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Chapter 1: The Call That Changed Everything
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The rain had stopped by dawn.

Puddles still shimmered along the street, reflecting the pale morning light that crept through Fiona’s window.

She blinked awake, groggy, her phone still on the pillow beside her. The last thing she remembered was rereading their text exchange — that final message:

“Then stop giving me reasons to.”

She’d fallen asleep smiling.

But when she looked outside, the familiar black car that usually sat at the curb was gone.

“Maybe he went to grab breakfast,” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes. But a strange heaviness settled in her chest — the kind you feel when something’s off, even before you know what it is.

Downstairs, the house smelled like coffee and quiet. Her father was already reading the newspaper.

“Morning, sweetheart,” he said, glancing up.

“Morning, Dad. Where’s Lance?”

Her father hesitated just a beat too long.

“Oh. He was called in early this morning.”

“Called in?”

“Yes. Something about a last-minute assignment. His team needed him urgently.”

Fiona froze. “He left? Without saying goodbye?”

Her father gave a soft smile — the kind adults use when they think you’re overreacting. “You’ll see him soon. It’s part of his job.”

She nodded, but her throat tightened.

Part of his job.

Right. That’s all she was supposed to be to him — an assignment.

By the time she got to school, her mood had plummeted. Even Samantha noticed.

“Whoa. Someone woke up on the wrong side of the heartbreak.”

Fiona rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”

“Uh-huh. You look like a sad emoji come to life.”

She sighed. “Lance left. Work stuff.”

“Oh.” Samantha’s teasing faded. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know,” Fiona admitted. “It’s weird. He’s just... always around. And now he’s not.”

“Sounds like you miss him,” Samantha said gently.

“I shouldn’t,” Fiona said, poking her straw into her drink. “He’s my bodyguard. Not my—” She stopped herself.

“Not your what?” Samantha pressed.

Fiona looked away. “Never mind.”

Later that evening, Fiona couldn’t focus on anything. Every sound made her glance at the door. Every car engine made her heart race.

She told herself it was just habit — she was used to seeing him there.

But deep down, she knew better.

That night, she found herself scrolling through her old messages with Lance.

There weren’t many — he wasn’t exactly a talkative texter. But each one felt like a piece of him: short, direct, protective, and secretly warm.

She stopped at one from weeks ago.

“Don’t forget your jacket. It might rain.”

And another:

“You walk too fast when you’re mad. Slow down before you trip.”

Simple, ordinary lines. But they meant something to her now.

She hugged her pillow and whispered into the dark,

“Where did you go, Lance?”

Outside, rain began to fall again — soft, steady, like the world itself missed him too.
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Chapter 2: When He’s Gone
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Days passed. Then a week.

And with every sunrise, the space Lance left behind only grew louder.

The mornings were the worst.

No low “Morning” greeting when she stepped outside.

No steady presence by the car, waiting with that annoying calmness.

No one to roll his eyes when she tried to sneak a donut for breakfast.

Fiona Hale was, for the first time in months, completely unguarded.

And it felt awful.

She tried to distract herself — classes, coffee runs, study groups — but even her friends noticed she wasn’t quite herself.

“Okay,” Samantha said one afternoon, folding her arms. “This is officially the moping phase.”

Fiona frowned. “I’m not moping.”

“You’re staring at the same page for twenty minutes.”

“I’m studying!”

“You’re upside down.”

Fiona blinked at her notebook, realizing it was indeed flipped. “...That proves nothing.”

Samantha leaned closer, smirking. “You miss him.”

Fiona groaned, sinking into her chair. “I just... got used to having him around.”

“Uh-huh. And I got used to sleeping till noon, but I don’t sigh at my alarm clock like it broke my heart.”

“Can you not be this accurate?”

That night, Fiona lay on her bed scrolling through her phone again.

She opened Lance’s chat — still no new messages.

She hovered over the keyboard, typed “Are you okay?” then deleted it.

Then typed “When are you coming back?” — deleted that too.

Finally, she just sent:

“Hey.”

The typing bubble never appeared.

She sighed, tossing her phone aside. “Figures.”

The next day, her father called her into his study.

“Fiona,” he said, his voice calm but serious, “I know you’ve noticed Lance’s absence.”

She nodded carefully. “Yes.”

“He’s been temporarily reassigned. Something confidential.”

“How long will he be gone?”

Her father hesitated — never a good sign.

“I’m not sure. He’s working under a special task force for now. He may not return immediately.”

Something cold twisted in her stomach.

“So that’s it? He’s just... gone?”

“It’s his job, sweetheart. You know that.”

She nodded again, biting the inside of her cheek. She did know. But that didn’t make it hurt less.

Later that night, a notification pinged on her phone.

Unknown number.

“Miss Hale, this is Ethan — Lance’s colleague from HQ.

He asked me to let you know he’s doing fine.

He said you’d probably worry if he didn’t check in.”

Her heart skipped.

“Where is he?” she typed back.

Ethan’s reply came a minute later.

“Can’t disclose details. Just... keep your phone close. He’ll reach out when he can.”

Fiona stared at the screen, a mixture of relief and frustration bubbling inside her.

He was okay.

But why couldn’t he just tell her himself?

Samantha called that night.

“Still no Lance?”

“Nope.”

“Wow. And you haven’t burned down the house yet. I’m impressed.”

“I’m fine, Sam.”

“You sure? You sound like a sad playlist.”

“...Maybe just a little sad playlist.”

They both laughed softly, and Fiona felt her chest loosen a bit.

But after the call, when the laughter faded, the silence returned — thick and lonely.

She went to the window, watching the city lights blur in the drizzle.

For weeks, she’d teased Lance for being overly protective.

Now she realized — maybe he wasn’t guarding her life.

Maybe, somehow, he’d been guarding her heart.

And without him there, it felt completely unprotected.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Slip
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It started with a call Fiona wasn’t supposed to receive.

Ethan rarely reached out again after that first message, but that afternoon her phone buzzed with his name.

“Hello?” she said, sitting up on her bed.

“Miss Hale, sorry to bother you. I just needed to confirm something Lance left on file before he—”

He stopped abruptly.

“Before he what?”

“—before he changed assignments again,” Ethan said quickly.

Her brows furrowed. “Assignments? As in... plural?”

“Right, uh, yeah. He’s been... moving around a lot lately. This current one’s... different. Harder.”

Fiona leaned back, curiosity instantly taking over. “Different how?”

Ethan hesitated again. “Well... he’s partnered now, so it’s a bit easier on him.”

That one word hit her like a small explosion.

“Partnered?” she repeated.

“Yeah, with—” Ethan coughed, realizing too late what he said. “Ah—forget I mentioned that.”

Her voice sharpened. “Wait, with who?”

“I really shouldn’t—look, Miss Hale, he’s fine, okay? That’s all that matters.”

“Ethan.”

“I’ve said too much already.” Click.

The line went dead.

Fiona just sat there, the phone still pressed against her ear.

Partnered.

With who?

The thought rolled through her head like thunder she couldn’t silence.

It wasn’t like she and Lance were... anything. Not officially. Not even close.

But hearing that he was working with someone else — some mysterious her — burned in a way she didn’t expect.

“What if she’s one of those sleek, silent agents?” Fiona muttered to herself. “With perfect hair and probably zero donut crumbs on her shirt.”

She scowled at her reflection in the mirror.

“And she probably doesn’t trip over her own shoes or spill coffee on her phone.”

Her chest tightened, a mix of irritation and something else she refused to name.

That evening, Samantha caught her pacing the living room.

“Okay, what happened now?”

Fiona froze mid-step. “Nothing.”

“Oh no. You have the ‘I’m totally fine but I’m absolutely not fine’ face.”

Fiona sighed. “Ethan slipped. He said Lance is working with... someone.”

Samantha’s brows lifted. “Ooh. Someone someone?”

“I don’t know! He hung up before I could ask.”

Samantha grinned. “Ah. So that’s why you look like a jealous cat guarding a food bowl.”

“I’m not jealous!” Fiona protested immediately.

“Sure. And I’m not addicted to iced coffee.”

Fiona threw a pillow at her, but her lips twitched despite herself.

Later that night, she couldn’t sleep.

She kept scrolling through her photos — ones she swore she didn’t keep because of him, but there they were anyway: blurry candids of Lance beside her car, a few selfies he accidentally photobombed, one with his faint smile in the background.

She zoomed in on that one, her thumb hovering over his face.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered.

There was no answer, only the hum of her room and the faint rain outside.

Maybe he didn’t think she’d care.

Maybe he didn’t even realize how much she did.

And maybe that was the worst part — caring for someone who might not even see it.

The next morning, Fiona woke to a text.

Ethan: “Miss Hale, sorry for the call yesterday. Please disregard what I said. It wasn’t accurate.”

She stared at it, her heart thudding.

“Not accurate.”

So... was it a lie? Or was he covering for Lance?

Either way, she knew one thing for sure:

She wouldn’t rest until she found out the truth herself.
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Chapter 4: Between Lines and Lies
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It had been three days since Ethan’s call, and Fiona’s curiosity had mutated into something far more dangerous — obsession.

She told herself it was just concern. That she only wanted to know Lance was safe.

But deep down, every time her phone stayed silent, every time she saw his empty post at the gate, something tugged painfully inside her.

At lunch, Samantha caught her staring blankly at her phone.

“You’re thinking about him again,” she said flatly, sipping her juice.

Fiona looked up. “What? No.”

“You literally haven’t touched your fries.”

Fiona blinked down at them. “Oh. Right.”

Samantha leaned forward, lowering her voice. “You’ve got it bad, Fi.”

Fiona sighed. “I’m just... curious, okay? I mean, what kind of ‘assignment’ takes him away this long?”

“Maybe he’s undercover?”

“Or maybe,” Fiona muttered, “he’s with her.”

That night, Fiona sat on her bed scrolling through her emails. She remembered that Lance once used her father’s company address to contact other agents, so she searched for his name in the system.

Most messages were locked or redacted, but one subject line caught her eye:

CONFIDENTIAL: Field Coordination – With M.H.

Her heartbeat quickened.

“M.H.”

She had no idea who that was, but the initials burned into her brain.

Out of impulse, she sent Ethan a message.

Fiona: Ethan, can I ask something? Who is M.H.?

Ethan: You shouldn’t dig into that, Miss Hale.

Fiona: So you do know her.
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