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Sadie Wells dragged her suitcase up the last flight of stairs, the wheels banging against the chipped concrete edges of the Brooklyn walk-up. Her arms trembled from the weight, her ponytail slipped loose, and a sharp sting of paint thinner hit her nose as she reached the landing. She’d dreamed of her New York arrival for years—maybe a yellow cab rolling past the glittering skyline, not this sweaty, wheezing trek through a building that looked like it hadn’t seen a maintenance crew since the ’90s. But rent was $800 a month for a room, and in this city, that was a lifeline she couldn’t pass up.

Her fingers, slick with sweat, fumbled with the key the landlord had mailed her—a battered thing that stuck in the lock until she twisted it hard. The door groaned open with a reluctant *click*, and she stopped short, breath catching in her throat.

The apartment was a explosion of chaos. Spray cans rolled across the hardwood floor, a half-finished canvas sagged against a threadbare couch, and a tarp splattered with neon streaks hung over what might’ve been a coffee table in a past life. A low, gritty beat pulsed from a speaker she couldn’t see, buried somewhere in the mess. And there, by an open window letting in the cold February air, stood a guy—shirtless, jeans slung low on his hips, a paintbrush in one hand and a cigarette dangling from his lips.

He didn’t look up. Not at first. His dark hair fell into his eyes, shadowing his face as he dragged the brush across a mural on the wall—a woman’s silhouette in blazing reds and oranges, her head thrown back like she was singing or screaming to the sky. Sadie’s pulse stuttered. It was raw, jagged, beautiful in a way that made her chest ache. Nothing like the polished posters back home in Indiana.

“Uh... hi?” she said, her voice cracking like she was thirteen again, auditioning for the school play.

He glanced over, gray-green eyes narrowing as he took her in—suitcase, wide-eyed stare, the whole small-town-girl-in-the-big-city package. He pulled the cigarette from his mouth, exhaling a slow, curling stream of smoke that drifted toward the ceiling. “You the new tenant?”

“Yeah. Sadie Wells.” She stepped inside, dodging a rogue paint roller that clattered underfoot. “You’re Ezra, right?”

“Ezra Kane.” He wiped his hand on his jeans, leaving a smudge of blue, and didn’t offer it. “Landlord tell you I work late?”

“He mentioned you’re an artist.” She nodded at the mural, her suitcase still clutched tight. “That’s... wow. It’s intense.”

He smirked, just a flicker at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah, well, it’s not Broadway.” The jab landed like a pinprick, sharp and unexpected, and heat crept up her neck.

“I didn’t mean—” She stopped herself, gripping the suitcase handle harder. “I’m here for Broadway, actually. Auditions. I sing.”

“Great.” His tone was flat, like he’d heard it a thousand times. “Just keep it down when I’m working.”

She blinked, incredulous. “You’re painting the *walls* at three a.m., and I’m the one who needs to keep it down?”

He set the brush down on a cluttered table, crossing his arms over his chest. The movement made the lean muscles in his shoulders shift, and she hated how her eyes darted there before snapping back to his face. “This is my space,” he said, voice low and even. “You’re renting a room. Not the vibe.”

Sadie squared her shoulders, chin lifting. “I paid for a room, not a monastery. I need to rehearse.”

“Then rehearse when I’m out.” He turned back to the mural, dismissing her with the tilt of his head.

She opened her mouth to argue, then clamped it shut. She was too tired, too overwhelmed, the adrenaline of the move crashing hard. Instead, she hauled her suitcase toward the narrow hallway, muttering, “Nice to meet you too,” under her breath. The room—her room—was a shoebox: a twin bed with a faded quilt, a scratched dresser, and a window overlooking a rusty fire escape. No frills, no charm, but it was hers. She flopped onto the mattress, springs creaking under her weight, and stared at the water-stained ceiling.

New York was supposed to be magic. A stage, a spotlight, a chance to be someone. So far, it was just a jerk with a paintbrush and a chip on his shoulder.

She unpacked slowly, hanging her audition dresses in the tiny closet, stacking her scripts on the dresser. The city hummed outside—horns blaring, voices shouting, the occasional wail of a siren cutting through the night. She’d expected noise, but not this relentless assault. And then there was Ezra’s music, thumping through the thin walls like a heartbeat she couldn’t escape. She tossed and turned, the quilt tangling around her legs, until finally, she gave up.

Grabbing her dog-eared copy of *Wicked* from the dresser, she tiptoed back to the living room, planning to run lines in a whisper. The lamp was still on, casting a yellow glow over the mural, which seemed to pulse with life in the dimness. Ezra was still there, crouched over a sketchpad now, the cigarette swapped for a pencil he chewed between his teeth. His focus was absolute, like the world didn’t exist beyond the lines he scratched onto the page.

“You gonna stand there all night?” His voice jolted her, low and rough, without looking up.

She clutched the script tighter. “I couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d practice.”

He didn’t lift his head. “Fine. Just don’t belt it.”

She swallowed a retort and sank onto the couch, the springs groaning under her. Flipping to “Defying Gravity,” she mouthed the words silently at first, letting them burn in her chest. She’d sung this a hundred times back home, dreaming of a stage. Now she was here, and she wouldn’t let some brooding artist dim that fire.

“‘Something has changed within me,’” she murmured, testing the waters.

Ezra’s pencil stilled, hovering over the page. “You’re pushing it.”

“‘Something is not the same...’” Louder now, daring him.

He dropped the pencil, standing in one fluid motion that made her breath hitch. “I said—”

“‘I’m through with playing by the rules of someone else’s game!’” She was on her feet too, voice ringing out, heart pounding against her ribs. It felt good—*right*—even with him glaring at her across the cluttered room.

He stepped closer, close enough that she smelled the paint and smoke clinging to him, a mix that shouldn’t have been intoxicating but was. “You done?”

Her pulse raced, but she held his gaze, chin up. “Not even close.”

For a second, neither of them moved, the air crackling between them. Then he laughed—a low, gravelly sound that sent a shiver down her spine and caught her off guard. “You’ve got guts, Broadway. I’ll give you that.”

She didn’t know if it was a truce or a challenge. Maybe both. But as she sank back onto the couch, script trembling slightly in her hands, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just stepped onto a different kind of stage—one she hadn’t rehearsed for.
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Sadie woke to the sound of spray paint hissing, a sharp *shhhk-shhhk* cutting through the thin walls of her room. She groaned, rolling over to check her phone—6:47 a.m. Ezra had been at it all night again, the relentless rhythm of his work seeping into her dreams. She’d barely slept, nerves buzzing from her first audition later that morning, and now this. She threw off the quilt, the cold hardwood biting her bare feet as she stormed into the living room.

He was there, crouched over a canvas on the floor, a black hoodie pulled up against the February chill leaking through the open window. The mural from last night had grown, tendrils of orange curling around the woman’s silhouette like flames licking at her edges. A half-empty coffee mug sat perilously close to a spray can, and the air reeked of paint and stale smoke.

“Do you ever sleep?” she snapped, voice rough from exhaustion.

Ezra didn’t look up, just shook the can and sprayed a burst of blue across the canvas. “Do you ever knock?”

“This is the living room, not your studio. I’ve got an audition in three hours, and I need quiet.”

He finally glanced at her, eyes bleary but sharp. “Good luck with that. City doesn’t do quiet.”

She crossed her arms, her oversized sleep shirt slipping off one shoulder. “You don’t get it. This is my shot—*Anything Goes*, the revival. I can’t screw it up because you’re playing graffiti king all night.”

He stood, stretching, the hoodie riding up to reveal a sliver of lean stomach smudged with paint. “And I can’t screw up this piece because you’re warbling show tunes. We’re even.”

“I don’t warble,” she shot back, cheeks flushing. “I sing. Professionally. Or I will, if I can get through today without sounding like a zombie.”

He smirked, grabbing his mug and taking a slow sip. “Then rehearsal’s gonna be rough, Sunshine. You look like you’ve been hit by a truck.”

She wanted to strangle him. Instead, she turned on her heel, grabbed her audition bag, and locked herself in the bathroom to run scales under the shower’s lukewarm spray. Her voice cracked on the high notes, nerves and fatigue tangling in her throat, but she pushed through. She had to. This was why she’d left Indiana, why she’d drained her savings for a one-way ticket. Ezra Kane wasn’t ruining it.

The audition was a disaster. The theater was a cramped black box in Midtown, the casting director a bored woman with a clipboard who barely looked up as Sadie sang “I Get a Kick Out of You.” Her voice wobbled on the first verse, her hands shook, and by the end, she’d forgotten half the choreography she’d practiced for weeks. “Too green,” the woman muttered as Sadie left, the words echoing in her head all the way back to
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