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Sophie

I knew something was wrong before I ever reached my door.

The hallway on the seventh floor smelled different—metallic, sharp, like someone had disturbed the air. My building always smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and old carpet. Comforting. Predictable. That night, it felt exposed. As if the walls themselves were holding their breath.

I stopped walking.

The motion sensor lights flickered on in sections instead of all at once, creating pockets of shadow between me and my apartment. I remember thinking how stupid that was—how many times I’d complained to management about those lights. How many emails I’d sent. How safe I’d always felt here, high above the street, key fob access, security desk downstairs.

I told myself not to overreact. I told myself I was tired. Paranoid. I tightened my grip on my tote bag and took another step.

That’s when I saw it.

My door wasn’t fully closed.

Not wide open. Not obviously broken into. Just... wrong. The deadbolt wasn’t engaged. The frame bore a thin splinter where the wood had given way under pressure.

My pulse went from normal to catastrophic in a single beat.

I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. My brain refused to process the image, cycling through denial so fast it made me dizzy. Maybe I forgot to lock it. Maybe maintenance had been inside. Maybe—

A sound came from inside the apartment.

Soft. Deliberate.

A footstep.

I backed away so fast my heel caught on the carpet seam and I nearly fell. The tote slipped from my shoulder, thudding against the wall, and the noise snapped whatever fragile calm I had left.

I ran.

I didn’t think about the elevator or the stairs. I didn’t think about screaming. I bolted down the hallway, my phone already in my hand, fingers shaking so badly I almost dropped it twice before managing to dial.

Nine. One. One.

By the time I reached the stairwell, I was sobbing so hard the operator had to ask me to repeat myself.

“He was inside my building,” I said, my voice high and thin and unrecognizable. “I think—he was inside my apartment.”

Everything after that blurred into fragments. The echo of my footsteps on concrete stairs. A security guard’s startled face as I burst into the lobby. The police lights bleeding red and blue across the glass doors.

They found no one.

They always say that, don’t they?

But they found enough.

The damaged lock. The disturbed items. My bedroom window cracked open an inch, even though I never slept with it unlocked. Never. The detective—Ramirez, according to his badge—kept his voice calm as he asked questions, but his eyes sharpened when he saw the notebook on my kitchen counter.

My handwriting stared back at me from the open page. Dates. Locations. Comments I’d received online. Screenshots printed and annotated. I’d been documenting everything for months, telling myself it was just for peace of mind.

“You’ve had contact with this individual?” Ramirez asked.

“No,” I said immediately. “Never. I blocked him. I changed accounts. I stopped posting my location. I did everything right.”

He nodded like he’d heard that sentence a hundred times before.

“He breached a secured building,” he said carefully. “That changes things.”

I wrapped my arms around myself and stared at the dent in my doorframe. My home already felt like a stranger. Like something I’d imagined.

“I can’t stay here tonight,” I whispered.

“You won’t,” he replied.

They didn’t phrase it as a choice.

By morning, the word relocation had entered the conversation. Temporary. Discreet. Necessary. Every term stripped of emotion, as if what they were discussing wasn’t my life being uprooted but a file being transferred.

“This isn’t a suggestion,” Ramirez said when I tried to argue. “He escalated. We don’t know how he got access, which means we can’t rule out inside help or surveillance. You need to be somewhere he can’t predict.”

“I have a job,” I snapped. “I have deadlines. I can’t just disappear.”

“You already have,” he said, not unkindly.

I hated how right he was.

The relocation happened faster than my resistance could keep up with. A bag packed under supervision. Essentials only. No familiar routines. No advance notice to anyone outside a very short list.

By late afternoon, San Francisco was shrinking in the rearview mirror, its skyline dissolving into haze and memory. My phone buzzed nonstop with missed calls I wasn’t allowed to answer yet. Every vibration made me flinch.

We drove south along the coast, the ocean appearing and disappearing like something unreal. The farther we went, the quieter everything became. No sirens. No horns. Just the steady rhythm of tires on asphalt and waves somewhere beyond sight.

When the car finally stopped, the silence was so complete it rang.

“This is it,” Ramirez said.

I stepped out and stared.

The house sat alone on a bluff overlooking the sea, weathered wood and wide windows catching the late light. No neighboring houses close enough to see. No traffic. No people. The wind carried salt and the low crash of waves against rock far below.

“It’s too quiet,” I said before I could stop myself.

“That’s the point.”

Inside, the rental was sparse but clean. Neutral furniture. A stocked kitchen. Nothing personal. Nothing that belonged to me. It felt less like a refuge and more like a pause button on my life.

Ramirez handed me a phone. “This one’s secure. Limited contacts. You’ll be checked on regularly.”

“And if I want to leave?”

He met my gaze. “You don’t.”

The door closed behind him with a finality that settled into my bones.

I wandered the house aimlessly, touching things just to feel something solid. The quiet pressed in from all sides, amplifying every thought I didn’t want to have. In the city, noise had been a shield. Here, there was nowhere to hide from myself.

By dusk, the sky had turned bruised purple and gray. I stood at the window, watching the horizon blur, when headlights swept across the drive.

My stomach clenched.

The knock came moments later. Firm. Controlled.

I didn’t move.

The second knock was softer. Patient.

“Sophie,” a male voice called through the door. “Police. I’m here to keep you safe.”

I opened the door an inch.

He stood a respectful distance back, hands visible, posture relaxed but alert. Mid-forties, maybe. Broad shoulders under a plain jacket. Lines at the corners of his eyes that spoke of long hours and little sleep. His gaze was steady without being invasive, assessing without stripping me bare.

“Captain Henry Walsh,” he said. “I’ll be overseeing your protection while you’re here.”

Overseeing. Not guarding. Not watching.

“I didn’t know anyone else was coming,” I said.

“I stay nearby,” he replied. “Not inside. You’ll have your space.”

Something about the way he said it—like it mattered—eased a fraction of the tightness in my chest.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” I said anyway.

His mouth curved, not quite a smile. “I wouldn’t insult you by acting like you do.”

Silence stretched between us, filled only by the wind.

“You can lock the door,” he added. “I’ll wait.”

I did.

When I turned back, he was still there, gaze fixed on the darkening coastline instead of the house.

“Get some rest,” he said. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

As he walked away, I realized something unsettling.

For the first time since the hallway lights had flickered on, I wasn’t alone with my fear.

And that terrified me almost as much as the man who’d been inside my building.
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Henry

The first thing I do in a new protection detail is listen.

Not to the person—though that matters. Not to the briefing—though I read those twice. I listen to the place. A house tells you what it will and won’t forgive. Where it creaks. Where it hides sound. Where it leaves you exposed.

This one sat on a bluff like it had made peace with weather long ago. Salt had chewed the railings, wind had sanded the corners soft. The ocean below kept its own schedule, steady as a heartbeat.

I parked where my headlights wouldn’t flood the living room windows and cut the engine. The silence that followed was deep enough to feel like pressure. Carmel in off-season is like that. It doesn’t beg for attention. It simply exists.

Sophie Lane stood behind that door like a bird pressed into glass, eyes wide, body coiled to bolt. I’d seen it before—different faces, same posture. The first day after a breach, after the mind finally accepts that the world can reach into your locked spaces.

When I introduced myself, I kept my hands visible and my voice low. I told her what she needed to know and nothing she didn’t. I left. That was the right move. A frightened person doesn’t need a stranger filling their rooms with more air.

But I didn’t go far.

I spent the night in my rental a quarter mile down the road, lights off, coffee on, radio low. I ran the perimeter checks I could without making noise. Drove the surrounding roads. Marked the blind spots. Not because I believed her stalker would show up on night one—statistically, most don’t—but because routine is a language, and I needed her to learn mine.

At six a.m., the sky was pale and cold. I walked the property line with a flashlight and a notepad, like I used to do on night shifts before my knees started reminding me I wasn’t twenty-five anymore.

No fresh tire tracks. No footprints. No unfamiliar cars parked along the turnout. Just wind and gulls and the smell of wet stone.

Still, a place can look calm and remain dangerous.

By seven-thirty, I knocked.

Firm. Controlled. The same cadence as last night. Predictable.

I heard movement inside—slow, cautious. The bolt turned. The chain stayed on. Smart.

She opened the door the width of her face, dark hair pulled into a messy knot, oversized sweatshirt swallowing her frame. No makeup. No filter. The kind of raw that doesn’t translate in pictures.

“Morning,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed. “Do you always show up this early?”

“Routine keeps people alive.”

She let out a short breath that could’ve been a laugh if it didn’t sound like anger. “That’s one way to start a day.”

“It’s the way that works.”

For a second, she stared at me like she was trying to decide whether
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