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Thank you for choosing Night Shift Strangers.

Did Ava's asymmetrical eyes break your heart? Did "I see you" heal it? And did you cry at 5 AM on that balcony?

Leave a review—your voice helps this story find the readers who need it most: the ones who are awake when the rest of the world is sleeping.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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A NOTE FROM CADEN ROWEN
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I've never been good at sleeping.

For the longest time, I thought insomnia was just my thing—something I had to live with, like needing glasses or hating cilantro. But the truth is, I wasn't avoiding sleep. I was avoiding the quiet that came with it.

This story started at 3 AM in a coffee shop that smelled like burnt grounds and regret. I was the only person there, nursing a cup I didn't really want, when I started wondering: What kind of person ends up here at this hour? And what happens when two of them find each other?

Night Shift Strangers isn't about fixing broken people. It's about two people who are tired—of pretending, of running, of being alone in the dark—and who decide, very quietly, to stop running. Together.

Ava and Theo don't get a Hollywood ending. They get a 5 AM ending. The kind where the world is still mostly asleep, the light is soft, and you're just grateful someone is sitting next to you.

If you've ever felt like the daylight is too bright, or like you're the only one awake when the rest of the world is dreaming—this one's for you.

Thank you for reading.

— Caden
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CHAPTER 1 - AVA - "3 AM Regulars"
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Ava was counting cracks in the ceiling tile above booth seven when the ER nurse walked in.

3:17 AM. The little bell above The Grind's door jingled too cheerfully for the hour. Three steps inside, he stopped, let the door swing shut behind him. Two more steps to the counter. A pause. Order placed. One minute later, Marge slid a mug across the worn countertop.

Black coffee. No cream, no sugar. The same as every other Tuesday morning. Or, well, Wednesday morning. Whatever.

Ava shifted in her corner booth, back pressed firm against the wall. She could feel the worn vinyl sticking to her leggings. Her iPad glowed softly, illuminating the half-finished face on her screen—a woman with a cascade of dark hair, wide-set eyes. The left one smaller than the right. Always. She'd fix it later. Probably.

The nurse settled at his usual spot at the counter, stool angled just so. Facing the door. Always facing the door. He wore dark green scrubs under a faded denim jacket, the fabric of the sleeve pushed up, revealing a thin, pale scar on his forearm. A nurse thing, probably. He didn't look at her. He never did. Just wrapped his hands around the ceramic mug, fingers long and steady, and stared into the dark liquid like it held the secrets to a better night's sleep.

Ava knew him only as "the ER nurse." She knew he worked nights, that he came in around 3 AM four, sometimes five times a week. She knew he sat in the same stool, ordered the same coffee, and left around 5 AM, just as the sky began to think about light. She didn't know his name. He didn't know hers. That was the point of 3 AM.

Her own coffee had gone cold ten minutes ago. Bitter. The way she liked it. Or, the way she told herself she liked it. Mostly, she just needed the excuse to be here. To be somewhere that wasn't her empty apartment, with its silence that screamed and the daylight that burned.

Eight months since she'd slept through the night. Eight months since her phone had rung at 2 AM in a Seattle hotel room, with news that made her lungs forget how to work. Eight months since daylight had become something to fear.

Her stylus moved across the screen, adding a stray curl to the drawing's hair. Another strand. Another. Her hands were starting to tremble. Just a little. Enough to make the lines wobble.

Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe.

But her lungs didn't listen. They were tightening, squeezing, like a fist around her chest. The edges of her vision started to blur, the warm yellow lights of The Grind stretching into strange, starlike shapes. The low jazz on the radio, usually a comfort, became a jumble of discordant notes.

Oh no. Not here. Please, not here.

Her chest seized completely. Air. She needed air. She shoved the iPad away, the screen going dark. The booth suddenly felt too small, the walls closing in. Her pulse hammered in her ears, a wild, frantic rhythm drowning out everything else.

Through the roaring in her head, she was vaguely aware of a figure moving. Not Marge, who knew to give her space. The nurse.

He was by her booth in three long strides, crouching down to her level. His eyes—brown, impossibly tired but clear—met hers. He didn't touch her. Didn't crowd her.

"Hey," he said. His voice was low, steady. "Look at me. Right here."

Ava couldn't. Her gaze darted around the coffee shop, finding corners, shadows, anywhere but the man kneeling beside her. The panic was a wild animal in her ribcage, thrashing.

"Breathe with me," he said, still calm. "It's okay. Just follow."

He held up a hand, palm flat in the air between them. Not to touch her, but as a guide.

"In through your nose," he said, inhaling deeply. "Four counts."

She tried. Nothing happened. Her throat was closed.

"Again. Slow."

This time, a sliver of air trickled in. Burned.

"Good," he murmured. "Now hold it. Seven."

He counted silently on his fingers. One. Two. Three. She held her breath, her lungs protesting. Four. Five. Her heart was still hammering but it was slowing, just a fraction. Six. Seven.

"Now out. Eight counts, through your mouth."

Ava exhaled in a rush, a broken sound that was half-sob, half-gasp. The pressure in her chest eased. Just enough.

"Again," he said.

And they did it again. Four in, seven hold, eight out. And again. The counting became a rhythm, an anchor. The coffee shop slowly came back into focus. The scuffed linoleum floor. Marge standing behind the counter, watching with worried eyes, her hand hovering over the phone but not touching it. The nurse's steady, unwavering presence beside her.

Eventually, the animal in her chest curled up and went to sleep, exhausted. She was left hollowed out, trembling. Humiliation washed over her, hot and sharp. She had completely lost it in front of a stranger. In front of the one other person who came here to be left alone.

She couldn't look at him.

He didn't say anything else for a long moment. Just stayed there, crouched, giving her space to piece herself back together. He slowly lowered his hand.

"You good?" he asked, the words quiet.

Ava managed a small, jerky nod, pulling the sleeves of her oversized hoodie over her hands. The fabric was damp with sweat.

He stood up, his movements unhurried. "Okay."

Then he walked back to his stool at the counter, picked up his coffee, and took a sip. As if nothing had happened.

Ava watched him, her breath still shallow in her own lungs. He didn't look back at her. Didn't stare. He just sat there, facing the door, a solid, quiet presence at the other end of the empty room.

She should leave. The urge to flee was strong, to run back to the familiar misery of her apartment. But her legs felt like lead. And something else held her there—a strange, quiet relief. She hadn't been alone when she broke.

Marge came over a minute later, setting down a fresh mug of coffee on her table. The older woman's fingers brushed her shoulder, a brief, warm touch. No words. Just the coffee. Black. Still too hot to drink.
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