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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally rich contemporary romance with sharp tension, tender payoff, and characters who earn their happy ending through honest choices. Each story is crafted to feel cinematic on the page, grounded in real feelings, and designed for readers who love heart-forward romance without explicit heat.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Talia Hartwell is a safety compliance auditor with a calm voice and a relentless need for certainty. She trusts checklists more than promises, and she has spent a year pretending one night in an elevator never happened.

Gideon Kerrigan is the lead elevator technician assigned to Halcyon Tower’s oldest lift, the one the building treats like a museum piece. He is brilliant under pressure, allergic to blame games, and quietly tired of being remembered for the wrong moment.

Marisol Vega is Talia’s closest friend and the creative director behind Halcyon Tower’s Valentine week installation. She believes love is a decision you practice, and she refuses to let Talia hide inside “professionalism” forever.

Quinn Abbott is Halcyon Tower’s operations manager and the person who must keep the Valentine gala from collapsing into chaos. She is polished, practical, and always listening for the one detail everyone else missed.

Harlan Price is head of building security and the reluctant referee whenever ego, liability, and late-night emergencies collide. He sees more than he says, and he never forgets what happened in the elevator last year.
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By the time Talia stepped into Halcyon Tower’s lobby, the air already smelled like sugar and pressure.

A ribbon of red lights traced the ceiling like a heartbeat. Paper hearts hung in careful rows beside a gleaming display that read, in neat script, Leave a Note, Take a Note. Someone had turned the ground floor into a Valentine postcard, all soft edges and curated romance.

Talia didn’t come here for softness. She came for bolts, tolerances, and a signature that could cost her job if it was wrong.

She adjusted her grip on the slim folder under her arm and walked past the display without touching it. The notes fluttered faintly as she passed, like they wanted her attention.

She kept her eyes forward until the elevator doors at the far end reflected a man she knew too well.

Gideon was half-turned toward the open service panel on the wall beside the lift, one hand braced on the edge as he scanned something inside. His dark hair was slightly mussed in a way that made him look like he had been awake since dawn, and his sleeves were pushed to his forearms like he’d already fought with the building and won.

He didn’t look up at first.

Talia could have turned around. She could have asked Quinn to reschedule. She could have chosen another entrance and pretended she hadn’t seen him.

But Valentine’s Day has never been kind about giving people exits.

She crossed the lobby, heels quiet on polished stone, and stopped close enough that she could smell the faint tang of machine oil under his soap.

“Mr. Kerrigan,” she said, keeping her voice level.

His shoulders shifted, the smallest tell. Then he straightened and faced her like he’d been expecting her for hours.

“Talia,” he replied, and her name sounded like a question he already knew the answer to.

For a second, the lobby’s curated romance blurred behind him. All she saw was Gideon’s steady gaze and the way his jaw tightened like he was choosing his words carefully.

This was supposed to be a routine inspection. It was supposed to be numbers, not memory.

She lifted her badge slightly, a habit she used when she needed the world to stay orderly. “I’m here for the final compliance check on Elevator Three.”

“That’s the one you always ask for,” Gideon said.

Talia’s throat went dry, annoyed at her own body for reacting to a simple sentence. “It’s the one with the highest passenger volume during events.”

“Or it’s the one you don’t trust,” he said, still calm.

She could have denied it. She could have turned it into a policy explanation. But Gideon had always had a way of hearing what she didn’t say.

Before she could answer, a burst of laughter floated from the far side of the lobby as a couple posed under a heart arch for a photo. Marisol’s installation was working exactly as intended. Romance, packaged and bright.

Talia stared at the elevator doors as if they might save her.

“They’re running the gala upstairs at seven,” Gideon said, nodding toward the bank of elevators. “Full capacity. Press. Donors. The building’s big Valentine show.”

“I know,” she said. “Which is why the sign-off is today.”

He held her gaze. “Why today, specifically.”

She felt the sharp pull of it, that subtle challenge. Why now? Why show up here on Valentine’s Day of all days, after a year of careful distance.

Because her firm had been audited last month, and one more flagged approval could end her career. Because Halcyon Tower’s insurance renewal depended on her signature. Because the building’s owners had asked for her by name, which was its own quiet threat.

And because last year, on this same date, an elevator had stopped between floors and turned her life into a story people told wrong.

“Because the deadline is today,” she said. “Because I don’t get to pick a better day.”

Gideon’s eyes softened for a fraction, then hardened again. “Neither do I.”

Talia let that land. It wasn’t flirtation. It wasn't to blame. It was true with edges.

Quinn appeared from the direction of the concierge desk, moving fast with a tablet in her hand. Her smile was professional, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Talia,” Quinn said, relief and desperation braided together. “Thank you for coming. Please tell me we’re still on track.”

Talia offered the kind of reassuring expression she’d perfected over years of crisis management. “That depends on the elevator.”

Quinn’s gaze flicked to Gideon, then back. “We cannot afford a delay tonight.”

Gideon’s mouth twitched like he almost smiled, but it didn’t become one. “Then it’s a good thing I’m here.”

Quinn nodded too quickly, then stepped away as her phone buzzed. A second later, Marisol’s voice carried from somewhere deeper in the lobby, bright and coaxing, talking someone into leaving a note.

Talia felt her focus snag on the display again.

Leave a Note, Take a Note.

For a moment she imagined peeling one off, just to see what kind of brave people wrote when they thought no one would know. Then she remembered she wasn’t here for romance.

She was here for control.

“All right,” she said to Gideon, gesturing toward the elevator. “Let’s do this.”

He reached past her and pressed the call button. The elevator chimed almost immediately, the doors sliding open with a polished sigh.

Inside, the walls had been dressed for Valentine week too. A thin ribbon motif framed the mirror. A small acrylic holder had been mounted beside the control panel with a stack of blank cards and a pen on a chain.

Talia’s stomach tightened with irritation. Decorations inside a moving machine. A liability dressed like a cute idea.

Gideon stepped in first without hesitation. He stood near the panel, professional posture, a technician in his element. Talia followed, keeping her distance even though the space refused to grant much of it.

The doors closed.

The elevator rose smoothly, a low hum under their feet.

Talia opened her folder and scanned her checklist, forcing her eyes to behave. “I’ll need the maintenance logs from the last thirty days.”

“I’ve got them,” Gideon said, then paused. “Printed. Like you prefer.”

She didn’t look up. “It’s not about preference.”

“It is,” he said quietly. “You just don’t like admitting you’re human.”

Her pen hovered over the paper.

There were a hundred things she could say. She could tell him that being human wasn’t the issue, that being human was exactly what got people hurt when they cut corners and called it confidence. She could tell him that last year had proven she couldn’t afford softness.

Instead she said, “Any anomalies since the last inspection.”

“No,” Gideon answered. “Not in the way you mean.”

That made her look up.

His gaze held hers, serious. “There’s been... attention. Because of the installation.”

Talia’s eyes flicked toward the acrylic holder. The blank cards. The pen.

“People write notes in here,” Gideon continued. “They leave them in that holder like it’s a mailbox.”

Talia felt something cold slide through her chest. “That’s not approved.”

“I told Quinn,” he said. “She wanted it. The owners wanted it. Marisol wanted it.”

Hearing Marisol’s name in Gideon’s mouth did something small and sharp to Talia, a reminder that her friend had built this romance spectacle without asking what it would do to her.

“I’m putting it in the report,” Talia said.

Gideon nodded once. “I figured you would.”

The elevator passed the tenth floor. The hum stayed steady. Talia forced herself to breathe like this was normal.

Then the lights flickered.

Just once, quick enough to feel like a blink.

Talia’s hand tightened around her pen.

Gideon’s body went still, senses narrowing. “That’s new.”

Talia’s pulse jumped, and she hated that her body reacted before her brain finished its sentence. “What do you mean, new.”

He didn’t answer immediately. He stepped closer to the panel, eyes scanning the floor indicator. “It shouldn’t do that.”

The elevator shuddered lightly, then smoothed out again. The floor indicator continued climbing.

Talia’s voice stayed controlled because she had practiced control the way other people practiced prayer. “Is it unsafe?”

“I didn’t say that,” Gideon replied, but his tone was careful now, weighted.

She stared at the mirrored wall and saw herself there, face composed, shoulders square, a woman who did not panic in enclosed spaces. A woman who had learned how to look fine.

Gideon glanced at her reflection, then back to her, as if he could see the strain she wouldn’t name.

“We’re okay,” he said, quieter than before.

Talia wanted to believe him. That was the problem.

The elevator reached the twelfth floor.

The flicker happened again, stronger. The lights dimmed and returned.

Then the elevator stopped.

Not on the floor. Not with a chime. Just a sudden, blunt stillness that stole the hum from under their feet.

Talia’s breath caught, and she forced it back out through her nose.

The floor indicator blinked between 12 and 13, confused.

For a beat, the two of them stood in a silence that felt like a memory trying to become real again.

Gideon moved first. He pressed the door open button. Nothing happened.

He pressed it again, harder. Still nothing.

Talia kept her voice steady. “Is this part of the installation too?”

His eyes flashed, a quick glance that said he knew she was using sarcasm as armor. “No.”

He leaned toward the emergency panel, popped it open with practiced hands, and checked the system readout. His jaw tightened.

Talia’s fingers dug into the edge of her folder. “Gideon.”

“Give me a second,” he said.

The seconds stretched, elastic and cruel.

Talia stared at the seam of the doors, the thin line of black where the world outside should be. She could feel the elevator around her, close and heavy, like a room with no windows.

She refused to let last year crawl up her spine.

Gideon tapped the emergency phone button. The call tone sounded, then clicked into a tinny connection.

“Harlan,” Gideon said immediately, voice firm. “It’s Gideon. Elevator Three is stalled between twelve and thirteen. We have a passenger.”

Talia’s stomach turned at the word passenger, as if she were suddenly anonymous, just a weight in a box.

Harlan’s voice crackled back. “You again.”

“It’s not a joke,” Gideon said.

There was a pause, then Harlan’s tone sharpened. “Hold tight. I’m sending a tech team. What’s the status.”

Gideon looked at the panel. “Power is stable. Doors unresponsive. Flicker started on the ascent.”

Harlan exhaled hard through the speaker. “Of course it did. Valentine’s Day. Of course.”

Talia squeezed her eyes shut for half a second, then opened them and forced her voice into the conversation. “This is Talia.”

Silence.

When Harlan spoke again, his voice had changed. It wasn’t warm. It wasn’t cold. It was the tone of someone who remembered too much.

“I know who you are,” he said.

Talia’s throat tightened. “We need an estimated resolution time.”

Harlan hesitated, and that hesitation felt like a hand closing around her ribs. “I’ll update you. Stay calm.”

She hated the phrase. She hated that people said it when they didn’t know what else to offer. She hated that it implied she might not be calm.

She opened her eyes and found Gideon watching her.

Not like a technician evaluating a problem. Like a man who had already decided he wasn’t leaving her alone in this.

Gideon spoke into the phone again. “Harlan. Is there any reason the system would lock out the door controls.”

“Unless it detected an obstruction,” Harlan replied. “Or unless someone hit the emergency stop.”

Gideon’s gaze flicked to the red stop button behind its clear cover.

Talia followed his glance, and something cold went through her.

“I didn’t touch it,” she said, sharper than she intended.

“I didn’t say you did,” Gideon replied, but his voice stayed gentle, which somehow made it worse.

Because gentleness meant he was thinking of last year too.

The elevator lights flickered again, longer this time, dimming until the corners of the ceiling disappeared. The emergency lights clicked on with a muted glow.

Talia swallowed, forcing air into her lungs. She refused to let panic claim her. Panic didn’t fix machines.

She shifted her stance, searching for something to anchor her, and her shoulder brushed the acrylic note holder.

A card slipped free and fluttered down.

Talia watched it fall as if it were happening in slow motion. The white rectangle landed face up near her shoes.

Her eyes caught the handwriting before she could stop them.

The letters were neat, intentional, familiar in a way that made her skin go tight.

Talia.

Just her first name, written like a hand that knew it.

Her heart kicked once, hard, and she hated it for doing that too.

Gideon followed her gaze to the card. His body went still, the same way it had when the elevator first flickered.

Talia bent down and picked it up with careful fingers, as if the paper could bite.

She turned it over.

There was a second line, smaller, tucked near the bottom like a secret.

Meet me between floors.

Talia stared at the words until they blurred.

It wasn’t a random note. It wasn’t a cute Valentine message meant for strangers. It was aimed at her, precise and intimate in a way that made the small space feel even smaller.

She lifted her gaze to Gideon.

His face had drained of color, and for the first time since she’d seen him in the lobby, he looked like a man caught off guard.

As if he hadn’t expected her to find that.

As if he hadn’t expected the past to speak first.

Talia’s voice came out low, controlled, and dangerous. “Tell me the truth.”

Gideon didn’t look away.

The elevator remained stalled, humming faintly under emergency power, holding them in the exact place the note had named.

Between floors, with nowhere to go, and no more room for pretending.
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​Chapter 1: Meet Me Between Floors
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Talia held the card like it had weight. Paper shouldn’t feel heavy, but the handwriting made her palm tense, made the air in the elevator tighten around her ribs.

Gideon’s eyes stayed on the words, then on her face, as if he was reading two notes at once.

“Tell me the truth,” Talia said again, quieter now, because the first time she’d said it, her voice had cut too sharp. “Did you do this?”

Gideon’s throat moved as he swallowed. He didn’t flinch from the question, but something in him braced, the way a person does when they’ve been blamed before and learned what the next sentence can cost.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t write that.”

Talia’s grip tightened on the card. “You knew it was there.”

“I didn’t,” he replied, and his eyes held hers steadily. “I swear to you I didn’t.”

The word swear landed in the small space and didn’t fade. It echoed off metal and memory.

Talia’s mind tried to pin the moment down like a document. Facts, sequence, culpability. She could do that. She could turn feelings into checkboxes.

The elevator lights flickered again, longer. The emergency glow made Gideon’s face look harder, his cheekbones sharper, and it made the little card in her hand look whiter than it should have.

Gideon shifted his attention to the service panel again, fingers moving with quiet efficiency. “We need to focus. The note matters, but it matters less than making sure you’re safe.”

Talia hated how her body reacted to that. She hated how the word safe sounded when it came from him. It carried last year under it, like a hidden floor beneath the one she stood on.

“You don’t get to decide what matters,” she said.

“I’m not trying to decide,” he said, voice low, controlled. “I’m trying to keep this from getting worse.”

Talia stared at him. “Then explain why my name is on a note in your elevator.”

Gideon flinched at that, not in fear, but in frustration. “It’s not my elevator.”

“It’s the one you’re responsible for,” she countered. “Which means if someone put this here, you either missed it, or you allowed it.”

His jaw worked. “Or someone put it here after I checked.”

Talia’s thoughts ran in tight circles. There had been Valentine decorations everywhere. Cards. Pens. People. A lobby built to invite strangers to write private things in public places.

But her name wasn’t an accident.

Talia looked down again. Meet me between floors.

It wasn’t cute. It wasn’t harmless.

It was pointed.

“Who else knew I was coming,” she asked.

Gideon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Quinn.”

Talia’s stomach dipped at the name. “Anyone else.”

“Maybe Marisol,” he said, and his gaze flicked away for a fraction before it returned. “She’s running the whole Valentine thing. She knows everything that moves in this building right now.”

Talia’s chest tightened. Marisol, with her bright laugh and her stubborn belief that love could fix anything if you were brave enough to name it. Marisol, who had never been trapped between floors, tried not to show how thin the air felt when the doors wouldn’t open.

Talia turned the card over again as if the words might change if she stared hard enough.

Gideon’s hand hovered near the card holder, then stopped. “Do you still have the envelope?”

“There was no envelope,” Talia said.

His eyes lifted, sharp. “Then that means it wasn’t part of the lobby display.”

Talia’s mouth went dry. “How do you know?”

“Because Marisol’s notes are all in envelopes,” he said, and there was a tightness in his voice that sounded like certainty built from too many late nights. “She insisted. She said it made it feel intentional.”

Talia blinked. “You know a lot about her installation.”

Gideon’s gaze didn’t soften. “I know what could jam a door sensor. I know what could fall into the wrong place. I’ve been telling them for days that putting loose paper inside an elevator is a bad idea.”

Talia felt a harsh little pulse of vindication, then the fear behind it. Vindication didn’t open doors.

She looked at the seam between the elevator doors again. Nothing. No hint of the lobby lights. No movement. The stillness pressed against her, and she forced herself to keep her breathing even.

Gideon glanced at her face as if he could see the fight in her. “Talia.”

“What,” she said, sharper than she meant.

He held her gaze. “Last year, you kept your voice steady too.”

The words hit her like a hand finding a bruise.

Talia’s stomach turned. “Don’t.”

“I’m not trying to drag you back there,” he said. “I’m trying to tell you I remember what you did. You stayed present. You didn’t disappear.”

Talia swallowed. “You don’t know what I did.”

Gideon’s expression shifted, something pained threading through it. “I know you didn’t look at me after.”

Talia’s fingers tightened on the folder, a reflex. She wanted to tell him it wasn’t personal. She wanted to tell him she’d been trying to survive the way the building had turned her into a headline inside its own hallways.

But survival still left other people bleeding.

The emergency phone crackled again, and Harlan’s voice came through the tinny speaker. “Update. The team is on the way up to the landing. Gideon, I need you to tell me what you’re seeing.”

Gideon turned back to the panel. “I’ve got a stall between floors, door controls locked out, emergency lighting engaged. I suspect a sensor obstruction or a temporary power drop.”

Talia forced herself to anchor on the words. Sensor obstruction. Temporary power drop. Fixable things. Not helpless things.

Harlan’s voice sharpened. “Is she okay?”

Talia hated that he asked about her like she wasn’t right there. She leaned toward the phone. “I’m fine. I need the estimated time until the landing team is at the nearest floor.”

There was a pause. “Five minutes,” Harlan said. “Maybe less. Quinn is already sending people up too, because of course she is.”

Talia closed her eyes for half a second. Quinn. People. A small crowd gathering outside an elevator stuck between floors on Valentine’s Day. That was exactly how stories got started. That was how rumors breathed.

Gideon’s gaze flicked to her again, and she knew he was thinking the same thing.

Harlan continued, “Gideon, I want you to check the door zone indicator. If you’re close enough to the landing, we may be able to manually cycle the doors when the team arrives.”

Gideon’s fingers moved across the panel. “Zone indicator shows we’re off-level. Not by much.”

Harlan swore softly, not loud enough to be dramatic, just tired. “All right. No hero moves. Wait for the team.”

Gideon’s mouth tightened. “Understood.”

The call clicked off.

For a moment, the elevator held its breath. The emergency lights hummed. The air felt warmer than it should, and Talia shifted her stance, trying to pretend she wasn’t aware of every inch of the small space.

Gideon leaned closer to the service panel again. “I need your folder.”

Talia stiffened. “Why.”

“I want to see your checklist,” he said. “If you’re going to report this, we should document it cleanly. Time stamp, sequence. I don’t want anyone inventing details later.”

The sentence landed like an unexpected gift and a sharp twist all at once. Gideon, concerned about how stories were told. Gideon, thinking about her report before she even wrote it.

Talia hesitated, then handed him the folder. Their fingers brushed, quick and accidental, and something in her chest pulled tight.

Gideon flipped through the pages, his movements careful, as if he respected the paper the way she did. “You wrote down the flicker. Good.”

“You’re not the one whose license is on the line,” Talia said.

Gideon’s eyes flicked up. “You think mine isn’t.”

Talia’s breath stalled. “Is that what this is? You think I’m here to ruin you.”

His jaw tensed. “I think last year changed things. I think people decided a story and picked two characters. You disappeared, and I became the easiest person to point at when someone wanted to feel safe.”

Talia’s throat tightened. She hated how true it sounded. She hated that she’d been part of it.

She tried to steady her voice. “I didn’t disappear. I stepped back.”

Gideon let out a quiet, humorless breath. “Same result.”

The words sat between them like the stalled space they were stuck in.

Talia looked down at the note again, because it was easier than meeting his eyes. “If you didn’t write it, who did.”

Gideon didn’t answer immediately. He studied the handwriting again, his gaze narrowing as if he were seeing something she wasn’t.

“That pen,” he said finally, nodding toward the chained pen in the holder. “Isn’t Marisol’s usual one. She bought metallic ink. This is regular.”

Talia blinked. “You can tell ink.”

“I can tell what leaks, what smears, what breaks when it gets humid,” he said, voice flat. “This isn’t part of her kit.”

Talia’s pulse quickened, not in fear this time, but in a sharp, uneasy clarity. Someone had brought their own pen. Someone had written her name deliberately.

Gideon’s expression tightened. “Have you gotten any notes?”

Talia’s mouth went dry. “No.”

His eyes didn’t soften. “That wasn’t an answer.”

Talia’s fingers curled around the card’s edge until it bent slightly. “There was one. Months ago. In my office. No name.”

Gideon went very still. “What did it say?”

Talia didn’t want to tell him. The memory had been tucked away like a paper cut she didn’t want to press again. But the elevator was holding them hostage, and the note in her hand had dragged the past into the present anyway.

“It said,” she began, then stopped, then forced the words out as if she were reading them from a report. “You weren’t alone.”

Gideon’s eyes darkened, and for a second, something raw flickered across his face. “That wasn’t from me either.”

Talia’s chest tightened. “How can you be sure?”

“Because I would’ve said more,” he replied quietly. “And because I wouldn’t have put it where it could scare you.”

The gentleness in his voice made her throat burn.

Talia swallowed, trying to keep her focus clean. “So someone has been watching.”

Gideon’s jaw worked. “Or someone is trying to push you.”

The idea made her skin go cold. Not because it felt like danger, but because it felt like losing control. Because it suggested her life had become a plot someone else was shaping.

She forced her breathing steady. “We need to know how that card got here.”

Gideon’s gaze flicked upward, as if he were already tracking the mechanics. “If the card slipped behind the panel, it could’ve interfered with the door sensor. That would trigger a lockout. It’s designed to prevent doors from closing on something.”

Talia blinked. “So the note might have caused this.”

“Or this caused the note to fall,” he countered. “If the holder shifted, vibration could knock it loose.”

Talia stared at the holder. A cheap, pretty piece of Valentine decoration. A tiny thing that had turned the elevator into a trap.

She felt anger stir, sharp and clean. Anger was easier than fear.

“You told them it was a bad idea,” she said.

Gideon’s expression tightened. “Yes.”

“And they did it anyway,” she added, and the words tasted like something she’d been fighting her whole career. The world insisted feelings mattered more than safety until someone got hurt.

Gideon’s eyes held hers. “That’s why you’re here. Because you’re the person who says no when everyone else wants to say yes.”

Talia’s throat tightened again, and this time she couldn’t tell if she hated the compliment or needed it.

The elevator gave a sudden, subtle lurch. Not a drop, not a violent shift, but enough to make Talia’s stomach turn and her body stiffen.

Gideon moved instantly, not grabbing her, but stepping closer, putting himself between her and the panel edge as if the metal could bite. “Easy.”

Talia forced her voice steady. “What was that?”

“Brake adjustment,” Gideon said, eyes on the indicator. “Or the system is trying to re-level.”

Talia looked at the floor display, blinking between numbers like it couldn’t decide what story to tell.

“This is not a romantic metaphor,” she muttered.

Gideon’s mouth twitched, but it didn’t become a smile. “Not unless you like your romance with a risk assessment.”

Despite herself, despite the tight air and the note in her hand, a small sound escaped her that could have been a laugh if it hadn’t been so thin.

Gideon’s gaze flicked to her, surprised. Not triumphant, not smug. Just... there, noticing her.

For a moment, the space between them felt different. Not safer. Not calm. But humans.

Then the lights flickered again, and the elevator shuddered to stillness.

Gideon exhaled slowly. “All right. We need to prepare for manual release. When Harlan’s team gets to the landing, they’ll likely ask me to do a door cycle. There’s a procedure.”

Talia lifted her chin. “Then do it.”

Gideon’s eyes held hers. “It’s not that simple. It may require disabling the lock. That’s a safety override.”

Talia’s stomach tightened. “Meaning liability.”

“Meaning if something goes wrong,” he said, voice low, “it goes wrong hard.”

Talia stared at the card again, because it was easier than looking at him when he spoke like that. Meet me between floors. As if someone had planned this moment, planned for a choice.

Talia breathed in carefully. “What do you need from me?”

Gideon blinked. “What.”

“You said no hero moves,” she replied, voice steady. “If you’re going to override a safety lock, I want to be part of the decision. I want to understand what you’re doing.”

Something shifted in his expression. Respect, maybe. Or relief.

“All right,” he said. “Then we talk through it.”

He turned the folder toward her and tapped the page where she had written the first flicker time. “We document everything. Then when the team arrives, I’ll request the landing confirmation. If they can secure the doors from outside, I’ll attempt the cycle. If they can’t, we wait.”

Talia nodded, the movement small. “No improvising.”

Gideon’s gaze didn’t soften. “No improvising.”

The words landed like a contract.

A faint vibration traveled through the walls, like distant footsteps above them. Talia pressed her ear slightly toward the door seam, listening. The elevator was quiet, but she imagined people in hallways above, gathering, whispering, filming, turning this into something entertaining.

The thought made her chest tighten.

Gideon watched her. “You’re thinking about the lobby.”

Talia didn’t deny it. “I’m thinking about what happens when those doors open.”

His eyes darkened. “And what story they tell.”

Talia’s fingers curled tighter around the note. “Exactly.”

Gideon’s voice dropped. “Then we control what we can. If anyone asks, it’s a mechanical stall. Nothing more.”

Talia stared at him. “You can’t control what people assume.”

“No,” he said. “But we can control what we say to each other.”

Her breath caught, and she hated it. She hated that the sentence felt like it belonged somewhere else, somewhere softer, somewhere romantic.

She forced her voice back to professional. “Start with the note. Tell me again you didn’t write it.”

Gideon didn’t blink. “I didn’t write it.”

Talia held his gaze. “Then why do you look like you recognize it?”

Gideon’s jaw tightened. He looked away, just for a second, and in that second she saw it. The truth, not about the note, but about him. He wasn’t just angry. He was wary. Like someone who had been cornered by a narrative and didn’t want to feed it.

He looked back at her. “Because the handwriting reminds me of someone.”

Talia’s pulse stuttered. “Who.”

Gideon hesitated. “Marisol.”

Talia stared. “Marisol’s handwriting.”

“She writes like that,” he said carefully. “Clean lines. Slight slant. But she uses different ink. And she doesn’t write just a name. She writes a whole speech.”

Talia’s throat tightened. “Marisol would not do this.”

Gideon’s eyes held hers. “I’m not saying she did. I’m saying it looks similar enough that I want you to consider someone could be copying it. Someone who has seen her notes.”

Talia’s mind raced. Marisol’s installation. Marisol’s envelopes. The lobby display is designed for anyone to touch. The way Marisol had insisted on romance everywhere.

Talia swallowed. “If someone copied her handwriting, they wanted me to think it was her.”

Gideon’s voice stayed quiet. “Or they wanted you to feel like you couldn’t be sure.”

Talia’s stomach turned. That was exactly the kind of pressure she hated. Uncertainty dressed up as fate.

A sound came through the emergency phone again, not a voice, but a click, then a hiss. Gideon pressed the button. “Harlan.”

Harlan’s voice came through, closer now, sharper. “We’re at the landing. Gideon, give me your position.”

Gideon checked the indicator. “Between twelve and thirteen. Closer to thirteen.”

Harlan muttered something that sounded like an exhausted prayer, then, “We’ve got eyes on the door from the thirteenth floor landing. Quinn is here, and she brought two people with her, because she thinks stress is cured by having an audience.”

Talia closed her eyes, heat climbing into her face. “Tell her to leave.”

“I tried,” Harlan said. “She said the gala starts in three hours and she needs updates.”

Talia leaned toward the phone. “Harlan. Clear the landing. Now. This is a safety incident, not a show.”

There was a beat of silence, then Harlan said, “Copy that.”

The line clicked as he moved.

Gideon looked at Talia, something in his eyes like approval and something like surprise. “You didn’t hesitate.”

Talia’s voice turned tight. “I’m not letting this become entertainment.”

Gideon nodded once, serious. “All right. We do the door zone procedure.”

Talia steadied herself, shifting her feet so she felt planted. “Talk me through it.”

Gideon’s hands moved to the service panel, fingers precise. “First, I confirm the car is stable. No drift. Then I attempt a re-level command. If it responds, we can align the car with the landing and the external team can help release it.”

He looked up at her. “If it doesn’t respond, we wait. No forcing it.”

Talia nodded. “Do it.”

Gideon pressed a sequence of buttons. The elevator hummed faintly, as if thinking about it.

Then nothing.

Gideon’s jaw tightened. “No response.”

Talia’s chest tightened, but she forced her voice even. “Then we wait.”

Gideon looked at her, and she saw him register the steadiness, the choice. Like she had just proven she could sit inside uncertainty without shattering.

He pressed the emergency phone again. “Harlan. The re-level command isn’t responding. The car is stable, but it won’t align.”

Harlan swore again, more openly now. “All right. We’ll do a manual assist. Gideon, I need you ready to cycle when we tell you.”

Gideon’s gaze flicked to Talia. “Understood.”

Talia’s mouth went dry. Manual assist. Cycle. Override. Liability.

And still, her name on the note, burning in her palm like a secret.

The air shifted as if the elevator heard her thoughts and wanted to punish her for having them. The emergency lights flickered. The car shuddered once, then settled again.

Gideon leaned closer to her, not touching, but near enough that his voice didn’t have to fight the small space. “If you start to feel it,” he said quietly, “tell me.”

Talia’s throat tightened. “Feel what.”

He didn’t look away. “That pull. The one that makes the walls feel closer than they are.”

Talia hated how accurately he named it.

She lifted her chin. “I’m fine.”

Gideon’s expression softened by a fraction. “Okay. But if you’re not, I’d rather you tell me than try to win a private war.”

Talia’s breath caught, and the war he described wasn’t just the elevator.

It was the one she’d been fighting since last year. The one she’d decided she could win by silence.

“Why do you care,” she asked, and the question came out sharper than she meant, because if she asked it gently, she might not like the answer.

Gideon stared at her for a long second, and in that pause, the elevator felt even quieter.

“Because you were the only person who looked at me like I wasn’t a headline,” he said finally. “Even if it was only for that night.”

Talia’s throat burned. She stared at him, stunned, because she had spent a year telling herself she hadn’t mattered to him. That she had been a problem. A passenger. A complication.

Gideon’s voice stayed low. “And because I’m tired of pretending I don’t remember the part where you held on to my voice like it was the only steady thing in the building.”

Talia’s eyes stung, sudden and furious. “Don’t make it poetic.”

“I’m not trying to,” he said. “I’m telling you the truth.”

Talia’s fingers curled around the card until it bent again. “Then here’s my truth. I didn’t look at you after because if I looked, I would’ve had to admit what I owed you. And I couldn’t. Not with the building watching. Not with my job hanging on a report.”

Gideon’s eyes held hers, steady. “You could’ve said thank you.”

Talia’s chest tightened painfully. “I know.”

The words came out like a confession. Simple. Brutal.

For a moment, Gideon’s face softened, then tightened again, like he was trying to keep himself from reaching for something he wasn’t sure he was allowed to touch.

The emergency phone crackled, Harlan’s voice urgent now. “Gideon. We’re in position. I need you to cycle on my count. Three. Two. One.”

Gideon turned back to the panel. His fingers moved fast. “Cycling.”

The elevator groaned, a low mechanical sound that made Talia’s stomach lurch. The doors vibrated. Then the seam between them shifted a fraction.

Light spilled in.

It wasn’t the warm lobby glow. It was the harsher, whiter light of a hallway above.

The doors opened two inches, then stopped.

Harlan’s voice came through. “Hold. We’re keeping it from snapping shut.”

Gideon leaned toward the opening, careful. “Harlan. Can you see the obstruction.”

There was a pause, then Harlan said, “There’s paper jammed near the sensor. Looks like it’s been shoved in.”

Talia’s breath caught. “Shoved in.”

Gideon’s head turned sharply toward her. “That’s not an accident.”

Talia’s mind raced. The note. The holder. Her name. If paper had been shoved into the sensor, someone had wanted the doors to lock.

Someone had wanted them stuck.

Her chest tightened, but she forced her voice steady. “Can you remove it?”

Harlan’s voice came back strained. “I’m trying. It’s wedged.”

Gideon’s hands hovered over the panel, torn. “If you pull too hard, you can damage the sensor.”

Harlan cursed under his breath. “We’re already in damage territory if we can’t get you out. Quinn is losing her mind.”

Talia swallowed, forcing air down. “Gideon. What’s the safest option.”

Gideon glanced at her, and in his eyes she saw the weight of it. The choice. The fear of doing the wrong thing and being blamed for it, again.

He spoke quietly, as if he were speaking to her alone. “If we disable the sensor temporarily, we can open the doors farther. But it’s a safety system. It exists for a reason.”

Talia stared at the crack of light, at the thin promise of open space. She thought of the gala, of crowds, of a building that wanted romance and didn’t care what it cost. She thought of her report last year, the way she had written only what the policy required and left humanity out because she had been afraid.

She didn’t want to be afraid again.

She looked at Gideon and let the truth sit in her voice, unpolished. “I trust you. Do what you believe is right. And I will stand by it, in writing, with my name on it.”

Gideon went still, like her words had hit him somewhere deeper than the mechanics.

Then he nodded once. “Okay.”

He turned back to the panel, fingers moving with precise care. “Harlan, I’m going to disable the sensor for a controlled manual open. You keep your hands clear of the door track.”

Harlan replied immediately. “Copy that.”

Gideon’s hand hovered over the override.

Talia’s heart thudded, and she forced her breathing steady. This wasn’t panic. This was the consequence. This was choosing a story on purpose.

Gideon pressed the override.

The elevator made a low sound, and the doors shuddered, then slid open wider, inch by inch.

Light spilled in, brighter now. The smell of hallway carpet and cleaning solution drifted into the elevator like a reminder that the world still existed outside this box.

Harlan’s face appeared in the gap, tense and focused. “All right. We’ve got you.”

Talia’s knees went slightly weak, and she hated that too, but she kept her spine straight.

Harlan reached in and offered a hand. “Step carefully. There’s a small lip.”

Talia hesitated, then moved forward. She stepped out slowly, feeling the edge beneath her shoe, then the solid floor of the landing.

The hallway was full of people.

Not a crowd, but enough. Harlan. Two maintenance staff. Quinn, standing a few feet back, phone in hand, eyes wide with relief and calculation.

And farther down the hall, half-hidden behind a column, Marisol.

Marisol’s hand was over her mouth, her eyes fixed on Talia like she’d been holding her breath too.

Talia’s stomach tightened. Not because she saw her friend. Because she saw the surprise in Marisol’s face.

Marisol hadn’t expected this.

Which meant if Marisol hadn’t expected it, Marisol probably hadn’t planned it.

Talia turned back toward the elevator opening.

Gideon was still inside, one hand braced against the door frame, posture controlled. He met Talia’s gaze through the open gap, and something unspoken passed between them. A fragile thread. A promise. A question.

Then Talia saw it.

As Gideon shifted his weight to step out, the acrylic holder inside the elevator tilted slightly. Another card slid loose and fluttered down, landing near his boots.

Gideon froze.

Talia’s breath caught.

Because the card was face up, and she could read it from where she stood.

Not her name this time.

Hi.

Gideon.

Meet me between floors. Tonight.

Gideon’s eyes lifted slowly to Talia’s.

And in the hallway full of witnesses, with Quinn watching and Marisol staring like her world had just tilted, Talia realized the note hadn’t been meant to trap her alone.

It had been meant to pull both of them into the same place again.

And the question wasn’t just who wrote it.

The question was why someone wanted them there, together, on Valentine’s Day, with the whole building waiting to decide what their story should be.
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​Chapter 2: The Note Was Not For Show
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The hallway felt too bright after the emergency glow inside the elevator. Talia stood with her palms pressed lightly against her thighs, as if she could ground herself through fabric and muscle, as if she could convince her body this was over just because her feet were on level floor again. She could still feel the thin edge of the elevator threshold under her soles, the place where a normal day had snapped into something else.

Harlan’s attention stayed on the open doorway like it might decide to change its mind and close again. One of the maintenance staff crouched near the jamb with a flashlight, and the other held a small tool pouch close to his chest, ready but wary. The situation was contained, but only in the way a cracked glass is contained. One wrong pressure point and it becomes a spill.

Quinn’s phone hovered at chest height. Not pointed directly at them, but close enough that Talia knew exactly what it meant. Quinn’s gaze flicked from Talia to the elevator, then to Gideon inside, and a practiced smile tried to form before it died.

“Thank goodness,” Quinn said, and the words sounded like relief on the surface. Underneath, Talia heard calculation. “We can still make tonight work.”

Talia stared at her. “That is not your first concern.”

Quinn’s smile tightened. “It’s everyone’s concern. Halcyon’s Valentine gala starts in a few hours. We have press. We have donors. The owners.”

Talia’s voice stayed steady. “We also have a safety incident.”

Harlan cleared his throat, a subtle warning, the kind he likely used to keep people from turning hallways into arguments. “Quinn,” he said. “Step back. Give the techs room.”

Quinn’s eyes flashed. “I’m not interfering.”

“You are,” Talia said.

Quinn looked at her as if she hadn’t expected Talia to say it out loud. Talia saw the moment Quinn recalibrated, swapping strategy. She lowered the phone an inch, softened her shoulders, and tried on concern like a coat.

“Talia, of course,” Quinn said. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Are you okay.”

Talia didn’t answer immediately, because she didn’t trust herself to answer the question the way Quinn wanted it answered. She was okay in the technical sense. She was not injured. She had air in her lungs and a floor under her feet. But okay was a bigger word than that.

She glanced toward the elevator.

Gideon still hadn’t stepped out. He was bent slightly, eyes locked on the card near his boots. His posture was controlled, but the stillness around him was new, like someone had reached inside his calm and turned a key.

Talia took one step toward the opening, ignoring Quinn’s presence and the maintenance staff and the way the hallway felt like a stage.

“Gideon,” she said.

He lifted his gaze to her. For a moment, he didn’t speak. His eyes held hers with an intensity that made the hallway fall away, as if the only real space was the distance between them.

Then he bent and picked up the card.

He didn’t show it to anyone. He didn’t read it out loud. He folded it once, slowly, and slid it into the front pocket of his work shirt like it was fragile, like it could slice him if he held it wrong.

Only then did he step carefully over the threshold and onto the landing.

Harlan exhaled, relief cutting through his sternness. “All right,” he said. “Everybody breathe. Gideon, you good.”

Gideon nodded once. “I’m good.”

Talia watched his face as he said it. She knew what good looked like on him, at least what he wanted it to look like. This was not that.

Marisol moved from behind the column, as if she couldn’t stand being a shadow anymore. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes wide, her hands twisting together at her waist.

“Talia,” she said, voice tight. “Oh my god. I was downstairs when Quinn called. I ran. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Talia turned toward her, and something in her chest pulled hard. Marisol looked frightened, and Talia didn’t think it was just for Talia. It was the kind of fear that comes when you realize your bright idea has teeth.

Marisol reached out as if she might touch Talia’s arm, then stopped herself. “Are you okay?”

Talia held her gaze. “Why are there notes inside the elevator?”

Marisol blinked, confused. “Because the installation is about—”

“Why,” Talia repeated, calmer but sharper.

Marisol’s eyes darted to Quinn like she was searching for support. Quinn’s mouth tightened, warning in her expression, but Marisol didn’t see it or didn’t care.

“It’s Valentine week,” Marisol said quickly. “The owners wanted something interactive. People love it. They leave notes, they take notes. It’s sweet.”

“It’s paper,” Talia said. “In a machine.”

Marisol’s throat worked. “I asked Gideon to look at it. He said it was risky. I told Quinn. Quinn said it would be fine if we used envelopes and secured them.”

Talia’s gaze moved to the maintenance staff. “Harlan said paper was shoved near the sensor.”

Marisol went very still. “Shoved.”

Harlan’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. Wedged in. Not slipped.”

Marisol’s face was drained of color. She looked at Gideon, and something in her eyes pleaded.

Gideon’s voice stayed even. “I told you it could happen.”

“I thought,” Marisol began, then stopped, then tried again. “I thought we had it controlled.”

Talia heard the truth in that. Marisol hadn’t wanted danger. She had wanted romance that made strangers smile. But wanting something didn’t make it safe.

Quinn stepped forward, unable to help herself. “This is exactly why we need to handle this internally,” she said. “We can’t have everyone making statements in the hallway. Talia, I’ll need you to file your report and send it to me first so we can align on language before it goes to the owners.”

Talia stared at her, disbelief edging into anger. “No.”

Quinn blinked. “Excuse me.”

“I do not align language with you,” Talia said, voice controlled. “I document facts. I submit them through the proper channels.”

Quinn’s expression hardened. “If you submit language that suggests negligence, it becomes a liability. For the building. For the event. For everyone involved.”

Talia didn’t look away. “If there was negligence, it should become a liability.”

The maintenance staff exchanged a glance and looked away quickly, pretending not to hear. Harlan’s mouth tightened, like he was trying not to smile.

Quinn’s eyes sharpened. “You’re being dramatic.”

Talia took a slow breath. “I was trapped between floors. That is not dramatic. That is measurable.”

Quinn’s jaw flexed. “We can argue semantics later. Right now, I need to know if Elevator Three will be functional before tonight.”

Harlan stepped toward Quinn, authority returning to his stance. “Quinn. Not here. Not now. Move back.”

Quinn’s gaze flicked toward the maintenance team, then to Gideon, and for a brief second, Talia saw something else under Quinn’s polish. Fear. Not of the incident itself, but of losing control of the story it would become.

Quinn took a step back, tight-lipped.

Harlan turned to Gideon. “You and I are going to do a full lockout. Nobody touches this elevator until it’s cleared and tested.”

Gideon nodded. “Agreed.”

Harlan looked at Talia. “You want to stay while they work. Or you want to step away.”

Talia’s eyes drifted to the elevator opening again, the thin seam of metal now held wide, the machine exposed. Part of her wanted to watch every step, to make sure nothing was minimized. Another part wanted to get out of the hallway before her knees decided to betray her calm.

She chose a third option.

“I want five minutes,” she said quietly.

Harlan’s eyes met hers, and he seemed to understand what she meant without her needing to explain. “Stairwell is clear,” he said. “Two doors down.”

Talia nodded once and turned, walking with measured steps toward the stairwell door. She didn’t look at Quinn. She didn’t look at the maintenance staff. She refused to look like someone fleeing.

But she did look at Gideon.

He was already watching her.

When she reached the stairwell door, she pushed it open and stepped into the cool hush of concrete and dim lighting. The air smelled faintly of dust and paint. It wasn’t pretty, but it was quiet. It wasn’t staged.

She leaned her shoulder against the wall and finally let her breath deepen. Not a collapse. Just a private recalibration.

A moment later, the door opened again.

Gideon stepped inside and let the door close behind him. The latch clicked, and the sound felt final in a way Talia didn’t expect. As if the hallway and its witnesses had been sealed on the other side.

Talia straightened slightly. “You shouldn’t be here. Harlan needs you.”

“Harlan has my team,” Gideon said. His voice was low, careful. “He told me to take two minutes.”

Talia studied him. The fluorescent stairwell light made him look more tired than he had in the lobby. It also made him look more real. Less like a technician in a story. More like a man who’d just been handed a note with his name on it.

Talia folded her arms lightly over her chest, not defensive exactly, but bracing. “What did it say?”

Gideon didn’t pretend not to know what she meant. He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out the folded card, and held it between his fingers.

He didn’t hand it to her right away.

“It said my name,” he said. “Same line. Same handwriting style. Same phrase. Meet me between floors. Tonight.”

A chill moved through Talia, not fear so much as certainty. “So it’s not random.”

“No,” Gideon said.

Talia stared at the card, then at his face. “Do you think it’s Marisol?”

Gideon’s jaw tightened. “No.”

The answer came too fast, too sure.

Talia’s brows lifted. “You’re certain.”

Gideon looked away for a second, then back. “I know Marisol’s chaos. This isn’t her chaos. This is... precise.”

Talia’s throat tightened. “Then who.”

Gideon’s gaze held hers, and his voice softened. “Maybe someone who thinks they’re doing something romantic. Maybe someone who thinks pushing people together is cute. Maybe someone who watched last year's event and decided it would make a good Valentine story.”

Talia’s stomach turned. She thought of the lobby display, the note wall, the way people treated romance like entertainment. She thought of Quinn’s phone hovering at chest height.

“She didn’t even ask if I was okay first,” Talia said, and the bitterness in her own voice surprised her.

Gideon’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “She asked. It just wasn’t the first thing she needed.”

Talia let out a short breath. “So we’re props.”

Gideon’s mouth tightened. “I refuse.”

Talia stared at him. “You refuse what.”

He unfolded the card carefully, then refolded it, as if the motion helped him think. “I refuse to be the building’s Valentine spectacle.”

Talia’s chest tightened at the word spectacle, because it hit too close to something she’d been trying not to name. She swallowed. “Last year already turned us into one.”

Gideon’s gaze sharpened. “Last year turned you into a rumor. It turned me into a scapegoat. Those are different.”

Talia flinched. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” he said, cutting her off gently. “I’m not saying it to punish you. I’m saying it because I’m tired of pretending it didn’t happen.”

Talia’s throat burned. The stairwell felt suddenly too small, not because of walls, but because of the truth sitting between them.

She looked down at her hands. “I should’ve said thank you.”

Gideon didn’t answer right away. Silence stretched, heavy but not cruel.

Then he said, “You already did.”

Talia lifted her gaze, confused. “When.”

Gideon’s eyes held hers. “That night. When you hold on. When you listened. When you didn’t turn me into the villain in the moment, even if the building did later.”

Talia felt something tighten in her chest, something that wasn’t panic and wasn’t anger. It was the ache of being seen in a way she hadn’t allowed herself to be seen for months.

“That’s not a thank you,” she whispered.

“It was to me,” Gideon said.

Talia swallowed hard. She wanted to tell him she hadn’t been brave. She’d been desperate. She’d been trying not to disappear inside her own fear. But his gaze made her feel like maybe those things could be true at the same time and still matter.

She shifted her stance, forcing her feet to stay planted. “If this was meant to be romantic,” she said, “it’s the worst version of it.”

Gideon’s mouth twitched, a faint shadow of humor. “Agreed.”

Talia’s lips pressed together. “People don’t wedge paper into a sensor by accident.”

“No,” Gideon said. “That’s a choice.”

Talia felt her anger return, sharper now because it had a target. “Someone put us in that elevator.”

Gideon’s eyes narrowed
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