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    For those who believe justice is simple. 
It isn't. 
And this isn't the end.
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CHAPTER ONE:

One Year In
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To them, I’m just another face in the aisle.

The manager thinks I’m slow. The cashier thinks I’m polite. Customers barely think of me at all—just another nametag under fluorescent lights, another body filling space between paper towels and toilet paper. That’s fine. Most people move through the world assuming no one is paying attention. They talk too loud. They touch too long. They relax in places they think are anonymous.

I don’t.

Monday mornings are the worst. Big-box chaos. Coffee spilled near customer service. Kids screaming because their parents won’t buy them toys they can’t afford. Men arguing about coupons like they’re legal documents. Noise stacked on noise until it blurs together into something almost manageable.

Perfect cover.

I stack paper towels slowly, deliberately. Plastic crinkles under my hands as I straighten each pack, lining them up so the edges match, so the branding faces forward, so everything looks exactly the way it’s supposed to look. My pace reads as lazy if you’re watching from a distance. Management hates it.

The cameras don’t.

My eyes do the real work.

Reflections in polished floors. Convex mirrors at the end of aisles. The way people stand before they speak. The way they lean when they think they’re in control. A couple argues near household cleaners, the woman keeping her voice low while the man waits for his turn to win. I don’t stare. I don’t rush. I let the store move around me, let the noise carry everything forward.

Nobody notices.

That’s the point.

I slide another package into place, step back just enough to check the line without looking like I’m checking it, and let the moment settle.

I’m Jack Allen.

“You gonna keep narrating your own life, or are you actually gonna work?”

Uncle Bobby stands just off to my right, arms crossed. Same posture he used in the garage. Same look he wore when he thought I was getting sloppy. He doesn’t look any older than the last time I saw him alive. That part never changes.

“Focus,” he adds. “That’s when mistakes happen.”

I adjust a package by a fraction of an inch.

He never liked the name Watcher. “Sounds like a damn comic book,” he used to say. “Call it what it is. The job.” He’s not a ghost. He’s habit. Training burned in deep enough to survive death. After my mother died, Bobby didn’t ask how I felt. He asked what I’d do with it.

“You can let it eat you,” he told me once, tightening a bolt with unnecessary force. “Or you can aim it.”

He gave me rules. I still follow them.

No impulse. No emotion. No mess.

I’ve been doing this a year now. Long enough to know what sloppy looks like. Long enough to recognize when something shifts before anyone else notices.

Bobby watches me work for another moment, then gives a small nod. Satisfied.

The aisle changes.

Not the sound. Not the light.

The feel.

I notice the woman first. Long sleeves despite the heat. Jewelry placed too carefully, like armor. Her shoulders are pulled in, her posture folded inward like she’s trying to take up less space than she already does. Her eyes keep moving without landing on anything for too long.

She’s bracing.

Then I see him.

Recognition comes before the thought finishes forming.

William Clark.

The name settles into place without effort, like it’s been waiting there for confirmation.

Construction boots. Thick hands. The kind of confidence that comes from knowing no one ever stops you. He stands too close, crowding her space, smiling without warmth. His fingers close around her arm—just hard enough to hurt.

“Don’t,” she says quietly.

He laughs.

Her eyes flick around the aisle, searching. They pass over me without recognition.

Good.

I don’t intervene. I don’t react. I watch.

Grip. Timing. Ownership in the way he speaks. The way he checks who’s watching before he squeezes harder. He lets go only when he’s satisfied.

They don’t stay in one place.

That’s the first thing I notice.

He moves her through the store the way someone moves furniture—deciding where she belongs, adjusting when she’s in the way. Paper goods to cleaning supplies. Cleaning supplies to hardware. No urgency. No concern for who might be watching.

She follows half a step behind him, always.

Her hands stay folded in front of her, fingers worrying at a ring she keeps twisting like she’s trying to disappear into it. Every time he stops, she stops too fast, like she’s afraid of bumping into him.

He glances over his shoulder once, sharp and quick.

She flinches.

That’s enough.

I don’t trail them. I don’t need to. They pass through my peripheral vision naturally as I work—reflections in chrome shelving, the curve of a convex mirror at the end of the aisle. I see how his shoulders square when another man gets too close. How his voice lowers when he speaks to her, not softer—controlled.

He doesn’t shout.

Men like him rarely do.

They don’t need to.

They stop near an endcap of cleaning chemicals. He reaches for something, then changes his mind, fingers drumming once against the shelf. Impatient. Bored.

She shifts her weight.

“Can we just—” she starts.

He doesn’t look at her.

“Not now.”

Two words. Flat. Final.

Her mouth closes. Her shoulders draw in tighter.

A woman further down the aisle glances over, frowns, then looks away. Nobody wants to be wrong about something like that. Easier to assume it’s none of your business.

He smiles at the woman as they pass, all charm and ease.

The smile drops the second they’re clear.

They end up back in paper goods.

My aisle.

He grabs a pack of paper towels and tucks it under his arm like it’s already his. She hesitates, eyes flicking toward the front of the store.

Toward me.

For a second, I think she might speak.

She doesn’t.

He shifts closer, body angling just enough to block her line of sight. His hand settles at the small of her back—not affectionate. Possessive.

She stiffens.

I keep stacking.

He leans in, says something too quiet to hear.

Her jaw tightens. She nods.

That nod isn’t agreement.

It’s surrender.

He laughs again, louder this time, like he’s just told a joke. Like anyone watching would think this is normal.

He squeezes her arm once more before letting go.

Not angry.

Satisfied.

They move on.

I finish the shelf.

My hands don’t shake. My breathing doesn’t change.

I step back, straighten the last package, and watch them disappear into another aisle.

I already know his name.

William Clark.

What I’m watching now isn’t discovery.

It’s confirmation.

“Jack.”

Lucy Moore’s voice cuts cleanly through the aisle.

I turn and find her standing at the endcap, clipboard hugged to her chest like it belongs there. Early thirties. Tailored blazer that doesn’t belong in a place like this. Hair perfect. Makeup subtle enough to look effortless, deliberate enough to be anything but.

She looks like the kind of woman corporate puts in brochures.

“Zoning out again?” she asks, smiling just enough to make it sound friendly.

“I’m working.”

Her eyes flick past me to the shelf, then back to my face. The smile tightens, just a fraction.

“My office. Now.”

Lucy’s office sits at the edge of the sales floor like a glass fishbowl, blinds half-drawn so everyone can see movement without catching detail. The air inside smells like reheated coffee and something sweet and artificial trying too hard to pass for comfort.

She doesn’t sit.

That’s intentional.

“This is the third time this month you’ve fallen behind,” she says, pacing slowly behind her desk. “Paper towels. Toilet paper. Bottled water. This isn’t complicated work, Jack.”

“I’ll make it up.”

She stops in front of me, too close, close enough to test whether I’ll step back.

“That’s not what I asked,” she says. “I asked if you understand.”

“I understand.”

Her eyes search my face for something—resistance, irritation, anything she can push against. Finding nothing seems to frustrate her more than if I’d argued.

“You’re quiet,” she says. “Polite. A little strange.” Her gaze drifts without apology, assessing. “But you’re smart. And smart people don’t like trouble.”

“No,” I say. “They don’t.”

She leans back against the desk, crossing her arms, posture casual but calculated. “This job can be... flexible. For people who know how to appreciate that.”

Her hand brushes my knee.

Not accidental.

Not rushed.

Deliberate.

I don’t move.

Power doesn’t always look like violence. Sometimes it looks like knowing the other person won’t make a scene.

Lucy mistakes my stillness for compliance.

She leans in, says something low and suggestive enough to be denied if repeated, her fingers tightening briefly like punctuation.

Then she straightens, smoothing her blazer, the mask sliding back into place.

“Get back out there,” she says coolly. “And don’t make me call you in again.”

Dismissed.
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The noise of the store rushes back in as soon as I step onto the floor. Carts rattle. Registers beep. Conversations overlap until they flatten into background sound. Life continues like nothing happened.

Lucy Moore returns to being the perfect manager.

I return to stacking shelves.

Uncle Bobby’s voice settles in at my shoulder, quiet but sharp.

“Careful,” he says. “Parasites like her don’t die easy.”

I glance once toward the glass office. Lucy’s already smiling at someone else, expression warm, attentive, exactly what corporate wants to see.

On the outside, perfect.

I turn back to my work before the thought finishes.
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“Excuse me, sir.”

The voice is calm. Confident. Used to being heard.

I turn.

Detective Samantha Banks stands a few feet away, coffee in one hand, badge catching the overhead lights. Uniform crisp. Hair pulled back. The kind of presence people step aside for without realizing they’ve done it.

We’ve known each other since we were teenagers—before badges, before rules hardened into careers. Back when she still thought numbers made sense and I still believed watching was enough.

She smiles and closes the distance, pulling me into a quick hug that’s familiar enough not to draw attention.

“Paper towels?” she says. “They demoted you from toilet paper?”

“I already took that hit.”

She laughs and steps back, eyes scanning my face like she’s comparing it to a version she remembers.

“Keeping out of trouble?”

“Mostly.”

Her gaze lingers a second longer than necessary. Not suspicion. Not yet. Just curiosity sharpened by habit.

“You ever think about doing something else?” she asks.

I know she means jobs.

I also know she doesn’t.

“I like knowing where I’ll be,” I say.

She nods, unconvinced but not pushing. “You always did.”

A couple passes behind her, arguing under their breath. She shifts without looking, just enough to give them space, awareness built into muscle memory.

“How about coffee after your shift?” she asks. “I’ve got something interesting to share.”

Uncle Bobby’s voice cuts in, low and immediate.

Careful.

I nod anyway.

“Yeah,” I say. “I could use caffeine.”

She smiles, satisfied, and moves on toward the front of the store, already slipping back into her day.

I watch her go.

Then I turn back down the aisle.

William Clark is still somewhere in the store.

And my list doesn’t like to stay short.
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The coffee shop is three blocks from MegaMart, wedged between a payday loan place and a nail salon that never seems open and never seems closed either. No chain logo. No rewards program. Just burnt espresso and mismatched chairs that don’t quite belong together.

I get there first.

Habit.

I order black coffee and take a seat near the window, back to the wall. The place is quiet in that mid-afternoon way—people pretending to work, pretending not to listen, pretending their lives are more important than the conversations happening around them.

Samantha arrives a few minutes later, jacket off, uniform replaced with jeans and a sweater that makes her look younger than she probably wants to.

“Still early,” she says, sliding into the chair across from me.

“Traffic was light.”

She smiles. “You always liked excuses that don’t invite questions.”

She orders something with foam and flavor, then wraps both hands around the cup like she’s grounding herself.

For a moment, neither of us talks.

It’s not uncomfortable.

Just unfamiliar.

“So,” she says finally, “how long you been at MegaMart now?”

“Too long.”

She laughs softly. “That tracks.”

She studies me again, the same way she did in the aisle—like she’s reconciling two timelines and deciding which one she trusts.

“You don’t look unhappy,” she says. “Just... contained.”

I take a sip of coffee. It’s too hot, but I don’t react.

“That’s one way to put it.”

“You always liked control,” she says. “Even when we were kids.”

“Someone had to.”

She nods like that confirms something she’s been holding onto.

She leans back, stretching her legs out slightly under the table, relaxed but still alert. Even here, even like this, she’s never fully off.

“I’m not here to interrogate you,” she says.

“I didn’t think you were.”

“Good.” She pauses. “I did want to check in, though.”

“About?”

“About you,” she says plainly. “You were closer to that incident than most people. And you’re not great at asking for help.”

I don’t answer right away.

The window beside us reflects a faint version of the room—two shapes across from each other, coffee between us like a neutral line.

“I’m fine,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow. “You say that like it’s policy.”

“Maybe it is.”

She considers that, then lets it go. Samantha’s good at knowing when to press and when to wait.

“You remember when I almost stayed in banking?” she asks.

“Yeah. You hated it.”

“I hated the people,” she says. “Numbers were honest. People weren’t.”

I glance at her. “You think this job’s better?”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I think it’s clearer.”

That lands heavier than she probably intends.

She notices.

“Anyway,” she says, lighter now, “I saw you today and thought... maybe we should stop pretending we don’t know each other anymore.”

“We don’t pretend.”

She tilts her head. “We do. We just do it politely.”

I don’t argue.
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We sit there longer than necessary.

She tells me about a case she can’t talk about. I tell her nothing specific at all. Somehow, it works.

When she finally stands, she hesitates, then reaches out and squeezes my shoulder—brief, familiar, grounding.

“Don’t disappear on me, Jack,” she says.

Not as a cop.

Not as a warning.

As a request.

“I won’t,” I say.

It’s not a promise.

But it’s close.

She leaves first.

I finish my coffee and sit for another minute, watching people come and go like none of this matters.

It does.

Just not in ways either of us can name yet.

Tomorrow is Tuesday.

Different job. Different rhythm. Different kind of attention.

I stand, toss the empty cup, and head for the door.

Behind me, the city keeps moving.

Ahead of me, William Clark is still somewhere in it.

And now, so is Samantha Banks.
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CHAPTER TWO:

Static and Signals
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Tuesdays don’t smell like fear.

They smell like plastic and dust and electronics warming under lights that never turn off. No bleach. No screaming kids. No corporate urgency pretending it’s purpose.

I prefer it.

ElectroShop sits in a dying strip mall between a nail salon and a payday loan place, the kind of stretch where dreams come to get refinanced and die quietly. The parking lot is cracked and uneven, weeds pushing through the asphalt like they’re testing boundaries. Half the storefront signs are sun-faded. One still advertises a video rental place that’s been gone for three years.

Inside, everything hums.

Consoles loop the same trailers on repeat. TVs scream color at no one in particular. Speakers thrum with bass-heavy demos that never quite finish a song before restarting. Neon reflections bounce off glass display cases full of overpriced accessories no one really needs but everyone convinces themselves they do.

Artificial. Contained. Manageable.

Predictable.

Predictable keeps things steady.

“Morning, Jack.”

Stacy Spears is already behind the counter, coffee she’s not supposed to have tucked beside the register like management hasn’t noticed for six straight months. Blonde today. Natural this time. She changes things about herself like she’s reminding the world she can.

She notices when I clock in.

Most people don’t.

“Morning,” I say.

She looks me over slowly, like she’s reading weather patterns.

“You look like shit,” she says pleasantly.

“Good morning to you too.”

She grins over the rim of her cup. “Long Monday?”

“Always.”

Across the store, Luis is already arguing with a customer about extended warranties like his life depends on it.

“I’m telling you, sir, if your kid drops this thing in the toilet, you are going to wish you bought protection.”

The customer looks personally offended by the suggestion.

Maya waves from the back room without looking up from the tablet she’s supposed to be dusting around. She’s half-lost in whatever game she’s pretending is work today.

Normal noise. Normal people.

Nobody hiding anything worth killing.

That should be comforting.

It isn’t.

The bell over the door chimes.

A man in his late forties walks in like he’s already angry. Baseball cap pulled low. Jaw tight. The kind of posture that says he decided he was being cheated before anyone even opened their mouth.

“I need a TV,” he says, loud enough to make it everyone’s problem.

Luis visibly deflates.

I step in before frustration builds momentum.

"What size?”

The man squints at me like that wasn’t the answer he wanted.

“Big.”

I nod once and start walking toward the wall of screens.

He follows, muttering under his breath about prices, buttons, remotes, how nothing works the way it used to, how his last TV lasted fifteen years because companies used to build things instead of scams.

I let him talk.

People like him don’t want solutions first. They want witnesses.

We stop in front of a mid-range model. Not flashy. Reliable. Forgiving.

“This one,” I say.

He folds his arms. “Why?”

“You turn it on, it works. You don’t have to fight it.”

He stares at the screen.

“No weird menus?”

“Some weird menus. Fewer than the others.”

He studies me for another second.

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

No sales pitch. No enthusiasm. No fake retail voice. Just certainty.

His shoulders drop a fraction.

That’s usually enough.

He nods once. Decision made.

“Fine. This one.”

I help load the box onto a cart while he keeps complaining, but softer now, more out of habit than anger. By the time he reaches the register, he’s almost relaxed.

Almost.

As he leaves, he gives me a single nod.

Respectful. Brief. The closest thing some men have to gratitude.

I feel Stacy watching from behind the counter.

Not staring.

Observing.

She waits until the customer is gone before speaking.

“You’re good with people.”

“I don’t talk much.”

“Exactly.”

That lands harder than it should.

She smiles like she knows it did.

I move past her before she can say anything else.

The shift stretches.

ElectroShop breathes differently than MegaMart. Fewer bodies. Fewer blind spots. Less chaos pretending to be urgency. Here, silence matters more than noise.

The Watcher stays folded in this place.

Not gone. Never gone. Just quieter.

This place doesn’t demand vigilance.

It invites routine.

I straighten a rack of controllers I already straightened yesterday. Red. Blue. Black. All lined up like order means something.

Habit.

“You always organize things that don’t need organizing.”

Stacy again.

I don’t turn.

“Yes.”

She moves closer.

“And you always work two jobs.”

“Yes.”

“And you never talk about why.”

That makes me look at her.

She isn’t smiling now. Not teasing. Just waiting.

There’s something dangerous about people who ask calmly.

“I like rent,” I say. “And food.”

She considers that.

“That’s not the whole answer.”

“No,” I agree. “It’s the safe one.”

That earns a real laugh.

Not polite. Not playful. Honest.

Dangerous.

She leans against the display beside me, arms folded.

“You ever think maybe people would trust you more if you answered like a human being?”

“I thought I was doing great.”

“You’re doing mysterious. That’s different.”

“People like mysterious.”

She tilts her head.

“No, movies like mysterious. Real people think mysterious usually means married or emotionally damaged.”

I let that sit for a second.

Then, I ask her, “Which one do you think I am?”

She smiles slowly.

“Still taking bets.”

That should make me step back.

Instead, something tightens in my chest.

That difference matters.

More than I’d like.
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I duck into the back room under the excuse of inventory.

No one questions it. They never do. Retail runs on the comfort of plausible busywork. If you’re carrying a clipboard or walking with purpose, most people leave you alone out of professional courtesy or personal laziness.

The door swings shut behind me, and the hum of the store dulls to a muted vibration. Not silence. Just distance. Enough to think without feeling watched.

I lock the door.

Not because anyone would come looking.

Because I want the extra second.

The shelves back here are stacked with unopened boxes, returns waiting to be processed, overstock no one has room for on the floor. Cardboard, tape, the dry smell of dust caught in ventilation that doesn’t reach this corner often enough. The fluorescent light above me buzzes like it’s trying to remember whether it wants to live.

I pull out my phone.

No messages. No missed calls.

Just folders.

William Clark.

I open it.

Photos pulled from public pages. Bar tags. Grainy images taken by people who didn’t know they were documenting patterns. Notes about nights he drinks too much. Nights women leave early. Nights no one steps in because no one wants the story to become theirs.

The name doesn’t stir anything emotional.

It shouldn’t.

This isn’t planning.

It’s confirmation.

A shirtless photo from a summer barbecue. Clark leaning too close to a woman who’s smiling with her mouth and nowhere else. A blurry clip outside a bar where someone shouts and someone else pulls him back before it becomes visible enough to matter. A comment thread full of people joking about how he’s “a lot sometimes.”

Sometimes.

That’s what they call men like him when they don’t want
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