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    For those who survived quietly.
And for those who didn't.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The city doesn't kill you all at once.
It just forgets to keep you alive.
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CHAPTER 1 — RAYFORD, THE WATCHER
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The sun doesn’t rise in District Eight. It bleeds through the cracks, a thin smear of pale light across bricks that have forgotten warmth. Every window is a wound, patched with warped plastic or chipped plywood. You know where you are by the smell—yesterday’s grease, damp cardboard, the bitter curl of mold from the vents, the sour tang of decay that’s been settling here for decades.

I sit on the church steps of St. Aurelia’s. Nobody prays here. Nobody has for years. The last priest is gone, but the sign still reads SERVICE AT SIX, as if hope might wander in by accident. I light a cigarette, hands shaking—a reminder I’m still alive, still watching, still writing.

Across the street, a boy kicks a half-flat soccer ball. His coat is three sizes too big, patched with duct tape at the elbows. The sleeves drag like they belong to someone older, someone hardened. His sister, maybe ten, keeps watch. They don’t speak.

A man in a torn work vest pulls copper wire from a window frame—metal whispering on brick. Later, the same wire will carry someone else’s bad luck. Talking wastes breath, and in District Eight, every breath counts.

A siren burrows through the fog. Not fast, no urgency—just the lazy wail of a patrol car hunting for bodies that look out of place. Two men in the front, windows rolled up, eyes dead. They don’t stop. They don’t need to. Shadows do the work.

This place wasn’t built; it was abandoned. Factories dried up first, then schools, then the promises. The air tastes like disappointment, but we keep breathing anyway.

I could warn that man about the sparking wire near the curb. Instead, I write it down. Maybe that’s the same thing. I write because someone has to. Not to fix it—fixing’s impossible here. I write so that when people pretend they didn’t know, someone will remember.

That morning, I count three boarded storefronts with eviction notices, two burn marks where cars once sat, and one new mural on a brick wall: a face with no eyes and the words WE DON’T LEAVE, THEY JUST STOP LOOKING.

I tuck my notebook into my coat and walk. The day hasn’t begun bleeding yet, but I can already feel the cracks widening. The alleyways smell stronger than usual—wet asphalt, burned plastic, something metallic underneath, like iron dust from old blood. Trash flaps against the walls, flung by an invisible hand. A rat darts across my path, ears twitching, a shadow moving like the city itself is alive and watching me back.

A mother yells at a child, their words sharp knives in the fog. Not a fight—just survival practice. A man coughs inside an apartment, a wet rattle echoing like rehearsal for death.

Every step is observation. Every step is a decision: to keep walking, to keep seeing. A woman sits on a stoop, fingernails blackened with grime, staring at nothing and everything at once. She doesn’t flinch when the cops roll past. She knows they’re not for her. Not really.

By mid-morning I’ve passed three more eviction notices, a broken shopping cart, and a mural of a faceless man balancing on bricks as if he’s trying not to fall. The words read: HUNGER HAS A NAME.

The boy kicks his ball again. His sister moves a step forward, counting coins in her pocket—small metal prayers for another meal. The city hums around them: decay, indifference, survival.

And me? I write it all down—one cigarette, one step, one heartbeat at a time. Because someone has to.

Somewhere behind me, metal hits metal—one clean spark in the fog. The city exhales again, heavier this time.
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CHAPTER 2 — RICO, THE BROTHER
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Rico Torres is fifteen and older than half the block already. His shoes are taped in a dozen places, soles flapping like wounded wings. His little brother wheezes in the next room, rattling the thin walls with coughs that scrape the air raw. Medicine ran out two nights ago. Mom hasn’t been home since Friday. The fridge light still works—but there’s nothing for it to shine on.

I watch him from the corner, notebook tucked under my coat, cigarette smoke curling around my fingers. He counts four quarters, a crumpled dime, a flattened penny—survival’s arithmetic: subtraction. Bread, cough syrup, maybe rice. But the math never adds up.

The hallway smells like damp socks and last night’s garbage, sour and sharp. Rico steps carefully over a puddle of something dark and sticky. He doesn’t know what it is. He doesn’t want to know. Curiosity in District Eight is a luxury for people who aren’t starving.

Outside, corner boys lean against a graffiti-stained brick wall, jackets soaked from yesterday’s rain. The same mural looms behind them—the eyeless face from before, words fading under water: WE DON’T LEAVE. Their eyes measure need, desperation, compliance. Rico wants to say no. Wants to keep his hands clean. But his brother’s wheeze tugs harder than pride ever could.

He moves fast, each step deliberate: which crack hides a puddle, which shadow conceals a cop, which window might hold an angry neighbor. Heart hammering, breaths measured, seconds counted between risk and necessity.

The man at the end of the alley doesn’t look like a monster. Monsters don’t have to look like monsters. He smiles—quick, polite—the kind of smile that says violence is optional but never guaranteed. A coil of copper wire rests beside his crate, small arcs glinting under a streetlight. Rico doesn’t notice. Not yet.

He tells himself it’s only medicine money. He tells himself lies sound softer when you whisper them. Rico hands over the bag. Coins change hands. And something inside him shifts. He feels it before he can name it: a small fracture where innocence used to live. It’s not fear. Not exactly. It’s heavier—responsibility without permission, the first weight of survival that doesn’t forgive.

On the walk home, fog curls around streetlights, halos too holy for these streets. Shouts echo from the corner—a boy pressed against a wall, another bleeding from a split lip. Rico doesn’t stop. He can’t. He must reach home before the cough rips his brother’s lungs again.

The apartment is quiet except for the wheezing. Rico sets the bag on the table and counts again: four quarters, a crumpled dime, a flattened penny. Enough for tonight. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe not. He looks at his brother under a threadbare blanket and swears silently he’ll keep going—no matter what, no matter how heavy the air gets.

And I write it down
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