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Chapter 1 – The First Glimpse of Him


[image: ]


It was on a Monday morning when Maya first saw him. The air was thick with the city’s usual blend of exhaust fumes, the sharp scent of roasted coffee drifting from the corner café, and the ever-present murmur of hurried footsteps and conversations. She had been late for work, her blouse slightly wrinkled from the frantic ironing she barely had time for, a half-eaten slice of toast still sitting on the kitchen counter. The weather was an indecisive mess—sunlight flickered between patches of dark cloud, and the wind was strong enough to send yesterday’s newspapers cartwheeling down the sidewalk.

Her apartment building was a narrow brick structure pressed between a convenience store and an abandoned laundromat. The kind of building where walls were thin enough to hear muffled arguments or someone’s TV at 2 a.m., and the elevator had a stutter when it reached the third floor. She was rushing through the lobby when the front door opened, letting in a slice of the outside world and a man she’d never seen before.

Tall. Dark hair slicked back with a deliberate neatness that spoke of precision. A grey coat, tailored perfectly, hung over his shoulders. He moved like someone who knew every step he was taking would be noticed. Maya slowed without meaning to, her hand frozen over the mailbox key. His eyes flicked toward her—grey, almost silver, with a sharpness that felt like he was scanning for more than just her face. He gave a polite nod, a barely-there movement, before stepping past her toward the stairs.

She glanced over her shoulder as he ascended, noticing the absence of any sound from his steps. No creaking wood, no jingle of keys or coins in his pockets. She didn’t remember seeing him at the monthly tenant meetings or in the laundry room, and in a building this small, strangers were rare.

By the time she shook herself and retrieved her mail—just bills and a flyer for a new pizza place—he was gone.

On her way to work, the thought of him lingered. She passed by her neighbor Mrs. Grant, the elderly woman with a constant supply of gossip about every resident, but Mrs. Grant didn’t mention any new tenant. Maya found that odd. If anyone would know about someone new, it was Mrs. Grant.

Work was its own blur of emails, deadlines, and the constant hum of computers. By evening, the morning encounter felt almost distant—until she returned home. She found the lobby empty again, but something was different. The faint smell of cologne hung in the air, a crisp, smoky scent that made her slow her steps. The mail slots rattled slightly, though no one was near them. She brushed it off and rode the elevator up to her floor.

When the doors opened, she saw him again. He was unlocking the apartment directly next to hers.

The realization sent a flicker of unease through her. That unit had been empty for months after the previous tenant abruptly moved out. She remembered the moving truck arriving in the middle of the night, boxes loaded in silence, no goodbye. And now, without so much as a whisper to the rest of the building, someone new had taken the space.

“Evening,” he said as she stepped out. His voice was calm, low, carrying a subtle confidence that left no room for awkwardness.

“Hi,” she replied, trying to sound casual, though her curiosity itched at the back of her mind.

He smiled faintly, the kind of smile that revealed nothing. “I’m Nicholas.”

“Maya,” she said, and before she could think of anything else, he had already turned his key and disappeared into his apartment.

That night, Maya couldn’t sleep. She heard faint noises through the wall they shared—not music, not TV, but a steady pattern of sounds she couldn’t quite place. Like papers being shuffled, drawers opening and closing. Once, she thought she heard a muted voice, though no one else seemed to be in there. At exactly 2:17 a.m., all sound stopped.

Over the next few days, their paths crossed more often. In the hallway. In the lobby. Even once in the small convenience store downstairs, where he bought nothing but bottled water and a newspaper. Always polite, always brief, never offering more than he had to. And always with that same faint cologne.

Then came Friday night. Maya was curled up on her couch, the city’s glow seeping through her blinds, when there was a sudden knock at her door. Three short, deliberate raps.

She hesitated, peering through the peephole. Nicholas stood there, hands in his coat pockets, expression unreadable.

“Sorry to bother you,” he said when she opened the door a cautious inch. “Do you happen to have a screwdriver? I’m fixing something and mine’s gone missing.”

Maya, still a little surprised, fetched the small toolkit from under her sink. When she handed it over, he studied her for a second longer than necessary before saying, “Thanks. I’ll have it back to you in the morning.”

But he didn’t return it in the morning. Or the next.

By Sunday evening, she decided to knock on his door. The hallway was quiet, but as she raised her hand, she noticed something odd—no light seeping from under his door, no sound at all. She knocked once. Twice. No answer.

She returned to her own apartment, but an hour later, faint footsteps moved past her door toward the stairs. She glanced through the peephole just in time to see Nicholas descending, carrying a small black case in one hand.

He didn’t return until long after midnight.

On Monday, she saw him again in the lobby, speaking quietly to a man in a dark suit she didn’t recognize. They both stopped talking the moment she entered, and the stranger left without a word. Nicholas gave her the same polite nod as always, but his eyes lingered a second longer.

That night, as she lay in bed, she heard the faintest sound from his apartment—the soft click of a lock, and then the unmistakable noise of someone whispering right up against the wall they shared. She held her breath, straining to make out words, but they were too low, too deliberate.

And then, silence.

Maya stared at the ceiling for a long time, the city’s distant hum the only sound she could hear. But the image of those grey eyes in the dim hallway refused to fade.

She didn’t know why she felt the way she did—half wary, half drawn in—but one thing was certain. Nicholas wasn’t just another tenant.

He was the kind of neighbor whose arrival changed the air around him.

And in a city where strangers came and went without notice, that was enough to keep her awake long after the lights went out.
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Chapter 2 – The Whisper Through the Wall
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The first time Maya clearly heard his voice through the wall was two nights after the screwdriver incident. She had been reading in bed, the low hum of the city outside her window almost comforting, when a sudden shift in sound pulled her attention to the wall that connected her bedroom to Nicholas’s.

It started faintly, a murmur of tones that didn’t match television or music. Someone was speaking. The words were too soft to be caught completely, but the rhythm was deliberate—short bursts followed by pauses, like responses were being given. She sat still, trying to match the muffled sounds to something ordinary, but her mind refused to file them under anything harmless.

She slid out of bed and pressed her ear to the wall.

“... tomorrow... no... wait for the signal.”

Her breath caught. She had only managed to catch three clear words, but they landed heavy in her chest. The pause after them stretched, filled with the creak of movement, and then the voice again—calmer, almost rehearsed.

“... not here... careful...”

She stepped back, her pulse quickening. The silence that followed was thick, and it felt like minutes before anything moved again. Then came the soft sound of a drawer closing, followed by footsteps moving deeper into his apartment.

By the time she woke the next morning, sunlight spilling across her room, the memory of the whispers felt sharper than her dreams. She made coffee, glancing toward the wall between their kitchens, wondering if he was awake.

At 9:15, she saw him leave his apartment. He was dressed in the same grey coat as before, hair perfectly in place, a black leather satchel slung over one shoulder. He locked his door, glanced down the hallway as if checking for something, and headed for the stairs.

Maya waited until she heard the main door close before stepping into the hall. She stared at his door for a long moment, every rational part of her brain telling her to leave it alone. Still, she took a step closer. The faint scent of his cologne lingered here too, and on the doorframe, she noticed something—tiny scratches near the lock. Fresh ones.

Her phone buzzed, breaking her focus. It was Mrs. Grant from across the hall, holding her usual morning grocery bag.

“Morning, dear,” Mrs. Grant said, peering over the top of her glasses. “Off to work?”

“In a bit,” Maya replied. “Hey... did you meet the new neighbor?”

Mrs. Grant frowned. “New neighbor?”

“In 4B,” Maya clarified. “Moved in last week. Tall, dark hair—”

“There’s no new tenant in 4B,” Mrs. Grant interrupted. “That place’s been empty since... oh, what was his name... Mr. Weller. Left in such a hurry. No one’s rented it yet, far as I know. The building manager hasn’t mentioned a thing.”

Maya blinked. “You’re sure?”

“Positive,” Mrs. Grant said, adjusting her bag. “I’d know if someone signed a lease. I always do.”

She left before Maya could
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