
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


INIQUITY

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.  

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  


INIQUITY

––––––––

Published by 

Cold Fever Books  

P.O Box 8742

Maumee, Ohio 43537 

––––––––

Cover Design by Matt Heart & Lori Heart  

Printed in the United States of America  

First Edition: Paperback

February 14th, 2025

––––––––

Copyright © 2024 by Matt Heart  

All rights reserved

––––––––

www.coldfeverbooks.com



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      INIQUITY

    

    
      First edition. February 14, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Matt Heart.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230862550

    

    
    
      Written by Matt Heart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


This book is dedicated to the dreamers—the ones who have carried a dream since childhood, unwavering in the face of odds, circumstances, and forces working against them.
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To those who never stopped pushing forward, holding onto belief when many would falter, and staying true to the inner child within. 
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This is for you—for never giving up on the dream.
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And if one day I am no longer here, you’ll know where to find me.

I’ll be at Laurelsville.

Laurelsville—a place where dreamers go.

-Matt Heart- 

Grab your favorite blanket, cozy up in your most cherished spot, and let me take you on a thrilling, mysterious, and ghostly journey. I’ll drive, you ride shotgun—trust me with your thoughts, your fears, and your curiosities.
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Before we begin, remember this:
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The scariest roads are the ones we pave with our imagination. Buckle up. The engine’s running, the headlights are dim, and the path ahead twists into shadows. Every turn holds a secret, every mile a whisper, and by the end, you might not see the world—or yourself—the same way again.
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Ready? Let’s go.
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By Matt Heart
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Let's begin shall we 
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Prologue
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Sophia stirred in her bed, the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen barely audible over the rhythmic creaks of the old apartment building settling for the night. She had always found the noises comforting, reminders that she wasn’t completely alone in the world. But tonight, something was different. The usual sounds seemed distorted, heavier, like a low growl reverberating through the walls. Her body was tense even in sleep, her limbs twitching as though fighting an invisible force.
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The dream began like many others before it. She was lying in her bed, her body impossibly heavy, as if submerged in thick, suffocating tar. 

A shadow loomed in the corner of her vision, vague yet unmistakable, watching over her. It never spoke, never moved closer—until it did. The figure grew sharper, darker, its presence crushing the air in the room. Sophia wanted to scream, but her mouth wouldn’t open. Her body refused to move. The shadow crept closer, its weight pressing down on her chest like iron shackles. She gasped, struggling for breath as an unseen force tightened around her wrists and ankles. Spreading her legs she can feel the penetration inside slow and deliberate. Her mind raced, but she was trapped, powerless against the darkness that invaded her space.
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The sensation was unbearable—foreign, violating. Tears streamed down her face, though she couldn’t lift her hands to wipe them away. She wanted to wake up, to escape this oppressive nightmare, but the shadow wouldn’t let her go. It lingered, looming over her, its movements slow and steady. 
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She could feel it, though she couldn’t see it clearly, and the sensation made her stomach churn. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. Yet, it felt so painfully tangible, as though whatever was in the room with her would take whatever it wanted, savoring her fear.

Sophia jolted awake with a gasp, her chest heaving as if she’d been running for her life. The room was dark, lit only by the faint glow of the streetlamp outside her window. She sat up, trembling, her sheets damp with sweat. She rubbed her arms, trying to shake off the lingering chill. It was just a dream, she told herself, the same one she’d had before. Still, her hands moved to her throat, her wrists, as though searching for evidence of the unseen binds she swore she had felt.
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The apartment was silent now, eerily so. The refrigerator’s hum had stopped. Even the usual scurrying a rattling of mice in the walls was absent. Sophia swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet meeting the cool floor. 

She glanced toward the door, which was slightly ajar. Hadn’t she closed it before going to sleep?
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She got up and walked to the kitchen. Her eyes moved to the orange juice bottle sitting on the kitchen counter. She frowned. She distinctly remembered putting it back in the fridge after dinner, yet there it was, out of place, its cap slightly askew. She walked toward it cautiously, each step making her heart pound louder in her chest. The air felt colder near the kitchen, almost damp, as though someone had left a window open, though she knew that wasn’t the case.

She picked up the bottle, noting that it felt lighter than it had earlier. Her hands trembled as she tightened the cap and put it back in the fridge. Maybe she’d used it and forgotten, she reasoned. But her gut told her otherwise. She glanced around the apartment, the shadows on the walls seeming to shift and expand unnaturally.
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Sophia forced herself back to bed, pulling the covers up to her chin as her eyes darted around the room. She told herself it was her imagination, just the lingering effects of the nightmare. Yet sleep didn’t come easily. Every creak of the floorboards, every groan of the pipes sent her heart racing. She could swear she heard something faint—a soft shuffling, almost imperceptible, as if someone were moving just out of sight.
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The dreams continued night after night, growing more intense, more vivid. Each time, the shadow became bolder, its presence more suffocating. It wasn’t just in the corner of the room anymore—it was on top of her, pinning her down. She could feel its breath on her neck, cold and rancid. 

Its weight pressed her deeper into the mattress, its invisible hands holding her still as she fought against the paralysis that gripped her body.
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Chapter One
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Sophia Blake tightened the belt on her thrifted leather coat, the worn material creaking faintly as she stepped out into the crisp autumn air. The late afternoon sun barely penetrated the gray clouds above, and the wind nipping at her cheeks. She tucked her hair behind her ears, her fingers brushing the beauty mole on her left cheek—a feature she both loved and loathed for the attention it always seemed to draw.
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Her boots, a pair of scuffed brown leather with fur-lined tops, crunched against the brittle leaves scattered across the cracked sidewalk. She had picked them up from the thrift store last winter when money was even tighter than it was now. 

They weren’t exactly stylish, but they were warm, and that was all that mattered. Practicality over vanity—that was the story of her life.
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At 5'6", with a small frame that carried approximately 145 pounds in a way that accentuated her rather large breasts. Her build gave her a soft yet noticeable presence, and she often caught people’s eyes without trying. Her brown eyes were warm and expressive, framed by naturally long lashes that she rarely enhanced with mascara. Makeup wasn’t something she invested much in; she couldn’t afford the fancy brands or endless palettes she saw advertised. When she did wear makeup, she stuck to earthy tones—soft browns, taupes, and muted greens that complemented her complexion without demanding attention.
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Her nails were usually bare, though every now and then, when she had the time or felt the need to indulge herself, she’d paint them. She leaned toward neutral colors—light pinks or beige—practical and understated. But it was a habit she couldn’t quite keep; she always found herself nervously biting the polish off within a day or two, leaving her nails uneven and chipped. It was a small, telling quirk—one that mirrored the quiet anxieties she carried with her, even when she tried to keep them hidden.
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Sophia’s hair, a natural blondish-brown, fell just below her shoulders. It was soft and wavy, a little unruly at times, but she made do without expensive shampoos or curling irons. She was the kind of woman who looked effortlessly pretty, even in thrifted clothes and second-hand shoes. 
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Life hadn’t afforded her much, but she carried herself with a quiet resilience that made her beautiful in a way that was uniquely her own.
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This morning the wind howled down the narrow streets of Hollows Creek, a small city just outside Laurelsville. The chill relentlessly bit at her skin, but she was used to it by now. Adjusting her steps to avoid the puddles of rainwater glistening like oil on the cracked pavement, she pulled her coat tighter around her slim frame.

Sophia sighed as she passed the empty bus stop. Her bus pass had expired two days ago, and she didn’t have a single coin to her name for the fare. The idea of walking to Marty’s Grill—her job—was daunting, but it wasn’t the first time she’d had to rely on her feet to get her through tough times.

“Just another mile,” she muttered under her breath, her voice barely audible over the rushing wind. She adjusted her bag on her shoulder, the strap digging into her collarbone. Inside was her black button-down work shirt, neatly folded, along with her apron and a tattered paperback novel she’d been reading during breaks.
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As she trudged through the streets, the familiar sights of Hollows Creek passed by: a convenience store, a shuttered barber shop, and the lone coffee stand with a line of weary commuters clutching steaming paper cups. She could almost taste the coffee, but even a small cup was a luxury she couldn’t afford right now.
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The last stretch of her walk took her through a quiet residential street, the kind lined with houses that were once grand but now bore signs of wear and neglect. The leaves crunched under her boots as she crossed the road and turned the corner. 

She could see Marty’s Grill up ahead, its red neon OPEN sign flickering faintly in the window. 

The smell of sizzling bacon and fried potatoes wafted toward her, carried on the wind, and her stomach growled in protest.

Sophia pushed open the door, the bell above jingling softly as she stepped inside. Warm air and the familiar hum of conversation greeted her, a stark contrast to the cold silence outside. Marty, the diner’s gruff but kindhearted owner, glanced up from the grill where he was flipping burgers.
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“You’re cutting it close, Blake,” he called, his tone sharp but not unkind.
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“Sorry,” she replied quickly, heading straight to the back room to change. She slipped off her coat and hung it on the hook by the door, pulling her uniform out of her bag. The mirror above the sink was cracked, but it still reflected enough for her to catch a glimpse of herself as she tied on her apron. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold, and her hair was a little wild from the wind, but she didn’t care. She was here, and that was what mattered.

By the time she stepped onto the diner floor, the dinner rush was already in full swing. 

Balancing plates of food and refilling coffee mugs came second nature to her now, and she slipped into the routine with ease. Marty’s Grill wasn’t her dream, but it paid enough to keep her afloat—for now.
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[image: ]


As she cleared a booth and reset the table, Sophia caught a glimpse of her reflection in the diner’s front window. The neon sign above her head cast a faint red glow on her face, and for a fleeting moment, she allowed herself to dream of something better.

But the moment passed, and she was back to the grind, the weight of reality pressing down on her. Survival first. 

Dreams would have to wait.
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The hours passed in a blur of orders, coffee refills, and clinking silverware. By the time the rush died down, Sophia’s feet ached, and her head was pounding. She leaned against the counter, catching her breath as Marty wiped down the griddle.

“Good work tonight, kid,” he said gruffly, but there was a hint of warmth in his voice. “Get home safe, yeah?”

“Will do,” she replied, slipping her coat back on and stuffing her notepad into her bag. The night air hit her like a wall as she stepped outside, her boots crunching against the frost-covered sidewalk. It wasn’t much, but Marty’s Grill was keeping her afloat, and for now, that was enough.
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The Struggle at Home

––––––––
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Sophia lived in a moderately spacious studio apartment. Where but walls seemed to close in a little more each day. Her apartment was a microcosm of her life—convenient, functional, and painfully temporary. The single window overlooked an alley where garbage bags and stray cats jockeyed for space, and the thin walls did little to block out the sounds of her neighbors’ lives. She had decorated with what she could find: a few prints of impressionist paintings, a secondhand lamp with a chipped base, and a small collection of books stacked haphazardly in the corner. It wasn’t much, but it was hers.
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She had rented it on her own after moving out of her parents’ house, wanting to prove she could stand on her own two feet. 

The walls were painted an uninspiring beige, and the furniture was a mismatched collection of pieces she’d scavenged from secondhand stores. Her most prized possession was a small wooden desk where she spent hours pouring over her textbooks and scribbling notes for her college courses.
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Her parents, Marissa and Andrew Blake, lived in a modest home in the suburbs. They had always been supportive, in their own way. Marissa was a no-nonsense woman with a penchant for organization, and Andrew was a retired police officer, the quiet type, always working on home projects or tinkering in the garage. They had raised Sophia to value hard work and resilience, though their love had always felt more like an obligation than an outpouring of affection.

Sophia had spent much of her childhood feeling like an outsider in her own home. Her parents were good people, but something about their dynamic had always seemed... off. They had provided for her, supported her decisions, and cheered her on at school events, but there was an unspoken distance between them—a void she couldn’t quite explain. 

She chalked it up to her own insecurities and focused on proving she didn’t need anyone to hold her hand. She strived to be independent. 
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Sophia was an only child and rarely spoke to her parents after she moved out. She thought little about her childhood—there were too many unanswered questions there, too many memories that didn’t quite fit together. She had always accepted her life at face value, but every now and then, something would stir a faint unease in her. 
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Like the time she found a box of old photos in her parents’ attic, filled with pictures and newspaper clippings, and what appeared to be crime scene photos. 

Or the time she overheard a hushed conversation between her mother and father about a decision they’d made long ago.

She didn’t ask questions. She didn’t want to know. But the feeling lingered, like a shadow at the edge of her vision, always there but just out of reach.
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Despite her fiercely independent streak, Sophia wasn’t completely alone. Tomya, her best friend since high school, was the only person who had managed to chip away at her walls. Tomya was loud, unapologetically herself, and always ready with a sarcastic comment or an outburst of laughter. She stood in stark contrast to Sophia’s quiet, contemplative nature, and somehow, their differences had made them inseparable.

Tomya was a striking young biracial woman with a magnetic presence that commanded attention wherever she went. 

Standing at 5’5” with a petite yet voluptuous frame, her flawless curls—black with hints of brown and blonde highlights—framed her hazel eyes, which sparkled with a mix of ambition and defiance. A gap between her two front teeth added a unique charm to her radiant smile, often seen as she joked or vibed with her closest friends. 

Always impeccably groomed, Tomya’s nails and hair were works of art, a testament to her natural talent and aspirations of becoming a beautician and makeup artist. She had a flair for bold style, her pierced nose and tongue adding a rebellious edge to her look. Though her love for smoking weed often kept her in a constant state of euphoria, Tomya remained fiercely focused on her dreams. Growing up in the projects, she had danced as a stripper to save money for beautician school, a decision that spoke to her resourcefulness and determination. 
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Despite her challenges, she had done remarkably well for herself, transforming her circumstances into motivation to build a better life.
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Tomya works as a stylist at a small salon downtown. She had a knack for transforming people with her scissors and a sharp eye for color, but her real talent lay in her ability to make people feel seen. She was Sophia’s rock—the person who always reminded her that it was okay to laugh, even when the world felt like it was crumbling around her.
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Then there was Emmanuel. He had started working at the diner a few months before Sophia, his Lebanese accent giving a melodic quality to his words. He was a towering presence, standing at 6'3" with broad shoulders and a solid 190-pound frame that exuded strength and confidence. His skin was the color of a brown paper bag, smooth and warm, complementing the dark, thick eyebrows that formed a faint unibrow above his piercing gaze. 
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A chiseled jawline and perpetual 5:00 shadow gave him a rugged, timeless look, as though he had stepped out of a classic photograph. Emmanuel was deeply rooted in family values, always honoring his mother and father with unwavering respect and keeping his close-knit group of friends like an extension of himself. His loyalty and sense of duty were as strong as his physical presence, making him a dependable figure in the lives of those who knew him best.
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He had a mop of dark curls and a boyish grin that could charm even the grumpiest of customers. Unlike Tomya, who never stopped talking, Emmanuel was quiet and observant, always ready to offer a listening ear.

Sophia often found herself lingering by the coffee station during shifts, sharing hushed conversations with Emmanuel about everything from philosophy to their shared dreams of leaving their dead-end jobs behind. He had grown up in a large family, the youngest of five brothers, and spoke often about the chaos of his childhood.

But there was a sadness in his eyes when he talked about home, a wistfulness that made Sophia wonder if he, too, felt out of place in the world.

—-
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Sophia’s Routine

Sophia’s days followed a predictable rhythm. She woke early, the alarm clock’s grating beep pulling her from restless sleep. After throwing on her coat and boots, she would catch the bus downtown to her college classes. The ride was always too long, the air inside the bus stifling, but she used the time to study, her brow furrowed as she tried to cram equations or historical dates into her already overworked brain.

After classes, she would head to the diner where she worked as a waitress, the uniform a too-tight polyester blend that made her skin itch. The tips were lousy, the customers impatient, and the manager perpetually on edge. Still, it was a paycheck, and that was what mattered.

Her shifts often ended late, leaving her too tired to do much more than collapse into bed when she got home. On the rare nights she had energy to spare, she would hang out with Tomya and Emmanuel at Marty’s Grill, the cozy hole-in-the-wall diner known for its greasy fries and bottomless coffee. Her second home. 

It was their sanctuary, a place where they could laugh and complain about life without fear of judgment.

Her Dreams and Despair

Despite her struggles, Sophia was determined to finish her education. College was her lifeline—the one thing that promised a future beyond the endless cycle of work and survival. She dreamed of becoming a teacher, of making a difference in the lives of kids who, like her, had felt invisible.

But the weight of her circumstances pressed down on her like a vice. Her tuition payments were late, her bills were piling up, and her boss would ask her to work double shifts at the diner or threaten to cut her hours. Some days, it felt like no matter how hard she fought, the world was determined to beat her down. But she was gonna fight back no matter the circumstances.
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Chapter Two
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That warm aroma of sizzling bacon, buttery pancakes and freshly brewed coffee filled the air as Sophia stepped into the bustling diner. She hung her coat on the rack near the employee lockers, the familiar clatter of plates and the chatter of customers a comforting backdrop to her morning. Slipping on her apron and fastening it securely around her waist, she straightened her name badge, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

Emmanuel, working the grill cook, glanced over his shoulder from his station. “Lucky for you, you weren’t late this time,” he teased, his voice a playful mix of relief and reprimand.

Sophia rolled her eyes, grabbing a hair tie to secure her loose strands into a ponytail. “It’s the bus, Manny. It never runs on time,” she said, tying her apron. “I hope Marty understands.”

Before Emmanuel could respond, a loud, commanding voice called from the front counter. “Ticket back! Cheeseburger, grill on two, double fries, bacon, chocolate malt!”

“Got it!” Emmanuel hollered, flipping a sizzling patty onto the grill with precision.

Marty, leaned through the window that connected the kitchen to the dining room. His stern, weathered face softened just enough to acknowledge Sophia. “Glad you made it on time today,” he said, his tone firm but not unkind. “Now get to work. We’ve got a packed house. I need your full attention this morning.”

––––––––
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“Yes, sir,” Sophia said, tugging on her apron strings one last time. She straightened her hair in the small mirror by the lockers, grabbed her notepad and pen, and headed into the dining area.

The diner was alive with movement—waitresses darting between tables, customers laughing over their meals, and the hum of the jukebox playing a tune from the 70s. Sophia scanned the room and spotted her first table of the day: three casually dressed men seated near the window.

As she approached, one of the men—a brown-haired, blue-eyed guy—made unashamed eye contact with her. His gaze lingered just a moment too long, causing a flicker of unease to ripple through her.

“What can I get you guys?” Sophia asked, mustering a friendly smile as she opened her notepad.

The trio exchanged knowing glances, suppressing giggles like schoolboys sharing a secret. 
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The brown-haired man, clearly the ringleader, leaned forward with a grin. “I’ll take Marty’s Grill Special—double eggs sunny side up, double toast, double bacon, avocado on the side,” he said, his tone casual yet confident.

Sophia nodded, jotting it down. “And for you two?”

The other men placed their orders—one opting for a short stack of pancakes with sausage, the other a BLT with extra mayo. As Sophia closed her notepad, the brown-haired man spoke again, his grin widening.

“What’s your name?”

Sophia blinked, caught off guard. Her gaze dropped to her name tag before meeting his eyes. “Are you serious?” she asked, a hint of annoyance in her tone. “It’s on my name tag.”

The man chuckled, unfazed. “So I guess it is. I was just trying to be a gentleman and not look at your breast—” he paused for effect, “—name tag I mean.”

Sophia felt heat rush to her cheeks as he finished his sentence, but she maintained her composure. “Well, now that I've seen it, how are you, Sophia?” he asked, his grin as persistent as ever.

Sophia smiled tightly, her voice steady. “Days could be better,” she replied, flipping her notepad open and shut repeatedly. “Let me put your orders in. You guys want anything to drink while you wait?”

“Coffee. Black,” the brown-haired man said.

The others chimed in with their coffee preferences, and Sophia hurried off to the counter to grab their drinks. As she filled the mugs, she couldn’t shake the feeling of the man’s eyes on her, even from across the room.

Returning to the table, she placed the mugs in front of each man, her practiced smile firmly in place. “Here you go,” she said.

The brown-haired man held up his mug in mock salute. “To good service,” he said, winking at her.

Sophia chuckled dryly. “Enjoy your coffee,” she said, turning quickly to tend to her other tables, hoping to shake off the strange energy he exuded.

As the morning wore on, Sophia found herself glancing at the trio’s table from time to time, her curiosity mingled with unease. Something about the way they had giggled, the way the brown-haired man had locked eyes with her—it unsettled her. But she pushed the feeling aside. It was just another day at the diner, she told herself. 
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