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The elevator doors slide open with a soft chime, and there she is — leaning against the wall, arms crossed, pretending she isn’t waiting for anyone. Pretending she isn’t waiting for me. Her eyes lift, slow and deliberate, and the moment they meet mine, something inside my chest tightens like a fist closing around a secret I’ve been trying too hard to ignore.

“Late again,” she says.

Her voice is calm, but her foot taps once against the floor. A small, impatient rhythm. A rhythm I’ve learned too well.

“I’m not late,” I answer. “You’re early.”

She rolls her eyes, but the corner of her mouth curves upward. Just a little. Just enough to undo me.

I step inside. The doors close. The air shifts.

It’s ridiculous how small this elevator feels when she’s in it. As if the walls lean in, curious, listening. As if the silence between us is a living thing, stretching, tightening, waiting for someone to breathe wrong.

She smells like rain and something warm — vanilla, maybe. Or something sweeter. Something I shouldn’t notice. Something I shouldn’t want.

“Rough morning?” she asks.

“Not anymore.”

She looks up sharply, as if she wasn’t expecting that. As if she wasn’t expecting me to be honest. Her eyes soften for a heartbeat, then she looks away, pretending to study the glowing floor numbers.

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” she murmurs.

“Why not?”

“Because...” She hesitates. “Because you don’t mean them.”

“I do.”

The elevator hums. The lights flicker faintly. She exhales, slow and shaky, and I realize she’s not as composed as she pretends to be. Her fingers tighten around the strap of her bag. Her shoulders rise, then fall.

“You’re impossible,” she whispers.

“And you’re avoiding the question.”

“What question?”

“Why it bothers you.”

She turns toward me. Fully. No more half-angles, no more pretending she’s unaffected. Her eyes meet mine with a kind of quiet fire — the kind that doesn’t burn, but melts.

“It doesn’t bother me,” she says.

“Liar.”

Her breath catches. Just slightly. But enough.

The elevator stops between floors with a soft jolt. The lights dim. She gasps and grabs my arm before she can stop herself. Her fingers are warm. Too warm. My pulse jumps under her touch.

“Relax,” I say softly. “It’s just a pause.”

She doesn’t let go.

Neither do I.

For a moment, the world narrows to the space between us — the inches, the heat, the unspoken things that have been building for weeks. Her eyes flick to my mouth, then back to my eyes, and the movement is so small, so quick, that anyone else would miss it.

But I don’t.

“Tell me,” I whisper, “that you don’t feel this.”

She closes her eyes. Just for a second. When she opens them again, they’re brighter. Softer. More honest than she wants them to be.

“I shouldn’t,” she says.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Her hand is still on my arm. My hand covers hers before I can think better of it. Her breath hitches again — a tiny, fragile sound that feels like a confession.

“I do,” she finally whispers. “I feel it. And that’s the problem.”

The elevator hums back to life. The lights brighten. The moment should break.

But it doesn’t.

She doesn’t pull away.

Neither do I.

When the doors open, she steps out first, but she stops in the doorway, turns her head just enough for me to see the truth she’s been trying to hide.

“This changes nothing,” she says.

But her voice trembles.

And her eyes say everything.
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She walks ahead of me down the hallway, her steps quick, almost too quick, as if distance could undo what just happened. As if a few meters of polished floor and fluorescent lights could erase the way her hand trembled under mine.

It can’t.

She knows it. I know it.

She reaches her office door and hesitates, fingers hovering over the handle. I stop a few steps behind her, giving her space she clearly doesn’t want but thinks she needs.

“You’re really going to pretend nothing happened?” I ask quietly.

She closes her eyes for a moment — a small, fragile pause — then opens the door without looking at me.

“I have work to do,” she says.

But her voice is softer than it should be. Softer than she wants it to be.

I follow her inside. Not because I’m trying to push her. But because she didn’t tell me not to. And because the air between us is still charged, still humming with something neither of us knows how to name.

She sets her bag on the desk, but her hands linger on it, fingers gripping the strap like she’s holding on to the last piece of solid ground.

“You’re making this complicated,” she murmurs.

“No,” I say. “This was already complicated. We’re just finally admitting it.”

She turns toward me, slowly, as if every degree of movement costs her something. Her eyes meet mine — guarded, conflicted, luminous.

“You don’t understand,” she says. “If I let this happen... everything changes.”

“Maybe it should.”

She shakes her head. A small, helpless motion.

“You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I’m not asking for anything,” I say. “I’m just telling the truth.”

She laughs once — a quiet, disbelieving sound — and looks away, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her hands are unsteady. Her breath is uneven. She’s unraveling, but trying so hard not to show it.

“You can’t just walk into an elevator, say things like that, and expect me to be fine,” she says.

“I don’t expect you to be fine.”

“Then what do you expect?”

“That you stop pretending you don’t feel it too.”

Her eyes snap back to mine. And there it is — the truth she’s been hiding, flickering like a candle caught between surrender and fear.

“I can’t,” she whispers.

“You can.”

“I shouldn’t.”

“But you do.”

She presses her lips together, fighting something inside herself. Something big. Something real. She takes a step back, bumping lightly into the edge of her desk, as if the room itself is shrinking around her.

“This is dangerous,” she says.

“For who?”

“For me.”

The honesty in her voice hits me harder than anything else she’s said. It’s raw. Unfiltered. Vulnerable in a way she never lets herself be.

I take a slow step toward her. Not close enough to touch. Just close enough to be undeniable.

“I would never hurt you,” I say.

“I know,” she whispers. “That’s what scares me.”

The room falls silent. Not empty — just full of everything we’re not saying. Everything we’re trying not to feel.

She looks at me like she’s standing on the edge of something vast and terrifying and beautiful. Like one more breath, one more heartbeat, one more moment might tip her over.

And then, quietly, almost inaudibly:

“I don’t know how to do this.”

“You don’t have to,” I say. “We’ll figure it out.”

She closes her eyes again. This time, when she opens them, there’s something different in them. Not certainty. Not surrender. But possibility.

A beginning.

“Okay,” she whispers. “But slowly.”

“As slowly as you want.”

She exhales — a soft, trembling release — and for the first time since the elevator, she smiles. Not fully. Not confidently. But honestly.

And that’s enough.

For now.
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The rest of the morning moves strangely. As if the world is trying to pretend it’s normal while every cell in my body knows it isn’t. I sit at my desk, open my laptop, type a few words, delete them, type them again, delete them again. Nothing sticks. Nothing feels real.

Because all I can think about is her.

Her voice. Her eyes. The way she said “slowly” like it was both a promise and a warning.

Around noon, I hear footsteps outside my office. Light ones. Familiar ones. My pulse jumps before I can stop it. I tell myself not to look up. Not to hope. Not to expect anything.

But I do.

And then she appears in the doorway.

She doesn’t step inside. She just leans against the frame, arms crossed, pretending she’s composed. She isn’t. Her breathing is too shallow. Her shoulders too tense. Her eyes too bright.

“Lunch?” she asks.

One word. Simple. Casual. Except it isn’t. Not with the way she says it. Not with the way her voice dips on the last syllable, like she’s afraid of the answer.

“Sure,” I say.

She nods once, relieved but trying not to show it. She turns and starts walking down the hall. I follow her, keeping a respectful distance, even though every instinct in me wants to close it.

We take the stairs instead of the elevator. She doesn’t say why. She doesn’t have to.

Outside, the
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