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The bell over Hal's door chimed at 2:15 AM, and Nora Gaetti's entire body went cold.

She knew before she looked up. Some part of her—the part that had spent years learning to read his footsteps, his breathing, the weight of his presence in a room—recognized him instantly. Four years of freedom, and her survival instincts hadn't dulled at all.

Dean Wyatt slid into a booth like he owned the place. Like he owned her.

The coffee pot in Nora's hand trembled. She set it down on the warmer before she dropped it, her fingers gone numb. The fluorescent lights of the truck stop diner buzzed overhead, indifferent, while her heart slammed against her ribs hard enough to crack them.

He looked different. Prison-lean, the softness she remembered carved away into something harder, meaner. His eyes found hers across the diner—pale blue and cold as a January frost—and he smiled.

That smile. She'd forgotten how it could look so warm while his eyes stayed dead.

"Order up, Nora." Hal's gruff voice from the kitchen made her flinch. "Table four's been waiting."

She grabbed the plates mechanically, her body moving through muscle memory while her mind screamed. Run. Run now. Out the back, into your car, drive until you hit Canada.

But her legs carried her to table four instead, where a long-haul trucker barely glanced up from his phone as she set down his eggs. Then to the counter to refill coffees for the two regulars who came in every Thursday at 2 AM, their schedules as predictable as hers.

And then there was nowhere left to go but booth seven.

Dean tracked her approach with the patience of a predator who knew his prey had nowhere to run. He'd always had that patience. It was one of the things that made him so dangerous.

"Hey, baby." His voice was exactly the same. Smooth. Almost tender. "Miss me?"

Nora's throat closed. She pulled out her order pad with hands that shook so badly she could barely grip the pen. "What can I get you?"

"That's it? Four years, and that's all I get?" He leaned back against the booth, spreading his arms along the back of the seat, taking up space. Claiming it. "I've been thinking about you every single day, Nora. Every. Single. Day. Dreaming about this moment."

I know, she wanted to scream. I've been having nightmares about it.

"Kitchen closes in an hour." The words came out steady. A miracle. "If you want food, you need to order."

Dean's smile widened. "There she is. There's my girl." He picked up the laminated menu, studied it like he actually cared what Hal's served at 2 AM. "I'll take the number three. Over easy. And coffee, black."

She wrote it down. Her handwriting looked like a seismograph during an earthquake.

"How've you been?" he asked, casual as anything. Like they were old friends catching up. Like he hadn't spent three years feeding her meth and convincing her she was nothing without him. "You look good. Healthy. I like the hair."

Nora's hand went to her ponytail involuntarily. She'd cut it short after she got clean—a symbolic fresh start—and grown it back out because she liked having something to braid during her breaks.

"I'll get your coffee."

She turned away. His hand caught her wrist.

Not hard. Not painful. Just a reminder that he could.

"Hey." Dean's voice dropped, intimate and poisonous. "I really did think about you. Every night in that cell. Thinking about how we left things. How you just... disappeared."

Because you went to prison, she didn't say. Because it was the only chance I was ever going to get to escape.

"The coffee," she managed.

He released her. "Sure, baby. Take your time."

Nora walked to the coffee station. Poured with hands that wouldn't stop shaking. Walked back and set the mug in front of him without meeting his eyes.

"Anything else?"

"Yeah." Dean wrapped his fingers around the mug, and she remembered those hands. Remembered what they'd done when she'd tried to leave before, when she'd talked back, when she'd existed in any way he didn't approve of. "I'm staying at the Pines Motel off Pacific Highway. Room 112. In case you want to catch up properly."

"I'll put your order in."

She retreated to the kitchen and told Hal she needed a minute. He took one look at her face and pointed to the back door without a word. Hal was good people. Didn't ask questions, didn't push. Just let her work her shift and mind her business.

The night air hit her like a slap—cold, damp, tasting like rain and diesel exhaust. Nora pressed her back against the brick wall beside the dumpsters and focused on breathing.

In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Her NA sponsor's voice in her head: You can't control what happens, but you can control your response. Breathe.

She was shaking so hard her teeth chattered.

Four years. Four years of rebuilding everything he'd destroyed. Four years of getting clean on her own, white-knuckling through withdrawal in a motel room with nothing but water bottles and sheer fucking spite to get her through. Four years of this job, this apartment, this life she'd clawed back from rock bottom.

And Dean had walked into Hal's like she'd just been waiting for him this whole time.

He found me.

The thought circled like a shark. She'd been careful. Different name at the apartment—she'd paid cash to a landlord who didn't ask questions, used her mother's maiden name. No social media. No contact with anyone from before. She'd rebuilt herself as someone new, someone clean, someone who didn't belong to Dean Wyatt.

But here he was.

"You all right?"

Nora's head snapped up. Her hands came up defensively before she could stop them—a reflex Dean had trained into her years ago.

The man from booth six stood at the corner of the building, not approaching. Giving her space. He was big, broad-shouldered, with the kind of quiet steadiness that said military even before she noticed the scars webbing the backs of his hands. His eyes were too sharp, too observant. They tracked her defensive posture, the shake in her hands, the way she'd pressed herself against the wall like she was trying to disappear into it.

Tusk, the other waitresses called him. He'd been coming in for months—always late, always alone, always booth six. Big tipper. Didn't flirt, didn't linger, didn't ask for anything but coffee and occasional eggs. She'd wondered about him sometimes, in the abstract way you wonder about regulars. What kept him awake at 2 AM. What those scars meant.

Right now, his presence felt like a searchlight exposing every crack in her composure.

"I'm fine." The lie tasted like ash.

He didn't move closer, but something in his expression shifted. "No," he said quietly. "You're not."

"It's none of your business." The words came out sharper than she intended. Defensive.

"You're right. It's not." He studied her for a long moment, and she had the uncomfortable feeling he was seeing too much. The tremor in her hands she couldn't hide. The pallor of her skin. The way she kept glancing at the door like she expected Dean to walk through it. "But I've been coming here long enough to know what you look like when you're okay. And that's not it."

Nora's jaw tightened. She didn't owe him an explanation. Didn't owe anyone anything. She'd spent too many years being told what she owed, what she belonged to, who got to make decisions about her life.

"Just a customer giving me trouble," she said. "It happens. Part of the job."

His eyes held hers. Steady, patient, and far too knowing. "That man's not a customer. He's a threat." He let the words hang between them. "Seen enough of both to know the difference."

The accuracy of it made her breath catch. She looked away, staring at the wet asphalt, the halo of light from the parking lot lamp, anywhere but his face.

"Thank you for your concern," she said, each word careful and measured. "But I can handle my own problems."

"Never said you couldn't."

She risked a glance at him. He hadn't moved. Hadn't pushed into her space or demanded anything. Just stood there like a sentinel, solid and calm, waiting.

"Whatever trouble he is," Tusk said, "you've got people willing to help. All you have to do is ask."

I don't, she wanted to say. I don't have anyone. That's the whole point.

But she didn't trust her voice. Didn't trust anything about this moment—the way he looked at her like she mattered, like her problems were worth solving, like she was something more than the mess Dean had made of her.

"I need to get back to work," she said.

He stepped aside, giving her a clear path to the door. "I'll be at booth six. If you need anything."

She walked past him, close enough to catch the faint smell of leather and rain, and pulled the door open. The warmth of the diner washed over her, fluorescent and artificial, nothing like the cold clarity of his gaze.

When she went back inside, Dean was watching her through the window. He'd seen her talking to Tusk. She could tell by the way his smile had gone sharp at the edges.

She spent the rest of her shift avoiding Dean's eyes and feeling Tusk's attention like a brand on her skin. Two men watching her. One who wanted to destroy what she'd built. One who'd offered to help her protect it.

Dean left at 4 AM, sliding out of the booth with a lazy confidence that made her stomach turn. He paused by the register.

"See you soon, baby," he said. Soft enough that only she could hear. "Real soon."

The bell chimed as the door closed behind him.

Nora didn't look at booth six. Didn't look at anything except the mug she was polishing with unsteady hands. But she felt Tusk watching her, felt the weight of his attention like an anchor in the storm Dean had just dragged back into her life.

She'd told him she could handle her own problems.

Looking at the door Dean had just walked through, she wasn't sure that was true anymore.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Nora knew something was wrong the moment she reached her apartment door.

It was unlocked. Not broken, not forced—just unlocked. The deadbolt she religiously secured every time she left sat in the open position, a violation so subtle it screamed.

She stood in the hallway for a full minute, keys biting into her palm, heart hammering against her ribs. The rational part of her brain said call the police. The part that had survived Dean Wyatt knew exactly how useless that would be.

What are you going to tell them? My ex-boyfriend who just got out of prison might have been in my apartment? Did he take anything? No. Did he threaten you? Not technically. Did he touch you? Just my wrist.

She pushed the door open.

Everything looked the same. Her secondhand couch, her small TV, the kitchen barely big enough to turn around in. The stack of mail on her counter, the dish towel hanging from the oven handle, her boots lined up by the door.

Except the mail had been moved. Just slightly—an inch to the left, fanned differently than she'd left it. The dish towel hung at a different angle. Her bathroom door stood open when she always, always kept it closed.

Nora walked through her apartment like she was moving through a crime scene. Her bedroom curtains, carefully positioned that morning, now hung crooked. Her dresser drawers weren't quite shut. The pillows on her bed had been rearranged.

Nothing was missing. Nothing was damaged. But Dean had been here. He'd walked through her space, touched her things, breathed her air. He'd stood in her bedroom and looked at where she slept.

The message was clear: I know where you live. I can get in whenever I want. You're not safe anywhere.

Her hands were shaking as she pulled her duffel bag from the closet. She packed without thinking—clothes, toiletries, the envelope of cash she kept hidden in her tampon box because Dean would never look there. Two years of tips saved for emergencies, for the moment she'd always known might come.

She was out the door in fifteen minutes. Didn't look back.



The Starlight Motel was the kind of place that took cash and didn't ask questions. Nora had scoped it out months ago, back when she'd first started to feel stable enough to plan for instability. Twenty miles from her apartment, far enough that Dean wouldn't think to look there right away.

The room smelled like industrial cleaner and old cigarettes. The bedspread was questionable at best. But the door had two locks and a chain, and when Nora slid all three into place, she finally let herself breathe.

Then she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the wall until dawn.

Sleep was impossible. Every creak of the building made her flinch. Every car in the parking lot could be Dean. Every shadow under the door could be someone waiting.

She'd done this before. Years ago, when she'd first run from him, she'd spent weeks in rooms exactly like this one. Detoxing alone, sweating and shaking and vomiting up the poison he'd put in her veins. Counting ceiling tiles to distract from the craving that felt like dying.

She'd survived that. She could survive this.

But God, she was tired of surviving.



Friday evening, Nora walked into Hal's for her shift because she didn't know what else to do.

Running wasn't an option—not really. She had maybe two thousand dollars in that envelope. That would last a month, maybe two if she was careful. Then what? Start over somewhere else, knowing Dean could find her again? He'd done it once. He'd do it again.

Besides, she was done running. She'd spent too many years being chased, being controlled, being the kind of woman who let men like Dean decide where she went and who she got to be. She'd rebuilt herself from nothing in this town. This job, this life—it was hers.

She wasn't giving it up without a fight.

"You look like hell," Marcie said when Nora clocked in. The older waitress had worked at Hal's for fifteen years and had zero filter. "You sick?"

"Didn't sleep well." Nora tied her apron and grabbed her order pad. "I'm fine."

Marcie's eyes narrowed, but she didn't push. "Your regular's here early. Booth six."

Nora's stomach did something complicated. She glanced through the kitchen pass-through window and saw him—Tusk, broad shoulders hunched over a cup of coffee, eyes scanning the diner like he was cataloging threats. He looked up the moment she appeared, like he'd felt her attention, and held her gaze for a beat too long.

She looked away first.

The shift crawled by. Every time the door chimed, her heart stuttered. Every time a man walked in, she braced for Dean's face. But he didn't come. His absence felt almost worse than his presence—the anticipation of violence more exhausting than violence itself.

Tusk stayed in booth six. He ordered coffee, then eggs, then more coffee. He didn't flirt with Marcie when she refilled his cup. Didn't look at his phone or read a paper. Just sat there, watching the room, watching her, with those steady eyes that saw too much.

By midnight, Nora's nerves were scraped raw.

"Take your break," Marcie said, nudging her toward the back. "You're wound tighter than a spring. Go breathe."

Nora grabbed her jacket and pushed through the back door into the cold night air. The rain had stopped, but everything was wet, gleaming under the parking lot lights. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes, letting the chill seep into her overheated skin.

She heard him before she saw him. Boot steps on wet asphalt, deliberate and unhurried. She didn't flinch this time. Somehow, she'd known he'd follow.

"You didn't sleep last night."

Nora opened her eyes. Tusk stood a few feet away, giving her space the same way he had before. Close enough
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