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  Introduction


Ryker Kincaid’s life was a perfectly rendered blueprint of silence and control. As an architect haunted by a past betrayal, his minimalist apartment was his sanctuary—until a hurricane named Julie Martin, and her furry, four-legged wrecking ball, Brutus, moved in next door. 
Julie, a vibrant florist with a booming laugh and an even louder dog, is determined to make her dream shop, 'Bloom & Growl,' a reality. But her infectious optimism and Brutus’s boisterous antics are a direct assault on Ryker’s meticulously ordered world. He sees her chaos as a personal affront; she sees his grumpiness as a challenge. Their worlds don’t just clash—they explode.
From laundry room standoffs to accidental park encounters, their forced proximity only fuels their irritation. Yet, when a devastating eviction notice threatens Julie’s future, and a literal storm forces them into an unexpected, fragile truce, the walls between them begin to thin. Ryker, a man who swore off human connection, finds himself drawn to the resilient woman beneath the relentless cheer. Julie, burdened by past failures, starts to see the lonely artist behind the grumpy facade.
But just as they begin to build something fragile and real, a ghost from Ryker’s past resurfaces, threatening to shatter everything. Can a man who built a fortress around his heart learn to trust the woman who arrived with tail-wagging trouble? Or will their budding connection be destroyed before it even has a chance to bloom?






  
  Chapter one
Ryker

The Structural Integrity of Silence 


Silence. It has a weight, a texture. Here, in the clean, spare space of my apartment, it’s a tangible thing—a cool, smooth blanket settling over the sharp angles of the furniture, muffling the distant hum of the city into a soft, ignorable drone. This is not the absence of sound. It is the presence of peace. A state I have engineered with the same precision I apply to my work. 
The afternoon light, pale and thin, cuts a perfect rhumb line across the polished concrete floor, terminating at the leg of my drafting table. I run my palm over the table’s surface, the birchwood cool and unyielding beneath my skin. Order. Control. Every object in this room has a purpose and a place. The three graphite pencils, sharpened to identical, needle-fine points, lie parallel to the edge of the T-square. The roll of vellum is secured with a single, weighted clip. There is no clutter, no extraneous variable. It’s a closed system, a fortress against the entropy of the world outside.
My world used to be all entropy. A maelstrom of noise, of competing ambitions, of promises that shattered like untempered glass. I escaped that. I walled it off, brick by painful brick, until all that was left was this—Unit 4B. Two rooms, a galley kitchen, and a profound, beautiful, structural silence. A place where the only sounds are the ones I permit: the whisper of graphite on paper, the soft click of a drafting arm locking into place, the rhythmic beat of my own heart, steady and controlled.
I unroll the blueprints, the paper crinkling with a satisfying crispness. It’s a community library, a freelance project. Simple. Logical. Walls that meet at perfect ninety-degree angles. A roofline that is an exercise in geometric purity. I find solace in the clean lines, in the mathematical certainty that a load-bearing wall, properly calculated, will not fail. It will not betray you. It will not smile in your face while selling you out for a bigger, flashier project. It will simply do its job. It will hold.
My focus narrows until the entire universe is contained within the two-foot-by-three-foot space of the blueprint. The faint scent of paper, ink, and the subtle metallic tang of my tools fills my lungs. My breathing deepens, syncing with the slow, methodical strokes of the pencil as I refine the cross-section of a steel I-beam. This is my sanctuary. This is where the chaos cannot reach me. Here, I am the architect of my own quiet existence, and the foundation is absolute, unimpeachable silence.
Then the world breaks.
It is not a sound so much as a physical impact, a seismic event that originates from the other side of the wall. CRASH-BOOM-THWUMP. A percussive trilogy of disaster that vibrates through the concrete floor, up the steel legs of my table, and into the bones of my arms. My hand jerks, the perfectly straight line of the I-beam scarring into a jagged lightning bolt across the vellum. The pencils rattle against the T-square, a frantic, tinny percussion. The perfect rectangle of light on the floor shudders as if in pain.
My heart kick-starts, a panicked trip-hammer against my ribs. My breath catches in my throat, a sharp, stolen thing. My entire body tenses, every muscle coiled, bracing for a follow-up strike. It’s the sound of collapse. Of failure. A splintering, grinding, catastrophic noise that speaks of heavy things falling from high places, of delicate things being irrevocably smashed.
Before the last echo of the crash has even faded, a new sound erupts, a sound that feels even more invasive. A deep, booming WOOF! that seems to punch through the drywall, a concussive blast of pure animal noise. It isn't the yapping of a small, annoying creature; it is the resonant, territorial roar of something massive, something with lungs like a blacksmith’s bellows. It is a sound that does not belong in the carefully regulated ecosystem of The Hawthorne Apartments.
My knuckles are white where I grip the edge of the table. My jaw is clenched so tight a sharp ache radiates up towards my temple. I stare at the wall, the shared wall with 4A, as if I can see the sound waves radiating from it, poisoning my pristine silence. For six months, that apartment has been empty. Six months of perfect, uninterrupted quiet. A buffer zone. Now, the buffer has been breached.
And then comes the final, most unforgivable assault. Laughter. Not a small chuckle of embarrassment, not a mortified gasp. It’s a full, pealing, unapologetic laugh. It’s bright and cheerful and utterly oblivious to the sonic wreckage it follows. It’s the sound of someone who creates chaos and finds it amusing. The sound of a person who spills something and laughs instead of cleaning it up. It’s the sound of my own personal hell, and it is coming from my next-door neighbor.
The rage comes on its heels, cold and clean and sharp. It cuts through the anxiety, giving it focus. This is not just an accident. This is an invasion. A declaration of war against my peace. The laughter continues, punctuated by another booming bark and a cheerful, high-pitched voice shouting something I can’t quite make out, something that sounds sickeningly like, ‘Whoopsie-daisy!’. My meticulously constructed sanctuary has been violated, and I will not stand for it.
My chair scrapes against the concrete as I push back from the table, the sound harsh in the newly defiled air. I stalk across the room, my steps short and rigid. My reflection in the dark screen of the television is a thin, tense stranger, his face a mask of fury. I don't bother with shoes. I don't bother with calming my breathing. I am a creature of pure, distilled annoyance, a man whose carefully balanced world has been knocked off its axis. I reach my front door, my hand closing around the cold, brushed-steel of the handle. I will be calm. I will be firm. I will quote section 4, paragraph C of the tenancy agreement regarding excessive noise. I will restore order.
I pull the door open, the sterile, beige-painted hallway of The Hawthorne stretching out before me. The door to 4A is directly opposite mine, a mirror image, except for the garish, rainbow-colored welcome mat that looks like a unicorn threw up on it. I take a deep, steadying breath, preparing my speech, and take the three steps that separate my world from hers. My knuckles are raised, poised to knock, when the door swings inward on its own.
The first thing I see is the dog. It is not a dog. It is a bear that has been mistakenly sheared and told to sit. A great, shaggy beast the color of a thundercloud, with a head the size of a cinder block and paws like dinner plates. It sits placidly in the doorway, its enormous pink tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth as it pants, creating a soft, rhythmic ‘huh-huh-huh’ that I can feel in my own chest. Its tail—a thick, powerful appendage—thumps a steady, floor-shaking beat against the doorframe. It looks up at me with soulful, intelligent brown eyes, and for a moment, I am too stunned to speak.
‘Oh! Hi there!’. The voice is the laughter, solidified into words. It’s a sunbeam, a sugar rush, a head-on collision of relentless optimism. A woman pops her head out from behind the door, beaming at me. She is a whirlwind of chaotic energy contained in a human form. Her dark, curly hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail from which several strands have escaped to frame a face that is… bright. That’s the only word for it. Her eyes are wide and green, and her smile is enormous, a brilliant slash of white in a face smudged with a distinct streak of dirt on one cheek.
She’s wearing paint-splattered overalls over a faded t-shirt, and she holds a hammer in one hand like it’s a natural extension of her arm. She takes in my rigid posture, my bare feet, my thunderous expression, and her smile doesn't falter in the slightest. If anything, it widens. ‘Neighbor! I was hoping I’d meet you. I’m Julie Martin. And this gentle giant,’ she says, scratching the bear-dog behind its ears, ‘is Brutus. Don’t worry, his bark is way worse than his bite. Usually’.
I stare at her, the carefully constructed sentences about the lease agreement dissolving into ash in my mouth. My mind is a blank slate of indignation. The crash. The bark. The laughter. This… this is the source. This whirlwind with dirt on her face and a dog that could pull a sled to the North Pole. She is the epicenter of the earthquake that just shattered my afternoon.
‘There was a noise’, I manage, my voice coming out colder and flatter than I intended. It sounds foreign in the suddenly too-small hallway.
Julie’s face crinkles in a wince, but the smile remains, glued in place. ‘Oh, that! Yes! So sorry. I was trying to hang a bookshelf. Turns out, the walls in this place are made of chalk and good intentions. The whole thing came down. My fault, completely. Brutus here thought it was the start of the apocalypse, hence the shouting’. She gestures vaguely back into the unseen chaos of her apartment. ‘It’s a bit of a mess in here right now. Moving is the worst, isn’t it? Boxes everywhere. You can’t find the coffee maker, you can’t find your sanity. You know how it is’.
I do not know how it is. When I moved in, every box was labeled, numbered, and unpacked in a predetermined sequence. My coffee maker was operational within seven minutes of my arrival. My sanity was never in question. I stare at the smudge of dirt on her cheek, a tiny brown continent of disorder, and I feel a profound, instinctual revulsion. She is everything I have spent the last two years systematically eliminating from my life.
‘The dog’, I say, forcing the word out. ‘Is he… always that loud?’.
‘Only when he’s excited! Or scared. Or happy. Or when the mail comes. Or if he sees a particularly interesting squirrel out the window’, she rattles off cheerfully, as if listing his charming personality quirks. ‘But I’ll do my best to keep him quiet. We’re still getting used to the new place. It’s a big change for both of us’.
Brutus, as if on cue, lets out a soft ‘woof’ and nudges her hand with his massive head. She coos at him, her entire focus shifting to the animal, leaving me standing in the hallway like an inconvenient piece of furniture. I can feel the last vestiges of my control fraying. The silence of my apartment is behind me, a paradise lost, its memory already fading, replaced by the thumping of a giant tail and the relentless chirp of this woman’s voice.
She looks back up at me, her green eyes sparkling with an unearned friendliness. ‘Anyway, it’s really great to meet you, uh…’. She lets the sentence hang in the air, an invitation.
‘Ryker’, I bite out. ‘Ryker Kincaid’.
‘Ryker! What a great name. Strong. Like a building’, she says, and then she actually winks. A wink. As if we’re co-conspirators in some grand joke. ‘Well, Ryker, I promise to be a better neighbor from here on out. No more falling bookshelves before, say, nine in the morning. Deal?’. She holds out her free hand, the one not holding the hammer. It’s smudged with the same dirt that’s on her face.
I look at her offered hand, at the calluses on her palm and the faint trace of soil under her short, unpainted fingernails. I imagine the feeling of her skin against mine, the transfer of her chaos, her noise, her dirt. The very thought makes my own hand feel clammy. I give her the shortest, most dismissive nod I can muster.
‘Just try to keep it down’, I say. The words are clipped, final. An order, not a request.
Her smile finally tightens, just a fraction, the first sign that my hostility has penetrated her force field of good cheer. She slowly lowers her hand. ‘Right. Of course. Well…’. She gestures awkwardly with the hammer again. ‘I should… get back to the disaster zone’. Brutus lets out a low whine, as if sensing the shift in the atmosphere.
Without another word, I turn my back on them. I don't wait for her to close her door. I cross the three feet back to my own threshold, step inside, and shut the door behind me. The solid click of the deadbolt sliding into place is a deeply unsatisfying sound. It’s too late. The seal has been broken. The fortress has been breached.
I lean my back against the door, the cool wood a poor substitute for the peace I’ve lost. The silence that returns is different now. It’s a hollow, fragile thing, pregnant with the potential for more noise. I can hear, even through the wall, the faint thud of her hammer, the muffled sound of her humming. I can feel the presence of the giant dog next door, a beast of pure, chaotic potential. My pristine, ordered sanctuary now has a gaping wound in its side, and its name is Julie Martin.
I look over at my drafting table. At the beautiful, logical blueprint, now marred by a single, jagged, angry line. A monument to the exact moment my peace was shattered. It’s a scar. And I have a sinking feeling it’s only the first of many.






  
  Chapter two
Julie

The Ecology of New Beginnings


The air in Unit 4A smells of damp soil, crushed leaves, and hope. It’s a thick, loamy scent, the perfume of life itself, and I breathe it in like a diver surfacing for air. All around me is a glorious, beautiful chaos. Cardboard boxes sag like weary soldiers, spilling their contents—books, mismatched mugs, a truly hideous lamp from my aunt—onto the dusty hardwood floors. But weaving through the cardboard mountains, claiming every patch of sunlight from the tall, grime-streaked windows, is the jungle. My jungle. 
Monsteras unfurl their fenestrated leaves like intricate green maps. A gangly fiddle-leaf fig, my most dramatic child, sulks in a corner, already protesting the move. A dozen clay pots, each cradling a different succulent, are clustered on a windowsill, a miniature desert landscape against the city skyline. This isn’t just an apartment; it’s a greenhouse with a bed in it. It’s the first, deep breath of ‘Bloom & Growl’, my new life, my one-woman stand against the Martin Family Curse of Spectacularly Botched Dreams.
A heavy, furry head bumps against my hand, and a low ‘whuff’ of air ghosts across my skin. I look down into the soulful, molasses-brown eyes of Brutus. He sits patiently beside a box labeled KITCHEN - FRAGILE (ISH), his enormous body a solid, reassuring anchor in the swirling sea of my belongings. His tail gives a slow, powerful thump-thump-thump against the floorboards, the only steady rhythm in the room.
‘What do you think, big guy?’ I murmur, scratching him behind his velvety ears. ‘Can we do it? Can we make a go of it here?’
He responds by leaning his entire hundred-and-fifty-pound frame against my legs, nearly sending me toppling into a stack of bubble wrap. I laugh, bracing myself against his weight. He is my ballast, my shadow, my co-conspirator. As long as I have him, the chaos feels manageable. It feels like our chaos.
My gaze lands on a long, carefully sealed box. With a grunt, I slice through the packing tape with my keys and fold back the flaps. Nestled inside, wrapped in old towels, is the heart of the operation. It’s a cutting from my grandmother’s night-blooming cereus, a plant that looks like a gangly, uninteresting cactus 364 days a year. But for one night, just one, it produces the most breathtaking, fragrant white flowers you have ever seen, only to have them wilt by dawn. My grandmother always said it was a reminder that beauty doesn’t have to be permanent to be powerful.
Gently, I lift the potted cutting and carry it to the brightest window, clearing a space among the succulents. Its spindly, jointed stems look fragile, but I know better. This plant is a survivor. Just like Grandma was. Just like I have to be.
‘This time is different, Bru,’ I say, my voice quiet, aimed more at myself than the dog. I run a finger along a dusty leaf, wiping it clean. ‘No more half-baked ideas that sound amazing over a bottle of cheap wine. No more ‘silent partners’ who turn out to be just my brother Jeffrey needing a loan. This is real. It’s mine.’
I can almost hear my father’s booming, optimistic voice echoing in the empty room. ‘This is it, Jules! Martin & Son Artisanal Cheeses! We’ll be the talk of the town!’ We were, but not for the reasons he’d hoped. Turns out, you can’t rush a ten-year cheddar. Then there was Mom’s pottery studio, ‘The Clayground,’ which produced a thousand beautiful, lopsided mugs before she decided she was more of a ‘sculptural artist’ and got bored. The Martins are sprinters, not marathoners. We have brilliant, beautiful beginnings, but we’re terrible at the long, slow, boring middle part. We’re a family of wilted flowers.
Brutus nudges my hand again, whining softly, as if he can sense the ghosts I’m wrestling with. He licks my fingers, his tongue rough as sandpaper. I sink to the floor and wrap my arms around his massive neck, burying my face in his thick, clean-smelling fur. His presence is so solid, so real. He doesn’t care about past failures. He just cares if dinner is on time and if the squeaky pig is within reach.
‘I’m not going to fail,’ I whisper into his fur. ‘I’m going to put down roots. We are. This shop… it’s going to grow.’
The memory of yesterday’s disastrous bookshelf incident—and the even more disastrous neighborly encounter—prickles at the edge of my resolve. Ryker Kincaid. Even his name sounded severe. He’d stood there in my doorway like a pillar of judgment, his face all sharp lines and disapproval. I can still see the look in his eyes as he took in my dirt-smudged cheek, my overalls, my beautiful, friendly dog. It was the look of a man who vacuums his lawn. A man who color-codes his sock drawer. A man who has never, not once in his life, had a ‘whoopsie-daisy’ moment.
A hot flush of embarrassment and defiance washes over me. I did make a racket. The bookshelf crash was loud enough to wake the dead. And Brutus’s panicked barking… well, it wasn’t his finest moment. A good neighbor would apologize properly. A Martin would bake a pie, deliver it with a flourish, and then accidentally set off the fire alarm. I need to be a good neighbor. I need to prove, to him and to myself, that I’m not just some chaotic force of nature. I’m a responsible business owner. A grown-up.
‘Okay, Brutus,’ I say, pulling back and looking him in the eye. ‘Operation: Appease the Grump is a go.’
I scan my collection of potted refugees, looking for the perfect ambassador. Nothing too floral—that might seem frivolous. Nothing too big—that could feel invasive. It needs to be something simple, structured, and hard to kill. My eyes land on a small terracotta pot containing a Haworthia fasciata, the Zebra plant. Its dark green leaves are stiff and pointed, marked with clean, horizontal white stripes. It’s architectural. Minimalist. It’s the succulent equivalent of a modern art museum. It’s the Ryker Kincaid of plants.
‘Perfect,’ I announce, grabbing the pot. It feels solid and cool in my hands. ‘You stay here and guard the fort,’ I command Brutus, who merely blinks at me before settling his head on his paws with a world-weary sigh. ‘No barking. No apocalyptic warnings. Be the silent, stoic type. Try to channel the guy next door.’
I check my reflection in the dark screen of my phone. The dirt smudge is gone, but my hair is an explosion of curls fighting their way out of my ponytail. I’m wearing yoga pants and a t-shirt with a cartoon sloth on it that says ‘I’ll get to it’. It’s not exactly a power suit, but it will have to do. Taking a deep breath, I step out of my jungle and into the sterile, beige hallway of The Hawthorne Apartments.
The three steps to Unit 4B feel like a mile. The air in the hall is still and silent, a testament to the kind of peace my new neighbor clearly worships. My own welcome mat, the rainbow-colored one, seems to be shouting in the quiet. His doorway is bare. Of course it is. I rehearse my lines in my head. ‘So sorry about the noise. I hope this makes up for it. Let’s be friends.’ No, too eager. ‘Here. A plant. Try not to kill it.’ No, too aggressive. ‘I come in peace.’ Definitely not.
I settle for what I do best: earnest, slightly awkward sincerity. I raise my hand and knock, the sound unnervingly loud in the silence. I hear the slide of a deadbolt, a sound that seems unnecessarily dramatic, and the door swings open. And there he is.
Ryker Kincaid is even taller than I remember, and his glare is just as potent. He’s wearing a simple grey t-shirt that fits him in a way that is frankly distracting, revealing broad shoulders and a lean torso. His dark hair is short and neat, and his face, without the angry scowl, is undeniably handsome in a severe, brooding sort of way. His eyes, a startlingly clear shade of blue-grey, fix on me, then drop to the plant in my hands. He says nothing. The silence stretches, becoming a tangible thing between us.
I force a bright smile. ‘Hi again,’ I chirp, my voice sounding unnaturally high. ‘I, uh, wanted to properly apologize for the… well, for the bookshelf apocalypse yesterday. I know it was loud. So, I brought you a peace offering.’
I hold out the little succulent. He looks at it as if I’m handing him a live grenade. For a second, I don’t think he’s going to take it. His apartment looms behind him, a cave of cool shadows and clean lines. I can see a sliver of a polished concrete floor and the leg of a sleek, modern table. There are no colors. No clutter. It looks less like a home and more like the idea of a home, sketched out in shades of grey.
Finally, with a sigh that seems to convey the immense burden of my existence, he reaches out and takes the pot. His fingers are long and deft, and they brush against mine for a fleeting second. The contact sends a tiny, unexpected jolt up my arm. His hands are clean, his nails perfectly trimmed. My own are smudged with potting soil.
‘It’s a Haworthia,’ I babble, filling the void. ‘It’s really low-maintenance. Thrives on neglect, actually. You only have to water it, like, once a month. It won’t make any noise, I promise.’
He gives a curt, sharp nod. The corner of his mouth twitches, but it’s not a smile. It’s more like a facial tic. ‘Thank you.’ The words are clipped, sterile. They are the bare minimum required by social convention. His eyes meet mine, and his expression is perfectly, icily clear. I don’t want your plant. I don’t want your apology. I just want you to be quiet.
‘Right. Well,’ I say, my smile starting to feel brittle. ‘I’ll, uh, let you get back to your… silence.’
He doesn’t reply. He just starts to close the door. I watch as he places the little terracotta pot on the floor just inside his doorway. It looks comically, tragically out of place. A tiny, living, breathing thing in a world of concrete and steel. A single, stubborn weed pushing its way through a pristine sidewalk. Then the door clicks shut, and the deadbolt slides home with a final, definitive thunk.
I stand there for a moment, staring at the blank, beige door. The warmth of my attempted friendliness evaporates, replaced by a familiar, stubborn prickle of indignation. Fine. I tried. I did the adult thing, the neighborly thing. If he wants to live in his silent grey box and glare at the world, that’s his prerogative. I’ve got a business to build. I’ve got a jungle to tend. I don’t have time for a grumpy, ridiculously handsome architect of misery.
I turn on my heel, my head held high, and march back toward my own apartment, the one that smells like life. I won’t let him get to me. I won’t. My hand is on my doorknob when a voice, dry as a good martini, cuts through the hallway’s hush.
‘Tough crowd, huh, dear?’
I startle, spinning around. Leaning against the wall near the elevators is a woman who looks like she stepped out of a classic Hollywood film. She’s probably in her late seventies, with a cloud of perfectly coiffed silver hair, impeccably applied red lipstick, and eyes as sharp and bright as a magpie’s. She’s wearing a vibrant purple silk blouse and tailored black trousers, a long, colorful scarf draped artfully around her neck. She holds a small, leashed dog—a fluffy white creature that looks more like a dust bunny with eyes—in the crook of her arm. She regards me with an expression of intense, undisguised amusement.
‘Oh! I, uh…’ I stammer, caught off guard. I feel like I’ve just been caught passing a note in class. ‘I didn’t see you there.’
‘Few people do when they’re trying to breach the walls of Fort Kincaid,’ she says, her voice a low, gravelly hum. She pushes off the wall and glides toward me, her movements surprisingly graceful. ‘I’m Ruby Gold. I own this little circus. And you must be the new act in 4A.’
‘Julie Martin,’ I say, finding my voice. ‘And yes, that’s me. The one with the falling furniture.’
Ruby’s red lips curve into a knowing smile. ‘I heard. The whole fourth floor heard. Sounded like you were trying to build an ark in there.’ She glances at Ryker’s closed door, then back at me, her gaze shrewd. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s been wound tighter than a grandfather clock since the day he moved in.’
‘He’s certainly… a fan of quiet,’ I offer diplomatically, which earns a throaty chuckle from her.
‘He’s a fan of living in a sensory deprivation tank,’ she corrects. ‘But don’t you worry about him.’ She pauses, her bright eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief as she gives me a long, thoughtful look. It’s the kind of look that makes you feel she knows your entire life story, including the parts you’ve forgotten. A low scratching sound comes from behind my door, followed by a soft whine.
Ruby raises a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. ‘That your partner in crime?’
‘That’s Brutus,’ I say with a sigh. ‘He’s a gentle giant, I swear. He’s just not a fan of closed doors.’
‘A big boy, then,’ she muses, her smile widening. She shifts the fluffy white dog in her arms and lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, leaning in slightly. ‘Let me give you a little piece of advice about your neighbor, Julie Martin.’
I find myself leaning in, too, intrigued despite myself.
‘His bark is worse than his bite, dear,’ she says, her eyes gleaming. She taps a long, red-painted nail against her chin. ‘Just like that beast of yours.’
With a final, enigmatic wink, she straightens up, gives a little tug on the leash, and glides past me toward the elevators, her fluffy dog bouncing in her arms. ‘Welcome to The Hawthorne,’ she calls over her shoulder, just as the elevator doors ding open.
I stand there in the now-empty hallway, the landlady’s words echoing in the silence. His bark is worse than his bite. I glance at Ryker’s door, then back at my own, where Brutus is now letting out a series of impatient, huffy breaths. My dog, who looks like a creature from a nightmare, is secretly a hundred-and-fifty-pound lap dog who is terrified of thunderstorms and believes the squeaky pig is a mortal enemy to be vanquished daily. A total softie wrapped in a growling, furry package.
Could Ryker Kincaid, the man of steel and silence, be the same? Is there something more to him than the grumpy, unwelcoming facade? The thought is… interesting. But I shake it off. It doesn’t matter. I have boxes to unpack, a business to launch, and a family legacy of failure to overcome. I have my own jungle to tend to, and I can’t afford to get tangled up in the weeds next door.
I open my door, and Brutus greets me with a happy yip, his tail wagging so hard his whole body wiggles. The rich, earthy smell of my apartment envelops me, a comforting hug. This is my world. This is what matters. And I’m going to make it bloom.






  
  Chapter three
Ryker

The Unstable Geometry of Memory


The apartment is quiet again. The small, offensively cheerful succulent she called a ‘peace offering’ sits by the door, a tiny green trespasser in my monochrome world. I have placed it on the floor, a deliberate act of demotion. It does not belong on any of my surfaces. Its presence is a violation, a stubborn, living reminder of the chaos that now shares a wall with me. I refuse to look at it. Instead, I retreat to the one place where I still have absolute authority: the wide, clean plane of my drafting table. 
Work is the antidote. Work is the bulwark against the tide of disorder. I slide onto the stool, the familiar motion a comfort in itself. The blueprints for the library are spread before me, a landscape of logic and precision. Here, every line has a purpose. Every angle is calculated. Stress loads are anticipated and accounted for. There are no surprises, no sudden collapses, no cheerful, dirt-smudged apologies for structural failure. There is only the elegant, immutable truth of mathematics and physics. I take a deep breath, inhaling the faint, clean scent of paper and graphite, and will my world to shrink back to these manageable dimensions.
My focus returns, slowly at first, then with gathering intensity. I am detailing the fenestration on the western facade, a series of tall, narrow windows designed to capture the afternoon light without creating excessive solar gain. The 0.5mm lead in my mechanical pencil feels too coarse for the fine hatching required to indicate the tempered glass. I need a finer point, a more delicate touch. I need the 0.3mm, or perhaps something with more character for the callouts. My hand moves instinctively to the set of shallow drawers built into the side of the table, my mind already on the task, my fingers anticipating the cool, familiar feel of a specific tool.
I slide open the top drawer. It whispers on its oiled runners, a sound of perfect engineering. Inside, my drafting tools lie nestled in custom-cut foam inserts, a silver and black arsenal of precision. Calipers, compasses, protractors, each in its designated cutout. My gaze sweeps over them, searching. And then it stops. There, in a long, narrow slot I haven't touched in two years, lies the Lamy 2000. It’s not a drafting tool, not really. It’s a fountain pen. A sleek, matte black cylinder of Makrolon, its only ornament a small, brushed stainless steel clip. It is a masterpiece of Bauhaus design—functional, beautiful, ruthlessly efficient. It was a gift from Mark.
The sight of it is a physical blow. My breath hitches. The air in my lungs turns to ice. Suddenly, I am not in my quiet apartment. The scent of paper is gone, replaced by the smell of new leather, expensive cologne, and the faint, heady aroma of champagne. I am in our old office—the one on the thirty-fourth floor with the view that stretched all the way to the horizon. The glass-topped conference table is cool beneath my forearms. Mark is sitting across from me, his smile as wide and brilliant as the skyline behind him. He slides a small, black box across the table. ‘For my partner’, he says, his voice brimming with that infectious, salesman’s sincerity that could charm cities into existence. ‘Every great architect needs a great pen. To sign great contracts.’
My hand remembers the weight of it, the perfect balance in my grip. I remember uncapping it, the soft click of the mechanism. I remember dipping the nib into a bottle of deep black ink for the first time. And I remember the document that lay between us on the table: the partnership agreement for ‘Wright & Kincaid Designs’. I remember the feel of the nib gliding across the thick, creamy paper, the ink flowing in a smooth, unbroken line as I signed my name next to his. I remember the immense, terrifying, exhilarating weight of that moment. The feeling of a foundation being laid, a structure being raised, a future being built. I remember looking up at Mark, my partner, my friend, and seeing nothing but limitless possibility reflected in his eyes.
The memory is a shard of glass in my gut. The hope of it, the sheer, idiotic purity of my belief in him, is more painful than the betrayal that followed. The pen on my desk wasn’t just a tool; it was a symbol of that shared dream. A dream he systematically dismantled, beam by beam, selling off the raw materials for parts while assuring me the structure was sound. He used my belief as collateral.
A tremor starts in my hand. My vision blurs. The clean lines of my apartment waver, distorted by a heat that rises behind my eyes. I see his face in the final days—the smile still there, but tighter now, stretched thin over a lattice of lies. I hear his voice, smooth and reassuring, telling me the accounts were fine, that the Obsidian Tower project was a sure thing, that our investors were solid. All of it smoke. All of it a carefully constructed facade designed to hide the rot in the foundation until he could escape the collapse.
SLAM. The sound cracks through the room, sharp and violent. I’ve slammed the drawer shut. My knuckles ache from the impact. My chest is tight, a steel band constricting my lungs. My heart is a frantic bird beating against the cage of my ribs. I stare at the closed drawer, at the seamless front of the birchwood, as if I can still see the pen lying inside, a black sliver of poison. My sanctuary is contaminated. The ghost is in the room with me. The work is ruined. The focus is gone, shattered into a thousand pieces.
I push back from the table, the legs of the stool scraping harshly against the concrete. I need to move. I need to pace. I need to burn off this sudden, toxic surge of adrenaline. The silence of the apartment is no longer peaceful. It’s accusatory. It’s the hollow, ringing silence that follows a catastrophic failure. It presses in on me, heavy and suffocating. It is the silence of an empty office, of a disconnected phone line, of a future that has been erased.
And then, a sound. A single, solid thud from the other side of the wall. It’s not loud, but in the ringing silence of my mind, it sounds like a drumbeat. My head snaps toward the wall, every nerve ending firing at once. My fists clench at my sides. What was that? A box dropped? A piece of furniture toppling? I stand perfectly still, listening, my body coiled like a spring. The sound is an intrusion, a foreign element in my closed system, and after the assault from my own memory, I have no defenses left.
A new sound follows. A long, agonizing scraaaaaape. The sound of wood or metal being dragged across a floor. It sets my teeth on edge, a physical, nails-on-a-chalkboard sensation that travels up my spine. It’s the sound of effort without finesse. The sound of someone who just shoves things, heedless of the damage, of the noise, of the consequences. It is the sound of carelessness. Of chaos. The sounds are random, unpredictable. There is no rhythm to them, no discernible purpose. It is the auditory equivalent of a spilled can of paint.
I begin to pace the length of my living room, my bare feet slapping softly against the cool concrete. Three steps to the window, turn, three steps to the kitchen counter, turn. A caged, restless energy hums through me. My thoughts are a maelstrom, the past and present colliding. Mark’s smiling, treacherous face is superimposed over the blank, beige wall that separates my apartment from hers. The scrape comes again, louder this time, followed by a muffled curse.
Then, the symphony of destruction finds its lead instrument. It begins with a faint, wheezing sound, like a tiny, asthmatic accordion. It is the sound of a plastic bladder inhaling. And then comes the exhale: a high-pitched, pathetic, soul-crushingly monotonous squeak. A brief pause. A wheeze. A squeak. It’s the dog. The bear. Brutus. He has a toy. A squeaky toy. It is, without question, the most irritating sound ever conceived by man.
Wheeze. Squeak. Wheeze. Squeak. The sound is a tiny, sharp drill boring directly into my prefrontal cortex. It is the auditory manifestation of pointless, frenetic, idiotic activity. It is the opposite of the quiet, focused creation I was attempting at my desk. It is destruction. It is entropy. It is the sound of my sanity slowly unraveling. I stop pacing and stand in the center of the room, my hands covering my ears, but it’s useless. The sound penetrates bone and cartilage. It’s inside my skull.
Wheeze. Squeak. Wheeze. Squeak. The relentless rhythm is a form of torture. It’s the sonic equivalent of a flickering fluorescent light. I think of Mark’s endless, pointless reassurances. ‘It’s all good, Ry. Don’t worry. I’ve got it handled.’ A steady, rhythmic stream of meaningless noise designed to distract from the underlying disaster. This squeaking… it feels the same. A personal attack. A deliberate, targeted assault on the last vestiges of my peace. She knows. She must know how thin these walls are. She and her beast are next door, manufacturing this cacophony, this symphony of idiocy, and they are doing it on purpose. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. It is a siege.
I can’t stay here. I can’t breathe in this room with the ghosts and the squeaking. The walls are no longer a fortress; they are a conductor, channeling the chaos directly into my brain. I have to get out. Escape. I stride to the door, grabbing my keys from the small steel bowl where they reside. My movements are jerky, robotic. I wrench the door open, not caring about the noise I’m making. I need air. I need distance. I need to be somewhere the squeaking cannot follow.
I step into the sterile quiet of the hallway, pulling my door shut behind me. The silence is a balm, but I can still hear the ghost of the squeak echoing in my ears. I turn towards the elevators, my stride long and purposeful, my gaze fixed on the glowing down arrow. But as I pass Unit 4A, a flicker of movement in my peripheral vision makes me stop. Her door is ajar. Not wide open, but not closed. A dark gap of about six inches. She must have left it open for the dog, or maybe she just forgot. Careless.
I should keep walking. It is not my business. I have no interest in her life, in her space. But my feet have stopped moving. Against my will, my head turns. My eyes are drawn to that dark gap, a crack in her world that allows me to see inside. And what I see stops my breath in my chest.
It is chaos. Absolute, unmitigated chaos. The scene is a tableau of entropy. A mountain of half-unpacked cardboard boxes leans at a precarious angle, threatening to collapse. One has already spilled its contents—a cascade of mismatched coffee mugs—onto the floor. A large, dark smear of potting soil stains the hardwood like an open wound, and tiny clumps of dirt are tracked across the floor in a pattern that suggests a large animal has been pacing. And the plants. My god, the plants. They are everywhere. They crowd every surface, a riot of uncontrolled, suffocating green. They sit on the floor, on top of boxes, on a windowsill so crowded it’s a miracle the pots haven’t pushed each other off. It’s a jungle, but not a healthy one. It’s a desperate, disorganized collection of living things thrown together without a plan, without any sense of order or design.
It’s not a home. It is a physical manifestation of a disorganized mind. It is proof. This is who she is. A person who lives in a constant state of disarray, who creates messes and leaves them, who cannot control her own environment. A person who is all bright, noisy, chaotic impulse with no follow-through, no structure, no discipline.
A low, guttural scoff escapes my lips. The sound is ugly in the quiet hallway. I see Mark’s office in the last weeks, the stacks of unpaid invoices hidden under blueprints, the half-eaten takeout containers, the desperate, frantic energy of a man whose world was collapsing because he had no discipline, no control. He was all charm and big ideas, a whirlwind of promises built on a foundation of sand. And this woman, my neighbor, she is the same. I can see it in the spilled dirt, in the teetering boxes, in the relentless, idiotic squeaking of her dog’s toy. She is the kind of person who leaves a wake of destruction and laughs while she does it.
My judgment, which had been a vague, formless annoyance, now hardens into something cold and solid. It settles in my gut like a block of ice. She is not just a nuisance. She is a threat. A threat to my peace, to my order, to the fragile stability I have fought so hard to build. People who live in chaos cannot be trusted. Their disorder inevitably spills out, contaminating everything around them. They make promises they forget, they take on responsibilities they can’t handle, and they leave people like me to survey the wreckage and clean up the mess.
I feel a profound, chilling certainty. I was right to reject her handshake. I was right to reject her plant. Any connection, no matter how small, is an invitation for her chaos to seep into my life. The memory of Mark, the squeaking toy, and the sight of her disastrous apartment all coalesce into a single, unified truth: I am surrounded. The fortress has been breached from within by my own memories, and it is under assault from without by a force of pure, relentless entropy.
I turn away from her open door, my face a mask of cold resolve. I will not let it happen again. I will reinforce the walls. I will not engage. I will not acknowledge. I will treat her and her noise and her chaos as a storm to be weathered, a structural flaw in the building that I must insulate myself against. My jaw is set, my fists are clenched. I walk toward the elevator, no longer fleeing the noise, but marching toward a renewed, colder, and more absolute isolation. It is the only way to guarantee the integrity of the structure. It is the only way to survive.






  
  Chapter four
Julie

The Architecture of a Promise


The late afternoon sun, thick and golden as honey, is pouring through my living room window, illuminating a million dancing dust motes and making the new leaves on my monstera glow a brilliant, almost holy green. For the first time in days, the apartment feels less like a disaster zone and more like a home in the making. I’ve carved out a small island of order amidst the cardboard archipelago: a comfortable armchair, a small table, and my grandmother’s lopsided reading lamp. Brutus is snoring softly at my feet, his huge body twitching as he chases dream-squirrels. A cup of lukewarm tea sits on a coaster. It’s a moment of quiet, hard-won peace, a fragile truce in my war against chaos. I am putting down roots, one unpacked box at a time. 
The knock on the door is so unexpected it makes me jump, sloshing tea onto my hand. It’s not the sharp, impatient rap of a delivery person, nor the hesitant tap of a neighbor. It’s a jaunty, confident rhythm—rat-a-tat-tat—a sound that belongs in a musical. Brutus lifts his heavy head, lets out a low, questioning ‘wuff,’ but doesn’t bother getting up. My heart gives a funny little lurch, a complicated mix of pleasure and apprehension. I only know one person who knocks like they’re expecting a standing ovation.
I wipe my hand on my jeans and pad to the door, peering through the peephole. Yep. There he is. A shock of dark, artfully messy hair, a smile that could sell sand in the Sahara, and the kind of effortless cool that always made me feel like I was trying just a little too hard. Jeffrey.
I swing the door open, and my little brother’s smile widens, if that’s even possible. ‘There she is! My big-shot sister, the urban horticulturalist! Queen of the Concrete Jungle!’ He sweeps into the apartment, bypassing a hug and instead grabbing my shoulders to hold me at arm’s length, his eyes doing a theatrical scan of the room.
‘Jules, this place is amazing,’ he says, his voice a warm, effusive wave that washes over the room. He smells of expensive cologne and something else—that faint, electric buzz of a new idea. ‘Look at all this! The light! The potential! And all these… green things.’ He gestures vaguely at the nearest cluster of plants. ‘You’re really doing it. You’re building your empire.’
I can’t help but smile back, the warmth of his praise melting some of the immediate caution. ‘It’s a start,’ I say, a little breathless from the sheer force of his personality. ‘It’s mostly just boxes and dirt right now.’
‘Nonsense. It’s a vibe,’ he declares, releasing me to wander deeper into the room. He navigates the maze of boxes with a dancer’s grace, a stark contrast to my own clumsy shuffling. He’s wearing a crisp button-down shirt, dark, slim-fit jeans, and boots that probably cost more than my first month’s rent. He looks like success, or at least a very convincing advertisement for it. ‘I knew you had it in you. Mom and Dad, you know, they’re dreamers. But you, Jules? You’re a builder. You’ve got the grit.’
My stomach clenches. The compliment is a beautiful, handcrafted Trojan horse, and I can already hear the tiny soldiers of a new request rattling around inside. This is how it always begins. The charm offensive. The flattery designed to soften me up, to remind me that we’re the Martin kids, a team, in this together. He circles the room, touching a leaf here, admiring a piece of furniture there, weaving a web of compliments that I feel myself getting stuck in, despite knowing better.
‘Seriously, I’m so proud of you,’ he says, turning to face me, his expression a carefully calibrated mask of sincerity. ‘After all that other stuff… to pick yourself up and go for it like this? It’s inspiring. Truly.’
The ‘other stuff’ hangs in the air between us. He means the cheese fiasco. He means the pottery studio. He means the string of brilliant, beautiful Martin Family failures that I am so desperately trying to break away from. And he, of all people, knows his part in them. The warmth I felt just moments ago is cooling rapidly, replaced by a familiar, weary resignation. I cross my arms over my chest, a subconscious
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