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Paradise Apartments

By Nathan Jarrelle


Chapter 1: Welcome to Paradise


Ethan stepped out of the cab, his worn-out boots crunching on the cracked pavement as he set his sights on the towering building ahead. The air was thick with humidity, even as the day faded into evening, the sky a swirling mixture of fading sunlight and deep purples that signaled the approaching night. Paradise Apartments. It was supposed to be the fresh start he had been searching for—a clean break from everything that had gone wrong in his life.


A part of him had doubted the decision to move here the moment he saw the advertisement online, the words “low rent” and “modern amenities” blaring in bold letters, as though they were calling out to him personally. His fingers had hovered over the mouse, hesitating. Now, standing in front of it, he could see why his instincts had been conflicted. The sleek, reflective exterior of the building glistened, towering over the dingy street like something that didn’t belong. The neighborhood itself was run-down, the sidewalks littered with trash, buildings hunched over as though they had long given up the fight against time and decay.

Paradise Apartments was different. It was like a polished diamond buried in the rough. But the more Ethan stared at it, the more something gnawed at him—a strange feeling that he couldn’t shake.

He shifted the weight of his duffel bag over his shoulder, the fabric of his jacket rubbing against his neck as he glanced around. The street was quiet, too quiet for this time of evening. A single car rolled past in the distance, its headlights flashing across him briefly before disappearing around a corner. There was no one around. No one watching him.


It’s just nerves, he told himself. You wanted this. You need this.


A fresh start. That’s what this place was supposed to offer. No one knew who he was here. No one knew what had happened, or the life he was leaving behind. He had nothing left to lose—nothing but the bag slung over his shoulder and the weight of the past he was trying so desperately to forget.

Taking a deep breath, Ethan stepped forward, his footsteps echoing through the empty street as he approached the entrance. The glass doors of the lobby slid open with a soft hiss, releasing a blast of cold, conditioned air that swept over him like an invisible barrier separating the outside world from the pristine sanctuary within. The contrast was striking. Outside, the city felt heavy, its grime and decay pressing in on him. Inside, everything was spotless—sterile, even.

The lobby was expansive, its marble floors gleaming under the soft, golden glow of the chandelier that hung from the ceiling. The walls were lined with mirrors and polished metal, reflecting his image back at him from every angle. He felt out of place here, like he didn’t belong. But then again, that was the point, wasn’t it?

Behind the large, black desk at the center of the room sat a young woman, her hair pulled back into a tight bun, her eyes fixed on a computer screen. She didn’t look up as he approached, her fingers tapping away at the keyboard with practiced precision. Everything about her—from her immaculate uniform to her rigid posture—seemed cold, impersonal.

As Ethan approached the desk, the woman’s fingers stopped typing, and she looked up, her face breaking into a mechanical smile. “Welcome to Paradise Apartments, Mr. Holt.”

Her voice was soft, professional, but there was something in the way she said his name that made Ethan’s skin crawl. She knew who he was. Of course, she did—he had filled out all the forms, sent over his information. But the way she said it felt… rehearsed. Like she had practiced the greeting hundreds of times.

“That’s me,” Ethan said, his voice sounding too loud in the empty lobby. He offered a nervous smile in return, but it felt forced, unnatural. Something about this place—about her—was putting him on edge.

The woman reached beneath the desk and pulled out a small, sleek device, setting it down in front of him with a soft thud. A phone, black and featureless, its surface smooth and polished. Beside it, she placed a keycard.

“You’ll need these,” she said, her smile never wavering. “The phone is for building access and communication with management. It’s completely secure, and you’ll be able to reach us at any time should you need assistance. Please turn in your personal phone for safekeeping.”

Ethan blinked, taken aback. “My personal phone?”

“Yes,” the woman replied smoothly. “It’s our policy. For your safety and convenience, of course.”

Ethan hesitated, his hand reaching instinctively for his pocket, where his old phone sat, the familiar weight of it grounding him. His phone was his last link to the life he was trying to leave behind—the contacts, the memories, everything stored in that little device. He had thought about wiping it clean before he left, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to do it. Not yet.

“Is this really necessary?” he asked, his voice betraying a note of uncertainty.

The woman’s smile remained, but her eyes seemed to harden ever so slightly, as if she were growing impatient. “It’s our policy, Mr. Holt. We take the safety of our residents very seriously. The phone we’ve provided will give you full access to all of the building’s amenities and allow you to contact us whenever you need.”

Ethan’s hand lingered on his pocket, his thumb brushing over the edge of his old phone. He didn’t like this. Something about it felt wrong—like he was giving up a part of himself. But he could feel the woman’s gaze on him, waiting.

With a sigh, he pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it over. The woman took it without hesitation, slipping it into a drawer beneath the desk with a quiet click. It was done. His last connection to his old life was gone, locked away in some drawer.

“Thank you,” the woman said, her smile returning to full strength. “Your apartment is on the eighth floor. If you need anything, feel free to reach out using the phone provided.”

Ethan picked up the sleek new phone, turning it over in his hands. It felt foreign, unfamiliar. Lighter than his old one. He slid it into his pocket and took the keycard.

“Thanks,” he muttered, his voice barely audible.


He turned away from the desk and made his way toward the elevators, the soft click of his boots against the marble floor echoing through the empty lobby. As he approached the elevator doors, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirrored walls—his reflection distorted and stretched, his face pale and drawn. He looked tired. Older than his thirty-two years. His dark hair, once neatly styled, now fell in messy waves around his face. His eyes—once bright and full of life—were dull, hollow.



The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, and Ethan stepped inside, the doors closing behind him with a quiet whoosh. The ride was smooth, the hum of the machinery barely audible as the elevator ascended. Ethan stared at his reflection in the mirrored walls, the fluorescent lights casting harsh shadows across his face. He looked like a man on the edge—like someone who had lost everything.



But that’s why you’re here, he reminded himself. A fresh start. No one knows you here. No one cares what happened.


As the elevator reached the eighth floor, the doors slid open, revealing a long, empty hallway lined with identical doors. The walls were painted a sterile white, the carpet a dull gray. It was cold, lifeless, like a hospital. Ethan stepped out of the elevator; his footsteps muffled by the carpet as he made his way down the hall.

When he reached his apartment, he swiped the keycard against the sensor, and the door clicked open with a soft hiss. He pushed it open and stepped inside.

The apartment was exactly as the ad had promised—modern, sleek, and spotless. The living room was furnished with minimalist pieces—a gray sofa, a glass coffee table, a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Large windows stretched across the far wall, offering a stunning view of the city below. The kitchen was small but functional, with stainless steel appliances and marble countertops. The bedroom was equally sparse, with a large bed and a single nightstand. Everything was in its place, perfectly arranged.
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