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New Walls, Old Air

Caleb Frost learned two things within the first hour of arriving in Kansas City.

First: his boxes had been packed with more confidence than he currently possessed.
Second: the apartment made noise even when it was silent.
Not loud noise. Nothing dramatic. Just life settling into itself—pipes shifting in the walls, a door somewhere down the hall closing too hard, a car horn rising from the street below like the city refused to be ignored.

He stood in the middle of it with his phone still in his hand, screen dimming again like it had already given up on him.

“Okay,” he said to no one. Then, quieter: “Okay.”

The living room was half-unpacked. Or half-packed. It depended on how generously he wanted to interpret failure.

Cardboard boxes lined the floor, one labeled KITCHEN in his own handwriting—careful, precise, like naming things correctly might stop them from changing.

He crouched, pulled out a mug, and stared at it.

White ceramic. No history. No reason to feel unfamiliar.

It still did.

Caleb set it on the counter and immediately felt like he’d placed it in the wrong life.

The apartment wasn’t bad. That was the problem.

Hardwood floors with character. Tall windows that let in too much light too early. Old building charm that listings called “authentic” and meant “unpredictable plumbing and emotional instability.”

It should’ve felt like a fresh start.

Instead, it felt like being dropped into someone else’s routine and expected to continue it correctly.

A knock came.

Not loud. Not urgent. Certain.

Caleb froze.

He looked at the door like it might explain itself.

Another knock. Same rhythm. Same calm expectation.

He crossed the room slowly, every step louder than it should’ve been, and opened the door before he could think his way out of it.

And stopped.

The man in the hallway looked like he belonged to a completely different version of the day.

Barefoot. Like the building didn’t require shoes. Shirtless, skin warm under the dim hallway light, relaxed in a way Caleb couldn’t immediately place in any category he understood.

And low on his hips—too low to be accidental, too casual to be intentional—gray sweatpants that looked like they already knew something about Caleb he hadn’t figured out yet.

In one hand: a coffee mug. In the other: nothing. Like he didn’t need more than that.

His gaze landed on Caleb.

Not surprised.

Not evaluating.

Just aware.

“You’re the new neighbor,” he said.

Not a question.

Caleb blinked once. Then again, because his brain seemed to have stopped translating language properly.

“Uh—yeah,” he said. “I just moved in.”

A pause.

The man’s eyes flicked past him into the apartment. Not intrusive. Just observant, like he was reading the space the same way he read people.

Then back.

“Luca Whitaker,” he said.

Caleb realized he was still holding the door like it might fall if he let go.

“Caleb Frost,” he replied.

Something shifted in Luca’s expression—small, unreadable. Not recognition exactly. More like confirmation.

Like the city had just added something it was already expecting.

“Welcome,” Luca said.

That was it.

No performance. No warmth forced into shape. Just a simple fact offered and left there.

Caleb didn’t know what to do with it.

“Thanks,” he said anyway.

Luca took a slow sip of coffee. Barefoot. Bare-chested. Completely unbothered by the idea that this might be unusual.

Then, like it was an afterthought:

“If your sink starts making a noise like it’s judging you, it’s normal. Mostly.”

Caleb blinked. “I—what?”

A faint pause. Not quite a smile. Almost one.

“Old building,” Luca said. “It talks.”

Caleb stared at him for a second longer than socially acceptable.

“Do you... live here?” he asked.

Luca shifted his weight slightly.

“Next door.”

That made sense in a way that didn’t help anything.

Caleb nodded too fast. “Right. Okay. Cool.”

Neither of them moved.

Behind Caleb, his apartment hummed quietly, like it was waiting to be finished.

Luca’s gaze dropped briefly—just once—to the open boxes visible behind him.

“You just get in?” he asked.

“Today,” Caleb said.

Another pause.

Then Luca nodded like that explained everything worth knowing.

“It’s loud at first,” he said. “Then you stop hearing it.”

Caleb didn’t know if he meant the apartment or the city.

Before he could ask, Luca lifted his mug slightly in something halfway between goodbye and nothing at all.

“If you need anything,” he said, already turning away, “knock. Or don’t. Either works.”

And then he left.

No hesitation. No second glance.

Just bare feet moving down the hallway like he already knew the layout of everything that mattered.

Caleb stayed in the doorway longer than he meant to.

Then closed the door.

Inside again, the apartment didn’t feel quieter.

It felt aware of itself.

Caleb looked at the mug on the counter.

Then at the wall.

Then at the space where Luca Whitaker had just existed like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“I’m screwed,” he said quietly.

It didn’t sound like panic.

Not entirely.

More like recognition.
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THE NEIGHBOR WHO DOESN’T KNOCK

By morning, Caleb had learned the second rule of Kansas City:

The city did not wait for him to catch up.

It was already awake when he opened his eyes. Already moving. Already existing in a way that didn’t ask for permission or pause for adjustment.

Sunlight cut through the blinds in uneven lines across the floor. The apartment was still half-unpacked, but it no longer looked like chaos—more like hesitation that had settled into physical form.

Caleb sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, listening.

There it was again.

Distant traffic. A building settling. Pipes deciding whether they approved of the morning.

And then—

A knock.

Caleb froze.

Different rhythm this time. Softer. Not urgent. Familiar in a way that didn’t make sense yet.

He crossed the room barefoot and opened the door.

Luca Whitaker was there again.

Same bare feet. Same gray sweatpants. Different coffee mug.

This time, a shirt hung loosely in his hand like he had considered wearing it and decided against the effort.

“Morning,” Luca said.

Caleb stared at him for a second too long.

“Do you... just appear?” he asked.

A flicker at the corner of Luca’s mouth—almost amusement, not quite permission for it.

“I live next door,” he said.

“Right,” Caleb said. “I know. I just—”

He stopped. There wasn’t a clean ending for that sentence.

Luca looked past him into the apartment again, same way as yesterday—like he was reading it without asking.

“You sleeping on a mattress on the floor?” he asked.

Caleb hesitated. “...Yes.”

A nod. Like that matched expectations.

“You eat yet?” Luca added.

Caleb frowned. “It’s like nine.”

“That’s not an answer,” Luca said.

“I was going to.”

Luca studied him for a moment longer than necessary.

Then: “Come on.”

Caleb blinked. “Come where?”

Luca lifted his coffee slightly. “Outside.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is,” Luca said, already turning away.

Barefoot. Unbothered. Like Caleb’s morning had just been quietly rescheduled without discussion.

Caleb stayed in the doorway for half a second longer than he needed to.

Then sighed.

And followed.

The hallway felt different in daylight.

Less strange. More real. Still old, still slightly uneven, but carrying the smell of coffee and something faintly like laundry detergent and other people’s mornings.

Luca walked ahead without looking back.

Caleb watched him without meaning to.

There was nothing performative about the way he moved. No hesitation. No awareness of being observed.

Just someone who had stopped adjusting himself for the world a long time ago.

At the end of the hall, Luca pushed the building door open with his foot and held it there.

“Plaza’s a good first stop if you’re new,” he said.

Caleb paused behind him.

“Plaza?” he repeated.

“Yeah,” Luca said. “Unless you want to get lost first. Some people prefer that.”

A short laugh slipped out before Caleb could stop it.

“I don’t think I’m a ‘get lost on purpose’ kind of person.”

Luca finally glanced back at him.

For a second, it looked like he might say something else—something sharper, or personal, or unnecessary.

Instead, he just said, “You might be.”

Then stepped into the Kansas City morning.

And Caleb followed.

Not because he decided to.

But because, somehow, it already felt like the next step.
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CHAPTER THREE
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PLAZA LIGHT AND BORROWED VERSIONS OF YOURSELF

Kansas City didn’t ease Caleb into anything.

It placed him directly inside it.

The Country Club Plaza rose ahead of them like someone had built a different version of the city on top of the real one—clean stone, bright storefronts, and a kind of order that didn’t match what Caleb had expected from Missouri.

People moved through it like they already knew who they were here.

Caleb didn’t.

He stayed half a step behind Luca without meaning to.

Luca walked like the place recognized him.

At some point, shoes had appeared—Caleb hadn’t noticed when that happened—but the gray sweatpants remained unchanged, like they refused to participate in the idea of effort. A loose dark shirt hung open over them, like getting dressed had been considered and gently dismissed.

“You always bring people here on their first day?” Caleb asked.

Luca glanced sideways. “Only the ones who look like they’re going to panic in a grocery store.”

“I don’t panic in grocery stores,” Caleb said automatically.

Luca hummed like he didn’t believe him.

They passed a café with outdoor seating. A couple laughed too loudly at something neither of them had heard. A dog pulled its owner forward like it had somewhere better to be.

Caleb tried to take all of it in at once.

“So this is the Plaza,” he said.

“Part of it,” Luca corrected.

“That’s not helpful.”

“It’s accurate.”

Caleb exhaled through his nose. “You do that a lot.”

“Do what?”

“Answer in ways that don’t help me.”

Luca stopped walking.

Caleb almost walked into him.

Almost.

Luca turned slightly, just enough for Caleb to see him clearly in the light. There was something steady about him that made Caleb feel like he was the one moving too fast.

“I help you fine,” Luca said.

Caleb opened his mouth, then closed it again.

Because the frustrating part was—it was true.

Just not in ways Caleb was used to recognizing.

They started walking again.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

It should’ve felt awkward. Caleb knew awkward. He could handle awkward.

But this wasn’t that.

It was something else—something that made him more aware of the space between them than the space around them.

At a crosswalk, Luca stepped a fraction closer to the curb without thinking.

Caleb noticed.

Of course he did.

A car rushed past, wind cutting through the edge of the sidewalk. Caleb shifted slightly.

Luca didn’t.

He just stood there like the city had already agreed not to touch him.

“You do this a lot?” Caleb asked quietly.

“What?”

“Just... walk people around like this.”

Luca glanced at him. “No.”

A beat.

“You’re just new,” he added, like that explained everything worth explaining.

Caleb should’ve left it there.

Instead, he said, “Why me?”

Luca didn’t stop walking, but something in his pace changed—small enough that most people wouldn’t notice.

When he spoke, his voice was quieter.

“You were standing in the doorway like you were deciding whether the city was going to accept you.”

Caleb frowned. “And that means you give me a tour?”

Luca looked ahead again. “It means you were wrong about how that works.”

They crossed the street.

The Plaza opened wider on the other side. Music drifted from somewhere—live or recorded, impossible to tell. Everything here felt slightly out of sync in a way that still worked.

They passed a fountain where water moved in constant repetition, like it had been told not to stop.

Luca slowed near it.

Caleb followed.

“You ever been here before?” Luca asked.

“No,” Caleb said. “I’ve never been anywhere like this.”

Luca nodded once, like that mattered more than Caleb realized.

“That’s good,” he said.

Caleb frowned. “How is that good?”

“Because you’re not comparing it to something else.”

“That’s a strange thing to say.”

“It’s true.”

They stood there for a moment.

Caleb became aware of a few things at once:

The sound of water.
The heat on the back of his neck.
The way Luca didn’t fidget.
And the fact that he was starting to notice Luca more than the city he was supposed to be seeing.
That bothered him more than it should’ve.

“You always talk like that?” Caleb asked.

“Like what?”

“Like you already know what everything means.”

Luca looked at him.

The silence stretched longer than before.

Then he said, “No.”

And that was it.

No explanation. No softening.

Just no.

Caleb waited. Nothing followed.

The moment felt too heavy for a sidewalk.

So he broke it.

“Where are we actually going?”

Luca shifted his attention forward again.

“Somewhere you can sit without thinking about it too hard.”

“That sounds like therapy.”

“Then don’t think about it.”

Caleb scoffed. “You’re not very reassuring.”

Luca’s mouth twitched—almost there, not quite.

“That’s not my job.”

They left the fountain behind and moved deeper into the Plaza.

Shops became more intentional. Glass reflections layered over movement. People dressed like they were already living in a version of themselves they had decided on earlier.

Caleb became suddenly aware of his own clothes.

Too plain. Too new. Too much like someone trying not to look like they were trying.

Luca, somehow, didn’t look out of place anywhere.

That was the problem.

Or not a problem.

Just a fact Caleb couldn’t stop noticing.

They stopped outside a small café.

Luca nodded toward it.

“Eat something,” he said.

“I’m not hungry.”

Luca looked at him.

Caleb lasted three seconds.

“Okay, I am,” he admitted.

“Good,” Luca said.

Caleb hesitated at the door.

“You coming in?”

Luca shook his head.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Luca looked at him like the answer should’ve been obvious.

“Because this part is yours.”

Caleb didn’t understand that.

Not yet.

But he went inside anyway.

And for the first time since arriving in Kansas City, the city didn’t feel like something happening to him.

It felt like something he was moving through.

Outside, through the glass, he could still see Luca.

Standing on the sidewalk.

Still.

Not watching the city.

Not really watching him either.

Just there—like a fixed point that made everything else feel less uncertain.

And Caleb realized something he didn’t have language for yet:

He wasn’t being shown Kansas City.

He was being shown how to stay inside it.
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RULES YOU DON’T NOTICE YOU’RE LEARNING

Caleb made it back to his apartment alone.

Not because Luca left him there in any meaningful way.

But because Luca had stopped at the corner, nodded once like the walk had reached its natural end, and turned away as if that was how things were always supposed to conclude.

No exchange of numbers. No “text me if you need anything.” No promise that it meant anything beyond what it was.

Just a directionless kind of certainty that left Caleb standing on the sidewalk longer than he expected.

Now he was back inside, staring at the same half-unpacked boxes as if they had changed in his absence.

They hadn’t.

But something else had.

He dropped onto the couch—still wrapped in moving plastic he hadn’t bothered to remove—and exhaled.

The apartment felt different.

Not physically.

Same walls. Same light. Same faint hum of pipes somewhere behind drywall.

But now it felt aware of him.

Like it had registered he’d left with someone and returned slightly altered.

Caleb rubbed a hand over his face.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said out loud.

No one answered.

Which was the problem.

Earlier, someone always did.

He stood again before he could sit too long with his own thoughts and walked to the kitchen. Cabinets half-filled. Plates stacked in one corner. A single pan leaning against the back like it hadn’t decided if it belonged yet.

He grabbed a bottle of water.

Didn’t open it.

Just held it.

The silence stretched.

Then—

A knock.

Caleb paused mid-step.

He didn’t move right away.

Because he already knew.

That was the strange part.

He shouldn’t have known. He’d only met Luca once properly. Twice if the morning counted.

And yet the rhythm of the knock already felt familiar.

He opened the door.

Luca stood there again.

Same presence. Same stillness. Same effortless refusal to look like he was trying to be anything other than what he was.

Barefoot.

Gray sweatpants.

A dark hoodie now hanging open over his shoulders like it had been added without much thought.

“Did you eat?” Luca asked.

Caleb blinked. “That’s your opening line now?”

Luca didn’t react.

“Did you?” he repeated.

Caleb sighed. “I had a bagel.”

Luca looked at him.

“It was technically breakfast,” Caleb added quickly. “At lunch time. So it counts.”

A pause.

Then Luca nodded once, like that information had a place somewhere.

“Come on,” he said.

Caleb didn’t move.

“Where?”

Luca tilted his head slightly.

“Walk.”

Caleb frowned. “That’s not a destination.”

“It is here,” Luca said.

The sentence hung there a moment longer than it should’ve.

Caleb opened his mouth to argue.

Closed it again.

Because the worst part was—it worked.

Not logically.

Something else.

He grabbed his shoes.

The hallway was quieter now.

Or maybe Caleb was just noticing more of it.

Luca walked beside him this time instead of ahead.

That changed everything.

Caleb felt it immediately—the proximity
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