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Her breath shook before the thunder did.

Rain combed the tall arched windows of Brimwater Library, turning the glass into a living veil. The marble floor held the chill of the day. Somewhere in the stacks, a draft whispered—pages lifted, then settled like wings.

“Professor Talvek?”

Her voice came from the entry gallery, careful and bright at once.

Orion turned from the circulation desk. The lamp pooled a small circle of amber around his hands, a campus-issued radio beside a ring of keys. Dr. Orion Talvek—disaster literature, archival methods—had planned a short, quiet evening: catalog a batch of donated pamphlets, lock up, go home before the sirens.

Plans are what the storm enjoys breaking.

“Sylvi,” he said. “You made it.”

Sylvi Ardenne pushed back her hood. Rain threaded her hair into a darker gold. She lifted a plastic-wrapped folio like a contraband treasure. “The Thackeray letters. I promised I’d return them tonight.”

A warning tone crackled from the radio: Tornado emergency.

A second chime followed from the building network: Shelter in place.

The lights flickered.

The room inhaled.

The lights held.

“Downstairs?” she asked, eyes on the ceiling.

“Archive level is safer,” Orion said. “Interior walls. No windows.”

He tried the radio again—static, then a clipped directive: Basement safe zones. The windows ticked under pellet rain. Wind took a run at the western façade, found purchase, shook loose a curl of sound like a groan.

They moved. Keys, flashlight, the folio under Sylvi’s arm. The stairwell hummed. Each step felt like a metronome for a language only storms speak.

Halfway down, the power stuttered and died.

Dark.

A breath caught. Not fear—readiness.

Orion’s phone made a soft square of light. “I’ve got you,” he said.

“I know.” A tiny smile in the blue glow.

They reached the archive landing. He unlocked the steel door. A colder air waited beyond, smelling faintly of paper and coin—old ink, old glue. He swept his phone across the room: shelves like tall ribs, a central table, a red safety box, two emergency candles.

“Sit,” he said. “I’ll start a light.”

“On your count, Professor,” she teased, setting the folio down with both hands. Lightness as a shield. He heard it and was grateful.

The first candle woke with a cautious flame. The second steadied it—two small suns on the table’s edge. The room found its edges again.

Above them, thunder knuckled the roof.

They listened.

Another gust bullied the building, then let it go.

Orion exhaled. “We’ll ride it out.”

Sylvi pulled the damp hair from her cheek. “I left my umbrella in the bus. The driver said Jordan Creek floods fast.” She lifted her eyebrows. “Is that true or campus folklore?”

“It’s true,” he said. “The creek is a habit. It likes paths we paved over.”

She watched the candle. “Storms remember.”

He wanted to say, You do, too. Instead: “We’ll keep the folio dry. That’s our mission statement.”

“A clean mission statement.” She smiled again, smaller. He felt something settle inside—a careful, precise click.

The building accepted another strike of wind. Dust shrugged down from a pipe.

From the table, Sylvi picked up the top pamphlet to distract herself. “What’s a ‘derecho’?” she asked.

“Long-lived windstorm,” he said. “Straight-line winds, often worse than a tornado for trees. Think of it as a marathon punch.”

“Marathon punch,” she echoed, then put the pamphlet down and wrapped her own arms, a light clutch against the chill. “Is there a blanket?”

Orion opened the red box. Two foil blankets waited, the kind that make bodies into quiet stars. He shook one open; it crackled bright. He held it out.

“Let me,” she said softly.

He came nearer. The foil lifted between them, then folded around her shoulders. Heat collected where his fingers brushed the line of the blanket at her collarbone. Even through foil, a pulse transmitted—hers, then his, then the storm’s.

“Thank you,” she said.

He felt the words land on him, warm as breath on glass.

A metallic boom sounded somewhere above—the elevator locking itself in place as the system went to safe mode. The floor gave a small tremor, then steadied.

They counted silently to ten.

The candlelight did something to distances. It pulled them closer by subtracting the world.

“Can I help?” she asked. “Anything to catalog?”

“You can read me the accession numbers,” he said. “Keep us working.”

“Working keeps the panic away,” she said, and opened the folio. Calm isn’t the absence of fear; it’s the choreography you give it.

They worked. He noted. She read. Their voices made a small braided sound, steadying as a heartbeat, flexible as rain.

After a page, she stopped, looked up. “Professor?”

“Yes?”

“Call me Sylvi, not ‘Ms. Ardenne.’ Tonight I need fewer syllables.”

He smiled. “Then call me Orion.”

“Orion,” she said, trying the constellation of it.

A sudden pop from overhead rolled into a clatter—hail, finding the roof. The noise arrived like a thousand thrown pebbles. The candles trembled; their light went long and thin.

Sylvi flinched, then laughed at herself. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he echoed. “We’re fine.”

“We’re fine,” she repeated, and because the body trusts repetition more than sentences, he said it again, quieter, and then added, “I’m right here.”

She nodded. The smile came back, then stayed.

They moved to the inner row of shelves as the hall took on a faint damp smell. A thin sound of water trickled in a wall somewhere—nothing alarming yet, just corners learning new paths.

Orion’s jacket held a little heat. He put it around her foil, an odd improvised layering. She let him, wordless.

“Better,” she said.

“Better,” he agreed.

They stood awhile. Candlelight took its time. Thunder smudged the ceiling and moved on. The shelves waited, leaning in like attentive trees.

“Tell me something true,” she said, gaze on the flame.

“Something small or something that thinks it’s big?”

“Small first.”

He thought. “When I’m nervous I count books in threes. It tricks my hands into feeling useful.”

“And big?”

“I told myself I prefer solitude. Today I’m glad I was wrong.”

Her breath hitched, quiet and quick. Then she did what brave people do when the world is loud: she moved closer until warmth became a room. The foil rustled. Her shoulder found the edge of his chest; her temple found his shirt. A small, perfect alignment.

The building sighed. Rain threshed. Their silence deepened, not emptiness, but charge.

“Your hands,” she said, very low. “They’re steady.”

“Training,” he said.

“For storms?”

“For rare books.”

She smiled into his shirt. “Same thing.”

A brittle crack shivered down the pipes—temperature meeting metal. He looked up, then back to her. “We might hear worse.”

“I know,” she said. “Stay.”

He stayed.

Time loosened. They inventoried fear and found, in the center of it, a stillness. The kind that arrives when two people keep promises they haven’t said aloud.
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The floor trembled, then held.

Rain hissed along the ledge like a zipper being pulled.
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“Thackeray’s ink bled a little here,” Sylvi said, holding the page sideways. “Humidity’s already working.”

“I’ll bag it,” he said, and did, hands precise. She watched those hands—sure, competent, kind.

“I like how you do that,” she murmured.

“Do what?”

“Make care look like a habit.”

The words
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