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Chapter One: The Prodigal Son of Pain
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The "Welcome to Oakhaven" sign was peeling, the gold leaf flaking off like the skin of a sunburned tourist. It was the first thing Elias Thorne noticed as his beaten-up Volvo rattled over the town line. The second thing was the tightness in his chest—a familiar, suffocating grip that hadn’t loosened in ten years.

Elias gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned the color of the overcast sky. He wasn’t supposed to be back. Oakhaven was a place you escaped, a chapter you closed and burned the book afterward. But the lawyer’s letter in his glove box, detailing his grandmother’s estate and the crumbling Victorian house she’d left him, had been a siren song he couldn’t ignore. Not when his bank account in Seattle was sitting at a dismal double digit.

"Just a month," Elias muttered, his voice raspy from hours of silence and cheap gas station coffee. "Clean it out, list it, and get the hell out."

He navigated the familiar, winding streets, noting the shops that had died and the ones that had miraculously survived. The hardware store was still there. The bakery still smelled like burnt sugar and yeast even from three blocks away. And then, there was the garage.

Miller & Sons Auto.

Elias’s foot hovered over the brake. The sign was new—sleek black metal with bold white lettering. It sat on the corner where the town’s golden boys used to hang out, the place where Elias had spent most of his teenage years trying to be invisible.

As he drove past, a man stepped out of the bay. He was wiping grease from his hands with a red rag, his broad shoulders stretching the fabric of a navy work shirt. Even from a distance, the profile was unmistakable. The square jaw, the slight crook in the nose, the way he carried himself like he owned the very air he breathed.

Caleb Miller.

The air in the car suddenly felt too thin. Caleb wasn't the one who had made Elias’s life a living hell—that honor belonged to his younger brother, Toby. But Caleb had been the silent witness, the idolized older brother who had watched the hallway shoves and the locker room taunts with a terrifying, unreadable expression.

Elias looked away, staring straight through the windshield until he reached the end of the street. He didn't see the way Caleb Miller stopped mid-motion, squinting at the passing Volvo with a look of sudden, sharp recognition.



The Thorne house was worse than the photos. Ivy had practically swallowed the porch, and the air inside tasted of dust and forgotten memories. Elias spent the afternoon throwing open windows, trying to drown out the ghosts with the scent of pine and oncoming rain.

By 6:00 PM, his stomach was growling a protest. He had no groceries, no energy to cook, and a desperate need to prove to himself that he wasn't afraid of this town anymore.

The Rusty Anchor was the only place open on a Tuesday night. It was a dive bar that served burgers thick enough to stop a heart, and it was currently occupied by a handful of locals who didn't look up when Elias walked in. He took a seat at the far end of the bar, pulling his hood up slightly.

"What can I get you?"

The voice was deep, a low rumble that vibrated in Elias’s marrow. He looked up, and the breath left him in a silent rush.

Caleb Miller was standing behind the bar, a bottle of bourbon in one hand. He looked older—the lean muscle of his youth had filled out into a rugged, imposing frame. There were fine lines around his eyes, and his hair was cropped shorter than it used to be. But the eyes were the same. Dark, piercing, and currently fixed on Elias like he was a ghost.

"Elias?" Caleb’s voice was barely a whisper, devoid of the teasing lilt Elias remembered from the Miller brothers.

Elias cleared his throat, feeling like the scrawny sixteen-year-old who used to hide in the library. "Caleb. I didn't know you worked here."

"I own it," Caleb said, setting the bottle down slowly. He didn't move to take an order. He just stared, his gaze traveling over Elias’s face, taking in the sharper jawline, the weary shadows under his eyes, and the way he was vibrating with the urge to bolt. "You’ve been gone a long time."

"Ten years," Elias replied, aiming for casual and hitting somewhere near defensive. "I’m just back to settle my grandmother's place."

Caleb leaned forward, resting his large, calloused hands on the polished wood of the bar. The scent of him—motor oil, cedar, and something uniquely Caleb—drifted across the space. "I heard she passed. I’m sorry, Elias. Mrs. Thorne was a good woman. She used to bring us pies when we were kids."

"Yeah. She was." Elias shifted on the stool. The "us" hung in the air like a threat. "How’s... how’s Toby?"

The change in Caleb was instantaneous. His shoulders tightened, and the warmth that had briefly flickered in his eyes extinguished. He looked down at the rag in his hand, his grip tightening.

"Toby’s in the city," Caleb said shortly. "We don't talk much."

The silence that followed was heavy, packed with the weight of things unsaid. Elias remembered a summer afternoon behind the bleachers—Toby’s fist connecting with his ribs while Caleb stood ten feet away, arms crossed, saying nothing. He remembered the shame of wanting Caleb to save him, and the deeper shame of realizing Caleb never would.

"Look, can I just get a burger and a beer?" Elias asked, his voice tighter than he intended. "I’ve had a long drive."

Caleb didn't move for a long beat. He seemed to be searching Elias’s face for something—permission, maybe, or a sign of an old wound. Finally, he nodded. "Sure. Coming right up."

As Caleb turned away, Elias let out a breath he felt like he’d been holding for a decade. He watched Caleb move—the efficiency of his motions, the way the light caught the dark hair on his forearms. He was still the most handsome man Elias had ever seen, and still the most dangerous person in Oakhaven for his heart.

Ten minutes later, a plate was slid in front of him. But Caleb didn't leave. He pulled a stool up on the other side of the bar and sat down.

"You look different," Caleb said. It wasn't a compliment or an insult; it was an observation, delivered with a directness that made Elias’s skin itch.

"People grow up, Caleb," Elias said, picking up a fry he had no intention of eating. "Even the ones you used to watch get kicked in the dirt."

Caleb flinched. It was a small movement, a slight twitch of his jaw, but it was there. "I deserved that."

"You deserved a lot more than a snarky comment from a guy who’s just passing through," Elias snapped. He finally looked Caleb in the eye, and the intensity he found there made him want to flinch. There was no mockery in Caleb’s expression. There was... regret. Deep, agonizing regret.

"I thought about you," Caleb said, his voice dropping to a register that felt dangerously intimate. "After you left. I went to your house about a week after the graduation party. I wanted to... I wanted to say something."

Elias felt a bitter laugh bubble up. "A week late? That’s about your timing, Caleb."

"I know." Caleb reached out, his hand hovering over the bar as if he wanted to touch Elias’s sleeve, but he pulled back at the last second. "I'm not that guy anymore, Elias. And I’m not my brother."

"It doesn't matter who you are now," Elias said, pushing the plate away. The hunger was gone, replaced by a cold, hard knot. "I’m here for the house. That’s it. I don't need an apology, and I definitely don't need a friend."

He reached for his wallet, but Caleb’s hand shot out, covering Elias’s hand on the bar. The contact was electric. Caleb’s skin was hot, his palm rough, and the sheer size of his hand made Elias feel fragile in a way that wasn't entirely unpleasant.

"It’s on the house," Caleb said, his voice low and steady. He didn't pull his hand away. He held Elias there, trapped by a touch that felt more like a tether than a restraint. "And Elias?"

Elias looked up, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. "What?"

Caleb’s thumb brushed against the back of Elias’s knuckles, a slow, deliberate caress that sent a jolt of pure fire up Elias’s arm.

"I'm glad you're back," Caleb whispered. "Even if you hate me for it."

Elias yanked his hand away, the heat of the touch lingering like a brand. He didn't say another word. He turned and walked out of the bar, the cool night air hitting his face like a slap.

He made it all the way to his car before he realized he’d left his keys on the bar.

He turned back, his hand on the door handle, but through the window of the Rusty Anchor, he saw Caleb. The older man wasn't cleaning. He was standing exactly where Elias had left him, staring at the empty stool with an expression of such raw, naked longing that Elias felt it in his own soul.
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