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Chapter One: The Ghost in the Lens
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​The digital shutter clicked with a rhythmic, mechanical pulse, a sound that usually brought Romero a sense of absolute control. But tonight, sitting in the blue-light glow of his home office, the sound felt like a heartbeat—one that wasn’t his own.

​He scrolled through a folder titled Legacy, a collection of raw files he hadn’t opened in years. His finger hovered over a thumbnail, then double-clicked. The image expanded to fill the screen, grainy and oversaturated with the gold of a decade-old Windhoek sun.

​It was a photo Aimz had taken with Romero’s first "real" camera. In the frame, a teenage Romero and Michelle were caught in the gravitational pull of a near-miss. Their faces were inches apart, the tip of Romero’s nose almost brushing hers. Michelle’s eyes were closed, her curls catching the light like spun copper, while Romero looked terrified—gripping his sunglasses like they were the only thing keeping him grounded on earth.

​Romero leaned back, a bittersweet smirk tugging at his mouth. Aimz had mocked him for a week after taking that shot, flexing his biceps and calling it "The Great Almost". Aimz, the adopted big brother who had taken Romero in when his mother went to rehab, had always been the muscle and the protector. He was the one who taught Romero that some things were worth fighting for, even if you were trembling while you did it.

​The memory shifted, pulling Romero back into the heat of that afternoon at the community pool.

​The air had tasted of chlorine and orange soda. Michelle moved through the crowd like sunlight itself, the college’s former head girl and cheer captain, a girl whose presence was unmistakably magnetic. While her friends clung to her orbit, Romero stood at the deep end, his heart drumming like a courtroom gavel.

​"Say something cool," he had whispered to himself, his swagger failing him the moment she turned.

​Beside the diving board, Aimz had been putting on a show, flexing for the younger students, while Eddie—Romero’s best friend and a future lensman of a different sort—gave a low whistle.

​"You gonna stare till the sun goes down, or are you actually gonna talk to her this decade?" Eddie had challenged, his camera already slung over his shoulder like a weapon.

​"Respect the slow burn," Aimz had joked, though his eyes remained sharp, always watching out for his younger brother.

​Romero had finally stepped forward. The chatter of the students died down as he approached the girl who was "always learning, always planning, always becoming". When he asked her out—not just for coffee, but "for real"—the silence of the poolside felt heavier than the water.
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