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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with clean, low-heat intimacy and a strong emotional pulse, centering stories where ordinary moments become turning points and trust is earned through choices, not declarations.
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For the quiet kind of courage, the kind that shows up when nobody is watching, and stays even when the doors close.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Imogen Hartwell is an independent elevator safety auditor who lives by precision and schedules, using control as a shield when her body remembers fear faster than her mind can explain it.

Reid Ashford is Halcyon Tower’s operations and crisis liaison, a man trained to stay calm when alarms begin, carrying an old responsibility that never truly stopped ringing in his head.

Tamsin Vale is Imogen’s closest friend and the voice on the other end of the phone who knows exactly when to push and when to simply listen.

Rafi Mercer is the tower’s senior lift mechanic, fluent in the language of cables and sensors, and quietly aware that the building keeps secrets the board prefers to forget.

Arden Voss is the tower’s owner and public face, polished and decisive, determined to secure recertification without letting the past become a headline.
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Imogen stepped into Halcyon Tower at 6:42 a.m., and the lobby swallowed sound the way thick snow swallowed footsteps. Everything gleamed with money and restraint. Marble underfoot, glass above, a wall of polished steel where the elevator doors waited like a set of closed eyes. The air smelled faintly of lemon and something colder, like fresh metal.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and forced her gaze away from the elevator bank as if looking too directly might invite it to notice her. She had learned, the hard way, that fear was a creature that fed on attention. She focused instead on small details, the kind you could count. Three security monitors behind the desk. Two potted trees that were too perfect to be real. One digital directory cycling through tenant logos that looked like they had never heard the word mistake.

A guard in a tailored suit glanced up. “Morning.”

Imogen returned a professional smile that did not reach her ribs. “Good morning. Imogen Hartwell. I’m excited.”

He tapped at his screen, eyes moving quickly. “Conference level. Sky lobby. You’re early.”

“I like early,” she said, which was true and also not. She liked early because early meant fewer people, fewer unpredictable variables, fewer bodies in close spaces with her. Early meant she could finish what she had to do before her pulse decided it owned her.

He printed a badge and slid it across. The plastic was cool against her fingertips. Independent Auditor, it read beneath her name, a clean label for a job that rarely stayed clean once people realized what she could see.

She clipped it on and turned toward the elevator bank.

Six doors, arranged in a row like a silent jury. Their seams were so precise they looked unreal, as if someone had drawn them with a ruler. Above each set of doors, a thin strip of light displayed waiting numbers that changed without sound.

Imogen took one more breath than necessary and started walking.

She did not hurry. She did not hesitate. Both were tells, and she had spent years polishing her tells down to nothing.

When she was six steps away, a man stepped into her path without meaning to.

He wasn’t trying to stop her. He looked like someone who had paused in the middle of motion and forgotten how to start again. One hand rested on the edge of the security podium, not gripping it, just touching it as if he needed a point of contact with the world. His coat was dark, his hair damp from the outside air, and his jaw held that tight, tired line of someone who slept with alarms in his head.

He glanced at her badge and then away, as if reading it felt invasive.

“Morning,” he said, voice low.

Imogen nodded. “Morning.”

He moved aside, but not fully. His attention drifted to the elevator doors, and something in his stillness made her slow. He watched the seam where steel met steel like he was waiting for it to do something it wasn’t supposed to.

She told herself not to care. People were strange in lobbies. People had habits. People stared at elevators because elevators were faster than stairs and human beings loved fast.

Still, as she reached for the call panel, the man spoke again.

“Which one are you taking?”

Imogen looked at him properly this time. His eyes were a clear gray-blue, the kind that made it hard to tell where calm ended and distance began. He didn’t look flirtatious. He looked concerned, and that was worse, because concern invited questions.

“The next express,” she said.

He nodded as if he’d expected that answer. “Sky lobby?”

“Yes.”

A beat passed. The number above the third door flickered, then steadied.

He exhaled, almost silently. “Okay.”

Imogen’s fingers hovered over the call button. She pressed it once, firm and controlled, and the panel lit with a soft chime she felt more than heard. The third door’s light strip brightened.

The man stepped closer, positioning himself beside her, not too near, but near enough that she could feel the heat of him when the air shifted. He smelled like cold wind and coffee that had been poured too long ago.

“I’m not trying to be weird,” he said.

Imogen’s mouth nearly formed a laugh, but the sound died before it could happen. “That’s usually what people say when they’re trying to be weird.”

His lips curved slightly, the expression brief, almost accidental. “Fair.”

The third elevator arrived with a quiet sigh as the doors slid open. The interior was a reflective box of brushed metal and soft lighting, tasteful enough to pretend it wasn’t a cage.

Imogen stepped in.

The man followed.

She noticed, as she always noticed, the cameras in the corners, the emergency phone behind a small panel, the digital display above the doors. The floor buttons were arranged in two clean columns, each circle backlit and immaculate.

Her pulse started its familiar climb, cautious but persistent, like a hand reaching for a volume knob.

Thirty seconds, she reminded herself. Lobby to sky lobby. Thirty seconds up.

She pressed 48.

The button lit.

Then the man’s hand reached past hers and pressed something she didn’t see until it was already done.

A smaller button, lower than the rest, one that didn’t belong in the same clean grid. A discreet icon that looked like a wrench.

Imogen’s stomach dropped.

“What did you just press?” she asked, keeping her voice even by force.

His eyes cut to hers. “It’s fine.”

“It is not fine,” she said. “That’s not a standard passenger control.”

“It’s a maintenance priority override,” he said quickly, as if naming it would make it harmless. “It doesn’t change our destination.”

Imogen stared at the lit wrench icon. “Then why press it?”

He looked at the panel, and for the first time his calm wavered. “Because this elevator has a habit of doing something it shouldn’t. And I don’t have time for it today.”

The doors slid shut.

Imogen’s breathing tightened.

She wanted to demand he unpress it, reverse it, undo the action. But elevator buttons did not work like apologies. You could hit them and hope, but you could not truly take them back.

The elevator moved.

Smooth at first, a clean lift off the ground, the feeling of weight shifting and the lobby dropping away beneath their feet.

Imogen kept her eyes on the floor numbers as they climbed. 2. 3. 4.

She counted silently, because counting was a rope she could hold.

One. Two. Three.

At seven seconds, the lights flickered.

Not a full blackout. Just a brief pulse, like the building had blinked.

Imogen’s heart jumped hard enough to make her throat sting.

The man’s shoulders tensed. His gaze snapped to the seam of the doors, then to the panel, then to the tiny emergency indicator above the phone.

“Don’t do that,” she said, the words coming out sharper than she intended.

He looked at her. “Don’t do what?”

“Press things like you own them,” she said. “Don’t act like this is normal.”

His expression held, steadying again. “It’s not normal. That’s why I pressed it.”

The elevator made a soft sound that was not supposed to exist, a small metallic shudder, the kind of noise that felt like a question.

Then it slowed.

Not a gentle deceleration. A sudden drag, as if something had grabbed it and decided to test its strength.

Imogen’s knees went loose.

The elevator stopped between floors.

The lights stabilized, still on, still gentle, but that didn’t matter. The fact of the stop was louder than any alarm.

The man didn’t speak at first. He tilted his head, listening, as if he could hear through the walls.

Imogen forced herself to inhale. The air felt thinner.

“This is a drill,” the man said, but the words sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

“What?” Imogen asked.

He pointed at a small speaker grille above the door. “Wait.”

A second later, the intercom crackled to life.

“Attention, Halcyon Tower occupants. This is a scheduled systems test,” a voice announced, too smooth to be truly reassuring. “Please remain calm. Elevators may pause briefly as protocols engage. If assistance is needed, use the emergency phone.”

Imogen stared at the speaker.

Scheduled systems test.

The words landed wrong. Her badge still felt cold against her chest.

Her pulse was no longer cautious. It had become a drum.

The man reached for the emergency phone panel, then stopped. “If we call, they’ll send security and turn this into a scene.”

Imogen turned her head slowly. “I don’t care about the scene.”

He met her gaze. His calm was back, and it was purposeful now, not passive. “You will in ten minutes when you’re trying to do your job and half the building thinks you’re the reason the elevator stopped.”

Imogen’s mouth went dry. She looked down at her badge again, suddenly aware of how visible it was. Independent Auditor.

She had arrived early to be invisible. To slip in, observe, record, leave.

Instead she was trapped in a steel box with a stranger who had pressed a maintenance override like it was a reflex.

“You know this tower,” she said, choosing her words carefully.

He nodded once. “Yes.”

“You work here.”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you look like you don’t trust it?” she asked.

A faint muscle jumped in his jaw. “Because trust isn’t always rewarded.”

Imogen swallowed. The air felt too warm now, as if the elevator was breathing with them.

He shifted his stance slightly, giving her more space without moving away, and she hated that her body noticed the courtesy.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He hesitated just long enough to prove he wasn’t used to being asked that in enclosed places.

“Reid,” he said.

Imogen repeated it once in her head, testing the shape. “I’m Imogen.”

“I know,” Reid said, and then he glanced at her badge and added, softer, “Imogen.”

Hearing her name in his voice made something flicker in her chest, something that was not fear, and she resented it immediately.

The elevator made another small shudder.

Imogen’s hands clenched at her sides.

Reid’s gaze dropped, just briefly, to her hands, then back up. “Do you want to sit?”

“No,” she lied.

He nodded like he understood. “Okay. Then do this. Put your feet flat. Look at me, not the doors.”

Imogen’s breath caught. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

“I’m not trying to control you,” he said, voice steady. “I’m trying to keep you from spiraling.”

Spiraling. The word was too close to the truth.

Imogen lifted her chin. “I don’t spiral.”

Reid’s eyes held hers, and for a moment he looked less like a corporate professional and more like someone who had spent time with fear in real forms. Smoke. Water. Panic. People. “Everyone spirals,” he said. “Some people just do it quietly.”

Imogen looked away, because she couldn’t keep her gaze steady and pretend the elevator wasn’t stopped. She focused on the digital display above the doors. It read 21, then flickered, then read nothing at all.

Her stomach tightened.

Reid watched the panel again, and she saw it, the tiny detail that made her blood cool. His thumb rubbed the edge of a keycard clipped inside his coat pocket, like he needed to be sure it was still there.

“What floor are we on?” she asked.

Reid looked up at the display. “Between twenty-one and twenty-two.”

“How do you know?”

He didn’t answer immediately. His gaze moved to a seam near the base of the door, then to a small inspection sticker Imogen hadn’t noticed before. “Because I’ve been here before.”

Imogen’s throat tightened. “In this elevator.”

Reid’s mouth pressed into a line. “In this stop.”

The intercom crackled again.

“This is a test. Please remain calm.”

The voice sounded the same, but Imogen heard something new in it, a slight delay, as if someone was reading from a script they didn’t understand.

Imogen shifted her bag to the front, and as she did, she noticed a folded paper tucked into the outer pocket of Reid’s coat. The corner was visible. The header was not.

But a number was.

	


She froze.

Reid noticed her attention and turned slightly, blocking it without fully shielding it, as if he hadn’t meant for her to see it but couldn’t pretend it wasn’t there now.

“You’re carrying a report,” Imogen said quietly.

Reid’s gaze sharpened. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” she asked. “Don’t notice? Don’t ask? Or don't you connect the fact that this elevator pauses during a ‘scheduled test’ and you have an old incident report in your pocket?”

Reid exhaled slowly. “You’re an auditor. I get it. Questions are your oxygen.”

Imogen held his gaze. “And what are you?”

Reid hesitated. “The person who gets blamed when oxygen runs out.”

Imogen’s pulse stumbled. She didn’t know what that meant, but the weight behind it was real.

The elevator lurched.

Imogen grabbed the rail without thinking. Her fingers dug into the metal.

Reid’s hand rose, then stopped short of touching her. “It’s moving,” he said, voice calm.

The elevator started again, slow and deliberate, as if it had decided to resume its job only after proving it could stop whenever it wanted.

Imogen counted.

One. Two. Three.

The movement became smoother. The display returned, flashing 22, 23, 24.

Her body did not relax. It stayed coiled, ready for the next betrayal.

Reid watched the panel, jaw tight. “It shouldn’t do that,” he murmured, more to himself than to her.

“It’s a test,” Imogen said, though she didn’t believe it anymore.

Reid’s gaze flicked to her badge. “Are you here because of the test?”

Imogen held her breath for one second too long. “I’m here because I was hired.”

“Hired by who?” Reid asked.

Imogen didn’t answer.

Reid’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That’s what I thought.”

The elevator picked up speed.

The numbers climbed faster now. 30. 34. 39.

Thirty seconds up, Imogen told herself again. Thirty seconds is nothing. Thirty seconds is a blink. Thirty seconds is how long it takes for a kettle to start whispering. Thirty seconds is how long it takes to ruin a life if the wrong thing fails.

Her mind grabbed the thought like a knife.

Reid’s voice cut through it. “Count with me.”

Imogen turned her head sharply. “What?”

“Count,” he said, as if it was the simplest thing in the world. “Out loud. Not for the elevator. For you.”

Imogen’s pride flared. “I don’t need—”

“Imogen,” Reid said, and the way he said her name changed the space between them. It wasn’t intimate. It wasn’t flirtation. It was focused. A hand extended without touching.

Imogen stared at him.

His expression wasn't demanding. It was offered. The kind of offer you could refuse and still know you’d been seen.

Her throat tightened.

“Fine,” she said, and the word came out like a concession she hated.

She inhaled. “One.”

Reid’s voice joined hers. “Two.”

They counted together, not because the elevator required it, but because their bodies did. The simple rhythm steadied something in Imogen’s chest. It didn’t erase fear, but it gave it edges. It made it measurable.

At fifteen, the elevator slowed.

At twenty, it moved again.

At twenty-six, the doors should have opened at the sky lobby.

They didn’t.

Instead the display flashed a number that made Imogen’s skin go cold.

	


“That’s not—” she began.

Reid’s entire posture changed. His shoulders squared, his gaze locked on the door seam. “No,” he said, the word flat.

The elevator stopped.

The doors slid open.

The corridor outside was dim, lit by a thin line of recessed lighting that made the walls look like they were holding their breath. A security camera stared down from the corner, its small red light steady. A sign near the ceiling read Authorized Personnel Only, the letters clean and polite, as if they could soften what they meant.

Imogen looked at Reid. “Did you press this?”

Reid didn’t move. “No.”

Imogen stepped forward instinctively, drawn by the wrongness of it. Her job had taught her that wrongness was never accidental. Wrongness was either negligence or intent.

Reid caught her elbow, gentle but firm.

Imogen stiffened, heat rising in her skin. “Don’t touch me.”

Reid released her immediately, hands up in surrender. “Sorry. But you can’t walk out there.”

“Why?” Imogen asked.

Reid’s eyes flicked to her badge again. “Because if someone sees you on forty-seven with that on your chest, they’ll assume you’re here to burn the place down.”

Imogen glanced down at her badge as if it had suddenly grown teeth. “I’m here to keep people alive.”

Reid’s mouth tightened. “So am I.”

A soft sound echoed down the corridor, footsteps, measured and approaching.

Reid’s gaze sharpened. “That’s security.”

Imogen’s mind raced. If they came and found her here, early, alone, in a restricted corridor, she would be escorted out before she ever reached her first meeting. She would lose the contract. Worse, she would lose access.

She hated that she cared. She hated that this mattered.

Reid leaned closer, not touching, but near enough that she could hear him clearly. “Stay inside the elevator,” he murmured. “Don’t speak.”

Imogen bristled at the instruction, but the footsteps were nearer now and her body understood consequences in ways pride did not.

She stepped back into the elevator.

Reid didn’t leave. He pressed the door-close button, once, then again.

Nothing happened.

The elevator stayed open, stubborn as a confession.

Reid’s gaze darted to the panel. His thumb hovered over the maintenance override again.

Imogen watched his hand. “If you press that—”

“I already did,” he said, quiet and hard. “And it still opened.”

The footsteps reached the end of the hall.

A man’s voice floated toward them, calm, routine. “Is everything all right over there?”

Reid stepped forward, blocking the elevator doorway with his body the way a door might block a storm. His tone shifted instantly into professional ease. “All good. Just a test pause. We’re clearing it.”

The security guard slowed, visible now, face neutral. His eyes scanned the corridor, then landed on Imogen behind Reid.

Imogen’s stomach dropped.

Reid didn’t turn. He held the guard’s gaze. “I’ll report the stop. No action needed.”

The guard’s eyes flicked to Imogen’s badge.

Independent Auditor.

A small change crossed his face, not anger, but interest.

Reid’s voice softened into something that sounded like authority without threat. “She’s with me.”

Imogen almost protested, but the guard’s attention was a weight she couldn’t afford. She stayed silent, jaw tight.

The guard nodded slowly, the kind of nod that meant he didn’t believe anything fully but would allow it for now. “All right. Don’t linger.”

Reid waited until the guard’s footsteps faded away again. Only then did he exhale.

Imogen’s voice came out low. “You just lied.”

Reid glanced at her. “I just bought you access.”

Imogen’s anger flared, but it tangled with something else. Gratitude. Unease. Curiosity. She hated the mix.

Reid pressed the door-close button again.

This time, the doors slid shut.

The elevator moved.

Imogen stared at the floor indicator. “Why did it open on forty-seven?”

Reid’s eyes stayed on the seam where the doors met. “Because someone told it to.”

Imogen’s skin prickled. “Who?”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”

Imogen swallowed. “And the report in your pocket?”

Reid’s gaze flicked to hers, and for a second the calm fell away, revealing something raw underneath. “It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t know what to think,” Imogen said.

Reid’s voice dropped. “Then don’t decide yet.”

The elevator climbed again, smoother now, as if it had never paused, as if forty-seven wasn’t real.

The sky lobby doors opened at last, and the light outside was brighter, the space wider, full of glass and morning city.

Imogen stepped out, legs steady by discipline.

Reid stepped out with her.

Imogen turned sharply. “You don’t have to follow me.”

Reid’s gaze held hers. “You’re going to the retrofit kickoff.”

Imogen’s stomach tightened. “How do you know?”

Reid’s mouth curved once, humorless. He lifted his hand and pointed toward a sign across the lobby.

Vertical Transit Safety Retrofit Kickoff, it read in clean lettering. Conference Room C. 7:15 a.m.

Imogen’s badge felt suddenly heavier.

Reid’s expression was unreadable. “Because I’m leading it.”

Imogen stopped walking.

Reid stopped too, a few feet away, giving her space while also refusing to disappear. He reached into his coat, and for a moment Imogen thought he would pull out the report.

Instead he pulled out a phone.

His screen lit with a new message.

Imogen didn’t see the sender, but she saw the line of text at the top, sharp and immediate, like a hand closing around a throat.

Keep her away from the old file.

Reid’s thumb hovered, not typing. His gaze lifted to Imogen, and something passed between them, quick and dangerous, the shared realization that they were already inside a story neither of them had planned.

Imogen’s voice came out quiet. “What’s your last name?”

Reid hesitated.

Then, as if the truth was a door he couldn’t keep closed anymore, he said, “Ashford.”

Imogen’s breath caught, because the name had been on her briefing packet.

She had just spent thirty seconds counting beside the man she was assigned to audit.

And the elevator had opened on a floor that should not exist.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Room With Glass Walls
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Imogen reached Conference Room C two minutes early, which was late by her own internal standards, but she had needed those two minutes to stand near the sky lobby windows and let the city’s distance remind her that she was not inside a metal box anymore. From this height, the streets looked like careful lines and moving dots, the kind of orderly picture she could tolerate. She held the view until her pulse stopped trying to write its own agenda, then turned toward the glass-walled room where voices already floated in soft bursts of laughter and well-practiced confidence.

The conference room door was propped open, as if the building wanted to appear welcoming, as if anything about it was simple. Inside, a long table sat under recessed lights that made everyone look slightly sharpened, slightly more polished than they might be at home. Water pitchers were aligned with corporate precision. A tray of pastries sat untouched, ornamental more than inviting. Name placards were arranged like an introduction to a play that had started without her.

Imogen stepped in with her bag held close to her side. She did not scan the room too obviously, but she counted faces anyway, the way she counted floor numbers and seconds. Seven people. Two of them in suits so expensive they looked less like clothing and more like armor. One person in a hardhat and high-visibility vest who looked uncomfortable among the glass and tailored fabric. Two assistants with laptops already open, fingers poised.

At the head of the table stood Reid.

He was not seated. He was not hovering. He was positioned with intent, one hand resting on the chair behind him, the other holding a tablet that he did not look at. He looked like someone who had learned how to occupy space without apologizing for it. The dampness in his hair had dried into an almost careless texture, but nothing else about him was careless. When his eyes found her, the look was brief, steady, and unreadable. Not warm, not cold. Just aware.

Imogen reminded herself she was here for a contract, not a feeling.

A woman in a charcoal blazer turned first, smiled wide and swift. “Imogen, wonderful. We were just about to begin.” Her voice carried the buoyant energy of someone used to building momentum before anyone could ask questions. “I’m Celeste. Thank you for coming in so early.”

Imogen shook her hand. Celeste’s grip was firm and deliberately friendly. “Thank you for having me.”

Celeste gestured her toward a seat midway down the table. “We wanted to start before the building fills. It reduces disruption.”

Imogen’s mouth tightened slightly, just enough that it could still pass as polite. “It also reduces witnesses.”

Celeste’s smile flickered, quick as an eye blink, then returned. “It reduces distractions,” she corrected with a soft laugh, as if Imogen had made a joke.

Imogen sat and placed her bag at her feet, hand lingering on the zipper as if it could reassure her. She set her notebook on the table but didn’t open it yet. She waited. There was a rhythm to meetings like this, and it always started the same way, with reassurance disguised as hospitality.

Reid remained standing. His gaze moved from face to face, and when it briefly returned to her, Imogen felt that familiar, irritating sensation of being seen in a way she had not agreed to. He knew what had happened in the elevator. He knew it had rattled her. He had also counted with her, and she hated that her body remembered the steadiness of his voice like it had been a hand placed against her spine.

A man with salt-and-pepper hair cleared his throat. “Let’s begin. I’m Arden.” He did not offer a last name, and he did not need to. The room treated him like gravity.

Imogen’s eyes moved over him with clinical assessment. He was in his early fifties, maybe, shoulders still broad, posture still strong, suit perfectly fitted. His smile had the controlled ease of someone who lived surrounded by people paid to agree. “We appreciate you joining us, Imogen,” he continued. “This is important to us. Safety is important to us.”

Imogen held his gaze. “Safety is either important or it isn’t. Words don’t change cables.”

A couple of the assistants looked up, startled. Celeste let out another small laugh, softer this time, as if trying to absorb the edge of Imogen’s comment and make it harmless.

Reid’s mouth did not move, but his eyes shifted slightly, and Imogen could not decide whether the shift was approval or warning.

Arden leaned back into his chair, hands folding neatly. “Direct. I respect that.”

Celeste jumped in, voice bright. “Reid will walk us through the scope, and then we’ll let you lead with your process and timeline. We want to be aligned.”

Reid tapped his tablet once and then looked up again, not at the screen, but at them. “Alignment is simple,” he said. “We are upgrading the control systems on three cars, replacing two door operators, and recalibrating the leveling sensors across the bank. We have a recertification deadline. The building stays open. Tenants keep moving. Your job is to certify the work and flag any risks.”

Imogen watched him speak. His voice was steady without being loud. He did not perform with confidence. He wore it.

She noticed that he did not say the word test. He did not mention what had happened between floors. He did not mention the unauthorized stop. If anything, the careful omission made her skin prickle.

Reid continued, “Rafi will coordinate all mechanical access and lockouts. Celeste will coordinate tenant comms. Arden will make the decisions nobody else wants to make.”

A faint smile touched Arden’s mouth. “True.”

Reid’s gaze returned to Imogen. It stayed there a beat longer than necessary. “Imogen will handle audit, inspection, and sign-off. She will have full access to the equipment rooms and maintenance logs relevant to the retrofit.”

Relevant. The word landed like a small stone dropped into a still pond. It created ripples that only she seemed to notice.

Imogen opened her notebook. “Full access,” she repeated, pen poised.

Reid’s eyes held hers. “Within scope.”

Imogen nodded slowly. “Scope is defined by risk.”

Reid did not disagree. He only shifted his gaze away, which told her more than agreement would have.

Celeste clasped her hands together. “Wonderful. We’re all on the same page. The building has a strong record, and this retrofit is really about being proactive. Staying ahead.”

The man in the high-visibility vest, Rafi, coughed once, as if trying to hide a sound of skepticism. Imogen noted it and filed it away.

Arden looked at Imogen as if she were a tool he had rented and wanted to ensure was sharp. “So, tell us what you need.”

Imogen kept her voice calm. “I need documentation. I need access. I need honesty.”

Celeste’s smile widened again. “Of course.”

Imogen did not look at Celeste. She looked at Reid. “Including incident history.”

A small stillness passed through the room. Not everyone noticed it, but Imogen did. The assistants’ fingers paused over their keyboards. Rafi lowered his gaze. Celeste’s eyes flicked toward Arden, then back, like a compass needle searching for north.

Arden’s expression remained neutral. “Incident history?”

Imogen rested her pen on the paper. “Any unexpected stoppages, failures, entrapments, emergency releases, maintenance overrides, or complaints within the last ten years. Especially anything involving express cars.”

Celeste exhaled lightly. “We can provide that.”

Reid’s jaw tightened almost invisibly. Imogen watched the small tension like it was a loose thread in fabric.

Arden folded his hands. “We are not hiding anything, Imogen. We want this to go smoothly.”

Imogen’s gaze stayed steady. “Smoothly is not a safety standard.”

A beat passed. Then Arden gave a soft, controlled laugh, as if he liked being challenged in small amounts. “All right. We will give you what you need.”

Imogen nodded. “Thank you.”

Celeste leaned forward. “We also want to ensure tenant comfort. There’s always nervousness around elevators. People imagine the worst.”

Imogen’s stomach tightened, but her face stayed composed. “People imagine the worst because sometimes the worst happens.”

Celeste’s smile dimmed. “Naturally.”

Reid cleared his throat. “Imogen will begin with visual inspections and log review. After that, we’ll coordinate ride tests during low traffic windows. Rafi will be present for all access points.”

Imogen wrote it down, then looked up. “I want to start with the express car that carried us up this morning.”

Celeste blinked. “You mean the one you took from the lobby?”

“Yes.”

Reid’s eyes sharpened. “That will be covered.”

Imogen kept her tone even. “I want it first.”

Arden’s gaze moved between them, attentive now. “Any reason?”

Imogen considered the room. Consider the people. Consider what it meant to say out loud, in this setting, that the elevator had stopped and opened on a restricted floor. She felt, in the back of her mind, the weight of Reid’s earlier warning. They would treat her like a problem. They would treat her like a threat. They would make her access contingent on her silence.

She did not like being cornered.

“It is the unit I have direct firsthand data on,” she said. “That is reason enough.”

Reid’s expression remained unreadable. “Noted.”

Celeste’s smile returned, relief sliding back into place. “Great. We can get you started today.”

Imogen closed her notebook for a moment. “Today.”

Arden leaned forward. “Is there any reason we would not want you started today?”

Imogen looked at him, then at Reid, and felt the room tightening around an unspoken question. She could sense it like pressure in her ears. Would she play along? Would she cause trouble? Would she be easy?

Imogen had never been easy. It had cost her relationships, friendships, sleep, and sometimes peace. But it has also kept people alive.

“No,” she said. “There is no reason.”

Reid’s gaze dipped, almost a nod. Approval or resignation, she could not tell.

The meeting shifted into logistics. Celeste talked about tenant notices and temporary signage. Rafi spoke quietly about lockout procedures and parts delivery delays. Arden asked questions that sounded like curiosity but were really control checks, probing to see where Imogen might resist.

Imogen answered cleanly, precisely, and without offering warmth. Warmth invited negotiation, and she did not negotiate safety.

Still, beneath the words, she felt Reid watching her, not constantly, but often enough that she could not fully forget he was there. Every time she spoke, his eyes lifted. Every time she held a boundary, something in his posture changed, like he was recalibrating his understanding of her.

When the meeting ended, Celeste stood with a bright smile. “We’re so glad you’re here. Reid will walk you to the ops suite and get your access issued.”

Imogen glanced at Reid. “I can find my way.”

Reid’s voice was calm. “You can. But you won’t. Not without being stopped.”

Imogen did not like that he was right.

Arden rose too, buttoning his jacket. He looked at Imogen with an expression that was almost genuine. “I hope we’re in good hands.”

Imogen met his gaze. “I hope you are.”

As the room began to empty, Reid moved toward the door. He waited for her without saying he was waiting, as if he had decided it and that was enough. Imogen gathered her bag and stood, keeping her movements unhurried. She refused to rush for anyone, not even the man who made the air feel different when he spoke her name.

They walked out into the sky lobby together.

The space was brighter here, filled with glass and the hint of a café nearby, but the openness did not erase the tension that seemed to cling to Reid like a second coat. He walked at a measured pace, not too fast, not too slow, matching her without asking.

Imogen kept her gaze forward. “You said full access,” she said quietly, so the words would not float into other ears.

Reid’s eyes flicked to her. “I did.”

“Then you will not decide what is relevant,” she replied. “I will.”

Reid’s mouth tightened. “This is not a power game.”

Imogen let out a short breath. “Everything is a power game when money and liability share a table.”

Reid stopped near a hallway that led away from the sky lobby bustle. He turned slightly so they were not directly in the flow of foot traffic. “You asked for incident history.”

“I did.”

Reid’s voice lowered. “If you pull the old file in the first hour, Arden will make this about you, not about the building.”

Imogen’s skin cooled. “Old file.”

Reid’s gaze held hers. “Yes.”

Imogen’s hand tightened on her bag strap. “So it exists.”

Reid did not answer directly, which was answer enough. “You don’t know what it is,” he said.

“I know you have it,” Imogen replied. “And I know someone texted you about it.”

Reid’s eyes narrowed. “You saw that.”

Imogen did not apologize. “You held it where I could see it.”

Reid’s jaw flexed, a small crack in his composure. “I didn’t mean to.”

Imogen’s voice softened by a fraction, not kindness, but something more complicated. “Then stop treating me like I’m fragile. Tell me what I’m walking into.”

Reid’s eyes searched her face, as if trying to decide how much of his own truth he could afford. “Not here,” he said finally.

Imogen’s chest tightened. She hated that the words sounded like a promise and a refusal at once. “When,” she pressed.

Reid’s gaze dropped for a brief moment, then lifted again, steady. “After you get your access card. After you see the maintenance suite. After you understand who is watching.”

Imogen bristled. “I am not here to play spy.”

Reid’s expression did not change, but his voice sharpened slightly. “I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to survive the politics long enough to fix what you came to fix.”

The word survive was too heavy for a building retrofit. It made her blood move differently.

Imogen’s voice came out quiet. “Why do you care if I survive anything?”

Reid’s gaze held hers, and for a heartbeat he looked less like a corporate lead and more like the man trapped with her between floors, counting in a voice meant to anchor. “Because I’ve watched good people get chewed up by this place,” he said. “And you do not seem like someone who should be chewed up.”

Imogen’s throat tightened. She had no clean response to that. Compliments felt like traps. Concern felt like debt.

So she chose the safest weapon she had. Professional distance.

“Then stop interfering,” she said.

Reid exhaled, slow. “I’m not interfering. I’m trying to time it.”

Imogen turned her head slightly. “What time?”

Reid’s gaze shifted past her shoulder, toward a camera mounted in the corner of the hallway. He did not point at it. He did not need to. Imogen saw it, saw the faint blink of its indicator light.

Reid’s voice stayed low. “The moment you pull that file, you trigger someone’s panic,” he said. “And panicked people make stupid decisions. They lock doors. They revoke access. They smear reputations. I’m trying to keep you inside the room long enough to do your work.”

Imogen’s stomach tightened, not with fear, but with anger that tasted sharp and metallic. “You are assuming I cannot handle them.”

Reid’s gaze returned to her. “No. I’m assuming they cannot handle you.”

The words landed in her chest and stayed there, irritating and warm at the same time.

Imogen stepped closer by half a pace, not because she wanted closeness, but because she wanted control of the conversation. “Who sent the message?” she asked.

Reid’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know.”

Imogen studied his face. The honesty felt real. The tension felt real. “Then you have an enemy,” she said quietly.

Reid’s eyes flickered. “Or I have a ghost.”

Imogen’s pulse thudded once. “What happened in 2019?” she asked.

Reid’s shoulders stiffened. His gaze moved away. Not avoidance. Calculation. “Not here,” he repeated.

Imogen’s patience thinned. “I am not leaving without at least one honest sentence.”

Reid’s eyes returned to her, and the look was sharp enough to cut, not with anger, but with restraint. “Someone got stuck,” he said. “It lasted longer than it should have. It ended worse than it should have. And everyone who could have told the truth decided the truth was too expensive.”

Imogen’s skin prickled. She felt the elevator walls in her mind as if they were closing again. “Someone died,” she said, voice flat.

Reid did not answer. His silence was an admission without the courage of a word.

Imogen swallowed. Her pen was not in her hand now, but she felt it anyway, like a weight. “And you stayed,” she murmured, more a question than a statement.

Reid’s voice came out quiet. “I didn’t feel like I had the right to leave.”

Imogen held his gaze, and for the first time she saw something beneath the polished steadiness. Not softness. Not vulnerability in a neat, attractive shape. Something older. Guilt that had calcified into duty.

Imogen looked away first, because the intensity between them felt like standing too close to exposed wiring. “Take me to the suite,” she said, voice controlled again. “Issue the card. Then we talk about access.”

Reid nodded once, and they walked.

The operations suite sat behind two security doors and a corridor that smelled faintly of toner and industrial cleaner, a scent that reminded Imogen of hospitals, and she hated that her body noticed the similarity. Reid tapped his keycard at the first door and held it open for her, not touching her, not crowding her. He moved like he understood boundaries, which made it worse, because it made her want to test whether the understanding was real.

Inside, the suite was quieter than the lobby, full of low hums from machines and distant mechanical vibration, like the building’s heartbeat. Monitors lined one wall, showing camera feeds and status dashboards. A receptionist looked up, startled, then quickly composed.

“Reid,” she said. “I didn’t know you were bringing someone through.”

Reid’s voice shifted into workplace ease. “Imogen. Auditor. She needs a temporary access credential.”

The receptionist’s gaze moved over Imogen’s badge. Her eyes flicked up, assessing, then softened slightly into professional helpfulness. “Of course. Name?”

“Imogen,” Imogen said, careful.

The receptionist typed. “Photo?”

Imogen stepped forward, and the receptionist lifted a small camera. The flash was quick and bright. Imogen blinked, then forced her expression steady.

While the card printed, Reid leaned closer, voice low. “Once you have that, we can go to the maintenance office,” he said. “Rafi will meet us.”

Imogen kept her gaze on the printer. “And the file?” she asked quietly.

Reid’s voice was careful. “If you pull it right now, you will lose access by lunch.”

Imogen turned her head slightly. “If I do not pull it, I am complicit.”

Reid’s eyes held hers, and his voice softened in a way that did not feel like a tactic. It felt like a confession he didn’t want to make. “If you pull it right now, you will still not get the truth,” he said. “You will get a curated version that protects the people with power. I want you to get the truth.”

Imogen’s throat tightened. “And why would you want that?” she asked, because she could not stop asking the question that circled him like a warning.

Reid’s gaze dropped briefly, then lifted. “Because I’m tired of counting seconds and pretending they don’t matter.”

The receptionist handed Imogen a temporary credential, the plastic warm from printing. “Here you go,” she said. “This will get you into ops areas with an escort.”

Imogen frowned. “With an escort.”

The receptionist’s smile was apologetic. “Standard policy.”

Imogen looked at Reid. “You,” she said, not a question.

Reid nodded. “For now.”

Imogen clipped the card to her lanyard beside her badge. The weight of it felt like permission and limitation at the same time. She did not like either.

They moved through the suite and down a narrower hallway where the lighting changed, becoming more functional, less aesthetic. The walls were painted in a pale neutral tone that felt like it had been chosen to avoid feelings. Reid walked with a steady pace, and Imogen kept up, her steps silent, her mind louder than her feet.

They reached a door labeled Maintenance Coordination. Reid tapped his card and opened it.

Inside, the room smelled like coffee, paper, and grease. A large board covered one wall, filled with schedules and parts lists and handwritten notes. A desk sat cluttered with manuals and sensor diagrams. Behind it, Rafi stood with a tablet in his hand, eyes narrowing as he saw them.

Rafi’s gaze moved to Imogen. “You’re the auditor.”

Imogen nodded. “Yes.”

Rafi looked at Reid, not bothering to hide the question in his eyes. Reid’s face stayed calm.

Rafi’s voice was blunt. “You took the wrong car.”

Imogen’s spine stiffened. “I took the express.”

Rafi shook his head once, a sharp motion. “Not wrong as in destination. Wrong as in choice.” He looked at Reid again. “You know which one she should not ride.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “It was early,” he said. “It should have been fine.”

Rafi’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “It is never fine.”

Imogen’s pulse jumped, and she hated it. She hated that these men spoke about a machine like it had moods. She hated that her body believed them.

Imogen stepped forward, voice controlled. “I want the logs for that car,” she said. “All of them. Last ten years.”

Rafi’s gaze flicked to Reid. The hesitation was brief, but it was there.

Reid spoke first. “Give her the scope logs,” he said.

Imogen’s eyes narrowed. “Scope logs.”

Rafi’s voice came out carefully, like he was speaking to something that might snap. “The retrofit logs,” he clarified. “The current work orders. The recent maintenance records.”

Imogen’s pen was in her hand now, pulled from her bag without thinking. “And the incident history,” she said.

Rafi’s eyes shifted away. Reid’s shoulders stiffened. The silence in the room thickened until Imogen could almost taste it.

Imogen looked from Rafi to Reid. “You both know,” she said quietly. “You both know what I’m asking for.”

Reid’s voice was calm, but there was an edge under it now. “Imogen,” he said, and her name sounded like a hand placed between her and a ledge. “Not yet.”

Imogen’s anger flared, hot and sharp. “Do not tell me when I am allowed to do my job,” she said.

Reid took a slow breath. He did not raise his voice. He did not move closer. He simply held her gaze. “If you do your job the way you want to do it, you will be removed,” he said. “And then who is left to do it?”

Imogen’s throat tightened. “Someone less inconvenient,” she said bitterly.

Reid’s gaze did not waver. “Someone less honest,” he corrected.

Imogen’s chest rose and fell. She could feel the building around them, the hum, the vibration, the constant motion of people trusting steel and cables without thinking. She could feel how easy it would be for a board to decide she was a liability and replace her with someone who would sign papers and smile.

Imogen looked at Rafi. “Are you comfortable with that?” she asked.

Rafi’s jaw tightened. He did not answer right away. Then he spoke, voice low. “No,” he said. “But comfort is not what runs this tower.”

Imogen’s fingers curled around her pen. “Then what does?”

Rafi’s gaze flicked to Reid, then back to her. “Fear,” he said simply. “Money. And the hope that nobody will notice the cracks.”

Imogen’s stomach clenched. She felt something cold in her ribs, not panic, but a kind of clarity that hurt.

Reid’s voice softened slightly, not as a tactic, but as if he was choosing vulnerability with effort. “Give me one day,” he said to Imogen. “Let me set you up so you can pull the file and keep access. Let me get you inside the right rooms with the right people present. One day, and then you can tear the whole thing open.”

Imogen stared at him. “Why should I trust you?”

Reid’s gaze held hers, steady. “You shouldn’t,” he said. “Not yet. But you can trust one thing.” He paused, and his throat moved like he was swallowing something hard. “I want it fixed. I want the car to be safe. I want the truth acknowledged, even if it ruins me.”

The words landed in Imogen’s chest with a weight that felt too real to be a performance.

Rafi looked away, as if Reid’s admission was something private spoken too loudly.

Imogen’s voice came out quiet. “If you are lying, I will burn your reputation to the ground,” she said.

Reid nodded once. “I know.”

Imogen held his gaze for another beat, then looked down at her notebook. She wrote a single line, the letters pressed hard enough to bruise the paper.

Trust is a risk.

She closed the notebook. “One day,” she said, voice firm. “And then I pull it, with or without your help.”

Reid’s shoulders eased by a fraction. “Fair.”

Rafi turned to his desk and opened a drawer. He pulled out a folder and set it on the table in front of Imogen. “Current logs,” he said. “Scope, like he asked.” His voice held a quiet apology.

Imogen opened the folder and began scanning. Work orders, sensor calibration schedules, door operator replacement notes. Everything looked tidy on paper, the kind of tidy that could be genuine or curated. She marked details, dates, initials, anything that could later be compared to reality.

Reid watched her work. Not hovering, not interfering, but present. When she paused to reread a line, he spoke quietly.

“There’s something else,” he said.

Imogen looked up. “What.”

Reid hesitated. “Forty-seven,” he said. “That floor is supposed to be restricted. But it’s not supposed to exist for passenger routing. It should never have opened there.”

Imogen’s pulse tightened. “Then how did it go?”

Reid’s gaze shifted to Rafi. “Because someone added it,” he said. “Years ago. They told the system it was a service stop, a safe stop, a place the car could park during emergencies. But it is not configured like a safe stop.”

Rafi’s jaw tightened. “It was never meant to be used.”

Imogen’s voice sharpened. “Then why is it there?”

Rafi looked at Reid, silent.

Reid’s voice dropped. “Because in 2019, they needed somewhere to hide what happened,” he said.

Imogen’s stomach clenched. The room felt smaller. The air felt heavier. She stared at Reid, then at Rafi. “Hide,” she repeated.

Reid’s eyes held hers. “Not the truth,” he said. “The attention.”

Imogen’s hands went cold. She thought of the intercom voice, the calm script, the delay. She thought of the message on Reid’s phone. Keep her away from the old file.

She looked down at the folder in front of her, the tidy logs, and felt anger rise like heat under her skin. This building was not just steel and glass. It was a story people had agreed to tell, and Imogen was here to read the chapters they had tried to erase.

Her voice came out quiet. “Who else knows about forty-seven.”

Reid’s gaze flicked to the door, then back. “Enough people,” he said. “Not enough to admit it out loud.”

Imogen’s throat tightened. “And you,” she said, the question sharp, “why are you telling me now.”

Reid’s mouth pressed into a line. He looked at her as if he was making a choice he could not take back. “Because you were in that car,” he said. “Because it opened for you. And because if it did that once, it can do it again.”

Imogen’s pulse thudded, and she hated that a small part of her wanted to ask him to promise she would not be alone when it happened again. She hated that her body wanted him near the way it wanted oxygen.

She steadied her voice. “Then we test it,” she said.

Rafi’s head snapped up. “No.”

Imogen met his gaze. “Yes.”

Reid’s eyes narrowed. “Imogen.”

Imogen held up a hand, palm out, not a gesture of surrender, but of decision. “Controlled conditions,” she said. “You and me and Rafi. No tenants. No board. No scripts on the intercom. We run the car, we see what it does, we gather data. Then we decide the next step.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “That car is not a toy.”

Imogen’s voice softened slightly, and the softness surprised even her. “I know,” she said. “It is a risk. But pretending the risk is not there does not make anyone safer.”

Reid stared at her. For a moment, something flickered in his eyes, not anger, not fear, something more like respect mixed with alarm. He was used to being the calm one in the room. He was not used to someone else walking toward danger with their chin lifted.

Rafi’s voice was tight. “If it stops again,” he said, “you could panic.”

Imogen’s cheeks flushed, and she hated the implication, hated the truth beneath it. She kept her tone even. “If it stops again, I will handle myself,” she said. “And if I cannot, I will still gather enough data to ensure nobody else gets trapped without answers.”

Reid’s gaze sharpened. “You don’t have to prove anything to us,” he said.

Imogen’s throat tightened. “I’m not proving,” she replied. “I’m working.”

A silence settled. The building hummed around them like a distant ocean.

Then Reid spoke, voice low. “All right,” he said. “Tonight. After tenant traffic slows. We do one controlled ride. Rafi on comms. Doors unlocked. Emergency tools staged. And if you say stop, we stop.”

Imogen’s chest tightened, not with fear, but with the strange ache of being offered control she rarely received. She nodded once. “Tonight,” she agreed.

Reid’s gaze held hers for a beat too long. The air between them felt charged, not with flirting, but with something more dangerous. Trust under pressure. A partnership formed at the edge of a secret.

Imogen looked away first, focusing back on the logs, because she did not want to feel how his attention warmed her skin.

She turned another page in the folder.

And froze.

A work order number, handwritten in the margin, was faint, almost like someone had tried to hide it by writing lightly. Imogen recognized the numbering pattern immediately. It was not current
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