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	PROLOGUE

	(First-person, Ethan)

	There’s a moment every night when the city forgets what it’s supposed to be.

	It slips.

	Not completely. Not enough for anyone important to notice. But just enough that if you’re paying attention, you see the cracks. The spaces between things. The parts no one cleans up.

	That’s where I exist.

	It’s past midnight when I lock up the café. The street outside is quiet in that uneasy way—like it’s holding its breath. Neon from the liquor store across the road hums low, flickering pink against the wet pavement. Someone left music playing too loud in a car down the block. Bass leaking into the air like a heartbeat that doesn’t belong to anyone.

	I tug my hoodie tighter, more out of habit than cold. The temperature dropped sometime after ten, but I didn’t notice until now. You don’t notice your body much when you’re moving nonstop. Orders, dishes, wiping counters, smiling just enough to get through tips.

	It’s easier that way.

	Jaden texted earlier.

	J: u alive or dead
 Me: undecided
 J: dramatic. bring food if alive

	There’s another message I haven’t opened yet. From Noah.

	I don’t open it.

	Instead, I shove my phone into my pocket and start walking.

	The long way home would take me through the main streets—brighter, louder, safer in theory. But it also means more people. More chances to be seen. More chances to run into someone who looks like they belong somewhere better than me.

	So I take the shortcut.

	Always do.

	It cuts behind the row of closed shops, past the dumpsters, through a narrow alley that smells like stale beer and something metallic I don’t want to identify. The kind of place where the city doesn’t pretend.

	My sneakers scrape against damp concrete. Somewhere above, a window slams shut. A cat darts across the path ahead of me, disappearing into shadow like it was never there.

	I keep walking.

	Head down. Hands in pockets. Don’t look like you have anything worth taking.

	It’s automatic.

	Has been for years.

	Funny thing is, I don’t actually have anything worth taking.

	Not money. Not connections. Not family.

	Not anything that sticks.

	The thought lands heavier than I expect.

	I shake it off.

	Keep moving.

	Halfway through the alley, voices cut through the quiet.

	Low. Sharp. Wrong.

	I slow without meaning to.

	That’s my first mistake.

	The second is looking.

	It happens fast. Faster than I can tell myself not to.

	There’s a break in the alley up ahead where it opens slightly into a wider space behind one of the buildings. Just enough room for a couple of cars if anyone cared to park there. No one does.

	Except tonight.

	Two men. One pressed hard against the brick wall. The other—

	The other is the reason I stop.

	He’s taller. Broader. The kind of presence that shifts the air around it. Even from a distance, there’s something controlled about him. Not chaotic. Not sloppy.

	Deliberate.

	His hand is fisted in the other guy’s shirt, holding him in place like it’s nothing.

	The guy against the wall is struggling. Not much. Not enough to matter.

	I should leave.

	That thought is immediate. Loud.

	Instead, I stay exactly where I am.

	Watching.

	I tell myself it’s because I need to know if this is something I’ll have to avoid on my way back next time. That it’s practical. Survival instinct.

	That’s a lie.

	The man holding him speaks.

	I don’t catch the words. Too quiet. Too controlled.

	But the tone—

	It’s calm.

	And that’s what makes it worse.

	The other guy says something back, sharper, panicked.

	Then it happens.

	A quick movement. Efficient.

	The kind that doesn’t look like effort.

	The guy hits the wall harder this time, breath knocked out of him. A low sound escapes him—half pain, half fear.

	My chest tightens.

	I should go.

	I don’t.

	Because something in me recognizes that kind of control. Not the violence. Not exactly.

	The restraint.

	Like everything he’s doing is measured.

	Chosen.

	The man tilts his head slightly, studying the guy in front of him like he’s deciding something.

	And then—

	His gaze lifts.

	Straight to me.

	It feels like impact.

	Not dramatic. Not exaggerated.

	Just real.

	Like stepping into traffic you didn’t see coming.

	For a second, I can’t move.

	His eyes lock onto mine across the dim space. Gray. Cold. Focused in a way that makes the rest of the world feel distant.

	He doesn’t look surprised.

	That’s the part that gets me.

	Like he expected someone to be watching.

	Like he doesn’t care.

	Time stretches in a strange, quiet way. The sounds of the city fade out. The music from the car down the block becomes a dull echo. Even the guy pinned against the wall goes still, like he knows something shifted.

	I should look away.

	I don’t.

	There’s something in his expression that keeps me there. Not anger. Not even threat, exactly.

	Assessment.

	Like he’s already deciding what I am to him.

	And that thought—

	That lands somewhere deep and uncomfortable.

	My pulse kicks up, slow but steady.

	Move, Ethan.

	My body listens this time.

	I take a step back.

	Then another.

	Breaking eye contact feels like tearing something.

	Stupid. It’s stupid.

	I turn fully, forcing my legs to work, to carry me out of the alley and back toward the street like nothing just happened.

	Like I didn’t just watch something I shouldn’t have.

	Like he didn’t see me.

	Like that moment didn’t exist.

	The air feels colder when I step out onto the main road. Brighter too. The neon light flickers again, buzzing louder now.

	I don’t stop walking.

	Don’t look back.

	Don’t think.

	By the time I reach my building, my hands are shaking just enough to notice.

	I shove them deeper into my hoodie pocket.

	It’s fine.

	I’m fine.

	Things happen in this city all the time. You learn not to get involved. Not to ask questions. Not to let it touch you.

	That’s how you survive.

	Inside, the stairwell smells like detergent and old paint. Someone left their trash bag by the door again. The light on the second floor is still out.

	Normal.

	Familiar.

	Safe.

	I unlock the apartment quietly, slipping inside.

	Jaden is sprawled on the couch, TV still on, volume low. Some late-night show playing to no one. There’s a half-empty takeout container on the coffee table.

	He glances up when I close the door.

	“You look like you saw a ghost.”

	I drop my keys into the bowl by the door.

	“Just tired.”

	He studies me for a second longer than usual. Like he’s deciding whether to push.

	Then he doesn’t.

	“Fridge,” he says, nodding toward the kitchen. “I saved you something.”

	“Thanks.”

	I move through the motions. Grab the container. Lean against the counter. Eat even though I’m not really hungry.

	Jaden goes back to his show.

	The apartment settles around us.

	Normal.

	Safe.

	But it doesn’t stick.

	Because every time I blink, I see it again.

	That moment.

	The way he looked at me.

	Like I wasn’t just someone passing through.

	Like I was something he might remember.

	I push the thought away.

	Hard.

	People like that don’t exist in my world.

	They don’t cross over.

	And even if they do—

	They don’t stay.

	They always leave.

	Or worse.

	I rinse out the container, set it in the drying rack, and head toward my room.

	Phone buzzes in my pocket.

	For a second, something tightens in my chest.

	I pull it out.

	Still Noah.

	I don’t open it.

	Instead, I toss the phone onto my bed and sit down beside it, staring at nothing.

	The city outside hums low. Distant sirens. Tires on wet pavement. Someone laughing too loud somewhere down the street.

	Life moving on like it always does.

	Like nothing happened.

	I lie back, staring up at the ceiling.

	Try to convince myself I’ll forget.

	By morning, it’ll just be another thing. Another night. Another face.

	That’s how it works.

	That’s how it always works.

	But even as I close my eyes, I know—

	This one won’t fade that easily.

	Because the last thing I see before sleep pulls me under isn’t the alley.

	Or the violence.

	Or the fear.

	It’s him.

	Looking at me like he already knows something I don’t.

	The next night, I take the same shortcut home.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	The Night I Should’ve Looked Away

	I don’t know why I take the same route again.

	That’s the first thought that hits me as I turn into the alley.

	It’s not like I forgot what happened last night. My brain’s been replaying it all day like a bad habit I can’t shake. Every time I tried to focus in class, every time I took an order at the café, it slipped back in. That moment. That look.

	Still, here I am.

	Same shortcut.

	Same mistake.

	The alley smells the same—damp concrete, something sour near the dumpsters, faint smoke drifting in from somewhere nearby. The neon from the liquor store doesn’t quite reach this far, so everything sits in this gray half-light that makes it hard to tell what’s shadow and what’s real.

	My steps slow without permission.

	I hate that.

	Hate that something from last night has already changed how I move through the world.

	It shouldn’t matter. People fight. People get hurt. The city runs on things like that. You learn not to look too closely.

	Except I did look.

	And now I can’t unsee it.

	I shove my hands deeper into my hoodie pocket and keep walking, forcing a normal pace.

	Get through. Go home. Forget it.

	Simple.

	Halfway down, I realize something’s off.

	Too quiet.

	Last night had tension in the air, like a wire pulled tight. Tonight feels… empty. Hollow. Like whatever happened here got erased and replaced with nothing.

	I exhale slowly.

	Good. That’s good.

	Means it’s over.

	Means I can stop thinking about—

	“Didn’t think you’d come back.”

	The voice comes from behind me.

	Close.

	Too close.

	My body locks before my brain catches up. Every instinct screams move, but I don’t—not right away.

	I turn slowly.

	He’s there.

	Leaning against the wall like he’s been part of it the whole time. Like he didn’t just step out of nowhere.

	Same dark clothes. Same controlled stillness. Same eyes that settle on me like I’ve been expected.

	For a second, I forget how to breathe properly.

	That’s new.

	I don’t let it show.

	“Didn’t realize I needed permission,” I say, voice steady enough to pass.

	His mouth shifts slightly. Not quite a smile. Not nothing either.

	“You saw something you shouldn’t have.”

	“That seems like your problem,” I shoot back.

	There’s a pause.

	Not awkward. Not uncertain.

	Measured.

	Like he’s testing something.

	Then he pushes off the wall, taking a step closer.

	I don’t move back.

	Not because I’m brave. Because I’m stubborn.

	There’s a difference.

	Up close, everything about him sharpens. The details I didn’t catch last night settle into place—the clean line of his jaw, the faint crease between his brows, the way he carries himself like the space belongs to him no matter where he is.

	“Most people don’t come back after that,” he says.

	“I’m not most people.”

	The words come out before I can second-guess them.

	Silence stretches between us again, but it’s different now. Less distant. Tighter.

	His gaze drags over me, not in a way that feels casual. It’s deliberate. Slow. Taking inventory.

	It shouldn’t affect me.

	It does.

	“So what are you?” he asks.

	I shrug one shoulder. “Tired. Underpaid. Trying to get home.”

	That almost-smile again.

	“You don’t scare easily.”

	“You don’t know me.”

	“Not yet.”

	Something about the way he says it makes my chest feel too small.

	I push it down.

	“Look, I don’t want any trouble,” I say. “I didn’t see anything. You don’t have to worry about me.”

	“That’s not what I’m worried about.”

	The answer comes quick. Certain.

	That throws me.

	“What are you worried about, then?”

	He steps closer.

	Not fast. Not aggressive.

	Just enough that the space between us shifts.

	“I’m wondering why you stayed,” he says quietly.

	The question lands heavier than it should.

	Because I don’t have a clean answer.

	“I didn’t,” I say. “I left.”

	“You hesitated.”

	Of course he noticed.

	Heat creeps up the back of my neck. Not embarrassment. Something sharper.

	“Maybe I was deciding whether to call the police,” I say.

	Another test.

	Another lie.

	If I’d really thought that, I would’ve done it.

	He watches me for a second longer, like he can see right through it.

	Then—

	“You didn’t.”

	It’s not a question.

	I hold his gaze.

	“No.”

	A beat passes.

	Then another.

	The air feels thicker now. Like something’s building and neither of us is stepping away from it.

	“Good,” he says.

	That should feel like relief.

	It doesn’t.

	It feels like I just stepped into something without knowing the rules.

	I shift my weight, grounding myself.

	“Can I go now?”

	“You could’ve gone already.”

	“Then why am I still here?”

	His eyes flicker, something unreadable passing through them.

	“Still figuring that out.”

	That does something weird to my chest again.

	I ignore it.

	“This is pointless,” I say, shaking my head slightly. “I don’t know you. You don’t know me. Whatever this is—”

	“Ethan.”

	The sound of my name stops everything.

	My stomach drops.

	I didn’t tell him that.

	I know I didn’t.

	Slowly, carefully, I say, “How do you know my name?”

	He doesn’t answer right away.

	Just watches me.

	Then, like it’s nothing—

	“I make it a point to know things that matter.”

	That’s not reassuring.

	“That’s creepy,” I mutter.

	A real reaction this time—something closer to amusement touches his expression.

	“I disagree.”

	“Of course you do.”

	I take a step back now. Finally. Putting space between us.

	This is where I leave.

	This is where I go back to normal, pretend this never happened, and never take this shortcut again.

	Except—

	My feet don’t move.

	And his attention doesn’t shift.

	“You should be more careful,” he says.

	“About what?”

	“Where you walk. What you see.”

	“Or who I run into?” I add.

	His gaze sharpens slightly.

	“Exactly.”

	There’s something under that. Something that sounds less like a threat and more like—

	Concern?

	No. That’s not right.

	It’s not soft enough for that.

	But it’s not nothing either.

	I shake my head.

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	“Dangerous habit.”

	“Yeah, well,” I say, forcing a small shrug, “so is whatever you’re doing back here.”

	That lands.

	Not in a bad way.

	In a way that makes his attention narrow further, like I just became more interesting.

	“You talk a lot,” he says.
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