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CHAPTER 1 — The Boutique

Sam pushed open the glass door of the boutique with a kind of careful courage, the kind she had practiced in mirrors and shop windows but never actually felt. The bell above her chimed with a soft, expensive ring, and for a moment she imagined it was greeting her instead of warning the employees that someone who was about to steal had stepped inside.

She had just turned twenty last month, though she still looked impossibly young. Her blue twin ponytails bounced lightly as she entered, bright ribbons of colour framing a face that seemed made for soft light. Her eyes were a vivid, startling blue, round and expressive, the kind of eyes that revealed every passing emotion no matter how hard she tried to mask them. Her skin was smooth and tan. A black choker circled her throat, giving her an edge that contrasted with the innocent cut of her features.

She wore her best outfit.

A fitted black tank top that hugged her chest.

An open red flannel hanging loose at her sides.

A black pair of baggy combat pants that hid many, many pockets.

White trainers completed the look.

Together it made her look sweet, a little rebellious, a little lost.

It made her look like a girl trying desperately to build a version of herself she could be proud of.

Sam moved slowly through the cool, perfumed air of the boutique. The scent of expensive lotion drifted from behind glass displays. Soft pop music floated from overhead speakers. Everything felt polished and quiet, the kind of place built for women who had credit cards and afternoons free.

Sam had one of those things.

And it wasn’t the credit card.

She barely had rent.

She worked a part time café job where regular customers complimented her looks instead of tipping.

She studied photography classes in a local college. She needed to look the part. She needed clothes that the popular girls wore without thinking.

But she could not afford any of it.

That familiar ache settled beneath her ribs. The ache of wanting to be seen. The ache of wanting to matter.

Sam trailed her fingertips across a rack of shimmering silk blouses. She imagined a camera in her hands. She imagined walking into class with something soft and beautiful draped over her small frame. She imagined, for a single fragile heartbeat, belonging.

She sighed, barely audible.

She glanced at the security desk by the entrance.

The guard did not look up.

Middle aged.

Heavyset.

Uniform stretched tight across his belly.

A paperback novel propped against the curve of his stomach.

He flipped a page with slow, lazy fingers.

He had not noticed her.

Good.

Sam slipped deeper into the store, her movements light and tentative, almost floating. She selected a soft pink lace bralette. A delicate red slip. A perfume vial she did not dare spray. She gathered them against her chest, the fabrics whispering against her skin.

The price tags made her stomach twist.

She told herself it was fine. She told herself she needed this. She told herself everyone else her age already had more than this and no one ever asked how.

She checked the security guard again.

Still reading.

Still uninterested.

Still no threat.

Sam breathed, barely.

She had learned to steal the way some girls learned to dance. Quiet steps. Careful timing. A soft sort of grace born from necessity. She was not proud of it, but she had grown good at pretending her hands belonged in places they did not.

She slipped the items into her backpack one by one.

She did not tremble.

She did not hesitate.

And she knew she was one mistake away from losing everything she was trying so desperately to pretend she had.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Deeper Theft

Sam drifted deeper into the boutique, pretending she was just another girl browsing, even though her stomach had been tight since she walked in. The shop clerk behind the counter looked half-asleep, her elbow propped on the glass case, her jaw resting in her palm. She looked like she had been out the night before.

Perfect.

Every time Sam glanced her way, the clerk rolled her eyes at some invisible annoyance, scrolling her phone with lazy flicks of her thumb.

Good.

She wasn’t paying attention.

The overweight security guard near the entrance wasn’t either. He sat slumped in his chair like it was swallowing him whole, a paperback novel balanced on his stomach. He turned its pages with slow, heavy fingers, not bothering to look up when the bell rang or when customers passed in and out.

Sam walked lightly, quietly, her backpack feeling heavier than the few things she had slipped inside earlier. She paused at a rack of summer dresses and breathed through the nervous knot in her chest.

Maybe she could take one more.

Maybe two.

She reached for a soft, pale yellow dress. The fabric brushed her knuckles like a secret. She closed her hand around it, slid it across her arm, waited for the moment the clerk would look up.

She didn’t.

Sam exhaled.

Then she felt something behind her.

Her heartbeat stumbled.

She didn’t turn at first. She stayed very still, fingers curled around a hanger, pretending to study sizes. But she could hear footsteps in the aisle now. Slow. Unhurried. Heels tapping a rhythm too deliberate to be casual. Coming closer.

Her throat went dry.

She turned.

A woman was there.

Tara looked nothing like the bored staff or the slumped guard. She stood tall in a fitted black blazer and a long pencil skirt that hugged her figure with quiet power. Her blouse was white, elegant, perfectly pressed. Her blonde hair was gathered into a thick ponytail that fell over one shoulder in soft waves, and her glasses sat low on her nose, giving her eyes a sharp, intelligent glint.

She looked like someone who noticed everything and who owned every room she entered.

And she was looking directly at Sam.

Not with anger.

Not with amusement.

But with an unsettling calm that made Sam’s pulse hammer against her ribs.

“Oh,” Tara said, her tone warm and polite, though her eyes were anything but soft. “Hello there.”

Sam forced a breath. “Hi.”

Tara stepped closer into the narrow aisle. Close enough that Sam could smell her perfume, something fresh and expensive. Close enough that Sam felt the need to step back but found there was nowhere to go.

“I’m Tara,” she said gently. “The store manager. I just wanted to check if you needed any help today.”

Sam shook her head. “No. I’m just looking.”

Tara smiled, slow and poised. “Of course. Let us know if anything... catches your eye.”

Catches your eye.

The words hit Sam’s stomach like a punch.

Tara’s gaze flickered down Sam’s arm for the tiniest moment. Sam felt exposed even though the manager didn’t say a single thing about the items hidden in her backpack.

Then Tara stepped aside, letting Sam slip past her. The moment she turned away, Sam’s lungs finally unlocked. Her heart was pounding so hard she felt it in her fingertips. She hurried toward the front of the store, not daring to look behind her.

The guard looked up as she approached.

“Hey,” he said in a lazy drawl. “Got the time?”

Sam almost dropped her bag. “Uh. It’s... four twenty-one.”

“Right. Thanks.” He waved her on. “Have a nice day.”

Her legs felt numb as she stepped out of the boutique.

She didn’t breathe until she reached the restaurant across the mall. She ducked into a back booth and ordered a glass of water she wasn’t able to drink right away. Her hands were shaking too much.

When she finally unzipped her backpack, the sight of what she had stolen sent a rush of both thrill and guilt through her chest.

Lingerie.

Perfume.

Jewellery.

Makeup.

Things she had wanted for weeks. Hundreds of dollars’ worth. She could sell half for fast cash.

She spread them out slowly, trying to let herself feel proud instead of horrible.

They probably wouldn’t even notice, she told herself. Stores like that lost things all the time. And anyway, insurance existed for a reason.

She picked up the perfume bottle.

Applied some to her neck and wrists.

It was the same scent as the store manager.

She let herself smile.

Then she felt it.

Her stomach dropped.

She looked up.

And Tara was standing at her table.

Coffee in one hand. A Pepsi in the other. Her blazer immaculate. Her ponytail perfect. Her expression composed and unreadable.

“You smell nice.” She said, looking at the perfume in Sam’s hand.

She nodded at the items spread across the table.

“Well,” Tara said softly, “it seems we really do need to talk.”

Sam’s breath broke.

She was caught.

She was dead.

And Tara sat down across from her like she had all the time in the world.

⸻
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CHAPTER 3 — The Confrontation

Tara did not reach across the table.

She did not raise her voice.

She simply sat there, calm and certain, while Sam tried to breathe through the panic twisting in her chest.

They sat in silence for another minute. Tara simply looking at her, drinking her coffee.

“Are you alright?” she finally asked. “Can you breathe?”

“I’m not going to involve security, or police. I just want to talk, that’s all. Girl to girl. Is that okay?”

Sam answered as best she could, her voice thin and uneven.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I... I... I never thought it would go this far, I just got carried away. I am sorry.”

Her eyes dropped to the table.

Tara listened the way someone listens when they already know the truth but want to see if you will give it willingly.

Then Tara set her coffee down and lifted her eyes.

“Sam,” she said softly, “come with me. We cannot talk properly in a restaurant.”

Sam froze. “To where?”

“My office.”

Sam hesitated. “You said no police.”

Tara nodded. “I meant it.”

Sam swallowed hard. Her hands trembled as she packed the stolen items back into her backpack. Tara watched her with that unnervingly calm expression, like nothing Sam did could surprise her.

When they stood, Tara placed a gentle hand between Sam’s shoulder blades. Not touching. Just guiding.

“Come,” she said.

Sam followed.

Her heart had been racing at high speed for minutes now.

She wondered
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