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The thunderstorm outside the walls of the state penitentiary didn’t sound like rain; it sounded like an engine idling over the asphalt.

​Inside the death house, the air was different. It was stagnant, smelling of industrial floor wax, ozone, and the faint, bitter tang of copper that always seemed to leach out of the old green paint on the walls. It was midnight.

​The Butcher of Mangrove City sat strapped into the heavy oak chair, the thick leather buckles biting into his forearms. He didn't look like a monster that had terrorized three zip codes; he looked small beneath the harsh, unshielded halogen bulb overhead. But his eyes were wide, bright, and fixed entirely on the glass partition separating him from the execution team.

​Standing on the other side of the glass was Father Thomas. The old priest's knuckles were white around his pocket Bible, his lips moving in a silent, practiced Latin prayer for the dying. He had spent thirty years watching men break at this exact threshold, watching the bravest of them turn into weeping children when the leather cap touched their crown.

​But the Butcher wasn't breaking. He was smiling.

​"Last words, inmate?" the Warden’s voice crackled through the low-fidelity intercom, flat and entirely devoid of human warmth.

​The Butcher didn't look at the Warden. He tilted his head toward Father Thomas, his voice a low, gravelly rasp that barely carried through the microphone. "Tell Sarah I kept my promise."

​He lifted his right hand as far as the heavy leather restraint would allow. Tucked neatly between his thick, calloused fingers was a pristine, unopened pack of Lucky Strikes. The white paper wrapper was flawless, the bright red target logo staring out like an unblinking eye under the death house lights. The cellophane caught the glare, glinting like a shard of broken glass.

​"Give 'em to her," the Butcher whispered, his grin widening until his cracked lips bled. "A final token from a loving husband."

​"Is that it?" the Warden asked.

​The Butcher didn't answer. He just tapped the crisp cardboard pack against the oak armrest. Thump. Thump. Thump. A steady, deliberate rhythm that seemed to sync up with the ticking clock on the wall.

​"May God have mercy on your soul," Father Thomas muttered, closing his eyes. He couldn't look anymore.

​"Proceed," the Warden commanded.

​The heavy throw-switch on the wall met its contact with a brutal, metallic clack.

​The lights didn't dim—modern grids didn't allow for that cinematic luxury anymore—but the hum in the room shifted. A sudden, violent surge of current tore through the wiring, a low, aggressive drone that vibrated right through the soles of Father Thomas's shoes. The Butcher’s body went rigid, his fingers locking into a white-knuckled fist around the cardboard pack, his heels slamming against the floorboards.

​For three agonizing seconds, the universe seemed to compress into that single, electric howl.

​Then, the hum stopped. The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the smell of scorched fabric and scorched hair. The doctor stepped forward, his stethoscope cold against the Butcher's chest, before looking up and nodding once to the Warden.

​"Time of death: twelve-four AM."

​The guards moved in with mechanical efficiency, unbuckling the dead weight from the oak frame. As they lifted the corpse, the pristine pack of Lucky Strikes slipped from the Butcher's lifeless, blackened fingers and tumbled onto the concrete floor, sliding smoothly across the grit until it bumped against the toe of Father Thomas’s leather shoe.

​The priest looked down at the white box. The cellophane was completely untouched by the current, cool to the touch as he picked it up and slipped it deep into the pocket of his black cassock.

​Outside, the thunder cracked directly overhead, and the rain began to pour. A single bolt of lightning slashed across the sky, making contact with the top of the prison. 

The rain didn’t stop by the time Father Thomas reached the tenements on the eastern edge of Mangrove City. It just grew heavier, turning the soot on the brick facades into a slimy black sheen that ran down into the gutters.

Apartment 4B smelled of old cabbage, cheap pine cleaner, and the damp wool of the carpet. A single seventy-five-watt bulb hung from a frayed cord over the kitchen table, casting long, jittery shadows across the cracked linoleum floor.

Sarah sat under that light. She was forty, but the city had carved ten extra years into the corners of her mouth. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, utilitarian bun, and her fingers were stained yellow from a lifetime of rolling her own tobacco.

On the table in front of her sat a thick, official envelope from the State Department of Corrections. The seal was broken. Peeking out from the flap was the crisp corner of a twenty-five-thousand-dollar state bounty check. The blood money for turning in the man she used to share a bed with.

Father Thomas stood in the doorway, his black trench coat dripping onto the threshold. He looked at the envelope, then at Sarah’s cold, unblinking eyes. He didn’t sit down.

“It’s over, Sarah,” the priest said, his voice carrying the exhaustion of the death house. “It was quick. As quick as the law allows.”

Sarah didn’t look up at him. She stared through the envelope, her face a mask of hard, unyielding stone. “Did he scream?”

“No,” Father Thomas replied softly. “He didn’t scream. He gave me something for you.”

He reached deep into the pocket of his damp cassock and pulled out the pack of Lucky Strikes. Under the harsh, unshielded bulb of the kitchen, the white paper box looked impossibly clean—bright, pristine, and completely unblemished by the storm or the electric chair. The crimson bullseye in the center looked like a fresh drop of ink on a clean white sheet.

He set it on the table, right next to the thick envelope of bounty money.
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