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I work at the bar like I am invisible, and most nights, that is enough. The underground club breathes around me in low bass and flickering light, a living thing that swallows faces and names. Shadows cling to the corners, thick as smoke, and the ceiling drips with condensation that never quite falls. Everything here is damp, dim, and deliberately forgotten. I keep my head down, my sleeves pulled long, and my movements are efficient. I pour drinks, wipe spills, take cash, and give change. I am a function, not a person. That is the goal. Get through the night unnoticed. Leave without anyone remembering I was ever here. 

The music pulses through the floor, up my legs, into my bones. It rattles in my chest like a second heartbeat. People crowd the bar, shouting orders I already know by pattern alone. Whiskey. Vodka. Something neon that burns on the way down. I do not ask questions. I do not linger. Eye contact is brief, transactional. I have learned how to exist without inviting curiosity. In places like this, curiosity is a blade. You feel it before you see it, sharp and sudden, cutting into whatever you are trying to protect. 

My scar itches beneath my sleeve. It always does when the air is thick with heat and sweat, when magic hums too close to the surface. The ash-mark runs along my forearm in a jagged curve, pale against my skin, as if something burned its way out instead of in. I keep it hidden. I always keep it hidden. Long sleeves, gloves when I can manage them, careful angles when I reach. No one asks questions if they do not see anything worth asking about. 

The club fills steadily as the night deepens. Faces blur together; strangers pressed shoulder to shoulder, drawn by music and secrecy and the promise that whatever happens here will stay buried underground. That promise is a lie, but people believe it anyway. I believed it once too. Belief is dangerous. It makes you careless. 

I tell myself tonight will be like every other night. Loud. Forgettable. Safe in its own controlled way. I repeat it like a spell as I work, as if repetition can make it come true. I focus on the bar top, on the clean lines of glass and steel, on the steady rhythm of my hands. There is comfort in routine. Routine is a shield. 

Then the air shifts. 

It is subtle at first, the way a room feels different before a storm. The music does not change. The lights do not flicker. No one screams, gasps, or falls silent. But something slides beneath my awareness, cold and electric, raising the fine hairs along my arms. The scar prickles, a warning I learned to respect long ago. 

I look up before I can stop myself. 

He stands near the edge of the crowd, half in shadow, watching the room like he owns it. He does not move with the restless sway of the others. He is still in a way that draws attention without demanding it. Dark clothes, cut close to his body. No wasted motion. His presence bends the space around him, as if the club itself is paying attention. 

My stomach tightens. I do not know him, but something about him feels wrong in a way that is painfully familiar. I tell myself to look away. I tell myself he is just another customer. The underground attracts all kinds, and I cannot afford to react to every flicker of unease. 

I turn back to the bar and force my hands to keep moving. Pour. Slide. Collect. Breathe. 

I feel his gaze before I see it again. It presses against me, deliberate and focused, not the casual appraisal of someone looking for a drink or a body to take home. This is attention sharpened to a point. I keep my face neutral, my posture relaxed, as if I do not notice. I have survived worse by pretending not to see. 

“Whiskey,” someone shouts, too close to my ear. 

I pour it, slide it across the bar, and step away under the pretense of grabbing clean glasses. The mirrors behind the shelves catch fragments of the room; reflections layered over reflections. I use them carefully, tracking movements without turning my head. 

He is closer now. 

He moves through the crowd with ease, parting it without touching anyone, and something in my chest tightens further. Predators do not rush. They wait. They choose. When he reaches the bar, he does not speak immediately. He just stands there, watching me with unsettling patience. 

I feel exposed, every instinct screaming at me to run, but I stay where I am. Running draws attention. Running invites pursuit. I finish stacking the glasses and turn back, professional mask firmly in place. 

“What can I get you?” My voice is steady. Practiced. 

His eyes flick to my face, then down, then back again. Dark, unreadable. When he speaks, his voice cuts clean through the noise of the club, low and controlled. “Whatever you’re drinking.” 

“I’m working,” I say. “So, nothing.” 

A corner of his mouth lifts, not quite a smile. “Then surprise me.” 

I do not like that. I do not like him watching me decide. But refusing outright would be noticed, and noticed is what I am trying to avoid. I poured a standard whiskey and set it in front of him. “That’ll be ten.” 

He pays without argument, fingers brushing the bar just close enough that I feel the echo of his presence like static against my skin. I slide the glass toward him and pull my hand back quickly, tucking it beneath the bar, sleeve carefully in place. 

“Name?” He asks casually, as if we are making small talk. 

“I don’t give it out,” I say. 

“Smart.” 

The scar burns. 

It is sudden and sharp, a flash of heat that makes my breath hitch. I grip the edge of the bar, forcing myself not to react. The club has not changed, but my awareness narrows until there is only him and the painful throb beneath my sleeve. 

He tilts his head slightly, studying me with renewed interest. “You feel that too.” 

It is not a question. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I straighten, schooling my expression. Denial is another shield. 

His gaze drops, slow and deliberate, tracking the line of my arm where my sleeve rides just a fraction too high. I follow his eyes too late. 

“Careful,” he says softly. “You’re slipping.” 

Before I can stop myself, I tug my sleeve down. The motion is instinctive, defensive. His eyes sharpen. 

“There you are,” he murmurs. 

The room seems to tilt. Sound muffles; the bass fading into a distant thrum. My pulse roars in my ears. He should not know. No one is supposed to know. The mark is old, buried in a past I carved away piece by piece to survive. 

“You’re mistaken,” I say, but my voice betrays me now, tension threading through it. 

He leans closer, close enough that I smell smoke and something metallic beneath it. “I never am.” 

I want to tell him to leave. I want to signal security. I want to vanish. Instead, I stand frozen, caught between fear and something else I do not want to name. His presence pulls at me, dangerous and magnetic, a reminder of things I thought I had escaped. 

“What do you want?” I ask. 

“For now?” His gaze lifts to mine, dark, and intent. “To see if you’ll run.” 

“I don’t run.” 

“That,” he says quietly, “is a lie.” 

He steps back, giving me space, and the sudden absence of him feels like a pressure change. The club rushes back in, noise and movement reclaiming the moment. He lifts his glass in a mock salute, then turns and disappears into the crowd. 

I stand there, shaking, my carefully constructed distance in pieces around me. The night stretches on, and I know, with a certainty that settles deep in my bones, that I will not be unnoticed again. 

Something has seen me. 

Something remembers. 

And part of me, traitorous and alive, is afraid of how much I want to be seen. I stay where I am long after he vanishes; fingers locked around the bar’s edge as if it might anchor me to the present. My breath comes shallow, each inhale scraping against my ribs. The club keeps moving, indifferent, hungry, and loud. Someone laughs too close. Glass clinks. Music surges. None of them feels real. All I can feel is the echo he left behind, a pressure inside my chest that refuses to fade. I tell myself this reaction is temporary, that fear always sharpens sensation, that adrenaline lies. But the burn beneath my sleeve pulses in time with the bass, a living reminder that something old has been stirred awake. I have spent years teaching my body to forget. Tonight, it remembers everything. The smell of smoke. The weight of watching eyes. The certainty of being chosen. I swallow hard and force my hands to move again. Work is muscle memory. Muscle memory is survival. I serve drinks, collect money, and wipe the same clean space repeatedly until the motion becomes a prayer. Still, every shadow feels heavier now; every stranger is too aware. I sense him everywhere, as if the air itself learned his shape. I hate how alert I feel, how alive. Want is dangerous. Want is how you get caught? 

I avoid the mirrors now. Reflection has always been a risk, but tonight it feels like a betrayal waiting to happen. Every time I turn, I expect to see him standing there, carved out of shadow and intention. Instead, I see myself, pale under the lights, eyes too bright, and posture too rigid. I look like prey pretending to be staff. The thought angers me. I straighten my shoulders, reclaiming the small authority this space grants me. The underground taught me how to perform normalcy, how to smile just enough, and how to disappear in plain sight. That performance is cracking. Each order jars me; each brush of fingers sends sparks of panic through my nerves. I count drinks to stay grounded. One. Two. Three. Numbers are safer than memories. But the scar refuses to be ignored. It throbs with a language I never learned to forget, a quiet insistence that I am marked, that marks are meant to be read. I remind myself that recognition does not equal power. Seeing is not the same as taking. Still, my skin crawls with the certainty that he did not look away empty-handed. The idea follows me like a shadow, silent but persistent, whispering that attention has consequences, that being noticed reshapes the night, and that my careful anonymity may already be bleeding away into something exposed and dangerously unfinished inside me. 

I checked the clock behind the bar, though I already know time has slowed to cruelty. Midnight looms like a held breath. I tell myself that once the shift ends, I will go home, lock the door, and become invisible again. The lie tastes bitter. Home is a room with thin walls and too many exits, a place chosen for escape, not comfort. Safety has always been temporary. I learned that early. The mark taught me. Fire teaches quickly. I push the thought away, focusing instead on sound and scent, on the sharp bite of alcohol and citrus, on sweat and metal and old stone. Grounding techniques. Breathe in. Breathe out. Still, the sense of being watched coils tighter, intimate, and deliberate. Not hunger. Not lust. Recognition. It feels like standing on the edge of a name you buried yourself. I realize with a jolt that he did not threaten me. He did not ask for anything. He simply saw me and waited. That restraint unsettles me more than violence ever could. Violence I understand. It is loud. It ends things. This feels like a beginning I never agreed to. And beginnings have weight, momentum, consequences that stretch forward whether I follow them or not, pulling at the fragile boundaries I built to keep myself intact long after the music fades, and the doors close around me tonight without my consent. 

I finish the shift on instinct alone. My body knows the motions even as my mind drifts, cataloging exits, scanning faces, listening for a voice I both dread and crave. He does not return. That should comfort me. It does not. Absence sharpens the encounter instead of dulling it, preserving it in perfect clarity. When the lights come up and the crowd thins, I move like a ghost, collecting my things, nodding to coworkers who never really see me. Outside, the night air is cold and damp, the alley is slick with rain and old grime. I pull my coat tight and walk quickly, every step measured. The city above feels too open, too exposed. Somewhere beneath my sleeve, the ash-mark cools at last, settling into a low ache. I do not know what will come next. I only know that something has shifted, a fault line cracking through the careful shape of my life. I have been seen. I have been recognized. And no matter how fast I disappear, I suspect the night will remember me now. It tasted my fear and my defiance, measured my silence, and marked the moment I stopped belonging only to myself. I walk on anyway, because survival has always meant movement, even when the path ahead burns. And tonight, the burn feels like an invitation I never asked for but cannot ignore any longer. 

I do not look back as I reach the street, but the instinct hums beneath my skin, insistent and unresolved. The club door closes behind me, sealing in sound and shadow, yet I carry both with me. Streetlights smear gold across wet pavement. A siren wails somewhere distant. Ordinary city noises, grounding, and hollow. I breathe deeply, counting steps, reminding myself that no one followed, that recognition alone cannot hurt me. Still, the memory of his gaze lingers like heat after a flame. I adjust my sleeve, hiding the scar from a world that suddenly feels too observant. Tomorrow, I tell myself, I will be more careful. Tomorrow, I will rebuild the distance he fractured. But tonight, lives under my skin, restless and awake. I vanish into the city, uncertain whether I am fleeing danger or chasing the truth I tried to bury. It follows me through each turn and doorway, a quiet promise that nothing truly stays hidden once it has been named. I disappear into crowds easily, but tonight the anonymity feels thin, stretched, ready to tear. Whatever he saw in me has altered the balance, and I know the cost will come later. For now, I walk, breathe, and pretend the night has not claimed me. It already has. In ways I will not understand yet. Not until it is too late. And I am forced to choose again now. 
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I don’t sleep when I get home. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the wall until the sun threatens the horizon, until the night loosens its grip enough for my body to remember exhaustion. The room smells like dust and cold fabric. The window rattles when a car passes. Ordinary sounds, stripped of meaning, but my nerves refuse to stand down. Every shadow feels deliberate. Every quiet stretch of air hums with expectation. I replay the club in fragments: the weight of his gaze, the heat beneath my sleeve, the way the world narrowed until there was only him and the lie I told myself about being invisible. By the time I lie back, my eyes burn and my thoughts circle like trapped animals. When sleep finally comes, it is shallow and sharp, filled with half-formed dreams of fire crawling along my skin and hands that never quite touch. 

I wake late, heart racing, the echo of the bass still lodged somewhere behind my ribs. The scar aches dully, no longer burning, but awake. A reminder. I shower quickly, keeping my sleeve rolled down even when I’m alone, as if the walls themselves might be watching. Old habits die hard. The mirror fogs and clears, fogs and clears, until my reflection looks like a stranger’s. Pale. Alert. Marked in ways that don’t show. I dress in layers, practical and unremarkable, and leave without breakfast. Hunger is easier than fear. 

The city looks different in daylight, stripped of illusion. Brick and concrete, rusted rails, faded murals peeling at the edges. The underground club hides behind a nondescript door and a staircase most people never notice. In the morning, it looks harmless. Closed. Silent. I almost believe last night was an exaggeration born of fatigue and dim light. Almost. 

By the time my shift starts, the club smells like cleaner and stale smoke. Lights flicker awake one by one, revealing scuffed floors and sticky corners that never quite come clean. I take my place behind the bar and settle into motion, grateful for the familiarity. Bottles lined like soldiers. Glassware stacked and waiting. Control lives here, in the predictable arrangement of things. I cling to it. 

The night builds slowly. Regulars filter in, nodding without really seeing me. New faces arrive too, drawn by word-of-mouth and hunger for secrecy. I keep my eyes down, my hands busy. If I don’t look for him, he won’t appear. That’s how it works. Attention invites response. I learned that lesson young. 

The scar stirs anyway. 

It’s faint at first, a prickle of awareness rather than pain. I freeze for half a second, then force myself to move. Coincidence, I tell myself. Memory. The body is unreliable. But my instincts whisper otherwise, coiling tight and watchful. 

I feel him before I see him. 

He stands at the edge of the room again, exactly where the light breaks into shadow. Same stillness. Same deliberate calm. He doesn’t scan the crowd this time. His focus is singular. On me. My stomach drops, a cold, sinking certainty settling into place. He knew I would be here. Of course he did. This is my territory, whether I want it or not. 

I don’t look at him directly. I won’t give him that. I serve drinks, take orders, let the noise wash over me. Still, the awareness sharpens with every passing second, tightening until it’s almost unbearable. The scar pulses in warning, not pain but insistence. Attention. Recognition. I remember his words, the way he framed the threat like a game. To see if you’ll run. 

I won’t. 

He approaches when the bar thins, timing his movement with precision that makes my skin crawl. No rush. No hesitation. He stops an arm’s length away, close enough that the air between us feels charged. I keep my expression neutral, my posture relaxed, every muscle screaming. 

“You came back,” he says. 

“So did you,” I reply. My voice holds, barely. 

A flicker of something crosses his face. Satisfaction, maybe. Or relief. “I said you wouldn’t disappear.” 

“You don’t know anything about me.” 

“I know enough.” His gaze drops, not to my arm this time, but to my face. “You’re tired. You didn’t sleep.” 

The words hit harder than they should. “You make a habit of guessing.” 

“I make a habit of paying attention.” 

I pour a drink for someone two stools down, using the movement to ground myself. When I look back, he hasn’t moved. He never does unless it matters. 

“Why are you here?” I ask quietly. 

“Because someone else noticed you last night,” he says. “And they don’t wait as long as I do.” I don’t answer him immediately. The words hang between us, heavy and deliberate, and the club seems to lean closer, listening. Someone else noticed you. The sentence sinks its hooks into me, dragging up memories I keep buried. I wipe the bar, slow and methodical, buying myself a breath. “You expect me to believe that,” I say. “Based on what?” 

“Based on the way your mark reacted,” he says. “And the way you hid it.” 

My hand stills. I hate that he calls it a mark. Hate that he knows the language. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Then stop guarding it like a wound that bites.” His tone is calm, almost gentle. That makes it worse. “You don’t feel safe here anymore.” 

“I never did.” 

“Yet you came back.” 

“I work here.” 

“And still.” He tilts his head. “You’re choosing exposure.” 

Anger flares, hot and sharp, burning through the fear. “You don’t get to frame my choices.” 

“I’m not framing them,” he says. “I’m naming them.” 

I pour another drink, then another, letting the repetition steady me. Around us, laughter rises and falls, oblivious. The world keeps moving, uncaring. I wish I could disappear into it. “If someone noticed me,” I say, “why warn me?” 

“Because they’ll take you,” he answers. No hesitation. No embellishment. “And because I don’t like sharing.” 

The word lands wrong. Possessive. Dangerous. I meet his gaze despite myself. “I’m not yours.” 

A corner of his mouth lifts. “I know.” 

“That’s not comforting.” 

“It’s honest.” 

My scar warms, a low thrum beneath fabric. I shift my weight, angling my arm away from him. He notices anyway. Of course he does. “Who are they?” I ask. 

“Collectors,” he says. “They find anomalies and decide what they’re worth.” 

“I’m not an anomaly.” 

“You are,” he replies, unkind and certain. “You survived something that was meant to erase you.” 

The club’s noise dulls, receding to a distant hum. “You don’t know what I survived.” 

“I know enough to recognize ash when I see it.” 

My breath catches. He shouldn’t know that word. I look past him, scanning the room, suddenly aware of every face, every shadow. Anyone could be watching. Anyone could be waiting. “Why tell me now?” 

“Because the window is closing,” he says. “And because you don’t run.” 

“I told you—” 

“You lie to protect yourself,” he interrupts. “You stay.” 

A chill crawls up my spine. He’s right, and I hate him for it. “What do you want from me?” 

“For you to listen.” He leans in just enough that his voice drops beneath the music
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