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  Introduction


In a city that never sleeps, a lonely man with a blood-soaked past falls in love for the first time. 
Alejandro Cruz has lived in the shadows—his life marked by secrets and survival. But when he meets Isabela Marquez, a vibrant young woman with dreams of her own, he tastes the warmth of something he’s never known: love.

Their bond is fast, passionate, and intoxicating. But when Isabela leaves Alejandro for a better life and a richer man, something inside him shatters. Abandoned and betrayed, the killer reawakens.
Now two lives are taken. And one letter will explain it all.
This is the story of how love turned into obsession, how a man turned into a monster, and how even monsters can break when they remember what it feels like to love.

Perfect for fans of dark romance, psychological thrillers, and morally gray protagonists.
“They say love heals—but what if love is the reason you break?”
In the haunting alleyways of Ciudad de Rosas, a killer falls in love with a woman who sees the light in him.

But when she leaves, his world collapses.
Two bodies. One confession.
Scarlet Confessions is a chilling, romantic, and devastating journey through love, betrayal, and the mind of a man who loved too deeply.






  
  Chapter one
Shadows of the Past


The dim apartment pressed on Alejandro’s skin like a wet wool blanket, heavy and suffocating, thick with the sourness of spilled medicine and yesterday’s sweat. Drawn curtains let through only a livid smudge of streetlamp blue, turning the cracked plaster walls the color of bruises. The mattress on which he knelt sagged toward the floor, its blanket grimy and worn thin in patches, making his knees ache beneath the rough fabric of his jeans. He didn’t move, didn’t blink—just kept his eyes on Mariana, his mamita, breathing in small, shallow sips as if afraid all the air in the room might slip away. 
She sprawled across the mattress, hands limp at her sides, fingers stained yellow at the tips. Her eyelids stuttered open and closed, revealing the weed-thin vessels snaking the whites of her eyes. A lamp flickered on the crate beside her—once, twice—then steadied, pooling jaundiced light over pill bottles and a cup crusted at the rim. The faint hum from the street below filtered in, insistent as a pulse.
Alejandro’s heart hammered too fast. He pressed a hand to the stained sheets, cool and sticky beneath his palm. Mariana’s chest hitched, rattling. Then her body jerked violently, heels rattling against dirty tile. Half-choked words spilled out, mumbled syllables that cut through him with knives he couldn’t see.
"Mamita? Mamita… you wake up, okay? Please wake up. Mamita?"
He wanted to believe she heard, that his voice might call her back from somewhere, that the world would snap clean. But her jaw clenched and her eyes rolled back, pupils drowning in white.
Alejandro scrambled up, wrenched open the brittle apartment door. The hallway outside coughed up the stench of boiled cabbage and old cigarettes, paint on the walls curled like burnt paper. He shouted, words bounding down the stairwell and echoing off tiles painted the color of nicotine.
"Help! Please, alguien! I need—someone! Please!"
No answer. Nothing but the distant bark of a neighbor’s TV and the metallic clatter of cutlery, worlds away. His father’s shoes were not by the door, his shout met only by silence—he was gone, always gone, unreachable as a prayer whispered in the rain.
Alejandro’s chest tightened, air knotted inside his ribs. He stumbled back to the mattress, legs prickling with static. He crawled forward on socked feet, hesitated, then seized his mother’s hand—so much smaller and lighter in his grasp than it ought to be. He rubbed her knuckles with both his thumbs, feeling the scabs there, the faint tremor in her slack wrist.
"Mamita, ven. No te vayas. Please. I’ll get you water—" He reached for the plastic cup, spilling cold dregs onto her shirt, but she didn’t flinch. Her eyelids fluttered. He patted her shoulder as if he could push her back into her body, back to him, away from wherever she was being pulled.
She gasped shallowly. Her chest hiccuped, rose one last time, then cracked beneath the effort. Her mouth opened, empty of sound, and her hand went heavy in his.
Alejandro froze, the world shifting sideways. A train somewhere outside shrieked. Sirens flared and faded, their scream a tracer through the city’s veins. He waited for her to move—a cough, a moan, even one of her jokes about the cockroach in the cupboard—but nothing filled the hollow her silence left.
He smelled her hair, still sweet with the cheap shampoo she bought from the street booth. Felt his forehead press into her shoulder, hot tears leaching salt onto his cheeks, mixing with grime. With her gone, there was nothing sturdy left. The thin walls seemed to shudder, the only witness to his pleading.
"Mamita, no. You can’t. You can’t leave me here. Don’t, don’t…"
His voice scraped its way out, thinner each time, barely enough to reach the mattress. The thought of calling for help again, of repeating the same cries, curled up dead inside his throat. His father wouldn’t come. No one ever came.
He squeezed Mariana’s hand—now cool and slack—so tightly his fingers burned. He blinked, vision swimming, and saw only the shape of his own reflection in the harbor of her lifeless grip. No more stories, no more lullabies. No more hands to cover his when storms rattled the windows.
He mumbled quietly, not sure if the words were prayer or promise.
"I won’t let them hurt us again. I swear, mamita. Never again."
Alejandro sat back, hands balled in his lap, staring at the shadow of his mother’s face. The apartment darkened further as the stumbling blue from a flickering streetlamp outside drew shapes on the peeling wallpaper. Rain tapped at the window in slow, indifferent rhythm.
He cradled Mariana’s hand in his own, drawing her fingers to his lips as if warmth could be pressed back into them. Beyond the thin glass, the city swallowed its secrets under neon haze, cars hissing past unseen. Alejandro stared unblinking into the gathering dark, old enough, suddenly, to see how endings sneak in on a breath and linger in silence.
Alone with her body, he felt the first, raw sting of abandonment—a cold knot buried deep in his chest, tightening with every breath he took alone.
Gray walls—stained in places by something Alejandro did not want to name—rose high, swallowing the light and pressing every sound low and hollow. He clutched his sister’s small hand, knuckles white, as two social workers in washed-out uniforms hustled them down a hall that smelled of bleach and old sweat. A supervisor with a hard face and eyes fixed somewhere above their heads handed out blankets so thin they may as well have been nothing at all. Alejandro’s sister was led away without ceremony, her blanket bundled tightly at her chest. He watched her go—a brief flash of her dark hair, the faint tremor in her steps—then those iron doors shut and the corridor turned stranger still.
He said nothing, because words here were brittle things that snapped in the mouth. In the clamoring mess of the dormitory, beds crowded together like cattle at feeding, he took the corner bunk—closest to the wall, where he could see the door. The blanket scratched. Noise leaked through the floorboards: shouting, the clatter of trays, shuffling feet, laughter pitched sharp and ugly. The staff filled out forms behind glass, barely glancing at the children they catalogued.
Mealtimes meant wrangling a seat at a sticky table while older boys elbowed and jeered, forming a wall around him. He ate fast, eyes dropping to the wobbly reflection in his spoon. Someone tipped his tray, beans splattering across his shirt, and the staffer nearby just sighed, eyes glazed, as though witnessing a spilled drink and not a small humiliation carving stains deeper than sauce could reach.
At night, the darkness thickened. Alejandro lay rigid while the others settled in, a low-grade dread humming in his bones. The beds creaked—metal and voices rustling in the gloom. Sleep, if it came at all, was a fragile, fractured thing. The first time a pillow pressed against his face, blocking out the meager light and the breath from his lungs, he thrashed, panic burning in his chest, arms flailing until his elbow caught flesh. The muffled laughter that followed stuck like bile, and after, bruises blossomed across his arms and ribs—soft purple smudges turning yellow with time.
He learned quickly: keep his back to the wall, lie silent until the room quieted. Anticipate footsteps—light for children, heavier for staff. Faces blurred into names. He watched for patterns—the slow sweep of flashlights, the click of the office door on night rounds, the sound of keys against denim. Sometimes the line for the showers curled under the yellow bulb, shadows crowding in every corner. He never let himself drift, never let himself forget where the exits lay.
His sister became a flicker in doorways, a silhouette in the blue dust of moonlight. Once, past curfew, Alejandro darted into the hallway, heart clattering between ribs. They met—her eyes ringed in fear, mouth pressed thin to hold in questions. She shifted her blanket from arm to arm, each motion uncertain. He squeezed her shoulder, the bones delicate beneath his grip, and nodded once—deliberate, a promise shaped with his whole body even as his voice deserted him.
"Did they hurt you?"
She shook her head, lips parting as if to speak—then the staffer’s heavy tread echoed, steel in every step. Alejandro let go. Her smile trembled in the darkness. In that brief encounter, his resolve sharpened into something hard and unmovable.
He scavenged a butter knife during kitchen duty, tucking it under his mattress. Each night, he unfolded a thin notebook, the cover torn and blessed with a child’s patience. He sketched routes—arrows marking where staff gathered, doors that were left ajar, windows warped just enough to pry open. Notes on when the lights flickered, which floorboards whined beneath even the lightest step. When he lay on the itchy sheets, he closed his eyes and rehearsed escape—again and again, building a fortress of vigilance around his sister in his mind.
He counted bruises in the shower and learned to hide them. He stopped asking for help.
The months layered over him, every day the same palette of grit and grind. His sister became both anchor and liability, the only reason to keep fighting. He watched her world shrink as hers did, too—each passing week tightening the promise he’d made: no one would hurt her, not if he could stop it.
Lying awake, Alejandro wondered what his mother would say if she could see him now. He cycled through rage and longing, all the words he’d never said to her stuck behind his teeth—gone to rot like old fruit. Father disappeared into the city without a backward glance. The world was cold, practical, indifferent.
He learned to read voices for threat, footsteps for warning, silence for coming pain. Kindness was a sharp weapon, trust a liability. But if he couldn’t trust, he could protect; if the world was bent on breaking him, he could break first.
At dawn, the rec room was empty—plastic chairs upended, faint chalk marks on the tiled floor, yellowed daylight straining through dirty windows. Alejandro stood alone, fists clenched until his skin hurt. In that sallow light, he swore, not aloud, but with every twitch and breath: the world would not steal what little he had left. Not his sister. Not him.
Rain hammered the cathedral rooftops and bled down the alley walls, pooling at the feet of the city’s ghosts. Alejandro’s shoes—once white—were soaked through, the canvas gritty and cold. His sister walked beside him, her hand tucked around his elbow, knuckles pink and stiff from the raw chill. The lights of the old panadería flickered out behind them. Somewhere, music played—the rumble of a battered bass, laughter worming through a cracked window. Calle San Roque was nearly empty, the only signs of life the rattling neon above a corner store and the silhouette that appeared, sudden and hulking, in the mouth of the alley.
Alejandro stopped. The man blocking their way wore a jacket too big for his frame and arms inked with faded lines—a skull grinning from his fist, pale eyes under the streetlamp’s green-tinted halo. The glint of a knife snapped open between his thick fingers.
“Tu dinero. Quick.” His voice was flat, practiced. The knife hovered, polished and sharp as a promise.
Alejandro’s sister pressed in close. Alejandro shifted, stepping forward, putting his body between steel and her.
“Look, man, we’ve got nothing. We don’t want trouble—let us go. Please. She’s just a kid—”
The man sneered, boots scraping wet concrete. “That’s your problem. Money. Now.”
His sister’s breath stuttered. Alejandro reached into his pocket, showing his empty palms, rain sliding from his knuckles. “We’re broke. She’s my sister. Just—let us go. We don’t want—”
Too late. The man lunged, quick and graceless. He seized Alejandro’s sister by the wrist, dragging her hard toward a wall smeared with graffiti—angel wings painted enormous, the left streaked red. She yelped, struggling. The man’s threat, guttural and close, drowned everything else.
Alejandro’s world tunneled to the color of her fear. Panic spiked, hot and metallic. His heart jackhammered under his ribs—useless, useless, always too small, too weak, too late. The alley pressed in: dripping water, rotting trash, the sour smell of spilled beer and urine. He scanned for anything—anything—his fingers curling around a shard of glass winking from the gutter. It fit his palm like it belonged there, its edge wet and jagged.
“Let go!” He tried for steady, but his voice cracked, naked and raw.
The man twisted, dragging the knife’s point along Alejandro’s side, slicing through rain-sodden cloth and burning skin. Shock came first—stinging cold, then heat—a memory of blows and broken skin from a dozen foster nights. He didn’t back down. He drove the broken bottle forward. The blunt side caught the man’s cheek in a spray of red, and as the man staggered, Alejandro plunged the jagged point into the side of his torso.
A howl—a desperate, animal sound—tore loose from the man’s throat. Blood spilled, quick and dark, glistening on the rainy pavement. The man dropped his hold on Alejandro’s sister, clutching his own wound, lips curling around curse and disbelief. He slumped against the graffitied wall, sliding until his body pooled where rain and blood became indistinguishable.
Alejandro staggered back, chest heaving. The glass fell from his shaking hand and shattered for good, leaving only slick red streaks. His shirt clung to the newly cut skin over his ribs. For a moment, all he could hear was the splatter of rain.
His sister crouched by a battered dumpster, knees drawn to her chest, eyes enormous in the half-light. He tried to say her name but his lips worked without sound. Sirens—distant at first, now unmistakable—grew louder. Blue strobes fluttered across the end of the alley, staining the puddles with sickly light.
He stared at his hands—wet, slick, streaked with red. Alejandro’s stomach twisted; he gripped the nearest wall, struggling for breath that came hot and ragged in his throat. He looked at the man—the ruined body, the spreading stain. The line he’d crossed. No way back.
He wanted to throw up. He wanted to run. He wanted to wrap his arms around his sister and somehow reverse every moment that led to this point.
He crossed to her. The sharp smell of copper mixed with rain and rotting food. She flinched when he reached for her.
“You’re okay,” he whispered, voice scraping out dry. “It’s over. I’ve got you. Nobody’s gonna hurt you.” He forced her to stand, tucking her under his arm as if the world couldn’t reach them if he just held tight enough.
She clung to him, silent tears and short, panicked breaths. His own cheeks burned, salt and rain running together as he pulled her toward the mouth of the alley, away from the gathering blue glare and the whine of approaching police, away from the moment that had split his life into a before and after.
He kept moving, deeper into shadow, trying to shield her, even as the taste of blood and fear twisted something permanent inside him. The rain fell harder, washing the alley clean but leaving both of them changed—marked by what love and desperation could make you do.






  
  Chapter two
Bartender by Day


Alejandro worked the faded cloth over the mahogany bar, wiping in slow, practiced circles. The wood was dark and soft at the edges, the varnish worn thin by years of nervous fingers and spilled drinks. Warm amber light from tangled Edison bulbs cast the space in perpetual dusk, softening the rough faces of patrons—factory men in oil-streaked uniforms, women in airy shawls dotted with poppies, a pair of students leaning over battered textbooks—and painting feeble halos around their laughter. Outside, the city pulsed in flashes of neon red and blue, muffled by thick glass and heavy curtains. Alejandro’s bar was a pocket of hush in the riot of Ciudad de Rosas, a narrow refuge sandwiched between the dirty buzz of street vendors’ radios and the heavy bass that thudded from a distant nightclub. 
Beneath the laughter, always the city’s rhythms: the faint drumming of rain on pavement, occasional salsa from a nearby taquería, a dog barking into the twilight. Alejandro’s hands moved regardless. In this small universe, he controlled what he could—liquor lined up straight as soldiers, copper taps gleaming, each glass washed and towel-dried. He let his gaze travel, watchful, never truly meeting another’s eyes. It wouldn’t do for anyone to read too much in the stony set of his mouth or the heaviness in his shoulders.
He saw everything, though he gave nothing back. The city’s chaotic heartbeat seeped through smudged windows—a dance between danger and celebration, light and shadow, the real and the imagined. The bar took it all in, distilling it to a hum that Alejandro rode like muscle memory. The aftertaste of whiskey, bitters and lemon peel ghosted the air, layered above the earthy scent of old wood and the inexorable trace of must. Every laugh, every clink of glass, every sigh at the end of a long shift—the city’s confessions played out in ripples, and Alejandro polished them all to silence.
A burly worker with sawdust on his wrists and city grime under his nails perched on a cracked leather stool and flicked a thick finger over the battered drinks menu.
“Which cerveza you got cold?” The man’s eyes darted over Alejandro’s face and found only the shielded gaze, the curt nod that asked for no invitation.
“Pardo. Dos soles. Corona.” Alejandro’s tone was flat, each word pared down to its bones. He cast his glance low, filled a pint, wiped a rim, slid it across the counter in one fluid movement. The man grunted, nodding thanks, and turned to the TV above the bar where silent headlines stuttered in urgent red. The transaction—sparse, wordless, efficient—ended with a faint clatter as coins dropped into the chipped tray.
The evening’s hush broke now and then. From a corner booth, an older woman in a bright floral shawl leaned in, her weathered hands wrapping a sweating glass of agua mineral. Her laugh, rich and unguarded, carried across the room as she recounted her grandson’s birthday and the syrupy noise of a family kitchen.
“—and then, m’ijo, he dumps the whole pot of beans, right in his sister’s lap! Dios santo, what a mess—”
Her friends cracked up, banging knuckles against the table.
Alejandro’s cloth paused mid-wipe, knuckles pressed white against the mahogany. For a moment, the laughter wormed into places he kept shuttered. His face didn’t change, but a tremor rode through his throat. He tracked the sound as if it were dangerous—a reminder of days curled on a threadbare couch, his mother humming to the ghosts in her veins, his own hands clamped in stillness. He forced his eyes down, drew in slow breath through his nose, and made the moment pass. Laughter was for other people—a thing he knew best as an echo, never a song.
He moved to the register as dusk pooled in the windows. Outside, a taxi coughed by, trailing headlights through mist and rain. The humidity thickened the scents inside: metal, cleaning fluid, lime rind rotting in the bin. Alejandro tallied bills in steady fives and tens, his lips moving soundlessly with the sums. Clink of drawer, click of lock. Glasses abandoned on scarred tables caught what light remained, returning it in uneven gleams. He gathered them by the necks, wrist twisting just enough to balance, each motion deliberate, controlled. His arms ached with contained effort. He preferred nights when the crowd thinned early; fewer eyes meant less risk.
Barstools scraped across tile, the room narrowing to an echo. He stacked them, rung by rung, hands rigid on worn leather, a simple ritual that brought order to chaos. The final glass, splayed with lipstick, he washed once, twice, setting it aside so precisely it might have been precious. Around him, the hush deepened. Only the bar cat remained, black tail flicking under a stool, green eyes slicing the gloom.
There’d been a time he’d wanted laughter to fill a room just for him—a mother, a sister, the promise of some gentler world. Now, every smile from a stranger pried at old wounds. He worked to keep his face smoothed to slate, the world outside kept firmly outside, his own longing stitched tight beneath routine. The bar was armor. It was the only mask he trusted to hold.
He walked to the door, righted the crooked “Closed” sign with thumb and forefinger, and pressed it flat against the glass. The last neon blue bled over his reflection—a flickering, absent-eyed ghost on the other side. He let out a breath, slow and measured, and felt his shoulders draw upward, the weight invisible but solid as grave earth. The hush was complete. Perhaps here, hidden in the amber-lit belly of Ciudad de Rosas, even a broken man could pass for whole.
Late rain streaked the window, blurring the neon script of a taquería sign across the lane. Alejandro stood watch behind the bar, the sole sentry to ghosted tables and empty chairs, his hands resting on the sticky edge of dark wood still warm from spilled tequila and beer. The bulb above hummed, casting an amber wash that caught old scratches in the floor, a painter’s sun smudging the city’s wounds. Jazz drifted from the radio, battered and tinny—a trumpet call muffled by the thick press of water against glass.
Outside, strangers hurried under umbrellas the color of bruised cherries and midnight plum, their faces broken by the sugar-rush pulse of lights that bled into the street. A couple laughed, moth-like in the pale shimmer, and a vendor slapped greasy empanadas onto brown paper, the aroma sweet and charred mixing with the chill rising off slick pavement. Alejandro watched it all from behind his glass wall, neither inside nor out, a held breath turning to fog on the pane.
His gaze slid out of focus, the world dissolving at the edges. The play of light fractured, and somewhere behind his eyes, a memory broke to the surface—sudden, unbidden. Hard vinyl against his thigh, a torn green quilt scratchy with lint and dust. He was sixteen, maybe younger, shoulders hunched beside his sister, both of them pressed together among the shifting bodies of the foster home. Old radiator clanged, children’s voices sharp, cutting off air like a closing fist. He remembered how she stared at him—not saying anything, not asking why their mother wouldn’t be back. That look had been enough, sharp as hunger, heavier than any punch he’d ever taken.
He remembered the silence more than the shouting. The way care workers forgot birthdays. The way his father never looked back. Nights tangled with breaths held too long in fear—waiting for the creak of angry footsteps, fists pounding doors. It was there, in those hours, that the ache started—a cold, patient hunger that glued itself to his ribs and never let go.
A shift in the air; Alejandro blinked, fighting the drag of memory. He pressed his palm against the bar, feeling the grooves in the wood, anchoring himself with the rough familiarity of splinters. His throat tasted of citrus and stale beer. The bar clock ticked loud, unbothered by ghosts or rain.
A scrape of the front stool; Arturo climbed up, thick forearms bracing his weight. Splotches of blue and white paint dried on his jacket, a life measured in hours poured into walls and roofs for other people. Arturo’s dark eyes glinted with city weariness and that forced, after-work bravado Alejandro had learned to expect.
“Did you see Valdez flop that penalty?” Arturo thumped the counter, voice rolling low with mischief. “Guy’s all flash, no huevos. Swear, they should just let us play!”
Alejandro’s face barely moved. “Maybe.” He poured water into a chipped glass for Arturo, not looking up.
“That’s all I get? Just maybe?” Arturo grinned, prodding. “C’mon, Cruz. If I were that lucky, I'd be scoring goals and buying this place from you tomorrow.”
Alejandro shrugged. “Not my game.”
Arturo waited, a silence thickening between them, then let out a half-laugh and turned his stare to the TV’s reflections on the far wall. The heat of his failed joke faded, replaced by the steady press of waiting rain.
Alejandro reached for a cloudy tumbler that lay abandoned in the sink, its lip smudged with the last fingerprints of some forgotten patron. He seized the old rag, working the soap into circles with too much force. Each pass over the glass built a friction that crept up his arm—the tap of bone against pressure, nerves sparking. His knuckles whitened, the ridges of his scars straining pale and tight. The bar’s silence thickened, the rising sound of the storm snagging on loose wires overhead.
Memories slid alongside the moments—the boy he was, hunched small in a bad bed, waiting for a father who never knocked. Crying out in the dark, getting only the slap of a wall. His mother, eyes fogged, the way her hand never quite found his cheek again after the first overdose. The bitter, animal rage the first time he’d swung something heavy to defend his sister; the warmth of blood, the world narrowed to a howl and a shudder.
He hated that these things waited for him in the quiet—lurking, sliding out from between footsteps and hours. They stalked him behind the bar, beneath idle banter, in every glance exchanged across sticky glass. The ache in his chest, the bone-deep suspicion twisting his guts, had never left. He lived braced against it: shoulders squared, words clipped to essentials, eyes wary behind the pretense of indifference.
His hand faltered. The glass nearly slipped. For a breath, he feared it would shatter—but he caught it, jaw clenched, rough rag pressed against trembling fingers.
He set the glass down, the clink too soft to be an accident, and surveyed the empty room. Shadows gathered at the edges; the stink of spilled bitters and rain pressed in, thick on his tongue. His reflection splintered in the bar mirror: a silent figure framed by empty stools and old ghosts, his eyes dark with everything he would never say.
Alejandro turned the deadbolt, the click sharp in the silence. He checked it again, the old metal biting with a familiar resistance. Shadows pressed thickly against the glass of the door, city lights pricking the gloom in red and violet. The bar was empty except for his footsteps and the ghostly scent of whiskey clinging to the air. He flicked off the lights, plunging the room into semidarkness. A pool of faint gold edged in from the neon outside, but it left the corners untouched—dead space, waiting.
In the cramped backroom, the ceiling leaked a pale thread of light through the cracked window. It painted everything in dull lines: the battered lockers, the leaning shelf, the gym bag crouched in the corner like a waiting animal. Alejandro shrugged off his apron, folding it once, then again, with deliberate care. He slipped it atop the shelf, movements steady, controlled. His breath steamed faintly in the cold air, mingling with the scent of old wood and disinfectant.
He unzipped the gym bag without a sound. His fingers closed around the knife—its handle familiar, the metal cool with a secret promise. He tested the weight, balancing it in his palm, turning it so that the edge caught the spare wattage of the overhead bulb. The blade’s surface reflected nothing but the dim, bruised room. Sliding it into the inside pocket of his jacket, he pressed his hand briefly to the spot, feeling the comfort of readiness, an old ritual. His routine, clockwork precise, had been shaped by years where every night held the potential for danger. Danger rarely announced itself; you learned to listen through walls, to smell the copper tang of threat right before it appeared. When he was a boy, every exit had to be checked, every shadow weighed and marked. There were no do-overs. Safety came in rituals.
He tugged on the hooded jacket, dark enough to vanish in the city’s alleys. His shoes made no sound on the scuffed tiles as he moved closer to the window, gaze lowering to meet the alleyway beyond. The neon sign from the neighboring laundromat flickered, pausing every other second in a staccato pulse—blue, then darkness, blue, then
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