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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with heart-forward tension, grounded settings, and characters who learn to trust love without losing themselves. Each story focuses on emotional realism, gentle suspense, and the kind of connection that changes a life in quiet, unmistakable ways.
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For anyone who has ever held a warm cup in both hands and wished it could steady everything else, and for anyone who needed one honest sentence at the right time to start over.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Delaney Hart is a crisis communications consultant with a calm voice and a mind that never stops rehearsing the worst case. She is in town for ten days to shepherd a public scandal through its final hearing, and she has promised herself she will leave unchanged.
Sawyer Cole is a security systems auditor who notices patterns before people realize they exist. He lives by procedures, exits, and silence, but he carries a private guilt that keeps him awake and keeps him careful with anyone who might see through him.

Kendra Park is Delaney’s closest friend and the one person who can pull her out of her own head without pushing too hard. She believes Delaney deserves softness even when Delaney insists she only deserves control.

Imogen Reed is the museum’s interim director, polished in public and fraying in private, trying to protect an institution while the institution quietly demands sacrifices.

Owen Fitch runs the museum café like it is a small kingdom of routine and decency. He sees more than he says, and he keeps the kind of boundaries that make a place feel safe.

Nate Bishop is counsel for the museum’s board, sharp and efficient, and too comfortable with pressure. He speaks in careful phrases that sound reasonable until you try to breathe inside them.
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​Introduction Scene
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Delaney walked into the museum café like it was a checkpoint, not a place for pastries and cinnamon. The glass doors sighed behind her, sealing out the wet January air, and the warmth hit her cheeks in a way that almost felt like comfort until her mind translated it into fogged lenses and softened edges and things you could miss.

Ten days, she reminded herself, as if counting them could make them behave. Ten days in a borrowed city, ten days of headlines and donor calls and a hearing calendar that had tightened like a knot. After that, she would go home, take her own shower, sleep in her own bed, and pretend she hadn’t spent a month speaking for people who were using her as a shield.

She held her phone low, screen dark, because she knew what was waiting on the other side of a tap. Her inbox. The reporter who liked to pretend he was kind. The board counsel who always sounded like he was negotiating her oxygen. Her mother’s voice messages, asking questions Delaney could not answer without breaking something.

In line, she kept her shoulders squared and her face neutral and her eyes on the menu that never changed. It was the same every morning. She had chosen this place for its predictability the way other people chose religion.

Ahead of her, a man in a damp wool coat stepped away from the counter with a cup and a paper bag, leaving the scent of espresso and rain. He didn’t look back. He didn’t pause to check his phone. He moved like he knew where all the cameras were without needing to see them.

Delaney tried not to notice details about strangers. It was a professional hazard. Once you got good at reading people, you could not always stop, and reading people did not make you safer. It only made you responsible for what you saw.

“Oat milk latte, extra hot,” she said when it was her turn, because routine was a lifeline.

Owen, the café manager, nodded with the same steady face he always wore, like he could hold the world’s sharp edges behind his eyes and never let them touch the counter. “Cinnamon today?”

Delaney’s breath caught on the smallest beat, just enough to irritate her. She had never ordered cinnamon here. Not once. She knew that because she had been keeping herself on clean lines and controlled choices since the day her name had been shoved into a story that wasn’t hers.

“No,” she said, then softened it because she was not cruel. “No, thank you.”

Owen didn’t argue. He just looked at her the way a person looks at a clock when they know it is wrong. “Of course.”

Delaney’s fingers tightened around her phone. She was about to make a joke, the kind that took the edge off awkwardness, the kind that made strangers feel like allies, when Owen slid the cup across the counter.

The sleeve was already on it.

There was a smear of blue ink on the cardboard.

Delaney stared, not understanding at first, because her brain wanted to file it into harmless categories. A pen leaked. A customer wrote their name. A child doodled. Anything that didn’t require her to change the direction of her day.

Then the ink resolved into words.

If you still take it with cinnamon, you’re not okay.

Her chest went still, like someone had turned the volume down on her lungs. The café sounds faded into a faraway blur, the hiss of milk foam and the clink of ceramic and the soft swing of the door as people came and went. Her fingers were cold around the cup, even though the drink was hot.

She hadn’t taken cinnamon in years.

She had taken cinnamon once, obsessively, for a season of her life she had locked away. Cinnamon on everything. Cinnamon on coffee, cinnamon on toast, cinnamon in oatmeal she never finished. It had been her way of proving she could build a new habit fast enough to outrun a memory.

And she had not spoken about it to anyone since.

Delaney lifted her gaze to Owen, forcing her face to stay composed because she had trained herself to hold panic like a secret. “Did you write this?”

Owen’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes sharpened. “No.”

“Did someone ask you to give me this cup?”

“No,” he said again, and this time there was a faint tension around the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t see anyone touch it.”

Delaney’s first instinct was anger, hot and precise. A prank. A creep. Someone who thought private details were a toy. Her second instinct was fear, quieter, more dangerous, because it did not have a clear target.

Someone knew.

Her mind lunged for the obvious. The board. The reporters. The anonymous source who had been feeding the story that brought Delaney here in the first place. A person who wanted leverage. A person who wanted to tip her off balance before tomorrow’s pre-hearing meeting.

She turned the cup slightly, hoping for more words. Hoping for a signature. Hoping for anything that would make this make sense.

There was nothing else, just the single sentence, and the ink was dry.

Delaney’s phone vibrated in her palm, startling her so hard she nearly dropped it. She looked down without thinking.

New email. Subject line: Final witness prep, 7:30 a.m. sharp.

Her stomach tightened, and she hated that her body had reacted. She hated the way her system refused to separate professional pressure from personal threat. Everything was pressure. Everything was a test.

She forced her attention back to the sleeve.

If you still take it with cinnamon, you’re not okay.

It sounded less like a threat the more she read it, and that should have made her feel better. Instead it made her feel exposed, because the sentence held an intimacy she had not granted.

Delaney did a slow scan of the café, careful not to look like she was scanning. There were two college kids with laptops, a woman in a beige coat reading a program guide, a couple arguing in murmurs near the window. No one was looking at her. No one was watching her reaction.

And yet the sentence had been designed for a reaction.

She carried the cup to her usual table near the wall, the one that gave her a view of the entrance and the hallway that led deeper into the museum. She sat with her back to the wall because it was harder to sneak up on someone who couldn’t be cornered, and she set the cup down like it was evidence.

Her hands shook once. She pinned them under the table until the tremor passed.

Delaney had built a career on controlling narratives. She knew how stories were shaped. She knew how words could be used to guide attention, to narrow choices, to make people feel what you wanted them to feel.

She also knew there were words that did the opposite. Words that made you feel seen, not manipulated.

That was the problem.

She should have thrown the cup away and walked out. She should have refused the game. She should have treated the sentence like what it was: a door that someone else had opened without permission.

Instead, she sipped.

The latte tasted normal. Oat milk, extra hot. No cinnamon. No strange bitterness. No aftertaste of sabotage.

Her eyes kept sliding back to the sleeve as if it might rearrange itself into a different message when she wasn’t looking.

A man passed her table, moving toward the museum corridor, and Delaney’s focus snapped to him without consent. Tall. Dark hair. Clean-shaven. The coat is still damp. He didn’t glance at her, not once.

She tried to tell herself it meant nothing. People walked by. People existed without being about her.

He paused at the threshold between the café and the museum, just long enough to look at the security kiosk down the hall. Then he continued, steady and quiet.

Delaney watched him until he disappeared, then hated herself for watching. This was what the last year had done to her. Turned her into someone who couldn’t accept peace without searching it for traps.

She pulled the sleeve off the cup. The cardboard felt warmer against her fingers now, as if the message had absorbed heat. She turned it over. Blank.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was a text from Kendra.

Are you alive?

Delaney stared at the screen, debating how much truth she could afford. The honest answer was complicated.

She typed: Yes. Just coffee.

Then she hesitated, and added: Weird morning.

Kendra replied immediately. Define weird.

Delaney could not. Not without making it bigger. Not without giving the sentence power. So she did what she always did.

She minimized.

Just a thing. I’ll call later.

Kendra sent back: Don’t do that. Don’t swallow it. Call me after your meeting.

Delaney looked up from her phone and caught her own reflection in the window. The woman staring back looked fine. She looked like a person with a job and a plan and a controlled expression. She looked like someone who did not read messages on coffee sleeves and feel her life tilt.

She stared at the reflection until it blurred.

Then she did something she had not done in months.

She listened to herself.

The sentence was not a threat, she told herself. The sentence was a question disguised as a statement. A poke at a bruise. A hand hovering near a wound.

Whoever wrote it had either known her once or had seen something in her that matched the words.

Either way, it meant someone had been paying attention.

And that should not have mattered.

Delaney slid the sleeve into her tote bag as if it were a document she needed later. Her fingers moved on autopilot, smooth and professional, while her mind argued with itself in sharper terms.

Ignore it. Report it. Laugh at it. Burn it.

Her gaze drifted to the counter again. Owen was wiping down the espresso machine, methodical. He looked up and met her eyes. His expression asked nothing out loud, but it held a steady question.

Are you safe?

Delaney gave him a small nod that could have meant anything. She stood, threw away the empty cup, and walked toward the exit with her coat still open because she’d forgotten to zip it.

Outside, the cold air slapped sense into her face. The museum steps were damp, and the city smelled like wet stone and diesel and the faint sweetness of the café that refused to follow her past the doors.

She paused under the awning, pulling her scarf tighter, and glanced down the sidewalk.

The man with the damp coat was there, across the street, near the crosswalk. He was standing still, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a phone he wasn’t looking at. He was watching the museum entrance in a way that could have been nothing at all.

Delaney’s pulse did not spike. It didn’t need to. Her fear was quieter than that now, and more disciplined.

He looked up as if he could feel her gaze.

For half a second, his eyes met hers.

There was no smile. No obvious recognition. Just a calm, unreadable look, like a person waiting for a signal he wasn’t sure would come.

Then the light changed, and he walked.

Delaney watched him cross, watched him blend into the pedestrian flow, watched him disappear as cleanly as if he’d never existed.

She told herself she was inventing connections, because that is what anxious minds did. They stitched patterns out of coincidence until the world felt explainable again.

But when she reached into her tote bag for her keys, her fingers brushed the cardboard sleeve, and the ink sentence pressed against her palm like a second heartbeat.

Delaney pulled the sleeve out, stared at it once more, and then made a choice she could not unmake.

She took out her pen.

She flipped the sleeve over to the blank side, held it steady against her coat sleeve, and wrote a single line in neat, controlled handwriting.

If you’re watching me, say why.

She slid the sleeve back into her tote, stepped off the museum steps, and walked into the cold with her shoulders squared.

Behind her, inside the museum café, the day went on like nothing had happened.

And somewhere between the café counter and the security corridor, a message that had never been meant to become a conversation was about to become one.
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​Chapter 1: The Sleeve That Answered
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Delaney did not call Kendra on the walk to the board’s conference room. She told herself it was because she needed both hands, one for her tote and one for the umbrella that kept slipping in the wind. The real reason was simpler and uglier. If she said the sentence out loud, it would become a thing that could not be undone, a thing that could not be filed away under routine and dismissed as nerves.

The museum’s administrative wing smelled like clean paint and old paper, two scents that were never supposed to share the same air. She followed the corridor past framed donor plaques and tasteful posters that promised cultural enrichment while quietly measuring who belonged. The lights were brighter back here, less forgiving, like a backstage area built to remind you that beauty was a product and someone was always paying for it.

A woman at the reception desk glanced up and smiled with the practiced ease of someone who had learned how to manage anxious strangers with polite warmth. “You’re Delaney.”

Delaney’s step did not falter, but her stomach tightened anyway. Being known by name was not unusual in her work. It was expected. It was also, suddenly, a sensation she could feel on her skin.

“Yes,” she said, and kept her voice calm. “I’m here for the prep.”

The woman stood. “They’re ready for you. Down the hall, second door. You can leave your coat on the rack inside.”

Down the hall, second door. Delaney repeated it in her mind like coordinates, like a safety instruction. When you were under pressure, simple directions were a kindness, because your brain became an unreliable narrator. It tried to turn every hallway into a trap, every closed door into a verdict.

She reached the second door and paused for exactly one breath. The sleeve was still in her tote, still pressing against the side pocket like a secret. She could feel it without touching it, as if it had weight beyond cardboard.

Then she opened the door.

Imogen was at the head of the table, papers lined in precise stacks, hands folded as if she was trying to keep them from shaking. She looked like she belonged in front of donors and cameras, the kind of polished composure that made people forget to ask whether the person was sleeping. Nate sat to her right, jacket off, tie loosened, a laptop open in front of him like a shield. His expression was friendly in the way a locked door was friendly. Smooth surface, clear boundary.

Delaney took in the room in one glance, because she always did. Window on the left with a view of the service courtyard. Another door behind her. A pitcher of water that had been set out too early, because condensation already gathered at the base. A security camera in the corner, discreet but real.

Imogen stood. “Delaney. Thank you for coming in early.”

Delaney crossed to the table and set her tote beside her chair, careful, controlled. “Of course.”

Nate offered his hand as if they were meeting for the first time, as if they hadn’t traded emails at midnight for the past week. His grip was firm, brief, transactional. “Delaney. Appreciate you for being on this.”

Delaney took her seat. She slid a notepad out, a pen, arranged them the way a person arranged armor. Then she looked up and waited.

Imogen’s eyes flicked to Nate, then back to Delaney. “We need to tighten tomorrow. The board wants clean answers. No improvisation.”

Delaney nodded slowly. “Improvisation is the enemy of credibility. That’s not new.”

Nate leaned forward, elbows on the table. “What is new is how fast this escalated. The hearing officer wants a straight narrative, but the public is hearing five different versions of it. We need one version that holds.”

Delaney kept her face neutral. Inside, something in her ribcage pressed outward, a restless warning. “A version that holds is a version that’s true.”

Imogen’s throat moved with a swallow she tried to hide. “True is... complicated.”

Delaney understood that too well. Truth could be a weapon and a refuge, depending on who was holding it. It could also be a luxury, something you could only afford when your name wasn’t being pulled apart in public.

She opened her notepad, wrote the date at the top, the act of it grounding her. “Walk me through exactly what you want Imogen to say.”

Imogen exhaled. “I want to say I didn’t see it coming. I want to say I was blindsided, and that I’m sorry, and that the museum is changing.”

Nate made a small sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “That’s a feeling statement, not a legal one.”

Delaney turned her head slightly, giving Nate her attention without granting him control. “Let her finish.”

Imogen’s voice steadied as she spoke, as if she was clinging to the rhythm of her own honesty. “I want to say I should have seen the warning signs. That I should have listened sooner. That I didn’t protect people the way I thought I was protecting them.”

Delaney watched her hands. They were still folded, but the fingertips pressed into each other hard enough to blanch. “And what do you want her not to say?” Delaney asked Nate.

Nate’s expression remained easy. “Anything that admits liability.”

Delaney held his gaze. “That’s not an answer. That’s a category.”

“It’s the category that keeps her employed,” Nate said.

Imogen’s eyes tightened, a flash of something that could have been irritation or fear. Delaney saw the moment Imogen swallowed whatever she was about to say. The museum’s interim director, privately muzzled by the board’s counsel. That was the real story underneath the public one.

Delaney angled her body toward Imogen. “Tomorrow is about credibility. Legal protection matters, but if you sound like a person reading from a script, you lose the room. Once you lose the room, you lose control of what happens next.”

Nate tapped the table, a soft, impatient beat. “Tomorrow is about limiting exposure.”

Delaney’s pen hovered over the notepad. “Exposure to what, Nate. Facts, or consequences.”

The silence that followed was small, but it had teeth. Delaney could feel it in the air, an invisible shift of power. Nate’s smile stayed in place, but his eyes cooled.

Imogen cleared her throat. “We can find a balance.”

Delaney looked at Imogen, and softened her tone without changing her point. “We can. But balance requires we stop pretending you can control this with varnish.”

Nate leaned back, folding his arms. “Delaney, your job is to keep this from becoming a spectacle.”

Delaney’s mouth almost curved. Almost. “My job is to keep the museum from looking like it’s hiding.”

Nate’s gaze sharpened. “Sometimes hiding is necessary.”

Delaney let the beat hang, because she understood exactly what he was doing. He was testing her boundaries. He was seeing how far he could push before she pushed back, and whether she would do it in front of Imogen.

She pushed back anyway, because if she didn’t now, she’d spend the entire project being pushed into corners. “Sometimes hiding is what created the spectacle.”

Imogen’s eyes flashed toward the security camera in the corner, then back. Delaney caught it. The awareness that they were being recorded, even in a room that pretended to be private. The museum loved its cameras, its controlled narratives, its evidence of compliance.

Delaney’s chest tightened again, and the coffee sleeve pressed itself into her awareness like a bruise.

If you still take it with cinnamon, you’re not okay.

Someone had watched her. Someone had known her. Someone had chosen that exact sentence like a pin slid under her skin.

She kept her voice steady. “Let’s rehearse. Start with the opening statement. Imogen, you’ll own your part, and you’ll name a concrete action. Not a vague promise. You’ll say what’s changing and when. Nate, you can live with that because it signals leadership.”

Nate’s eyebrows lifted. “Leadership can be construed as admission.”

Delaney stared at him. “Leadership can also be construed as leadership.”

Imogen’s shoulders dropped a fraction, like she’d been holding them up by force. “Okay,” she said softly. “Okay. I can do that.”

They rehearsed for forty minutes. Delaney kept the conversation on rails, because she was good at rails. She guided Imogen through questions that were designed to corner her. She redirected Nate when he tried to sand down every edge of Imogen’s humanity. She told Imogen to breathe when her voice tightened. She corrected phrasing that sounded like it had been written by a committee.

She did not mention the sleeve. Not once.

And yet, every time the security camera’s tiny lens caught the light, Delaney felt it like a fingertip on her neck.

When they finally stopped, the room looked the same, but Delaney felt changed. Not in a dramatic way. In a way that made her skin too aware of air.

Nate closed his laptop with a decisive snap. “This is workable. Don’t freelance tomorrow, Imogen.”

Imogen’s mouth tightened. “I’m not freelancing. I’m trying to tell the truth.”

Nate’s smile returned, thinner. “Truth is not always in your interest.”

Delaney stood before Imogen could respond. “We’re done for now. Imogen, I’ll meet you at seven thirty tomorrow in the lobby. Nate, send me the final list of questions the hearing officer may ask. The real ones, not the sanitized version.”

Nate’s eyes held hers. “You’ll get what you need.”

Delaney didn’t believe him. She gathered her tote, slipped her notepad inside. The sleeve bumped her fingers through the fabric, and she closed her hand around the edge of it as if she could quiet it by force.

Imogen walked her to the door. Her voice lowered. “You’re very good at this.”

Delaney’s lips pressed together. Compliments in crisis always felt like someone trying to buy forgiveness in advance. “I’m practicing.”

Imogen hesitated. “Does it ever stop feeling like... like you’re standing on a ledge.”

Delaney looked at her, really looked. Imogen’s makeup was immaculate, but there was a faint redness at the corner of one eye, the kind that came from a late-night mirror and a hand pressing too hard.

“No,” Delaney said. Then, because she wasn’t cruel, she added, “But you get better at keeping your balance.”

Imogen’s eyes shone with something close to gratitude. “Thank you.”

Delaney stepped into the hallway and let the door close behind her. The moment it did, her posture loosened half an inch, as if the room had been holding her upright.

Her phone vibrated again.

Kendra.

Delaney answered without thinking this time, because the sound of Kendra’s voice felt like something she could anchor to. “I’m here.”

“Define weird,” Kendra said immediately, voice brisk in a way that meant she was worried. “And don’t tell me it’s nothing. I’m not in the mood.”

Delaney paused near a window that looked out onto the service courtyard. A delivery van backed into a space with a soft beep that echoed off the brick walls. The world kept moving. The world always kept moving, no matter what your chest was doing.

“There was a message,” Delaney said.

Silence. Then Kendra, lower. “Where.”

“On my coffee sleeve.”

Another silence, smaller. “Delaney.”

Delaney closed her eyes. She could see the sentence in her mind, blue ink on cardboard. She could feel the way it had made her lungs pause.

“It wasn’t threatening,” Delaney said quickly, already trying to soften it, already trying to make it manageable. “It was... personal. Too personal. Someone knows something they shouldn’t know.”

Kendra’s voice sharpened. “What did it say?”

Delaney didn’t want to say it. Saying it would put the memory back in her mouth. It would make her taste that old season of cinnamon and fear and the version of herself she’d sealed away.

“It said if I still take it with cinnamon, I’m not okay.”

Kendra didn’t respond for a beat. When she did, her voice had lost its briskness. “Do you?”

“No,” Delaney said. “I don’t. I haven’t. That’s what—” She stopped. The word exposed wouldn’t come out. It felt too accurate. “That’s what makes it strange.”

Kendra exhaled. “I want you to tell Owen.”

Delaney blinked. “You remember his name.”

“I remember everything you tell me, which is more than you do sometimes,” Kendra said. “Tell him. Ask if there are cameras pointed at the counter. Ask if he saw someone. And Delaney, listen to me. If this is someone from your past, or someone tied to the case, you don’t handle it alone.”

Delaney’s grip tightened around her phone. “I’m not handling anything. It’s a note. It’s probably a prank.”

Kendra’s laugh was humorless. “Sure. A prank that hits a very specific bruise you don’t talk about. That kind of prank requires information.”

Delaney stared out the window. The van driver jumped down, moved briskly, head down against the drizzle. People moved through their own lives, unaware of the way Delaney’s world had tilted on a sentence.

Kendra continued, gentler. “Are you safe?”

Delaney wanted to say yes. She wanted to say yes the way she said yes to donors and boards and journalists, a yes that meant the situation was controlled.

She managed a careful, smaller truth. “I’m not in danger.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Delaney’s throat tightened. “I’m safe,” she said, because it was the only answer that would let Kendra breathe.

Kendra went quiet, then said, “Call me after your next meeting. And don’t go back to the café alone tonight. Go in daylight. And if you see that man again, the one you described last week, the one who moves like he knows the cameras, you turn around and you leave.”

Delaney’s skin prickled. “I didn’t describe anyone last week.”

Kendra sighed. “You did. You told me about the guy in the damp coat, the one you saw at the entrance, the one you said ‘looked like a quiet rule.’ You always do that. You always turn people into sentences when you don’t want them to feel real.”

Delaney went still. She had told Kendra. Of course she had. She talked to Kendra on autopilot sometimes, letting the details spill because she trusted Kendra to hold them without making them a headline.

“I didn’t see his face,” Delaney said.

“That’s not the point,” Kendra replied. “The point is you feel watched. And you know what that does to you. It makes you shrink. It makes you stop eating. It makes you become a perfect public mask. I don’t want you to do that again.”

Again. The word landed hard.

Delaney swallowed. “Okay.”

Kendra’s voice softened. “Okay means you’ll listen.”

“I’ll listen,” Delaney said.

When the call ended, Delaney stood by the window for another full minute, just breathing. The hallway behind her was quiet, the kind of quiet that belonged to money and institutions, not to comfort.

She reached into her tote and touched the sleeve through the fabric. Her fingers found the edge of it, the slight bend where she’d written her reply.

If you’re watching me, say why.

She had done that. She had chosen it. She had stepped into the conversation.

She told herself it was strategic. Better to draw someone out than to wonder.

But strategy wasn’t the full truth either.

Part of her had written it because she was tired of being alone with questions.

By the time Delaney returned to her hotel room that evening, it was dark. The city outside the window shimmered with rain and headlights. Her room smelled faintly of detergent and the lemon polish used on the desk. Safe smells. Controlled smells. Smells that didn’t belong to her.

She showered quickly, letting hot water hit her shoulders until the tension softened into something bearable. She ate half a sandwich she didn’t taste. She laid out her clothes for the morning with the same care she used to lay out arguments.

Then she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her tote.

The sleeve was inside. Her message was inside. Her question was inside.

And the idea that someone might answer made her feel both sick and alive.

Delaney checked her phone twice, then forced herself to put it face down. She turned off the lamp. She lay on her back, eyes open in the dark, listening to the muted city sounds that drifted up from the street.

She slept in fragments.

Morning arrived with a gray sky and a sharper cold. Delaney was in the museum lobby at seven thirty, exactly, coffee-free and alert in a way that felt like punishment. Imogen met her with a paper cup and an exhausted smile, as if they were sharing a secret war.

“Are you ready,” Imogen asked.

Delaney nodded. “As ready as a person can be for a room full of people who want blood while pretending they want accountability.”

Imogen’s mouth tightened. “Nate says we should keep it simple.”

Delaney kept her expression neutral. “Nate says a lot of things.”

They walked through the security checkpoint together. The guard nodded at Imogen, then looked at Delaney with mild curiosity. Delaney handed over her badge, accepted it back, moved forward.

As they passed the café, Owen caught Delaney’s eye. His hands were busy wiping down the counter, but his gaze held steady. It was a question without words.

Delaney gave him a small nod, a silent signal that she would speak later. Her stomach tightened at the thought, not because of Owen, but because stepping back into the café felt like stepping back onto the edge of a memory.

The hearing prep ran long. Imogen stumbled once, then recovered. Delaney watched Nate’s face as he listened, watched the way he corrected Imogen with phrases that sounded supportive but pressed like a thumb on a bruise. Delaney made mental notes. Delaney made quiet plans.

By the time they finished, Imogen looked as if she’d been wrung out and hung to dry.

Delaney walked her to the elevator. “You did well.”

Imogen let out a small laugh that wasn’t really a laugh. “I don’t feel like I did well.”

“Feeling is not a reliable witness,” Delaney said gently. “Your words were. That matters.”

Imogen’s eyes shone. “I’m scared.”

Delaney held her gaze, not flinching from it. “Me too.”

Imogen’s breath hitched, a quick, surprised sound, as if Delaney’s honesty had cracked a window in the room. Then the elevator doors opened, and Imogen stepped inside, her composure sliding back into place like a mask she wore because she had no choice.

Delaney stood alone in the hallway when the elevator doors closed.

The café was twenty steps away.

Delaney’s feet moved before her mind finished arguing. She walked in, the bell over the door giving its small, cheerful sound that felt absurdly out of place in her chest.

Owen looked up immediately. “Hey,” he said quietly, as if he’d been waiting. “You okay.”

Delaney stopped at the counter. The smell of coffee hit her, rich and grounding, and for a second she hated it for being soothing when her nerves were sharp.

“I need to ask you something,” Delaney said.

Owen nodded, all seriousness now. “Go ahead.”

“Yesterday,” Delaney began, then stopped because her mouth didn’t want to shape the sentence. She pushed through. “Yesterday my coffee sleeve had a message on it. You said you didn’t see anyone touch it.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t.”

“Do you have a camera on the counter,” Delaney asked.

He glanced toward the corner near the pastry case. “We do. It’s not aimed close enough to read writing, but it would show hands.”

“Can you check it,” Delaney asked, then added, “If you’re allowed.”

Owen’s mouth pressed into a line. “I’m allowed to request footage. Security has the final say.”

Delaney nodded. Her heart beat too hard. “I wrote back.”

Owen’s eyebrows lifted. “You wrote back.”

Delaney held his gaze. “I did.”

Owen exhaled slowly, like a person weighing a risk. “Delaney, I’m going to say something that might annoy you. Don’t turn this into a private investigation.”

Delaney’s mouth almost curved again, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m not.”

Owen watched her for a long beat. “Where’s the sleeve?”

“In my bag,” Delaney admitted.

Owen’s gaze flicked to the side, toward the door that led deeper into the museum. “I can hand it to security. They’ll log it. They’ll treat it like a potential harassment issue.”

Delaney’s stomach clenched. Harassment. The word made the situation larger, heavier, harder to control. It also made it official, and official things always created records. Records were dangerous in the wrong hands.

“I don’t want it logged,” Delaney said, voice low.

Owen didn’t look surprised, just resigned. “Of course you don’t.”

Delaney’s fingers tightened on the strap of her tote. “Can you do something else instead?”

Owen’s eyes softened, but his voice stayed firm. “Tell me.”

“I want to leave it,” Delaney said. “I want to leave it on the counter the way it was left for me. If someone comes back for it, if someone writes again, I want to see what happens. I want to know if this is a person who’s watching from a distance or someone who has access to the counter.”

Owen stared at her. “That’s a trap.”

Delaney’s pulse thudded. “It’s a test.”

Owen shook his head once, a small motion. “You don’t look like a person who needs more tests.”

Delaney’s throat tightened, and she hated that he could see her that clearly after a week of simple orders and polite nods. “I need answers more than I need comfort.”

Owen glanced again toward the interior door, as if measuring how much time they had before someone wandered in. “All right,” he said finally. “But I’m not leaving you alone in this. You put it down where I tell you. And if anything feels wrong, you walk out.”

Delaney nodded, relief and fear tangled together.

Owen leaned over the counter slightly. “What did you write?”

Delaney didn’t want to say it. She said it anyway, because if she hid her own words, she would become a person who couldn’t own her choices. “I wrote, ‘If you’re watching me, say why.’”

Owen’s face went still. “That’s... direct.”

Delaney’s voice stayed quiet. “I’m tired of hints.”

Owen nodded slowly. Then he reached under the counter and pulled out a fresh cardboard sleeve, clean and blank. “Put yours inside this. Keeps it from bending. And it keeps the message from being visible.”

Delaney pulled the original sleeve from her tote with careful fingers. The blue ink looked unchanged. The sentence was still there, still a key that fit a lock inside her.

She slid it into the fresh sleeve like she was sealing an envelope.

Owen pointed to a small metal tray near the register where customers sometimes left business cards or tips. “Put it there. Right at the edge. If someone reaches for it, I’ll see the hand.”

Delaney walked to the tray and set the double-sleeved cardboard down, her heart pounding in a way that felt ridiculous for such a small act. She turned back to Owen.

“What now,” she asked.

Owen’s gaze held hers. “Now you breathe and you act normal.”

Delaney almost laughed. She did not. She stood near the pastry case, pretending to read labels she didn’t want. The café was quiet, a lull between the morning rush and the lunch crowd. The soft music overhead tried to create intimacy. Delaney felt none.

A woman came in, ordered, paid, left. Two students wandered over, looked at the tray, and ignored it. Owen moved with steady, unhurried competence behind the counter, but Delaney could see his attention split, his eyes flicking toward the sleeve every few seconds.

Ten minutes passed.

Delaney’s phone buzzed with an email from Nate. A new list of questions, as promised, with certain sections conspicuously missing. Delaney’s jaw tightened. Of course he would keep the sharpest blades out of her reach until the last minute. Control was his favorite hobby.

She was about to text Kendra when the café door opened again.

Delaney felt it before she looked up, the subtle shift in air, the way her body tightened as if it recognized a pattern. She lifted her gaze.

The man from yesterday stepped in.

Damp coat again, though not as wet this time. Dark hair, slightly mussed. He moved like he knew the space’s geometry, like he could close his eyes and still avoid collisions. He didn’t scan the room in the obvious way nervous people did. He simply walked toward the counter with quiet certainty.

Delaney’s breath caught, not dramatically, but enough that she felt it snag in her throat.

Owen’s gaze flicked from Delaney to the man, then back.

The man ordered without looking at the menu. His voice was low, even, controlled. Delaney couldn’t make out the words, but the tone slid under her skin. It was the kind of voice that sounded like it never had to apologize.

He paid, stepped aside to wait.

Delaney forced herself to look away, to keep her face neutral, to not become a person who stared at strangers as if they were answers.

But her eyes came back anyway, drawn as if by gravity.

He glanced toward the tray.

It was a small movement. A casual glance anyone might make. And yet his attention landed there with a precision that made Delaney’s stomach turn.

Owen set down a cup, called an order. The man stepped forward, collected it.

Then his hand reached toward the tray.

Delaney’s heart stuttered.

His fingers closed around the double sleeve.

He did not hesitate. He did not look around. He did not act like a person surprised to find something. He picked it up as if he’d left it there himself.

Owen’s posture shifted, subtle, alert.

Delaney’s body went rigid. Every instinct screamed at her to step back, to put space between herself and whatever this was becoming.

The man turned the sleeve over in his hands with an ease that was almost intimate. He pulled a pen from his coat pocket like he’d expected to need it.

Delaney could not move. She could barely breathe.

He wrote.

The pen glided over cardboard in a few steady strokes, no hesitation, no false starts. Then he slid the pen back into his pocket, set the sleeve down on the tray, and walked toward the door with his coffee in hand as if he’d only stopped for a drink, as if he hadn’t just reached into Delaney’s carefully controlled day and left a fingerprint on her pulse.

Delaney’s feet moved before her brain could stop her. She crossed the café in three quick steps, reached the tray, and snatched the sleeve up with fingers that trembled once.

Owen’s voice came sharp and quiet. “Delaney.”

Delaney didn’t look at him. She couldn’t. Her entire focus narrowed to the cardboard in her hands.

The reply was written on the blank side, beneath her own line.

Because I watched you survive something that should have ruined you, and you didn’t get to be okay after.

Delaney’s chest tightened so hard she thought she might actually stop breathing. The words weren’t threatening. They weren’t lewd. They weren’t even, strictly, invasive.

They were worse.

They were accurate.

They were compassionate in a way that felt like someone stepping into her space without asking, then holding out a hand as if they had every right.

Delaney’s eyes blurred. She blinked hard, furious at herself, furious at the sudden heat behind her eyes in the middle of a public café.

Owen stepped closer behind the counter, voice low. “He wrote that.”

Delaney nodded once, because she couldn’t trust her voice.

Owen’s gaze was narrowed now, protective. “Do you want me to call security?”

Delaney swallowed. Her throat felt raw. “Not yet.”

Owen stared at her as if he didn’t understand. “Delaney.”

She forced her voice into existence. “Not yet. If security gets involved, it becomes a file. It becomes a story. And I’m already here because of a story.”

Owen’s expression shifted, something like reluctant understanding. “All right. Then you tell me what you want to do.”

Delaney’s fingers tightened around the sleeve. The edges pressed into her skin, grounding her in the present. She could still see the man’s back as he disappeared through the door. She could still hear the low steadiness of his voice without catching the words.

Her mind spun through possibilities. Someone from her past. Someone tied to the museum’s security. Someone tied to Nate. Someone who had been around during that season she refused to name.

And the sentence he’d written contained another hook, sharp and deliberate.

I watched you survive.

Watched. Not heard about. Not read about. Watched.

Delaney’s gaze flicked to the security camera in the café corner. The lens glinted faintly. The museum’s corridors were full of cameras. The administrative wing had them too. The hearing prep room had one in the corner, quiet and real.

Watching could mean a lot of things.

It could also mean one specific thing Delaney did not want to consider.

Her hand went to her tote, fingers searching until they found her phone. She pulled it out and opened the message thread with Kendra. Her thumbs hovered, shaking slightly.

Before she could type, her phone buzzed again.

A new text, from an unknown number.

You don’t have cinnamon. Good. Keep it that way. And don’t let Nate corner you alone today.

Delaney went cold.

Her eyes lifted from the screen, snapping toward the café door as if she could catch the man’s silhouette through glass and rain and distance.

He was gone.

And he had just proved he wasn’t only watching her past.

He was watching her now.
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​Chapter 2: The Text That Knew Too Much
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Delaney stood at the café counter with the sleeve in her hand and her phone glowing coldly against her palm, and for a few seconds she could not make her brain choose a single explanation that didn’t splinter into worse ones. The sentence on the screen wasn’t flirtation. It wasn’t a casual warning from a well-meaning stranger. It was specific in the way a key was specific, cut to fit a lock Delaney did not allow anyone to touch.

You don’t have cinnamon. Good. Keep it that way. And don’t let Nate corner you alone today.

The first line hit her like a hand on the small of her back, guiding her toward a door she hadn’t agreed to open. The second line turned her stomach, because it proved the message wasn’t only about her past. It was about her present. It was about the day that was still in motion, the meetings still stacked, the hallway she would walk down again, the room with the camera in the corner.

Owen’s voice came low but steady from behind the counter. “Delaney, look at me.”

She forced her gaze up. Owen’s face was composed, but his eyes were sharp, attentive, the way they got when he thought someone might trip on the step they never noticed. He wasn’t asking her to be calm for his comfort. He was asking her to stay inside her own body.

Delaney drew a breath and kept it even. She didn’t trust her lungs to behave if she let them do whatever they wanted.

“That number,” Owen said quietly. “Is it someone you know?”

“I don’t know,” Delaney managed. The words tasted thin. “I don’t have it saved.”

Owen watched her for a beat, then nodded like he’d expected that. “Do you want me to call security now?”

Delaney’s fingers tightened around the phone until the edges pressed into her skin. Calling security meant forms, questions, policies, a record. It meant handing her personal life to an institution that already treated privacy like an optional luxury. It also meant turning this into a museum issue, and Delaney wasn’t here to become one more problem the board could manage by moving her off the stage.

“Not yet,” she said again, and this time her voice didn’t shake.

Owen didn’t argue. He leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice even more. “Then you leave. Right now. You don’t stand here like a statue waiting for the next thing to happen.”

Delaney’s pulse was loud in her ears, but she made herself nod. Owen was right. Her instinct under pressure was to freeze, to overthink, to become invisible until she could figure out the safest move. That instinct had kept her alive in rooms where people smiled while sharpening knives. It also made her easy to corner.

She slid the sleeve into her tote and shifted her phone into her pocket, screen facing her thigh as if she could absorb its glow. “Can you do me a favor?”

Owen’s expression softened. “Yes.”

“If anyone asks about me,” Delaney said, “you don’t tell them anything. Not that I was here. Not what I ordered. Not what I said.”

Owen’s gaze hardened, protective. “I don’t talk about customers.”

Delaney believed him. That was the problem. She was starting to believe in people again, and belief was always the first step toward vulnerability.

She turned toward the door, then stopped. The café felt too bright and too small, like the walls had moved in while she wasn’t paying attention. She glanced once at the corner where the camera sat, discreet and patient.

“Owen,” she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt, “if you can, ask for the footage from just now. Not to file anything. Just to hold it. In case I need it later.”

Owen’s jaw tightened as he weighed the ethics of what she was asking against the reality of the world she lived in. Then he nodded once. “I’ll request it. If they give it to me, I’ll keep it.”

Delaney’s chest loosened a fraction. “Thank you.”

Owen’s eyes held hers. “Delaney.”

“What.”

“Don’t go looking for him,” Owen said. “If he wants to be found, he’ll make it easy. If he doesn’t, you don’t want to chase someone who’s good at staying unseen.”

Delaney didn’t answer because her mouth didn’t know how to promise that. She stepped outside into the cold and let the air slap her awake.

The museum plaza was slick with rain. People moved through it with umbrellas like black wings, heads down, shoulders hunched against the weather. Delaney walked quickly, not running, because running drew attention, and she refused to make herself a spectacle over a message that still might be nothing. But her mind wasn’t cooperating. It kept replaying the man’s hand reaching for the sleeve, the steady strokes of his pen, the calm exit, as if he’d done this a hundred times and never once regretted it.

By the time she reached the administrative wing, her decision-making had narrowed into a single line.

Do not be alone with Nate.

The text made the boundary feel less like paranoia and more like self-preservation, and Delaney hated that she needed an anonymous stranger to remind her of what she already knew.

The receptionist looked up and smiled. “They’re expecting you.”

Delaney’s stomach tightened. “Who is.”

“Nate,” the receptionist said, as if it were nothing. “He asked to see you.”

Delaney’s throat went dry. She let her expression remain calm while something in her chest pulled tight, the way a muscle tightened before impact.

“What for,” Delaney asked.

The receptionist shrugged, friendly and oblivious. “He said it was about tomorrow.”

Delaney’s phone pressed against her thigh in her pocket
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