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Episode 1: Aftershock Lock-In
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The first groan rolled through the building like a warning whispered into bone.

Lights buzzed, stuttered, died.

“Hold.” Elara’s voice found him before his eyes did. “Keir—down.”

They both dropped beneath the worktable as the floor shivered and then heaved. Metal screamed somewhere beyond the ops bay. In the blackout, monitors clicked off one by one, a forest of tiny deaths.

Dust lifted. The room tasted like chalk.

Another jolt. Stronger. The table skated an inch, legs rasping over tile. Elara tucked her head to her forearms and counted under her breath. “One. Two. Three—”

The world bucked. Ceiling tiles snapped like brittle shells. A cabinet tipped. The printer leaped and crashed.

Silence swelled, and in it the small, human noises—breaths, the tiny rasp of cloth, a cough swallowed to save air.

Elara reached, found his sleeve, squeezed once.

“I’m here,” Keir said, mouth close to the crook of his elbow.

“Stay low,” she said. “We wait for the pulse to pass.”

Another roll surged through the building’s ribs. The bay door shuddered in its track. A hairline crack ran through the opposite wall like ink finding paper.

When the shaking settled into a long, subsurface hiss, Keir slid his phone free and thumbed the flashlight. Nothing. The battery icon had been healthy an hour ago. Now the screen was a dark coin in his hand.

“UPS room,” he said. “If I can tap a sliver from the backup, I can get us light. Maybe a charge.”

“Stairwell first,” Elara answered. “We stick to protocol.” Her voice had that calm he’d seen in drills, the one that cut a line through panic and made it follow.

She moved. Slow, deliberate. Palms grazed the floor for bearings, then lifted as she crawled to keep her lungs clear of the dust layer. Keir mirrored her. Knees. Hands. The ground hummed as if remembering the last shock.

Something sharp bit his palm. He shifted, found the broken edge of a frame. He pocketed a screw by reflex—useful later, maybe. Small things mattered now.

They reached the ops bay door. It had jumped the track and wedged crooked. Elara pressed her ear to the seam.

Nothing. Then—distant—an alarm from somewhere deep in the building, thin and intermittent, like a siren under water.

“On three,” she said. “We tilt and lift. If it doesn’t go, we don’t force it.”

They braced. On three, they gave it a slow, even push. Metal protested, then grudgingly slid an inch. Another inch.

Cold air licked the gap—fresh, faint.

“Good,” she said. “We keep that.”

They worked until there was space enough to slip through sideways. In the hallway, the emergency strip lighting had died. The building had become a throat. Somewhere far below, a door banged like a metronome for fear.

“Elara.” Keir pointed left though he knew she couldn’t see it. “Server corridor. UPS is eighteen steps east, four south.”

“Stairwell is ten west,” she said. “We check egress, then power.”

They moved toward the west. Boots found grit. Paper drifted past their shins with a sound like breath.

At the stairwell door, Elara tried the handle. It turned, then stopped hard. She leaned. The door gave a crack-width view: a gray triangle of darkness. She inhaled, then coughed. “Smells like masonry.”

Keir slid his hand through and felt cold cement kisses. He pushed harder. The gap widened a hand’s breadth, revealed the first step—and the collapsed landing beyond it. Concrete, rebar, the ghost of a staircase frozen mid-fall.

“Blocked,” he said.

“For now,” she answered. “We’re not heroes to the stairs. We go to power.”

They closed the door slowly to keep their sliver of hallway air. Dust hung in the beam of their shared nothing. Keir imagined the building’s map overlay—duct runs, cable paths, the spine of that narrow chase above the ceiling tiles. He could crawl it in a pinch, but only if it still existed.

At the UPS room, Elara waited while he felt along the door frame. The lock had a key override; she had it on her ring. The tremor had tested the hinges, but the jamb felt square.

“Your call,” he said.

Keys jingled soft as coins. She found the cut by touch, slid metal into metal, turned. The door gave. The room beyond smelled like warm plastic and battery.

Keir exhaled. “We’re okay.”

“For a minute,” she said. “Make it five.”

He moved like a mechanic in a chapel, hands reverent in the dark. He found the bypass, clipped a cable, and bled a thin, steady line to a multi-port adapter in his pocket. He had taped it there months ago, half as a joke. “For the end of the world,” he’d told the intern. The intern had laughed and forgotten. Keir had not.

A small light woke—pale, then steady. A second. Elara’s face unfolded a fraction in the glow.

Dust painted her skin. Her eyes were steady, ringed with grit.

“We ration,” she said.

“We ration,” he echoed.

They set two micro-lanterns into low mode and pocketed one each. Keir slotted his phone into the emergency charge, then locked the screen to a bare heartbeat of power. Messages, he thought. But signal bars were gone. The building’s body was a bunker.

Elara knelt by a cabinet and drew a small kit by feel. She coughed once, like a secret she refused to share.

“Dust cloths,” she said. She tore one, wetted it from a metal bottle she’d clipped to her belt, and handed him half. “Over nose and mouth. Move slow. We treat breath like currency.”

He tied his mask, snug. The water was a kiss of cold through cotton. He tasted metal, then damp.

“Count?” he asked.

She nodded. “We save numbers for oxygen and time. We save words for what matters.”

A slow smile found him. Even here, her order of things had edges he could hold.

The floor answered with a small, mean aftershock. It rattled the room’s teeth. Somewhere in the ceiling, a conduit groaned. The micro-lanterns trembled in their own weak halos.

Elara’s hand found the doorway. She braced and closed her eyes against invisible rain. “Cinder,” she said softly—testing the pause word, not needing it yet, reminding both of them it existed.

Keir watched her mouth shape it and felt heat where there should have been only fear.

She opened her eyes. “We keep going.”

“Copy.”

They slipped back to the hall. The air felt thinner now, a hallway lung giving up its last good breaths. Keir angled his lantern down. Hairline cracks stitched the wall like lightning captured in plaster.

They took the east run this time. Past the silent break room, past a lounge where chairs lay sprawled like stunned animals. Past a glass-walled conference room where the wall was no longer wall, only jagged teeth around absence.

“Watch,” Elara whispered.

He froze. The floor ahead sloped a degree, a tilt that would be nothing on a calm day and a trap on a day like this. Another aftershock might turn slope to slide.

“We hug the inner wall,” she said. “Low center. Three points of contact.”

They moved like climbers in reverse. Palms, knees, one boot set firm before the next left the ground. Keir kept his light on the line where floor met wall. The dust there rose in little spirals
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