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Against the World

Chapter One

When Everything Falls Apart
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Rain hammered against the diner windows hard enough to make the glass tremble.

Joe barely noticed anymore.

The storm had started sometime before midnight, turning the streets outside into rivers of reflected neon and headlights. Most people had gone home hours ago, but the Harbor Light Diner never really closed. Truckers drifted through at impossible hours. Drunk tourists wandered in from the boardwalk during summer. Broken people came when they had nowhere else to sit.

Joe understood that type best.

He wiped down the counter slowly, shoulders aching after a twelve-hour shift. The old coffee machine hissed behind him while a country song played too softly through the ceiling speakers. The diner smelled like burnt espresso and rain-soaked jackets.

“Joe,” Martha called from the register, “you can head home after table six leaves.”

Joe glanced toward the back booth automatically.

That was when he saw him for the first time.

The stranger sat alone beneath the flickering light near the window, one hand curled around a coffee cup that had long gone cold. Dark hair fell messily across his forehead, damp from the storm outside. He wore a black jacket that looked expensive despite the rainwater dripping from it.

He was beautiful.

Not in the polished, effortless way magazine covers tried to sell. There was something rough around him. Exhaustion pulled at the corners of his eyes. His jaw looked tight, tense. Like he’d been clenching his teeth for hours.

Or days.

Joe noticed something else too.

The stranger kept checking the front door.

Not casually.

Constantly.

Like he expected someone to walk through it.

Joe looked away before he got caught staring.

“Earth to Joe,” Martha muttered.

“Hm?”

“You planning to marry the counter or go home?”

Joe snorted softly. “Still deciding.”

She laughed and disappeared into the kitchen.

Joe grabbed the coffeepot and headed toward the last occupied booth.

“Refill?”

The stranger looked up sharply.

For half a second, real fear crossed his face.

Then it vanished behind a crooked smirk.

“Depends,” he said. “Is it actually coffee or some kind of chemical weapon?”

Joe huffed a quiet laugh despite himself. “You’ve had three cups already.”

“Exactly. I’m still awake enough to complain.”

Up close, the man looked even more exhausted. Faint shadows bruised the skin beneath his eyes. There was a small cut near his jawline that looked recent.

Joe poured the coffee anyway.

“You staying open all night?” the stranger asked.

“Diner never closes.”

“That sounds depressing.”

Joe shrugged one shoulder. “You’re still here.”

The stranger smiled faintly at that.

It hit Joe unexpectedly hard.

Not because it was charming—though it was—but because it looked fragile. Like the smile belonged to someone who hadn’t had many reasons to use it lately.

Joe started stepping away when a phone buzzed sharply against the tabletop.

The stranger froze.

Not normal surprise.

Not irritation.

Fear.

The screen lit briefly before he flipped it over.

Joe caught a glimpse of message notifications stacking rapidly.

CALL ME NOW

WHERE ARE YOU?

YOU CAN’T HIDE FOREVER

Joe pretended not to notice.

The stranger exhaled slowly, rubbing a hand over his face.

“You okay?” Joe asked before he could stop himself.

Blue eyes lifted toward him carefully.

“Do I look okay?”

“No,” Joe answered honestly.

For some reason, that made the stranger laugh softly.

“That obvious?”

Joe leaned one shoulder against the booth divider. “You keep watching the door like somebody’s coming to kill you.”

Another pause.

Then the stranger said quietly, “Maybe somebody is.”

Joe waited for the punchline.

It never came.

Outside, thunder cracked across the sky.

The stranger looked toward the windows again immediately.

Joe felt something cold settle low in his stomach.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

The man hesitated.

“Blake.”

“Joe.”

“Joe,” Blake repeated softly, like testing how it sounded.

Something about the way he said it made Joe suddenly aware of how close they were standing.

Ridiculous.

He barely knew this guy.

Blake’s phone buzzed again.

His entire body tightened.

Joe frowned. “You could turn it off.”

“I could.”

“But?”

Blake stared at the black screen for a moment. “Then I wouldn’t know how close they are.”

Joe’s pulse slowed strangely.

“They?”

Blake immediately stood.

Too fast.

Like he’d already said too much.

“I should go.”

Joe looked outside automatically.

Rain poured in sheets across the empty parking lot.

“You don’t even have an umbrella.”

“I’ve survived worse.”

The words came out flat. Automatic.

Practiced.

Blake reached for his wallet, but his hand shook slightly as he pulled cash free.

Joe noticed that too.

Before either of them could say another word, headlights swept across the diner windows.

Blake went completely still.

Every trace of humor disappeared from his face.

A black SUV rolled slowly into the parking lot.

Joe saw panic flash across Blake’s expression before it vanished behind careful control.

“Shit,” Blake whispered.

The SUV idled outside.

Didn’t park.

Just waited.

Joe looked from the vehicle back to Blake.

“That yours?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

Blake shoved cash onto the table and moved toward the exit immediately.

Joe caught his arm without thinking.

Blake flinched violently.

Joe released him at once. “Sorry.”

For one strange second, neither of them moved.

Joe could feel Blake trembling beneath the soaked jacket sleeve.

Not from cold.

Fear.

Real fear.

“Who are they?” Joe asked quietly.

Blake looked toward the SUV again.

“You don’t want the answer to that.”

Then he walked toward the door.

Joe swore under his breath and followed him anyway.

Rain hit like ice the second they stepped outside.

Blake headed toward the sidewalk fast, shoulders tight.

The SUV’s headlights tracked him.

Joe’s chest tightened instantly.

“Blake.”

“Go back inside, Joe.”

“Not happening.”

Blake looked angry about that. Or scared. Maybe both.

“You don’t understand.”

“Then explain.”

Another crack of thunder split overhead.

The SUV door opened.

A large man stepped partially out.

Not fully.

Just enough.

Watching.

Blake stopped walking.

Joe moved closer automatically.

The stranger by the SUV called out calmly, “You’re making this harder than it needs to be.”

Blake’s jaw clenched.

“Tell him I’m not coming back.”

“You don’t really have a choice.”

Joe looked between them carefully.

Every instinct screamed that something was wrong.

Bad wrong.

Blake stepped backward unconsciously until his shoulder brushed Joe’s chest.

The contact lasted barely a second.

Still, Joe felt it everywhere.

“Get in the car,” the man ordered.

“No.”

The rain intensified around them.

The man sighed impatiently. “Blake—”

“I said no.”

Joe noticed Blake’s hands curling into fists.

Terrified but standing his ground anyway.

The guy by the SUV finally looked directly at Joe.

“And who the hell are you?”

“None of your business,” Joe answered before thinking better of it.

Blake actually looked startled by that.

The man near the SUV smiled coldly. “Careful. You don’t know what you’re involving yourself in.”

Joe crossed his arms. “Then maybe explain why you’re stalking people outside diners at one in the morning.”

The man’s expression darkened.

For one tense moment, nobody moved.

Then Blake grabbed Joe’s sleeve hard.

“Joe.”

Joe looked down.

“Please,” Blake said quietly. “Don’t.”

Not don’t interfere.

Don’t get hurt.

Joe understood that immediately somehow.

The SUV driver muttered something under his breath before climbing back inside.

A second later, the vehicle pulled away from the curb and disappeared into the storm.

Blake exhaled shakily.

Joe realized he’d stopped breathing too.

Rain soaked through both their jackets while silence stretched between them.

Finally Joe asked, “You want to tell me what the hell that was?”

Blake laughed once.

Broken and exhausted.

“Not particularly.”

Joe should walk away.

He knew that.

Whatever Blake was involved in clearly wasn’t small.

People didn’t show up in black SUVs over harmless problems.

Still, Joe couldn’t stop staring at him.

At the fear Blake kept trying to hide.

At the loneliness sitting behind his eyes.

“You got somewhere safe to go?” Joe asked.

Blake looked away first.

“No.”

That single word decided everything.

Joe sighed heavily. “I have a couch.”

Blake blinked at him in disbelief.

“You don’t even know me.”

“Probably a good reason to say no,” Joe admitted.

“Then why aren’t you?”

Joe looked out toward the rain-covered street.

Because some people looked lonely in a way he recognized too well.

Because Blake looked one bad night away from falling apart completely.

Because Joe already knew walking away would bother him for weeks.

“Come on,” he said quietly. “Before I change my mind.”

For the first time since they met, Blake looked genuinely speechless.

Then slowly, carefully, he nodded.

Together, they disappeared into the storm.
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Chapter Two

No Safe Place
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Joe’s apartment was four floors above a laundromat that never closed.

The building leaned slightly to the left, the pipes screamed every time someone showered, and the elevator hadn’t worked in three years.

It wasn’t much.

But it was warm.

And tonight, apparently, it was sheltering a stranger with people hunting him through the city.

Joe unlocked the apartment door while Blake hovered behind him in soaked clothes and visible hesitation.

“You can still change your mind,” Blake said quietly.

Joe pushed the door open. “You already said that.”

“Because this is the part where normal people realize they’re making a terrible decision.”

Joe tossed his keys into a bowl near the counter. “Maybe I’m not normal.”

Blake stared at him for a second like he couldn’t decide whether that was reassuring or concerning.

The apartment was small but clean. Soft lamplight filled the living room. Books crowded nearly every shelf. A faded gray couch sat beneath the windows overlooking the rain-slick street below.

Blake stepped inside slowly.

Carefully.

Like he wasn’t used to entering places he could trust.

Joe noticed everything about him now.

The stiffness in his shoulders.

The way he checked every window automatically.

The way he positioned himself near the exit without seeming aware of it.

Survival instinct.

Joe shut the door behind them.

“You want dry clothes?”

Blake looked down at himself like he’d forgotten he was soaked.

“That obvious?”

“You’re dripping on my floor.”

A faint smile tugged at Blake’s mouth.

It disappeared almost immediately.

Joe walked toward the hallway. “I’ll find something.”

“You really don’t have to do this.”

Joe stopped.

Turned slightly.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

Blake looked at him too long after that.

Joe escaped into the bedroom before the silence turned strange.

A few minutes later, he returned carrying sweatpants and an old black hoodie.

Blake took them carefully.

“Thanks.”

Joe shrugged. “Bathroom’s down the hall.”

Blake hesitated again before asking, “You got roommates?”

“No.”

“Anybody coming over tonight?”

“No.”

Something unreadable crossed Blake’s face then.

Relief maybe.

Or guilt.

Joe leaned against the kitchen counter while Blake disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later, the shower pipes rattled violently through the walls.

Joe rubbed a tired hand over his face.

What the hell was he doing?

He didn’t bring strangers home. Ever.

Especially not mysterious strangers being followed by men in black SUVs.

But every time Joe pictured leaving Blake alone in the storm tonight, something in his chest twisted painfully.

That bothered him more than it should.

The bathroom door opened twenty minutes later.

Joe looked up automatically.

And immediately forgot whatever thought he’d been having.

Blake stood barefoot in the hallway wearing clothes clearly too big for him. Damp hair curled slightly at the edges now that it was drying naturally. Without the expensive jacket and guarded posture, he looked younger somehow.

More vulnerable.

More dangerous.

Joe looked away first.

“Uh,” he cleared his throat. “You hungry?”

Blake blinked like the question surprised him.

“I honestly can’t remember the last thing I ate.”

“That bad?”

A humorless laugh escaped him. “Worse.”

Joe ordered takeout from the twenty-four-hour noodle place downstairs while Blake lingered awkwardly near the kitchen.

“You can sit,” Joe said.

“Right.”

Blake lowered himself carefully onto one of the bar stools.

Still tense.

Still alert.

Joe handed him a bottle of water.

Blake took it with a quiet thanks.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Rain battered the windows.

Traffic hissed below.

The apartment settled into midnight silence.

Joe finally broke it first.

“So.”
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