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Chapter 1: Shadows of the Street
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The late summer sun dipped low across the city, casting amber light that stretched the shadows of buildings and people alike. Among them was a tall boy, seventeen, broad-shouldered yet ragged in appearance, his clothes torn at the sleeves, his shoes nearly falling apart. His name was Aiden Cross—a name he barely clung to, because names meant little when you had no one to call you by them.

For years, Aiden had drifted across alleyways, underpasses, and abandoned houses. His mother had left when he was nine, his father long gone before that. The city became his parent, and survival his only sibling. He wasn’t like other teens—his height made him look older, intimidating even. People often crossed the street when he approached. Teachers, when he’d still gone to school, assumed he was trouble, and eventually he stopped going at all.

But that night, hunger gnawed at him worse than usual. He had been digging through a grocery’s dumpster when the sharp sound of laughter reached him. He froze, listening.

Children.

Peeking around the corner, he saw them—a boy about ten and a girl just younger, sitting on a bench outside a small suburban house. Their laughter rang like bells, the kind he hadn’t heard in years.

Then the door of the house opened, and a woman stepped out, calling,

“Ethan, Lily, time to come inside!”

The kids dashed in, their small feet clattering across the porch. For a moment, Aiden stood frozen, watching the warm glow spilling from the house, the way the door closed gently behind them.

Something twisted inside him.

He turned to leave, but his stomach rumbled loudly, echoing in the silent street.

That was when he felt it—eyes on him.

The door creaked open again, and this time a man stepped out. Broad-shouldered, in his late thirties, his sharp eyes scanned the street until they landed on Aiden.

“You there,” the man called.

Aiden stiffened. He could run. He should run. But his body didn’t move.

The man walked closer, his footsteps steady. He didn’t look angry. If anything, his face carried curiosity. When he finally stopped a few feet away, he asked,

“Hungry?”

Aiden’s throat tightened. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came. He could only nod.

The man studied him for a long moment, then jerked his chin toward the house.

“Come in. We’ve got enough food.”

Inside, the warmth of the home nearly made Aiden dizzy. The smell of roasted chicken and mashed potatoes filled the air. The woman—kind eyes, hair tied back in a loose bun—froze when she saw him. The children peered from behind her, whispering.

“Michael,” the woman said cautiously to the man. “Who is this?”

Michael shrugged. “Just a kid who looks like he needs a meal.”

The woman’s gaze softened as she looked at Aiden. “Sit down, dear. You’re welcome here.”

Aiden lowered himself into the chair, uncertain of his every movement. He hadn’t sat at a real dining table in years. His hands shook slightly as he picked up the fork.

The little boy, Ethan, spoke first, his voice curious.

“Are you a giant?”

Lily elbowed him. “Don’t be rude!”

Aiden gave a small, awkward smile. “Just tall.”

That night, he ate until his stomach hurt. But more than the food, it was the sound of family—light teasing, laughter, the way Michael reached over to fill his wife’s glass of water without a word. He’d forgotten what that felt like.

When he stood to leave, the woman touched his arm.

“It’s late. You can stay in the guest room tonight, if you want.”

Aiden hesitated. He didn’t trust easily. But the thought of returning to the cold alley made his chest ache.

“...Thank you,” he whispered.

The following days blurred. He expected them to send him away, but instead they gave him clothes, asked him about school, and even encouraged him to return. Michael, it turned out, was a coach at the local high school. The woman, Claire, worked part-time at a library.
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