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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB WRITES EMOTIONALLY grounded romance with high-tension openings, intimate character choices, and endings that feel earned. Each story is built to be readable, vivid, and human, with relationships that grow through trust, consequence, and the quiet bravery of choosing love without losing yourself.
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Mara Quinn is twenty-nine, precise under pressure, and new to high-altitude rescue coordination, the kind of woman who double-checks the numbers and still carries guilt like a second radio on her shoulder.

Graham Hale is fifty-two, a veteran rescue pilot with calm hands and a guarded heart, a man who has spent years keeping people alive and has quietly forgotten what it feels like to be chosen for himself.

Tessa Ward is Mara’s closest friend at base, sharp-tongued and loyal, the one who can make a joke in a blizzard and still tell the truth when it hurts.

Caleb Pierce is the operations chief who smiles like everything is fine, the kind of leader who values order over questions and prefers problems to stay off paper.

Nina Park is the flight medic who trusts instincts more than policies, gentle with patients and ruthless with anyone who gambles with safety.
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The first call of the night came in like a punch through static.

Mara had been staring at the mountain forecast for the third time, trying to convince herself the wind wasn’t creeping up the ridge in a way that would ruin everything. The screens in the coordination room cast a cold glow across the empty coffee cups, the map pins, the laminated checklists that looked so confident in daylight. At two twelve in the morning, nothing felt confident.

The radio snapped again. “Dispatch, this is Field Team Two. We’ve got two hikers off trail, one injured, one hypothermic. Coordinates incoming. Visibility is dropping fast.”

Mara’s fingers moved before her fear could form words. She pulled up the GPS grid, typed in the numbers, and watched two blinking dots appear on the map where the slope steepened into something unforgiving. The route lines looked clean and logical, and she knew better than to trust that. Mountains lied. So did people.

She leaned closer to the mic. “Copy, Field Team Two. Confirm one injury, one hypothermia, both conscious?”

“Barely,” the voice said, strained and wind-broken. “We need air support. Ground approach will take us at least three hours, longer if the snow keeps building. We’re losing core temp.”

Mara swallowed once, hard, then opened the flight roster. The name at the top was the one she’d been trying not to think about since her first day: Graham.

Graham Hale, rescue pilot, veteran, untouchable legend in a jacket that never seemed to wrinkle. The many people mentioned the way they mentioned storms, with respect and a little fear. The man who had looked at Mara two weeks ago like he was reading a report he didn’t want to sign, then told her, softly and without warmth, that mistakes in this room had funerals attached.

She clicked his status. Available.

Her chest tightened, not with attraction, not yet, but with the older and more dangerous feeling of being seen. If she called him, he would hear her voice, hear whether she hesitated, hear if she belonged here.

She forced her tone steady. “Air support requested,” she said into the mic. “Stand by.”

Mara reached for the internal line to the hangar. It rang twice before a voice answered, low and calm, like the world wasn’t sharpening its teeth outside.

“Hale.”

Just one word. Not a greeting. Not a question. A door half-open.

Mara exhaled carefully. “Graham. Two hikers off trail near Ridge Seven. One injury, one hypothermia. Field Team Two is requesting extraction. The weather is deteriorating.”

There was a beat of silence, the kind that made her aware of her own breathing.

“Send the coordinates.”

“I already have them,” Mara said, then caught herself. She didn’t want to sound defensive. She didn’t want to sound like a rookie. “I’ll push them to your tablet now. The wind at the upper saddle is reading higher than forecast.”

“Tell me the number.”

“Gusts touching thirty-eight.”

Another pause. Mara pictured him standing under harsh hangar lights, fastening straps with hands that never shook, eyes on the rotor like it was something he could reason with.

“Thirty-eight is nasty,” he said, and his voice did something infuriating: it stayed calm anyway. “But two people won’t last three hours on that slope. I’m lifting at ten.”

Mara’s mouth went dry. “Copy.”

Before she could end the call, his tone changed by half a step, as if he’d turned his head away from whoever else was in the hangar. “Quinn. Are you alone in the room?”

Her stomach dipped. Not because it was intimate, but because it was personal. She looked over her shoulder at the empty chairs, the silent monitors, the dark windows reflecting her own tense face.

“Yes,” she said. “Why?”

“You sound like you’re bracing.”

The words hit too close, because she was. She was bracing against failure, against the knowledge that her last job had been a city dispatch center where the streets were cruel but predictable. Here, the air itself could decide to kill people.

“I’m fine,” she said, sharper than she meant. “I’m doing my job.”

A soft exhale on his end. Not a laugh. More like a reminder that he’d heard worse lies.

“Good,” he said. “Keep doing it. And don’t let Pierce talk you into smoothing the report later.”

Mara froze with the phone still to her ear. “What report?”

But the line had already clicked off.

For a second, she stared at the receiver like it had betrayed her. Then she set it down carefully, because throwing things didn’t help anyone, and pulled the rescue checklist closer. The rules were clean, the steps numbered, the language confident in a way people rarely were.

She opened the incident log to begin the entry. Date. Time. Coordinates. Requesting unit. Weather. The pilot contacted me.

Her cursor blinked at her, waiting.

Mara typed. Then stopped.

The previous entry from earlier that evening was still on screen, the one she’d been meaning to revisit. A minor call, a snowmobile mishap, nothing dramatic. Except when she’d reviewed the audio later, the times didn’t match the recorded flight data. Two minutes missing. A small gap, easy to ignore if you wanted the world to stay tidy.

Mara hadn’t ignored it. She’d copied the raw file onto a secure drive, not because she wanted trouble, but because she didn’t trust neatness. Neatness was how accidents became “unfortunate events.”

Now Graham’s words came back with unsettling clarity. Don’t let Pierce talk you into smoothing the report later.

Why would he say that to her, on her second week, with a rescue about to launch? Why would he assume she’d be pressured? Unless he knew she would be. Unless it had happened before. Unless he was warning her because he was... what? Protecting her? Protecting himself?

Mara forced her mind back to the present. She finished the entry for Ridge Seven, sent the details to Field Team Two, and pulled up the hangar camera feed. The image was grainy, but she could see movement: silhouettes, a helicopter’s body like a crouched animal, lights flaring.

Graham crossed the frame, tall and sure, and even through the poor resolution she caught the small detail that unsettled her most. He didn’t move like a man rushing into danger. He moved like a man who had already accepted the cost.

Her throat tightened. She hated that she noticed. She hated that she cared.

The rotor started. The sound came through faintly, vibrating the speakers like a distant drum. Mara watched the helicopter lift, steady at first, then tilt into the wind like it was negotiating with something that didn’t listen.

She tracked the flight path as it moved toward the ridge. Numbers updated. Altitude climbed. Speed adjusted.

Outside, snow hit the window in quick, sharp streaks.

Field Team Two’s radio came alive again. “Dispatch, we’re losing the injured hiker. She’s fading.”

Mara leaned into the mic, voice gentle by force. “Stay with her. Keep her talking. Air is en route.”

A breath, and then the voice again, smaller now. “We can’t see the ridge line anymore.”

Mara’s eyes flicked to the weather overlay. The band of clouds had thickened. Visibility was collapsing sooner than predicted. Her pulse tried to climb. She forced it down.

She keyed the pilot channel. “Graham, visibility is dropping. I’m showing a fast-moving cloud bank over Ridge Seven. If you need to abort—”

His reply came instantly, calm as if he’d been waiting. “I see it.”

“Do you have a visual on the field team?” Mara asked.

“Not yet.”

The word yet landed like a promise and a threat at once. Mara stared at the map, watching the helicopter icon inch toward two blinking dots that could be people or could be graves depending on the next few minutes.

She imagined the injured hiker on cold rock, eyes glassy, and felt anger flare at the world for being so indifferent. Then she felt something else, sharper, more personal.

If something went wrong, they would write it down. They would choose words that softened it. They would protect the organization. They would say the weather. They would say risk. They would say unavoidable.

And if Mara let them, she would become part of that.

Her secure drive sat in her desk drawer. A tiny square of plastic holding two missing minutes that someone had wanted gone.

Mara’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

She should wait. She should focus. She should not pull threads in the middle of a storm.

But Graham had said it like a warning meant for tonight, not someday.

The helicopter’s signal jittered for half a second.

Mara’s breath caught, and she hated herself for it. She wasn’t supposed to feel anything about him. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking about the way his voice said her name like it mattered. She wasn’t supposed to wonder what had happened in the years he didn’t talk about, the years that made his calm feel carved rather than natural.

A new message popped up on her screen, an internal system note that made her sit up straighter.

Incident Log Edited: Snowmobile Mishap.

Mara blinked. She hadn’t touched that entry.

Her cursor moved on its own, as if drawn by instinct, and she opened the earlier log. The time stamps were different now. Smoothed. Rounded. The two missing minutes had been replaced with a clean line of text that made the whole event look unremarkable.

Her skin went cold.

Someone was changing records in real time. Tonight. While Graham was in the air. While two hikers were dying on a ridge.

Mara’s hands shook once, just once, then steadied. She clicked into the edit history and found a user ID. The system only showed a short string, but she recognized the access level. Operations.

Pierce.

A sound left her throat that wasn’t quite a gasp, more like disbelief turning into certainty. It wasn’t just one odd discrepancy. It was a pattern. It was intentional.

She glanced at the hangar feed again, at the helicopter icon moving into a thickening cloud, and a sick idea formed in her mind.

If they were willing to edit logs, they were willing to hide mistakes. If they were willing to hide mistakes, they were willing to let people take risks they didn’t consent to.

And if Graham had warned her, he might have known exactly why.

Her radio crackled. “Dispatch,” Field Team Two said, voice ragged. “We hear the bird. We can’t see it.”

Mara keyed the mic. “Graham, Field Team Two has audio. They do not have visuals. Can you acquire them?”

A short pause. Then his voice again, lower. “I’m on instruments. I can’t drop blind. Tell them to pop the flare.”

Mara’s eyes widened. “In this wind?”

“It’s the only way,” he said. “Unless you want me to guess.”

Mara swallowed, then instructed Field Team Two. She watched the map, the tiny icons, the tight spiral of flight path as the helicopter circled.

Seconds stretched.

Then, on the hangar feed, the camera switched as the system auto-pulled a closer angle from a ridge-mounted unit. The image wobbled, snow and darkness, and then a burst of orange flared briefly against the white.

A flare.

Mara’s lungs released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“Got it,” Graham said, and for the first time his calm thinned just enough for her to hear the edge beneath. “I have them.”

She pressed her fingers to the desk, grounding herself. “Proceed with caution.”

“Always,” he said.

The helicopter icon slowed. The altitude dropped. The wind numbers surged again.

Mara watched, helpless and furious at the same time, because this was what she did now. She coordinated lives from a screen while the real world tried to erase them.

Minutes later, Field Team Two’s voice came through, strained but relieved. “They’re loading the injured one. The other is coming in next.”

Mara exhaled. Her eyes stung, not from tears, from the dry, heated air and the fact that she’d been holding her face too still.

“Copy,” she said. “Stay with them until they’re secure.”

She should have felt only relief. Instead, the earlier log entry burned on her screen like an accusation.

Incident Log Edited.

Pierce.

Graham’s warning.

The two missing minutes.

Mara looked at her own reflection in the dark window and saw a woman at the edge of a life she didn’t recognize. A woman who had come here to prove she could handle pressure, not to become a problem. Not to become the person who asked questions that could cost her everything.

Then her internal phone rang.

Mara stared at it. The caller ID read: Operations Office.

Pierce.

Her pulse jumped, and she let it, because fear was information. She answered anyway.

“Quinn,” Pierce said, voice too cheerful for two in the morning. “How’s our little adventure going?”

Mara kept her tone neutral. “Extraction is in progress.”

“Good, good,” he said. “Listen, we don’t need to overcomplicate the paperwork tonight. You’re new, you’ve got a lot to learn, and I don’t want you stressing over small discrepancies. I can clean up the logs in the morning.”

Mara’s grip tightened on the receiver. “You already edited an incident log from earlier.”

Silence. Not long. Not dramatic. Just enough to confirm she’d hit the truth.

Pierce’s voice returned smoother. “Mara, you’re doing great work. Don’t create problems where there aren’t any. Our funding review is in forty-eight hours. We need the numbers to be clean.”

Clean. The word made her jaw clench.

“What about safety?” she asked quietly.

Pierce chuckled like she’d made a joke. “Safe is what we deliver. Clean is how we keep delivering it. You understand?”

Mara’s throat tightened, but her voice stayed steady. “I understand what you’re asking.”

“Perfect,” Pierce said, relieved. “Then you’ll let it go.”

Mara looked back at the map where the helicopter icon was turning home, carrying two lives and one man who had warned her not to be pressured, as if he already knew how this conversation would go.

Something shifted inside her, small but decisive.

“I can’t,” she said.

The quiet on the line turned heavier.

“Mara,” Pierce said, and now the friendliness fell away. “Be careful. People who make noise in this line of work don’t last. They burn out. They get reassigned. They get blamed. You’re talented. Don’t waste it.”

Mara’s hand trembled again, and this time she didn’t hide it from herself. She was scared. She was also awake in a way she hadn’t been in years.

“I’m logging everything,” she said. “As it happened.”

Pierce’s voice sharpened. “That’s not your decision.”

Mara stared at the secure drive drawer. She heard the helicopter in the distance through the window, a faint thrum in the storm, and in that sound she heard the whole truth: someone always paid for silence.

“It is now,” she said.

She ended the call before he could respond. Her hands hovered above the keyboard. For a moment she saw two futures, clean and quiet, or messy and real.

She began typing, documenting the edit, the time, the access level, the call. She attached the original audio file. She flagged the entry as tampered.

Her heart hammered, not from romance, not from fantasy, but from the raw understanding that she had just lit a match in a room full of gas.

The door behind her opened.

Mara spun in her chair so fast it squeaked.

Graham stood in the doorway, jacket dusted with snow, hair damp, eyes steady and dark in the fluorescent light. He looked exhausted in a way that didn’t soften him. It sharpened him.

“How did you get in here?” Mara asked, voice tight.

“I have keys,” he said, as if that was the least important thing in the world. His gaze dropped to her screen, to the flagged log, the attachment, the evidence she had just committed to record.

His jaw tightened once. He walked closer, slow, deliberate, like he didn’t want to scare her even though the fear had already arrived.

“You did it,” he said quietly. Not praise. Not judgment. Just recognition.

Mara’s throat worked. “You warned me.”

“I tried,” he said.

“Why?” she demanded, and the word cracked around the edges. “Why me? Why now?”

Graham’s eyes held hers. Something lived there that didn’t belong in policy manuals. Regret. Anger. And a restraint that looked like it had been practiced for years.

“Because the next time the numbers are ‘clean,’ someone dies,” he said. “And because if you stay in that chair and let Pierce corner you, you’ll be the one they bury first. Not on the ground. On paper.”

Mara’s breath came shallow. “So what do I do?”

Graham stepped closer until she could smell cold air and metal and the faint bite of aviation fuel. He stopped with careful distance, like he was aware of every line they were about to cross.

“You come with me,” he said. “Right now. Before Pierce decides your report is the problem.”

Mara stared at him, heart pounding, mind racing, and somewhere beneath the fear something else sparked to life, unwanted and undeniable: the pull of a man who didn’t flirt, didn’t charm, didn’t promise safety, but offered truth with his hands still shaking from saving strangers.

“What’s out there?” she whispered.

Graham’s voice dropped, intimate without trying to be. “The part of my life I built before you.”

He held her gaze, and the air between them tightened with everything unspoken.

“And the future you’re about to risk anyway,” he finished.
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​Chapter 1: The Door I Could Not Close Again
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Mara stared at Graham as if the room had tilted and he was the only fixed point left in it. Snow clung to his jacket in uneven patches, melting into darker spots along the seams, and his hair looked damp from wind that did not care about human plans. He stood close enough to feel real, not close enough to feel safe, and that was exactly the problem.

She glanced at the open incident log on her screen. The flagged entry glowed with the quiet stubbornness of a truth that refused to be softened. A few minutes ago, she had been a new coordinator trying to earn her place. Now she was the person who had challenged the person in charge, on record, in writing, while the mountain still shook off its storm.

Graham’s eyes flicked to the doorway behind him. Not nervous, not panicked, just alert in the way people got when they had learned the cost of assuming a door would stay closed.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Mara said, and heard how thin her voice sounded.

“I know,” Graham replied. His tone wasn’t defiant. It was resigned, like he had already counted the consequences and still chose this anyway. “You shouldn’t be here either. Not alone.”

Mara pushed her chair back with more force than she meant to. The movement was an attempt at control, a small act of deciding something in a night where everything else felt decided for her.

“I’m not a child,” she said.

Graham held her gaze. “I didn’t say you were.”

The quiet that followed wasn’t comfortable. It carried weight. It carried the memory of Pierce’s voice, smooth and warning, and the sick clarity of seeing the log edited while she sat ten feet away. It carried the sound of the helicopter returning through the storm, a reminder that real people had been on that ridge, real skin and real breath, and that no amount of clean paperwork could make them less real.

Mara’s hands hovered over the keyboard. “If I leave this room, he can come in and change everything again.”

Graham stepped closer, not looming, but filling the space in a way that made her suddenly aware of how empty the building was at this hour. “You already captured the original file,” he said. “You attached it. You flagged the edit. That’s more than most people ever do.”

“That doesn’t mean it will matter,” Mara shot back. “He can still bury it. He just told me that people who make noise don’t last. I heard the threat.”

Graham’s jaw tightened, and she saw anger pass across his face like a shadow. Not anger at her. Anger at the world that kept asking certain people to be brave just to stay honest.

“That’s why you come with me,” he said. “You don’t stay where you can be isolated and rewritten.”

Mara swallowed. A part of her wanted to argue simply because agreeing felt like stepping off a ledge. Another part of her wanted to obey because his certainty sounded like shelter.

“Where?” she asked.

Graham’s gaze held hers for a moment longer than it needed to. Not flirtation. Not romance. Something more complicated. A recognition that this was a fork in the road, and whichever way she stepped would change the kind of person she became.

“To the hangar,” he said. “Somewhere with cameras. With people. With air that doesn’t feel like a trap.”

Mara hesitated, and her mind did what it always did when it sensed danger: it listed reasons. She was new. She needed this job. She had moved here on a promise she made to herself that she could start over and do it right. She could not afford to be labeled difficult. She could not afford to be the woman who created a scandal.

And yet, she had already become her. Not because she wanted drama, but because someone had edited time stamps while people were still in the air.

Mara looked at the drawer where the secure drive sat. It felt heavier than it was.

“Give me ten seconds,” she said.

Graham didn’t move. He just watched, steady as a guardrail.

Mara slid the drawer open, wrapped her fingers around the drive, and held it so tightly the edges bit into her palm. Then she grabbed her coat, the radio, and the small notebook she pretended she didn’t need. She locked her screen, not because it would stop Pierce forever, but because it was one more act of saying no.

When she stood, Graham’s attention dropped briefly to her hand. The drive. The choice.

He nodded once, almost imperceptibly. Approval without words, because words could be quoted and used against her later.

They left the coordination room together.

The hallway felt different at night, stripped of daytime noise. The fluorescent lights made everything too bright and too pale, as if the building itself was trying to look innocent. Mara’s footsteps echoed, and she hated how loud they sounded. She felt exposed, even though no one was there.

Graham walked a half-step behind her, not because he was following her lead, but because he was letting her choose the pace. It was a small kindness, and it unsettled her more than a grand gesture would have. Grand gestures were easy to label. Small kindnesses were harder. They crept under her skin and made her question the stories she had been telling herself about him.

Outside, the wind slapped her face the moment they stepped through the side door. Snow caught in her eyelashes. The air smelled sharp and clean and cruel. The hangar sat ahead, a low building with lights glowing through frosted windows, and beyond it, the mountain disappeared into dark clouds, as if it had swallowed the sky.

Mara hugged her coat tighter. “You shouldn’t have come back here tonight,” she said, not sure why she needed to say it. Maybe she wanted him to disagree. Maybe she wanted him to admit he had been thinking about her too.

Graham’s breath came out in a brief white plume. “I couldn’t go home.”

The words were simple. The truth beneath them didn’t feel simple at all.

They reached the hangar entrance. The door opened before they touched it, the motion sensor catching them, letting light spill out like warmth. Inside, the smell of metal and fuel wrapped around Mara, familiar in a way that made her chest loosen. This place did not pretend to be gentle. It did not pretend to be clean. It was built for hard outcomes.

Nina looked up from a table where medical supplies were spread out in neat rows. Her hair was tied back, her hands steady as she labeled something with a marker. When her gaze landed on Mara, she raised her brows slightly, not surprised to see her, but surprised to see her with Graham.

Then Nina’s eyes flicked to Mara’s face, and whatever she saw there changed her expression. Nina set down the marker.

“Everything okay?” Nina asked.

Mara opened her mouth, and nothing came out. Her throat tightened with the strange, humiliating pressure of being one breath away from admitting she was scared.

Graham spoke for her, but not over her. “Mara needs to stay where she isn’t alone,” he said. “For a bit.”

Nina’s gaze sharpened. “Because of Pierce?”

Mara froze. The fact that Nina didn’t ask who Pierce told her everything. This was not a new problem. This was not a one-night anomaly. It was a pattern that everyone had learned to survive around.

Mara managed, “He edited a log while I was on duty.”

Nina didn’t look shocked. She looked tired. “Of course he did.”

The casualness of that response made Mara’s stomach twist. If this was normal, what did that say about the place she had joined? What did it say about her, that she had still been surprised?

Nina wiped her hands on a cloth and stepped closer. “Do you have proof?”

Mara held up the drive, and her fingers finally realized they were shaking. “Audio. Original. Plus the edit history.”

Nina nodded, slow. “Good. Keep it on you.”

A door at the far end of the hangar opened and Tessa stepped in, cheeks red from cold, hair shoved under a beanie, carrying two paper cups like they were treasure. She looked from Mara to Graham and immediately sensed the shift in the air.

Tessa’s voice softened. “Hey. You’re not supposed to be here this late.”

Mara tried to smile and failed. “Apparently I’m doing a lot of things I’m not supposed to do.”

Tessa set the cups down on the nearest workbench and came closer without asking permission, the way people did when they loved you and weren’t afraid of your sharp edges. “What happened?”

Mara’s eyes stung, not with tears, with the effort of holding it all inside. “Pierce called. He told me to let it go. I didn’t.”

Tessa’s face hardened. “Good.”

Mara blinked at her. “Good?”

Tessa’s mouth twisted. “You don’t know this yet, but there are two kinds of people here. The ones who pretend everything is fine, and the ones who get tired of pretending. I’ve been waiting for you to stop pretending.”

Mara felt something in her chest crack open, not relief exactly, but a sense that she wasn’t crazy. She wasn’t overreacting. She wasn’t alone.

Graham watched the exchange in silence. He didn’t take credit. He didn’t insert himself. He simply stayed close, like a quiet promise that if someone tried to corner her again, they would have to come through him.

That thought should have made Mara uncomfortable. It did. It also made her feel warmer than she wanted to admit.

Nina nodded toward a small office space tucked into the side of the hangar. “Go in there,” she said to Mara. “The door stays open. Cameras in the corridor. If Pierce comes stomping in, we’ll all see it.”

Mara followed, and Graham came with her. The office smelled like coffee and cold air brought in on clothes. A desk sat against the wall, cluttered with flight maps and weather printouts. A chair was pulled back as if someone had stood up quickly and never fully returned.

Mara stopped beside the desk, suddenly aware of how close Graham was behind her. She turned, and he was there, taller than she remembered in the harsh hangar light. His eyes were tired. Not sleepy or tired. The kind of tiredness that comes from carrying the same burden for too long.

She forced herself to speak like someone in control. “You said you have keys,” she said. “To get into the coordination building.”

“I have access,” he corrected.

“Why?” Mara pressed. “Pilots don’t usually have that.”

Graham didn’t flinch at her suspicion. He seemed to expect it. “Because once, a long time ago, a coordinator was pressured to change a report. And the pilot believed the numbers.”

Mara’s breath caught. “What happened?”

Graham’s gaze dropped to the desk, to a weather printout smudged with fingerprints. When he looked back up, his eyes were steady but darker.

“Someone didn’t come home,” he said quietly.

The words landed with a weight Mara could not shake off. She had expected excuses. She had expected cynicism. She had not expected grief.

Mara’s voice came out smaller. “Was it your fault?”

Graham’s jaw worked. “It was everyone’s fault. That’s the ugly truth. The system failed. People chose the easier story. And I kept flying anyway, because that’s what we do. We keep moving.”

Mara stared at him. The age gap hit her in an unexpected way then, not as a trope, not as a scandal. As history. As years lived with consequences she had not yet earned. She had thought older meant confident and sure. Graham did not feel sure. He felt carved by survival.

“Why did you warn me?” she asked again, softer now, because she understood the question was not simple. “Why me?”

Graham exhaled slowly. “Because you didn’t ignore the discrepancy. You saw it. You didn’t pretend you didn’t. That’s rare.” His eyes held hers. “And because Pierce is getting bolder. He thinks everyone here is tired enough to look away.”

Mara swallowed. “And you’re not tired?”

A faint, bitter almost-smile touched Graham’s mouth and disappeared. “I’m exhausted. But I’m done with funerals.”

Mara looked down at the drive in her hand. “If I push this forward, I will lose my job.”

“Maybe,” Graham said.

“And you lose yours,” Mara added, because she could not pretend she hadn’t seen the risk in his face. He had come back here knowing it could cost him. That wasn’t nothing.

Graham’s voice went low. “I’ve been living like I already lost it.”

The words made Mara’s chest tighten. She didn’t know how to respond to that kind of honesty. She didn’t know how to hold it without dropping it.

Outside the office, a laugh rose briefly, Nina saying something dry and Tessa replying with a snort. The normal sound of coworkers in a hangar made the moment feel even more intimate, because it proved the world could keep going while something inside Mara was shifting.

Mara forced herself to focus. “What do you want from me?” she asked.

Graham’s eyes flicked to her mouth and then back up, as if he had caught himself noticing. “I want you to stay alive in this job,” he said. “And I want you to understand what you just stepped into.”

Mara’s throat tightened. “Then tell me.”

Graham moved to the desk, pulled open a drawer, and took out a thin folder. Not thick. Not dramatic. It looked like the kind of thing someone kept when they could not afford to keep anything else.

He set it on the desk but didn’t open it yet. “First,” he said, “I need to know something.”

Mara’s fingers curled around the drive. “What?”

“If Pierce asks you later who you were with tonight,” Graham said, voice calm but edged, “what will you say?”

Mara stared at him. The question wasn’t about alibis. It was about courage. It was about whether she would protect herself by sacrificing him. Whether she would let the system turn him into the problem.

Mara’s mouth went dry. “You’re asking me to choose.”

“I’m asking you to be honest,” Graham replied. “With yourself first.”

Mara’s heart beat hard enough she could feel it in her throat. She thought of Pierce’s voice, the way he had tried to wrap the threat in concern. She thought of the edited log, the quiet arrogance of changing time like it belonged to him. She thought of Graham walking into the coordination room with snow on his jacket, choosing her safety over his comfort.

Mara lifted her chin. “I’ll say you came back because you didn’t trust him,” she said. “Because you knew what he’d do. And because you didn’t want me alone.”

Graham watched her for a long moment. Something shifted in his expression, a loosening that looked almost like relief, except it carried pain too, like relief always did when it arrived late.

“Okay,” he said softly. “Then we do this the right way.”

He opened the folder.

Inside were printouts, notes, weather comparisons, and clipped logs. Not enough to scream conspiracy, not enough to feel like a thriller. Just enough to show a pattern. Enough small bends that, together, made a dangerous curve.

Mara’s hands trembled as she scanned the pages. “You’ve been keeping this.”

“I’ve been trying to figure out what I’m allowed to prove,” Graham said.

Mara looked up, sharply. “Allowed?”

His gaze held hers. “There are rules. There are channels. And there are people who know how to use those channels to protect themselves.”

Mara’s throat tightened again. “So what do we do?”

Graham tapped the edge of the folder, then nodded toward the drive in her hand. “We combine your proof with what I have. We get it off-site. Somewhere Pierce can’t reach with a password and a smile.”

Mara felt a rush of adrenaline. “That sounds like we’re running.”

“It’s not running,” Graham said, steady. “It’s making sure the truth survives long enough to be heard.”

Mara stared at the papers again, and her mind tried to catch up to the shape of this new reality. She had come here to coordinate rescues. She had not come here to become the person who made enemies. And yet, something inside her felt strangely clear. If she let this go, she would never respect herself again. She would become the person who stayed safe by staying silent.

Mara’s voice came out raw. “I’m scared.”

Graham didn’t pretend not to hear it. He didn’t tell her not to be. He simply nodded, as if fear was a normal companion, not a weakness.

“I know,” he said.

Mara swallowed. “Are you scared?”

A pause. Graham’s eyes softened just slightly. “I’m scared of you paying for something that started before you arrived,” he said. “I’m scared of watching another good person get taught to look away.”

Mara’s breath hitched, and she hated how much those words mattered. She hated that she wanted to be seen by him. She hated that she wanted his respect in a way that felt uncomfortably close to wanting more.

Tessa’s voice drifted in from outside, louder now. “Nina, if Pierce shows up, I’m going to accidentally spill coffee on his shoes.”

Nina replied, “Make it hot.”

Mara almost laughed, and the near-laughter felt like a release she didn’t deserve. It faded quickly, replaced by something else, quieter, deeper. Gratitude. And a sharp awareness that these people were choosing her too, in their own ways.

Mara looked back at Graham. “What happens after we report it?” she asked.

Graham’s mouth tightened. “After we report it, there’s fallout.”

Mara nodded slowly. “And us?”

Graham’s gaze held hers. The question was not supposed to be romantic. It was. It asked something neither of them had earned the right to ask yet. It asked whether two people could stand on the same side of a storm and not be changed by it.

Graham’s voice went softer, and the softness felt more dangerous than any flirtation. “There is no use if you don’t make it through this,” he said. “There’s no us if you lose yourself trying to keep everyone else comfortable.”

Mara’s chest tightened. She wanted to call him out. She wanted to demand he stop talking like he had already decided she mattered. She wanted to demand he stop making her feel like her choices were worth something.

Instead, she said the only honest thing she could. “You’re not supposed to say things like that.”

Graham’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “I know.”

Mara’s fingers curled tighter around the drive. “Then why did you?”

Graham stepped closer, slow, and stopped at a distance that made Mara’s breath go shallow. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t reach for her. The restraint felt deliberate, like he was holding a line because he knew how easily lines could be used against her later.

“Because you’re standing in the doorway of a life,” he said quietly. “And I can see the part of you that’s about to choose the hardest thing. That part deserves someone telling her she’s not alone.”

Mara’s throat tightened until it hurt. She nodded once, because if she tried to speak, she might say something she couldn’t take back.

Graham glanced toward the open office door. “We leave in two minutes,” he said. “We put copies somewhere safe. Then we come back and act normal until we can move this through the right channels.”

Mara forced herself to breathe. “Where is safe?”

Graham’s pause was brief, but it was there. “My place,” he said.

Mara’s heart stumbled, and she hated that it did. She hated the instant tangle of thoughts. The age gap. The perception. The danger of being alone with him. The danger of wanting to be.

She steadied her voice. “That’s a bad idea.”

Graham’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes sharpened, like he respected her for saying it. “You’re right,” he said. “It might be.”

Mara swallowed. “Then why suggest it?”

“Because it’s off-site,” Graham replied, calm. “Because I have a safe in the wall that Pierce doesn’t know exists. Because I live alone. Because no one there can claim you tampered with the evidence in a group room. Because it’s quiet and we can think.”

Mara stared at him. Her mind raced through risks and optics and the part of her that did not want to be the woman who made this about romance. She had promised herself she would not be reckless. She had promised herself she would not become the story.

And yet, she could not ignore another truth. She trusted Graham more than she trusted Pierce. That trust was not logical. It was earned in fragments: the way he warned her, the way he came back, the way he spoke about funerals like someone who had paid too much.

Mara’s voice came out steady, even as her pulse refused to cooperate. “If we do that,” she said, “we keep the door open the whole time. We don’t hide. We don’t do anything that gives him a story.”

Graham’s eyes held hers, and for a moment Mara saw something like pride there, quiet and genuine.

“Agreed,” he said.

Mara’s stomach tightened. “And if someone asks why I was with you?”

Graham’s answer was immediate. “You tell the truth. You were protecting evidence.”

Mara nodded, once. The choice landed in her like a stone dropped into deep water. It sank. It changed the shape of everything.

She turned to the desk, slid the folder into her coat, and checked her phone. No new messages. No calls. The absence felt like the pause before impact.

They stepped out of the office into the hangar again. Nina looked up and read the decision on their faces.

“Going somewhere?” Nina asked.

Graham nodded. “Off-site copy,” he said. “Back in twenty.”

Nina’s mouth tightened. “Be careful.”

Tessa walked up to Mara and squeezed her arm, quick, fierce, and then let go like she was afraid of being seen doing it. “Text me if he shows up,” Tessa said. “Or if you feel weird.”

Mara managed a small smile. “I feel weird.”

Tessa’s eyes softened. “Good. That means you’re still paying attention.”

Graham led the way to his truck, parked near the side of the hangar. The wind hit Mara again as soon as they stepped outside, but the cold couldn’t compete with the heat of her own nerves.

As they drove, the road was mostly empty. Snow collected along the edges, and the headlights carved a narrow tunnel through darkness. Mara kept her hands clenched in her lap, the drive pressed into her palm like a reminder that she had chosen this.

Graham’s hands were steady on the wheel. The dashboard glow lit his face in soft angles. He looked older in this quiet, not in a way that made him less desirable, in a way that made him feel more real. A man who had survived too many nights like this.

Mara broke the silence because she could not stand the weight of it. “Why didn’t you leave?” she asked.

Graham’s eyes stayed on the road. “Because I told myself I could make a difference by staying.”

“And can you?” Mara asked.

A pause. “Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes I only make it less bad.”

Mara swallowed. “That’s a bleak way to live.”

Graham’s jaw tightened. “It’s honest.”

Mara looked out the window at the blurred snow and dark trees. “Honest doesn’t always mean right,” she said softly.

Graham’s gaze flicked to her for a split second. Something passed between them at that glance. Not romance. Not yet. A recognition that she wasn’t going to be easy to control. That she would challenge him too.

“I know,” he said.

They arrived at his place, a small house tucked near the edge of the base housing area. It looked plain from the outside, almost deliberately forgettable. A porch light cast a circle onto the snow. The quiet felt heavy, as if the world was holding its breath.

Graham parked and turned off the engine. For a moment neither of them moved.

Mara’s voice came out low. “This is the part where I decide whether I trust you.”

Graham’s expression didn’t soften. It steadied. “You shouldn’t trust me because I’m older,” he said. “Or because I saved someone tonight. Trust me because I’m giving you a way to keep your evidence alive.”

Mara nodded. That was the answer she needed. Practical. Unromantic. Safe in a strange way.

They stepped out into the cold. Graham unlocked the door and pushed it open. Warm air rolled out, smelling faintly of coffee and clean laundry and something else Mara couldn’t name. A quiet life. A lonely one.

Mara stepped inside and kept the door unlatched, just as she said she would. Graham didn’t comment on it. He simply moved as if he respected boundaries because he understood how quickly boundaries could be used as weapons.

He led her to a small living room. A map of the mountain range hung on one wall, marked with pencil notes. A helmet sat on a shelf next to a worn paperback book. The space looked lived in, not decorated. Like someone who came home only to reset and leave again.

Graham went to a narrow panel near the hallway and pressed a hidden latch. The wall section shifted slightly.

Mara’s breath caught. “You really do have a safe.”

Graham opened it. Inside were a few envelopes, a hard drive, and a small metal box. Nothing dramatic. Just the quiet architecture of someone who had learned not to rely on systems.

He set the folder on the table. “We copy your files,” he said. “Then we lock them. Then we go back.”

Mara pulled out the drive, plugged it into his laptop on the table, and watched the progress bar crawl across the screen. The waiting made her nervous in a new way, because there was nothing to do but think.

In the quiet, Mara became painfully aware of the man sitting across from her. The way he watched the progress bar with the same focus he had used on the ridge, as if every detail mattered. The way he kept his distance, as if closeness itself was a risk. The way his exhaustion made him look older, but his steadiness made him feel dangerous to her heart.

Mara tried to keep her voice even. “Do you always keep backups like this?”

Graham didn’t look away from the screen. “Only when I’m afraid the truth will be edited.”

Mara’s stomach tightened again. “How long have you been afraid?”

Graham’s pause was longer this time. “Long enough to forget what it feels like not to be.”

The progress bar moved another inch.

Mara’s mouth went dry. She wanted to ask him what he had lost. She wanted to ask him what he had given up. She wanted to ask him why his voice sounded like someone who had been chosen by responsibility and never by love.

Instead, she asked the safer question. “If we report Pierce,” she said, “what happens to the people who stayed quiet?”

Graham’s eyes lifted to hers. “Some will pretend they didn’t know,” he said. “Some will hate you for making them choose sides. Some will be grateful and never say it out loud.”

Mara nodded slowly. “And you?”

Graham’s gaze held hers, and in it Mara saw something that made her chest ache. Not longing. Not charm. Something like a promise he didn’t know how to keep without destroying himself.

“I will stand where I stand,” he said. “Even if it costs me.”

Mara inhaled, then exhaled carefully. “I didn’t come here to fall for someone,” she said, and hated herself for saying it, because it sounded like an admission.

Graham’s expression didn’t change, but his voice softened just slightly. “Neither did I,” he said.

The progress bar reached the end and disappeared.

Mara’s fingers hovered over the trackpad. She was suddenly terrified, not of Pierce, but of the way this night was binding her to Graham with something stronger than attraction. Shared risk. Shared truth. That kind of bond did not fade easily. It carved itself into you.

She clicked and saved the files in two places. Then she ejected the drive and tucked it back into her coat.

Graham took the folder and placed it inside the safe along with the new copy, then closed it with a quiet finality.

For a moment, the silence felt too intimate. Mara could hear the faint hum of the heater, the wind outside tapping snow against the window, and her own heartbeat, steady but loud.

Graham turned to her. “We're going back now,” he said. “We act like nothing happened.”

Mara nodded






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SankulaHub





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





