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Shadows of Myself

Chapter 1 – The Shape of Now
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Los Angeles didn’t sleep—it shifted.

The city breathed in neon and exhaled noise, the low hum of traffic weaving endlessly through its veins. Even at this hour, long past midnight, the streets outside Jakob’s apartment pulsed with movement. Tires against asphalt. Distant laughter. The occasional rise and fall of music spilling from somewhere unseen.

Jakob stood at the window, one hand resting against the cool glass, watching it all like it belonged to someone else.

From twelve stories up, everything looked smaller. Manageable. As if the chaos of the world could be reduced to something he could understand—something he could keep at a distance.

He preferred it that way.

His reflection hovered faintly over the cityscape, layered over glowing signs and passing headlights. For a moment, his attention shifted—not to the world outside, but to himself.

He studied the lines of his face. The quiet sharpness of his jaw. The way his shoulders filled out the loose black T-shirt he wore. There had been a time when mirrors felt like accusations—when every glance carried a disconnect he couldn’t explain without unraveling himself entirely.

Now... it was different.

Not perfect. Never that.

But real.

He ran a hand through his hair, letting out a slow breath. The movement was habitual, grounding. A way to remind himself that this—this body, this life—was his.

Not borrowed. Not temporary.

Earned.

Behind him, his apartment was dimly lit, the warm glow of a single lamp spilling across clean surfaces and carefully chosen furniture. Nothing excessive. Nothing out of place.

Jakob liked control. Not in the rigid, suffocating sense—but in the quiet, intentional way of someone who had once had none.

Every detail in this space had been chosen by him.

Every piece of his life had been built—slowly, deliberately—until it resembled something stable.

Something safe.

Still, there were moments like this... when the stillness felt too loud.

When the past didn’t knock—it simply existed, just beneath the surface, waiting for him to notice.

He pushed away from the window.

“Not tonight,” he muttered under his breath.

The words weren’t frustrated. Just firm.

A boundary.

He moved through the apartment with quiet ease, grabbing his jacket from the back of a chair. The fabric was worn in the way that came from use, not neglect. Comfortable. Familiar.

Outside would help.

The city always did.
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The air hit him differently at street level—warmer, heavier, filled with the layered scent of pavement, food trucks, and something faintly metallic that clung to downtown LA after dark.

Jakob walked without a clear destination.

He often did.

There was something about movement that settled him. Something about being surrounded by strangers who didn’t know him, didn’t expect anything from him, didn’t see anything except what he chose to show.

It was freedom, in its simplest form.

A group passed him on the sidewalk, laughter spilling between them, loud and careless. Someone brushed his shoulder in passing, offering a quick, distracted apology before disappearing into the flow of bodies.

Jakob barely reacted.

He was used to this—being part of the city without being seen by it.

And most of the time, that was enough.

—
[image: ]


The café on the corner wasn’t technically open.

At least, not in the traditional sense.

Its main lights were dimmed, the sign in the window flipped to closed, but the side door was propped open just enough to signal otherwise. A quiet understanding between regulars and the kind of place that didn’t follow strict rules.

Jakob stepped inside without hesitation.

The shift in atmosphere was immediate.

Soft jazz hummed through hidden speakers, low enough to blend into the background. The lighting was warm, amber-toned, casting everything in a softness that felt intentional.

There were only a handful of people inside—spread out, absorbed in their own worlds.

It was perfect.

Jakob approached the counter, nodding briefly to the barista behind it—a familiar face, though neither of them had ever exchanged names.

“Late night again,” she said casually, already reaching for a cup.

“Something like that.”

No further questions. No need for explanations.

Another thing he appreciated.

He leaned lightly against the counter as she prepared his drink, his gaze drifting across the room without much intention—

And then stopping.

It wasn’t dramatic.

No sudden shift. No overwhelming realization.

Just... stillness.

She sat near the far corner, partially tucked into the shadows but not hidden. A book rested open in front of her, though her fingers lingered on the page like she hadn’t turned it in a while.

Her posture was relaxed, one leg crossed over the other, a strand of dark hair falling loosely along her cheek. There was something unguarded about her—not careless, but... present.

Like she wasn’t performing for the space around her.

Like she simply existed in it.

Jakob didn’t realize he’d been looking until she glanced up.

Their eyes met.

For a fraction of a second, neither of them moved.

Then she offered a small, almost absent smile—not flirtatious, not forced. Just acknowledgment.

And then she looked back down at her book.

That was it.

No lingering tension. No expectation.

But something about it stayed.

“Careful,” the barista said, sliding his drink toward him. “You look like you just found something interesting.”

Jakob blinked, his attention snapping back.

“Didn’t realize I was that obvious.”

“You weren’t,” she replied with a faint smirk. “Just a good guess.”

He huffed a quiet breath, shaking his head as he picked up his cup.

“Yeah. Sure.”

He didn’t look back immediately.

Didn’t let himself.

Instead, he moved toward a table by the window, setting his drink down as he settled into the chair. The glass reflected fragments of the city again, though softer now—muted by distance and light.

He wrapped his hands around the cup, letting the warmth seep into his skin.

It was nothing.

Just a moment. A glance.

The kind of thing that happened a thousand times in a city like this.

And yet—

His gaze drifted, almost against his own better judgment.

She hadn’t moved much. Still there. Still reading. Though now, her fingers tapped lightly against the page, like her focus had shifted somewhere else entirely.

He wondered—briefly—what she was reading.

Then immediately dismissed the thought.

It wasn’t his business.

He took a sip of his drink, letting the familiar bitterness ground him again.

Control.

That was what mattered.

Not curiosity. Not distraction.

Not whatever that brief, quiet moment had been.

Still... when he stood to leave nearly half an hour later, his eyes found her again.

This time, she noticed sooner.

Closed the book.

Held his gaze for just a second longer than before.

And said, softly—almost like it wasn’t meant to carry across the room—

“Goodnight.”

Jakob paused.

It wasn’t obligation that made him respond.

And it wasn’t politeness.

“Goodnight,” he said.

His voice was steady. Even.

But something about the word felt... different leaving his mouth.

He didn’t stay to figure out why.
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Outside, the city hadn’t changed.

Still alive. Still loud. Still moving forward without pause.

But Jakob felt it differently now.

Not in a way he could name.

Just... slightly off balance.

As if something small had shifted inside him without permission.

He exhaled slowly, slipping his hands into his jacket pockets as he started down the street again.

He didn’t know her name.

Didn’t know anything about her.

And yet, the memory of that quiet smile lingered in a way that didn’t quite make sense.

Jakob had spent years shaping his life into something predictable. Something steady. Something he could rely on.

He didn’t make space for interruptions.

Didn’t invite them.

But as the city lights stretched endlessly ahead of him, reflecting off glass and pavement alike, one thought slipped through anyway—

Unwanted.

Uncontrolled.

And undeniably there.

Maybe some things weren’t meant to stay distant.

He didn’t slow down.

Didn’t turn back.

But for the first time in a long while—

He didn’t feel entirely alone in the crowd either.
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Chapter 2 – First Impressions
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The second time Jakob saw her, it wasn’t intentional.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

Los Angeles had a way of making coincidence feel ordinary. Millions of people moving through the same streets, the same cafés, the same quiet corners carved out between noise and light—it wasn’t impossible to cross paths twice.

Still... it felt unlikely.

Jakob noticed her before she noticed him.

He was halfway through ordering when his attention shifted—drawn not by movement, but by something quieter. Familiar. The same stillness she had carried the night before, like she existed just slightly outside the rhythm of everything around her.

She stood near the far end of the counter this time, not seated. A canvas bag hung from her shoulder, worn at the edges. Her hair was pulled back loosely, a few strands slipping free near her temple as she spoke to the barista.

Her voice was low. Calm.

He didn’t catch the words—just the cadence.

Something about it settled into him before he could stop it.

“Same as yesterday?”

Jakob blinked, turning back to the barista in front of him.

“Yeah,” he said, then added, almost as an afterthought, “please.”

She smiled faintly, already moving to prepare it.

He shifted his weight, aware now of the space between himself and the rest of the room. A subtle awareness—like stepping into a place that had already been shaped by someone else’s presence.

He told himself not to look again.

Did it anyway.

This time, Mirella—though he didn’t know her name yet—caught him in the act.

There was no awkwardness in her expression. No surprise.

Just that same quiet recognition from the night before.

“You came back,” she said.

It wasn’t a question.

Jakob hesitated, then let out a small breath that almost resembled a laugh.

“So did you.”

Her lips curved slightly at that, not quite a smile—but close.

“Fair.”

There was a pause then. Not uncomfortable. Not filled.

Just... open.

Jakob wasn’t used to that kind of space. Conversations, in his experience, usually demanded something—an explanation, a performance, a direction.

This didn’t.

It simply existed.

“I wasn’t sure if this place was real,” she added after a moment, glancing around lightly. “Or if I imagined it because I was too tired.”

“It’s real,” Jakob said. “Just... selective.”

“That explains a lot.”

Her gaze shifted back to him, steady but not invasive.

Jakob felt it—not pressure, exactly. Just awareness. The kind that came from being seen, even in a small, fleeting way.

He adjusted his sleeve slightly, a reflex more than a conscious movement.

“You come here often?” she asked.

The question was ordinary. Expected.

But Jakob still took a second before answering.

“Sometimes.”

It wasn’t a lie.

Just... incomplete.

She didn’t challenge it.

Didn’t try to fill in the gaps.

Instead, she nodded, like that answer was enough.

“I’m Mirella.”

There it was.

Simple. Direct.

No hesitation.

Jakob considered, briefly, giving just his name in return and nothing more—keeping the exchange surface-level, contained.

That was easier.

Safer.

“Jakob.”

He didn’t offer his hand.

Neither did she.

And somehow, that made the moment feel more natural.

The barista called Mirella’s order, and she stepped aside to grab it, her fingers brushing briefly against the edge of the cup before lifting it.

Jakob noticed the movement without meaning to.

Noticed the way she paused for a fraction of a second, like she was grounding herself in something small and tangible.

He understood that instinct.

More than he wanted to.

“You always this talkative, Jakob?” she asked lightly, glancing back at him.

There was no edge to it. No judgment.

Just observation.

He let out a quiet breath through his nose.

“Depends.”

“On?”

He met her gaze.

There it was again—that moment where he could choose.

Offer something real.

Or keep it contained.

“...the situation.”

Mirella tilted her head slightly, considering that.

“And what situation is this?”

Jakob hesitated.

Not because he didn’t have an answer—but because he had too many.

A stranger who wasn’t entirely a stranger anymore.

A conversation that didn’t feel like one.

A moment that was already asking for more than he usually gave.

He settled on something neutral.

“Undecided.”

That earned him a real smile this time—brief, but unmistakable.

“I like that,” she said. “Honest, but not too revealing.”

Jakob almost
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