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She never trusted anyone

until danger made him impossible to ignore.
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For everyone who has kept their feelings in a drawer

waiting for the right time to open it.

 

The time is now.

 


 

The most dangerous thing is not the darkness outside.

It is the warmth inside that you have not yet allowed yourself to have.

 

Emane Rose


Back Cover Blurb



 

"Some people walk into your life. Others anchor you to it."

 

Lyra Cole has built a perfectly safe life — safe job, safe routine, safe distance from anything that could hurt her. As an FBI forensic analyst, she trusts evidence, data, and exactly one person: her partner and best friend, Ethan Cross.

When a dangerous stalker begins targeting women in witness protection, Lyra's world tilts off its careful axis especially when the threatening notes start arriving with her name on them. Suddenly, the case isn't just professional. It's personal. And the only person standing between her and the danger is the one man she's always been afraid to need too much.

Ethan has loved Lyra quietly, patiently, and completely for years. He knows her coffee order, her silences, and the exact way she laughs when something actually surprises her. He also knows that pushing her will only make her run. So, he stays close, stays steady and prays the truth doesn't arrive too late.

 

As the threats escalate and the walls between them crumble, Lyra begins to understand that the most dangerous thing isn't the stalker in the shadows.

 

It's the man she's already let into her heart.

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

Character Profiles



 

Lyra Cole

Protagonist / Female Lead


		
				Age

				29

		

		
				Profession

				FBI Forensic Analyst

		

		
				Appearance

				Warm brown eyes, dark curly hair she always ties back, a small scar on her left wrist from a childhood accident. Tends to dress in neutral tones practical, never flashy.

		

		
				Personality

				Fiercely intelligent, emotionally guarded, dry sense of humor. She reads people like case files. Her biggest flaw: she solves everyone else's problems and ignores her own heart.

		

		
				Backstory

				Grew up in foster care, learned early that relying on people leads to loss. She poured her pain into her work and her trust into only one person Ethan.

		

		
				Character Arc

				Learning that being safe doesn't always mean being alone. Her journey is about allowing herself to be loved without losing herself.

		

	

 

 

 

 

Ethan Cross

Hero / Male Lead


		
				Age

				31

		

		
				Profession

				FBI Special Agent

		

		
				Appearance

				Tall, dark-haired, with laugh lines that deepen when he smiles which is often. Warm hazel eyes that miss nothing. Always looks slightly disheveled in a way that somehow works.

		

		
				Personality

				Steady, calm under pressure, quietly perceptive. He's the kind of man who remembers how you take your coffee and never makes a big deal of it. Patient to a fault especially with Lyra.

		

		
				Backstory

				Grew up in a large, loving family. He knows what love looks like and has always been clear about what he wants. He's been waiting for Lyra to catch up he just never told her.

		

		
				Character Arc

				From careful protector to courageous lover. His arc is about finding the courage to risk the friendship for something deeper before it's too late.

		

	

 

 

Director Nora Hale

Supporting Mentor Figure


		
				Age

				52

		

		
				Profession

				FBI Field Director

		

		
				Appearance

				Silver-haired, sharp-eyed, impeccably dressed. Commands every room she walks into.

		

		
				Personality

				No-nonsense but fiercely loyal to her team. Sees the Lyra-Ethan dynamic before they do. Dispenses wisdom disguised as protocol.

		

		
				Backstory

				A former field agent who lost her partner (and secret love) in the line of duty. Her unspoken regret is the undercurrent beneath every interaction.

		

		
				Character Arc

				Acts as a mirror for both protagonists a cautionary tale about waiting too long, wrapped in professional composure.

		

	

 

 

Marcus Vale

Antagonist The Stalker


		
				Age

				38

		

		
				Profession

				Disgraced former analyst

		

		
				Appearance

				Unremarkable by design. Medium height, forgettable features, careful gray eyes. He looks like someone you'd pass in a hallway and forget immediately.

		

		
				Personality

				Methodical, calculating, deeply resentful. Believes the system wronged him. Intelligent enough to stay one step ahead until he isn't.

		

		
				Backstory

				A former colleague who was quietly pushed out of the Bureau after falsifying evidence. He blames Lyra for flagging the discrepancy that ended his career. The case is personal.

		

		
				Character Arc

				His obsession escalates from harassment to direct threat, forcing the final confrontation that breaks Lyra's walls wide open.

		

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 1

Old Habits

 

The thing about crime scenes was that they never lied.

People lied. Witnesses lied. Suspects constructed elaborate architectures of deception and called them truth. But a crime scene, if you knew how to read it, always told you exactly what happened. Every displaced object, every fiber caught on a splintered doorframe, every faint impression left in carpet or dust or dried blood told a story with the patient clarity of something that had no reason to hide.

Lyra Cole had loved that about her work for as long as she could remember. She had loved the certainty of it. In a life that had offered her very little certainty, evidence was a comfort.

She stood in the middle of the FBI Field Office evidence room on a Tuesday morning in late October, holding a manila folder and reading a case file for the second time, which was her standard practice before she said anything at all. The fluorescent light above her hummed faintly. The smell of printer ink and old coffee drifted from the break room down the hall. Outside the single narrow window, the city of Chicago was performing its usual grey and restless morning.

The case file was thin. That bothered her.

Three women. Three separate incidents across two states. Each woman had been enrolled in the Witness Security Program under different identities, living in different cities, working different jobs. Each had received a series of escalating anonymous messages before the incidents occurred. The messages had begun as vague and unsettling, progressed to explicitly threatening, and then stopped entirely when each woman reported them to her handler. The handlers had logged the reports. Someone had filed them. And then, somehow, nothing had happened.

Nothing except the incidents themselves.

Lyra set the folder down on the metal examination table and pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose. She had been a forensic analyst with the FBI's Chicago field office for four years. Before that she had spent two years at Quantico learning how to see. Before that she had been a girl who noticed everything and was noticed by no one, which was perhaps the most useful preparation she could have received.

She picked up the folder again and read the third incident report one more time.

The door opened behind her.

She did not turn around because she already knew who it was. She knew from the pattern of the footsteps, unhurried and even, the slight creak of his left shoe that had been bothering him since September, the faint scent of the black coffee he always carried in a steel thermos before the office coffee finished brewing because he said waiting for coffee was a form of suffering he refused to endure.

Ethan Cross set his thermos on the corner of the examination table, pulled out the chair across from her, and sat down. He was tall enough that sitting down barely reduced his presence in a room. He had dark hair that was always slightly in need of a cut and hazel eyes that missed nothing. He wore a grey jacket over a white shirt, no tie, which was his usual Tuesday configuration. He looked at her the way he always looked at her, with the particular quality of attention that made her feel both seen and faintly embarrassed about being seen.

He said nothing for thirty seconds, which was also standard. He had learned long ago that she preferred to finish reading before she talked.

She closed the folder.

He said, 'You've read it three times.'

'Twice,' she said.

'You read it once before I came in and you've read it twice since. That's three.'

She looked at him. 'Were you watching me through the window?'

'The reflection in the window was watching you,' he said, in the precise tone he used when he was being technically accurate and enjoying it. 'I was getting coffee.'

She pushed the folder toward him. 'The case file is incomplete.'

He picked it up, opened it, and began reading with the same focused quiet he brought to everything. Ethan Cross was a Special Agent with seven years in the field, a clearance rate that made other agents quietly envious, and the uncommon ability to read a room at the same moment he was reading a document. It was one of the reasons they worked well together. She saw what the evidence said. He saw what the people in the story were actually doing.

'Three victims,' he said after a moment.

'Three victims in the program. Three separate handlers. Three separate field offices. And the reports about the threatening messages were all filed through the same internal database.'

He looked up at her. His eyes moved through the implication of what she had just said without her having to say the rest.

'You think there's an inside connection,' he said.

'I think the file is thin in a way that doesn't happen by accident,' she said. 'I think someone has been careful about what gets included and what disappears. And I think that whoever is sending these messages knows exactly where these women are, which means they have access to protected identity information that should not be accessible outside a very small number of authorized personnel.'

Ethan was quiet for a moment. He turned a page.

'Director Hale assigned this to us this morning,' he said. 'She didn't give me context beyond the basics. Do you think she's aware of the internal angle?'

'I think Director Hale is always aware of things before anyone tells her they are aware,' Lyra said. 'It's possible she wants fresh eyes on it before she officially acknowledges the possibility of a breach.'

He nodded slowly, which was how he nodded when he agreed with something but was still turning it over from every angle.

They sat in the evidence room for a while longer in the kind of comfortable silence that took years to build with another person. Lyra had spent a long time being unable to sit quietly with anyone. Silence had always felt, to her, like a space in which something unwanted might rush in. But she had learned, over the years, that silence with Ethan was simply silence. It was one of the things she trusted about him.

She trusted very few things. She trusted evidence, procedure, and Ethan Cross. That was most of the list.

She reached for his thermos without asking and took a sip of his coffee. He watched her do it without comment, which he always did, and she set it back down between them.

'We should pull the personnel records for everyone with authorized access to the database,' she said.

'Director Hale will want to supervise that request.'

'Then we go to Hale first.'

'Yes,' he said, and stood, and picked up the folder. He paused with his hand on the door and turned back to look at her. There was a moment where something crossed his face that she could not quite categorize, a kind of careful attentiveness, as if he were taking note of her in a way that exceeded the professional.

She had noticed this look before. She had filed it away in the same mental drawer where she kept things she was not ready to examine.

'You didn't sleep,' he said.

It was not a question. She didn't
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