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The Quiet Ones. Hard Times 
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Chapter 1

Morning Glory 

Jake Foster woke up before the alarm because his body had learned to do it. Not out of discipline. Out of fear. Fear of being late. Fear of being noticed. Fear of giving the world one more reason to push him. The bedroom was dim and still, the kind of quiet that felt borrowed. A ceiling fan clicked on every third rotation like it had something to say. Jake stared at it without thinking. Thoughts cost energy, and he hadn’t earned any yet.

He got out of bed carefully, feet finding the cold hardwood. He stood there for a moment, shoulders slumped, hands hanging loose, listening. No kids. No partner. No voices. Just pipes settling in the walls and a car door slamming somewhere outside. Jake moved through the apartment like he didn’t want to disturb the air.

The bathroom light was too bright, exposing everything he didn’t ask to see. His face looked older than it felt, not in years but in weight. Lines at the corners of his eyes suggested a man who smiled often. Jake didn’t remember when that stopped being true. He turned on the shower and waited. The water ran cold, sputtering, deciding whether he deserved heat today. When it finally warmed, he stepped in and closed his eyes. For a few seconds, he let himself pretend. Then the water snapped cold again, sudden and sharp, stealing his breath. Jake slammed his hand against the tile and twisted the knob. Nothing changed. He stood there, jaw clenched, staring at the wall like he could intimidate the pipes into respect.

The old Jake would’ve laughed. This Jake shut the water off hard and stepped out. He dried himself like he was scrubbing away a mistake. In the mirror, his expression was calm. Practiced. The outside always lied.

He brushed his teeth quickly, foam gathering at the corners of his mouth. Rinsed. Spit. Stared. Quiet guy. Regular guy. Nobody guy. He pulled on his work clothes, checked his wallet, keys, phone. Everything accounted for. Nothing extra.

The kitchen smelled like yesterday. Old air. Old food. He grabbed his mug, the same cracked one he used every morning. He kept a lot of things past their best days. The coffee maker hissed and dripped like it was tired too. Jake stood with his arms crossed, listening to the city wake up. Siren far away. Dog barking. Garbage truck rumbling like it hated everyone.

His phone buzzed. A bank notification. Jake didn’t open it. He already knew. Low balance. Pending bills. He set the phone face down like it had disrespected him.

The coffee finished. He poured carefully, steady hands, added sugar and a splash of milk. He turned to grab his lunch bag and clipped the mug with his elbow. Time slowed just long enough to mock him. Coffee spilled over the rim, splashed onto the counter, then the floor, soaking his socks.

Jake froze. It wasn’t the coffee. It was never the coffee. It was the pattern. Every day, something small. Something pointless. Something reminding him that effort didn’t matter. His jaw flexed. He swallowed hard, breathing through his nose. His hands curled into fists, knuckles pale. He stared at the spill like it might apologize. It didn’t. Jake said one word. Low. Sharp. Ugly. It echoed in the quiet apartment. He didn’t yell. He didn’t throw anything. He just said it like a man turning a key. Something clicked.

He cleaned the mess slowly, methodical, wiping the counter, scrubbing the floor until the stain faded. He changed his socks. He poured another cup of coffee, holding the mug with both hands this time. Like it might fight him. His face settled back into calm. Quiet guy again. Regular guy again. But his eyes were different. Tired of forgiving the day before it even started.

Jake stared out the window at people moving like they had somewhere worth going. He took a sip and swallowed past the tightness in his throat. Just get through today, he told himself. That was always the promise. That was always the lie.

He picked up his lunch bag and paused at the door, looking back once. Not sentimental. Just checking. Everything quiet. Everything normal. Jake locked the door behind him. The click sounded final. Not because he was leaving. Because something inside him was.
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Chapter 2 The Commute
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Jake Foster drove like a man with nowhere to be and no choice but to get there. The car was old but reliable, which meant it rattled just enough to remind him it could quit at any time. The radio stayed off. Jake didn’t need noise. Noise invited thoughts. Thoughts invited questions. The road did that well enough on its own. Morning traffic crawled like it always did, lanes packed tight with people who looked calm behind glass but felt just as trapped as he did. Brake lights blinked ahead in waves, a red pulse that said slow down again, even though no one had sped up. Jake rested one hand on the wheel, the other near the gear shift. His shoulders were loose. His jaw was not.

He passed the same billboard he passed every morning. A smiling man in a suit promising opportunity. Jake snorted under his breath. Opportunity always looked like it had money already. A pickup truck cut in front of him without signaling. Jake braked harder than he needed to. Coffee sloshed in the mug he’d foolishly brought with him, a few drops jumping the lid and hitting his hand. Hot enough to sting. Not enough to hurt. He stared at the back of the truck, eyes narrowing behind the dark lenses. The driver never looked back. Jake exhaled slowly through his nose. This wasn’t new. This was routine. People took space like it was owed to them. Like courtesy was optional if you were in a hurry or felt important enough. He eased forward again.

At the next light, a compact car rolled up beside him, music thumping from inside, bass rattling the windows. The driver laughed loud at something on his phone, not looking up once. When the light turned green, the car hesitated. Jake waited. Counted to three. Nothing. A horn blared behind him. Jake tapped his own horn once. Just once. The compact lurched forward. The driver flipped him off without turning his head, arm loose and careless. Jake felt it then, a tightening behind his eyes, a warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with anger and everything to do with being done. He didn’t react. Didn’t return the gesture. Didn’t speed up. Didn’t fall back. He just watched.

The car weaved through traffic ahead, darting lanes like it was a game. Two exits later it was gone. Jake smiled slightly. Not amused. Not satisfied. Just aware. The highway opened up for a stretch and drivers pressed their luck. Speed crept up. So did tempers. A sedan rode Jake’s bumper close enough that he could see the driver’s mouth moving, probably talking, maybe yelling. Jake didn’t care. He maintained the speed limit. The sedan swerved into the next lane and shot past him, the driver leaning out the window long enough to shout something Jake couldn’t hear. Didn’t need to. Jake kept driving.

His phone buzzed in the cup holder. A text from work. Can you come in early? We’re short today. Jake stared at the screen for a moment longer than necessary. Early meant unpaid setup. It always did. The machine didn’t care when you arrived. The company did. They called it being a team player. Jake set the phone face down and didn’t respond.

At the next light, a delivery van rolled through the red without slowing. Jake stopped short, heart kicking once against his ribs. The van disappeared down the cross street like nothing had happened. Jake sat there, hands tight on the wheel now. That could’ve been it, he thought. Not fear. Just fact. The light turned green. He drove on. As the industrial park came into view, squat buildings rising behind chain link fences, Jake felt the familiar weight settle in his chest. Another day of machines that never thanked you. Another day of precision demanded and respect denied. He adjusted his grip on the wheel and pulled into the lot, parking between two trucks that looked like they belonged to men who were paid more to do less.

He shut the engine off and sat there for a moment longer than necessary. The ticking of the cooling car filled the silence. Jake stared straight ahead through the windshield. Quiet guy. Reliable guy. Machine tool and die technician. The kind of man people trusted with tolerances measured in thousandths but never trusted with their time or money. He opened the door and stepped out into the morning air. The plant loomed ahead, steel and concrete and expectation. Jake closed the car door carefully. The sound echoed.
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One of These Days
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Jake Foster pulled into the lot like he always did, steady and early enough to look responsible but not early enough to look desperate. The industrial park sat low and gray under a sky that never fully committed to morning. The plant was one of those buildings that looked like it had been built to outlive the people inside it. Concrete, steel, faded signage, the kind of place that didn’t care what your name was as long as you kept the line moving. Jake parked, shut the engine off, and sat for a beat, listening to the soft ticking of the car cooling down. He took one last breath of quiet before work stole it.

Inside, the air changed immediately. Metal and oil. Coolant. Old dust that never left. The building hummed even when it was supposed to be silent, like the machines carried on conversations after everyone went home. Jake walked through the entrance, badge scanned, and nodded at the security guard who nodded back without really seeing him. Nobody saw Jake. That was the point. That had always been the point.

He hit the locker room, swapped his jacket for his work gear, and headed toward the floor. The closer he got, the louder it became. Presses, mills, grinders, forklifts beeping. A world built on precision, noise, and people pretending they weren’t tired. Jake stepped onto the floor and went straight to his station like he could disappear into it.

He liked the machines. Machines had rules. Machines didn’t smile in your face and cut you in half behind your back. Machines didn’t play favorites. They didn’t talk about you at lunch. They didn’t ask you to show “more enthusiasm.” A machine didn’t care if you were quiet. It cared if you were right.

Jake set his lunch bag down, put his gloves on, and checked the work order. Tight tolerances. No room for mistakes. Just how they liked it. Jake’s hands moved with the calm certainty of a man who’d been doing this long enough to know the difference between a good day and a day that wanted blood. He adjusted the setup, checked the measurements, and began. He was halfway into his first run when he heard the voice. “Ayyyy, there he is. Mr. Smooth and Silent himself.”

Jake didn’t look up right away. He let the machine finish its pass. Then he turned his head slowly, eyes steady, expression neutral.

Aaron stood a few feet away, leaning like the floor owed him rent. Mid-thirties. Clean boots. Clean shirt. Clean hands for a man who swore he was the backbone of the company. His safety glasses were perched on his forehead like he wore them for decoration. He had the kind of smile that could mean anything, which usually meant it meant nothing good.

Aaron sipped from a bright company-branded mug like it was a trophy. “Man, you ever talk before noon or do you just communicate through vibrations and disappointment?”

A couple guys nearby chuckled. Not hard. Not real. The kind of laugh you give when you’re trying not to get pulled into something. Jake returned his attention to the machine. “Morning,” he said. One word. Flat. Aaron took it as permission. Aaron always took everything as permission.

“You see that email?” he asked. “They said we might get some overtime this weekend. That’s good, right? You can finally upgrade from that Flintstones car you drive.” He laughed at his own joke like he’d invented humor.

Jake didn’t respond. He reached for the calipers and checked the part. Perfect. He set it down, then checked another. Perfect again.

Aaron walked closer. Too close. He rested an elbow on the edge of Jake’s workstation like he owned it. “You hear about the new supervisor meeting? Management’s trying to get things streamlined. You know, tighten up the culture. Accountability. That kind of thing.” He said accountability like it tasted sweet. Jake’s jaw flexed once. He kept his eyes on the work.

Aaron lowered his voice slightly, like they were sharing secrets. “I told them you’re solid, though. I did. I said Jake’s consistent. Quiet, but consistent. Not everybody can be consistent. Some people got attitude problems.” He glanced around like he wanted somebody to hear him being noble. Jake finally looked at him. Not angry. Not threatening. Just direct. “You tell them that,” Jake said.

Aaron smiled bigger, like he’d won something. “Of course I did. That’s what teammates do.” He tapped his chest with one hand. “I’m for the people.” Jake nodded once, slow. “You’re for Aaron.”

The smile faltered for half a second. Aaron recovered fast. He always did. He chuckled and shook his head like Jake was being funny. “Man, I like you. You always got those little one-liners hiding in there. See, that’s why I say you should speak up more. You got personality. It’s just locked up in there with the rest of your joy.” Aaron’s eyes dropped to Jake’s lunch bag. “What you got today? Bologna again? You gotta live a little, brother.” Jake took the lunch bag and slid it into the locker under his station. Calm. Controlled.

Aaron kept talking. “I’m just saying, you got skills. People respect skills. But they respect confidence more. You want something around here, you gotta ask the right way. Put a little shine on it. You can’t just walk up to the boss like, hey, I deserve more money.” He mimicked a deep serious voice and raised his chin. “Sir, I am a quiet man who deserves a raise.”

More chuckles. Still not hard. Still not real. But enough to make Jake feel it. That familiar sense of being a target because he didn’t play the game. Jake stared at the machine as it worked, the sound of metal cutting metal filling the space between them. He listened to that sound like it was a language he trusted more than words. Aaron leaned in again. “Speaking of raises,” he said, tone light but eyes sharp. “You ever actually ask? Or you just hope they notice you being responsible?” Jake’s fingers tightened around the calipers. Not enough to crack them. Enough to feel the pressure.

He thought about rent. Gas. The price of groceries that climbed like it was proud of itself. The bank notifications he didn’t open. The text asking him to come in early. Unpaid setup. Team player.

He thought about the last time he asked for anything. How he rehearsed it in his head so he wouldn’t sound emotional. How he made it polite. How he made it small. How he made it easy for them to say no. Jake set the calipers down gently. “I’m asking,” he said. Aaron blinked. “Asking what?” Jake turned his head slightly. The hum of the machines made it feel like the whole building leaned in. “I’m asking for a raise,” Jake said. His voice was quiet, but it didn’t shake. “Today.”

Aaron’s face shifted, something like surprise and delight mixed together. Like he’d just been handed front-row tickets to something messy. “Oh,” he said, smiling like he cared. “Wow. Look at you. Okay, okay. Big move.” He lifted both hands like he was backing away from a wild animal. “I mean, hey, go for it. Don’t let me stop you. Just be ready. They gonna ask you why you deserve it.” Jake’s eyes didn’t move. “They know why.”

Aaron laughed, but it landed wrong. “Man, you’re cold. All right. I’m rooting for you, though. I really am.” He patted Jake’s shoulder once. A little too friendly. A little too firm. “Just remember, attitude matters. You walk in there with that stone face, they’ll think you’re mad at the world.”

Jake watched Aaron walk away, still talking to someone else, still performing, still collecting invisible points like the job was a game and he was trying to unlock a promotion. Jake turned back to his work. He fed another piece into the machine. Watched it cut clean. Watched it do exactly what it was told. He wished the world worked like that.

He kept working until break time, until the supervisor’s office light clicked on, until the moment came that he couldn’t avoid anymore. He wiped his hands, pulled off his gloves, and stared at the door across the floor. His reflection in the window glass wasn’t angry. It was just tired.

One of these days, he’d promised himself, I’m going to stop being the easiest person in the room to ignore. Jake walked toward the office. Quiet steps. Steady breath. And for the first time in a long time, he didn’t feel invisible. He felt dangerous.
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Chapter 4

The Request
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Jake waited until break time because that’s when Gary liked to play boss without actually doing work. Gary’s office sat above the floor like a lookout tower, glass windows facing the machines and the men like they were pieces on a board. Jake walked up the stairs steady, not rushing, not dragging. His boots hit each step with the same rhythm he used on the job, careful and measured. He could hear the plant behind him, humming and grinding, like it was trying to drown out anything human.
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