

  	
	    
	      Also by MADELYN WRAY

	    

      
	    
          
	      My Grandad Wears a Suit to Save the World

          
        
          
	          Grandad’s Secret Tower

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Blackstone Curse Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Castle Beneath the Lake

          
        
          
	          The Manor That Never Let go

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Last Battle of Earth

          
        
          
	          Book 1 The Sky Armada

          
        
          
	          The Siege Above Mars

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Miss Rose Western Serie

          
        
          
	          The Marshal, the Outlaw, and the Wedding War

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Rowan Black Monster Files

          
        
          
	          Book 2 The Crown of Frozen Witches

          
        
          
	          Rowan Black and the House of Broken Monsters

          
        
          
	          Rowan Black and the City Beneath the Grave

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Stronger Ranger of the West

          
        
          
	          The Iron Mesa Oath

          
        
          
	          Ghost Wire Justice

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Underworld Mates Saga

          
        
          
	          The Black Witch and the Bloodwolf King

          
        
          
	          The Vampire Prince’s Cursed Luna

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Veiled Hunter Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Book 2: The Cathedral Beneath Rome

          
        
          
	          The Veiled Hunter

          
        
          
	          The Angel Gate  War

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Veil of Saint Nocturne

          
        
          
	          The Veil of Saint Nocturne

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Las Vegas With Love

          
        
          
	          The Curse Dragon and The Fragile Maiden

          
        
          
	          The Wife he Tried To Change

          
        
          
	          My Boss Needs a Warning Label

          
        
          
	          My Grandma Is a Ghost Hunter.... and she's Terrible at it.

          
        
          
	          Love Like Fire

          
        
          
	          My Grandparents are Assassins

          
        
          
	          No Refunds After Midnight

          
        
          
	          The Clockwork Castle Curse

          
        
          
	          The Snowline Witness

          
        
          
	          The Wolf Kings False Mate

          
        
          
	          The Demon King's Moonlit Fairy

          
        
          
	          The Hand that Held US

          
        
          
	          The House that Kept the Rain

          
        
          
	          Blood at Sundown Ridge

          
        
          
	          The White Witch and The Hidden Warlord

          
        
          
	          Two Guns For Miss Rose

          
        
          
	          Blood Beneath the Red Sun

          
        
          
	          The Last Wagon to Mercy Creeck

          
        
          
	          My Grandparents Hunt Vampires.. Badly

          
        
          
	          Flee from the Four Disloyal Kings

          
        
          
	          The Nocturne King’s Hidden Luna

          
        
          
	          The Vampire’s Eternal Flame

          
        
          
	          Blood on the Western Dust

          
        
          
	          Blood on the Western Dust: Book 2 The Coffin Trail

          
        
          
	          The Moonlit Rose Pack

          
        
          
	          Red Dust Promise

          
        
          
	          When Mery Wore Ordinary Clothes

          
        
          
	          The Year the World Closed

          
        
          
	          When Goodness Came Back

          
        
          
	          The Swiss CEO’s Manila Secretary

          
        
          
	          The Dragon’s Thirteenth Night

          
        
          
	          The Life You Still Deserve

          
        
          
	          The Girl Who Came Home in the Rain

          
        
          
	          The Heiress the Sea Forgot

          
        
          
	          The Night of Glass and Stars

          
        
          
	          The Legend of the White Wolf Queen

          
        
          
	          The Obsidian King’s Stolen Light

          
        
          
	          The White Witch and the Nameless Dragon King

          
        
          
	          Why I Choose Myself

          
        
          
	          Every Peso Had a Name

          
        
          
	          The Abyss Dragon’s Forsaken Bride:

          
        
          
	          The Masked Dragon’s Wife

          
        
          
	          The Masked Dargon's Wife

          
        
          
	          The white Dragon God's Betrayed Bride

          
        
          
	          The Wolf King False Mate

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire’s Little Twin Swap

          
        
          
	          The Black Dragon’s Bride

          
        
          
	          The Dragon Prince’s Hidden Heir

          
        
          
	          The Snow Dancer and the Mafia King

          
        
          
	          The Girl Behind the Neon

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Also By MADELYN WRAY

The Girl Behind the Neon

Chapter 1 | Sold Before Sunrise

Chapter 2 | The Kitchen Girl of Malate

Chapter 3 | Neon Does Not Forgive

Chapter 4 | Friday Night Crowd

Chapter 5 | The Men in Executive Suits

Chapter 6 | The Girl He Notices

Chapter 7 | Behind the Restroom Door

Chapter 8 | Candy Lips

Chapter 9 | The First Warning

Chapter 10 | Morning Class, Midnight Bruises

Chapter 11 | Ethan Asks Questions

Chapter 12 | The Debt Ledger

Chapter 13 | Not for Sale

Chapter 14 | The Offer She Refuses

Chapter 15 | Maya's Warning

Chapter 16 | Rain Over Roxas Boulevard

Chapter 17 | The Father Returns

Chapter 18 | Blue Suit, Bare Truth

Chapter 19 | Ramon Tightens the Chain

Chapter 20 | The Kiss That Waits

Chapter 21 | Bianca's Secret

Chapter 22 | Evidence in the Office

Chapter 23 | Ethan's Enemy

Chapter 24 | The Deal Breaks

Chapter 25 | Lera Disappears

Chapter 26 | The Girl in the Red Hallway

Chapter 27 | Maya Runs for Help

Chapter 28 | Ethan Burns the Deal

Chapter 29 | The Raid

Chapter 30 | Father and Daughter

Chapter 31 | After the Neon

Chapter 32 | The Kiss She Chooses

Chapter 33 | Courtroom Truth

Chapter 34 | The Cafe Dream

Chapter 35 | The Girl Behind the Neon

Sign up for MADELYN WRAY's Mailing List

Also By MADELYN WRAY


The Girl Behind the Neon

A Dark Manila Romance of Debt, Desire, and Escape

A Novel

by

Madelyn Wray

Copyright

The Girl Behind the Neon: A Dark Manila Romance of Debt, Desire, and Escape

Copyright (c) 2026 Madelyn Wray. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used in a fictional manner.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

Interior format: black text only. No color pages or color interior elements are included.

Dedication
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Chapter 1
Sold Before Sunrise
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The red sign over Ramon's bar is missing two bulbs, so the word above the door stutters in the rain like a warning that cannot finish itself.

Lera Santos stands beneath it with her school bag on one shoulder and her father's shame on the other. She is twenty years old, old enough to know when a man is lying, young enough to still wish the liar would choose love instead.

Arturo will not look at her. That is the first truth. The second is the ledger on Ramon's desk, open and waiting, with her father's name written in blue ink and too many numbers beside it.

"Anak, just for a little while," Arturo whispers. His hands worry the brim of his cap until the cloth bends. "I will fix this when I can."

Lera hears the old tenderness in the word anak and hates that it still reaches her. A daughter should be able to trust the man who taught her how to cross a street, how to count change, how to pray before exams.

Ramon Dela Cruz smiles from behind the desk. His shirt is crisp, his hair is combed, and nothing about him looks like a monster except the patience in his eyes.

"You brought me here as payment?" Lera asks.

The rain taps the window bars. Somewhere outside, music from another club rises and falls, full of laughter that has nothing to do with joy.

Arturo closes his eyes. That answer hurts more than any confession.

"No one said forever, hija," Ramon says. "Only until your father remembers how to pay what he owes."

Lera looks at the ledger. Meal charges. Interest. Late penalties. Words that make cruelty look organized. Her name is not written there yet, but the empty line beneath Arturo's balance waits for her like a mouth.

She thinks of her classroom in the morning, of the notebook in her bag softening from the rain, of the small cafe she has built in her imagination every time life became too ugly to look at directly.

Her father has brought her to a place where women are judged before they speak. In Malate, neon can make every face look guilty, every doorway look hungry, every kindness look like a trick.

Still, Lera does not step back. There are guards at the door, and there is debt on the table, but there is also a small, hard place inside her that no signature can reach.

"I will work," she says, each word costing her. "But I am not yours."

Ramon's smile does not move. Arturo flinches as if her courage has embarrassed him.

Lera learns then that shame can change direction. A moment ago it was on her shoulders. Now it belongs to the men who thought hunger, debt, and a father's weakness could turn a daughter into currency.

Ramon explains the rules. Kitchen first. Cleaning. Dishes. Deliveries when the floor is short. Uniform charges. Meal charges. Deductions for mistakes. The more he speaks, the more Lera understands that the debt is not a number. It is a hallway designed to stretch forever.

She listens anyway. She listens like a student. Like a witness. Like a girl who has already begun collecting proof before anyone realizes she knows how.

The detail that stays with her is the pen in Ramon's hand. He taps it twice against the ledger after every sentence, as if punctuation can make a wrong thing legal.

Arturo finally looks at her when Ramon reaches for the page. His eyes are wet, pleading, already asking her to forgive what he has not found the courage to stop.

Lera loves him in that instant, and hates him, and understands that both feelings can live in her body without either one becoming permission.

"Please, Lera," Arturo says. "Just help me this once."

This once. The words almost make her laugh. Her whole life with him has been one last time, one final promise, one more debt dressed as family.

She does not cry. Ramon is watching for tears. Arturo is hoping for them. Tears would let both men believe she has become something smaller than herself.

Instead, she takes the apron Ramon gives her. The fabric smells of bleach and old beer. She folds it over her arm like evidence.

Outside, the neon trembles in the rain. It does not look beautiful to Lera yet. It looks like a bruise pretending to be light.

The night does not give her mercy. It gives her proof, and proof is almost as precious.

Before sunrise, Lera Santos walks through the back door of Ramon's bar and makes herself one promise: shame will not become her name.
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Chapter 2
The Kitchen Girl of Malate
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Steam turns the kitchen windows silver before Lera has been there an hour, and already the bar is teaching her its rules.

Every plate she washes reminds her of Arturo's debt, but her notebook waits in her bag like proof that Ramon has not taken tomorrow.

The kitchen becomes Lera's first cage, loud with oil, steam, broken glass, and orders shouted through a swinging door. The air is thick with fryer oil popping against her wrist, wet aprons hanging from hooks, and a fan pushing hot air over stacked beer crates, crowding Lera's lungs until every breath feels borrowed. Lera notices her school notebook softening inside her bag and keeps it for later. Shame tries to rise first, but anger is beginning to find its own voice.

Maya, the oldest kitchen worker on the night shift, shows her which cooks are kind and which guards should never be trusted. Outside, the city moves on with engines, rain, and music, too large to notice one girl holding herself together. Lera notices the heavy brass key Ramon wore at his belt and keeps it for later. Every polite sentence sounds different when she hears the threat beneath it.

The women around Lera speak in glances because the walls have ears. A look toward her school notebook softening inside her bag, a towel placed too carefully, or Maya's pause at the doorway tells Lera she is not as alone as Ramon wants.

Ramon keeps a ledger in the office and adds meal charges, uniform charges, and penalties that Lera never agreed to pay. She moves under watching eyes and refuses to let them decide the shape of her body. Lera notices blue stage light trembling on the bottles and keeps it for later. She has no luxury of falling apart where Ramon can see the pieces.

Before she answers, Lera lets her eyes rest on her school notebook softening inside her bag. The pause gives her a place to stand inside herself before the room tries to decide for her.

"Keep your head low in front of Ramon, but never lower it inside yourself," Maya says.

"How can the debt grow when I have not even been paid?" Lera answers.

"That is how men like him build cages. They call the bars paperwork," Maya says.

"You break a glass, you pay for the glass. You eat, you pay for the rice. Simple," Ramon says.

In this moment, Lera anchors her courage to her school notebook softening inside her bag. The scene is still dangerous, but it has stopped being shapeless. Under that fear, she holds on to one hope: school waits for her in the morning like a promise she refuses to surrender.

Lera hides her school notebooks under sacks of rice so no one can laugh at the life she still wants. Lera has learned to feel danger before it reaches for her, a lesson she would give back if life allowed returns. Lera notices the narrow exit sign above the back stairs and keeps it for later. The night presses close, yet something in her remains stubbornly unowned.

Desire is not the danger by itself; the danger is a want that refuses to hear the word no. What happens around her cuts inward too: fees and penalties appear faster than her wages. She does not need to solve the whole future in one breath; for now, she holds to this truth: Maya teaches her how to survive without disappearing.

Customers on the main floor whistle when she crosses with a tray, but Maya pulls her back toward the safety of the kitchen. Heat gathers on the walls until even lifting a tray feels like lifting weather. Lera notices Maya's flour-dusted hand near a knife and keeps it for later. The truth hurts, but it also gives shape to the door she needs to find.

In the kitchen behind the bar, women learn to read danger before danger introduces itself. Lera is learning too, and the knowledge hurts because it arrives where innocence used to be.

By dawn, Lera understands that survival will require memory, patience, and witnesses. The lights polish everything except the truth. Lera notices Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning and keeps it for later. Lera has learned to count details before trusting words.

The city keeps moving around her, but Lera is no longer only being carried by it. She is starting to choose where to plant her feet. What happens around her cuts inward too: fees and penalties appear faster than her wages. She does not need to solve the whole future in one breath; for now, she holds to this truth: Maya teaches her how to survive without disappearing.

No one looking from the outside would understand how much effort it takes for Lera to continue here. The work may look ordinary, but beneath it she is carrying her father's debt follows her even into the sink water and still refusing to collapse.

Lera keeps her school notebook softening inside her bag in her mind because it gives fear a shape.

The danger remains close. Lera does not deny it; she studies her school notebook softening inside her bag and refuses to let the room think for her. Under that fear, she holds on to one hope: school waits for her in the morning like a promise she refuses to surrender.

Maya's warning stays with her: keep proof, keep witnesses, keep yourself. Lera repeats it once while she studies her school notebook softening inside her bag, not to sound brave, but to keep panic organized.

She fixes on her school notebook softening inside her bag until her breathing steadies.

What stays with Lera is her school notebook softening inside her bag, not because it is large, but because it proves she was present, watching, and not already defeated. Under that fear, she holds on to one hope: school waits for her in the morning like a promise she refuses to surrender.

Maya does not soften the truth about every fake fee Ramon writes down pushes freedom farther away. That honesty is a kind of care, and Lera holds on to it when the walls press too close.

The detail that refuses to leave her is her school notebook softening inside her bag; it feels small now, but small things become doors when someone is trapped.

No one applauds the choice Lera makes here. Still, she keeps her school notebook softening inside her bag in mind and lets it steady the next step. Under that fear, she holds on to one hope: school waits for her in the morning like a promise she refuses to surrender.

What Maya gives her is not comfort exactly. It is better than comfort: a rule Lera can use while Lera learns the rules of survival from steam, knives, and women who notice everything, when fear blurs the walls and the next safe step is hard to see.

Nothing is over. Still, the silence inside her no longer sounds like surrender. She carries that truth forward: Maya teaches her how to survive without disappearing.
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Chapter 3
Neon Does Not Forgive
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Malate at night is beautiful only from a distance. Up close, the beauty has teeth.

Strangers see an apron, a body, a street, and decide her story before she can speak. Lera learns how heavy a wrong look can feel.

On her first walk through the district alone, Lera sees bars packed shoulder to shoulder, music spilling from one doorway into another. Beyond the door, Manila keeps breathing, indifferent and alive. Lera notices the narrow exit sign above the back stairs and keeps it for later. Exhaustion is not weakness; it is proof of what she has carried.

Some women stand outside under lights so red the rain makes them look painted in fire, while bouncers count customers at the doors. Each step feels measured, but stopping would make the room too powerful. Lera notices Maya's flour-dusted hand near a knife and keeps it for later. The part of her that wants to run stands beside the part that refuses to bow.

The women around Lera speak in glances because the walls have ears. A look toward Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning, a towel placed too carefully, or Maya's pause at the doorway tells Lera she is not as alone as Ramon wants.

A group of tourists mistakes Lera's apron for an invitation and calls to her as if she came with the drinks. Danger has a sound now - the small pause before a man smiles too long, the scrape of a chair too close. Lera notices Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning and keeps it for later. She stores the moment carefully, knowing small facts can become a map.

She takes one second too long on purpose, studying Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning until the fear in her chest becomes something closer to thought.

"Do not answer every voice that calls you. Some voices only want to see if you will turn," Bianca says.

"They look at me like they already know what I am," Lera answers.

"Then make sure you know it louder than they do," Maya says.

"I am a student. I am a daughter. I am tired, but I am not what they think," Lera answers.

She measures the room, the faces, the exits, and the silence. Each detail becomes a thread she may need later. Here, the detail that anchors the moment is Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning.

Lera keeps her apron folded tight against her chest when tourists call to her like she is part of the menu. The motion looks small from the outside, yet it keeps her present in a place designed to make her feel temporary.

The city keeps moving around her, but Lera is no longer only being carried by it. She is starting to choose where to plant her feet. What happens around her cuts inward too: men confuse her silence with permission. She does not need to solve the whole future in one breath; for now, she holds to this truth: she decides the street will not define her.

Maya reminds Lera that kindness can exist in hard places, and judgment can come from people who have never been hungry. Blue light makes the table look expensive and almost innocent. Lera notices a rosary hanging from a taxi mirror outside and keeps it for later. Her dignity is quiet here, but it is not absent.

In the red-lit streets of Malate, women learn to read danger before danger introduces itself. Lera is learning too, and the knowledge hurts because it arrives where innocence used to be.

From the service door comes a breath of wet concrete, diesel, and bay air, a reminder that the city is larger than Ramon's bar. In that brief breath of air, Lera notices Bianca's silver heel tapping once in warning and holds it in her mind.

Lera thinks of school in pieces: a desk near the window, a professor's red pen, classmates complaining about homework as if ordinary problems are a kind of blessing. What happens around her cuts inward too: men confuse her silence with permission. She does not need to solve the whole future in one breath; for now, she holds to this truth: she decides the street will not define her.

No one looking from the outside would understand how much effort it takes for Lera to continue here. The work may look ordinary, but beneath it she is carrying being misread cuts almost as deeply as being trapped and still refusing
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