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Prologue:

Five years had passed since I last saw him.

Colton.

Time should have dulled the edges, should have scattered the fire that once burned so violently in him. But bitterness clings tighter than memory, and in Colton it had fermented into something sour, something poisonous. His anger had no root anymore, no reason. Just a raw, festering wound he carried like a banner.

He had already lost. The truth he could never bear was that he chose to. He walked away,  turned his back, surrendered the game before it consumed him whole.

By every measure, it should have ended there.

A story finished, a chapter closed.

Yet here he was again, stepping back onto the field like a ghost that refused burial. He carried his fury as though it still mattered, as though time had not marched on and left him behind. He wanted to replay the past, to unmake his own choices, to drag me down into the same emptiness that had swallowed him.

But I am not the man he left behind. Five years had carved me into something sharper, steadier. I carry more now than scars and grudges. I carry a family, a future that needs me standing, not falling. And for that, I cannot bend. I cannot retreat.

This time, the air itself seemed to hold it’s breath.

This time, blood would not be avoided.

This time, only one of us would walk away alive.

ACT I

The Shadow Returns
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Chapter One: The Spark
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I blinked awake to the harsh glow of my phone screen vibrating against the nightstand. For a second, I didn’t register what time it was. The phone kept buzzing, her name pulsing across it in blue light. Aslyn.

I swiped before the guilt of missing it could set in. Her face filled the screen, soft under the dome glow of her SUV’s overhead light. Her hair was tied back in that messy way she only let happen when she was tired but didn’t want me to know. The faint smudge of eyeliner under her eyes told me she’d been at it all day; fighting, pushing, showing the world who she was.

Behind her, Nikita was knocked out in her car seat, mouth parted, cheeks pink from the warmth of the heater. A blanket half-slid down, caught against her little arm. My chest squeezed at the sight, like it always did. That was my whole world right there, framed in a shaky rectangle of glass.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Aslyn whispered, voice soft, careful not to wake our daughter. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. Wanted to see your face.”

I rubbed at my eyes, trying to shake the fog. “Nah, I’m glad you did. How’d it go? The podcast?”

Her mouth curled into that small smile that carried both pride and exhaustion. “Better than I expected. I think I... I think I actually did some good tonight. People were listening. Asking questions. Sharing their stories back. It felt... real. It mattered.”

Something warm stirred in me. That was Aslyn; turning her scars into survival maps for other people. “Of course you did good,” I murmured. “You always do. I’m proud of you.”

The way her eyes softened at that, it hit me, how badly she needed to hear it. She exhaled, long and quiet. “Thank you.” She glanced at the road, shadows cutting across her face as she passed under streetlights. “I’ll be home in five minutes.”

But something twisted in my gut. The way she said it. Too measured. Like she was trying to keep the words light. I leaned closer to the screen. “What is it? Something’s off.”

Her lips pressed together, hesitation tightening her jaw. Then she frowned. “We’ll talk when I get home.”

That was enough to put me upright in bed, heart ticking faster. “No,” I said, sharper than I meant to. “Tell me now.”

Her eyes flicked to the road again, a crease etching deeper between her brows. She looked tired, conflicted. Finally, she sighed, giving me that look; like she was bracing me for a punch. “Fine. I’ll text it to you. But... I was about to stop and get Nikita a Happy Meal. You want anything?”

The normalcy of it nearly knocked the breath from me. Like we hadn’t been circling something dark. Like she wasn’t hiding a blade behind her back.

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Double quarter pounder with cheese. Medium. Sweet tea.”

That small laugh of hers crackled through the speaker, low and quick. The kind that never failed to ground me,  when I hated how much I needed it. “Always the same. Okay, babe. I’ll text you.”

I stared at her for a second longer, at the way the glow of her dashboard traced the edges of her face, before I hung up. The silence swallowed the room, the hum of the phone still ghosting against my palm. My pulse wouldn’t slow.

The notification buzzed immediately.

I unlocked the screen, expecting a heart emoji, or something to soften whatever it was she couldn’t say out loud. Instead, three words burned back at me, stark and final.

Colton is back.

My hands felt like lead, gripping the phone as if letting go would make the words vanish, but they didn’t. Three little words detonating inside me like a hand grenade tucked into my chest.

A cold, metallic taste of panic pooled at the back of my throat. Sweat slicked my skin, hair plastering to my forehead. My chest heaved, lungs constricting, the air suddenly thick, heavy, like someone had turned the oxygen down in the room to watch me choke.

Memories slammed in uninvited, jagged and vivid. Aslyn, blood running down her temple, her scream ripping through my ears, the sound looping like a cruel projector I couldn’t shut off. The bat. The sickening crack as it connected. My hands had trembled then, and they trembled now as I tried to shield her, heartbeat pounding in my skull like war drums.

The car chase roared in my mind, tires shrieking, engines screaming on blacktop as Colton pushed us to the edge. Lilly’s death. That quiet, impossible absence, hollowing me out, pressing down like a stone slab on my chest.

Everything crashed together, terror, fury, grief, a river threatening to sweep me under. I couldn’t move. My body tensed, every nerve screaming. Five years of silence, five years of fragile calm, all ripped away in a single, simple text. Colton was back. And with him came the shadow of every nightmare, every scar, every loss.

The room shrank, darkening around me. Walls pressed in, corners pooling with shadows. The soft tick of the fan, the hum of the town outside,  the faint creak of floorboards, all vanished beneath the roar of my pulse.

I gripped the phone tighter, nails biting into my palms, fingers trembling despite the steel I forced into my limbs. My stomach twisted, cold and leaden, and I could smell the faint metallic tang of blood, stitched permanently into the memory of every encounter with him.

I wanted to move. Run. Strike. Erase the threat before it could touch us again. But I froze, caught between the terror of the past and the reality of now, mind racing, heart hammering like drums in a war room.

And somewhere in the chaos, a soft, fragile thought whispered through the storm: I can’t let him hurt her again. I won’t.

Colton was back.

The words slammed into me like a punch to the chest, knocking the air out of my lungs before I had a chance to think. Five years of silence, five years of painstakingly clawed-back peace, shredded in an instant. My jaw tightened, knuckles turning white as I gripped the edge of the counter, trying to force myself to breathe, to slow down, to think, but reason fled before the flood of memory and instinct.

Cold adrenaline pooled in my gut, coiling through me like fire and steel. My chest tightened like a vice, lungs constricting, heartbeat hammering so loud it echoed in my ears. Every nerve screamed: protect. Shield. Destroy.

I ran a hand over my face, brushing damp hair from my forehead, but it didn’t touch the fire clawing up from inside me. Panic and fury tangled together, biting, burning, coiling tight in my muscles. Disbelief throbbed behind my eyes, mingling with something darker, sharper: Colton was here, and I couldn’t, I wouldn’t, let him touch anyone I loved.

My fists clenched, trembling despite the steel I tried to summon. Heat pooled in my chest, searing and urgent, a warning I couldn’t ignore. My pulse roared, jagged and relentless, every beat echoing in my skull.

I couldn’t let it go. Not this time. Not with Aslyn and Nikita here, not when the fragile bubble of our home could shatter in a heartbeat, not when every memory screamed that Colton’s return meant disaster.

My boots scraped against the kitchen tile, a hollow sound that seemed louder than it should be, echoing in the quiet of the house. Every sense was on high alert, nerves stretched tight like a wire about to snap. Something was off. I could feel it in my gut before I saw it.

The small things hit first. Small realizations over the past few days. A drawer slightly ajar in the hallway,  a whisper of movement that shouldn’t have been there. The faint scent of cigarette smoke lingering in the air, acrid, clinging stubbornly to the corners of the room though no one smoked inside. A chair nudged at an odd angle, the legs brushing against the hardwood enough to make me notice.

I froze mid-step, scanning the living room. The book on the coffee table had been nudged, its spine catching the light differently than it should have. A photo frame tilted slightly, catching shadows at the wrong angle. Each minor imperfection gnawed at me, a whispering insistence of wrongness that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. My chest tightened.

“Aslyn, did you move this?” I asked, voice low, controlled but taut, a thread of steel running through it.

She appeared in the bedroom doorway, arms crossed, her posture calm,  serene. “Jake, you’re overthinking,” she said, unshakable. “Everything’s fine. You’re fine.”

Her words should have reassured me. Should have grounded me. But they didn’t. They only tightened the coil in my chest. The instinct that had kept me alive through every encounter with Colton stirred, low and menacing. It whispered: trust nothing. Check everything. Protect them.

I noticed the subtle things she didn’t: doors left slightly ajar that should have been latched tight, little items nudged out of place, the faintest smudge along the windowsill where no hand should have been. Each detail, small as it was, whispered the same thing, deliberate, careful, personal. Someone had been here. Someone had been close.

Colton didn’t need to appear in person to be dangerous. The pattern was enough, the careful rearrangement, the signature of chaos threaded through normalcy. My stomach knotted, a cold certainty sliding into every bone: he was back. Watching. Waiting. Stalking.

I ran a hand over my face, feeling sweat bead along my temple. My jaw locked tight, teeth grinding under the pressure, veins drummed in my ears. I wanted; no, I needed, to believe I was imagining it. That it was nothing. That the air had shifted, that my mind was replaying ghosts.

But my nerves screamed otherwise. I took a shallow breath, letting it out slow, trying to gather myself, trying to anchor in the quiet hum of our home.

I sank onto the edge of the couch, laptop balanced precariously on my knees, the dim glow of the screen painting the walls in uneven shadows. The quiet of the house pressed down on me; the soft hum of the refrigerator, Nikita’s stuffed animals scattered across the floor, the faint creak of the floorboards beneath the couch. I could feel every detail, every sound amplifying the tension coiling in my chest.

“Aslyn,” I said, voice low but steady, though the tremor in my fingers betrayed the edge beneath. “I need to check the security footage. I need to see exactly what he’s done, exactly where he’s been.” My eyes flicked to her briefly. She nodded, silent but alert, leaning against the doorway, arms crossed. I could feel her concern, the subtle tightening of her jaw, the way her weight shifted from one foot to the other.

I rewound the footage again, slow, deliberate, frame by frame, each click of the track pad like a pulse echoing in my ears.

There he was. Colton. Moving along the perimeter of the property at night, a black hoodie swallowing most of him, but not all. His movements were slow, deliberate, precise. Always keeping to the edges, brushing shadows but never disappearing completely. My chest tightened the instant he paused near the corner of the house, the flashlight flickering briefly across his face. That smirk, that goddamn smirk, turned my stomach over.

I paused the footage, leaning closer, nose brushing the screen. Subtle details emerged, small shifts that shouldn’t have been: a garden chair nudged slightly, a gate left unlatched, the trash bin positioned to block a path. Nothing violent, nothing overt,  quiet, deliberate, invasive. Each act screamed a single, chilling message: I’m here. I’m watching. You’re not safe.

Rewinding again, frame by frame, my pulse thundered in my ears. He lingered near Nikita’s swing. He didn’t touch it, didn’t move it, but the slow sway in the night breeze... it was timed. Intentional. A message left in motion. My stomach coiled tighter at the thought, every protective instinct screaming.

I ran a hand over my face, scraping rough stubble across my cheek, grounding myself, trying to slow the burn of adrenaline that set my nerves on fire. This wasn’t random. This wasn’t coincidence. Every shadow he paused in, every object subtly shifted, every tiny, deliberate detail, it was him, making it personal.

I leaned back slightly, catching my breath, fingers digging into the edge of the laptop. The smell of the room, faint paint from Nikita’s corner, lingering coffee, mixed with adrenaline, metallic on my tongue.

“Aslyn,” I said again, voice low, urgent but controlled. “He’s here. He’s watching. He isn’t messing around. We need to be ready.”

I stared at him on the screen, heartbeat hammering, every sense alive, every muscle braced.

The heat hit first, insistent, crawling through the thin fabric of my shirt and prickling my skin. Smoke coiled around the edges of the living room, through the open window, acrid and choking, biting at my throat, stinging my eyes. My chest tightened, lungs constricting instinctively, heart hammering like a war drum, each beat syncing with the distant wail of sirens, like a tornado quickly approaching.

Through the window, I could see it, orange tongues licking the night, black smoke curling upward, thick and ravenous. Sparks scattered like restless fireflies, carried on the wind, landing briefly on the grass before vanishing. My stomach knotted. The shed wasn’t property; it was a declaration, a mark carved into our lives, a warning in flame.

M stepped through the doorway, calm in posture but tense in energy, eyes sweeping the street like a predator reading the terrain. In the flickering firelight, I could see the steel in his gaze, that same focus that had kept him alive in the Kingpin game. “Jake,” he said, voice low, urgent, deliberate. “I saw it. I’ve been keeping watch because I knew Colton’s back. He did this.”

The words landed like a hammer. Rage, fear, and adrenaline coiled in my chest, tightening into a wire that hummed under my skin. My fingers flexed against the edge of the counter, then clenched the nearest object, instinct before thought, readiness before strategy.

Smoke curled under my nose, hot and acrid, leaving a metallic tang that made me gag. I coughed, each breath a rasping, desperate effort, letting the sting sharpen my awareness. Sparks danced on the wind outside, tiny signals of chaos. The sirens had grown louder, a wailing crescendo bleeding into my pulse, matching the hammering in my chest.

I could feel it pressing against me, the invisible fist of danger, tightening around the house, around Aslyn, around Nikita. But my mind latched onto M’s words. Colton was back. Not subtle. Not careful. Escalating.

I stepped closer to the window, heat prickling my neck and shoulders, inhaling the smoke-laden air, letting it hit my lungs with every ragged intake. My stomach churned, fear and fury intertwined in a way I couldn’t untangle. The night had shifted beneath us. The fragile calm we’d clawed back, the safety we’d built in this house, was gone.

And I knew, deep in my bones, that Colton had returned to mark territory, to threaten, to assert power. Every fiber of me screamed that it wasn’t about watching or waiting anymore. It was about acting. Defending. Ensuring he could never touch what was mine, not Aslyn, not Nikita, not this life we’d fought to hold together.

My hands trembled, half from adrenaline, half from that old, gnawing fear that never left, the one that had kept me alive through a decade of men like Colton. And beneath it all, coiled tight and cold, was rage. Pure, relentless, sharpening with every flicker of flame, every curl of smoke. Every heartbeat screamed.

M stood beside me, calm and deliberate,  impossibly still. Every muscle in me twitched in contrast, eyes darting, heart hammering like a war drum. The shed glowed orange, the firelight painting the yard in jagged shadows, shadows that seemed to twist and leer. M’s posture was relaxed, but I could feel the tension beneath it, the calculated awareness of someone who had survived storms I couldn’t imagine. His mind was already running through contingencies, through options I hadn’t thought of.

“You need to slow down,” he said, voice low, steady, deliberate. “Panic won’t help. You’re not going to outrun him with adrenaline alone. Think. Assess. Move.”

I wanted to argue, to shove past him, to charge into the fire, to tear through the smoke and make Colton pay for every second he dared to trespass. My chest tightened, ribs pressing against lungs already aching from holding back the storm inside me. Every fiber of me wanted action, fists tight, teeth bared, a growl crawling up from my chest. But M’s voice held me, tethered me to reason.

“I know,” I rasped, jaw taut, fists digging into my palms until the skin ached. “I ... I can’t let him, he can’t hurt anyone again. Not her. Not Nikita.”

The firelight flickered, shadows sliding across the lawn like living things, teasing my eyes, teasing my patience. M’s gaze sharpened, scanning every dark corner. “Then you protect. But you don’t become him. That’s the line, Jake. Remember it. Move smart. Deliberate. Not reactionary.”

I let out a jagged breath, tasting smoke, tasting the metallic tang of fear and fury mingled together. My hands trembled, but the tremor was no longer weakness; it was energy, a coiled spring ready to snap. The rage bubbled up hotter, fiercer, crawling up my throat and into my chest, each beat a drum calling me to action. My mind focused, sharpened. He had crossed the line. He had made this personal. And every instinct I’d honed over years screamed at me: he will not touch what’s mine. Not tonight.

I stepped closer to the window, letting the heat from the flames prick at my skin, the smoke curling around my face, stinging my eyes, clawing at my lungs. Every tiny movement of the fire reflected in the windows like a warning, every crackle a heartbeat of threat. My fists clenched, muscles coiling. I felt my blood surge, a raw, living thing beneath my skin. The fear didn’t disappear, it sharpened, cut deeper, but now it fueled me, made my senses alive, acute, alive to every detail.

The rage built, hot and immediate, and with it came the protective instinct, wild and unrelenting. Nikita. Aslyn. They were safe because I had survived him before. I would survive him again. And this time, I would make him regret stepping close. My teeth ground together, chest tightening, lungs aching, and I could feel it; that raw, feral clarity of purpose that only comes when everything you love is threatened.

I moved through the kitchen like a predator, every step deliberate, coiled. Smoke pricked my eyes, heat licked my shoulders, but I didn’t hesitate. My body knew what to do before my brain could catch up: shield the vulnerable, read the danger, strike only when the moment demanded it. The firelight glinted off the knife-edge of my focus. Colton had made a mistake coming back here. He didn’t understand what he was awakening.

I could feel the anger crawling up my spine, ready to erupt. But I kept it controlled, honed, weaponized. Fear mixed with rage, but fear made me faster, sharper, more aware. My eyes locked on the shed, on the shifting shadows, every movement analyzed, calculated. The world narrowed to one point, one mission: protect what is mine. Protect my family. Protect my life.

And in that moment, standing in the heat, smoke biting my lungs, heart hammering, rage coiling like a spring under my skin, I knew it: I was ready.
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Chapter Two: Firey Paranoia
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I had been laying in bed when my phone buzzed, insistently, dragging me out of the quiet haze of the house. I glanced down, thumb hovering over the screen, telling myself it was nothing. Notifications, routine stuff. Bills, messages, nothing urgent.

Then I opened the email. And the private social feeds. My stomach dropped, twisting, folding in on itself like a fist. Video clips were circulating. Clips from the night of the shed fire. I froze, chest tightening into a knot, lungs burning like I’d run a marathon.

It was me; buckets in hand, sweat streaking my face, running back and forth, desperately fighting the flames. My hands shook watching. But something was wrong.

Rowan’s handiwork was meticulous. Cropped clips, altered angles, shadows darkened, movement sped up here, slowed down there. The chaos in the footage didn’t show me battling a fire; it made it look like I’d started it, orchestrated it, played with destruction like a game. Not overt, not obvious,  enough to twist the narrative, to turn me into a monster.

I pressed my lips together, tasting bile at the back of my throat. Panic flared. Why would anyone do this? Who...

Didn’t think it. I knew. I knew exactly who.

Fingers tightening around the phone, a pulse of heat and rage surged through me, coiling in my chest like a live wire. Colton’s return had already been a warning. Now Rowan was shaping the world’s view before Colton moved in the open; painting me as the villain, the threat, the arsonist. Every nerve in me screamed.

“I won’t let him do this,” I muttered under my breath, but my voice carried across the room. Aslyn’s sharp intake of breath made me glance up. She was standing in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes hard, unwavering.

“Jake,” she said, low but steady, a spark of fire behind the calm. “You need to slow down. Don’t let him drag you into this. Don’t let him make you react before you’ve got the whole picture. Track it, yes, but control it. Keep your head.”

Her words hit like a tether, pulling some of the storm inside me into focus. But the rage didn’t dissipate. It simmered, a coil tightening under my skin, ready to snap. My jaw clenched, knuckles white, every muscle taut, every fiber alive with warning and fury.

I tapped the laptop, every movement deliberate, eyes narrowing at the tiny scroll of shares, the first faint trickle of comments. Rowan was planting lies, shaping perception, leaving breadcrumbs of deceit. And I was going to trace every one, follow them all back, hold him accountable. Every distorted frame, every malicious share; I would burn them down with the truth.

The morning sun filtered through half-drawn blinds, slicing the room into golden stripes, dust motes drifting like tiny ghosts in the light. I sat on the edge of the couch, coffee untouched, heat from the mug useless against the coil of tension in my chest. Outside, the street looked normal, a car engine hum, birds warbling in the distance but nothing felt normal anymore.

It started small. A neighbor leaning over their fence as I took out the trash, polite smile masking sharp eyes. “Rough night, huh? Everything... okay?” Polite enough. But beneath it, the accusation whispered: Are you stable?

Then the messages came. Texts that pretended to be casual, friendly, a faint drizzle of suspicion running underneath. “You sure you’re handling things all right?” “That fire... scary stuff.” One friend suggested I take a day off, as if I were fragile, as if the world I’d spent years defending, as if the fire, as if Nikita’s safety, had already been stripped from me.

Heat pooled in my chest, coiling like a live thing, muscles tightening, fingers itching to strike. Instinct screamed: defend. Correct. Crush the lie before it landed. But I stayed still, breathed, counted, willed the surge down into something taut, something controlled. Not here. Not with her watching.

Nikita’s giggles floated from the living room, soft and pure, the faint smell of crayons and paint clinging to her hair. My chest ached at the innocence in that sound, the fragile joy in her little corner of the world. One misstep, one flicker of uncontrolled anger, and it wouldn’t just be me under scrutiny. Her world, our world, could unravel in a heartbeat.

And Rowan’s hand was already in this, invisible, precise. He turned concern into doubt, smiles into questions, every well-meaning word a trap waiting to tighten. I could feel it coiling around us, a net of interpretation, misdirection, and manipulation.

I rubbed my temples, tasting iron and leftover adrenaline, still thick in my mouth from the fire. Every sound cut through me, the scrape of a toy against hardwood, the hum of the fridge, the wind brushing the siding, amplified, magnified, a constant reminder that I was being watched. That the world was already ready to twist my actions into lies.

Fists clenched under the table, nails digging into my palms, muscles taut, heartbeat pounding in my ears like a war drum. I let the fury sit there, sharp, alive, coiling tighter. Not yet. I wouldn’t let it break me.

I paced the living room, coffee long forgotten, sunlight slicing through half-drawn blinds, throwing harsh stripes across the walls. Every polite question, every concerned glance from neighbors or friends, echoed like a chorus of judgment I couldn’t silence.

Am I... overreacting? The thought slithered through me, icy and unwelcome. I saw the fire again; smoke curling into the night, buckets shaking in my hands, Aslyn’s terrified eyes, Nikita safe but oblivious, and still that shadow of doubt crept in. Maybe people saw what they wanted. Maybe their version of the truth was already written.

I dug my fingers into the edge of the couch, nails biting through fabric. The doubt twisted in my skull alongside the familiar burn of protective rage. My pulse thundered in my temples, louder than the faint hum of morning traffic. Memories collided like wrecking balls, Aslyn’s bloodied face, the car chase, Lilly’s absence, pressing down on me all at once.

No. I didn’t lose control. I saved them. I put it out. My voice was low, guttural, vibrating in the quiet room: a growl more than words. I clung to facts, the undeniable truth, but every sideways glance, every carefully phrased question planted seeds of self-doubt that sprouted like poison in my mind.

The weight pressed into my chest; anger, yes, but also a crushing psychological burden I hadn’t felt in years. Every instinct screamed: lash out. Strike. Make them see. And yet, another voice hissed in my mind: Stay calm. Don’t give them reason to think you’re unstable.

I ran a hand through my hair, jaw tight, eyes scanning the quiet house. The faint smell of paint from Nikita’s corner lingered, mingling with the bitterness of last night’s adrenaline. Protectiveness, fear, rage, doubt; they warred inside me, each vying for dominance, each tugging at my nerve endings. Every second stretched like a lifetime, every heartbeat a drum echoing warning and fury.

Colton’s shadow, Rowan’s manipulation, the whispers, the eyes already judging; all closing in, faster than I could move, more subtle than I could guard against. And still, I had to stand, had to breathe, had to prove I could survive this without becoming what I hated.

I exhaled slowly, letting the tension in my chest loosen a fraction. I can’t falter. But the doubt lingered, gnawing at the edges of my mind, a reminder that every choice, every measured breath, every restraint mattered more than ever.

The smell of freshly changed oil still clung to me, acrid and metallic, as I stepped onto the driveway. The morning air was sharp in my lungs, crisp enough to bite, and the neighborhood lay unnervingly quiet, the calm belying what was about to erupt. I flicked my cigarette carelessly, barely thinking, the tiny ember clattered against the concrete, a whisper in the stillness.

Then the flash hit.

Heat seared my boots, licking up my legs, thick acrid smoke curling into the sky like black fingers clawing at the pale light. My chest slammed shut, lungs constricting, panic slamming into me like a freight train. I froze for a heartbeat, disbelief tangling with instinct, before the words tore out of me.

“Oh God, no!”

I grabbed the hose, sloshing water across the concrete, but the fire moved with a predator’s momentum, refusing to be tamed. The Mustang, parked too close, caught immediately. Glass shattered, metal twisted, and heat reflected off every surface like molten rage. I could feel it pressing against me, intensity burning my skin, pain slicing across my forearms.

Neighbors screamed, some running toward me, others dialing 911, voices ricocheting in the narrow corridor between houses. My heartbeat hammered in my ears, each pulse echoing the roar of flames. Smoke stung my eyes, thick and suffocating, curling into my throat, turning every breath into a struggle.

Minutes stretched into eternity before the firefighters arrived, water hissing as it met the blaze. I stumbled back, coughing, lungs raw, skin aching. My voice cracked as I tried to explain, hoarse, trembling. “I... I didn’t know! I didn’t see it! I the cigarette... the smell of oil... it masked the gasoline! I didn’t mean for it to...”

No one could see what I knew. The figure in the shadows, deliberate, silent... Colton, grinning beneath his hood as he poured the liquid along the driveway, invisible to everyone but me. To the world, I was the monster.

Whispers drifted toward me, sharp with accusation. “He did it himself,” someone murmured. Certainty dripped from their words, each syllable a knife pressing against my chest.

At the hospital, paramedics wrapped my arms in sterile gauze, their touch professional but distant. Fluorescent lights cut coldly across the room, revealing every crease of my sweat-streaked, smoke-tinged face. Police questioned me, tone clipped, eyes narrowed, suspicion dripping from every word.

“Witnesses say you ignited the fire,” one officer said, voice heavy with accusation. “They claim you threw the cigarette on the driveway.”

I swallowed hard, fists clenching under the blanket, muscles taut with rage. My chest tightened, lungs burning. “It wasn’t me! There was... someone else! I didn’t see him pour anything, but the gasoline... I swear! I changed the oil, the smell covered it up!” My words were raw, jagged, knives of frustration and fear. “I didn’t mean to; it was an accident!”

The officer’s jaw tightened, unyielding. “We’ll take a statement, but witnesses insist you caused this. They saw the fire start.”

I pressed my hands to my face, lungs aching, chest constricting, rage simmering beneath the surface. Smoke, sirens, disbelief, suspicion; they pressed in from every angle, suffocating, relentless. And in the center of it all, the cold twist of fury tightened in my gut. Colton had struck again, invisible but lethal, leaving me to bear the weight alone while the world leaned in, ready to condemn.

Every nerve screamed action. Protect. Fight. Expose him. But there was nothing I could do yet, nothing I could do but burn with the knowledge that he was out there, still playing, still waiting.

When I returned home, I sat on the edge of the bed, laptop open, pen clutched tight, notebook splayed across the nightstand like a battlefield map. The room felt smaller, heavier; shadows pooling in corners, edges sharp, every creak in the floor a threat. I’d watched the fire footage over and over, frame by frame, pausing, rewinding, zooming in on every movement. The hooded figure moving along the driveway, deliberate, calculated, wasn’t just a ghost of the night. It was Colton. My pulse hammered at the thought. He wasn’t just back; he was orchestrating, probing, testing.

I scribbled furiously. Time. Location. Action. Witnesses. Every shift in the light, every misplaced object, every subtle sign of intrusion. I couldn’t trust my memory anymore. Colton had proven he could twist reality, manipulate perception, and leave me looking like the monster. I couldn’t let that happen again, not to me, not to Aslyn, not to Nikita.

The paranoia rose like a tide, slow but relentless. Doors got extra locks. Windows were checked twice, sometimes three times, until my hands ached. Motion lights were re-positioned, sensors angled to cover blind spots I hadn’t noticed before. Small things: mail, packages, tools, were cataloged, checked, and secured. Nothing could be left unguarded.

Every sound set my nerves on fire. A shutter rattling in the wind. A distant bark. Tires rolling down the street. Each one screamed a warning, each one could be him; Colton, watching, waiting, measuring. I could feel him in my bones, mapping my routines, seeing what I noticed, seeing what I didn’t.

My chest tightened, jaw clenched. The rage simmered beneath the surface, coiled and cold, ready to snap, but sharper now, sharpened into focus. The locks, the camera angle, the detail in my notebook became a line of defense, a shield. Protection had replaced blind fury. Every precaution I took was for them. For Aslyn. For Nikita. For the fragments of peace I had clawed back over the past five years.

I paused, pen hovering, heart hammering like a war drum. One thought burned through the haze of adrenaline and fear:

This isn’t random. This isn’t chaos. He’s deliberate. He’s orchestrating terror. And I’m the target.

I exhaled, slow and measured, but the tension didn’t leave. My eyes swept the room, the house, the property beyond.

The house felt quieter than usual, but I didn’t believe it. Every creak of the floorboards, every hum of the refrigerator, every distant bark,  the slam of a car door down the street, I cataloged them all. Nothing was insignificant. Nothing escaped notice.

By mid-morning, I had walked the perimeter three times. My eyes scanned the corners, every blind spot. Motion-sensor lights angled to annihilate shadows. Cameras re-positioned to cover the driveway, side gate, alley, anywhere someone could approach unseen. Each device blinked and pinged like a heartbeat under my scrutiny. Every readout was double-checked, logged, cataloged.

Notebook in hand, I scribbled obsessively: 07:12, gust rattled north shutter. Possible cover for intrusion? Camera confirms nothing moved. Every anomaly, every irregularity, was a piece of the puzzle I couldn’t afford to miss. My pulse kept pace with my pen. Every line was a shield.

In the kitchen, Nikita hummed over her paints, tiny fingers smeared with color. That sound; that small, careless joy, tightened the coil in my chest. I stole a glance at her, blinking back tension, and wiped a streak of coffee from the counter with one gloved hand. Another note: Check kitchen window lock, handle slightly loose.

“Jake, are you coming to breakfast?” Aslyn’s voice drifted from the living room, casual, but I could feel her awareness of my taut energy.

“Just a sec,” I muttered, eyes scanning the hallway. Sunlight slanted across the floor in long lines. Every shadow, every reflection, every flicker of movement could be a warning.

Backpack slung over one shoulder, I moved through the house like a soldier preparing for battle. Flashlight. Extra phone. Multi-tool. Gloves. First-aid kit. Every item chosen, every motion precise. Even breakfast had contingencies. My hands twitched with readiness, the muscles in my shoulders tight and coiled.

Paranoia wasn’t confined to the house. Every route; school drop-off, grocery run, a quick walk to the mailbox, was mapped, timed, rehearsed. Mental simulations ran nonstop: If Colton shows here, what’s the escape? Where’s cover? If someone’s watching, how do I move undetected?

By afternoon, my logs were meticulous: columns, timestamps, observations, potential threats. Notes on patterns, on shadows, on the smallest shifts that screamed warning. Hooded figure near alley, 03:42. No identification. My mind ran it over again and again, a machine anticipating, analyzing, storing for the inevitable next encounter.

A midst all this, the tension never eased. The world outside seemed still, deceptively calm. But Colton’s signature was everywhere, small intrusions, subtle escalations, the deliberate brush of chaos against my life. This wasn’t luck. It wasn’t coincidence. It was a war waged in shadows, and I was on the front lines.

I paused in the living room, watching Nikita spin in her chair, laughter spilling bright into the heavy air. I closed my eyes briefly, letting the fire inside me settle into focus rather than consuming me. She was safe, for now. Colton couldn’t touch her, not while I was vigilant.

Every lock, every camera, every meticulous log, a line drawn in the dark between safety and chaos. And I intended to hold that line. No matter what Colton threw at me next. No matter how high the stakes climbed.

I hadn’t slept in two nights. My eyes burned raw, the edges of the world unreal, like I was seeing it all through fractured glass. My chest felt like it was cinched in steel, every muscle coiled, every nerve screaming.

Aslyn’s voice cut through the tension, crisp. “Jake... seriously. Did you get back on coke?”

Her words slammed into me, physical, like a fist. I froze. Heart skipping a beat, adrenaline spiking. “No. I haven’t,” I snapped, voice tight, defensive, anger prickling at the edges. I hadn’t thought of it.

She shook her head, unconvinced but not pressing. “You need to rest,” she said, leaving for her event. The click of the front door echoed like a gunshot in the quiet house. Alone, I felt it: the danger wasn’t outside. It was inside me, clawing, restless, waiting for a misstep.

I drifted into the garage. Night stretched silent, except for the faint hum of the fridge and the occasional distant car. I opened my toolbox.

There it was. The black box.

Six years untouched. Fine white powder, razor blades, a tiny glass mirror. My hands hovered, trembling, caught between memory and craving. I shouldn’t. But... I needed it. Needed to feel awake, alive, razor-sharp, like the world would finally bow to my focus.

I crushed a small line. The world tilted. Every sound; a fly buzzing, the distant hum of the street, the tick of my pulse, magnified. My nerves were fire, remembering, anticipating. My mind, chaos and clarity all at once, craving that fine white line.

“Bro... what in the hell are you doing?”

I jerked upright. M stood in the doorway, arms crossed, calm and cutting, seeing straight through me before I had a chance to hide.

“I... it’s ... I need the energy,” I muttered, voice low, defensive.

M stepped closer, deliberate, grounding. “You’re better than this, man. You don’t need to throw your life away for Colton. You don’t need to throw Aslyn and Nikita away over him.”

My breath caught. I laughed, bitter, raw. “You’re right. I know you’re right.”

His gaze softened slightly. “Then put it away. Go back inside. I’ll dispose of this somewhere you won’t think to look.”

I slid the black box back into the toolbox, shame and relief twisting together in my chest. My hands still trembled, the coils of adrenaline and anger not fully gone, but at least tethered.

“Want a coffee?” I asked, forcing lightness, a tether to the mundane.

M grinned. “Black. Two scoops of sugar.”

I stepped back inside, closing the garage door with a soft click that felt louder than it should. The familiar smell of the house, coffee brewing, faint paint from Nikita’s corner, the lingering traces of last night’s adrenaline; hit me, grounding me in a way the garage never could. My hands were still trembling slightly, and the black box, now tucked away, felt like a ticking bomb that had been defused.

I sank onto the kitchen stool, shoulders slumping, and finally let myself breathe. For the first time in hours, the weight in my chest loosened a fraction. My eyes closed, and I thought  how close I had been, how fucking close I had come to throwing everything away. Not  for me, but for Aslyn, for Nikita, for the fragile sense of normal I’d been clawing back.

M’s words echoed in my mind: You’re better than this. You don’t need to throw your life away for Colton.

I exhaled, letting the tension in my shoulders melt slightly. Gratitude surged through me, warmly. I owed him, more than I could say. He had stopped me from making the kind of mistake that would have destroyed everything I loved. That would have made Colton’s shadow win, made my own recklessness the weapon instead of my protection.

I ran a hand over my face, still tasting iron and adrenaline on my tongue. My chest tightened again, but this time it was a mixture of relief and clarity. I could still feel the fire in me, the rage that simmered beneath the surface, but it was no longer un-tethered. No longer a threat. It had been redirected, held steady,  long enough to save me from myself.

The soft whistle of the kettle jolted me back to the moment. Steam curled lazily from the spout, and I realized I had left the pot on the stove. The aroma of coffee; rich, bitter, grounding, started to fill the kitchen. I reached for the handle, ready to pour, when the door creaked behind me.

“It’s done,” M said, calm, precise, stepping into the kitchen as the first drops hit the carafe. His presence was steady, reassuring, like a tether to the ground I hadn’t realized I’d lost. I looked at him, eyes still dark from sleepless nights, and managed a small, raw smile. “Thanks... for stopping me. For... everything.”

M nodded, the corner of his mouth twitching like he was holding back a laugh. “That’s what I’m here for. Don’t lose yourself again, Jake. You’re not just protecting yourself. You’re protecting everyone you care about. And that’s worth holding onto.”

I poured the coffee, hands finally still, heart still hammering but no longer out of control. Steam rose in the morning light, curling around my fingers, and I let myself take a slow sip. The warmth spread through me, a reminder that some things; some people, could be trusted to keep you grounded when the world and your own impulses threatened to pull you under.
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Chapter Three: Prepare for War
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I warmed the mug between my hands until the heat seeped through my skin and steadied the tremor. The coffee steamed in thin, lazy ribbons, curling into the dim kitchen air like small ghosts. I hadn’t said much since we came inside, just sat and stared at the grain of the table as if the right answer might carve itself into the wood if I looked hard enough.

When I finally let air out, it came ragged and too loud in the hush. “I can’t keep doing this, M.” My voice sounded foreign, raw from not being used. “He’s getting under my skin. I see him in the corners. I check the locks until my hands cramp. I write down every creak like it’s evidence. I can’t...” The words snagged. “I can’t let him win. Not again.”

M leaned back, everything about him deliberately unshaken. Fingers laced on the tabletop, eyes calm as concrete. “Then stop reacting like he’s running the show,” he said. “Make him play your game.”

The sentence landed heavy. “What do you mean?” I heard how desperate I sounded, how thin.

“You document, you build,” M said, slow, surgical. “Keep the logs. Back up the files. But you also plan the play. Decide now how far you’re willing to go when he shows his face. Don’t wait for instinct to decide for you.”

That hit a raw place. How far I was willing to go, the question echoed like a bell. “You mean fight him,” I said, the words low and a little dangerous.

M didn’t blink. “If it comes to that. But it’s not just muscle. It’s narrative. He wants you to be the monster. He wants people to read you and believe the worst. Take the weapon out of his hands. Control the story before he writes it.”

My gaze dropped to the coffee, to the thin light trembling on its surface. For a second I watched that reflection like it might tell me what to do. “So, cameras. Angles. Redundant backups. Witness statements. Alibis. Timelines. A paper trail so heavy he can’t bury it.”

“Exactly.” His voice was flat, but there was iron under it. “Make yourself predictable to the right people. Make your life transparent where it counts. When he tries to twist the footage, you crush him with evidence.”

The plan settled into my bones like something solid to hold. It felt like war, and M’s half-smile, grim and knowing, confirmed it. “It feels like war,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “Then fight like you’re winning.”

The kitchen cooled around us. The coffee was forgotten, steam rising and vanishing. Outside, the night pressed at the windows, dark and patient. Inside, I felt something shift, the animal edge of panic dulling into something harder: a decision, sharpened and deliberate.

“Okay,” I said, slow, letting the word harden into a promise. “We do this smart. Cameras, logs, backups, witnesses. We control the story. And if he shows up,” My voice went softer, colder. “No hesitation.”

M’s face didn’t change. “When that day comes, no one will be able to say you didn’t have a choice.”

We sat in the kind of silence that isn’t empty, it’s the last pause before the first strike. The steam faded. The city hummed beyond the panes, but for the first time since the fire, I didn’t feel like prey. I felt like a man who’d decided how he was going to fight.

I leaned back in the chair, arms folding across my chest until the movement felt like armor. My pulse still thudded loud in my throat, that cheap, wired rhythm that lived somewhere between exhaustion and a rage I couldn’t let loose yet. The kitchen light cut across the table in hard slices; the steam from the forgotten coffee curled up and vanished like the calm I was pretending to have.

M watched me the way he always did, composed, cataloging, like he was lining up the next move on a chessboard and I was one of the pieces. He didn’t look worried so much as patient, which was worse. Patience meant he’d already thought three steps ahead of me.

Finally he spoke. Slow. Deliberate. “I’ve got a plan,” he said, and those words landed like a rock. “And I’ve got people willing to help. But...” He tilted his head a fraction, the kind of little motion that told me the rest would hurt. “You’re not gonna like it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Who?”

His mouth did that half-smirk he reserved for the things he knew would make me spit nails. “Koda.”

I barked a laugh that came out too close to a snarl. “No. No way.” I felt the old anger snap up, immediate and ugly. “That guy slept with my ex. You expect me to trust him watching my back?”

M’s expression didn’t so much as twitch. “That was years ago. Ancient history. You want Colton off your back or not? Let it go.”

My jaw tightened until it hurt. I was about to unload another curse when Aslyn’s voice cut through from the doorway, cool and blasé.

“Koda?”

We both turned. She was propped in the frame, hair mussed from putting Nikita down, one eyebrow tilted like she’d wandered into the world’s worst sitcom. “As in MMA Koda?” M nodded once, slow.

She stepped in, folding her arms with a look that said she’d arrived exactly on cue. “Haven’t seen him since 2019,” she said, amusement threading her tone.

I threw my head back and groaned. The universe had a terrible sense of humor.

Then she dropped it like it was the most casual thing in the world. “You know he tried to get with me back in 2011.”

My head whipped toward her so fast my neck clenched. I shot M a look that said, You see this? I turned and jabbed a finger at Aslyn like I was indicting her for crimes against my ego.

Both of them cracked up, M first, then Aslyn, the sound cutting the kitchen tension like a match. For a second the house felt less like a war room and more like something human.

“But I didn’t,” she said, all smug serenity. The little smile tugging at the corner of her mouth was lethal. “I got with you instead.” Despite myself, something like a grin tried to surface. I shoved it down hard. “Shut it,” I muttered, though the edges of my mouth betrayed me.

M teased. “Aw, he’s jealous.” He was enjoying the moment, the rare soft crack in my armor, and it pissed me off in a good way.

I dragged the heel of my hand across my face and muttered under it, words swallowed by the room. “So you’re telling me Koda’s in?”

M leaned forward, the easy comic line gone. He was serious now. “Yeah. Because we need the manpower. Colton’s not playing small anymore, and you can’t fight this alone. You know that.”

The words sank into me like cold water. I stared at the coffee table, jaw working as the war inside me skittered between stubborn pride and the raw arithmetic of survival. Koda’s face, his history with my life, the old betrayals, they all threaded through my head. Practicality kept butting up against pride, and pride was losing.

I blew out a slow breath and let the decision land. “This is gonna be a nightmare,” I said. It came out flat, the sentence a confession and a warning.

M’s grin was all teeth and dangerous certainty. “Maybe. But it’s gonna be a nightmare Colton never saw coming.”

M’s truck crunched up the driveway after dusk, headlights slicing the yard into long, hungry shadows. I was already outside, pacing the strip of concrete by the garage like an animal on a chain, sneakers scuffing, breath fogging in the cold air, lights clicking awake one by one down the property. Every little sound was a battery in my skull: the gutter drip, the distant car, the slight rustle of leaves. I couldn’t stop moving.

The passenger door opened. Koda stepped out.

Time hadn’t softened him. If anything, it sharpened him, broader in the shoulders, stance folded like a spring, a quiet confidence that didn’t need to shout to be dangerous. His hair was cropped shorter than I remembered, his jaw cut into a harder line, a pale scar curling across his eyebrow like a warning label. He didn’t smile. He didn’t reach for a handshake. He simply looked at me, and the air tightened.

“Jake.” His voice was low, even. Unblinking.

I crossed my arms, pulling my jacket tighter as if armor would do anything. “Koda.”

Silence thickened between us. The garage light buzzed overhead, painting hard circles on concrete. From down the block, a dog barked once and fell quiet, like the neighborhood was holding its breath.

M folded out of the driver’s seat and slammed the door with more force than necessary. He walked up slow, hands in his pockets, eyes moving between us like a referee. “Alright,” he said, sharp as a blade. “We’re not here to rehash 2018. We’re here because Colton’s escalating. Either you two figure out how to stand in the same room without throwing hands, or we’re screwed.”

I snorted, no humor in it, “Yeah, because keeping my cool has always been the problem.” Koda tilted his head, unreadable. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t come here to pick a fight.”

“Oh, that’s a first,” I shot back, the old soreness in my chest flaring at the memory. The air around us tasted like metal and oil and the last several years of history.

The side door opened and Aslyn stepped out, sweater slipping off one shoulder, hair messy from putting Nikita down. She took everything in like she was reading a scene she’s seen before: amused, wary, annoyed all at once. “Wow,” she said, soft and dry. “Feels like high school reunion night.”

“Don’t,” I warned, but my voice had a thread of something like relief under the edge.

Koda’s mouth twitched, not a smile,  more a twitch of recognition. “Relax. I’m not here for her either.”

My jaw clicked. Old ghosts scratched at the inside of my skull. I felt the pull, pride, old hurt, but M was already stepping between us before anything could snap.

“Enough,” he cut in, voice flat and final. “You need backup, Jake. Koda’s got what you need, training, discipline, connections. You want to win this or keep pretending you can go it alone?”

You want to win this. The words landed in my chest like a promise and a threat. I could feel my temper like a live wire under my skin, but I kept my breath steady. I wanted to argue, to spit old hurts back in their faces, to make Koda pay for every sliver of my past. But this wasn’t about pride. It was about them. It was about Aslyn and Nikita and the line I’d sworn I wouldn’t let anyone cross again.

After a beat that stretched like elastic, I let out a slow breath and nodded once. “Fine. But we do it my way. No surprises. No one goes rogue.”

Koda met my gaze like iron, unflinching. “Agreed. But when this goes sideways, and it will, you better be prepared to get your hands dirty.”

His words had no malice, just truth. I stepped closer, close enough to smell him, sweat and leather, a faint scent of old blood and gym soap. My fists were idle at my sides, but they weren’t soft. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

M clapped once, a sound that broke the taut air. “Great. Now that we’re all friends,”
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