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Chapter One- No one is coming
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Rose didn’t want to be here.

Not in Walmart. Not under the seizure-bright fluorescent lights. Not in the middle of people crowding her like ants on a dropped sucker. And especially not in the back seat of her sister’s silver 2017 Tahoe, pretending she didn’t hear every passive-aggressive sigh and thinly veiled insult during the drive.

But her Traverse was dead — tires shot, brakes grinding, out of gas, and God only knew what else. Asking her sister for a ride wasn’t a choice. It was a necessity. One that came with a price.

Everything did these days.

The Tahoe jerked to a stop in a spot halfway down the parking lot. Her sister slapped the gear into park and tapped her nails on the steering wheel. Josh was already unbuckling beside her, eager to escape.

"I said you could come,” her sister said, “not that we’d wait all day. Be quick."

Rose ignored her. She was good at that now — the silence, the blank face, the way she held everything in like a dam one crack away from collapsing.

Josh flung his door open. She grabbed his wrist gently before he could dart off.

“Straight to the toy aisle. I’ll come find you.”

“Got it.” He smiled at her — that boyish grin that still somehow held onto innocence despite everything. Despite the shed. Despite the hell they lived in.

She watched him dart through the automatic doors like freedom lived just past the entryway. Her hand stayed hovering in the air a beat longer, as if letting go of him physically might make the rest of her come undone too.

With a slow exhale, she climbed out of the car, gripping her bag tight against her hip like a shield. Her sister was already walking away, not even bothering to wait.

Walmart was a battlefield of blinding lights, screaming kids, carts with broken wheels, and people who stood too close. The air reeked of fryer grease, cheap perfume, and something vaguely medicinal. The floor tiles buzzed beneath the wheels of her cart like they were alive.

Every sound echoed too loud in her skull. Every unexpected movement pulled a thread tighter in her chest.

Her PTSD didn’t announce itself with fireworks. It crept up. It hummed under her skin. It made her hands tremble on the cart handle and her vision blur at the edges if she wasn’t careful.

Just shampoo, cat food, and maybe a pair of socks for Josh if she could sneak them in without getting caught. Because everything she did for him had to be quiet. Secret. Hidden.

It wasn’t how it should be.

But it was how it was.

She made it through two aisles before it hit — that heavy snap in her gut that said get out. Her throat tightened. Her breathing hitched. A baby screamed in the next row over, and it felt like someone had poured boiling water into her ears.

She needed air. Needed out. Now.

So she moved fast — too fast — around the endcap and into the wide front aisle near the registers.

And slammed straight into someone.

The impact jolted her shoulder and sent her reeling sideways. Her bag slid off. Pain sparked in her arm as she caught herself.

“Shit—” she hissed.

A hand shot out and caught her elbow — not rough, not grabbing, just... firm. Steady.

"You alright?"

The voice was deep. Rough velvet and smoke. The kind of voice that came from a man who didn’t need to raise it to be obeyed.

She looked up—and froze.

"Yes, I'm fine. Are you okay?"

Blue eyes locked on hers. Sharp. Focused. Blonde hair pulled back under a backward cap. A clean-shaven jaw that looked like it had forgotten how to smile. Tattoos slid under the cuff of his black T-shirt, peeking out like shadows on tanned skin.

He held a motorcycle helmet in one hand. The other stayed on her arm, steadying her, waiting.

She should have pulled away immediately. That’s what she always did. But there was no threat in his touch. No pressure. No assumption.

He was younger than her — clearly — but not too young.

At least older than her kids, she thought, relief flickering through her nerves. Probably early thirties. Thirty-four, maybe?

He looked her over once, not in a creepy way. Just a measuring way. Like he saw things other people didn’t.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, stepping back — too fast again.

Her heel caught the edge of the tile. She nearly went down for real this time — but he caught her again, fingers flexing just enough to keep her upright.

Heat flushed her cheeks. Not from embarrassment — from being touched and not hating it.

That was worse.

That was dangerous.

“Maybe don’t block the walkway,” she snapped, pulling her arm free and trying to pretend her heart wasn’t racing.

He didn’t argue. Didn’t roll his eyes. Just tilted his head slightly like he’d filed that tone of hers away for later.

“Noted.”

She gripped the cart harder, muscles tight, and pushed past him without another word.

And yet...

When she turned the corner at the end of the aisle, her instincts pulled her gaze back.

He was still standing there.

Not moving.

Not distracted.

Just... watching her go.

And for the first time in what felt like years, something sparked in her chest.

Something sharp.

Something reckless.

It scared the hell out of her.

But it also made her feel... not invisible.

And that might’ve been worse.

And for the first time in what felt like years, something sparked in her chest. Something sharp. Something reckless.

It scared the hell out of her. But it also made her feel... not invisible.

And that might’ve been worse.

She turned away fully this time, swallowing hard as her fingers curled tighter around the cart handle. She didn’t have time for sparks. Or strangers. Or deep voices with steady hands and motorcycle helmets.

She had shampoo to buy. Dog food. Socks, maybe. And a son waiting in the toy aisle who still believed she could protect him from everything.

So she kept walking, one foot in front of the other, willing her heartbeat to slow. Willing the memory of his touch to fade.

It didn’t.
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Chapter Two: The Shadow Step
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James didn’t believe in fate.

But whatever the hell that just was?

It wasn’t nothing.

She hit him like a storm — not just physically, though yeah, her shoulder had slammed straight into him hard enough to make his helmet shift under his arm.

But it was more than that.

It was the way she froze when she looked up at him — like she was waiting to be hit but bracing herself to hit back.

It was the way her hand twitched near her bag, like she was ready to grab something or run.

It was the fire in her voice when she snapped at him... even though her voice shook.

She had eyes that had seen too much.

Shoulders that carried more than groceries.

And lips that hadn’t smiled in a long damn time.

He’d seen it before — not in women like her, exactly. But in soldiers. In guys fresh out of lock-up.

In the mirror once or twice.

Pain changes a person.

She wore it like armor.

He’d seen women like her fall apart and get back up like it was a habit. The kind who kept walking even when they bled inside.

She was gone before he could even say more than one word, blending into the crowd like a ghost with a cart.

But James didn’t move. Not right away.

He stood there for maybe ten seconds longer than he should have, watching where she’d gone. His fingers flexed around the helmet.

Then he shifted his weight and started walking. Not fast. Not direct. But purposeful.

He didn’t know what he was doing.

He didn’t follow women.

Didn’t chase ghosts.

Didn’t get involved.

But something about her...

He couldn’t look away.

He rounded the corner and caught a glimpse of her again — now at the end of an aisle. She stood half-crouched, putting something in the cart like she was trying to hide it beneath the other things. Socks maybe?

She looked over her shoulder — not at him — but just around. Like she was expecting trouble to come from any direction.

Like she'd already lived through worse and was waiting for it to hit again.

James didn’t get close. He wasn’t an idiot.

He was being stupid. Creepy, even.

But something rooted him there — not lust, not curiosity.

Just a gut-level pull that didn’t make sense yet.

He stayed a few aisles over, leaned against a stack of bulk paper towels, acting like he was checking a text. He wasn’t.

He was studying. Watching.

She moved like someone who didn’t want to be noticed.

Someone used to walking on eggshells and landmines.

He saw it in her posture.

In the way she flinched when a cart rolled too close.

In how her head tilted just slightly at every loud voice or laugh.

Damn.

He didn’t know her story yet — didn’t even know her name — but it was screaming at him anyway.

And then, a kid’s voice broke through the static.

“Mom!”

Her head snapped up, relief flickering across her face so fast he almost missed it. She pushed the cart toward the sound. A boy — 13 maybe — ran toward her with a cheap plastic toy in hand and that same tired joy he’d seen in some of the younger club boys whose moms never had enough.

“Not today,” she said gently, brushing his hair back. “But soon. I promise.”

The boy didn’t argue. Just nodded like he was used to hearing that.

James didn’t smile.

Didn’t frown either.

He just watched. Thought. Filed it all away.

Single mom. Tired. Broke. Maybe scared. Definitely angry at the world.

But that kid looked happy to see her.

And she looked like he was her entire reason for breathing.

He shifted on his feet, exhaled slow.

He’d told himself he didn’t want to get involved. Didn’t need another mess in his life.

But standing there in a damn Walmart, watching a woman hold herself together with duct tape and fire... he wasn’t so sure anymore.

He’d known that kind of quiet desperation.

Had worn it once — after his brother died.

When even waking up felt like a threat.

She didn’t know it, but he’d recognized her.

Not her face. Not her body.

Her damage.

And suddenly James knew one thing for certain.

He needed her name.

He didn’t know why.

Didn’t know what the hell he’d do with it.

But names were anchors.

And she looked like a woman drifting just out of reach.
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Chapter Three: Shadows in the Aisles
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James stayed two aisles over, pretending to check his phone as he watched them move slowly through the store.

The boy — still holding tight to empty hands now — walked beside the woman, who carried herself like she was dragging a thousand miles of worry in her shoulders.

They stopped near a shelf filled with socks, the kind that cost almost nothing but somehow mattered too much.

James’s ears caught fragments before he could stop himself.

> “If you have money for that, you have money to pay me for gas.”

The woman’s voice was low but sharp — a warning and a condemnation all at once.

Rose’s voice, clipped and cold, shot back.

> “Don’t push me. I’m already paying you.”

It wasn’t loud. It didn’t have to be. The tension between them filled the air like smoke. James could feel it from where he stood.

He saw Rose’s jaw tighten, her eyes flicker toward the boy — like she was trying to shield him from the storm she couldn’t control.

> “I’m just saying,” the sister added, voice dripping with false sweetness, “if you can buy those socks, you can pay your damn share.”

Rose’s next words were colder, sharper.

> “Maybe if you weren’t such a damn thief, I wouldn’t have to.”

The boy tugged gently at her sleeve, trying to interrupt, distract, dissolve the moment before it exploded. She barely noticed. Her breath was shallow, her spine locked straight. The
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