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Rafe Vega and the Bone-Cold Wall
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San Francisco, 1969.

The city breathed smoke and memory.

It was almost midnight in the Tenderloin, and Rafael Vega—Rafe to his friends, when he had them—stood in a rusted alley between a boarded-up bookstore and a crumbling Chinese restaurant, spray can shaking in his hand. The rattle was rhythmic, like bones in a paper bag.

His breath misted in the cold. The wall before him, plastered with decades of peeled posters and rotting dreams, stretched like a decaying canvas.

He liked it this way.

Urban ruins were his cathedral. He could smell the piss, the sour beer, the sourer hope. He wore a battered army jacket he'd stolen from a pawn shop and black jeans spattered with paint. A cigarette hung loose from his lips, nearly dead. It was the last one. The last anything, really.

He stared at the wall. Blinked. Then started to draw.

The hiss of the can became music. A long line swooped into the curled jaw of a dragon — not a fire-breathing fantasy beast, but a jagged, skeletal creature with ribs like rebar and hollow eyes. Its spine arched across the wall like it was trying to escape something.

He didn’t know why he painted it. The thing came from somewhere deeper than his thoughts — somewhere between memory and nightmare. It looked a lot like the thing from his dreams, the one that sat at the foot of his bed whispering in a voice he never quite remembered when he woke up.

Tonight it had said: Draw me real. Or I’ll bleed through anyway.

A whisper and a threat.

The wall trembled.

Rafe froze, spray can still in hand. The dragon’s eye glistened. Not wet — just darker than the rest of the paint. Almost black. Like oil. Like blood. He leaned in. Touched it.

Warm.

His heart skittered like a trapped rat.

Then — crunch.

A footstep behind him.

He spun.

Nothing.

Just the wind threading through trash cans and a flickering streetlamp overhead. The alley stretched behind him, empty. But there — on the ground — a piece of chalk. It hadn’t been there before.

White. Stubby. Cracked.

He picked it up.

And then the scream came.

Not from him. Not from the street. From the wall.

It howled like a dying animal, sharp and ragged, and the dragon moved — not fully, not yet, but enough that the tail curled tighter and the eye blinked.

Rafe stumbled back, hit the dumpster hard, and fell to his knees.

His can rolled away into the dark.

* * *

THE NEXT MORNING, RAFE woke in his studio apartment two blocks from the Mission District. His mattress lay directly on the floor, the windows were covered with newspapers from ’67, and the walls were layered with sketches — charcoal, ink, marker. All faces. Twisted, wild, beautiful.

All staring at him.

He sat up. His head throbbed like a hangover made of nails.

Then he saw it.

Across the room, painted on the inside of his closet door, was the dragon.

Not a copy. Not a sketch. The exact one. Right down to the eye that now watched him like it was waiting for something.

His hands were clean. The spray cans were still in his backpack, unopened.

He hadn't painted this.

He couldn’t have.

But it was here.

And it was changing. The eye moved again. Just barely.

Just enough.

“Jesus,” he whispered, standing slowly.

No one answered.

Not Jesus. Not anyone.

But from outside — down in the street — came the shriek of car tires, then a crash.

Followed by a voice.

A child’s voice, high and echoing through his head, whispering: “More. Draw more.”

* * *
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The Man in the Hat
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The next three nights were hell.

He tried not to paint. He really tried.

He stayed inside, read dog-eared comics, chain-smoked whatever he could bum, and ignored the pressure building behind his eyes. But compulsion rose like a fever. He found himself sketching without realizing it. Hands moving on their own. Chalk dust under his fingernails. Scraps of paper covered in faces that weren’t his own.

On the fourth night, he gave in.

Not out of surrender — but fear.

He needed to understand what was happening. If something was coming alive... maybe he could control it.

So he returned to the alley with fresh cans and a cigarette that tasted like ash and guilt.

He chose a new wall. A clean one. He sprayed a door — not a real one, but a perfect trompe l'oeil —  wooden planks, iron hinges, even a lock. Around it, he added creeping vines, half-rotted hands, and a single eye staring out of the keyhole.

When done, he stepped back and waited.

The wind died.

The city held its breath.

And then, with a long groan of metal and paint, the door opened.

From the wall, a figure stepped out. Tall. Pale. Thin as famine. Dressed in a black trench coat and wide-brimmed hat that covered half his face.

Rafe staggered backward.

The man looked at him.

Smiled.

Tipped his hat.

“Well done, Rafael,” he said in a voice like dry leaves. “You’re better than I hoped.”

Then he vanished.

Just blinked out of sight, like a reel cutting mid-frame.

* * *
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The Door and the Watcher
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Rafe didn’t sleep.

He sat in the corner of his apartment, knees to chest, flashlight clutched in one hand, a baseball bat in the other. The closet door was wide open now, dragon gone — but the wall where it had been pulsed faintly, like breath. When he turned off the flashlight, the painted space glowed.

He didn’t tell anyone. Who would believe him? Half the guys at the club already thought he was halfway to a breakdown. “Too much acid, too many nights,” they whispered behind his back. Maybe it was true. But this wasn’t drugs. It was older. Deeper.

It was getting stronger.

At noon, he wandered into Café Bizarre in North Beach, hands shaking, eyes bloodshot. The coffee was terrible, the clientele better dressed than him, but he needed to see someone. Anyone. Someone who could anchor him.

He found Jasper.

“Rafe?” Jasper blinked over his newspaper, eyes hidden behind purple-tinted glasses. He was dressed in his usual leather jacket and an unbuttoned floral shirt that smelled of sandalwood and cloves. “Jesus, you look like someone painted you with insomnia.”

“I need to talk,” Rafe muttered, sliding into the booth.

Jasper raised an eyebrow. “About the visions again?”

Rafe didn’t answer.

Instead, he pulled out a sketchbook and flipped to the latest page. A drawing of the trenchcoat man. Sharp cheekbones, hollow eyes, mouth curled like a cut.

“Do you know him?” Rafe asked.

Jasper studied the sketch for a long time.

“No. But I’ve seen that shape before. In dreams. Like someone standing on the edge of a burning field, just... watching.”

Rafe swallowed. “Watching?”

Jasper leaned in, voice lower. “Look. Some of us in the scene — we’ve been seeing weird shit since last month. Chalk drawings on rooftops. Symbols in alleyways. People who vanish after dark.”

Rafe stared.

“I thought I was losing it,” Jasper said, voice hollow. “But now? I think we’re being... tested.”

“By what?”

Jasper opened his mouth.

Around them, everything shattered.

The window beside them exploded inward. Glass everywhere. Screams. A figure sprinted past the café’s entrance — a boy, maybe fifteen, barefoot and bleeding. In his hand, a spray can.

Behind him, crawling on the wall like a roach, was something massive. Not quite human. Painted black. With too many limbs.

“Holy fuck —.”  Jasper grabbed Rafe by the collar and dragged him under the table.

Rafe had to see.  He poked his head up just enough.

The creature didn’t come inside. Just clung to the brick, its painted body twitching, head rotating like an owl’s. Then, slowly dissolved — soaking into the wall like ink in water.

When they dared to rise again, the boy was gone.

So was the graffiti.

Rafe and Jasper ran outside.

On the sidewalk, in dribbled black paint —  You opened the door.

* * *
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