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​Chapter 1: Neon Shadows 
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​I stayed a few steps behind Trey, heels clicking against cracked asphalt, neon signs slicing the night into jagged stripes. The city never shut up bass from cars rattling my chest, sirens wailing like they had something to prove, exhaust stinging my nose. I could hear the laughter of his crew before I saw their faces, that sloppy swagger they all walked with, like the block belonged to them.

Trey leaned into a girl at the corner, teeth flashing, voice loud. “You wild, girl,” he said, elbow brushing her shoulder, like it was performance art. His boys hooted. I gritted my teeth, swallowed a sigh, and kept walking. Every damn time. Always the same show, same lines, same fake charm.


My eyes drifted over him. Flashy jacket, expensive sneakers, that cocky tilt to his chin. Swagger that screamed confidence but stank of emptiness. I knew his type the kind that smiled at you while looking for someone prettier down the block. And yet, I kept following, like a moth to a trash-fire flame.

I tugged my bag tighter to my side and scanned the streetlights for the exits, the shadows, anything to distance myself from the bullshit. But even in the chaos, I couldn’t shake it: the gnawing frustration that came with every glance he tossed another girl’s way, the hot sting of being invisible to him and his crew.

​I clenched my jaw. One of these nights, I swear... But for now, I walked, heels echoing against the street, neon reflections catching in my eyes, trying not to burn them out on a boy who didn’t even see me.

Trey didn’t even look back when he slid his arm around another girl’s waist. His laugh ripped through the street like it owned the night. “Bet you can’t keep up with me.”

His boys cracked up, slapping each other on the back, hollering and hooting like he’d just performed a miracle. I bit the inside of my cheek, gripping my bag strap so hard my knuckles turned white. Every word, every smirk, every careless brush of his hand it was all meant for show. And it burned me down to my core.

“Yo, Trey, you always gettin’ the prime spots, huh?” one of his boys called, tipping his head toward the girl.

Trey smirked, flexing his shoulder. “You know it, man. Gotta keep the streets lively.”

I could feel my stomach twisting. I hated this. I hated the way he didn’t even pretend I existed, the way his charm was on display like a damn performance for his crew. My pulse hammered in my ears, chest tight, cheeks hot. I wanted to scream. I wanted to tell him off. But I swallowed it. Like always.

The girl laughed, leaning into him, lips brushing his ear. And I was right there, a few steps behind, watching. Every laugh from his crew was another sting. I wanted to disappear, melt into the neon puddles on the asphalt, anything to escape this humiliation.

“Man, you too smooth,” another friend joked, and Trey winked at him. I ground my teeth, fists clenched at my sides. Smooth? Empty. You’re all empty.

I tried to focus on the city around me the bass shaking the street, the flicker of neon in puddles, the smell of fried food but it was all noise beneath the sharp ache of Trey’s arrogance. My vision blurred for a second, heart racing like I’d been punched.

And then I felt it: the faint, electric awareness that someone had eyes for me tonight. Someone else was watching. I didn’t know who yet. I didn’t know if I wanted to know. But the shiver crawling down my spine told me my world was about to get a lot more dangerous and a lot more interesting.

​I straightened my shoulders and forced my jaw unclenched. For now, I kept walking, keeping pace with him, burning with resentment, my every nerve alert.

The streetlight flickered as I slowed, trying to swallow down the fire Trey lit in my chest. I hated him for making me feel small, for making me trail behind like I wasn’t even there. But then something shifted.

I felt it before I saw him.

A weight. Heavy. Controlled. Like the air itself bent around his presence.

My eyes darted across the street, and that’s when I caught him. Tall. Still. Composed in a way that didn’t match the chaos around us. Neon lights spilled over him, but he wasn’t touched by it he commanded it. Dark coat, collar sharp, his posture all quiet authority. He looked like old money in a city that chewed people up.

And he was staring straight at me.

A shiver crawled up my spine. I tried to glance away, pretend like I didn’t feel it but I couldn’t. His eyes had me pinned. Not loud, not hungry like Trey’s. Different. Deep. Steady. Watching me the way no one else ever had. Like he could see past my irritation, past the humiliation boiling in my chest, straight to the part of me that was...breaking.

I clenched my fists, pulse spiking. Why you looking at me like that?

But I didn’t say it. Couldn’t. My throat was dry, heart pounding like I’d been caught doing something I shouldn’t.

He didn’t move. Didn’t smile. Didn’t even flinch when cars rushed between us. Just stood there, patient. Like he had all the time in the world. Like he already knew something I didn’t.

I blinked, and for a second, he was gone. Or maybe the shadows just claimed him back.

Trey’s laugh cracked across the street, pulling me out of the haze. His arm was still draped over that girl like I didn’t exist. My stomach twisted, heat crawling up my throat.

But in the back of my mind, I kept replaying that look. That calm. That promise of something dangerous.

And for the first time tonight, I wasn’t just angry.

​I was curious.

​I slipped back, crossing the street like I was just looking for space but really, I was running. My chest felt tight, fists balled so hard my nails bit skin. Trey’s laugh still rang in my ears, sharp as glass, but I couldn’t keep watching him. Couldn’t keep pretending like it didn’t slice me open every damn time he picked someone else over me.

I ducked into the shadow of a closed corner shop, pressing my back to the cool brick. Neon signs flickered above me, throwing red and blue light across the sidewalk. My breath came out shaky, uneven.

Why you still chasing him, Sierra?

I hated that I didn’t have an answer. Maybe I was addicted to the chaos. To the way he made me fight for scraps of attention. But tonight felt different. Tonight, I wasn’t just humiliated I was done.

​My mind didn’t stay on Trey. Not completely.

​It drifted back across the street. To him. Tall. Still. Watching me like he knew secrets I didn’t. That look he gave me? It wasn’t pity. Wasn’t curiosity. It was possession, cool and silent, like he’d already marked me and didn’t need to say a word.

A chill slid down my arms, even though the night was warm. My heart kicked, not from anger this time but something else. Something sharper. Something that scared me more than Trey ever could.
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