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Chapter 1: The Girl with No Name
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The Greyhound sputtered to a halt with a hiss of brakes and the mechanical sigh of a machine long past its prime. Delaney Brooks—or at least, that was the name she wore today—stepped off the bus like a shadow dripping off a wall. A tattered duffel bag hung from her shoulder, the weight of it more than just belongings. Inside it lived stolen IDs, cash tucked in a stitched seam, a blade rusted with memory, and a photo of someone she’d never be again. Her boots hit the cracked pavement of Pine Bluff, and the town exhaled like it knew trouble had arrived.

No one greeted her. No one ever did. That was the point.

The air was heavy with the scent of summer dust and cow shit. A dog barked somewhere in the distance, too tired to be menacing. The town was small, the kind that had a single gas station, a diner with sticky menus, and a sheriff who probably still wore a badge like it mattered. Pine Bluff wasn’t the kind of place you escaped to. It was where you ran when your options ran out.

She lit a cigarette with trembling fingers. She hated smoking. But shaking looked like fear, and smoke looked like control. She blew a plume out the corner of her mouth and adjusted the hood of her sweatshirt lower. She didn’t have long. A week, maybe two, before someone spotted her. Before the wrong eyes caught her reflection in a shop window and whispered her name into a phone. But a week was long enough to figure out the next move.

She walked with confidence she didn’t feel, past the boarded-up bakery and the church with peeling paint. The town’s main drag was a strip of denial—a false promise of simplicity and second chances. She knew better. There were no second chances. Only slower deaths.

The diner was called Sunset. How fucking poetic. She pushed the door open, the bell above it chiming like it had something to say. The waitress behind the counter looked up with a tight smile, eyes ringed with the kind of fatigue that came from serving coffee to men who stared too long.

“You hiring?” Delaney asked.

The waitress squinted. “What’s your name?”

“Elle.” The lie came easy. It always did.

“You ever wait tables?”

“Yeah.” Another lie. She could pick locks in the dark, hotwire a car in under two minutes, and talk her way into places she shouldn’t be. She’d never carried a tray of pancakes in her life. But people believed what they wanted to believe. And small towns loved a girl running from nothing.

The waitress shrugged. “Mel’s in the back. You’ll probably hate it here.”

“I hate everywhere.”

“Perfect,” she muttered, disappearing behind the swinging kitchen door.

Delaney took a seat on a stool by the counter, legs crossed, eyes scanning the windows like they might start screaming. The town was quiet. Too quiet. Like it was holding its breath. That’s when he walked in.

She knew who he was the second she saw him. The way he filled the doorway. The clean lines of his uniform. The gun at his hip and the tension in his jaw. Sheriff Callum Hayes.

He wasn’t what she expected. Older, maybe mid-thirties. Tall, broad-shouldered, his skin sunburnt from time outdoors. His eyes were sharp, hard like ice cracked on concrete, the kind that could see through people if they stood still long enough. And when those eyes landed on her, something in her stomach twisted.

She looked away, too fast. His boots scuffed against the tile as he walked past her. He didn’t say a word, just gave a nod to the waitress who reappeared behind the counter. She handed him a coffee like she’d been doing it for years, and he took it with a grunt.

“New girl?” he asked, eyes never leaving Delaney.

The waitress nodded. “Looking for work. Said her name’s Elle.”

His gaze lingered. She felt it crawl across her skin. He didn’t trust her. That was fine. She didn’t trust herself either.

“I’ll be watching,” he said, more to the coffee than to her. But Delaney heard it loud and clear.

The sheriff left, taking the heat with him. She exhaled. The kitchen door banged open and an older man in a grease-stained apron stepped out, eyeing her like a dog eyes a storm cloud.

“You’re hired,” he said. “Don’t steal. Don’t flirt. Don’t be late.”

She gave him a smile that meant nothing. “Sure.”

The next day, she was behind the counter, apron tied too tight, tray in one hand and hot coffee in the other. Her feet ached. Her back screamed. But no one asked questions, and that was worth more than comfort. Sheriff Hayes came in at 6:04 AM like clockwork. Sat in the same seat. Ordered the same black coffee. Watched her like she was a puzzle missing a piece.

“You from around here?” he asked one morning, voice low.

She shook her head. “Just passing through.”

“Most people don’t stop in Pine Bluff unless they’re running from something.”

She looked at him then, really looked. “And what are you running from, Sheriff?”

His lips twitched. Not quite a smile. Not quite a warning. “I don’t run.”

The tension between them built like humidity before a storm. She caught his eyes on her hands. Her mouth. Her back when she walked away. She liked it too much. It was dangerous.

By week’s end, he knew something was off. She could feel it. The way he asked about her past. The way he checked the registry where she’d signed in at the motel. She wasn’t on it. She’d paid in cash, under another name. But he was patient. Predators always were.

She lay awake most nights, staring at the ceiling of the motel room, one hand on the blade under her pillow. The nightmares always found her. Blood. Screams. Her real name echoing off concrete walls. She’d done things. Terrible things. But none of them as dangerous as wanting someone like him.

Sheriff Hayes was the kind of man who’d ruin her. Not with lies, but with truth. And truth was the one thing she couldn’t afford to give.

That Sunday, she stayed late at the diner. Cleaned the counter twice, watched the rain smear the windows into watercolor. He came in again, soaked to the bone, rain dripping off his jacket. She poured him coffee without a word. He didn’t thank her. Just sipped and stared.

“Tell me something true,” he said, voice rough.

She met his eyes. “I’m not who I say I am.”

He paused, then nodded like he’d expected it. “I know.”

The silence was thick, charged. She waited for the cuffs. The questions. The gun.

Instead, he said, “Don’t make me regret letting you stay.”

That night, she walked back to the motel in the rain, his words wrapping around her throat like a noose and a promise all at once. Maybe she wouldn’t run. Not yet.

Maybe the sheriff was already stealing from her, too. Not money. Not secrets.

But the one thing she swore no one would ever touch again.

Her heart.
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Chapter 2: Welcome to Pine Bluff
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Delaney didn’t dream that night. Dreams were for people who had hope left in their bones. She had only silence and the low hum of the motel ice machine leaking into her consciousness. Morning bled into the corners of the ceiling, a gray wash that made everything look a little more real and a little more dead. She lay still, listening for footsteps. Engines. Voices. But Pine Bluff was the kind of town that whispered rather than shouted, and that silence was almost worse.

She sat up slowly, bones popping, muscles stiff from sleeping in a bed that felt like it had seen more fights than sleep. The sheets smelled of bleach and desperation. She peeled off the sweatshirt that had served as both armor and blanket, revealing the thin tank top beneath and the bruises fading like cigarette burns along her ribs. She touched one absently. A reminder. A debt she hadn’t yet paid.

Outside, the town moved at its usual snail’s pace. Old men shuffled along the sidewalks like time had forgotten them. A dog barked twice, then gave up. The diner across the street lit up with its blinking neon sign: SUNSET. She could already smell the grease and burnt toast wafting through her cracked window. Her stomach growled. Hunger was constant. Physical. She could control it. Unlike the other kind—the hunger that surfaced when Sheriff Hayes entered a room.

She crossed the street with her duffel bouncing against her hip, hoodie zipped, hat pulled low. Her boots left wet prints on the sidewalk. She pushed into the diner just as Mel was lighting his first cigarette of the day behind the counter, despite the NO SMOKING sign above his head.

“You’re late,” he muttered.

“It’s seven,” she said.

“Exactly. Late.” He blew smoke sideways. “Table six’s a mess. Clean it.”

She moved without protest, grabbing the dishrag that smelled like mildew and despair, and approached the booth by the window. Crumbs, ketchup smears, and the stale scent of cheap cologne. A reminder that men with wandering hands had sat there last night. She cleaned efficiently, mechanically, scrubbing at more than just the mess. She scrubbed to forget.

The bell above the door jingled. Her spine stiffened. She didn’t need to look. She felt him.

Callum Hayes walked like every inch of him mattered. Like he was aware of his body in a way most men weren’t—controlled, precise, deliberate. He wore his uniform like skin. His gun holster creaked slightly when he moved, and when he removed his hat, his dark hair was damp from morning mist.

He took his usual seat at the counter. She didn’t speak. Just poured him coffee and slid it across to him. Their fingers didn’t touch, but the tension sang like a wire strung tight.

“You sleep?” he asked after a long sip.

She raised an eyebrow. “You always interrogate your waitresses?”

He studied her, that damn hawk-like gaze picking her apart. “Only the ones who lie.”

She didn’t blink. “Then you must be very busy.”

A smirk threatened the corner of his mouth, but it didn’t stay. “Busy enough.”

He didn’t ask for eggs. Didn’t ask for toast. Just drank the coffee like it was holy water, purifying something black and unspoken inside him. She didn’t ask about his demons. She didn’t want to know. Knowing made things messy.

The rest of the shift dragged like broken glass under skin. Regulars came in. Murmured gossip about the mayor’s kid getting caught with weed again. Someone’s dog went missing. Someone else’s trailer burned down. The usual rural decay. She tuned it all out. But she noticed things.

Like how Callum watched her when he thought she wasn’t looking.

Like how she felt safer when he was in the room—something she hadn’t felt in years.

At noon, Mel tossed her a wad of ones and a wrinkled five. “Take a break.”

She went behind the diner, into the alley that smelled like sour oil and old beer. She lit a cigarette and leaned against the dumpster, smoke curling from her lips. Her hands trembled again. Always after he looked at her too long.

“You always hide when you smoke?”

His voice wrapped around her from the shadows.

She stiffened but didn’t turn around. “You stalking me, Sheriff?”

“Just making sure you’re not poisoning the pie.”

“Not today,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow.”

He stepped closer, the sound of his boots muted on the wet asphalt. She turned her head just enough to see him, his figure tall and imposing against the overcast sky.

“You don’t talk like you’re from here,” he said.

“Because I’m not.”

He nodded slowly. “You ever gonna tell me where you’re from?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because then I’d have to lie.”

That earned a dry laugh from him. “You’re good at that.”

She dropped the cigarette, crushed it under her heel. “I’ve had practice.”

He stepped closer, invading her space without touching her. She could smell his aftershave—sharp, clean, too honest. It clashed with the dirt on her soul.

“You planning on staying long?”

“No.”

“Pity,” he said.

She turned to him then, full body, meeting his gaze. “Why?”

“Because I’d like to know what you’re hiding before you disappear.”

She swallowed hard, the air between them crackling. “You might not like what you find.”

He leaned in, just enough to make her heart slam against her ribs. “That’s the thing about me, Elle. I don’t scare easy.”

He walked away then, leaving her breathless, her throat dry, and her palms sweating.

The rest of the day was a blur of coffee pots and forced smiles. She served a group of teenage boys who leered too long, their laughter sharp and cruel. She dropped a plate, shattered ceramic echoing like gunfire. Mel cussed her out. She didn’t hear him. Her eyes were on the window, on the street where Callum’s cruiser had just parked again.

That night, she didn’t go straight back to the motel. She wandered. Past the church with its crooked cross. Past the high school with its broken swings. Pine Bluff was a town that time forgot—and maybe that’s why she’d ended up here.

She paused by the bridge that stretched over the slow-moving river, looked down at her reflection in the black water. Her face looked different here. Softer. More like someone who could stay.

She pulled out the burner phone from her jacket and stared at it. No new messages. That was good. No one had found her. Yet.

Her finger hovered over the keypad. She could call. One number. One voice she hadn’t heard in months. But she didn’t. She tossed the phone into the river and watched it sink. The past had no place here.

She returned to the motel and locked every bolt on the door. Stripped out of her clothes and stood under the shower until the water turned cold. Scrubbed her skin raw. Tried to forget the way Callum’s eyes saw things she hadn’t shown him.

Tried to forget the way she wanted him to keep looking.

She climbed into bed, damp hair on the pillow, and stared at the ceiling again.

She didn’t dream. But if she had, she would’ve seen a man in uniform watching her from the edge of the dark, gun holstered, heart guarded, and something hungry buried behind his careful control.

And she would’ve smiled in her sleep.

Because that hunger matched her own.
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Chapter 3: Coffee, Pie, and Trouble
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The clatter of forks and the murmur of idle conversation painted the morning in Pine Bluff with dull monotony. The Sunset Diner, with its yellowed linoleum floors and faded red booths, was alive with the kind of familiar routine that lulled its patrons into complacency. But Delaney Brooks sat perched on the edge of that routine like a lit match beside a pool of gasoline. Every movement she made was practiced and deliberate. Wipe. Pour. Smile. Repeat. But behind that smile, her mind never rested. It spun like a loaded revolver.

She could hear everything. The grumble of Old Man Thacker about property taxes. The sweet talk of Jolene Henson, whose lipstick was always smeared like a promise half-kept. The laughter of the kids skipping school, their rebellion still harmless, still safe. Delaney catalogued it all, because information was a weapon, and she’d learned long ago to stay armed at all times.

It was just after 9:00 a.m. when Callum Hayes walked through the door, and the atmosphere shifted like gravity bending to accommodate him. He didn’t speak at first. He never did. He just nodded once to Mel behind the counter, took his regular seat at the end, and waited.

Delaney approached with the pot of coffee already in hand. She didn’t ask. She didn’t need to.

“You’re late,” she said, pouring without meeting his eyes.

“Had to stop by the Mitchell farm,” he replied, voice low and gravel-edged. “Cow got loose again.”

She gave him a look. “You’re telling me you lassoed a cow before breakfast?”

His mouth twitched. “Something like that.”

He wore his uniform like armor. Starched, unbending, but well-worn in a way that suggested he lived in it more than his own skin. His eyes flicked over her, not lecherous, not hungry in the way other men looked—but assessing. Always assessing.

“Something wrong?” she asked, arching a brow.

“You’ve been here what? A week?”

“Six days.”

He nodded. “That long, and not a single piece of pie?”

She blinked, caught off guard. “Is that an official complaint, Sheriff?”

“I’m thinking it might be.”

She laughed, and it surprised her. It came out too natural, too easy, like it hadn’t been strangled in her throat for months. She poured him a second cup. “Fine. I’ll get you pie. You going to arrest me if I pick the wrong flavor?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether or not you’re trying to poison me.”

She turned and walked away before he could see her smile fade. That was the problem. He was becoming too easy to like. Too easy to watch. Too easy to imagine without that badge, without that careful gaze, without anything on but the tension between them.

In the kitchen, Mel was on the phone yelling at a supplier, so she grabbed a slice of cherry pie herself. Balanced it on a plate. Walked back with a slow, deliberate step. She set it down in front of Callum and waited.

He took a bite, chewed, then looked at her.

“Not bad.”

“That’s high praise.”

He shrugged. “I’ve tasted worse.”

She leaned against the counter. “You ever say thank you, Sheriff?”

“Sometimes.”

“Let me guess. Only when someone saves your life.”

“Or when someone surprises me.”

She tilted her head. “Did I surprise you?”

His gaze lingered on her lips. “Haven’t decided yet.”

The door opened, and the moment broke. A man walked in, tall, wiry, with a mean look that had nothing to do with his expression and everything to do with the way he moved—like he wanted to hurt something just to feel alive. Delaney recognized the type immediately. Trouble with a face.

He slid into a booth and started scanning the room like he owned it. She felt her skin tighten, her instincts firing off silent alarms. Callum noticed too. His body didn’t move, but his eyes narrowed slightly.

“Friend of yours?” he asked quietly.

“No,” she said too fast. “Not even close.”

The man looked at her then, and for a second, she thought he might stand. Her throat went dry. He didn’t speak, but he smiled—slow, knowing, and cruel. She forced herself to turn away and grabbed the pot again, fingers white-knuckled around the handle.

“I’ll take care of his table,” Callum said.

“No,” she snapped, too sharp. Then, softer, “No. I’ve got it.”

She walked over, every step rehearsed. When she reached the booth, she didn’t ask what he wanted. She just stared at him, jaw tight.

“What the hell are you doing here, Vince?”

He grinned wider. “That any way to greet an old friend, Delaney?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Sorry. Elle.”

Her heart pounded, her pulse thundering in her ears. She dropped a menu on the table. “Order or leave.”

“You’re real good at playing house. That sheriff? He tapping that yet?”

She slammed her hand down on the table, drawing eyes from nearby patrons. “Don’t.”

He leaned in, voice low, teeth yellow and breath foul. “You forgot who helped you disappear. You think changing your name and flipping pancakes makes you clean?”

She stepped back. “You need to leave.”

“I’ll be around,” he said, sliding out of the booth. “This place is real charming.”

He walked out without paying. Delaney stood still, the air thick with the scent of danger. Her hands trembled again, and this time it wasn’t Callum’s fault.

He was at her side a moment later. “You okay?”

She forced a nod. “Yeah. Just... someone I used to know.”

“From before?”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

He reached out, his fingers brushing her wrist—light, almost cautious. “You tell me if he bothers you again.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I don’t doubt that. But maybe I don’t like the idea of someone bothering you.”

Their eyes locked. A beat. Then another. Too
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