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​About the Author 

SANKULAHUB writes romance that keeps its heart grounded even when the world tilts into the impossible. These stories live in the space where ordinary lives brush against hidden magic, where love grows through choices, tenderness, and trust earned the hard way. SankulaHub’s romances are written to be emotionally satisfying, consent-forward, and safe in tone, with a focus on connection, belonging, and the quiet courage it takes to let someone matter.
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For the ones who keep the lights on while everyone else sleeps, and for the ones who learned to love in the hours nobody applauds.
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Skye Mercer is the night-shift call operator who never panics, never raises her voice, and never breaks protocol, not even when the air itself starts to splinter. She knows exactly how much magic a person can hide before it begins to poison them.
Reid Caldwell is the overnight systems responder who fixes what the city doesn’t want to admit is failing. He’s steady, sharp, and allergic to secrets, and he has a way of noticing the details people rely on him to ignore.

Hannah Pike is Skye’s supervisor, a practical woman with a soft spot she pretends not to have. She trusts Skye’s instincts more than she trusts the building’s official safety reports.

Jett Navarro is the field dispatcher who talks fast and laughs faster, but he goes quiet the moment something feels truly wrong. He has seen too many nights go sideways to believe in coincidence anymore.

Audra Vance is the facilities engineer assigned to the lower levels, the kind of person who treats every lock like a promise. She doesn’t ask questions she doesn’t want answered, which makes her both useful and terrifying.

Seth Lang is the internal auditor who appears only at night, as if daylight refuses to claim him. He speaks in polite sentences that feel like warnings, and he always seems to know what Skye hasn’t said.
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The first scream didn’t come through the speakers.

It came through Skye’s fingertips, a cold tremor that crawled up from the console and into her bones, as if the desk itself had decided to flinch.

Her headset was already on. Her posture was already perfect. Her face was already calm in the way she’d trained it to be, the way she’d trained everything to be, because panic was contagious and her job was to be the opposite of a virus. Still, the moment the line lit, she felt that wrongness before she heard a single word.

Skye glanced at the clock in the corner of her monitor. 2:17 a.m.

Night shift. The hour when the city’s heartbeat slowed down, when the sensible people slept and the desperate ones called.

She clicked in.

“Emergency services,” she said, voice even, warm enough to hold a stranger without pulling them too close. “What’s your location?”

The caller breathed like they’d been running, but the air around the sound wasn’t normal. There was a faint crackle underneath it, like a radio too close to a storm.

“I’m on the west access,” the caller said. A man. Young. Trying to sound older than fear. “Under the bridge. I’m under the bridge and something’s here.”

Skye’s fingers hovered above the keys. West access under which bridge. She needed cross streets, identifiers, anything that could be put on a map, anything that could be sent to units. She could do all of that in seconds.

But first, she did something she never wrote in a log.

She listened for the second voice.

To anyone else, it would have sounded like nothing. A soft drag behind the man’s words, a husky interference, the kind of line noise people blamed on poor signal. Skye heard it as shape. As an intention. As something pressing its mouth to the other side of the phone and waiting for her to answer wrong.

Skye kept her tone steady.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m here with you. Tell me which bridge. What’s the nearest sign or landmark?”

A shuddering inhale. “I don’t know. It’s the one by the yards. The shipping yards. I thought it was— I thought it was just a person. I saw a light, like someone waving.”

The second voice made a sound that wasn’t a word. It was a pleased vibration, like a cat purring in the dark.

Skye’s throat stayed relaxed. Her heart didn’t. Her hand slid to the small strip of metal fixed to the edge of her keyboard, the part that looked like a cheap grounding bar for static.

It wasn’t.

It was a restraint.

Skye had promised things to keep working this job. She had promised she would never reach across a line unless a life was already tipping. She had promised she would never push magic into the open, because if the city noticed, the city would start hunting for the source, and she would become the story nobody survived.

The call pulsed. The second voice pressed harder, as if it sensed the boundary in her.

“I can’t see it,” the man whispered. “But I can hear it, like it’s smiling.”

Skye typed fast. Shipping yards. West access. Under the bridge. She pulled up the grid. She narrowed it. She sent the standard questions while her mind did the other kind of math.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

The man hesitated. “Cal.”

The second voice brightened at the name like it had just been handed a key.

Skye didn’t react. Names mattered. Names were handled. Names were openings.

“Cal,” she repeated softly, not because she needed it, but because people steadied when they heard themselves reflected back. “Cal, I’m going to send help to you. I need you to stay on the line with me. Can you tell me if you’re injured?”

“No,” he said quickly. “No, I’m fine. I’m fine, I’m just— it’s close. It’s close and I can’t—”

A scraping sound cut through. Something dragged against concrete. Cal’s breath hitched.

Skye’s fingers tightened on the restraint bar. She could feel the crackle now, not in the headset but in her teeth, a faint metallic taste that meant the line itself was being pushed. Like someone leaning their weight against a door.

“Cal,” she said, slow and clear. “I need you to move. Can you stand up and start walking toward the brightest light you can see, toward traffic or toward a building entrance?”

“I can’t,” he whispered. “If I move, it— it moves.”

Skye’s eyes flicked to the empty chair beside her. The night shift was thin. A supervisor in the back office, a field dispatcher on another station, the hum of fluorescent lights and the distant rhythm of printers. Ordinary noises. Safe noises. The kind that made people believe nothing monstrous could happen inside a government building.

Skye pressed her thumb to the underside of the restraint bar where nobody could see, where there was a hairline groove she could trace with skin alone. Her secret was built into small motions.

“Cal,” she said. “Listen to me. If I tell you to do something, you do it immediately. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he breathed.

Skye’s gaze slid to the call metadata. A cell ping. The coordinates were fuzzy. Something was interfering with the triangulation.

Of course it was.

She could ask Hannah to push a deeper trace. She could ping tower logs. She could do everything correctly and still lose him because correct wasn’t always enough when the wrong thing had teeth.

The second voice made another pleased sound, as if it adored procedure. As if it counted on it.

Skye opened a hidden window with a key combination no training manual taught. The screen looked blank to anyone looking over her shoulder. To Skye, it was full of thin lines that shimmered like heat over asphalt. A map that wasn’t a map. A network of invisible stitches running under the city.

The Veilgrid.

It wasn’t supposed to be visible tonight. It wasn’t supposed to flicker like this. It wasn’t supposed to have a tear, but there it was, a jagged fault line near the yards, pulsing in time with Cal’s breathing.

Skye’s stomach went still. Not tight. Not scared. Still, like a room holding its breath.

That wasn’t just a random breach.

That was on her route.

Her station’s corridor.

Her responsibility.

“Cal,” she said, and she let a fraction of steel into her voice. Not cruelty, just certainty. “I want you to take your phone. Put it on speaker. Set it down on the ground in front of you.”

“What?” he whispered. “Why?”

“Because I need your hands free,” she said. “And because I need you to do something exactly when I say it.”

A beat. “Okay.”

She heard the shift in sound as he moved, the rustle of fabric, the phone’s mic scraping grit. The second voice followed, eager.

Skye took in a slow breath. Then she released it through her nose like she was just another operator doing just another call.

She pressed her thumb into the groove under the restraint bar and traced a shape she knew better than her own signature. Not a symbol that screamed magic. A symbol that could pass as a habit. A protective twist. A quiet bend in the line.

A hex, if you had to call it that.

Except Skye didn’t use that word, not even in her head. Hex implied harm. What she did was shielding, redirecting, blurring. She didn’t curse people. She tugged them out of the mouth of the thing that wanted them.

The console lights flickered once. Skye kept her face neutral.

“Cal,” she said, voice soft, almost tender, “I want you to close your eyes. I want you to listen for traffic. Do you hear cars?”

A long second. “Yes,” he said, voice shaking. “Far.”

“Good,” Skye said. “On my count, you’re going to stand up and walk toward that sound. You’re not going to look back. You’re not going to stop. Even if you hear something behind you. Even if you hear your name.”

The second voice hissed, almost amused.

Cal swallowed audibly. “It’s going to—”

“It’s going to try,” Skye said, and she meant it. “But I’m with you. I’m not letting it take you.”

She shouldn’t have said that.

The moment the words left her mouth, the air around her station cooled by a degree. The Veilgrid lines on her hidden window tightened, like something had just noticed her promise and decided to test it.

Skye’s fingers stayed steady.

“On three,” she said. “One.”

A sound behind Cal, a wet scrape like something turning its weight.

“Two.”

A whisper that wasn’t in Cal’s voice, not in the second voice either. A third tone, older and closer, right up against the mic.

Skye’s pulse ticked once in her throat and then smoothed out again, controlled by years of practice.

“Three,” she said.

Cal surged up. His breath went harsh. Footsteps slapped concrete, fast and uneven.

For a second, Skye thought it worked.

Then Cal choked out a sound that was almost a sob.

“It’s saying my name,” he gasped.

Skye’s hand tightened on the restraint bar. The Veilgrid tear widened like an eye opening.

“Don’t answer it,” she said, sharp now. “Don’t turn. Keep moving.”

Cal’s footsteps sped up. The second voice, pleased at last, poured itself into the line like smoke.

“Cal,” it murmured, in a tone that mimicked warmth.

Skye’s thumb pressed harder into the groove under the metal bar. She traced a second shape, not a shield this time but a severing blur. A little wrong, a little risky, because severing could snap more than intended.

Skye had promised not to do this unless life was tipping.

It was tipping.

The console lights flickered again. A warning indicator flashed on her screen, not from the normal software. From the hidden window. A thin line of text that looked like a system note but felt like a threat.

Breach escalation detected.

Skye’s mouth went dry.

This wasn’t just something out under a bridge.

This was something that had found the line back to her.

Cal’s breathing turned ragged. His footsteps stumbled, then caught, then stumbled again.

“I can’t,” he gasped. “My legs—”

Skye leaned closer to the mic, as if proximity could be strength.

“Yes, you can,” she said, voice low and fierce. “You’re doing it. Keep going. Keep going.”

She heard a car horn in the background, closer now. The bright sound of living humans.

And then, abruptly, Cal’s breath broke into sobbing relief.

“I’m on the road,” he cried. “I’m— I see a truck. I see—”

His voice cut out.

Not silence. Not disconnected.

A soft, clean severing, like a thread being snipped.

Skye stared at the line status. Active. Still connected. But there was no voice. No traffic. No sob.

Only a faint crackle that sounded like someone smiling with their mouth closed.

Skye’s fingers went numb.

“Cal?” she said, keeping her voice level because she refused to give the dark thing the satisfaction of panic. “Cal, can you hear me?”

Nothing.

Skye’s hidden window flared, lines twisting, the tear pulsing now like a heartbeat. The Veilgrid wasn’t stabilizing. It was as follows.

She reached for the dispatch channel to alert units anyway, to force the physical response because the physical world still mattered, and her job was still her job. She opened her mouth to call the field dispatcher—

And the door to the operations floor clicked open behind her.

Footsteps, firm and unhurried.

Skye didn’t turn right away. Night shift was full of people coming and going, maintenance, supervisors, the occasional officer picking up paperwork. She could tell by the cadence alone this was none of those.

This was someone who walked like the building belonged to him, like he wasn’t asking permission from fluorescent lights and locked doors.

Skye kept her gaze on her screens. She kept her hand on the restraint bar. She kept her thumb tucked into the groove.

“You’re Skye,” a man’s voice said behind her, calm in a way that carried authority without trying to.

Skye’s spine cooled.

Nobody used her name on the floor unless they knew her. Unless they’d been introduced. Unless they were her supervisor.

She turned slowly.

The man standing there wore a city-issued ID on a lanyard, an overnight badge clipped to his jacket. He didn’t look like a cop, not the way cops carried their shoulders. He looked like a person who fixed problems other people pretended not to see.

His eyes were a clear, unsettling gray. Not flirting. Not soft. Observing.

“Reid,” he said, as if it was a formality. “I’m the new overnight systems responder. I was told to check in on the call floor.”

Skye forced her face into polite neutrality. “We don’t usually get new hires at two in the morning.”

His gaze drifted to her console, then to the line that still showed active but empty. “Seems like you’re not usually dealing with whatever that is either.”

Skye’s pulse ticked once. She kept her voice steady.

“It’s a dropped audio,” she said. “It happens.”

Reid’s eyes narrowed slightly, not in accusation, but in interest, like he’d just heard something that didn’t match the data in his head.

Skye hated that look. It was the look of someone who didn’t accept the easiest explanation.

Behind her, the hidden window flickered, and Skye felt it in her teeth again, that metallic taste of pressure on a door.

Reid took one step closer to her station, stopping just short of the invisible boundary people naturally respected around an operator’s chair. He didn’t invade. He assessed.

“You’re pale,” he said. “Either you’re sick, or you’re lying.”

Skye held his gaze. The city’s normal rules said she could tell him to back up, that she could call a supervisor, that she could keep him out of her work.

The Veilgrid didn’t care about normal rules.

On her screen, the active line crackled again. A sound like a breath taken too close to the microphone.

Skye’s throat tightened, not with fear, with anger. This thing had taken a human voice and turned it into bait. It had found a way to follow her home base.

Reid’s attention snapped to the headset, as if he heard the crackle too. His eyes flicked to her face. Then to her hand on the metal bar.

Skye’s thumb was still in the groove.

For the smallest moment, she saw it in his expression, the instant when someone realizes the world is larger than they were told.

“Skye,” Reid said quietly, and her name sounded different in his voice, less like a label and more like a question. “What are you doing with your hand?”

Skye didn’t answer.

Because the line didn’t wait.

A voice came through the headset, low and intimate, as if it had learned how to imitate closeness.

“Skye,” it murmured.

Skye’s blood went cold, then hot.

Nobody on a random call knew her name.

Reid’s face hardened. Not panic. Not disbelief. Decision.

“What the hell is that?” he said.

Skye kept her eyes on the screen. Her mouth went dry. Her thumb pressed into the groove and traced the severing blur again, harder this time, sharper.

The console lights flickered so violently the monitors dimmed and flared. The operations floor hummed, then stuttered. Somewhere behind them, a printer died mid-page with a sad, choking sound.

Reid looked up at the ceiling as if he could see the wiring through it. “Did the power just—”

The building’s emergency alarm didn’t blare.

It whispered.

A soft, too-human announcement over the intercom, smooth and wrong.

“Lockdown protocol initiated,” it said.

Skye’s stomach dropped into stillness again. Not fear. Knowing.

Because there was only one reason the building would lock down at this hour, with no fire, no shooter, no storm alert.

The Veilgrid had decided it couldn’t contain the breach.

So it contained her.

Skye pushed back from her chair, standing so fast the wheels squeaked. She yanked her headset off.

Reid’s gaze locked to hers, sharp now. “Skye, talk to me.”

Skye looked at the doors, all of them now showing red indicators as magnetic locks engaged.

She looked back at Reid, at his steady stance, at the way he didn’t flinch even when the intercom voice had sounded like a lie told by a mouth that didn’t have lips.

And she made a choice she’d avoided for years.

“Stay close to me,” she said.

Reid blinked once. “Why?”

Skye swallowed. The truth was a thing she’d never given anyone, because the moment you give it, you become responsible for what they do with it.

But the building was already closing around them, and the voice on the line had already proven it could reach her station, her name, her boundary.

Skye met Reid’s eyes and let him see the seriousness she usually hid behind professionalism.

“Because something followed that call back here,” she said. “And it doesn’t know you yet.”

The intercom clicked again, soft as a throat clearing.

“Hello,” it murmured, almost cheerful.

Reid’s jaw tightened. His gaze flicked to the locked doors, then back to Skye.

He didn’t step away.

He stepped closer, positioning himself between her and the nearest entrance like it was instinct and not a performance.

“All right,” he said, voice low. “I’m close.”

Skye’s breath came in steady, controlled. Her thumb found the groove under the restraint bar again, tracing the only shapes she trusted.

And somewhere in the building’s bones, the Veilgrid lines on her hidden window flared like a warning flare thrown into dark water.

The night shift had just become a cage.

And Skye had just brought someone else inside it with her.
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​Chapter 1: The Building That Wouldn’t Let Go
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Skye didn’t move for a beat, because the kind of danger that belonged to paperwork and policy always announced itself loudly. The kind that belonged to the Veilgrid arrived like a thought that wasn’t yours.

The locks had engaged in a clean, synchronized way, the sort of precision that meant it was not a glitch. Red indicators glowed above each exit like small, patient eyes. The operations floor held its breath in the hum of fluorescents and the soft whir of cooling fans inside the consoles. Even the air felt regulated, as if the building had decided to turn itself into a sealed container.

Reid stood close enough that Skye could feel the warmth of him without touching. He didn’t crowd her, but he didn’t retreat either. His body angled slightly toward the nearest door the way someone does when they’re already calculating how to get you out before you admit you need out.

“Tell me what’s happening,” he said, keeping his voice low, as if the wrong volume might feed whatever was listening.

Skye’s eyes flicked to the intercom speaker mounted in the ceiling. The last word it had said was still ringing in her head, too casual to be real.

Hello.

If she told him the truth, she couldn’t take it back. If she lied, she might lose the only person in the room who looked ready to stand between her and the dark without asking for anything in return.

She forced her attention onto what she could control. Her job. The physical world. The protocols that kept people alive when they had no clue what else existed.

“We need Hannah,” she said. “My supervisor. Back office. She’ll have the emergency key released if this is a system fault.”

Reid’s gaze tracked the office door at the rear of the floor, the one with frosted glass and a cheap plaque. “And if it isn’t a fault?”

Skye swallowed the answer. The Veilgrid didn’t make any faults. It made decisions. It did containment, like a tide walling itself off from the shore.

“If it isn’t,” she said carefully, “then the building thinks it’s protecting the city from what’s inside.”

Reid stared at her for a second longer than was comfortable. He wasn’t frightened, not the way most people were when the world’s rules shifted. He was intent, like he’d been waiting for her to say something that would finally make the last few minutes make sense.

“The voice knew your name,” he said.

Skye turned her head just slightly, watching the ceiling speaker the way you watch a mouth that might smile again. “Yes.”

“That doesn’t happen,” Reid said.

“No,” Skye agreed, and felt the weight of it settle over her shoulders. “It doesn’t.”

In the far corner of the floor, a phone rang once and cut off, as if the line had been severed mid-breath. One of the call screens blinked, then went dark. Another flared back on with a different kind of static, the kind that sounded like something rubbing its fingers together slowly.

Skye made herself walk, not run, toward the back office. Running turned a workplace into a panic zone. Panic zones made people stupid. She couldn’t afford stupid tonight.

Reid stayed with her without being told again.

The hallway to the back office was short, two dozen steps lined with framed posters about calm breathing and de-escalation, as if deep breaths could outrun a breach that had learned how to whisper through the building’s systems. Skye reached the door and tried the handle. It didn’t budge.

She knocked, keeping it brisk. “Hannah. Open up.”

No answer.

Skye tried the handle again, then pressed her ear to the door. She heard something inside, a faint scrape as if a chair had been pushed back too slowly.

“Hannah,” she said again, and softened her voice into the tone she used for callers who were on the edge of losing it. “It’s Skye. I need you to answer me.”

A pause.

Then, through the wood, Hannah’s voice came out thin and controlled, like she was trying to make herself sound normal for her own sake. “Skye? Where are you?”

“Outside your door,” Skye said. “We’re locked down.”

Another pause. “I know. I tried the overrides. They’re not responding.”

Skye closed her eyes for a moment, just long enough to pin her thoughts into a line. Overrides not responding meant the building had switched from security to containment. It meant the failsafes were treating every person inside as collateral.

“We need to coordinate,” Skye said. “Open the door.”

“I can’t,” Hannah said. Her voice cracked on the last word, then steadied again. “The lock’s engaged on my side too.”

Reid leaned closer, speaking to the door with calm authority. “Hannah, this is Reid. Systems responder. I’m with Skye.”

There was a small shift in Hannah’s breathing, the sound of a person deciding whether to trust a name. “I didn’t know they were bringing a responder on nights.”

“They did,” Reid said. “Tonight, apparently.”

Skye’s stomach did something quiet and sour at that, not because she didn’t believe him, but because timing like this never arrived by accident. If the Veilgrid had triggered lockdown, someone on the human side might have planned for it too. Or tried to.

“What else is happening?” Hannah asked.

Skye glanced back toward the operations floor. The room was dimmer now, lights flickering in a lazy rhythm like a pulse. The call monitors were patchy, some alive, some dead. The intercom speaker waited like a throat about to clear itself again.

“We had a caller,” Skye said. “A breach near the yards. He went quiet on the line. Then... the building responded.”

“You mean the building responded like the city’s old myths,” Hannah said, so softly it could have been a confession. “Like the stories people joke about.”

Reid’s eyes sharpened. Skye felt him pick up the way Hannah’s words weren’t surprised the way they should be.

Skye kept her voice level. “Yes.”

There was another scrape behind Hannah’s door. Then a series of clicks, like Hannah was testing keys and metal and prayer.

“My emergency kit is in here,” Hannah said. “I have the manual release crank, but the access panel is in the supply corridor. I can’t reach it without getting out.”

Reid shifted his weight. “Where’s the corridor access?”

Skye’s mind flashed a map of the floor. “Past the breakroom. Service door. It leads to the lower levels.”

Reid’s gaze met hers at the word lower. He didn’t ask why Skye’s face tightened. He didn’t ask why the lower levels made her eyes go distant.

He asked the only question that mattered. “Can you get us there?”

Skye didn’t answer right away. The Veilgrid lines lived under those corridors. They ran through concrete like veins. If the breach had widened, going down was like walking into the mouth of the thing and hoping it was too busy chewing to notice you.

But the building had locked them in. The only way out was through the systems that had decided to hold them.

Skye nodded once. “Yes.”

From behind the door, Hannah exhaled like a person relieved to hear someone else choose action. “Skye,” she said, and her voice turned intimate with fear, “do not go down there alone.”

Skye’s eyes flicked to Reid. He was already there, already close. His shoulders held a quiet readiness.

“I’m not alone,” Skye said.

Hannah didn’t say thank you. She didn’t need to. “I’ll stay on the internal line as long as it holds,” she said. “If it goes dead, assume I’m fine unless you hear otherwise. Skye, listen to me, you are not responsible for the whole city.”

Skye’s jaw tightened. “Tell that to the grid.”

Hannah’s breath caught like she’d been slapped by the truth. “Just come back,” she whispered.

Skye stepped away from the door.

The hallway lights flickered, and for a moment the glass panel in the door reflected Skye’s face in a way she didn’t recognize. Too pale. Too steady. Too controlled, as if she’d turned herself into a tool because feeling was dangerous.

Reid watched her without pity, which was what made it bearable.

“Breakroom,” he said. “Lead.”

Skye walked them back onto the operations floor, and the moment she crossed the threshold, the intercom crackled softly.

Skye didn’t look up. She didn’t give it the satisfaction of seeing her flinch.

A voice whispered through the speaker, too close, too pleased. “Skye.”

Reid’s head snapped up. His expression went hard, like he’d decided he hated the sound on principle.

Skye felt her thumb itch, an old instinct to find the hidden groove on the restraint bar. She resisted. She wasn’t at her station now. She didn’t have the same anchor.

She kept walking.

The breakroom sat off a side corridor, a box of fluorescent light and stale coffee scent. Vending machines. A table with mismatched chairs. A half-torn poster about reporting workplace hazards.

The irony hit Skye like a dry laugh stuck in her throat. Workplace hazards. As if anything on the safety board could contain what was moving through the walls.

The breakroom door was unlocked, but the corridor beyond it ended in the service door, a heavy metal slab with a keypad and a sign that read authorized personnel only.

Skye reached for the handle. It didn’t budge.

Reid stepped closer. “Keypad?”

Skye’s gaze went to the numbers. They looked ordinary. They always did. Hidden things loved ordinary surfaces.

“I don’t have clearance,” Skye said.

Reid pulled his badge up, studied the code printed on it, then swiped it against the panel like it was supposed to work.

The panel beeped once, then flashed red.

Reid’s jaw flexed. “Of course.”

Skye’s mouth went dry. “The building is choosing who it trusts.”

Reid turned slightly, studying the service door like a puzzle he was determined to solve. “Or something else is choosing for it.”

Skye glanced down the corridor behind them. The operations floor was visible through the breakroom’s narrow window, a dim aquarium of screens and chairs. The intercom speaker was out there, waiting.

Skye leaned closer to Reid, not touching, but close enough that her voice didn’t need to travel far. “If we can’t open it, we can’t reach the access panel Hannah needs.”

Reid’s eyes stayed on the keypad. “And if we can open it, we go toward the breach.”

Skye held still. She didn’t deny it.

Reid finally looked at her. His gaze was steady, not accusing. “You said it doesn’t know me yet.”

Skye’s throat tightened. “It knows you now.”

He absorbed that, and something shifted in him, subtle as a door closing. Not fear. Acceptance. A choice.

“Then you should tell me what you’ve been hiding,” he said quietly. “Because I’m not going down there blind.”

Skye’s pulse ticked once, and she hated that it felt like being cornered even though his tone wasn’t cruel. Her entire life was built on the idea that secrecy kept everyone safe. That if she kept the lines clean and the grid stable, she could live a normal life on the surface.

But the city had just spoken her name through a speaker.

Normal was already gone.

Skye stared at the keypad and made herself speak.

“There’s a network,” she said, choosing words that wouldn’t sound like delirium. “A hidden infrastructure that keeps magic from bleeding into the public. It runs through the same paths as electrical lines and emergency systems. It’s called the Veilgrid.”

Reid didn’t laugh. He didn’t scoff. He didn’t do the easy thing people did when you handed them something impossible.

He narrowed his eyes slightly, like he was trying to remember every moment tonight that had felt wrong and fit it into this new frame.

“And you can see it,” he said.

Skye’s fingers curled against her palm. “Sometimes.”

“You saw it on your screen,” he said, more statement than question.

Skye’s throat went tight. “Yes.”

Reid held her gaze. “And you can affect it.”

Skye hesitated. Every promise she’d ever made to herself rose up like a wall.

Reid didn’t press. He simply waited, which was a different kind of pressure because it treated her like a person and not a suspect.

Skye exhaled slowly. “I can nudge it,” she admitted. “Small protections. Redirects. Blurs. Enough to keep one person from being noticed for a moment. Enough to keep a breach from widening if it’s minor.”

Reid’s eyes flicked to the service door again, then back to her. “And tonight?”

Skye’s voice came out quieter. “Tonight it isn’t minor.”

Reid’s expression softened by a fraction, not into pity, but into understanding. “You’re not the cause of it,” he said, as if he needed her to hear that.

Skye’s mouth twisted. “Tell that to the grid. It responds to me. It always has.”

Reid’s gaze sharpened. “Why?”

Skye swallowed. She could tell him the oldest truth, the one she’d never said out loud. Or she could keep it locked and pretend it didn’t matter.

But if they were going down there together, he deserved more than fragments.

Skye kept her eyes on the keypad so she didn’t have to watch his face change. “Because when I was a kid, I answered a voice I shouldn’t have,” she said. “And the only way I survived was by learning how to stop answering.”

Silence.

In that silence, Skye heard the building’s hum shift like a listening animal.

Reid’s voice came gentle, careful. “Skye.”

She flinched at the tenderness more than she would have flinched at anger.

Reid didn’t step closer. He didn’t touch her. He gave her space while still being present, which felt like the first honest protection she’d experienced in a long time.

“That’s why you’re good at this job,” he said. “Because you know what it means to be heard by something that doesn’t deserve access to you.”

Skye’s throat burned. She blinked once, hard. “I know what it means to be used.”

Reid’s hands flexed at his sides as if he wanted to do something, fix something, break something. He chose restraint.

“Okay,” he said. “Then we do this your way. We stay in control. We do not answer anything that tries to get personal. We don’t give it names. We don’t give it openings.”

Skye’s eyes closed for a moment, and relief swept through her in a wave that scared her with its intensity. She wasn’t used to anyone accepting her rules. People either mocked them or tried to take them away.

Reid accepted them like they mattered.

She opened her eyes. “We still have a door.”

Reid stared at the keypad. “Let me try something.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small device, flat and simple, like a field tool meant for diagnostics. He pressed it against the keypad panel, and the panel’s lights flickered in response.

Skye watched his hands. They were steady. Competent. Familiar with systems. Familiar with failure. There was something intimate about competence on a night like this, something that made her feel less alone without requiring any romantic softness yet.

The keypad beeped again, and this time it wasn’t a refusal. It was a warning tone, higher, more insistent.

Reid frowned. “It’s not rejecting me as unauthorized. It’s reading me and refusing anyway.”

Skye’s stomach tightened. “The building is afraid.”

Reid’s mouth went thin. “Or it’s pretending to be.”

Skye’s gaze snapped to his face. “What do you mean?”

Reid lifted the device slightly, showing her the tiny screen. A stream of text scrolled, mostly meaningless to anyone without his training, but one line stood out in clear characters.

External signal overlay detected.

Skye’s skin went cold. “External?”

Reid’s eyes stayed on hers. “Someone or something is layering a signal over the building’s systems. It’s hijacking the lockdown.”

Skye’s mind raced. The Veilgrid responding, the intercom voice, the locks ignoring manual overrides. A breach could do some of that. But an overlay meant intention. It meant a hand on the wheel.

“Who?” Skye whispered.

Reid’s gaze flicked toward the ceiling, toward the air vents, toward the hidden paths under their feet. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I know where the signal is strongest.”

Skye’s mouth went dry. “Lower levels.”

Reid nodded once. “Which means we still have to go down.”

Skye stared at the service door like it was a choice and a threat at the same time. She could turn around and try another route, but the building had already narrowed their options. She could stay upstairs and wait for day shift, but the locks might not let day shift in, and whatever was feeding on the lines might not wait.

Skye moved closer to the keypad, and she didn’t miss how the overhead lights flickered the moment she did, like the building recognized her presence as an ingredient.

Her thumb found the seam along the side of the keypad panel, a tiny gap where plastic met metal. Not a groove like the restraint bar, but close enough to anchor her mind into focus.

Reid watched her hand. “You’re going to do something,” he said.

Skye didn’t deny it. “I can nudge the panel into thinking it’s already open,” she said quietly. “Just long enough for us to get through.”

Reid’s gaze narrowed. “Is it safe?”

Skye let out a short breath. “Nothing about tonight is safe. But I can do it without harming anyone.”

Reid’s voice softened. “Then do it. And I’m going to stay right here, watching you, so if it starts to pull you somewhere you don’t want to go, you tell me.”

Skye’s eyes flicked to his, and something inside her loosened. Not fully. Not enough to call it trust yet. But enough to call it a beginning.

“Okay,” she said.

Skye pressed her thumb to the panel seam. She pictured the Veilgrid not as lines on a screen, but as something physical, like a mesh under the city’s skin. She pictured the mesh tightening, resisting. She pictured her own small pull on it, the way you might coax a stubborn thread through fabric without tearing the whole cloth.

She didn’t use words. Words gave things shape. Shape gave things an entry.

She used intention.

Open.

Not for everyone. Not forever. Just for the width of two people who needed to move.

The keypad’s lights flickered. The beep tone changed, dropping lower, settling.

The panel flashed green.

Skye’s breath caught, and she forced it back into control immediately. She reached for the handle and pulled.

The service door swung inward with a slow, reluctant sigh.

Cold air spilled out, carrying a scent of damp concrete and metal and something else, a faint sweetness that didn’t belong in any municipal corridor. It smelled like perfume left too long in a closed room. It smelled like a memory you didn’t ask for.

Reid stepped in first, and Skye hated how relieved she felt at that. Not because she wanted him in danger. Because she wanted someone else to take the first cut into the dark.

He glanced back at her, just a fraction, as if checking her boundaries again. “Right behind me,” he said.

Skye nodded and followed.

The door swung shut behind them on its own.

Skye reached back instinctively. The handle didn’t budge.

Reid tested it too, then exhaled through his nose. “It was re-locked.”

Skye stared at the metal slab. Her nudge had been a momentary lie, and the system had snapped back into truth.

Reid’s voice stayed calm. “Okay. We commit forward.”

Skye forced herself to nod. The corridor was narrow, lined with pipes and conduit, the kind of utilitarian space that made a person feel small and temporary. The fluorescent lights here were dimmer, older, humming like tired bees. Ahead, the corridor angled toward a stairwell and an elevator shaft marked for service only.

Skye took one careful step, then another.

The air changed with each footfall, as if the deeper they went, the more the building forgot to pretend it was ordinary. The hum in Skye’s teeth returned. Not pain. Not a full alarm. Just a pressure that reminded her that Veilgrid was awake and watching.

Reid walked beside her now, not in front, matching her pace. He kept his shoulders squared, his hands relaxed, but Skye saw how his eyes never stopped moving, scanning corners, reading the corridor like data.

“You’ve been down here,” he said.

Skye didn’t answer immediately. “Not in a long time,” she admitted. “Not since I learned it was safer to stay upstairs.”

Reid’s voice stayed gentle. “And you stayed anyway. Night after night.”

Skye’s mouth tightened. “It’s my job.”

Reid’s gaze slid to her face. “It’s more than that.”

Skye didn’t have an argument that didn’t sound like confession.

They reached the service elevator. Its doors were closed, its call button dark.

Reid crouched near the panel. He held his device up, watching the screen. “Signal’s stronger here,” he murmured.

Skye’s stomach went still again. The same stillness she’d felt at her station. The moment before something decided to make itself known.

Reid pressed the elevator button anyway.

Nothing happened.

He tried the manual release slot, using a small key from his kit. The panel clicked, and the call button glowed faintly, a sickly green that didn’t match the building’s standard lighting.

Skye stared at it. “That’s not the right color.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “No.”

The elevator doors shuddered as if something inside them shifted. Not the smooth mechanical movement of motors. Something more like a muscle flexing.

Skye’s breath stayed steady only because she forced it.

A whisper slid through the corridor, so quiet Skye almost thought it was her own thought made audible.

“Skye.”

Reid’s head turned sharply, tracking the sound. “That wasn’t the intercom.”

Skye’s skin prickled. “No.”

The elevator doors parted one inch.

Then another.

Cold air poured out, colder than the corridor air, carrying that same sweet, stale perfume. Skye’s mind tried to place it, tried to find a memory to match it, and she shoved the urge down. Memories were openings.

Reid didn’t step forward. He held his ground, close to Skye, just slightly angled like a shield without being a wall.

The doors opened fully.

Inside the elevator, the lights were on, but they were wrong too, too soft, too flattering, like someone had designed them to make people feel safe. The floor was empty.

Except for one thing.

A phone lay in the center of the elevator floor, screen glowing faintly, speaker active.

Skye’s stomach turned over.

Because she recognized the shape of it. She recognized the cheap cracked case. She recognized the tiny smudge on the screen that looked like a thumbprint.

Cal’s phone.

Reid went very still beside her. His voice came out low. “That’s the caller.”

Skye couldn’t blink. Couldn’t look away. The building hadn’t just swallowed a line. It had carried the evidence down here like bait.

The phone speaker crackled softly.

Then a voice came through, so near and intimate it felt like someone leaning close to Skye’s ear.

Not Cal’s voice.

A voice that had learned to sound like concern.

“Skye,” it said softly, “come get him.”

Reid’s hand lifted a fraction, not touching Skye yet, but close enough that she could feel the option of contact. His voice stayed steady, but there was heat in it now, anger at the manipulation.

“Don’t,” he said, not to the voice. To Skye.

Skye’s throat tightened. Her eyes burned, not with tears, but with fury. She wasn’t going to be led like this. She wasn’t going to be turned into a tool again.

But the phone speaker crackled once more.

And this time, Cal’s voice came through, thin and shaking, like it was being pulled from far away through water.

“Help,” Cal whispered.

Skye’s heart lurched, and she hated herself for it, hated the part of her that still responded to the human sound even when she knew it could be a mask.

Reid’s gaze locked to hers, urgent now. “Skye. Look at me.”

She forced her eyes off the elevator and onto Reid’s face.

His expression was steady, but his eyes were fierce with something that felt protective in a way she wasn’t used to receiving. Not ownership. Not dominance. Just a choice.

“We do not step in there because it asks,” he said. “We step in only if we decide. And if we step in, we do it together.”

Skye’s breath came shallow for a moment. She pushed it back into her ribs, anchored herself. She stared at him and heard the promise hidden under his words.

Together.

The elevator waited, doors held open like arms.

The phone on the floor glowed.

Cal’s voice trembled through the speaker again, softer this time, as if it was learning how to sound more breakable.

“Please,” it whispered.

Skye’s fingers curled into a fist at her side. She lifted her chin.

Then, very slowly, she reached out and caught Reid’s wrist, not pulling him, not clinging, just grounding herself to something real and human.

“I’m deciding,” she said, voice low and steady. “Not it.”

Reid’s breath shifted, and he nodded once, like he’d accept any decision she made as long as it was hers.

Skye took one step toward the elevator.

And the doors began to close on their own.
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​Chapter 2: The Elevator’s Quiet Bargain
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Skye moved because stopping would have been the same as agreeing.

The elevator doors were already sliding together, slow and smooth like a deliberate decision, and for a heartbeat Skye watched the narrowing gap as if it might be the last clean inch of normal the building would ever offer her. The phone on the elevator floor glowed between the closing panels, a soft rectangle of light, almost gentle, almost ordinary, as if it hadn’t just become a mouth for something that knew her name.

Reid’s wrist was warm under her hand. Real. Humans. Anchoring in a way Skye didn’t want to need.

“Skye,” Reid said, and the sound was steady, but she could hear the blade of urgency beneath it. “We’re not going in there because it’s trying to pull you.”

“I know,” she said, voice low. She kept her eyes on the seam between the doors. “But I can’t leave that phone down here. If it’s a hook, it will keep fishing.”

The doors were almost shut.

Skye slid her fingers down from Reid’s wrist to his hand, not clinging, not pleading, just moving with a kind of practical intention. Her palm pressed briefly to his, a silent request he didn’t need to explain.

Hold on to me.

Reid’s fingers closed around hers in response, firm and careful. Not crushing. Not possessive. A grip that said he understood the difference between support and control.

Skye lifted her free hand and touched the edge of the elevator door frame. The metal was cold enough to sting. She didn’t flinch. Pain was simple. It had rules.

She pictured the Veilgrid as it had looked on her hidden screen, those fine shimmering lines under the city’s skin, and she imagined the elevator doors as part of that same mesh. A hinge in the fabric. A seam that could be coaxed, if you had the right intention and if you didn’t get arrogant enough to think you were stronger than the thing pushing back.

Skye didn’t speak a spell. She didn’t want to give the air a sentence to repeat later.

She pressed two fingers to the metal and let a single thought slide into the seam.

Pause.

The doors stuttered.

The gap widened by half an inch, like the building had been surprised.

Reid’s eyes narrowed. He felt it too, the resistance shifting, the system momentarily confused by a command it didn’t fully recognize. He didn’t ask her how. He simply moved.

He stepped forward and wedged his shoulder into the opening, bracing with the kind of controlled force that came from doing physical work for real, not from imagining yourself heroic. The doors tried to close on him. He didn’t let them.

Skye’s breath caught, sharp with fear she refused to feed. “Reid.”

He didn’t grimace. “I’m fine,” he said, and then, softer, “Stay with me.”

The words landed in Skye’s chest like a hand settling over a racing heartbeat. Stay with me. Don't stay behind me. Not do what I say. Stay with me, like they were partners and not strangers trapped inside an angry building.

Skye ducked through the gap before the doors could change their mind again. The elevator smelled like cold stone and that too-sweet, too-familiar perfume that tried to tug at her memory. She refused the tug, the way she’d refused a hundred other temptations in her life, each one dressed up as something harmless.

The phone lay in the center of the elevator floor.

Reid followed her in, and the doors slid shut behind him with an almost satisfied click.

For a moment, nothing happened. No sudden plunge. No alarm. No dramatic shudder. Only the quiet hum of a sealed box hanging in a shaft beneath the city.

Skye crouched, keeping her movements measured. She didn’t pick up the phone right away. She studied it first, the way she studied callers’ voices when they didn’t match their words. The screen was lit, but there was no call timer, no incoming number, no interface that made sense. It was simply awake, like an eye.

“Don’t touch it bare,” Reid said quietly.

Skye glanced up. “Do you carry gloves?”

Reid’s mouth tightened. “I carry a kit. Systems work is filthy. And some filth isn’t physical.”

He pulled a pair of thin gloves from his pocket, the kind designed not to interfere with grip, and offered one. Skye hesitated for a fraction of a second, not because she didn’t want help, but because accepting help still felt like stepping onto ice and trusting it to hold.

She took the glove. “Thank you.”

Reid didn’t smirk. He didn’t make it a moment. He simply put his own glove on and watched the phone like he expected it to bite.

Skye slid the glove over her fingers. The latex tugged tight, and she felt the strange relief of having a barrier, even a fragile one, between herself and the thing that wanted her attention.

She reached for the phone.

The speaker crackled.

A breathy sound slipped out, almost a laugh.

Skye froze with her hand hovering an inch above the screen.

Reid’s hand lifted slightly, not touching her, but close enough that she could feel the offer of physical reassurance without being forced into it. “Skye,” he said, very softly. “You don’t owe it anything.”

Skye swallowed. “I know.”

The voice came through the speaker again, warm as a person pretending to care.

“Skye,” it said, and the way it shaped her name made Skye want to scrub her skin clean. “You’re so good at answering.”

Skye’s jaw tightened. “I’m good at helping people,” she said aloud, because she needed to remind herself of the difference. “You’re not people.”

Reid’s gaze snapped to her. A flicker of surprise crossed his face, not at her courage, but at the choice to speak. To draw a boundary in sound.

Skye didn’t look at him. She kept her attention on the phone.

The voice softened, like it wanted to sound hurt. “You helped him. You can help him again.”

Skye forced her breathing to slow. The sweet perfume smell thickened in the air, and for a split second a memory tried to push forward, a long-ago hallway, a voice behind a door, a younger Skye turning her head because someone had said her name like it was a secret meant just for her.

Skye shut the memory down with a mental shove. Not now. Never now.

She placed her gloved fingers on the phone and lifted it.

The screen flashed.

For a heartbeat, the elevator lights dimmed, and the digital display above the doors flickered to life. There was no floor number, no arrows. Just a single word.

Down.

Reid saw it too. His expression hardened. “It’s instructive.”

Skye held the phone away from her face like it was a hot coal. “It’s baiting.”

The elevator moved.

Not with the normal mechanical drop and steady glide. This was smoother, almost weightless, as if the box had been caught in a current and was being carried rather than powered.

Skye’s stomach floated. Her fingers tightened around the phone. Her other hand reached without thinking and found Reid’s forearm.

Reid didn’t pull away. He simply shifted closer, bracing himself and her at once, their shoulders nearly touching. In the tight space, the closeness felt unavoidable, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was practical. Necessary.

“Tell me what it wants,” Reid said.

Skye kept her gaze on the elevator doors. “Access.”

“To you,” Reid said.

Skye exhaled through her nose. “To the grid through me.”

Reid’s voice lowered. “How does it know you exist?”

Skye’s throat tightened. “Because I’ve fought it before.”

The elevator continued its silent descent. The hum in Skye’s teeth turned into a dull pressure behind her eyes, like a storm building behind glass.

Reid didn’t press her for details. He didn’t demand a full confession. He waited, which made her want to fill the silence with truth more than any interrogation ever would.

Skye stared at the word down on the display and felt anger flare. Not hot rage. A cold, careful anger, the kind that made her precise.

“It’s trying to make me follow,” she said. “It’s trying to turn my instinct into a leash.”

Reid’s jaw clenched. “Then we cut the leash.”

Skye glanced at him. “You still want to be here?”

Reid met her eyes without hesitation. “You’re here,” he said simply, like that was the entire equation.

Skye’s chest tightened, and she hated how close she was to believing him.

The phone speaker crackled again, and this time the voice sounded less gentle and more curious, like something that had been observing and had decided to experiment.

“Reid,” it murmured.

Reid went still.

Skye’s blood turned cold. “It said your name.”

Reid’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t tell you my last name,” he said automatically, then caught himself and corrected, “I didn’t tell you anything that should travel through a building speaker.”

Skye’s grip on the phone tightened. “It’s learning fast.”

The voice softened again, pretending friendliness. “Reid,” it said, as if tasting the syllable. “You fix things. Fix her. Open her.”

Reid’s expression turned sharp with disgust. “No.”

The single word hit the elevator like a slap. The lights flickered, offended, and Skye felt the Veilgrid pressure spike, like the system had reacted to a refusal the same way a muscle reacts to a sudden strain.

The elevator slowed, then stopped.

The doors didn’t open.

For a heartbeat, the quiet was suffocating.

Then the intercom inside the elevator clicked on with a gentle chime, as if this were a perfectly normal announcement.

“Welcome,” the building said in a voice that tried too hard to sound calm. “Please proceed.”

Skye stared at the closed doors. “Proceed where.”

Reid’s lips pressed into a line. “It wants us to step out. Into whatever is prepared.”

Skye lifted the phone slightly, keeping it at arm’s length. “It wants me to walk out holding this like an offering.”

Reid’s gaze dropped to her glove, then to the phone. “Put it down.”

Skye hesitated. If she put it down, it might stay behind, a mouth waiting in the dark. If she held it, it stayed with them, and the risk stayed close too.

But Reid’s voice wasn’t commanding. It was grounded. “Skye,” he said, “I need you with both hands free if you have to do whatever you do. You can’t protect yourself if you’re carrying the bait.”

Skye’s throat tightened. The idea that he was thinking about her safety as if it mattered, as if it was part of the plan, was unnerving in the best and worst ways.

She set the phone gently on the elevator floor, screen up.

The moment her fingers released it, the phone went dark.

The elevator doors opened.

Cold air rushed in, damp and metallic. The space outside was not the corridor they’d come from. This level smelled like wet stone and old power, like a basement that had never seen sunlight even in blueprints.

The lights beyond the elevator were on, but they weren’t the harsh fluorescents of municipal corridors. They were low, amber, almost soft. Too soft. Like someone trying to convince you that you were safe.

Skye stepped out first this time, because she needed to feel in control of her own fear. Reid followed, close at her shoulder.

The hallway was wider, lined with thick pipes and cable bundles that disappeared into the walls. Signs were mounted at intervals, but the lettering looked worn, as if these weren
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