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Dedication

To those who have suffered abuse—

Your story matters.

Healing is messy, non-linear, and hard.

But it does not mean you're weak.

It means you're still fighting.

You are not alone.
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Chapter One – Blood on His Collar
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POV: Jesse

Setting: Roadside diner, 2:03 a.m. Desert wind. Faint hum of old neon.

The coffee pot burned hours ago, but Jesse poured another cup anyway.

He couldn’t remember the last time it didn’t taste like ash.

The diner was empty except for a twitchy old guy in the corner booth and the flicker of a failing light above the register. Grease clung to every surface. So did the stink of sweat and cigarettes. Jesse moved on autopilot, rag in one hand, cracked mug in the other. His ribs ached with each breath.

Frank hadn’t broken anything this time. Just a backhand and a warning. Don’t talk to customers like you got something worth saying. Jesse didn’t. Not anymore.

He hadn’t always been this way.

There was a time—before the warehouse, before he vanished into the cracks—when he was loud. Smiling. He could run five miles without gasping. He had a best friend named Rico and a laugh people used to say filled the room.

Now?

He kept his mouth shut and his eyes lower.

The bell above the door jingled.

Jesse barely flinched. No one dangerous ever came in this late. Just truckers, strung-out hitchhikers, and the occasional drunk looking to puke into the pie display.

But this time... was different.

Boots stepped in. Not scuffed-up work boots or gas station sandals—tactical boots. Heavy. Controlled.

The man who entered didn’t belong here.

He was tall. Broad. Dressed in a dark shirt stretched over a chest that looked carved out of stone. Close-cropped hair. A scar slashed through one eyebrow like a challenge, and the way he walked? Quiet. Intentional.

Dangerous.

But his eyes—

They scanned the room and landed on Jesse like a spotlight. Not like a threat.

Like a question.

Jesse’s throat tightened.

The man slid onto a stool at the counter, slow and casual, but his presence filled the space like he brought the night in with him.

“Coffee,” he said. “Black.”

Jesse’s hands shook. Just a little.

He poured without meeting the man’s gaze and slid the cup toward him.

“Thanks,” the stranger said. His voice was low. Smooth. Like the kind of calm that came after a firefight.

Jesse backed away, tried to wipe a clean counter again, heartbeat too loud.

Frank came out from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel that used to be white.

“Everything good here?” he asked, too sweet.

The stranger looked up at him. Didn’t blink. “Fine.”

Frank gave a stiff nod and disappeared, but not without sending Jesse a look—You talk, you bleed.

The coffee sat untouched.

Jesse finally glanced over.

The man was watching him.

Not in the way most men watched someone like him—broken, young, used-up.

This was different.

He looked at Jesse like he saw everything—and hadn’t decided yet if he could forgive it.
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Chapter Two – Hunter’s Eye
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POV: Gray

Setting: Same night, just before and during the diner scene. From Gray’s truck and inside the diner.

Gray killed the engine two blocks down and listened to the desert.

Still. Cold. Empty in that way only open land could be.

He adjusted the Glock under his jacket, not because he expected trouble, but because old habits die slower than old ghosts.

The diner up ahead blinked like it was struggling to exist—neon sputtering, one headlight of a sign broken. A dump. A nothing town. But something about it had pinged in his gut when the tip came in: “Check out Frank Nolan. Could be moving kids through again.”

Gray didn’t ignore those feelings anymore.

He stepped out, boots crunching gravel, and walked through the door like he had all night.

The moment he crossed the threshold, the air changed.

He saw the kid instantly.

Skinny. Pale under the yellow lights. Shirt hanging loose over a too-thin frame. Hands that moved like they were used to cleaning blood off dishes—and not always his own.

And bruises.

Not the obvious kind. Not showy.

The kind that tried to disappear under sleeves. A limp that said “rib” to Gray’s trained eye. A wince when the kitchen door banged. Flinching at sounds no one else noticed.

Victim.

But not just that.

There was something in the way the kid—Jesse, his tag said—watched the room.

Eyes sharp. Quiet. Waiting for something to explode.

Gray’s stomach turned. He’d seen that look on soldiers. On kids who’d been “owned” by men worse than bullets. The kind who survived too long to remember what safe felt like.

He ordered coffee he didn’t want.

Just to keep watching.

Just to buy time.

Frank came out, all fake charm and red flags. Gray cataloged him in seconds: dominant, arrogant, predator in civilian clothes. The kind of man who thought the law was something you stepped over if you had enough dirt on the right people.

Frank’s smile was too polite.

Gray returned it with nothing.

The man backed off.

That told Gray everything he needed to know.

The kid was scared. Hurt. Cornered.

And Gray had seen enough boys like him disappear.

Not this one.

He wrapped his fingers around the untouched mug. Watched Jesse move like he didn’t want to take up space. Like existence itself was an inconvenience.

Gray’s jaw clenched.

He couldn’t save the last one.

But maybe he could save this one.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three – Things You Don’t Say
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POV: Jesse

Setting: Next evening. The diner. Dimmer. Tighter. Like it’s closing in.

The bruises from yesterday bloomed darker than expected. Purples and yellows pulsed under his ribs, each breath a low-grade warning.

Jesse leaned against the counter, one hand buried in his apron pocket, fingers gripping the matchbook he’d stolen from the supply drawer—not because he smoked, but because fidgeting with something kept him from clawing his own skin off.

He came back.

The man with the boots.

The one with the voice like a closed fist and the kind of presence that made Frank blink. Gray, his name had been. Jesse hadn’t said it out loud. Hadn’t dared. Saying it felt like calling thunder.

But now... now he kept replaying the way Gray had looked at him.

Not with pity.

Not with want.

But with purpose.

It made Jesse feel something he wasn’t used to anymore: like maybe he was worth pulling out of the wreckage.
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