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The afternoon sky wore a bruise over the Atlantic, violet sinking into slate. Alerts shivered across Keir Navarre’s phone—mandatory shelter-in-place, elevators offline by sundown, impact shutters to close on timer. He stood in the double-height great room of the Stormglass penthouse and watched the ocean lift and darken, as if the water itself were leaning in to listen.

He checked the panel by habit: generator indicators green, corridor lights queued to life-safety, pumps at the mechanical floor on standby. Miami-Dade had a choreography for nights like this—shut the lifts before surge, kill the façade lighting, keep the stairwells bright enough to find your breath. He could almost hear the building think.

A knock. Not on the door—on the storm.

Then an actual knock.

Keir crossed the white oak floor. When he opened the door, rain smell slipped past him: salt, ozone, metal. A woman stood there with a roll case and a coil of measuring tape hooked into her belt loop, hair damp at the edges like someone had painted water along her curls and let it dry.

“Isla Serrano,” she said. “Lighting design. I was supposed to take final readings for the terrace fixtures before the city goes dark. I got... timed out?”

He glanced toward the service screen above the handle. “Elevators lock at five. You missed it.”

She let out a soft, disbelieving breath. “By two minutes. Figures.”

“Come in,” he said. “You can ride the storm out here. The stairwell’s our lifeline if we need it.”

“I won’t be in the way,” she said, stepping across the threshold. Her eyes moved through the room—over the glass that curved like a theater, over the narrow shadow of the spiral stair that rose to the roof hatch. “You can feel it already.”

He could. The wind’s low hum through the mullions, the faint percussion in the floor. Halocline Tower always sang when weather turned—tonight the note had teeth.

“That case heavy?” he asked.

“Just tools. A meter. Some gels. Old habits.” She rolled it aside. “I’m not great with waiting.”

“No one is,” he said. “There’s water in the pantry. Towels. If the sill tracks weep, we’ll need them.”

“I’ll line them,” she said. “Show me where.”

They started with the south glass, where the horizon carried a dark seam—a line you didn’t see so much as sense. He handed her towels and gaffer tape. The first overlap, their fingers brushed. Neither of them moved, and then both did, in opposite directions, a soft laugh caught between them, the kind that’s mostly breath.

“Sorry,” she said.

“It happens,” he said.

Wind leaned harder. The tower answered in a long, low vowel. At the minute mark, the storm shutters clawed down from the soffits and kissed the glass with a metallic seal. Dusk fell all at once.

The room shortened, became a chamber. The only light was the emergency strip along the floor and a small lantern Isla pulled from her bag, a round glow like a lullaby on the table.

“Better?” she said.

“Better,” he said. “Hotter soon. Generator won’t run the air.”

“We’ll sweat through anything,” she said. “You live here?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “It’s mine. But the building—” He gestured around them. “It belongs to the weather tonight.”

A gust shouldered the façade. The windows flexed—a movement more sound than sight. Isla closed her eyes like she was listening to a voice she knew from far away.

“Your face just—” he began.

“Childhood,” she said, opening them. “One blackout stairwell. I didn’t breathe right for a year.”

“We keep the stairwell bright,” he said. “You can see the glow through the door.”

She looked. The slit of light under the stairwell door was steady, a calm pulse in the floor. She exhaled, shoulders easing.

“Thank you,” she said. “For that, specifically.”

Thunder arrived without flash. It came from the glass—like a throat clearing. The building took it. So did they.

Isla reached for the towel roll again, hands steady. “Tape. Corners.”

He offered the roll. She tore a strip with her teeth and smoothed it down. When she leaned, her hair slid forward, darker now at the ends, catching the lantern glow. Keir’s hand hovered, almost to move it, almost to let the moment do what it wanted. He didn’t touch. She didn’t ask.

“Tell me what you hear,” he said.

“Pressure. A long push. The small hiss where the water looks for a path,” she said, voice low. “And your breath. You hold it right before the room changes pitch.”

He smiled without meaning to. “Engineer’s curse.”

“Designer’s ear,” she said.

Another gust pressed a fraction harder. One of the floor-level weeps whispered, a hairline trickle beginning. Isla knelt to it, towel laid like a sandbag, tape firm at the edges. Keir crouched alongside, his shoulder almost touching hers. The lantern found both of their hands, and in that little ring of light there was a quiet he didn’t know he needed.

“You do this a lot?” she asked.

“Pretend I can bar the door against air? Too often,” he said.

“Me too,” she said. “Pretend I can coax light into behaving.”

“You can,” he said.

She tilted her head. “Sometimes.”

They worked in that companionable hush, sealing sill after sill, laying towels like small white defenses. The ocean spoke louder on the other side of the façade, a low roar threaded with higher notes. The building hummed. The room gathered heat.

Keir checked the time: 6:14. He felt something loosen in his chest. There’s a strange relief in the moment the preparations end. After that, you only listen.

“I’m making tea,” he said. “Stove’s gas.”

“I won’t say no,” she said.

In the kitchen, the blue flame licked the bottom of the kettle with a steady whisper. He set out two mugs and a jar of honey. The worktop vibrated almost imperceptibly under his palms, like a cat purring. He thought about ’92—how his mother’s hands shook on the flashlight, how he promised a house would never scare her again. He’d built fortunes on that promise. The weather never read contracts.

Isla wandered to the glass while the kettle began to mutter. She stopped an arm’s length away and pressed the backs of her fingers to the pane, as if testing a fever. She didn’t linger. She backed off, palms flat at her sides, breathing through her nose until the shape of the room fit her again.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I tell myself I like storms,” she said. “I like them when I control the switch.”

“We control what we can.” He set a mug in her hand. Their fingers brushed again. Again, neither moved to apologize.

“Thank you,” she said, wrapping both hands around the heat.

They took their tea to the steps of the spiral stair. From there, you could watch the lantern glow theater the room, see the stairwell door’s small slice of brightness, hear the quiet war happening on the façade. Dusk settled into night beyond the shutters. The city thinned to sirens and wind.

“Tell me a thing,” she said, voice lighter than the dark deserved. “Something that isn’t weather.”

He considered. “I collect tide tables. Paper ones. I don’t need them. I just like the way the numbers recognize the moon.”

She smiled with her eyes. “I grew up tracing light with my hands. My grandmother taught me to find a face in shadow and draw it with touch.”

“Is she—”

Isla shook her head. “Gone. Years now. She could walk into a room and choose which corner to calm.”

“You do that,” he said, surprised by the truth of it.

She let it sit between them. Steam rose off their cups. A line of rain found a seam somewhere high and sketched a quick rhythm down a channel, then stopped. The tower shifted its stance and held.

The blackout arrived like a breath held too long finally being released. The overheads went blunt black; the floor strip lit in cool white; the lantern took the stage. The space felt closer at once—edges softer, heat more honest.

Isla’s hand tightened around her mug. Her shoulder notched toward his without quite touching. He set his cup aside and spoke first so she wouldn’t have to.

“We’ll stay where the light is. If you need the stairwell, we go together.”

She nodded, jaw flexing once. “Say stop,” she murmured, a reflex from some old drill.

“And I do,” he said. “Every time.”

A gust hit clean and hard. The pane near the corner complained. Isla flinched and then stilled, eyes on him, waiting for his pulse to decide what to do with hers.

“Breathe with me,” he said.

She matched him—a count
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