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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Didn’t Belong
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She was the kind of girl who didn’t quite belong to the world.

Cecilia moved through life like a breeze — untouchable, effortless. Her hair, a cascade of sunlight. Her eyes, green with all the weight of forests. And when she laughed, people stopped and looked. Not because she was loud — but because joy sounded better in her voice.

To most, she was just another face in a crowded university hallway. But to Jason, she was everything.

She wasn’t just pretty. She was poetry. A living miracle. When she smiled — even at someone else — his chest ached like a pulled muscle in his soul.

Jason was no one. No designer clothes. No parties. No spotlight. Just a boy with quiet dreams and a heart that beat too loudly when she was near.

He watched her from afar — not creepily, but reverently. Like a man admiring the stars, knowing he’d never touch one. Just seeing her was enough to get through the day.

Until it wasn’t.

The lecture hall buzzed. Students slouched in their chairs, eyes on their phones. Jason sat in his usual spot — back row, notebook open, pretending to take notes.

And then Cecilia walked in.

She was laughing at something her friend said, her fingers tucking that golden hair behind one ear. Jason watched her — the way others watch sunsets they’ll never hold.

But that day, something stirred in him. Not boldness — something quieter. A flicker of maybe.

He stood.... Walked.

And for the first time, his shadow crossed hers.

“Hi,” he said, pulse hammering. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

She looked up, blinked once. “Sure.”

He sat. Rigid. Nervous. Like a soldier disarming a bomb.

They talked. Barely. A word here, a nod there. She was polite. Distracted. Checked her phone. Smiled at her friends. Never really at him.

Still, he introduced himself at the end.

“I’m Jason, by the way.”

“Okay,” she said.

That was it...He walked away like he was floating

That night in the dorm, Jason was quiet. Randy noticed.

“Alright,” Randy said, tossing a bag of chips onto his bed. “What happened?”

Jason hesitated. Smiled, faint and faraway. “I talked to her.”

“To who?”

“Cecilia.”

Randy sat up. “Wait. You’re serious?”

“She let me sit next to her.”

“Did she talk to you?”

Jason nodded. “Sort of.”

“And...?”

“She’s different. Quieter than I expected. There’s something in her eyes. Like... sadness, maybe.”

Randy snorted. “Bro. Please. Don’t romanticize this. You’re going to get hurt.”

Jason didn’t blink. “Maybe. But I’d rather be hurt by loving her than live never having tried.”

Days passed.

Jason kept trying. A word in the hallway. A smile in class. But each time, she seemed colder.

Until one morning, he walked up to her again.

“Hi... Cecilia.”

She turned. No smile. Just mild irritation. “You again?”

Jason blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I said hi,” she replied flatly.

“How... how are you?”

“I’m fine.”

He swallowed. “You’re... really beautiful.”

She stared at him like he’d said something offensive “That’s weird. You don’t even know me.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Just go.”

And as he turned to leave, he heard her mutter, “Maybe that’ll finally keep this loser away.”

He didn’t cry. Not out loud. But something inside him quietly folded in on itself.  Later that night, he sat in the dark dorm room, legs pulled up on his bed.

“Why do I keep doing this to myself?” he whispered.

Randy didn’t answer right away. Then: “You’ve got a soft heart, man. That’s not a bad thing. But soft hearts bleed easy.”

“I just...” Jason’s voice cracked. “I know she’s more than what she shows. There’s good in her. Real good. It’s just buried.”

“You sure it’s not just your imagination?” Randy asked, gently.

Jason shook his head. “No. I’ve watched her smile when no one else was looking. Seen the way she helps her friends without asking anything in return. I know she’s hiding something soft under all that steel.”

“You’re too good for her,” Randy said.

“I don’t want to be better than her,” Jason said. “I just want to understand her.”

It was as if Randy had been trying to wake up an old friend lost in a dream. He had said everything he could to pull Jason away from her, to make him see reason — but love, when it digs deep, doesn’t yield to logic. Not even when spoken by the one voice Jason had trusted all his life
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Chapter 2: Rain, Flowers, and a Lie
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But somewhere else in the dorm, Cecilia was laughing — and not kindly.

“She’s like a dog,” she said to her friend Isabella. “Jason. He follows me around. It’s pathetic.”

Isabella smirked. “Ugh. Why are nice guys always the most desperate?”

“He thinks he’s in love,” Cecilia said. “It’s embarrassing.”

Jason would never hear those words. And maybe that was a blessing.

Because despite it all — her coldness, her mockery, her indifference — he still looked for the light in her. Because hope, even when broken, has a heartbeat. And Jason's heart... still believed.

One afternoon, Jason sat beneath the shade of an old tree, scribbling in his notebook. The steady scratch of pen on paper was the only thing that brought him peace lately. But that calm shattered when Randy appeared, breathless and pale.

“Jason!” Randy called, nearly stumbling. “It’s Cecilia...”

Jason’s pen stopped mid-sentence. “What happened?”

“She’s in the hospital. Food poisoning. It happened two days ago—they’ve stabilized her, but...” Randy trailed off.

Jason didn’t wait for the rest. His notebook hit the grass. He was already running.

The sky opened up in a cold drizzle, matching the pounding in his chest. Roads were jammed. No buses. No taxis. Just the sound of his soaked shoes hitting pavement as he ran.

Please let her be alright. Please.

Nearly an hour later, he stumbled into the hospital—drenched, shivering, and out of breath.

“Cecilia,” he gasped at the front desk. “Where is she?”

The nurse gave him a quick, surprised glance, then softened. “She’s stable. The worst is over.”

“Can I see her? Please. Just for a moment.”

She hesitated. “What’s your name?”

“Jason.”

“I’ll check if she’s awake.”

Upstairs, Cecilia sat in bed, pale but alert. Isabella was by her side.

“You look better,” Isabella said, handing her a cup of tea.

“I feel like garbage,” Cecilia muttered. “But I’m alive, so that’s something.”

A nurse entered, clipboard in hand. “By the way,” she said. “There’s a young man downstairs. Jason. He’s asking to see you.”

Cecilia’s face hardened. “Tell him I’m asleep.”

The nurse blinked. “But you’re—”

“I don’t care. Make something up.”

Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously? You’re doing this now?”

“I don’t owe him anything,” Cecilia snapped.

“He ran here in the rain, probably skipped traffic, buses, everything. You could at least let him see you're okay.”

“He doesn’t need to know anything.”

“Cecilia...” Isabella’s tone grew sharp. “You know who would’ve come if he really cared? Prince Charming. But where is he?”

Cecilia looked away. “He sent a message. Said he hoped I was okay.”

Isabella scoffed. “What a hero.”

Downstairs, the nurse returned to Jason. He stood there, soaked, with hope still clinging to his face like a second skin.

“She’s asleep,” the nurse lied softly.

Jason exhaled slowly. “But she’ll be, okay?”

“Yes. She’ll be discharged tomorrow.”

“Thank God... thank you.” He smiled faintly. “I’ll come back.”

The next day, Jason returned with a bouquet of wildflowers. His hands trembled—not from nerves, but from uncertainty. He waited by the hospital entrance until he saw her.

Cecilia stepped out with Isabella. Her eyes landed on Jason. A quiet groan escaped her lips.

“Oh no. Isabella, you traitor,” she muttered. “You actually left me with him.”

“I’ll just ignore him,” she added under her breath. “Maybe he’ll go away.”

Jason approached, offering the flowers with a gentle smile.

“I wasn’t sure what kind you liked... I just wanted to say I’m glad you’re alright.”

She stared at the bouquet, then met his eyes coldly.

In one swift motion, she grabbed the flowers—and dropped them in the nearest trash bin.

Gasps rippled from passersby.

“I just put your flowers where they belong,” she said.

Jason blinked. His voice faltered. “You don’t like flowers?”

“I love flowers,” she snapped. “Just not from you. Don’t you get it? I don’t want you in my life.”

“I know,” Jason said quietly. “But I love you. And I’ll keep loving you, even if you never look at me again.”

Her expression didn’t soften.

“Please,” he added. “Just one chance. One real chance.”

She gave a bitter laugh and pointed toward a man approaching in the distance.

“You see that guy? That’s Sami. He’s, my boyfriend. He loves me. I love him. That’s all there is.”

Jason followed her gaze. Sami walked up, all swagger and confidence, arms open.

But Cecilia pushed him back.

“Where the hell have you been?” she snapped.

“Whoa,” Sami said, thrown off. “At least say hi first. Who’s that guy?” He nodded toward Jason.

“No one,” Cecilia said. “Let’s go.”

And she left. With Sami. Without a backward glance.

Jason stood there, the garbage can beside him, still holding the shape of her rejection. People passed him. The sky was clear again. But in Jason’s world, the storm had only begun.

The weight in his chest didn’t let up. Not after she left. Not even when he walked away, head down, trying to hold the pieces of himself together.

And fate, always watching, wasn’t done with him yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The Masked Ones
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He walked aimlessly, eyes low, mind spinning with what he should have said and all the things he never dared to. As he climbed onto the crowded bus heading home, his thoughts were a chaotic mess of regret and pain — and then, there she was.

Cecilia.

She was sitting toward the back with her boyfriend Sami, leaning against him. Her golden hair caught the sunlight streaming through the dusty window. She looked peaceful, even happy.

Jason’s heart twisted.


Why him?

What did he do to deserve her?

I know he’s taller, maybe better-looking... but he doesn’t love her like I do. No one does. If you only knew, Cecilia... if you only knew.



But just as the ache in his chest reached its peak, a thunderous voice shattered the air:

"Don’t move!"

A masked man stormed to the center of the bus, brandishing a rifle. His voice boomed, hard and cold. “If you want to stay alive, do exactly what I say. Driver! Keep driving. Do not stop until I tell you.”

The passengers froze.

A middle-aged man stood up, brave or foolish, and lunged at the masked man — but the attacker was faster. He shoved the man down hard, raised his weapon, and fired twice.

Bang. Bang.

The man collapsed, blood blooming from his chest like ink on paper.

“It’s not the time to be a hero, Daddy,” the gunman sneered.

The screams came next. Gasps, sobs, prayers. People ducked, shaking, clinging to one another. Jason’s eyes went immediately to Cecilia — she was trembling in Sami’s arms, her face buried in his chest.

All Jason could do was pray that she would survive.

The bus kept rolling, deeper into the outskirts of the city. Roads turned to gravel, then dirt. Fields turned to trees, and silence swallowed them. Finally, after what felt like forever, the bus stopped in front of an abandoned house, old and forgotten.

The building loomed like a corpse — the paint was peeling, windows broken, the door hanging by one rusted hinge. Tall weeds swayed in the dry wind, and the air reeked of rot and dust.

“Get out,” the masked man ordered.

They were marched inside. The floor creaked under every step, groaning like it too feared what was to come. Cobwebs draped the corners like shrouds, and pale slivers of light leaked through the boarded windows, casting jagged shadows across the crumbling walls.

Inside stood two more figures in the same symbolic masks—plastic faces split evenly down the center: one side bone-white, the other pitch black. The masks were blank, inhuman. Faceless judges of life and death.

Cisco stepped forward. Though his expression was hidden, his posture dripped with arrogance. He opened his arms theatrically; his voice laced with mockery.

“Ladies and gentlemen! Make yourselves at home.”

Another masked man—Jacob, the one who had hijacked the bus—added coldly, “You’re here because we need to send a message. They need to know who we are. And they need to be afraid. You... were just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

From the back of the group, a man’s voice cracked with desperation. “P-please... let me go. My wife just gave birth today. A girl. I just want to see her. Just once.”

Cisco tilted his head, mask tilting with it, like a curious animal. Slowly, he approached the man, his boots scraping across the dusty floor.

“And why you, among all these people?” he asked, voice smooth like poison. “What makes your life more valuable?”

The man swallowed. “Because... I have to see her face. Please.”

Cisco let the silence stretch. Then he laughed—a low, grating sound. He bent forward, face inches from the man’s, the black-and-white mask reflecting the man’s terror.

“Look around,” he whispered. “Everyone here has a story. A reason. But none of you matter. Because you’re all the same—selfish, pathetic, and weak.” He straightened, turning slowly to address the room. “And guess what?” he said, voice dropping. “You’re all going to die.”

A ripple of despair swept through the hostages. Some wept. Others whispered desperate prayers.

Jason stood frozen, unable to tear his eyes from Cecilia, who was still being held by Sami. His heart twisted—she clung to the man the man he wished he could be...
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Chapter 4: blood and smoke
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Then, from the crowd, a hostage stepped forward. Tall. Unshaken. His voice calm.

“Stop this madness,” the man said. “Let the others go. Keep me. I run a big know company and I have a good wealth so I can give you whatever you want—money, assets, protection.”

Jacob tilted his head. “You think this is about money?”

“I’ve already called the police,” the man continued. “Your friend forgot to check our phones.”

A beat of silence. Cisco glanced at Jacob.

“I called them too,” Jacob said coolly. “Would’ve saved us some time if you’d spoken up earlier.”

Cisco took a slow step toward the man. His mask reflected the flickering light like a specter.

“You don’t understand who we are,” he said. “We’re not thieves. We’re not killers for hire. We’re here to cleanse this country. The innocent will suffer, yes—but their blood will wash away the filth. We are the good guys.”

The businessman didn’t budge. “You weren’t always like this, were you?”

Cisco stopped.

“You used to believe in something. That the world could be fair. That life could mean something. But somewhere along the way, something broke. And now you blame everyone else—your government, your parents, your people. But deep down, you know the truth.”

Cisco’s fingers twitched. His shoulders tightened. He didn’t speak.

“You’re just a scared little man,” the businessman said softly. “Too afraid to admit he gave up...a loser.”

Cisco lunged.

Bang.

The gunshot echoed like a hammer on iron. The man dropped, blood splashing the dirt-caked floor. Cisco stood over him, breathing hard. He kicked the body once. Twice. Then again. Each strike more violent.

“I’m not a loser!” he screamed.

“Cisco!” Jacob barked. “Enough. He’s dead.”

Cisco’s breath came in ragged bursts. Then, from the corner of the room, he heard it—Cecilia’s quiet sobbing.

He turned slowly.  his voice shook with fury. “You. Shut up. That sound gets under my skin.”

“I-I’m sorry,” she whispered, trembling.

Cisco took a step toward her. “Come with me. Now. I have an idea.”

He turned to Jacob. “I’ll be in the next room—with her. If I don’t do something, I’ll lose my mind. And you know what happens when I get bored.”

“Fine,” Jacob muttered. “I’ll keep watch.”

Cisco looked back at Cecilia and pointed a finger at her chest. “You—blonde girl. If you please me, maybe I’ll let you live. Maybe.”

He reached for her.

Cecilia clung to Sami’s arm, shaking her head. “No... please...”

Cisco paused. “Did you just say no to me?” He turned to Sami. “And you—are you protecting her?”

Sami's voice cracked with fear. “No! I’m not! Take her. Please... just don’t kill me.

The old house creaked beneath the weight of silence and fear. Its crumbling walls were coated in peeling gray, and the stench of mold clung to the damp air. Dust floated like ghosts through the faint light slipping in from the shattered windows. Shadows crawled across the floor as if alive.

Suddenly, chaos shattered the silence.

He grabbed her by the arm—rough, sudden, brutal—and began to drag her across the room. Cecilia gasped, terror shooting through her body like ice. She tried to resist, clawed and twisted with every ounce of strength she had, but it was useless. His grip was steel, and she was powerless.

Then, through the chaos, a voice rang out—one she’d heard a hundred times before, yet this time, it struck her like lightning.

"Leave her alone! Get your hands off her!"

Jason’s voice. Fierce. Unyielding. Filled with something rare—hope.

He leapt from where he stood and threw himself between Cecilia and her captor. Cisco stopped. For a second, everyone did.

Jason’s eyes burned with defiance as he stood tall. "If you want her," he said, "you’ll have to go through me."

Jacob laughed, his voice like gravel. “Didn’t you learn your lesson, boy? We don’t love heroes around here.”

“I’m no hero,” Jason replied, his voice steady. “I’m just a guy who loves this girl—and I’d do anything for her.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes. “Love?” he scoffed. “Ask me—I’ve lived long enough to know that love’s just a trade. People only give to get. She’s not worth it, boy.”

Jason didn’t blink. “She’s everything. Her smile? It gave me life when I had nothing. That’s worth more than you’ll ever understand.”

Cisco chuckled, then lifted his gun and aimed it at Jason’s chest. “Why are we wasting time, Jacob? He’s too stupid to live. I’ll kill her, then I’ll kill him. Isn’t that what we do?”

The third man had remained silent until now, standing at the edge of the chaos, eyes sharp behind the half-white, half-black mask. He’d watched it all—measured, tense, still as stone.

Then his voice cracked through the room like a whip.

“Don’t be reckless!” Antonio barked, stepping forward. “They weren’t the targets. No more bodies!

“They’ll be the last,” Cisco muttered, raising the gun. “Let’s see how strong this little lover boy is. I bet one bullet drops him. Love’s not bullet proof, brother.”

Jacob snorted. “I say it takes two.”

Jason didn’t flinch. His voice rose, steady and clear. “You can shoot me if you want. I’m not afraid of you.”

Then, he turned—not to run, not to beg—but to face Cecilia.

His eyes found hers, even though hers were trembling, refusing to lock with his. The gun was pointed right at his chest, but he didn’t care. “Don’t be afraid, Cecilia,” he said gently. “You’ll be okay.”

He wanted her smile to be the last thing he saw. But she was frozen. Pale. Shaking. Mute.

And then—The shot cracked.

Jason’s body jolted. The bullet tore through his ribs—a flash of red, a gasp—then silence.

He dropped to one knee, blood soaking his shirt, breath coming in sharp, panicked bursts.

Still, he looked at her. Just one last glance.

And somehow, he stood again.

Shaky, swaying, barely holding on—but standing.

Cisco blinked. “Well... I lost the bet.”

The second shot rang out. Jason collapsed. He hit the ground hard, the air leaving his lungs in a choked whisper.

Cecilia fell to her knees beside him, grabbing his body, her fingers slipping on blood.

“No! Jason! Please!” She shook him. “Come back to me! Please—Jason!”

His lips moved—barely. One final breath.

“I’m sorry, Cecilia... my love...”

Her scream ripped through the cold air, She held him tighter. Rocked him. Sobbed and he had waited for her voice. And he heard it. But too late.

Jason was gone.

Jacob burst into laughter, the sound cold and soulless. “Now that’s what I call romance!”

“You’re not going to kill her?” Jacob asked Cisco. “What are you waiting for?”

Cisco licked his lips. “Crazy, I know—but I’m enjoying this moment. I like pain. Especially when I’m the one causing it.”

“You promised the boy you’d kill her,” Jacob reminded, smirking. “Don’t break your word. You’re a man of honor, aren’t you?”

Cisco approached her, gun in hand. “You see, girl? This is your fault. If you’d just said yes to a little fun, none of this would’ve happened. Well, not really. I’d have killed you either way.”

He pointed the gun at her head.

Cecilia didn’t blink. She couldn’t. Her soul was hollow, shattered.

Then—a voice thundered from outside.

"You have one minute to release the hostages and surrender, or we’ll be forced to act!"

Antonio darted to the broken window and cursed. “Seventy cops. That’s... an impact.”

“They’re right where we want them,” Jacob said. “But what about the hostages?”

Antonio turned to the crowd of frightened people. “Listen! We’ll let you live—for one reason only. You’ll carry a message.”

He raised his voice.

“Tell them our war with the government isn’t over. We will spread fear like wildfire. And when they come for us, tell them we are the ones who clean the rot from this world.”

He pointed his gun at the floor. “Now get on your bellies and hide your heads!”

The hostages obeyed without a sound.

Cisco took out his phone and grinned. “Ladies and gentlemen... if you like fireworks, you’re in for a once-in-a-lifetime show.”

He pressed a code.

The earth outside exploded. Bombs hidden beneath the cops' feet erupted in a wave of hellish fire. Screams, smoke, chaos. Blood. Shattered limbs. Silence.

Bodies lay everywhere.

Smoke cloaked the air. Survivors clung to life, choking on dust and ash.

Minutes later, a second wave of police arrived, dragging in medics. They worked frantically to save lives, pulling the wounded from the ruins, wrapping the dead in tarps. Cecilia, still clutching Jason’s lifeless body, was finally pulled away and treated.

And the three men—Cisco, Antonio, and Jacob?

Gone. Disappeared like ghosts into the smoke.

All they left behind was a single mask on the floor—half white, half black—with one word etched across it in red:

Justice.

They vanished, but the tragedy they left behind stayed. Time would pass—but wounds like this don’t heal.

Children were orphaned. Families destroyed. Hearts torn open. Fear planted deep into the city’s soul. And the name Cleaners would haunt every whisper of terror from that day forward.
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Chapter 5: Ghosts in the Garden
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Time passed, carving invisible scars deep into hearts. And as for Cecilia—her life had become a quiet storm, anything but normal.

How could it be normal after losing the only person who truly loved her—the boy who gave his life so she could live?

She spent her days haunted by memories. The way Jason looked at her. The way he spoke. Every kind word replayed in her mind, mocking her past coldness. Regret gnawed at her like a slow fire. She’d give anything to go back; to undo her indifference... but the real world has no time machines, only echoes.

One cloudy afternoon, the sky low and brooding, she sat alone on the back porch of the old student house—a place they once all shared. Peeling paint clung to the rails like flaking memories. The wooden steps creaked beneath her as she rocked slightly, arms wrapped around her knees, tracing Jason’s words in her mind like a prayer.

The air was still. The garden, long untended, had become a jungle of weeds and shadows.

Then came footsteps.

“Hey,” said a soft voice.

Sami stood behind her, hands in his pockets, unsure whether to step closer. She didn’t answer.

“Mind if I join you in your solitude?” he asked, half smiling, and sat beside her before she could refuse.

She didn’t look at him.

“We haven’t talked since... that day,” he continued. “I didn’t know what to say, Cecilia. I froze. And honestly, it should’ve been me. I should’ve been the one to die for you... not him. Because I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

Her eyes remained fixed on the overgrown yard. Her voice was quiet, distant.

“You don’t have to die for me, Sami. Just... leave me alone. Please.”

“I can’t,” he said, gently. “I won’t. I know you’re hurting, and I know I can’t fix it—but I want to be here. Like I’ve always been.” He hesitated, then added, “One of my friends is throwing a party tonight. It might be good for you. To be around people. To—”

“I have nightmares every time I close my eyes,” she interrupted, her voice sharp, eyes glassy. “I wake up choking on his name. And you think a party is the answer?”

He leaned in, frustrated. “It’s been three months, Cecilia. You’re stuck here like a ghost. What’s done is done. I know the boy loved you. I know you were hard on him, and now you're feeling guilty, but—”

“His name,” she said slowly, turning to look at him, “was Jason.”

Her voice cracked.

“And no—you don’t understand. You’ve never understood. Not then, not now.”

She stood, fists clenched, trying to keep the tremble out of her hands.

“I’m trying to be kind, Sami. Really. But I need space. I’m not in the mood for talking.”

He stood too, his voice rising.

“But you were always in the mood when it came to me, right? That’s what you used to say.”

He grinned, bitter and childish.

Cecilia froze.... Then, suddenly, her face lit up. Her eyes widened in disbelief.

"Jason?" she whispered.

She gasped and stepped forward, eyes locked on something—or someone—across the field.

"Jason!" she cried, louder now, running toward the tree line beyond the garden.

“Cecilia, wait!” Sami called, grabbing her arm. “There’s no one there!”

“Let me go!” she screamed, twisting in his grip. “It’s him! He’s sitting under the tree!”

Sami looked around, saw only shadows, swaying branches, and empty grass.

“There’s no one, Cecilia. He’s gone. He’s dead. Don’t you understand what dead means?”

But she kept staring, heart pounding, eyes fixed on the tree. Then, slowly, the illusion unraveled.

There was no one there. Only wind brushing through the branches.

She sank to her knees, sobbing, crumbling in Sami’s arms. He knelt behind her, whispering through clenched teeth.

“They’re all watching, you know. Now they’re going to think I’m dating some crazy girl. Don’t do that again. You’re embarrassing me.”
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