of loss.

She sat beside Daniel’s bed, her hands folded tightly in her lap, watching the slow rise and fall of his chest. The steady beep of the heart monitor filled the space between them, a soft reminder that he was still here.

Alive.

She exhaled shakily.

Only then did she realize how long she had been holding her breath.

“You’re staring,” Daniel murmured.

She jumped slightly.

“I thought you were asleep.”

“I was,” he said. “You’re very loud when you worry.”

She laughed weakly.

“Sorry.”

He turned his head toward her.

“You stayed.”

“Of course I did.”

“As soon as they stitched me up, I expected you to run back to work.”

She shook her head.

“Not this time.”

He studied her.

“You’re scared.”

“Yes,” she admitted. “I don’t like it when people I care about bleed.”

The word care lingered.

Neither of them looked away.

Later that night, after the nurses dimmed the lights and the hallway quieted, Daniel broke the silence.

“I need to talk to you,” he said.

Her heart tightened.

“That sounds serious.”

“It is.”

He shifted carefully, wincing.

“I shouldn’t have taken you to that storage unit.”

“You didn’t force me.”

“I exposed you,” he insisted. “And I won’t do it again.”

She frowned.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m pulling you off this story.”

She stared.

“You can’t do that.”

“I can try,” he replied. “And I will.”

“Daniel—”

“I nearly got you killed,” he said sharply. “I won’t let it happen twice.”

Her voice trembled.

“So you’ll just... shut me out?”

“I’ll protect you.”

“That’s not protection,” she whispered. “That’s control.”

His jaw tightened.

“I’d rather you be angry than dead.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

“You don’t get to decide that for me.”

Silence fell.

Heavy.

Painful.

She left before she said something she couldn’t take back.

Outside, the night air felt cold and unforgiving.

She sat in her car and cried.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Just quietly, like she had learned to do over the years.

Because strong women weren’t supposed to fall apart.

But she was tired of being strong.

The next morning, her editor called.

“Ava,” Marlene said sharply, “why are you sitting on this story?”

“Because it’s dangerous.”

“Since when did that stop you?”

Ava hesitated.

“I need more time.”

“You have forty-eight hours,” Marlene warned. “Then I run what we have.”

The line went dead.

Ava’s hands shook.

Forty-eight hours.

That was a countdown.

She met Daniel that afternoon at a small park near the river.

Children laughed nearby.

Dogs chased balls.

Life went on.

“Are you still angry?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” she replied honestly.

“I deserve that.”

“Yes,” she repeated.

But she sat beside him anyway.

“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” he said. “I was terrified.”

She looked at him.

“Of losing me?”

“Yes.”

Her breath caught.

“I’ve lost too many people,” he continued. “I can’t lose you.”

Her voice softened.

“You won’t,” she said. “Not if we’re honest with each other.”

He nodded.

“I’ll try.”

That evening, Ava received a package.

No return address.

Inside was her stolen laptop.

And a note.

Next time, it won’t be returned.

Her blood ran cold.

She called Daniel immediately.

“I’m coming over,” he said.

“No arguments.”

When he arrived, she handed him the note.

“They’re playing with me,” she whispered.

“They’re warning you,” he replied.

“And you,” she added.

He wrapped his arms around her.

She rested her head against his chest.

For a moment, she allowed herself to feel safe.

“I’m tired,” she confessed. “Of being brave. Of fighting.”

He kissed her hair.

“You don’t have to do it alone anymore.”

Later that night, as she lay in bed, her phone buzzed.

A new message.

Unknown sender.

A photo loaded.

It showed her aunt’s house.

Taken minutes ago.

With a caption:

Choose: Your Story. Or Her Life.

Ava’s scream shattered the silence.
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Chapter Six
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Ava could not breathe.

The photo filled her phone screen, glowing in the darkness of her bedroom like a cruel warning.

Her aunt’s house.

The familiar white porch.

The old maple tree.

The porch light still on.

Someone had been there.

Someone was watching.

Her hands trembled so violently that she almost dropped the phone.

“No... no... no...” she whispered.

Her chest tightened.

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

She pressed her free hand against her mouth, trying to hold back the sob rising in her throat.

Choose: Your Story. Or Her Life.

It wasn’t a threat.

It was an order.

She dialed Daniel’s number without thinking.

It rang once.

Twice.

He answered immediately.

“Ava?”

“They have her,” she cried. “My aunt. They’re watching her.”

“Slow down,” he said gently. “Tell me everything.”

She sent him the photo.

Seconds passed.

Then—

“I’m coming,” he said.

“Right now.”

Fifteen minutes later, Daniel was at her door.

He barely knocked.

She opened it before he could.

Her face was pale.

Her eyes red.

“I can’t lose her,” she whispered. “She’s all I have left.”

He pulled her into his arms.

“You won’t,” he promised. “Not on my watch.”

She clung to him like she might fall apart otherwise.

“I’m scared,” she admitted. “More than I’ve ever been.”

He held her tighter.

“So am I,” he said softly. “But we’ll get through this.”

Together.

They sat at her kitchen table, phones, laptops, and notes spread everywhere.

Daniel studied the photo carefully.

“The angle,” he murmured. “Taken from across the street. That building.”

He zoomed in.

“There,” Ava whispered. “That window. It’s empty.”

“Not anymore,” he replied. “I’ll have someone check it.”

She shook her head.

“No police,” she said urgently. “Not yet. They’ll panic.”

He hesitated.

“You’re asking me to break protocol.”

“I’m asking you to save her.”

He met her gaze.

Then nodded.

“Okay.”

They drove through the night.

The city blurred past.

Streetlights streaked like falling stars.

Ava stared out the window, memories flooding back.

Her aunt holding her after her uncle’s funeral.

Cooking her favorite meals.

Telling her she was strong when she didn’t feel it.

“She raised me,” Ava whispered. “After my parents died. After my uncle... she never gave up on me.”

Daniel reached for her hand.

“She won’t be alone,” he said. “Not tonight.”

She squeezed his fingers.

They parked two streets away.

The neighborhood was quiet.

Too quiet.

Daniel scanned the area.

“Stay close,” he whispered.

They moved carefully.

Shadows stretched long.

Every sound made Ava flinch.

A light flickered in her aunt’s living room.

“She’s awake,” Ava whispered. “Thank God.”

Suddenly, a figure stepped out of the empty building across the street.

Daniel froze.

“Sniper position,” he murmured.

Ava’s heart stopped.

“Daniel—”

“Stay behind me.”

They crouched.

Daniel spoke quietly into his phone.

“Backup. Silent. Now.”

Then—

A gunshot cracked the night.

Glass shattered.

Ava screamed.

They ran.

They burst through her aunt’s front door.

“Aunt Maria!” Ava cried.

She found her on the floor, shaking but unharmed.

“Oh, Ava,” her aunt sobbed. “They said they’d kill you if I called anyone.”

Ava hugged her tightly.

“I’m here. You’re safe.”

Police sirens approached.

The shooter fled.

But the message was clear.

They knew where to strike.

Later, at the station, Ava sat wrapped in a blanket.

Daniel knelt in front of her.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “This is my world. And I dragged you into it.”

She shook her head.

“No. I chose this.”

She looked at him.

“And I choose you.”

His breath caught.

“Ava...”

“I’ve loved you longer than I realized,” she confessed. “Since I was sixteen and you were the only one who listened.”

Silence fell.

Then he cupped her face.

“I’ve loved you too,” he admitted. “For years. I just didn’t think I had the right.”

She kissed him.

Soft.

Trembling.

Real.

When they pulled apart, tears shone in both their eyes.

“We don’t stop now,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “Now we finish this.”

Hand in hand.

Against everything.
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The morning after the shooting arrived without mercy.

Sunlight streamed through the thin curtains of the small interview room at the police station, illuminating dust in the air and the faint marks of exhaustion on every face inside.

Ava sat at the table, wrapped in a borrowed jacket that still smelled faintly of detergent and unfamiliar fabric. A paper cup of coffee rested untouched in front of her. It had gone cold hours ago.

She didn’t care.

She hadn’t slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw shattered glass.

Heard the gunshot.

Felt her aunt’s trembling body in her arms.

Across from her, Daniel leaned against the wall, arms folded, dark circles under his eyes. He hadn’t slept either. He had spent most of the night filling out reports, arguing with superiors, and refusing to leave her side.

Now he watched her quietly.

Protectively.

Like he was afraid she might disappear if he looked away.

“Drink something,” he said gently.

“I’m not thirsty,” she replied.

“You haven’t eaten.”

“I’m not hungry.”

He sighed and walked over, placing the cup closer to her.

“Just try.”

She took a small sip.

Then another.

“Good,” he murmured.

She smiled weakly.

Her aunt, Maria, was giving her statement in the next room.

Ava could hear her soft voice through the thin walls.

Shaking.

Brave.

“My fault,” Ava whispered suddenly.

Daniel looked at her.

“What is?”

“This,” she said. “They came because of me. She almost died because of me.”

He knelt in front of her.

“Ava, listen to me.”

She looked away.

“They would’ve found another target,” he continued. “That’s what monsters do. You didn’t create them.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks.

“I’m tired of people getting hurt for my stories.”

He gently wiped her tears with his thumb.

“And I’m proud of you for still telling them.”

Her breath caught.

Later that morning, the captain called them in.

Captain Harris sat behind his desk, his face stern, tired, and worried.

“This case is officially federal now,” he announced. “Organized crime. Witness intimidation. Attempted murder.”

Ava stiffened.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“It means your safety is my responsibility,” Harris replied. “And so is your silence.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened.

“Sir—”

“No interviews,” Harris continued. “No articles. No leaks.”

Ava’s heart dropped.

“But the public deserves to know.”

“They deserve to live,” he snapped.

Silence followed.

Harris softened slightly.

“Look, Ava. I admire you. But this network kills people. You publishing now would be suicide.”

She nodded slowly.

“I understand.”

But inside, she didn’t.

Not fully.

That afternoon, Ava and Daniel walked along the river.

The water moved steadily, indifferent to human pain.

“I feel like I’m betraying everything I believe in,” Ava admitted.

“You’re buying time,” Daniel replied. “Not surrendering.”

“I don’t know how to wait,” she whispered.

He stopped walking.

“So don’t wait,” he said. “Prepare.”

She turned to him.

“How?”

“We gather proof,” he said. “Enough that no one can bury it.”

Her eyes lit with quiet determination.

“Then I write.”

“Then you publish,” he agreed.

They spent days working in secret.

Daniel used trusted contacts.

Ava interviewed old sources.

They uncovered shell companies, offshore accounts, fake charities, and bribed officials.

Every piece fit.

Every name led to another.

Until one name appeared again and again.

Victor Hale.

Real estate tycoon.

Political donor.

Philanthropist.

Public hero.

Private monster.

Ava stared at his photo on her laptop.

“He funded my uncle’s company,” she whispered. “He’s been there since the beginning.”

Daniel nodded grimly.

“He’s untouchable,” he said. “Until now.”

One evening, exhausted, they sat on Ava’s couch.

Files scattered.

Empty takeout boxes.

Silence.

Ava rested her head on Daniel’s shoulder.

“I’m afraid,” she confessed.

“Of him?”

“Of losing you.”

He kissed her hair.

“You won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know I’ll fight,” he replied.

She lifted her head.

“Why me?” she asked suddenly. “Why did you wait all these years?”

He hesitated.

“Because when I first met you, you were broken,” he said. “And I was scared of breaking you more.”

Her eyes filled.

“I wish you hadn’t waited.”

“So do I.”

He kissed her.

Slow.

Certain.

A promise.

That night, Ava received an email.

Encrypted.

No sender.

Inside was a file labeled:

HALE – INTERNAL RECORDINGS

And a message:

If you want justice, trust no one.

Her hands trembled.

She showed
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