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Chapter 1: The First Walk
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Elena clocked out at 7:12 a.m. on a Tuesday in late October.

The hospital corridors were quiet the graveyard shift always ended in that strange hush, like the building itself was exhaling after holding its breath all night. She pulled her scrub jacket tighter against the chill, slung her bag over her shoulder, and headed for the staff parking lot.

She didn’t notice him at first.

Victor Kane new head of security was leaning against the wall near the exit doors, arms crossed, eyes on the monitors above the desk. Fifty-five, ex-cop, salt-and-pepper hair cropped military short, shoulders wide enough to block a doorway. Widowed for three years. Already a rumor in the nurses’ station: “He looks at you like he’s deciding whether to arrest you or fuck you.”

He straightened when she passed.

“Morning, Elena.”

His voice was low, gravelly, the kind that carried even when he spoke quietly.

She stopped. Surprised.

“Morning, Mr. Kane.”

“Victor.”

She gave a small smile. “Victor.”

“Heading to your car?”

“Yeah. It’s... cold out.”

He pushed off the wall.

“I’ll walk you.”

She blinked. “You don’t have to....”

“I do.” He nodded toward the doors. “Policy. No one walks alone after dark. Or before dawn.”

She hesitated then nodded.

They stepped outside. The air hit like a slap. Frost glittered on the asphalt. Her breath fogged.

He walked close not touching, but close enough she could smell his aftershave mixed with coffee and gun oil.

They didn’t speak for the first thirty seconds.

Then: “Rough night?”

She laughed under her breath. “Always. You?”

“Quiet. Boring.” A pause. “Until now.”

She glanced at him. He was looking straight ahead, but the corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

Her car was at the far end of the lot an old blue hatchback with a dented bumper.

When they reached it he stopped. Looked down at her.

“You okay to drive? You look tired.”

“I’m used to it.”

He studied her face longer than necessary.

“Get home safe. Text me when you’re there.”

She blinked. “I don’t have your number.”

He pulled a card from his pocket hospital security, his name, direct line.

“Anytime. Day or night.”

She took it. Fingers brushed his.

“Thanks.”

He watched her get in, start the engine, pull away.

In the rearview mirror she saw him still standing there arms crossed, eyes on her taillights until they disappeared.

She drove the twenty-five minutes home with the card on the passenger seat, heart beating a little too fast.

When she got inside, husband already gone for his haul (left at 5 a.m.), she texted the number.

Elena: Home safe. Thanks for the walk.

Victor: Good girl. Sleep well.

She stared at the words.

Then locked her phone and went to bed still in scrubs, still smelling faintly of hospital and him.

She didn’t sleep right away.

She lay there thinking about how his voice had dropped when he said “good girl.”

And how wet she suddenly was.
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Chapter 2: The Second Walk – The First Crack
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Elena’s shift ended at 7:03 a.m. the next morning, same routine, same quiet corridors, same bone-deep exhaustion. She changed in the locker room, swapped scrubs for jeans and a soft gray hoodie, pulled her dark hair into a loose ponytail. When she stepped out into the lobby, Victor was already there.

Same spot by the exit doors. Arms crossed. Watching the monitors like he hadn’t moved since she left yesterday.

She slowed.

He looked up. Met her eyes.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

He pushed off the wall. “Walk you out?”

She hesitated longer than yesterday. Then nodded.

They stepped into the cold. The sky was still dark, streetlights buzzing overhead. Frost crunched under her sneakers.

They walked in silence for the first few steps.

Then he spoke.

“You sleep okay?”

She laughed small, tired. “Not really. You?”

“Same. Night shift messes with everything.”

Another few steps.

“You ever get used to it?” she asked.

“Some people do. Others just survive it.”

She glanced at him. “Which are you?”

He looked down at her. “Surviving. For now.”

They reached her car. Same dented blue hatchback. Same far corner of the lot.

She unlocked it. Opened the door. Paused.

“Thanks again.”

He didn’t move to leave.

“Elena.”

She looked up.

“You look like you’re carrying the world on your shoulders.”

She gave a weak smile. “Just tired.”

He stepped closer close enough she had to tilt her head back.

“Tell me something real.”

She swallowed. “My husband’s gone again. Three weeks this time. I’m... alone a lot.”

Victor nodded slowly.

“Hard.”

“Yeah.”

He reached out slow brushed a stray strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb lingered on her skin.

“You don’t have to be alone every night.”

Her breath caught.

He didn’t push. Just let the words hang.

Then he stepped back.

“Get home safe. Text me when you’re there.”

She nodded. Got in. Started the engine.

In the rearview she watched him stand there arms crossed, eyes on her taillights until she turned out of the lot.

She drove home shaking.

When she pulled into the driveway, house dark and empty, she texted him.

Elena: Home.

Victor: Good girl. Sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.

She stared at the words.

Good girl.

Her thighs pressed together. Heat bloomed low in her belly.

She went inside. Locked the door. Went straight to the bedroom.

Showered.

Lay in bed alone hand slipping between her legs.

She almost touched.

Then stopped.

Instead she opened her messages. Read his text again.

Typed one word.

Elena: Yes.

Sent it.

Then turned off the light.

Sleep came slow.

She dreamed of strong hands, low voices, and a man who looked at her like she was the only thing that mattered in the dark.
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