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The elevator glided.

Then it didn’t.

A clean slice in the motion, a held breath in steel. The floor numbers froze between 38 and 39—a quiet nowhere.

Emergency light blinked to life: a small ember cupped in metal palms.

Naya Ridell steadied herself on the rail, fingers cool, voice cooler. “We stopped.”

Keir Ashlin pressed the alarm, once, then again. A flat click answered—no siren, no human voice, just a silence that sounded like the city had inhaled and forgotten to let go.

“Grid’s down,” he said, listening to the shaft. “Feels wide. Not our building only.”

The car creaked, a long tired exhale. Rain whispered along cables somewhere above, like nails poured from a bucket.

“Stay with me,” he added, as if it were policy. As if it were promise.

Naya nodded. Her pulse wanted to run; she told it to stand still. “Phones on low power. One message each. Then off.”

Keir’s smile was quick, reassuring. “Copy.”

They composed the same text to different worlds: Stuck in Bank E, floors 38–39. Safe for now.

They hit send and put the dark back where it belonged.

Naya shrugged off her blazer and folded it into a square, set it on the floor against one wall. “Seat,” she said. “Until the tower remembers us.”

Keir cracked the ceiling vent with a thin tool, coaxing a thin breath of air. Warmth settled, but movement mattered. He dropped down beside her, cross-legged, back to steel. Their knees almost touched.

“Four in,” he said, gentle. “Six out.”

They breathed. The storm kept count.

“I keep floor plans in my head when I can’t sleep,” Naya said, because words were a kind of light. “Twenties are plumbing, twenty-seven is BMS. Your territory runs up the shaft, down the generator room.”

“Mine’s the bones,” Keir said. “Yours is the blood.” He tapped the wall, reading resonance. “Cables are holding. Brakes are true. We’re locked, not slipping.”

“Don’t use the word slipping,” she said, and almost laughed with the saying. “Signal before touch,” she added, remembering a rule she’d made on instinct a minute ago.

“Signal before touch,” he repeated, not teasing. “Agreed.”

Another creak. The light steadied. Somewhere outside, thunder rolled its shoulders.

Naya met the sound with facts. “We ration water. We keep our cores warm. We speak when it helps.”

Keir looked at her, seeing the calm built on scaffolds. “You’ve done drills.”

“Once a month,” she said. “My mother liked shelters more than fairgrounds.”

“Mine liked porches,” he said softly. “We counted storms by how far the lightning lit the fields.”

“Count this one by breath,” she said. “By the way the doors listen.”

“Doors?”

“I used to tell myself the door wasn’t stubborn. It was careful.” A small smile. “If I asked right, it opened.”

He looked at the sealed slit of metal. “Then we ask right.”

Rain climbed the shaft, a soft roar. The car answered with a micro-shiver.

Naya slid a hand along her forearm, chasing off gooseflesh. She didn’t hide the tremor. “Say something distracting,” she said.

Keir thought a beat. “The counterweight’s our mirror. Heavy enough to let us climb without fighting the sky.”

“Simple works,” she said, grateful for the kindergarten of it. “Keep going.”

“Traction wheels,” he murmured. “Brakes like hands.”

“Hands,” she echoed, then caught herself. “We’re okay.”

His gaze flicked to her bare arms, back to her face. “Signal?”

She tipped her chin once. Yes.

He moved closer by inches, careful not to startle the air, and set his palm lightly on her sleeve where it met skin. Warmth traveled. Not possession. Not question. Just heat offered like a coat.

Her breath changed—a small hitch, then a smoother line. “Better,” she said.

“Four in,” he reminded, smiling. “Six out.”

They breathed. The light pulsed with them.

Minutes gathered like beads. Keir checked the emergency phone. Static. He screwed the plate back in place, the small task calming his hands.

“Tell me the tower,” he said, resuming their trade. “In small words.”

“Stairs are the lungs,” Naya said. “Doors are reflex. Glass is mood, expands and contracts with weather. The core—where BMS lives—is the brain stem.”

He nodded, a mechanic accepting poetry. “Good map.”

“Yours?”

“Cables are tendons. Wheels are joints. The pit is the heel bone. The car is us.”

“The car is us,” she repeated. “So we don’t bang on us.”

“Exactly.” He flashed her a look. “We coax us.”

Thunder cracked, closer now, sharp enough to rattle screws. Naya flinched; Keir’s arm lifted and hovered—the beginning of a shelter. He waited.

“Yes,” she said. Two letters, clear as a path.

He drew her gently in, his arm a firm line across her shoulders, nothing invasive, everything present. Her cheek found the slope beneath his collar. The storm pressed theirs together; their breaths made their own weather.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

“Is it you or the storm?” She tried to make it light; the attempt was honest.

“Both,” he said, equally honest.

They stayed like that through another long roll. The car did not move. The world outside did.

“Hydration,” she remembered. She took a measured sip, handed him the bottle. Their fingers touched—one soft knock, one lingering hum. Some touches echo longer than thunder.

“Half hour check,” Keir said. “Then we try comms again.”

“Copy.”

The vent sighed; the light made a small wounded sound and brightened anyway.

He told her about volunteer nights—not glory, just streets and doors and the way heat hangs in stairwells. She told him about continuity plans no one reads until the page is already on fire.

“People like to be reassured,” Keir said.

“People like to be carried,” Naya said, then flushed at the verb.

“I carry steel,” he offered, as if to rescue her from implication. “I can carry schedules, too.”

“You’re doing fine.”

“Stay with me,” he said again, more a
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