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        Lyra

        Denver, Colorado

      

      

      The door to the quirky coffee shop creaks open with a familiar jangle, the sound swallowed by the warmth and chatter.

      Denver’s early September air has been nipping at my nose and ears, teasing with a promise of autumn, but the leaves are still stubbornly green.

      Once I’m inside, comforting scents hit me—espresso and steamed milk, a curl of cinnamon, a whisper of vanilla from someone’s scone.

      It’s normal. A reassuring lie I wear as easily as lip balm and borrowed names.

      I pull my hoodie closer, like the motion can somehow shield against the weight of the locket that’s pressed against my chest. The metal is a teardrop shape, nothing remarkable.

      The barista waves as I approach, grinning wide beneath a glinting nose ring and a mop of curls streaked purple. “Hey, Allie!”

      The name makes me blink.

      Allie.

      For a second, I forget it’s the name I go by, and I almost correct her—before I remember.

      Lyra is dead. Dead and buried beneath a pile of aliases and ashes and a secret no one can ever know about.

      I force a smile for the ever-chipper barista. “Morning, Tanja.”

      She’s already scribbling on a to-go cup. “Chai with oat?”

      I nod. “You know me.”

      Another lie. And God, I hate how natural it’s become.

      She doesn’t blink.

      To her, I’m just Allie. A graphic designer. Chai drinker. A regular person out for a morning run.

      She doesn’t know I’m watching everyone around me, looking for anything out of the ordinary, always on guard. And she sure doesn’t know I’m the daughter of the man who pulled off the infamous Hollingsworth Collection heist.

      I pay cash and make my way to the far end of the counter, brushing past a chalkboard that reads “Pumpkin Spice Returns! Let’s Get Basic.”

      How is coffee made with real pumpkin supposed to be basic? The irony makes me grin.

      After one of the baristas calls out my name, letting me know my drink is ready, I snag my cup, then claim a small table in the corner. It’s my usual perch. Half in shadow. Near the windows, but not visible to someone passing by. The seat that lets me see everything without being seen.

      Outside, Wash Park stretches across the street—lawns damp from the overnight sprinklers, a golden retriever bounding toward a Canada goose with more enthusiasm than skill. A couple jogs past, laughing, hands brushing. Not watching their backs. Not keeping secrets.

      For a moment, I envy them—the unthinking intimacy, the kind that doesn’t come with consequences.

      Then I drag myself back.

      That’s not for me.

      Not in this lifetime.

      I sip my chai, the burn of clove and ginger dragging me back into my body. Back into now.

      A man from a nearby table stands, drops his to-go cup in the compostable bin, then opens the door.

      A small gust of chilly air blows in.

      Then something changes in the air—like the second before a thunderstorm when the pressure drops. Every nerve in my body goes on alert.

      And in that moment, my morning fractures.

      As he leaves, another man enters, casual in a lethal kind of way.

      Instantly I size him up. He’s an inch or two over six feet. Long-sleeve black T-shirt. Worn jeans. Combat boots. Like he didn’t plan a single thing he’s wearing, but it’s all exactly right. Broad shoulders. Clean lines. Calm, coiled danger.

      He closes the door behind him and scans the shop once—once—and that’s all it takes for the hair on my neck to lift. Not fear. Something worse.

      Recognition.

      Not because I’ve seen him before. I haven’t. I’d remember a man like him. But because I know what he is. And I’ve been taught to recognize the signs in the way he moves. The precision in his stillness.

      He’s not a cop.

      He’s something far more frightening.

      A highly trained covert operative of some kind, probably. Maybe even black ops. And there’s no question he’s dangerous.

      He’s the kind of man I fear most—one who doesn’t just uncover secrets. He weaponizes them.

      He heads toward the counter, not looking at me. Which is worse than if he was. Because now I can’t stop watching him. The way he rakes a hand through his dark, mussed hair. The way he thanks Tanja with a nod that somehow feels intimate. The way she blushes.

      Of course she blushes.

      I look down, suddenly annoyed at myself. I don’t get to be a girl noticing a hot guy in a coffee shop. I don’t get casual flings or forehead kisses or tangled sheets and too much laughter.

      I get shadows.

      I get lies.

      Still… When he turns with his drip coffee—black—and heads in my direction, my pulse goes staccato—skipping, stammering, sprinting.

      I tell myself he’s not coming to see me. He’s just passing by.

      Until he doesn’t.

      He stops. One table away.

      Shit.

      My heart seizes.

      And for a second, we just look at each other.

      His eyes are dark. Not black but close. Eyes that have seen things and didn’t blink. Eyes that search me like I’m a mystery he wants to solve.

      “Morning.”

      Just that. But the word is deep, resonant, hitting me like gravel dragged over velvet.

      My voice is steady. “Morning.”

      He gestures to the chair across from me. “This seat taken?”

      It should be. Self-preservation instinct is screaming at me to say yes. I need to shut him down immediately, turn away, run for the safety of cold sidewalks and late deadlines, and the rules I set for myself when I buried Lyra.

      But I don’t.

      I nod.

      He sits, one long leg stretched out, hand curled around his coffee cup like it might tell him something. Silence blooms between us. Not awkward. Intentional. Weighted. He’s not trying to fill it. He’s reading it.

      “Your cup says Allie,” he says.

      He notices everything.

      After blinking, the skills I learned from the cradle kick in. I know how to outsmart men like him.

      I give him a smile. Slow. Easy. Not too easy. “That’s me.”

      He nods once. “Nice to meet you, Allie.”

      He doesn’t offer his name. I don’t ask since I don’t need that kind of intimacy in my life.

      After today, I’ll never see him again.

      Because now I need to find another coffee shop, another park for my daily run.

      Across the street, a kid lets go of a balloon, and it lifts into the ash-and-cotton sky like something sacred. I want to follow it.

      But I stay right here.

      With the man whose presence feels threatening. And, for some godforsaken reason, like home.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      I look down.

      The chai is still warm between my hands, and I take a drink to break his momentary hold on me.

      I can’t taste the spice anymore. Not with him so near, all quiet confidence and unreadable intentions. Every molecule in my body is alert, watching him, and I force my eyes away.

      I shouldn’t still be sitting here.

      “I need to…” I start, but I don’t finish it. What the hell am I telling him for? I don’t owe him an excuse. And giving one would mean admitting this was something. That it mattered.

      I set the cup down. My fingers are too steady. That’s always the first sign I’m lying. Not to him. To myself.

      The man inclines his head, but he doesn’t utter a word.

      Just drinks his coffee and watches.

      Not able to deal with this uncertainty a moment longer, I stand, the scrape of the chair legs impossibly loud in the cocoon of indie music and hissing milk steam. My thighs brush the edge of the table as I step back.

      He’s too close. Everything in this damn place feels too close right now. Or maybe it’s just because the dark-haired stranger has unnerved me.

      As I pass, he nods once.

      A silent dismissal? Or is it an acknowledgment? I can’t tell which.

      I cross the shop, careful not to look back. Not until I reach the door. Then I glance over my shoulder.

      He’s still watching me.

      I press a hand against the glass as I push through, the bell overhead giving a single jangle.

      Chilly air rushes over me, sharper than before, catching the edges of my sleeves and biting at my collarbone. The chai did nothing to warm me. And neither did sitting across from that man in silence.

      Across the street, the park glistens in the weak sunlight.

      Runners are making their rounds, a group of three women walk quickly, laughing and talking like the world hasn’t cracked open beneath my feet.

      At the light, I cross the street, my pace steady—but not relaxed. Each step is deliberate. Each movement measured, my head high so I notice everything, even the shadows.

      The locket presses harder against my skin, as if it knows. Not what just happened, but what it could mean. That the stranger saw more than he should have.

      As if it registered the weight of his gaze. The way he watched me like he recognized something I thought I’d buried.

      I pull out the box for my earbuds and then insert each one.

      On my music app, I select my usual binaural beats, then turn the volume almost as low as it will go. There’s a slight noise coming from them, just enough to make people think I’m listening to something. What I’m really doing is discouraging people from interacting with me.

      Still, warning prickles between my shoulder blades.

      At the edge of the park, I pause to glance back.

      There’s no one but early joggers and a dog walker with a mess of tangled leashes.

      But up ahead there’s a man wearing a gray hoodie, leaning against a flower shop. He’s focused on his phone screen and nothing else.

      My imagination must be playing tricks on me.

      But with the interaction at the coffee shop and the way the barista greeted me so warmly, I feel like I’m not invisible anymore.

      I look around again. Gray Hoodie Guy is gone.

      No one is watching or following.

      Everything’s calm…

      Too calm.

      There’s one thing I know for sure. That’s exactly when things go to hell.

      And within thirty seconds, it does.
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      The path ahead curves gently through the park. The trees arch overhead like silent sentinels. My running shoes hit the pavement in a steady rhythm—left, right, left—each step a reminder to breathe, to keep moving, to outrun whatever ghost that stranger stirred up inside me.

      The binaural beats hum faintly in my ears, a white-noise shield against the world, but they do nothing to dull the prickling at the base of my skull.

      Too calm.

      The words echo in my head. Too calm. Too calm. Too calm.

      A shadow detaches from the cluster of trees up ahead—fast, deliberate. Not a jogger. Not a dog walker. A man, bulky, in a plain black zip-up sweatshirt. His hood is shading his face.

      The thug lunges straight for me with the precision of a predator who’s been waiting.

      My adrenaline surges, hot and electric, sharpening every reflex.

      Time seems to slow as I pivot, dropping low, but he’s on me before I can fully dodge.

      Then he shoots out his hand, not for my throat or my arms, but for the chain and locket around my neck. How can he possibly know that I have it?

      No.

      Desperation kicks in. It’s a hard-wired instinct from years of my father’s twisted “games” that were really lessons in survival.

      I slam my elbow back, aiming for his ribs. I connect with a crunch, and air whooshes out of him in a satisfying grunt.

      He staggers backward, but only for a heartbeat. He’s bigger, stronger, and he recovers too fast, wrapping an arm around my waist like a vise, to yank me off balance.

      “Give it to me, bitch.” His breath is hot and sour against my ear. And he has some sort of accent. Eastern European, maybe?

      His claws at my locket, tugging hard enough to make the chain bite into my skin.

      I twist, stomping down on his instep—another lesson from Dad’s endless drills—but he anticipates it, shifting his weight.

      Pain flares in my side as he tightens his hold, squeezing the air from my lungs. My vision spots. I claw at his arm, nails digging in, but it’s like scratching stone. He’s not letting go. Not until he has what he wants.

      But he can’t possibly know about there’s something hidden behind the photo plate in my locket.

      Panic edges in, but I shove it down.

      Think, Lyra. Allie. Whoever the hell you are today.

      My dad’s voice thundering in my head, I go limp—feigning surrender—then explode upward, driving the back of my head toward his nose. He jerks away just in time, cursing in a language I don’t recognize.

      Thank God his grip loosens enough for me to suck in a breath.

      That’s when I hear it—footsteps pounding the path behind us. Not random. Purposeful.

      The thug hears it too. He hesitates, his hand freezing mid-tug.

      And then the stranger from the coffee shop is there.

      He sets his to-go cup down on the grass—deliberate, unhurried—like this is just another morning errand.

      Then he moves. Fluid. Lethal. He clamps one hand on the thug’s shoulder. Then he twists the man’s arm back in a hold that looks effortless but makes the guy howl.

      The attacker releases me, staggering as the stranger drives a knee into his gut, folding him over.

      I stumble back, gasping, hand flying to my throat. The locket is still there, protected beneath my hoodie and shirt, warm against my pounding heart.

      The thug recovers faster than he should, shoving off the ground with a snarl.

      He swings wildly, but the stranger ducks, counters with a precise strike to the throat. My attacker chokes, eyes bulging, but he doesn’t go down. Instead, he manages to wrench free and bolts, crashing through the underbrush like a bull, vanishing into the trees before either of us can react.

      Not even breathing hard, the stranger straightens. His dark eyes flick to me, assessing. Not pity. Not concern. Something sharper. Evaluating.

      “You okay?” His voice is that same gravel-over-velvet rumble, but now it’s edged with concern.

      I nod, even though my side aches and my neck stings from the chain’s pull. “I’m fine.” Another lie. But admitting weakness isn’t an option. Not to him. Not to anyone.

      He scans the trees where the thug disappeared, then back to me. “That wasn’t random.”

      “Yes, it was.” The words snap out before I can stop them. “Wrong person. Mugging gone bad. Happens all the time.”

      He doesn’t buy it. I can see it in the way his jaw tightens, the way he steps closer—not invading, but close enough that I feel the heat rolling off him. Close enough to smell the faint hint of coffee on his breath, mixed with something clean and masculine that shouldn’t make my pulse stutter. But it does.

      “If it was random, he’d have disappeared when I arrived.”

      I shrug again. “Must have thought I had more money on me than I do. But I only carry enough for my chai.”

      He reaches into his pocket for his phone.

      Freezing, I scowl. “What are you doing?”

      “Calling the police.”

      “No!” I panic. “The guy is long gone. And I’ll be late for an important meeting. I can’t afford to lose this client.”

      He assesses me, making me squirm. Everyone else accepts what I say at face value. But not him. And not the police either. And I can’t risk anyone finding out who I really am. “I need to get going.”

      The confounding man curls his lips in a charming, almost irresistible half smile. “No thanks for saving you?”

      I blink. “Thanks?”

      “I did rescue a damsel in distress.”

      You have me confused with someone else. I can take care of myself. The compact Glock 43 tucked into a holster that’s hidden beneath my hoodie proves it.

      The weapon had been a gift from my dad on my tenth birthday. “For when the games turn real,” he’d said with his signature crooked grin that attracted no matter where he went on the planet.

      While normal parents took their kids for ice cream or bought a cake and gifts for birthday presents, mine took me to the shooting range.

      Belatedly realizing he is waiting for some sort of response, I tip my head to one side. “Thank you, but I don’t need a hero.”

      “You got one anyway.” He picks up his coffee as if nothing happened. All in a day’s work for him?

      I turn away from him, not to continue my run but to get back to my apartment as soon as I can, where it’s safer.

      I’ve only taken a few steps when he calls out, “Allie!”

      Despite myself, the command in his tone making me instantly freeze.

      Reluctantly, stupidly, I turn.

      “Just in case.”

      He reaches into his pocket—slowly, so I see it’s not a threat—and pulls out a card. Matte black, embossed with a hawk silhouette. Hawkeye Security.

      Oh fuck no.

      The name hits like a gut punch. Dad’s old warnings reverberate. “Stay away from Hawkeye. They’re the ones who almost caught me in Vienna. The ones who guard the shadows.”

      “Stryker,” he says, finally offering a name. It fits him—sharp, unyielding. “If you change your mind.”

      I won’t.

      I meet his gaze—those dark eyes that see too much—and force a glare to hide the fear clawing up my throat. The unwanted spark too. The way his takedown was so controlled, so dominant, it makes something twist low in my belly. Something I can’t afford.

      Ignoring him, I head off at a full-out sprint, each footfall pounding the panic down. But I feel his eyes on my back. Watching. Waiting.

      This morning has turned my world upside down.

      Despite my attempts to keep a low profile, whoever killed my dad might have found me.

      And Stryker? He’s a complication I never saw coming. One that feels like trouble wrapped in temptation.

      I need to disappear. Again.

      But I’m scared it might already be too late.
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      My pulse hammers in my throat, a relentless drumbeat that hasn’t stopped since the hooded man’s fingers clawed at my locket. The chain seemed to sear my skin like a curse come alive.

      Every step toward my apartment drags like wading through quicksand, and the September air slashes my lungs with its icy claws.

      I’m shaking—hands, knees, soul—adrenaline curdling into dread that tastes like ash on my tongue.

      Dealing with the attacker was bad enough.

      But Stryker also haunts me.

      Hawkeye Security.

      Good God. Anyone but them.

      And if Stryker is any indication, Hawkeye Security is every bit as dangerous as my father taught me.

      My rescuer’s dark eyes see too much. And he has an awful trait that terrifies me. He refuses to let go of something once it’s snagged his interest.

      Makes for a great investigator.

      Terrifying if you’re the one caught in his crosshairs.

      As I hurry, I scan every shadow, every face—a jogger, a dog walker, the woman opening the flower shop.

      Am I being watched? Followed?

      The gun is heavy against my hip, urging me to get home to my space, my fortress. I need to regroup, plan my next alias, my next city.

      But when I reach the door to my third-floor walk-up in the unassuming Wash Park building—chosen for its anonymity, its lack of cameras, fire escape out my back window—I know someone has been in my apartment.

      There’s a scratch on the doorknob that wasn’t there earlier. As if someone used a pick.

      My heart slamming, I pull out my Glock.

      After I thumb the safety off, I hold my gun low and ready as I open the door and nudge it open with my foot, slowly and silently.

      Dear God.

      Chaos greets me.

      But the invasion instantly sharpens my senses. There’s a faint scent of putrid sweat lingering the air, and the creak of floorboards seems to screech under my running shoes.

      Leading with my gun, I sweep the living room.

      My minimalist haven—carefully curated to be forgettable, functional, with clean lines and zero personal touches—has been gutted.

      The sofa cushions are slashed open, foam spilling like entrails onto the hardwood floor.

      My small bookshelf has been toppled, and paperbacks are splayed like broken wings. They’re thrillers and design books, bought at the thrift store, and nothing about them screams “thief’s daughter.”

      My laptop’s gone, but that’s no loss; it’s a dummy that I wipe clean daily.

      I move toward the kitchenette to clear it.

      Drawers have been yanked out, contents dumped in glittering piles: silverware tangled with receipts I should’ve burned, a shattered mug that once held my morning chai.

      The fridge door hangs ajar, a carton of oat milk pooling on the tile. Even the potted succulent on the windowsill has been dumped over, its soil scattered like ashes.

      Gun still leading, I edge toward the bathroom.

      The mirror is shattered, with shards glinting like accusations on the floor.

      I pause, scanning for movement, but it’s empty.

      Then I move to the bedroom, easing through the open door. The mattress is flipped. The closet has been ransacked, leaving my clothes in heaps. I check every corner, every shadow. No one’s here.

      Yet the air feels thick, watched, but my sweep is done. I reholster my gun, the weight of it settling against my hip.

      Only then does the violation hit me. Like a punch to the gut. This wasn’t a burglary. It was a search. Methodical. Desperate. They tore through my life, layer by layer, hunting for what? The locket? The piece of vellum hidden inside?

      My breath comes shallow, rage bubbling under the fear. This was my space. My illusion of safety. Now it’s stripped bare, exposed, just like me.

      I move back toward the living room.

      Then there’s a noise. Faint. Nothing more than a scuff from the living room.

      Heart in my throat, I pull my gun out again, holding it in a two-handed grip. A tall, broad shadow shifts.

      “Freeze!” My voice is steel, no tremor. I’ve practiced this.

      The shadow steps into the light, hands raised casually, like he’s humoring me.

      Stryker.

      Goddamn him.

      His dark eyes lock on mine, unflinching, even with the barrel pointed at his chest. He shows no fear. Just coiled calm, like he’s the one in control.

      “What the hell?” I demand.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” His voice is commanding, deep enough to vibrate through me.

      I shouldn’t be here?

      “This place isn’t safe.”

      You’re the Patron Saint of the Fucking Obvious, Stryker.

      I don’t lower the gun. “Why are you following me?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, just scans the wreckage with a professional eye, taking in the destruction.

      “Door was open, so I let myself in.” His gaze flicks to the gun, then back to my face, a hint of amusement in his unblinking eyes. “You can put that down, Allie. I’m not the enemy.”

      He is. More than he can know.

      After all, he’s with Hawkeye.

      The word screams in my head. Dad’s stories flood back—the Hollingsworth heist, where he snatched the priceless jewels from under their noses. They’ve still never been recovered.

      The loss humiliated them, costing Hawkeye millions of dollars in canceled contracts. Or so my dad claimed.

      I mask my apprehension, all my nerves, behind a scowl as I force my voice to remain steady. “I’ve told you I don’t need your help.”

      He ignores me.

      Instead, he closes the door and locks it—not that that makes things safer. Then he crouches to pick up a torn photograph that’s half buried under scattered books.

      It’s a picture of one of my many childhood homes—a rambling Victorian in upstate New York. That’s where my dad taught me to pick locks, calling it a “magic trick.”

      The image is ripped down the middle in a deliberate taunt, making my stomach twist.

      “We both know this wasn’t random.” Stryker pushes to a standing position, the photo dangling from his fingers like evidence.

      “It’s just a picture.” My words are a lie. It’s a cherished memory, of the idyllic time before we lost my mom. Before I became a child accomplice to my father’s schemes.

      Stryker shakes his head, that half smile tugging at his lips—charming, infuriating. “You’re good at pretending, I’ll give you that.”

      After setting down the image, he reaches into his pocket—slow, telegraphing the move so I don’t shoot—and pulls out another matte-black card, identical to the first. Hawkeye Security, with a number etched in silver. He sets it on the counter, deliberate, his eyes never leaving mine. “Call me when you realize you’re in too deep.”

      The challenge in his gaze hits me low, a spark that races through my veins, turning my pulse into a frantic, out of control thing.

      Stryker is too close again, his clean, masculine scent cutting through the chaos, his presence dominating the room without effort.

      For the first time, a man is unfazed by my defiance. His reaction to me stirs something dangerous in me—attraction wrapped in warning, like submitting to him would be surrender and salvation all at once.

      But trust Hawkeye? Let him know who I am?

      No. That would be madness.

      I need to keep my walls up and my secrets buried.

      “You can leave now.” My voice is low, my gun still trained.

      He nods once, respectfully.

      He remains where he is for a few moments without retreating. Then he turns, strides to the door, and vanishes, the door closing with a soft click that seems to echo loudly behind him.

      After safely tucking my gun away, I turn the lock and sag against the wall.

      The adrenaline crash hits me hard.

      What happened here is a violation of my space. And the taunt of that photo confirms that the hunt is on.

      My chest aches from the emotional wreckage that is every bit as awful as the physical destruction.

      I pick up the ripped photo Stryker had been holding and shove the remains into my pocket.

      First things first: the safe.

      My minimalist fortress has one true secret—a false panel behind the bedroom baseboard, disguised as part of the wall.

      I pry it open with trembling fingers, revealing the small fireproof box.

      Inside, there’s a round ceramic fob with markings etched in it. No matter how many hours I’ve stared at it, they make no sense to me.

      There’s a knock at the door—sharp and insistent.

      Instantly I shove the box back in its place, replace the baseboard, and palm my gun before creeping into the living room to peek through the peephole. Stryker.

      Again.

      What the hell?

      The man is more annoying than the headache he’s giving me.

      I tell myself I shouldn’t open the door. But his persistence, that training-driven resolve—he sees me as a target, clueless about my past, but he’s right about the danger.

      “It’ll take me less than fifteen seconds to get inside, Allie.”

      I close my eyes. The man is insufferable.

      “I’m coming in, one way or another.”

      There’s no reason not to believe him. He’s probably every bit as adept at locks as I am. And this door is not the strongest on the planet. Probably take him one good shoulder-shove to break it down.

      Against every instinct, I holster my gun then release the lock.

      He doesn’t wait for an invite. Instead, he pushes in.

      Quickly he scans my surroundings again. Then he strides to the window to nudge the blinds aside. “You’ve got company.” Though his tone is calm, it’s edged with urgency.

      My heart racing, I move to stand next to him.

      Outside, near a lamppost across the street, is my attacker from the park, massive and hooded, conferring with another man. He is dressed sharper, in a suit, making me think he’s the brains to the brawn.

      They’re watching my building. Waiting.

      Damn it to hell and back. The hunt isn’t over. Instead, the danger is closing in.

      “We need to move.” Stryker’s voice is deadly calm.

      I blink. “We?”
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      “There is no we, Stryker. I handle my own messes.” My voice is steady, but inside, my heart’s slamming like a trapped animal.

      On an endless loop, my dad’s warnings about Hawkeye scream in my head. Stryker is an enemy I have to watch out for.

      And yet here he is, standing in my trashed apartment like he owns the damn place.

      I look again, and this time, I notice a third figure—Gray Hoodie Guy—slouched in a parked car across the street. The vehicle’s engine is idling, and exhaust curls like a warning.

      They’re boxing me in, and suddenly the locket against my chest feels like a noose that’s tightening.

      Stryker’s voice cuts through my low-grade anxiety. His voice is steady and calm, showing he’s no stranger to this kind of situation.

      “My condo isn’t far.”

      I shouldn’t consider his invitation. But right now, it may be my best hope.

      “Your choice.”

      His dark eyes lock on mine, unyielding, and I hate how they see too much—how they make my pulse stutter, and not just from fear.

      There’s a pull in those enigmatic depths, dangerous and unwanted, like a riptide. I’m too smart to swim in that direction.

      Aren’t I?

      I should tell him to go to hell. To take his Hawkeye bullshit and his hero complex and leave me to my shadows. After all, I’ve been on my own since my father’s death.

      But as I open my mouth, the suited man steps off the curb, heading for my building.

      My survival instincts—honed by years of narrow escapes—kick in.

      One night.

      I’ll stay one night with Stryker. Just long enough to find my bearings. Then I’ll vanish with a new name, a new city. No attachments. And definitely no Hawkeye agent in my life. “Kitchen window.” I hate how the words taste like surrender.

      He nods.

      As we move through the space, I glance over my shoulder at the wreckage of my life—slashed cushions, scattered books—and the violation twists like a knife. The locket burns hotter against my skin.

      Stryker’s hand grazes my arm, light but firm. “Move, Allie.”

      The name jars me, but I nod, shoving down the spark his touch ignites.

      Outside the kitchen window is a rusty fire escape, no cameras to catch us, just how I like it. It’s always my choice to live where eyes can’t follow.

      I climb onto the counter and yank the window open. The September chill hits harder than it had even an hour ago, clawing under my hoodie.

      Stryker’s right behind me, his presence a solid heat that I shouldn’t notice but do. Damn him.

      The fire escape creaks under my weight as I swing onto the ladder, my running shoes gripping the metal rungs.

      My unwanted protector follows, silent, his movements fluid like he’s done this a hundred times.

      For a moment, we pause.

      Below us, the alley is a shadowed slit between buildings—trash bins, puddles glinting in the weak morning light.

      My pulse hammers, but I force my breaths even, Dad’s training kicking in: Control the fear, Lyra. It’s just another game. Except this game could kill me.

      We continue, Stryker in the lead.

      When we’re halfway down, a shadow shifts below us. Not a stray cat or a drunk stumbling home—a man, bulky, black sweatshirt.

      Stryker notices the exact moment I do.

      My attacker is waiting, eyes glinting up at us like a wolf scenting blood. My stomach lurches. He’s not alone. Footsteps crunch from the alley’s mouth as another figure closes in.

      Stryker flashes me a hand signal—two fingers, a sharp flick toward the ground. Stay low.

      I nod, gripping the ladder more tightly, my muscles coiled. He drops the last few feet, landing silent as a panther, and I follow, quieter than I feel.

      The man charges, a knife flashing in his fist, aiming for Stryker.

      Big mistake.

      Stryker moves like liquid steel—sidestepping, grabbing the thug’s wrist, twisting it until the knife clatters to the pavement.

      The guy grunts, swinging his meaty fist, but Stryker’s faster, slamming an elbow into the attacker’s jaw with a crack that echoes off the bricks.

      When he staggers, I don’t waste time—I sweep out my foot, catching his legs and dropping him to the asphalt. Dad’s lessons again: Hit hard, hit fast. Expect the unexpected.

      Stryker glances at me, a flicker of approval in his eyes. I give him a tight nod as my traitorous heart skips a beat.

      “Move out!” He’s already sprinting toward the alley’s end.

      I’m right behind him, our breaths syncing as we burst onto the street.

      The second figure—a wiry guy with a scar slicing his cheek—spots us, shouting to others I can’t see. The chase is on.

      We tear through Wash Park, Stryker leading, dodging joggers and strollers like they’re obstacles in a combat course.

      He vaults a low fence with fluid grace, and I keep pace, my legs burning, heart hammering but singing with the adrenaline rush.

      The locket bounces against my skin, a metronome to my fear and thrill. I spot a crowded farmer’s market across the street—booths of apples and kettle corn, voices haggling—and veer toward it, grabbing Stryker’s sleeve. “This way.”

      He doesn’t argue, following as I weave us through the chaos, past a woman balancing pumpkins, under a banner flapping in the wind. Scarface is close, his boots pounding, but the crowd slows him.

      Stryker’s hand grazes my back, guiding me left, and then he’s on another thug who breaks through the throng—a quick chokehold, precise and brutal, drops the guy without a sound.

      “Stay close, Allie.” His voice is low, intimate, like we’re sharing a secret instead of running for our lives.

      I hate how it warms me.

      We break free of the market, sprinting toward a side street. There’s a black SUV waiting up ahead, nondescript, tinted windows screaming operative.

      His?

      My guess is right.

      It belongs to Styker.

      We dive in, and instantly he peels out, tires screeching as he weaves through Denver’s one-way streets.

      A sharp turn throws me against the door, my pulse syncing with the engine’s growl. He doubles back, eyes flicking to the rearview, calculating every move like a chess master.

      A car tails us, a black sedan that’s too close.

      Stryker cuts through an alley, then a parking lot, losing them with a precision that’s almost art. I shouldn’t be impressed. After all, he’s a highly trained agent.

      He’s a weapon, and a twisted part of me wants to be near him.

      The city blurs past, and my breath catches, not just from the chase but from him—his hands steady on the wheel, his jaw set, his scent filling the car—spicy, dangerous, and masculine—cutting through my panic.

      “You okay?” He doesn’t take his eyes off the road.

      “Fine.” We’re clear, and I’m alive. I could have gotten away without him, but having him there was definitely an advantage. Not that I’d tell him that.

      Minutes later, no tail, we pull into an underground garage, the SUV’s rumble echoing off concrete walls.

      Stryker kills the engine, and the sudden silence presses against my ears.

      I’m still wired, my skin buzzing from the chase, from the way his hand grazed my back in the market, steady and sure.

      I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be anywhere near him, but my options are thinning faster than the morning mist. One night, I remind myself. Just one.

      He leads me to an elevator, his stride clipped, purposeful. No words, just the faint creak of his boots and the hum of fluorescent lights.

      I allow my fingers to hover near that Glock that’s still tucked beneath my hoodie, a reflex I can’t shake.

      The doors slide open, and we step into a hallway—gray, unremarkable, the kind of place that doesn’t exist unless you’re looking for it.

      His unit is at the end, a steel-reinforced door with a keypad that blinks red until he presses his finger to an unseen touchpad. Then he opens the door for me.

      Inside, his place hits me like a distorted mirror of my own. Stark. Functional. No photos, no knickknacks, just clean lines and shadows.

      A laptop sits on a steel desk. A go bag slouches by the door like it’s waiting for its own escape.

      The air smells faintly of leather and gun oil, and I feel a pang, as sharp as it is unwanted. We’re both running from something. But I shove down my unsettling insight and pace to the window to check the street below.

      It’s empty for now, allowing me to exhale.

      Stryker leans against the counter, arms crossed, assessing me.

      He sees too damn much, and I don’t like it.

      “Who trashes an apartment like that?” His voice is low, probing, like he’s picking a lock. “What’re they after?”

      I force a shrug, my face a mask. “Wrong place, wrong time. Bad luck.” The lie slips out as smoothly as it always does, but my pulse spikes.

      The fact my father stashed the locket and a fob inside my go bag before being brutally gunned down in his vehicle is something I won’t tell anyone.

      Because the annoying man is going to keep pushing, I pivot, throwing a question back at him. “Why do you care?” I frown. “What’s in it for you?”

      He doesn’t flinch, just tilts his head, a half smile tugging at his lips. “I don’t like bullies.” It’s vague, a dodge, but there’s a flicker in his gaze—curiosity, maybe, or something hotter. It makes my stomach twist, and not entirely from fear.

      He moves to the kitchenette, pulling a tin of black tea from an otherwise-bare cabinet. “Something to drink?” As he asks, he’s already filling the kettle.

      The gesture is small, practical, but it catches me off guard—too human for a man who moves like a weapon.

      Even though I haven’t responded, he soon carries a mug toward me. The steam curls up, sharp with scent of bergamot.

      His fingers brush mine as he hands it over, and a jolt shoots through me, electric, unwanted.

      I jerk back, the tea sloshing, and his eyes narrow.

      Did he feel it too?

      “Thanks.” I retreat to the window again, sipping to cover the flush creeping up my neck.

      The tea is bitter and grounding, but it does nothing to dull the awareness of him—his broad shoulders filling the space, the way his T-shirt clings to muscle, the quiet confidence that makes me want to both run and stay.

      Get it together, Lyra.

      I’m not some girl who melts for a guy who plays hero. I’m Allie, the ghost, the liar. But his gaze follows me, steady, like he’s reading every lie I’ve ever told.

      “You’re good out there.” Voice quiet, he breaks the silence. “The market, the leg sweep. Not many can hold their own like that that.” His tone’s casual, but there’s respect in it, and it hits me deep, stirring something dangerous.

      Since I’m not sure what to say, I face him and sip my tea.

      “Lone wolf’s a tough gig.” His voice is low but inviting as he attempts to get to know me. “Even wolves need a pack sometimes.”

      His scent—spicy, dangerous—wraps around me, and for a second, I imagine what it’d be like to lean into it, to let someone else carry the weight. But that’s not my life. Never will be.

      I step back, breaking the spell, my mug clattering as I put it on a coffee table. “Just a bad day.”

      He watches me, unblinking, like he’s piecing together a puzzle. Then he folds his massive arms. His voice drops to a velvet rumble that pins me in place. “Who are you, exactly, Allie?”
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      “Who am I?” I force a small laugh, the kind that shatters the tension his question leaves hanging heavy in the air between us. “An overworked graphic designer with a deadline looming and a string of bad luck this morning. That’s the whole story, Stryker.”

      The words slip out easy enough, practiced from years of dodging questions, but inside, my nerves are twisting tight, knotting up like old rope.

      Dad’s voice echoes in the back of my mind: Keep them guessing, Lyra. Never let them get too close. More than ever, I have to remember this.

      I tilt my head to the side, forcing a casual shrug as I flip the focus back to him. “Who are you, anyway?” Not that I need to know. I’ve avoided wanna-be heroes like him my whole life.

      But the truth is, I don’t want to know anything else about him.

      He’s already seen more than I’m comfortable with. And that makes him dangerous.

      Interestingly he doesn’t answer me. So I try to lighten the mood. “Are you always charging in to save damsels in distress?”

      His lips curve slowly, and that grin—oh my God, his grin—lands like a sucker punch right to my gut.

      It cracks through the hard, sharp edges of his face, lighting up his dark eyes with a spark that’s equal parts mischief and something warmer, deeper.

      My knees go trembly in a way they have no business doing, and I grip the edge of the counter to steady myself.

      Heat flushes up my cheeks in a betraying rush.

      His reaction has undone me, peeling back the layers I’ve spent years building to keep people at arm’s length.

      “When I have the chance.” His voice is low and rumbling, like distant thunder rolling in over the mountains. “But I’ve rarely seen anyone outside of a trained agent handle themselves like you did out there. Impressive, Allie. You’ve got moves.”

      I know what he’s doing. Circling back to his original question, using a different strategy.

      Still, even though I hate it, his compliment lands warmer than it should, settling in my chest like a spark I don’t want to snuff out. I hate it—hate how it makes me want to lean in just a little, to let him see a glimpse of the real me beneath the aliases and armor.

      But mostly I hate how it stirs an emotion I’ve buried deep, a longing for connection I’ve denied myself for so long.

      Knowing I have to keep my guard up, I respond in kind. “Do you have a hero complex, Stryker?” Damn it. My tone comes out lighter than I intend.

      “Much worse has been said about me.” He shrugs.

      “Are you attempting to save the world from itself?”

      For a moment, he’s silent, but the air between us is charged.

      “I know it’s not possible, but I need to do my part.” He frowns as if debating whether to go on.

      Is he being genuine? Or calculating? If he tells me something, will I feel compelled to share in return? Quid pro quo?

      “I’ve seen enough bad days turn into worse ones. I’m recently back from a job—overseas, the kind that’s messy and sticks with you long after it’s over.” He pauses for a beat, his eyes going distant, like he’s seeing ghosts from whatever hell he just crawled out of.

      In that moment, I realize he might be calculating, but he’s being genuine in his admission.

      Quickly he seems to bring himself back to the present. But his eyes are haunted, making my heart skip its next beat. Whatever I’ve seen in my life, he’s seen worse.

      “I don’t like bullies. And whoever wants you, it’s not random bad luck.” His tone is flat, leaving me no room for argument. “Let me help, Allie.”

      The offer hangs between us, making the atmosphere pulse. And the edge of steel in his eyes makes me pause longer than I should.

      He’s sharing a piece of himself, a rare vulnerability from a man who moves like a weapon, and it tugs at me in ways I don’t want to admit. Missions. Shadows. A life spent one step ahead of danger, just like mine.

      Instinct urges me to insist that I don’t need his help, that I’ve been dodging hunters and ghosts since I was old enough to pick a lock.

      But the image of my trashed apartment flashes in my mind—the slashed cushions, the scattered books, the hooded guy’s hot breath on my neck as he clawed for the locket.

      At this moment, my options are razor-thin, and this condo of his feels like a fortress, walls thick enough to buy me time.

      Finally, aware of Stryker studying me, waiting for an answer, I offer my most practiced, society-ready smile. My mother taught me well, and the act served me well as a young adult when I accompanied my dad to galas.

      No one suspected that the supposed philanthropist was there to size up their priceless gems. He’d grin and write checks while his eyes danced with the thrill of knowing he’d soon be in a widow’s bedroom, stroking her diamonds and pearls.

      “Allie?”

      Stryker tips his head to one side, bringing me back to reality.

      “I’m serious. I want to help you.”

      “Thank you.”

      His eyes narrow a little.

      Noticing that I haven’t given him an actual answer? Just in case, I offer a distraction. “I appreciate you bringing me here.”

      He nods, and his grin fades into a softer curve that makes my stomach flip. “As if you had any other choice.” His gaze lingers on me, warm and assessing, and my pulse becomes a traitorous rhythm I can’t control. Damn him and that look.

      “Who are those men?”

      “I don’t know.” That, at least, is the complete truth. I have guesses, but am I right?

      He sighs. “When you’re ready to talk…”

      I won’t be. Not ever. There’s too much at stake.

      “You hungry?”

      His question surprises me, but suddenly I realize I am. Since I worked on a project until late into the night, I don’t remember if I ate dinner.

      Because he asked, I’m aware of a hollow, insistent gnaw deep inside, probably from the adrenaline dump. Now I’m a little shaky and empty.

      Even though it’s still morning, it’s already been a hell of a day.

      “Breakfast?” Without waiting for a reply, he shifts into motion, grabbing his phone like it’s the most natural thing in the world to take care of me. “I have a favorite place that delivers.” He shrugs. “Safer than risking a trip out right now.”

      “You don’t have anything that we can make?”

      He shakes his head. “As I said, I’ve been gone. Fridge and freezer need a restock.” He shrugs. “And so does the pantry. Noodles in there. Cans of soup. Things like that.”

      “So no eggs? Bacon?”

      “No.”

      I sigh. “In that case, your restaurant sounds good. As long as you let me pay.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Stryker…”

      “Not open to argument. We can go hungry, or you can let me treat you to crème brûlée French toast with bourbon-vanilla drizzle and the fluffiest scrambled eggs you’ve ever tasted.”

      Crème brûlée French toast with bourbon-vanilla drizzle?

      Oh my God. It sounds like heaven, and suddenly I begin to salivate.

      How does he know my weaknesses? Carbs and more carbs. Just enough protein to balance it out.

      As if he knows he’s got me, he flashes a slow grin. “Bacon on the side?”

      My betraying tummy rumbles.

      “One bite of their special and you’ll believe in second chances.”

      That’s something I’ll never believe in.

      “Say yes, Allie.”

      The man knows how to lead me into temptation. “How about I buy dinner later? Or we order in some groceries, and I can cook for⁠—”

      “Cook?” He interrupts before I’ve even finished speaking. “That’s a deal.”

      We both grin.

      He taps the screen of his device with quick efficiency as he scrolls through an app.

      Moments later, he glances up. “Do you want a coffee? Or whatever that weird thing was that you were drinking earlier.”

      Since he drinks his caffeine straight up, my order probably does sound ridiculous. “If they have it. Chai. With oat milk.”

      “How is that even a thing?” Though he winces a little, he returns to his phone, swipes, then presses. “Iced or hot?”

      Generally at this time of day, I’d switch to an iced drink. But I’m strangely chilled. “Hot. Please.”

      A few moments later, he looks at me again. “Anything else?”

      “It’s probably enough food for a few days.”

      “Yeah. They’re known for their portions.”

      That handled, he slides his phone onto the quartz island. “What’s your specialty? Cooking wise?”

      Unable to help myself, I grin. “We just ordered breakfast, and you’re worrying about dinner?”

      “A man needs sustenance if he’s going to be his best.” Purposefully he sweeps his gaze over me, and I go molten from the inside out.

      To cover my reaction, I quickly look away.

      Then, pushing back my hair to cover my reaction, I move toward the kitchen. “Is it okay if I have a look around? See what we have to work with?”

      He steps aside. “Help yourself.”

      I brush by him, hyperaware of his clean scent and the overwhelming size of his lean body. Just how many hours a day does he work out?

      My insides are a mess by the time I’m in the relative safety of his kitchen.

      I’ve never poked around in a man’s cupboards before—unless I was checking for hiding places. I’m always surprised by how clever people think they are, tucking valuables inside old tins or sliding cash inside cereal boxes with the bags barely split open. Once, I found diamonds inside a canister of powdered creamer. Vacuum-sealed in plastic and everything.
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