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Chapter 1: Shadows on the Stairs
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The clock on my microwave blinks 11:47 p.m., a silent nag that I’ve let another evening slip through my fingers. The apartment’s quiet—too quiet—save for the hum of the fridge and the occasional creak of the old building settling into its bones. I’m sprawled on the couch, a half-empty glass of Pinot Noir dangling from my hand, the TV flickering some late-night rerun I’m not really watching. My legs ache from a day spent on my feet at the gallery, curating other people’s art while mine gathers dust in the corner. I should go to bed. I should’ve gone an hour ago. But there’s something about the night—its stillness, its secrets—that keeps me tethered here, restless and waiting for I don’t know what.

That’s when I hear it—the faint thud of boots on the stairwell outside my door. Heavy, deliberate, not the shuffle of Mrs. Carter from 4B or the frantic clatter of the college kid in 3A. My building’s a tired old thing, six floors of chipped paint and groaning pipes, and I know its rhythms like my own heartbeat. This is new. I sit up, wine sloshing against the glass, my pulse kicking up a notch. It’s late—too late for visitors—and curiosity tugs at me, sharp and insistent.

I pad to the door, barefoot, the hardwood cool against my soles. The peephole’s smudged, but I press my eye to it anyway, squinting into the dim hall. The light’s flickering again—damn landlord—and it takes a second for the shadows to resolve. There he is, halfway up the stairs, a silhouette cut from the dark. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with a grace that doesn’t match the weight of those boots. He’s got a duffel slung over one arm, a black leather jacket clinging to him like a second skin, and hair—dark, messy—falling just past his jaw. I can’t see his face, not yet, but there’s something about him—something that makes my breath catch, my fingers tighten on the doorknob.

He pauses, mid-step, and I swear he knows I’m here, watching. His head tilts, just a fraction, and then he turns—slow, deliberate—and looks right at my door. My heart stumbles. The light catches him then, a brief flash across his features—sharp cheekbones, a jawline that could cut glass, eyes that gleam too bright, too deep, like they’re drinking the shadows. He’s beautiful, in a way that’s almost cruel, and I feel it—a pull, low and hot, coiling in my belly.

I should step back. Should lock the door, go to bed, forget this stranger who’s climbed into my night like he owns it. But I don’t. I stay, frozen, as he smirks—small, knowing, the kind of smile that promises trouble—and keeps climbing. His boots echo up to the fifth floor, then stop. A door creaks open—5C, the empty unit across from Mrs. Patel’s—and shuts with a soft click. New neighbor. That’s all. Just a guy moving in late, nothing to get worked up over.

But my skin’s buzzing, my wine forgotten on the counter as I sink back onto the couch. I don’t sleep much that night—toss and turn, the sheets tangling around my legs, his face flickering behind my eyes like a half-remembered dream. By morning, I’ve convinced myself it was nothing—the wine, the hour, my own restless imagination spinning shadows into something more.

Days pass. I don’t see him—not in the lobby, not on the stairs, not hauling boxes or cursing the ancient elevator that’s out of order half the time. It’s like he’s a ghost, slipped into 5C and vanished. I tell myself I’m not looking for him—not checking the hall when I leave for work, not lingering by my door when I get home. But I am. And then, Friday night, it happens again.

I’m late getting back—gallery opening ran long, too many hands to shake, too many glasses of cheap champagne—and it’s past midnight when I trudge up the stairs, heels in one hand, keys jangling in the other. The hall’s dark, the bulb finally dead, and I’m muttering curses when I hear it—those boots, steady and slow, coming down from above. My head snaps up, my pulse tripping over itself, and there he is, descending into the faint glow of the emergency light.

He’s closer this time, close enough that I can smell him—leather, smoke, something earthy and wild I can’t place. His jacket’s unzipped, a black shirt stretched tight across his chest, and those eyes—God, those eyes—lock onto mine, bright and piercing, like they see too much. I freeze, one hand on the railing, my bare feet cold against the wood.

“Late night,” he says, his voice low, rough around the edges, like gravel under silk. It’s not a question, just a statement, and it slides over me, warm and heavy.

“Yeah,” I manage, my throat dry, my tongue clumsy. “Work thing.”

He steps closer—too close, the air between us shrinking—and leans one shoulder against the wall, his gaze drifting over me, slow and deliberate. My dress—red, clingy, a little wrinkled from the night—feels too tight, too thin, under that look. “You’re Ella, right?” he says, and my name in his mouth is a shock, a caress, sending a shiver down my spine.

“How—?” I start, but he cuts me off with that smirk again, the one that makes my knees weak.

“Mailbox,” he says, nodding toward the lobby. “Saw your name. 4D. I’m up in 5C. Jace.”

Jace. It fits him—short, sharp, a little dangerous. I nod, dumb, my brain scrambling to catch up. “Nice to meet you,” I say, and it sounds lame, stiff, but he doesn’t laugh—just keeps looking, his eyes dipping to my lips, my neck, the curve of my hips like he’s mapping me out.

“Likewise,” he says, and there’s a heat in it, a promise that makes my breath hitch. He pushes off the wall, stepping past me, his arm brushing mine—just a graze, leather against skin, but it’s enough to spark something low and urgent in my core. “See you around, Ella,” he murmurs, his voice lingering as he heads down, the darkness swallowing him whole.

I stand there, rooted, my heart pounding, my body awake in a way it hasn’t been in months—maybe years. Back in my apartment, I pour another glass of wine, but it’s not the alcohol that’s got me buzzing. It’s him—Jace—his voice, his eyes, the way he said my name like it was something he wanted to taste. I don’t see him the next day, or the one after, but the nights stretch on, and I find myself listening—waiting—for those boots on the stairs.

It’s a week later when it happens again. I’m coming home from a bar—girls’ night, too many martinis—and it’s nearly 2 a.m., the city quiet outside my building’s chipped front door. I’m fumbling with my keys, the hall pitch-black, when I feel it—a shift, a presence—and look up. He’s there, leaning against the stairwell, a cigarette dangling from his fingers, the ember glowing red in the dark. His eyes find mine, bright and unreadable, and that smirk curls his lips again.

“Rough night?” he asks, exhaling smoke that curls around him like a lover’s touch.

I laugh, unsteady, the martinis loosening my tongue. “Something like that. You?”

He steps closer, the cigarette dropping to the floor, crushed under his boot. “Just getting started,” he says, and he’s right in front of me now, close enough that I can feel the heat off him, see the faint stubble on his jaw, the way his pupils dilate in the dark. “You look good, Ella,” he adds, his voice dropping, a velvet edge to it that makes my skin prickle.

I should say something—thanks, good night, anything—but my words tangle, my body leaning toward him without permission. He reaches out, slow, his fingers brushing my wrist, tracing the pulse there, and it’s electric, a shock that jolts straight to my core. “Careful,” he murmurs, his breath warm against my ear. “Nights like this... they can get dangerous.”

He pulls back before I can respond, turning up the stairs, leaving me breathless and wanting, my wrist burning where he touched me. I stumble into my apartment, lock the door, and sink against it, my heart racing, my thighs clenching with a need I can’t ignore. He’s a mystery—this Jace—flirting in shadows, appearing only when the world’s asleep. There’s something about him, something not quite right, not quite human, in the way his eyes glow, the way he moves like he’s part of the night itself. I don’t know what he’s hiding, but I know I’m hooked—caught in his orbit, craving the next late-night encounter, the next brush of his fingers, the next secret he might let slip.

Sleep doesn’t come easy that night. I lie awake, the city humming outside, wondering who—or what—he really is, and how deep I’m willing to fall.
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Chapter 2: Moonlit Flesh

[image: image]


The nights have turned restless since Jace moved into 5C, each one stretching longer, heavier, like the city itself is holding its breath. I’m a mess of nerves and want, my days at the gallery blurring into a haze of half-finished sketches and distracted smiles, my evenings spent straining for the sound of his boots on the stairs. It’s been a week since that late-night encounter—his fingers on my wrist, his voice in my ear, that warning about danger—and I haven’t seen him since. Not in the daylight, not in the lobby, not even a shadow under my door. He’s a phantom, slipping through my building like smoke, and it’s driving me mad.

Tonight’s no different. It’s past midnight, the moon fat and silver outside my window, spilling light across the hardwood. I’m on the couch again, a glass of wine in one hand, a book I’m not reading in the other, my bare legs tucked under me. The TV’s off—too much noise—and the quiet lets my mind wander, replaying his smirk, his eyes, the way he’d said my name like it was a secret he wanted to unravel. I’m halfway through my second glass when I hear it—not boots this time, but something else—a low, guttural sound, like a growl, echoing up from the courtyard below.

My heart kicks, hard and fast, and I set the wine down, the glass clinking against the coffee table. I’m at the window in seconds, pulling the curtain aside, peering into the dark. The courtyard’s a narrow strip of cracked concrete and overgrown weeds, boxed in by the building’s brick walls, lit only by the moon and a flickering security light. At first, I see nothing—just shadows, the rustle of leaves—but then he’s there, stepping out from behind the dumpster, and my breath catches, sharp and tight.

Jace. Naked. Completely, gloriously naked.

He’s facing away at first, his back to me, and I can’t move—can’t blink—my eyes tracing the lines of him. His shoulders are broad, slabs of muscle that flex as he rolls them, his spine a deep groove cutting down to a waist that tapers into hips I want to dig my nails into. His ass is perfect—round, firm, the kind of sculpted beauty that belongs in a gallery, not this grimy courtyard. The moonlight bathes him, silvering his skin, and there’s a wildness to him—something primal, untamed—that makes my pulse race, my mouth dry.

He turns, slow and deliberate, and I see all of him—every inch. His chest is a wall of muscle, pecs carved and dusted with dark hair that trails down his abs, a tight, rippling six-pack that begs to be touched. His arms are thick, veins snaking under the skin, and his thighs—God, his thighs—are powerful, corded, built to run, to
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