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Chapter 1: The Exchange
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The ocean sighed in the dark. Waves lapped against rusted pillars of forgotten piers, echoing into the silence like soft warnings. The sky overhead was low, swollen with coastal fog that rolled in like a veil. Pale lamps swung from crooked poles, casting cones of yellow light on the cracked concrete. The air smelled of salt, steel, and old oil. Long-abandoned containers stacked like tombstones, boxed in the night on all sides.

Two black cars slid from the fog, approaching from opposite directions. Neither vehicle sped nor braked too hard. Both moved in a careful rhythm, like predators testing the edge of their territory. Their headlights briefly illuminated each other as both cars rolled to a quiet stop, ten meters apart, engines murmuring under their polished hoods like growling dogs.

No one moved at first. Then the doors cracked open in unison. Three men stepped out of the car on the left, tall and broad-shouldered, in black suits, pressed and pristine. Japanese. Cold eyes scanned the scene. The man in the middle was older. White streaks in his slicked-back hair. A pale scar curved around the corner of his mouth. He carried no visible weapon, yet the way the other two deferred made his authority clear.

Four men got out of the second car. They were leaner and younger, their suits slightly rumpled, and they stood tensely. Tattoos were shown on their collars and sleeves. One of them carried a leather suitcase.

And the fourth... wasn’t walking under his own power.

He was dragged.

It was a hunched, hooded figure with head bowed and arms bound behind him. He was dragged across the dock, his shoes scraping the surface. A bruise showed on his ankle where the trousers ended. He stayed quiet, too quiet, like someone aware of the choreography. Not resistance. Not fear. Just eerie stillness. The old man from the first car stepped forward until the ocean wind caught his coat. “Is that him?”

The younger man gave a nod. “As requested. Alive.”

“You found him before we did.”

“Walked into our bar. Said he wanted protection. Claimed he was worth more alive than dead.” “Said your family would want him more than anyone,” the younger man added, almost as if quoting. That was his exact phrase.

The older man finally looked at the bound figure. “He’s not wrong.”

With a snap of fingers, someone set down the suitcase. The other side responded and pushed the prisoner forward until he slumped between the cars. One of the men in black checked the prisoner's pulse, breath, and muscle tone. He nodded.

The exchange was clean. Mechanical. Practiced. Like this had all been rehearsed.

“You’ve caused a great deal of trouble,” the old man murmured.

No reply.

“Put him in the car.”

They hauled him upright. He stumbled once, then walked under his own power.

The cars reversed. No one said goodbye.

Back inside, the old man watched through the mirror. “We’ve waited a long time to find you. My family has history with yours.”

“Do you remember what you’ve done?”

The prisoner turned slightly.

“...done?” His voice sounded unfamiliar, even to himself.

“Don’t play dumb.”

He sat balanced still. Like a knife held at its tipping point.

...

The old man’s shoes tapped softly on the concrete as he moved, hands behind his back, flanked by the two guards. Their movements were fluid, unhurried, and confident. His eyes never strayed from the other group. The younger gang was twitchier, each of them scanning the area as though expecting something to go wrong. Their boss, barely thirty, carried the suitcase himself, hand clenched tight on the handle.

The wind tugged at his jacket. His posture was ambiguous. Not beaten. Not eager. Simply... waiting.

“This is him?” the old man asked again.

The younger boss nodded. “As I said. Delivered himself. Said your family would want him more than anyone.” The old man’s brow twitched, ever so slightly. That phrase had weight, history. A family name whispered across bloodlines.

The old man’s brow twitched, ever so slightly. That phrase had weight, history. A family name whispered across bloodlines.

“And you believe him?”

“I believe in profit.” Still, he couldn’t quite meet the old man’s eyes.

The answer was glib, but it carried unease. The old man caught it in the corner of the speaker’s eye. A crack in confidence. The younger gang didn’t fully understand what they were holding.

The old man turned slightly and gestured. One of his men stepped forward and pulled open a black leather case, displaying its contents under the faint lamplight. Stacks of fresh bills, clean and bound in rubber. One million in cash. No words. Just numbers and weight.

The younger gang leader’s eyes twitched.

He motioned to one of his own to bring the captive forward. The man’s wrists were bound in zip ties. He moved without assistance. His steps were even. Deliberate. As if he knew the choreography of the night. As if he'd done this before.

The space between the groups narrowed.

Now they stood opposite each other, two meters apart. The suitcase rested on the ground. The captive stood beside it. The wind curled between them.

“No sudden moves,” the younger boss warned, glancing at the briefcase of money. “We’re not interested in blood tonight.”

“Neither are we,” the old man replied calmly. “That’s why we came to settle.”

“He said strange things before we brought him here. About karma. About fire.”

“That sounds like a man with regrets.”

“Or a man with a plan.” The old man’s nostrils flared. That word again, plan. But whose plan was unfolding?

That landed between them like a dropped knife.

The old man stepped forward. His gaze locked on the hooded figure. He could feel the pressure in his chest shift. Something about the captive unsettled him, not in appearance, not in stature, but in presence. A stillness that felt unnatural.

“I’d like to see his face,” the old man said.

“No. That wasn’t part of the deal.”

“I’m changing it.”

The younger man hesitated, clearly considering. Finally, he nodded. “Quickly.”

One of the escorts reached forward and began to lift the hood.

Just before the fabric rose above the prisoner’s face, he spoke.

“Don’t.”

One word. Soft. But it stopped the hand in midair.

The voice was layered, as if a whisper echoed behind it, suggesting more than one presence. The man’s head stayed lowered. His hood still hid his features.

The younger gang member’s hand trembled.

The old man tilted his head. “What are you?”

But there was something sharp in the air now. Not wind. Not fog. A crackle, like the tick of time folding in on itself, too old to be modern. It wasn’t the fog. It wasn’t the wind.

The old man gestured to his men. “Take him.”

The suitcase was exchanged. A quick nod. The kind of transaction built on silence and unspoken threats.

The captive was led by two men back to the first car. Without resistance or hesitation, as if returning to something unfinished. The gang with the money didn’t linger.

Their engine flared, headlights cutting through the mist. Within seconds, they were swallowed by the darkness of the dock road, briefcase secured.

Inside the remaining car, the old man settled into his seat. The prisoner was placed beside him, and the hood stayed.

“You knew they’d bring you here,” the old man said. “Why?”

The man didn’t answer.

From beneath the hood came the faintest sound, a chuckle, maybe, or a cough. Or the growl of something remembering. Then the figure leaned back against the seat, head tilted toward the window, as if listening to something beyond the glass.

“Drive,” the old man said.

The car rolled forward into the fog, leaving the dock empty once more. Only the sea remained. Watching.

...

The hum of the engine blended with the distant wash of the ocean tide. Streetlights passed in rhythmic flashes across the windshield as the black car made its way inland, away from the docks. Inside, silence hung thick between the men.

The old man sat with his hands folded on his lap, back straight despite the slight sway of the car. His face remained impassive, eyes trained on the hooded figure seated beside him.

The old man finally broke the quiet.

“You know how long I’ve waited to find you? Across oceans, across lifetimes... and still, you return.”

The hooded figure said nothing.

The old man leaned back, voice low, steady, almost conversational. “At first, we thought the rumors were just street paranoia. A killer with no face. Moving like smoke. Leaving nothing but blood behind. But then the pattern began to take shape. Cells burned out in weeks. Men vanishing. Sons dead. Fathers silenced.”

He turned slightly, eyeing the silhouette of the man beside him.

“You were clever. Always slipping through our fingers. Ghost-like.  But ghosts don’t return unless something calls them back. Something old. Never staying in one place long enough to bleed. But it wasn’t just speed. It wasn’t just planning. No... it was something else.” Something beyond the living. Something that should have stayed buried.

A pause. The old man’s voice shifted just slightly.

“Cursed blood, an echo from a war that never ended.”

The prisoner’s head tilted a few degrees in his direction, though no response came.

“First, my father. Then my son. Both fell to the same hand wearing different skin.”

A subtle shift in the atmosphere, as if the temperature dipped a degree.

The old man narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe in curses,” he said, but his gaze faltered. “I believe in consequences.”

But I buried them both, and still you came.

The prisoner finally stirred.

It wasn’t defiance. Nor fear. It sounded... tired.

“It’s not your face I recognize. It’s your soul, the same fire, the same silence.”

The captive’s hands, still zip-tied, flexed slightly in his lap. Still, he gave no answer.

The old man continued, his tone softer. “They say every generation is a mirror of the last. That if you wait long enough, old enemies wear new faces. But you.”

He leaned closer, voice dropping to a whisper. “It’s not memory. It’s residue.”

He straightened again, watching the prisoner closely. “Do you understand what I’m saying? Or is the man still asleep while the ghost listens?”

The prisoner lifted his head. Though the hood still concealed his face, something in the darkness shifted. A flicker of awareness. The faintest gleam of something not quite human behind the cloth.

The old man stared.

“I don’t know what brought you back,” he said, quieter now. “But I suspect you never truly left.” The blade may rust, but vengeance remembers its shape.

Then the driver’s voice interrupted from the front seat. “Sir. Thirty minutes to the estate.”

The old man nodded but kept his eyes on the captive. “Good. Let them prepare the inner chamber. And tell the witch to be ready.” She’ll know which glyphs to draw this time. The last ones were too weak.

He flinched at the word, like a scar touched by an old wind.

The old man noticed. Smiled. “Ah. So, you do remember something.” Not the names. Not the blood. But the fire, the one curse time couldn’t kill.

The figure turned away, resting his head against the glass.

The man in the hood exhaled slowly. His breath steamed against the cold glass. As if the past and present bled into one, each flicker a memory, or a warning.

...

The car rode in silence, thick, heavy, like breath held too long.

Not the tense kind. Not the brittle, waiting-to-break kind. This was deeper. The kind of silence that felt like something ancient had entered and decided to keep quiet.

In the back seat, the hooded man sat unmoving, shoulders relaxed, hands bound, head tilted slightly toward the window. The bindings around his wrists, while tight, didn’t cut or bruise. They didn’t need to.

The old man studied him now and then in the mirror, as if searching for cracks in marble.

The prisoner looked younger than expected, mid-thirties at most. Hair dark and unkempt. The kind of frame that spoke of strength earned, not inherited. Not bulky like a soldier. But lean, wiry. Like a man who understood violence in the way most understood language.

No signs of panic. No trembling. No questions. Just stillness.

“You don’t seem surprised to be here,” he said finally.

No response.

“You let them hand you over without a word. Do you know who I am?”

Still, the prisoner didn’t turn. Just listened.

Silence.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter,” the old man muttered. He leaned back, folding his hands. “You were never afraid of us. Even before the first body dropped, you were already walking in the dark. That’s what the reports said. Always quiet. Always clean. You walked into places like a shadow... and no one came out the same.”

Still, the prisoner didn’t react.

The car passed beneath a freeway underpass, and for a brief moment, the lights overhead strobed across the man’s hands.

Not bruises. Not cuts. Ink that didn’t belong to this era. Symbols whispered in forgotten dialects like prayers etched in time. Faint lines, barely visible under the edge of his sleeve. Not standard tattoos. The shapes looked more like... script. Older than letters. The kind you didn’t find in shops, but in ruins.

The old man’s gaze narrowed. “Tell me something,” he said softly. “Do you remember what you did to my son?”

“Or was it someone else, wearing your face, moving your hands?”

The figure remained still.

“He was the kindest of us, if such a word fits. Soft. But sharp in his own way. Didn’t believe the rumors. Thought you were a rumor. Then you showed up at his bar. He never even got to pull his gun.”

The old man’s voice remained even, but the muscle in his jaw flexed.

“You left a message in blood. Not in words. In symbols, even my father warned me about. Carved with a blade that belonged to no time at all.”

He waited, hoping for a flicker, a shift in posture. Nothing.

“You took him from me,” the old man said. “And still, I want to know what you are before I decide what to do.”

The driver glanced at him through the rearview mirror but said nothing.

As the car rounded a curve into the foothills, the city lights thinned. Roads became darker. Sparse. Trees lined the edges now. They were climbing.

The old man watched the prisoner again.

Something that can’t be bargained with. This isn’t revenge. It’s right.

The man in the hood turned his head slightly, not toward the old man, but upward, as if he’d heard something from above. Not the voice in the car. Something older.

The old man followed his gaze. Nothing. Just the car ceiling.

He frowned.

Finally, a response, though not in voice.

The prisoner’s shoulders twitched. Barely. The old man noticed. It wasn’t defiance. It wasn’t recognition.

It was familiarity.

“You’ve heard that question before,” the old man murmured. “Or maybe you buried the answer so deep, even the ghost forgot.”

A pause stretched thin. The prisoner exhaled. It was a soft, measured breath, but one that carried weight. Like something inside him stirred and was trying to remain asleep.

The old man leaned forward slightly. “You don’t need to speak. Not now. But you will. Before we reach the house, you’ll remember why you came.”

The hooded man returned to his silent posture.

He was not meditating.

He was waiting.

...

The higher the car climbed, the thinner reality seemed to stretch. Streetlights grew scarce. The fog thickened until it pressed against the windows like a living thing. The engine hummed, but even that sound felt like it didn’t belong.

Then the temperature changed.

Subtly at first. Just enough to make the old man tug his coat closer like armor. The driver adjusted the heater, glancing at the dashboard as though expecting a malfunction. The vents blew warm air, but the interior of the car remained stubbornly cold, as if the heat died the instant it touched the air. “Strange,” the driver muttered.

The old man didn’t reply. He felt the shift, too. Not the kind of cold born of weather or elevation. This was a hollow chill, the kind that didn’t touch skin; it touched memory. He looked toward the passenger beside him.

The hooded figure hadn’t moved.

But the air around him bent like something old had stirred. The old man watched carefully. “You feel it too, don’t you?” he murmured.

No reply.

The headlights cut only a few feet into the mist. Shapes appeared and disappeared within the beams, branches, signs, and the faint silhouette of a telephone pole. The world felt thinner. As if the car wasn’t driving through Los Angeles anymore, but through the seam of this world and the next. The old man spoke again, softer this time. My grandmother used to say the dead don’t need air. They displace it. Steal its warmth.”

Still nothing.

He leaned slightly closer. “Is someone here with us?”

For the first time since the exchange, the prisoner made a sound. A breath deeper than instinct, like it came from someplace else. Heavy. Like someone inhaling after a long sleep.

The old man’s expression tightened.

He felt something else, too. A pressure. A weight that wasn’t physical pressing down on the interior of the car. The kind of presence that made even killers remember how to pray. The kind that made men who had survived wars and streets suddenly remember prayers.

The driver shifted uncomfortably. “Sir, do you want me to?”

“Keep driving,” the old man said.

A faint ringing sound filtered through the air. Not from a phone. Not from the car. Something metallic, like an old bell tolling from beneath the earth. The prisoner’s hands flexed.

The old man’s eyes narrowed. “You’re waking up.”

Another breath. Warmer this time, but the air grew colder still. A contradiction that didn’t make sense in the physical world.

Then the fog outside the window shifted.

It didn’t roll.

It moved.

Like a giant shadow passed, but left no footprint. A shape. A shadow. Gone before the eye could confirm it.

The old man stiffened. “Driver, slow down.”

“Yes, sir.”

The vehicle eased. Tires crunched lightly over gravel.

Inside, the cold deepened. The old man could see his own breath now, as thin clouds drifted from his lips. The driver noticed too. His hands trembled on the wheel.

“What... what is this?”

The old man didn’t answer. His gaze was fixed entirely on the hooded figure.

The prisoner’s breathing had changed. It was steadier now. Controlled. Like someone settling into a stance before striking.

“You didn’t arrive by chance,” the old man whispered. “You’re here because something ancient chose you to finish what it started. Something older than you. Older than me.”

The fog behind the prisoner’s window thickened, swirling as though stirred by unseen fingers.

The old man swallowed. His voice stayed steady, but something cracked behind his eyes, an emotion he hadn’t worn in decades: fear.

“Whatever wears your skin now remembers what you buried. So tell me.”

He reached forward, fingers gripping the edge of the hood.

“Who is in there with us?”

The car shuddered suddenly, as if something struck the frame. The driver cursed under his breath. “Sir, did you feel that?”

The old man didn’t react. His attention was locked on the figure beside him.

Because the hooded man finally moved.

A shift of the head. A slow rise. Like a puppet guided by unseen strings. The fabric of the hood tilted until a faint outline of the prisoner’s face could be seen beneath.

Then the air dropped.

Freezing.

Breath crystallized.

The old man’s fingertips brushed the hood.

The prisoner lifted his chin just enough for something ancient to look back. A sound whispered through the car. Not a voice. A presence. A memory carried on cold wind.

The old man’s heartbeat slowed.

Then the hooded man opened his eyes, and something ancient stared back.
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Chapter 2: The First Blackout
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The first thing he felt was a cold that didn't belong to the air but to something older, deeper. Not the kind of chill that seeped in from night air, but the deeper kind, something wet clinging to his skin, soaking through fabric, heavy with smell. When his eyes opened, the world above him was broken, fractured light shimmered through broken glass, neon bleeding like ghosts across the concrete. A distant train horn moaned across the city like a dying animal. He blinked, once, twice, trying to gather himself from the void.

He didn’t remember losing control.

He didn’t remember choosing to be here. He pushed himself up slowly, hands slipping against the wet ground beneath him. His fingers sank into something warm and thick, the scent of iron rising like smoke. He didn’t want to look. But he had to.

Blood.

Dark, almost black, as if drained from more than flesh. It was everywhere on his hands, smeared across his shirt, staining his jeans from thigh to shin. His forearms glistened with it. His shoes were soaked in it. Some of it had dried, crusted over like paint. But some of it was fresh.

He staggered to his feet. Every joint ached. His head throbbed with a dull pulse, like something was echoing inside it, something that didn’t belong to him. The alley around him was silent except for the hum of a distant streetlamp and the faint buzzing of insects.

Where the hell am I?

His memory clawed backward, groping for anything solid. The last thing he remembered was walking home from the community gym. It had been late, but not dangerous. He’d taken that same route for months past the noodle shop, across the freeway bridge, then down toward the student housing compound. Simple. Uneventful.

And then... nothing.

Just black.

Not sleep. Not unconsciousness. A void, like the ghost of time stolen. The kind of emptiness you feel when you’re looking through your own eyes, but someone else is steering.

His breathing picked up. He turned in a slow circle, scanning the alley. No signs of struggle. No broken glass, no bullet casings, no bodies.

No bodies.

But the blood...

He staggered toward a rusted dumpster and caught his reflection in a piece of shattered mirror leaning against the wall. What stared back felt wrong, like something else had worn his face.

His face was pale. His eyes were bloodshot but sharp and focused. His jaw was clenched. The shirt he wore, a gray, torn-at-the-collar one, was unfamiliar. It wasn’t what he’d left home in. Neither were the boots. Heavy, black-laced combat boots smeared with something that wasn’t just street grime.

He backed away from the mirror. His heart was hammering now.

This isn’t a hangover. This isn’t sleepwalking.

This is something else.

Then the air cracked, siren wails tearing through whatever trance still held him. Thin black lines curled like inked smoke along his neck markings that hadn’t been there before. He twisted in place, lifting his shirt collar, angling toward the mirror’s edge. His torso was streaked with symbols tattoos he didn’t recognize. Angular. Sharp. Ancient patterns shaped like language, like something whispering through skin. They couldn’t have been there yesterday. He hated needles, and he would have known.” Some bled softly, not from needles but from memory.

Not inked... not burned... something older waking up beneath his skin. That was when the siren cut through the quiet, distant, urgent, getting closer.

Panic kicked in.

He bolted, feet pounding against pavement slick with condensation and fear. He didn’t know where he was going. He only knew he couldn’t be found here, not like this. Not with blood on his skin and someone else’s shirt clinging to his chest. He turned a corner, then another, ducking through a gap in a wire fence and into a junkyard where shadows swallowed him whole.

He crouched beneath a rotting tarp and listened as the sirens passed, two cars, maybe three. No one stopped. No one screamed. No one searched the alley.

Whatever happened, it hadn’t been discovered yet.

He stared down at his hands again, now shaking in the dark. He didn’t feel injured. Not even bruised. But there was a heaviness inside him. Something beneath the skin.

Something waiting.

And somewhere, deep in his bones, a whisper echoed not in words, but in sensation. Like the aftershock of violence.

Like someone else had used his body while he slept.

He didn’t know who bled, only that it wasn’t him.

But he had the feeling it hadn’t been just one person.

...

The bathroom mirror offered no answers.

He stood there for a long time, unmoving, eyes locked on his own reflection. The shirt was gone, tossed into the trash before he entered the building. The boots, too. His jeans were now soaking in the bathtub, mixed with cold water and vinegar. He didn’t know if that would clean them, but he needed to try something.

His skin was scrubbed raw.

Still, faint traces of red lingered beneath his fingernails. He’d used half a bottle of disinfectant, emptied the soap dispenser, and run steaming water until the tiny bathroom filled with vapor like a tomb.

But it didn’t fix what was inside.

His chest still felt tight. His hands trembled when they weren’t clenched. There was an edge to everything that sounded too sharp, light too bright, the walls slightly off-angle, like the world had been tilted while he was asleep.

He stared at the man in the mirror.

Same face. Same features. But not the same eyes.

Something behind them didn’t belong.

He closed them.

Reached back.

Tried to piece together the night before like a broken plate, fragments, slivers, nothing that fit together clean. He remembered walking home. He remembered the orange streetlamp near the underpass, the humming soda machine at the corner store, the click of his apartment key in his pocket. Then

Nothing.

No impact. No sudden pain. No blinding light. Just a clean cut to black.

Like someone had hit a switch.

He leaned over the sink, bracing himself.

What scared him wasn’t that he couldn’t remember.

It was that part of him that didn’t want to.

That part of him was afraid of what he might find if he did.

He turned on the faucet and let the water run cold, cupping it in his hands, splashing it over his face again and again. The cold helped. A little. Enough to dull the static building in his skull.

Then the sound came soft and familiar.

His phone was vibrating against the counter.

He dried his hands on a towel, snatched the phone, and checked the screen. It was an alert from a local crime app. He wouldn’t have opened it, normally. He hated that kind of voyeurism.

But this time, he tapped it.

"Massacre in Westlake alleyway: LAPD investigating bodies found overnight. At least four dead. Suspected gang execution. Witnesses describe symbols carved into nearby walls. Ritualistic elements suspected."

He blinked at the screen. The words didn’t register at first.

Then they did.

Westlake.

That was just two blocks from where he’d woken up.

He stared at the photo beneath the headline. Yellow police tape stretched across a familiar brick alley. Behind it, shadowed figures in white suits combed the area with flashlights and plastic bags. A blurry crimson stain smeared one of the walls long and deliberately, like brushwork.

His stomach twisted.

He scrolled.

"Sources within the LAPD have stated this may be connected to a string of similar killings in Koreatown, Boyle Heights, and Echo Park. All the victims were associated with a known Yakuza-linked network suspected of operating in the region. The killer is believed to be a male in his 30s, possibly Japanese or Pacific Islander, last seen wearing dark boots and a gray shirt."

He stopped reading.

Every word etched itself into his mind like a verdict.

A male in his 30s. Gray shirt. Combat boots.

He stepped back from the mirror again.

Stared.

He wasn’t even fully sure of his heritage. His birth records had been vague. He’d grown up in foster care, bounced through homes until he aged out. His face was common enough. His name, Takeshi, was the only thing he came with. Everything else was filled in later.

But this?

This was something else.

He dropped the phone on the counter and reached for his shirt. His skin still felt cold beneath the towel. The tattoos were faint now, like they’d faded slightly overnight. Or had he imagined them? He checked his ribs, his chest, and his neck.

Most of the markings were gone.

Except one.

High on his left shoulder blade, he found a single black curve, a crescent-shaped mark with three tiny branches breaking from it like veins.

Not a tattoo shop design. Not random. Intentional.

And familiar, though he couldn’t say why.

He pulled away from the mirror.

Whatever happened last night, he hadn’t done it alone.

There was something inside him, something old, patient, waiting, and it had pulled him somewhere dark when he wasn’t looking.

He didn’t know what that meant yet. But the blood on his hands had been real. And someone else was already dead for it.

...

By late afternoon, the city outside was waking up differently.

Los Angeles had a particular rhythm, even in its darker corners, sirens humming beneath the skyline, traffic rolling slow through neighborhoods stitched together by graffiti and grit. But that day, something in the air felt heavier, as if the city itself had paused to hold its breath.

He hadn’t left his apartment since morning. The blinds remained closed. The windows locked. The television is on but muted. He hadn’t spoken a word all day. The stain on the bathtub tiles, where he’d soaked the jeans, had dried to a dull rust-colored ring. His knuckles were raw from scrubbing.
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