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Prologue
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Her hand was shaking again. Not enough for anyone to notice, especially now that it was getting dark out. She could feel it, though, keeping her slightly off balance. The leash pulled against her. I had no business adopting this dog in my state. He started barking and pulled her forward. She lurched directly into another person before she could stop it. A steady hand stopped her from falling backward. 

“Are you alright?” a deep, calm voice asked. 

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, pulling the leash tighter. The words came out sharper than she meant.

He crouched to help untangle the mess at her feet, moving with deliberate calm, like someone who knew sudden movements might make things worse. “Mind if I—?”

She hesitated, then nodded once. “Sure. Whatever.”

The stranger’s hands worked through the twisted leashes. His dog—Scout, she saw on the tag, sat politely beside him, tail swishing in slow rhythm. The contrast was almost insulting.

“New in town?” he asked, voice still low, conversational.

Helena stiffened. “Does it show?”

“Just a guess. Maplewood is a small town. I’m Cal,” he replied, extending a hand. 

A silent pause. “Helena,” she finally said. 

“Nice to meet you, Helena. Not to be too forward, but I run obedience training classes. If you are staying awhile, stop by the dog rescue anytime,” Cal said. 

Her eyes flicked up to meet his, wary but curious. Then she nodded once, tugged the leash gently, and started to leave. He watched her go. As she turned the corner, she glanced back. He was walking up the stairs to an apartment building. The dog barked. Yes, I noticed him too, she whispered to no one in particular. 
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Chapter 1: Fried Nerves
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The cursor blinked. 

Again. And again. 

Helena couldn’t remember what she had been writing. A Jira ticket? A Slack reply? An email to a developer who hadn’t slept in three days? Her screen blurred at the edges. Her name glowed in the top-right corner — Helena Morgan (Product Lead). It fit like a shirt left too long in the dryer. Behind her, a voice cut through the static. 

“Just pick one.” Her boss. Calm. He smiled with the practiced ease of a blade slicing through warm butter. They were in the glass conference room. Everyone was waiting—the engineers, the stakeholders, the designers, the CEO’s assistant, who was technically “just observing.” Slack pinged on her laptop. Her phone buzzed in her jacket. A spreadsheet opened without her touching it. Her chest was tight, like a balloon about to pop. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, not typing. Not moving. Say something, she told herself. Just explain it. Just say it out loud. Her thoughts and her voice couldn’t connect. Her vision tunneled. A cold sweat dripped down her back. Someone across the table said something urgent. She didn’t hear it. Or she did, but it slid off her brain before it landed. She stood. Fast. Too fast. 

“I’ll be right back,” she managed, barely above a whisper. 

She fled, pushing through the conference room door and past reception. She paused long enough to take off her heels before breaking into a run, rushing past the line of people waiting for her decision. She hurried into the elevator, went down, and then out into the air that didn’t taste like recycled fear. Outside, the city was gray, loud, and fast. She bent at the waist, hands on her knees, gasping. Barefoot in Manhattan, she was dry heaving. Her phone buzzed again in her hand, and she smashed the power button until the screen went black, then dropped it on the sidewalk. She let it lie there. She didn’t go back inside—not that day, not ever. 

Helena woke up with her fists clenched in the sheets and a heavy weight of memory pressing on her chest. Above her, the ceiling fan turned slowly. I don’t have a ceiling fan. Below her, something clattered—a baking tray? A mixer? Then it hit her: warm sugar, melting butter, and cinnamon so strong it felt like a punch to her throat. 

The bakery. Right. The apartment. The town. The dog at the foot of her bed stretched and yawned, collar jingling like a bell. Outside the window, birds chirped, and someone shouted a cheerful good morning way too early. Helena rolled onto her side and groaned into the pillow. She’d come here to disappear. To rest. To figure out who she was, if she wasn’t fixing everyone else’s problems. But already, the world was knocking.

She threw the covers back and got up too quickly, as if she was trying to escape the weight still pressing on her chest. The hardwood floor was cool beneath her bare feet, but her skin felt hot and tight. Residue from the dream clung to her neck, arms, and the backs of her knees. She didn’t need breakfast; she needed to wash it off.

The shower groaned to life with old pipes rattling but high-water pressure. She stepped in before the water was fully warm, flinching once, then letting it hit her as it gradually turned hot. 

Soap. Steam. Scald. Scrub.

She pressed both hands against the wall, head lowered, eyes closed. Not crying. Just breathing.

It’s over.

You left.

You don’t work there anymore.

Still, the weight clung like office air — recycled, stale, chemical. She stayed under the water until her fingertips pruned, and her heart slowed back to something resembling normal. Only then did she reach for the conditioner.

By the time Helena finished getting dressed, the apartment smelled like she’d built it on top of a cinnamon roll. She tried to ignore it. Made coffee in the little drip machine with the chipped carafe. Burned her tongue. Sat on the edge of the couch and stared at the to-do list she’d written the night before.


	Dog food

	Walk

	Groceries

	Sit still 



Her stomach growled so loudly that the dog perked up. She hadn't eaten since yesterday afternoon — some wilted salad she had picked at in the car at a rest stop, halfway through the drive out of the city. It was supposed to last her until she could unpack, until she felt more like herself. Right now, she just felt hollow. Scrubbed clean on the outside but cracked on the inside, where the dream had left its claws.

Just grab something. Pay in cash. Don’t stay long.

She clipped the leash onto her dog’s collar, pulled on an oversized black hoodie, her favorite black sunglasses (also oversized), and headed downstairs. 

The bakery was louder than she expected. Not in sound, not really, but in life. Light spilled through the wide front windows, catching on a row of artfully mismatched mugs behind the counter. People sat at wooden tables laughing as if it were already noon. The fireplace roared on the crisp fall morning. The walls were a warm sage green, with trim painted soft cream. A chalkboard near the register read:

Pumpkin maple scones

Apple cider cake by the slice

Cinnamon rolls (always warm!)

Helena lingered in the doorway for too long. Someone held the door open behind her. She mumbled thanks and stepped inside, her dog sniffing curiously at a trail of crumbs near the counter.

In and out. Pick something. Blend in.

She kept her head down, sunglasses still on, and moved toward the register. Her heart pounded as if she were walking into a boardroom, not a bakery. At first, no one looked at her. Helena sensed their eyes hovering like a spotlight, ready to turn on. Her pulse quickened. Her grip tightened on the leash. The dog sniffed the air, nose twitching toward a table where someone had dropped a piece of muffin. He gave a small, hopeful whine.

No. In and out.

Behind the counter, a woman with hair pulled into a messy bun, apron smudged with flour, a soft smile that looked like it came naturally, glanced up.

“Morning,” she said warmly. “You must be my new upstairs tenant.”

Helena froze mid-step. The woman didn’t follow it up with anything invasive. Didn’t reach for a clipboard. Didn’t lean forward like she expected an introduction.

Just: Morning. You must be upstairs.
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