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Move-In Day

The thing about rock bottom is that at least you don't have to worry about the fall anymore.

That's what I told myself as I hauled the last box up three flights of stairs in a building that smelled like old paint and someone's aggressive curry habit. My arms were shaking, my lower back had filed a formal complaint somewhere around trip number six, and I was pretty sure the cardboard bottom of this box was about to give out and scatter two hundred dollars' worth of Copic markers down the stairwell like a rainbow-colored avalanche.

But the apartment was mine.

Mine.

No roommates who walked in while I was drawing explicit art and then stood there asking questions about anatomy. No passive-aggressive notes on the fridge about "appropriate content in shared spaces." No Tyler, who'd broken up with me four months ago but somehow still had opinions about my career, my haircut, and my inability to "just get a normal job."

I shouldered open the door to 3B and set the box down on the floor next to its eleven siblings. The apartment wasn't much—one bedroom, a bathroom with a shower that looked like it had survived a war, a kitchen the size of a generous closet—but the living room had these massive old windows that flooded the whole space with late-afternoon light. Good light. Drawing light. The kind of light that made me think maybe I hadn't made a catastrophic mistake moving across the city for cheaper rent and bigger windows.

I stood in the middle of the empty room, hands on my hips, sweating through my T-shirt, and grinned like an idiot.

This was going to work.
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By nine p.m., I'd assembled the basics of a functional life. Mattress on the floor because the bed frame was in four pieces and I'd lost the Allen wrench. Desk shoved against the wall under the big window. Dual monitors, drawing tablet, reference books stacked in a precarious tower that would absolutely kill me in an earthquake. My dying succulent—Leonard—placed on the windowsill where he could contemplate his mortality in natural light.

I cracked a beer, dropped into my desk chair, and pulled up my dashboard.

Neon Alibi. My baby. My spicy, messy, probably-never-going-to-pay-my-rent MM webcomic about a hacker and a nightclub bouncer falling for each other in a neon-drenched city that didn't exist. Fifteen thousand subscribers across platforms. A Patreon that covered groceries most months. Fan art that ranged from "surprisingly beautiful" to "I need to bleach my eyes but also... save that one."

I had an episode due in four days and I'd drawn exactly zero panels. The move had eaten my whole week, and my buffer was nonexistent. I cracked my knuckles, opened a blank canvas, and—

Thump.

I glanced at the ceiling.

Thump. Thump.

Rhythmic. Steady. Coming from directly above me.

I blinked. Okay. Someone was... exercising? Moving furniture? Aggressively bouncing a basketball?

Then a voice filtered through the ceiling. Deep. Male. Muffled enough that I couldn't make out the words, but clear enough to catch the tone—low, commanding, edged with a laugh. Another voice answered, higher, breathless.

Oh.

Oh.

The thumping picked up speed. The bed frame—because that's what it was, I wasn't stupid, that was unmistakably a bed frame hitting a wall in a very specific cadence—settled into a relentless rhythm. The deep voice again, not laughing anymore, something growled that might have been an instruction. The higher voice responded with a sound that wasn't a word at all. Just a raw, unfiltered moan that punched straight through the ceiling, the subfloor, the cheap carpet, and directly into my nervous system.

I sat at my desk, stylus frozen over the tablet, mouth slightly open, and listened to my upstairs neighbor fuck someone into next week.

The building was old. The walls were thick enough—I hadn't heard a peep from the neighbors on either side. But the ceilings? The floors? Whatever was between my apartment and the one above me might as well have been tissue paper. Every sound came through with mortifying clarity. The creak of springs. A headboard tapping the wall like a metronome—tap, tap, tap, tap—speeding up. Skin against skin. That deep voice again, and this time I caught a fragment: "—just like that, yeah, fuck—"

My face was on fire.

I should put on headphones. I should absolutely put on headphones. That was the decent, respectful, not-a-creep thing to do.

I didn't put on headphones.

Instead, I sat there, beer getting warm in my hand, and felt the sounds wash over me like a wave I hadn't asked for and couldn't outswim. The guy upstairs had a voice like velvet dragged over gravel—the kind of voice that didn't need to shout to command a room. Every sound he made was deliberate, confident, completely in control. And whoever was with him was losing their entire mind.

I couldn't blame them.

The moan that came next was loud enough that I flinched—guttural, wrecked, the kind of sound a person makes when they've been pushed past the point of caring how they look or sound. It was followed by a sharp intake of breath, a muttered "oh god, oh god," and then the deep voice again, soothing now, almost tender: "I've got you. Let go."

I realized two things simultaneously. One: I was gripping the edge of my desk hard enough to leave dents in my palms. Two: I was hard. Not half-mast, not vaguely interested—fully, painfully hard, straining against my joggers, pulse thudding in my ears.

Jesus Christ.

The sounds upstairs were building toward something. The rhythm was faster, the headboard was going to leave a hole in the wall at this rate, and the higher voice had dissolved into a continuous, desperate litany of yes yes yes that my brain was cataloging against my will. Then the deep voice cut through everything—a ragged groan, raw and unpolished, the first sound he'd made that didn't seem controlled—and the thumping stuttered, slowed, stopped.

Quiet.

Then: laughter. Both of them, breathless and satisfied. The murmur of conversation I couldn't make out. Footsteps—bare feet on hardwood. A door opening and closing. Water running.

I stared at the ceiling.

My beer was untouched. My drawing tablet was blank. My dick was having an opinion about the evening that I was choosing to ignore because I had standards, or at least I'd had them until about fifteen minutes ago.

I put my headphones on—finally, belatedly, pointlessly—cranked up my work playlist, and tried to draw.
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Here's the thing about being an artist: your hands betray you. You can lie with your mouth, your face, your body language. But whatever's living in your subconscious comes out through your fingers, and no amount of denial can stop it.

I meant to draw Episode 47 of Neon Alibi. I meant to sketch the scene I'd been planning all week—Kai and Dominic arguing on a rain-slicked rooftop, the city glowing behind them, tension thick enough to bite.

What came out instead was a body.

Broad shoulders. A back that tapered to a narrow waist. Hands—large, strong, one braced against a headboard, fingers spread wide. The musculature was loose, suggestive, every line implying motion even in stillness. I drew the curve of a spine arched in effort, the bunched power of a thigh, a jaw clenched with the kind of focus that made my stomach flip.

The figure had no face. I didn't know what he looked like—this mystery sex god above me, this man with the velvet-gravel voice and the stamina of a marathon runner. All I had were sounds and my imagination, and my imagination was, as always, working overtime.

I drew for an hour. Not the comic. Not anything I could publish or post or show to another human being without needing a paper bag to breathe into. Just him—or the idea of him—in sketch after sketch, each one filthier than the last. Hands gripping a headboard. A mouth open on a groan. A body curved over another body, dominant, giving, relentless.

I saved every file in a folder I named "DO NOT OPEN" with the resigned awareness that I would absolutely open it later, alone, in the dark, and hate myself.

My phone buzzed.

Daniela: How's the new place? Did you eat actual food or just beer and granola bars?

Me: Place is great. Ate a full meal. Definitely not just beer.

Daniela: Liar. Send me pics of the apartment tomorrow. Love you, nerd.

Me: Love you too.

I set the phone down and pulled my headphones off. The building had gone quiet. Not silent—old buildings are never silent. The pipes murmured. Something creaked in the walls, the skeleton of the place settling for the night. From the street, a distant siren. Normal sounds. Livable sounds.

Then, above me: footsteps. Slow this time, relaxed. The upstairs neighbor, moving around his apartment alone—whoever he'd been with must have left while I was drawing. A cabinet opened and closed. The faint clink of glass. The low, barely-there sound of music—something jazzy and warm, like a saxophone played just for itself.

He was having a drink. Unwinding. Living his life in the apartment above mine, twelve inches of plaster and pipe between his floor and my ceiling, close enough that I could hear the ice shift in his glass.

I pulled my knees up on the chair and rested my chin on them. The arousal had faded into something else—not less intense, but different. Curiosity. The particular, dangerous curiosity of someone who makes his living observing people and translating them into lines and shadows on a screen.

Who was he? What did he look like? Was the confidence I heard in his voice real, or something he could turn on and off? Did he know how thin the ceilings were? Did he care?

I thought about knocking on his door and introducing myself—Hi, I'm your new downstairs neighbor, I heard you give someone the orgasm of their life tonight and also I drew you naked six times, welcome to the building—and immediately wanted to launch myself out the window.

No. I would be normal about this. I would buy earplugs, finish my episode, and interact with my upstairs neighbor like a functioning adult human who did not spend his first night in a new apartment getting hard to the sound of a stranger's sex life.

Normal. Completely normal.

I brushed my teeth, turned off the lights, and lay down on the mattress on the floor. The sheets smelled like the lavender detergent Daniela had packed in my moving supplies because she was convinced I'd use whatever was cheapest and break out in hives. She was right. I would have.

The building settled. The music upstairs faded. Silence—real silence—crept in.

And then, just as I was drifting off, a creak. The upstairs neighbor settling into his own bed. The mattress shifted. A sigh—long, quiet, the kind of exhale that carries the full weight of a day.

It was such a small, human sound. Not sexy, not performative. Just tired. A person lying down in the dark, alone, at the end of the night.

Something about it made my chest ache in a way I couldn't explain.

I stared at the ceiling for a long time.
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Three a.m. I was still awake.

Not because of noise—the building was dead silent. Because my brain wouldn't shut up. Because I kept replaying those sounds, that voice, the sharp crack of authority in it and then the raw, unguarded groan at the end. Because I kept thinking about the sigh. The way confidence and loneliness could live in the same person, separated by nothing but an audience.

I rolled over and grabbed my phone. Opened the folder. Looked at the sketches.

They were good. Not in a technical sense—the anatomy was rough, proportional shortcuts I'd clean up if I were posting them. But there was something alive in them. An energy I hadn't put into my work in months. The figure on the screen practically vibrated with presence, with heat, with the kind of magnetism that made you lean closer even when you knew you shouldn't.

I thought about what my readers would say if they saw these. The comments section would melt down. "WHO IS THIS?" "Evan, who hurt you?" "Sir, this is a webcomic, not a confession."

I closed the folder.

I was being insane. I'd been in this apartment for twelve hours. I hadn't even seen the guy's face. All I had was a voice through a ceiling and the overheated projections of a twenty-seven-year-old who hadn't been touched by another person in four months and was apparently so starved for connection that eavesdropping on a stranger's sex life qualified as intimacy.

Get a grip, Torres.

I shoved the phone under my pillow, pulled the blanket over my head, and willed myself to sleep.

It almost worked. I was right on the edge—that floaty, dissolving state where thoughts stop making sense and start becoming dreams—when the last image that flickered through my head was a hand. Large, strong, braced against a headboard, fingers spread wide. And a voice, low and absolute, cutting through the dark:

I've got you. Let go.

I fell asleep hard and dreamed about someone I'd never met.
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Morning light slammed through the big windows at seven a.m. because I'd been too lazy to hang curtains and apparently this apartment faced due east, which the listing had called "sun-drenched" and I was now calling "an assault."

I groaned, rolled off the mattress, and shuffled to the kitchen to make coffee in the one mug I'd unpacked—a chipped black thing that said WORLD'S OKAYEST ARTIST, a gift from Daniela that I pretended to hate and used every single day.

While the coffee brewed, I stood at the window and looked at the building across the alley. Fire escapes and brick and someone's dead herb garden on a third-floor ledge. The city waking up in pieces: a delivery truck double-parked, a woman walking a tiny furious dog, two guys arguing about parking in a language I didn't speak but understood perfectly based on hand gestures alone.

Normal morning. Normal building. Normal life.

I was going to be fine.

I sat down at my desk, opened the blank canvas for Episode 47, and started sketching. Kai and Dominic on the rooftop. Rain. Tension. The scene I'd been planning.

Forty-five minutes in, I had a decent rough layout. The composition was working. Dominic's body language was right—coiled, dangerous, keeping Kai at arm's length while every line of him screamed come closer. I was in the zone, that rare headspace where the stylus becomes an extension of your hand and the art just flows, and I thought: See? This is fine. Last night was a blip. You're a professional. You've drawn hundreds of panels of two men wanting each other—this is just source material. Inspiration. Totally healthy.

Then I realized I'd given Dominic broader shoulders. A tapered waist. Hands braced against the rooftop railing with fingers spread wide.

I'd drawn him. Again. Without even trying.

I dropped the stylus, pushed back from the desk, and put my face in my hands.

"What the hell did I move into?" I said to the empty apartment.

Leonard the succulent did not answer. He was too busy dying.

From somewhere above me, faintly, a door opened and closed. Footsteps—confident, unhurried—crossed the ceiling and faded toward the stairwell.

The upstairs neighbor was leaving.

And I sat at my desk in yesterday's T-shirt, hair sticking up in six directions, coffee going cold, surrounded by sketches of a man I'd never seen—and knew, with the bone-deep certainty of someone who has made the same mistake enough times to recognize the shape of it, that I was already in trouble.

Spectacular, debilitating, utterly predictable trouble.

Welcome home.
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Stairwell

I could tell you the exact moment a person decides what I am to them.

It's in the eyes. That first flicker when they register the face, the body, the way I carry myself—and their brain slots me into a category before they've said a word. Dangerous. Fuckable. Threat. Opportunity. I've been reading that flicker since I was sixteen years old, back when reading it was the difference between a safe night and a bad one. These days, it's just professional habit. A parlor trick. The thing that makes me very, very good at my job.

So when the new neighbor nearly dropped three bags of groceries on my shoes and looked at me like I'd materialized out of thin air, I clocked the flicker instantly.

It wasn't hunger. Wasn't suspicion. Wasn't the performative indifference that closeted guys default to when they see someone who makes their pulse jump.

It was startled.

Pure, unfiltered, deer-in-the-headlights surprise—like he'd been expecting a hallway and gotten a solar eclipse instead.

Cute.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.
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My morning started the way most of my mornings started: standing in the bathroom at six forty-five, staring at myself in the mirror, running through the checklist.

Skin: moisturized, the faint lines around my eyes less visible under the eye cream that cost more per ounce than decent whiskey. Jaw: clean-shaven, smooth—tonight's client preferred it. Hair: still damp from the shower, would air-dry into the kind of effortless wave that required about forty-five minutes of very deliberate effort. Body: functional. The gym at five a.m. had been shoulders and back, and I could feel the pleasant burn settling into the muscles as I moved.

I brushed my teeth, gargled, flossed. Applied cologne—not the evening one, just the daytime scent, something clean and warm that said approachable rather than I'm going to pin you to a wall. That one came out later.

The bathroom was the only organized room in my apartment, because the bathroom was the workshop. Everything else was a disaster.

I padded into the kitchen in joggers and no shirt, stepping over a stack of books I'd been meaning to shelve for three months, and poured cereal into a bowl that may or may not have been clean. The living room looked like someone had tried to furnish it from a thrift store during an earthquake: mismatched couch cushions, a blanket nest that had achieved structural permanence, a TV frozen on a nature documentary about octopuses because I'd fallen asleep at two a.m. and the remote had migrated under the couch to live among the dust bunnies.

This was the version of me nobody paid for. Cereal-for-dinner, documentary-bingeing, standing-at-the-counter-eating Nico. The one who wore socks with holes in them and talked to the octopuses on TV like they could hear him. The one who, on his nights off, didn't look anything like the man in the mirror.

I ate my cereal, scrolled my booking calendar, and pretended that was fine.

Tonight: dinner with a newer client, Richard. Finance guy, mid-fifties, recently divorced, looking for the boyfriend experience with zero emotional risk. Standard. I'd wear the charcoal suit, the watch he'd complimented last time, keep the conversation on his interests—wine, golf, the adult children who didn't call enough. After dinner, back to his hotel. He liked slow, liked being told he was attractive, liked falling asleep next to someone and waking up to an empty bed with a thank-you text and no complications. Easy money. Low mileage.

I confirmed the booking, checked my bank balance—healthy, not comfortable—and pulled up my schedule for the rest of the week. Marcus on Saturday. A phone session with a long-distance regular on Wednesday. A potential new client inquiry I hadn't responded to yet.

Eight years of this. Sometimes I tried to calculate how many hotel rooms, how many dinners, how many versions of myself I'd assembled and disassembled in the dark. I always stopped counting before I got to a number that meant something.

My phone buzzed.

Priya: You alive?

Me: Unfortunately.

Priya: Drama. You have a client tonight?

Me: Richard. Dinner and overnight.

Priya: The divorced wine guy? Easy. Wear the charcoal.

Me: Already planned on it.

Priya: Look at you. A professional. 💅 Call me tomorrow. I have gossip.

I sent her an eye-roll emoji and tossed the phone on the counter. Priya had been my best friend for six years—met her when we were both working the same circles, her as an escort, me two years into the life and still figuring out the rules. She'd gotten out three years ago, built a PR firm that repped adult content creators, and now spent her time alternating between being extremely successful and giving me unsolicited advice about my personal life, which she considered a humanitarian crisis.

She wasn't wrong.

I rinsed the bowl, grabbed my gym bag, and headed for the door. On the way out, I noticed the ceiling—or rather, the floor beneath me. The apartment below had been empty for two months. Last week, I'd heard someone moving in. Boxes, footsteps, the unmistakable scrape of furniture being dragged across hardwood by a person who didn't own a dolly.

New neighbor.

I made a mental note. New neighbors were either a non-issue or a catastrophe—no middle ground when your job involved sounds that carried. The last tenant below me had been a seventy-year-old woman named Dorothy who was functionally deaf and thought I was a "lovely young man who entertained a lot." Before Dorothy, a couple who'd left a passive-aggressive note on my door after the first week: Please be mindful of noise levels after 10 PM. Some of us have real jobs. They'd lasted three months before moving out.

I hadn't changed my behavior. I couldn't afford to. The apartment was rent-controlled and the location was perfect—close to client neighborhoods, easy cab access, a building where nobody asked questions because everyone had their own thing going on.

If the new guy was a problem, I'd deal with it the way I dealt with everything: charm first, boundaries second, disappearing act if necessary.

I locked the door and headed downstairs.
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The stairwell in this building was a relic—wide, wood-banistered, the kind of thing that had been elegant in 1920 and was now held together by layers of paint and stubbornness. The overhead light on the third-floor landing had been flickering for a month. The super had been "getting to it" for just as long.

I was two steps past the third-floor landing, garment bag over one shoulder, gym bag over the other, when the door to 3B opened and the new neighbor backed into the hallway carrying grocery bags in both arms and a reusable tote clamped between his teeth.

He hadn't seen me yet. I stopped on the stairs and watched—not intentionally, just the natural pause of a person encountering an obstacle—as he attempted to pull his keys from his pocket while holding three bags and a tote with his mouth. It wasn't going well. The keys snagged on fabric. A bag slipped. He made a muffled sound of distress around the tote strap that was somewhere between a grunt and a prayer.

"Need a hand?"

He spun. The tote dropped from his mouth. A bag lurched sideways, and I caught it before a carton of eggs could make a break for the landing.

"Oh—shit—thank you, I—"

He looked at me.

And there it was. The flicker.

Startled.

Up close, the new neighbor was—not what I'd expected. Not that I'd had expectations, but if I had, they wouldn't have been this. He was maybe five-nine, soft-bodied in a way that suggested his exercise routine consisted of walking to the coffee shop and back. Dark wavy hair pushed behind his ears, a little too long, a little wild. Brown eyes behind glasses that were slightly crooked on his face, like he'd shoved them on without looking. A gray hoodie three sizes too big, sleeves pushed up to his elbows, revealing forearms that were—

Huh.

His forearms were lean but defined. And his hands were stained. Not dirty—stained. Dark smudges on his fingertips, a streak of something that looked like ink along the side of his left palm, a callus on his middle finger where a pen or stylus would rest. Artist's hands. Working hands. Hands that made things.

I noticed hands. Occupational hazard.

His face, meanwhile, was doing something remarkable: turning red in real time, starting at the neck and working upward like a thermometer, while his eyes stayed locked on mine with the frozen intensity of someone whose brain had stalled between run and speak.

I smiled. The easy one. The one that said I'm friendly, I'm safe, I'm not going to eat you.

"I'm Nico," I said. "Upstairs. 4B."

"Evan," he managed. "I'm—yes. This one. 3B. Here." He pointed at his own door with the hand still holding his keys, which jingled aggressively and then slipped through his fingers, clattering to the floor.

We both looked at the keys on the ground. He closed his eyes briefly, like he was asking the universe for a quick and painless death.

I bent down, picked them up, and held them out. "These yours?"

"Tragically, yes." He took them without making eye contact, and his fingertips brushed mine, and the blush—which I had thought was at maximum capacity—found another gear.

I should have handed over the grocery bag, said something neighborly, and kept walking. That was the protocol. New neighbors got one friendly interaction, a wave in the hallway for the first month, and then the gradual fade into mutual anonymity that made city living bearable for everyone.

Instead, I leaned against the banister and said, "You just move in?"

"Yesterday. Last night, actually." He was reorganizing his bags with the intense focus of someone who needed to look at anything that wasn't me. "It's a great building. Really great. Big windows."

"Best feature," I agreed. "The water pressure is criminal, the heat is unpredictable, and something in the basement smells like it died in 2014, but the light is solid."

He laughed—short, surprised, like he hadn't been planning on it. It transformed his face. The anxiety softened. His eyes crinkled. For a second, he looked like someone I'd actually want to talk to at a bar, not just someone I was being polite to in a stairwell.

"Good to know. I'll invest in a space heater and some candles for the basement smell."

"Smart man." I shifted the garment bag on my shoulder. "Listen, I should give you a heads-up—I work odd hours. Hospitality." The word slid out smoothly, the way it always did. Not a lie, technically. Just a lie-shaped truth. "It can get a little noisy up there sometimes. Late nights, early mornings. If it's ever too much, just bang on the ceiling or come knock, and I'll keep it down."

The blush, which had been fading, roared back to life.

His throat moved with a swallow I could practically hear. "Noisy?" he repeated. "I haven't—I mean, I didn't—no, it's fine. I haven't heard a thing."

He was lying. I knew it the way I knew when a client was faking an orgasm or pretending they weren't nervous—the tells were identical. The slight pitch change. The overly casual hand gesture. The way his gaze flicked to the ceiling for half a second before snapping back to mine.

He'd heard everything.

The decent thing to do was let it go. Accept the polite fiction, wish him well, and leave. I'd gotten what I needed—confirmation that the neighbor wasn't going to be a problem—and lingering would only make things awkward.

But something about the lie charmed me. Not the lie itself—that was just social lubricant, and I dealt in social lubricant for a living. It was the effort. The visible labor of trying to be cool about it while his face was the color of a fire truck and his eyes were doing a very poor job of not dropping to the open collar of my shirt.

He was trying so hard. It was almost sweet.

"Good," I said, and let my smile warm by a degree. "But the offer stands. I'm usually up late, so don't worry about bothering me."

"Great. Cool. Very—neighborly."

"That's me." I pushed off the banister. "Welcome to the building, Evan."

"Thanks, Nico."

He said my name carefully, like he was tasting it. I filed that away and headed down the stairs before I could think too hard about why I wanted to hear him say it again.
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The cab to Richard's hotel was twenty minutes in traffic, which gave me time to shift gears.

I hung the garment bag on the hook, settled into the back seat, and pulled up Richard's profile on my phone. Not a dating profile—my own files. Every regular client got a document: preferences, boundaries, things they'd mentioned in previous sessions that I could reference to make them feel remembered. Richard liked Barolo wines, had a daughter in medical school he was proud of, and preferred missionary with eye contact. He didn't like being on top. He wanted to feel held without being crushed.

Easy. I could do that in my sleep.

I swiped over to the booking app—encrypted, invitation-only, the kind of platform that looked like a concierge service if anyone glanced at your phone—and confirmed the details. Dinner at eight, hotel room by ten, checkout by seven a.m. The rate was in the upper tier: twelve hundred for the overnight, plus whatever he added for dinner. Richard always added for dinner. He liked being generous, and I liked letting him.

I changed in the cab. Off with the gym clothes, on with the charcoal suit—a slim Italian cut that cost three bookings and was worth every cent. White shirt, open at the collar—Richard didn't like ties, said they reminded him of board meetings. Watch on the left wrist, the Cartier that Priya had helped me pick out when I decided to level up my wardrobe. It wasn't flashy. It said taste without shouting money, and in the world of high-end escorting, the distinction was everything.

I checked my reflection in the phone screen. Smoothed my hair. Slid the professional smile into place—not the easy one I'd given Evan in the stairwell. This was the other one. Warmer on the surface, cooler underneath. The one that said I see you, I want you, you're the most interesting person in the room, and meant exactly none of it.

The cab pulled up to the hotel. I tipped the driver, straightened my cuffs, and walked through the lobby the way I always walked through lobbies: like I belonged. Like I'd been born in places like this—marble floors and low lighting and the hushed, expensive hush of people spending money they didn't have to think about.

I hadn't been born in places like this. I'd been born in a two-bedroom apartment in a neighborhood where the streetlights didn't always work, raised by a grandmother who worked double shifts and still couldn't keep the heat on in January. She died when I was nineteen, and I buried her with money I didn't have and grief I didn't know what to do with. Two years later, I was bartending at a club and a man in a nice suit offered me five hundred dollars to have dinner with him and see where the night went.

That was eight years ago. The suits got nicer. The money got better. The man in the mirror got harder to recognize.

I stepped into the elevator, pressed the button for the fourteenth floor, and watched myself in the mirrored doors: polished, composed, smelling like the cologne that said I'm going to pin you to a wall.

Nico Alvarez, ready for work.

But somewhere between the lobby and the fourteenth floor, my brain did something unhelpful. It snagged on a detail from an hour ago—a detail that had no business following me into a booking—and played it back with irritating clarity.

Brown eyes behind crooked glasses. Ink-stained fingers fumbling a set of keys. A voice saying "Tragically, yes" with the kind of self-aware humor that meant the awkwardness was real but the intelligence underneath it was sharp.

And the blush. That full-body, unstoppable, neon-sign blush that said everything his mouth was trying not to.

I haven't heard a thing.

Sure you haven't, neighbor.

The elevator opened. I straightened my cuffs, set my face, and walked toward room 1412.

By the time I knocked on the door, I'd filed Evan from 3B into the same mental cabinet where I kept everything that didn't belong in a booking: real feelings, inconvenient thoughts, the version of me that ate cereal in the dark and wondered what it would be like to come home to someone who wasn't paying by the hour.

The cabinet was getting full. But it held.

It always held.
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Richard opened the door in slacks and a blue button-down, sleeves rolled, looking like a man who'd spent thirty minutes trying to appear like he hadn't tried at all. He smiled when he saw me—that particular smile clients gave when the anticipation shifted into relief, the confirmation that yes, I was real, I was here, I looked the way they remembered.

"Nico. You look incredible."

"Richard." I stepped inside, let my hand brush his arm as I passed—the first touch, always casual, always deliberate. "You're not so bad yourself."

The hotel room was a suite: sitting area, separate bedroom, a view of the skyline that Richard had probably requested because he knew I liked it. Bottle of Barolo already open on the table, two glasses poured. He'd remembered.

They always remembered the details I gave them to remember. That was the trick—not making them feel managed, but making them feel seen. Let them catch you in a small preference. Let them believe they were the one paying attention.

"How's your week been?" I asked, settling onto the couch with practiced ease, accepting the wine, letting my knee touch his.

"Brutal. The partners are circling on a merger that's going to eat my entire July." He sat next to me, close but not presumptuous, waiting for me to set the pace. Richard always waited. It was what made him a good client—the patience, the willingness to let the evening unfold instead of rushing to the finish line.

I listened. I asked about his daughter—how were the rotations going, had she picked a specialty yet? His face lit up the way it always did when he talked about her. I noted a new detail—she was considering cardiology—and filed it for next time.

We ate dinner at the suite's small table, the Barolo warming between us, conversation easy. I made him laugh twice, which was my minimum benchmark. I touched his hand across the table when he talked about loneliness, and the gratitude in his eyes was so naked it almost hurt.

This was the part of the job most people didn't understand. They thought escorting was about sex. Sex was the easy part—mechanics, chemistry, knowing where to put your hands and when to make noise. The hard part was this. The dinner. The listening. The hour of sustained attention that made a lonely man feel, for one evening, like someone had chosen to be there.

I hadn't chosen to be there. I'd been booked, confirmed, and compensated. But the line between performance and genuine warmth had blurred so many times over the years that I wasn't always sure which side I was standing on anymore.

After dinner, Richard kissed me in the doorway between the sitting room and the bedroom. Tentative at first, then deeper when I responded. He tasted like wine and breath mints and the particular nervousness of a man who still wasn't entirely used to kissing someone he was paying.

I guided him to the bed. Undressed him slowly. Told him what he needed to hear—you're so good, let me take care of you, just relax—and watched the tension leave his body one layer at a time.

The sex was fine. It was always fine with Richard. Gentle, thorough, eye contact that he craved like oxygen. I held him the way he liked—firmly, one hand on the back of his neck—and gave him the sounds, the words, the steady escalation that made him feel like he was doing something right. He finished with his face pressed into my shoulder, breathing hard, clutching my arm like I was the only solid thing in the room.

I held him until his breathing slowed. Pressed my lips to his temple because that was what he needed. Said, "You're good, Richard. That was perfect." And meant maybe forty percent of it.

Afterward, he fell asleep with his head on my chest, and I lay in the dark staring at a ceiling that wasn't mine, listening to a building that wasn't mine, thinking about nothing.

That was the other part of the job nobody talked about. The silence after. The hour between the client falling asleep and your own brain agreeing to shut down, when you lay in an expensive bed in an expensive room and tried to locate yourself inside the performance. Where does the persona end? Where did Nico go? Is he still in here somewhere, or did I leave him at the door with my real clothes and my real name?

I closed my eyes.

And my brain—traitor that it was, every single time—reached into the cabinet I'd so carefully closed and pulled out a detail I hadn't asked for.

Ink-stained hands. A laugh that sounded surprised by itself. Brown eyes that looked at me like I was an unexpected thing in a world of expected things.

I haven't heard a thing.

I almost smiled.

Almost.

Then I rearranged Richard's arm where it was cutting off circulation to my shoulder, settled into the pillow, and did what I always did after a booking.

Turned the feelings off.

Went to sleep.

Alone in every way that counted.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


Through the Ceiling

Here's what a week of living below Nico Alvarez taught me:

I learned his schedule by sound.

Not on purpose. Not because I was listening—or at least, not because I meant to be listening. But when the only barrier between your life and someone else's is a century-old subfloor and some optimistic plaster, you learn things. You absorb the rhythm of another person's existence through your ceiling like music bleeding through a shared wall at a motel, and after seven days, I had the whole album memorized.

Mornings: the alarm went off at six thirty. Not a phone alarm—something analog, a buzzy mechanical trill that cut off after two rings, which meant he was a light sleeper or he'd been lying awake already. Then footsteps to the bathroom. The pipes groaned when he turned on the shower—the building's plumbing was connected in ways that made my kitchen faucet hiccup every time someone on the fourth floor used hot water. Twenty minutes later, the shower stopped. More footsteps, barefoot now, padding between rooms. The muffled thud of a cabinet. A kettle or a coffee machine—something that hissed and clicked. Then nothing for a while, just the quiet of a person existing in their space, eating, scrolling, breathing.

If he left for the gym, it was early—six forty-five, the front door closing with a confident pull, footsteps down the stairs two at a time. He came back an hour later, heavier tread, and the shower cycle repeated.

Evenings were less predictable. Some nights, he was home by seven, and I'd hear the TV—always something low and ambient, never loud, sometimes what sounded like a nature documentary with soothing narration. He cooked occasionally; I could smell garlic and something spiced drifting through the vents. Other nights, he left at eight or nine, dressed up—I knew this because his footsteps sounded different in hard-soled shoes, a precise clip-clip-clip down the stairs that was nothing like the soft pad of his morning sneakers.

On those nights, he came back late. Sometimes alone. Sometimes not.

When he wasn't alone, I knew within thirty seconds of the front door opening. A second set of footsteps. Conversation—pitched low, the words indistinct but the tone unmistakable: warm, easy, flirtatious, Nico's deep voice doing something that made the other voice laugh or go quiet in a way that suggested the laughing was about to stop and something else was about to start.

Then the sounds I'd heard that first night. The sounds I'd been pretending, for seven days, didn't affect me.

They affected me.

I bought earplugs on day three. They were useless. Not because they didn't work—they muffled the sounds just fine, reduced the moaning and the bedframe percussion to a dull, distant hum. But my brain filled in the gaps. It took the muffled version and rendered it in high definition using the raw material from night one, and the result was somehow worse—a private theater of the mind where Nico's voice was closer, more specific, directed at me instead of whoever was actually upstairs receiving the full experience.

I threw the earplugs away on day five.

By day seven, I'd stopped pretending.
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Wednesday night. I was at my desk working on Episode 47, which had been Episode 47 for nine days now and was starting to feel like a personal failing. The panels were coming together—Kai and Dominic on the rooftop, rain-slicked, the tension between them like a wire pulled taut—but every time I drew Dominic, he came out wrong. Too broad in the shoulders. Too confident in his stance. Hands too deliberate, too knowing.

I kept drawing Nico into my characters the way water finds cracks in pavement: inevitably, without permission, filling every available space.

My readers had noticed.

The last episode I'd posted—46, finished before the move—had included a one-panel background gag: a character in an upstairs window, silhouetted, clearly in the middle of something athletic with another silhouette. It was a throwaway joke. A sight gag. The kind of thing I tucked into crowd scenes because my readers liked hunting for Easter eggs.

The comments section lost its collective mind.

"ZOOM IN ON PANEL 4. WHO IS THE GUY IN THE WINDOW."

"Evan added a hot mystery neighbor and thought we wouldn't notice. We notice EVERYTHING."

"The silhouette in the window has the same shoulder-to-waist ratio as Dominic and I am NOT okay."

"petition to make window guy a recurring character. i will pay extra on patreon. i will sell a kidney."

I'd made the mistake of responding to one comment with a casual "lol just a background detail, don't read into it", which my audience correctly interpreted as "this is absolutely going to be a thing and I'm lying about it" and redoubled their efforts. Someone had already drawn fan art of the silhouette. It had forty-seven likes.

I was feeding my own obsession into the comic and my readers were feeding it back to me, and the feedback loop was going to be a problem.

I pushed back from the desk, rubbed my eyes under my glasses, and reached for my cold coffee. Above me, the apartment was quiet. Nico was home—I'd heard him come in around six, no company, just the soft sounds of a solo evening. TV. Kitchen. The building settling around both of us like a shared blanket.

Then his phone rang.

I wouldn't have heard it if my apartment hadn't been dead silent—no music, no podcast, just the ambient hum of the city outside and the scratch of my stylus on the tablet. But the ring was faint and sharp, and then Nico's voice, answering:

"Hey. Yeah, I've got time."

I should have put my headphones on.

I didn't put my headphones on.

His voice dropped into a register I hadn't heard before—lower than his everyday warmth, smoother, like honey poured over gravel. Not the commanding tone from the sex nights. Something different. Intimate. Conspiratorial. The voice of someone telling a secret to someone who was paying to hear it.

"Mmm. You want the full thing or the highlights?"

A pause. Laughter—his, soft and knowing.

"Okay. Picture this."

He was pacing while he talked. Slow steps, back and forth across the apartment above me, and with every pass, his voice drifted closer to or farther from the thin spot in the ceiling directly above my desk. I caught fragments. Phrases. Enough to piece together what was happening.

He was telling a story. A fantasy. Narrating a scenario for whoever was on the other end of that call—a client, I realized, a phone client—and doing it with the kind of detailed, unhurried specificity that made my hands stop moving on the tablet and my breath go shallow.

"—you come through the door and I'm already on the couch, shirt open, and I look up at you like I've been counting the minutes—"

My pulse kicked.

"—I don't get up right away. I make you come to me. You like that, right? The walk across the room, knowing I'm watching every step—"

His voice was a low, steady current, words carefully chosen, each one placed with the precision of someone who understood exactly what language could do to a body. This wasn't dirty talk—it was storytelling. A scene constructed in real time, tailored to an audience of one, with the intimacy of a whispered confession and the control of a conductor leading an orchestra.

"—and when you get close enough, I reach up and take your belt. Slow. I don't rush. I never rush with you—"

I was gripping the edge of my desk again. I noticed this distantly, the way you notice that you've been holding your breath—only after the burn starts.

"—my mouth right there, and I look up at you, and I say—"

His voice dropped to something barely audible. I strained to hear. Couldn't make out the words. Just the tone: dark, warm, certain. The voice of a man who knew exactly what he was offering and exactly what it was worth.

The call went on for another ten minutes. I sat at my desk, tablet forgotten, coffee cold, listening to Nico Alvarez sell a fantasy with the same artistry I used to draw one. And the thing that wrecked me wasn't the content—though the content was doing plenty of damage—it was the craft. The way he built the tension. The pauses he left for the client to react. The way his voice softened at the exact right moment, creating a pocket of tenderness inside the heat, making the person on the other end feel like the fantasy was real and they were special and nobody else got this version of the story.

He was an artist. A different medium, a different canvas, but the same instinct: find what someone needs to feel and give it to them so convincingly they forget it was made.

I was in awe. I was furious. I was so turned on I couldn't see straight.

The call ended. I heard Nico say something casual—"Same time next week? Cool. Night."—and then his phone hit a surface and his footsteps moved to the kitchen. Cabinet. Glass. The sound of liquid pouring. The TV clicking on, volume low.

Just like that, he was off the clock. Back to the cereal-and-documentaries Nico, the one I was starting to construct from sound alone—the quiet, unperformative version that existed in the gaps between bookings.

I looked at my tablet. Episode 47 stared back at me, unfinished.

Then I opened a new canvas and started drawing.

Not the comic. Not Kai and Dominic. Something new.

A character sitting on a couch, shirt open, one hand resting on his thigh, looking up at the viewer with an expression that was equal parts invitation and dare. Dark hair. Strong jaw. Tattoo sleeve peeking from under the fabric. A mouth shaped around a word you couldn't quite read but felt in your spine.

I drew him in forty minutes. It was the fastest, most fluid work I'd produced in months—no second-guessing, no erasing, just line after line after line pouring out of me like I was transcribing something I'd already seen.

​
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