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1. The Weight of Years
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The rain had been falling for hours, a relentless curtain that blurred the city into a smear of light and shadow. Water coursed down the cracked brick walls of the alley, pooling in uneven cobblestones, carrying with it the grime of centuries. A single streetlamp flickered at the mouth of the passage, its glow weak and jaundiced, casting long, trembling shadows that seemed alive in the storm.

He moved through it with the silence of someone who had walked such places countless times before. His boots struck the stones with a rhythm too steady, too measured, as though time itself had long since lost the power to hurry him. The rain clung to him but did not chill him; the cold had ceased to matter decades ago. His coat hung heavy, soaked through, yet he bore it with the same weary grace he carried through every night.
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