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Dedication
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For those who are learning that trust is not about certainty,

But about choosing someone anyway.
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Blurb
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Ava Reynolds built her life on control, logic, and carefully calculated decisions. As a brilliant systems analyst, she trusts patterns, not people.

Until the day everything breaks.

When a targeted attack turns her world upside down, Ava becomes the center of something far bigger than she understands. Someone is watching her. Tracking her. And they are getting closer.

Her only protection is Dominic Hale. Controlled, unreadable, and dangerously good at what he does.

There is just one problem.

To keep her safe, they have to disappear.

To stay hidden, they have to pretend.

And to survive, they have to become something neither of them is prepared for.

A couple.

What starts as strategy quickly turns into something far more complicated. Because the closer they get, the harder it becomes to separate what is real from what is not.

And when secrets surface, Ava is forced to question everything.

Including him.

Because in a world built on lies, trust can be the most dangerous risk of all.

And this time, walking away might not be na option.
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Chapter 1 — The Breach
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Ava Lin knew something was wrong before she could explain why.

Nothing had crashed.

There were no visible errors.

The interface looked exactly the way it should. Clean. Intuitive. Precise in every detail she had designed.

And yet something felt off.

Her fingers hovered over the trackpad, hesitating for a fraction longer than usual. A quiet unease settled in her chest, subtle but persistent, like a thought she could not fully reach.

She leaned closer to the screen.

The user flow she had optimized the night before felt different.

Not broken.

Changed.

Ava frowned and retraced her steps. Click. Scroll. Input. Confirm.

Everything responded.

But not the way she remembered.

“That’s not possible,” she said under her breath.

No one else had access to this version.

At least, no one should have.

She opened the backend logs, her movements sharper now. Lines of code scrolled past, normally a source of comfort. Structure. Logic. Control.

Not today.

Her pulse began to rise.

There it was.

A timestamp.

Accessed: 02:17 AM.

Ava went still.

She had not been online at 2:17 a.m.

She had shut everything down before midnight. She was certain. Painfully certain. That was who she was. Organized. Controlled. Intentional.

So why was her system telling a different story?

Her throat tightened as she opened the activity trail. Each command had been executed with precision. No errors. No warnings.

Just access.

Clean. Silent. Invisible.

Whoever had been inside her system knew exactly what they were doing.

A chill moved down her spine.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Think.”

It could be a sync issue. A mirrored server. A delayed update.

None of those explanations held.

This was not passive.

Something had been changed.

Her screen flickered.

Just once.

Ava froze.

That had not happened before.

Her heart started to race. She glanced around the open office floor of the Horizon Initiative headquarters in San Francisco.

Too early.

Most desks were empty.

The quiet felt wrong.

She turned back to her laptop.

The cursor moved.

Not by her hand.

Ava’s breath caught.

The pointer slid slowly across the screen. Deliberate. Controlled.

Watching.

Her fingers hovered above the keyboard, useless now. Her mind struggled to keep up with what she was seeing.

This was not a glitch.

This was not an error.

Someone else was inside.

And they knew she was there.

A new window opened.

Her system.

Her interface.

But not under her control.

Text appeared.

Hello, Ava.

Her stomach dropped.

Every instinct told her to shut the laptop, disconnect, get away. She could not move.

They knew her name.

More text appeared.

Slow. Intentional.

We’ve been looking for you.

Ava snapped the laptop shut.

The sound echoed through the empty space.

For a moment, everything stopped.

She stared at the dark screen, her reflection faint in the glass. Her breathing turned shallow.

This was not random.

This was not curiosity.

This was targeted.

And it was about her.

Ava grabbed her phone, her fingers unsteady. She hesitated before unlocking it.

Who was she supposed to call?

IT.

Security.

Or someone else entirely.

“Step away from the device.”

The voice came from behind her.

Low. Calm. Controlled.

Close.

Ava turned quickly, her heart pounding.

A man stood a few feet away.

Dark hair, slightly disordered. Focused eyes that missed nothing. His posture was relaxed, but nothing about him felt casual.

He stepped closer, his gaze shifting briefly to the laptop before returning to her.

“You need to leave that exactly as it is,” he said.

Not a suggestion.

Ava tightened her grip on her phone. “Who are you?”

A brief pause.

“Dominic Reed.”

The name meant nothing to her.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

His expression did not change, but something in his eyes sharpened.

“I’m the reason this hasn’t gotten worse yet.”

Her pulse jumped.

“I didn’t ask for help.”

“No,” he said. “But someone else did.”

Ava frowned. “What does that mean?”

Dominic did not answer immediately. He moved past her, precise and controlled, as if he already understood the situation better than she did.

He opened her laptop.

Ava stepped forward. “Hey.”

“Don’t,” he said.

His tone stopped her.

He studied the screen in silence, then exhaled softly.

“That’s what I thought.”

Ava crossed her arms. “You want to explain what’s going on?”

He glanced at her.

“You’ve been compromised.”

The words landed hard.

“No,” she said quickly. “That’s not possible. My system is secure. I built it.”

“They’re still inside.”

Silence.

Ava felt something shift.

“What do you mean, still?”

Dominic turned the laptop toward her.

Another line appeared on the screen.

Watching.

No typing.

No interaction.

Just presence.

Ava’s breath faltered.

“They’re not testing your system,” Dominic said quietly.

Her voice dropped. “Then what are they doing?”

His eyes met hers.

No distance now.

No neutrality.

Only certainty.

“They’re watching you.”
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