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The sensation of hydraulic fluid giving up on a Tuesday evening carried a distinct, metallic weight. It was not a violent drop, but rather a sudden, sickening stutter in the shaft, followed by the quiet sigh of heavy cables freezing in their tracks. The indicator light above the brushed steel doors flickered between the fourteenth and fifteenth floors, then died completely, leaving the cab illuminated only by the warm perimeter LEDs embedded in the ceiling trim.
Marion did not drop her leather portfolio. She simply adjusted her grip on the slim Italian strap, shifting her weight onto the heels of her charcoal pumps, her balance steady and practiced. At fifty-two, she had weathered corporate restructuring, a messy split from a man who mistook vanity for ambition, and three market crashes. An elevator failure barely registered as an inconvenience; it was simply a mechanical delay.
Beside her, Nathan let out a low, amused breath. 
"Well," he said, turning his head just enough for Marion to catch the sharp outline of his jawline under the amber recessed lighting. "That is definitely not on the schedule."
He was twenty-six, perhaps twenty-seven at the absolute most, with skin the shade of roasted chicory and broad, clean-cut shoulders that stretched the seams of a tailored charcoal crewneck. Marion had noticed him in the lobby five minutes earlier, taking in the easy swagger of a young man who knew precisely how attractive he was and considered the world an accommodating place built for his amusement. He stood well over six feet, carrying an effortless physical density that commanded the small square of space between them. 
"A relay switch, most likely," Marion replied, her voice smooth and unhurried. She stepped toward the panel, pressing the open-door button with the tip of her index finger. Nothing happened. She pressed the alarm bell. A single, dull chime resonated through the steel enclosure, flat and hollow, before returning them to silence. "The secondary system should kick on within a few minutes."
Nathan shoved his hands into the pockets of his dark trousers, rocking back slightly on his heels. The movement pulled the fabric of his shirt taut across a chest sculpted by heavy lifting and stubborn consistency, outlining the thick ridge of his clavicle and the hard taper down toward his belt. 
"You sound pretty confident for someone dangling three hundred feet above the basement," he said, flashing a slow, teasing grin that revealed even white teeth. His eyes were dark, heavy-lidded, and deliberately insolent as they swept over her, taking in her tailored cream silk blouse, the sharp collar framing her throat, and the careful silver highlights woven through her dark brown hair. 
"Panic burns oxygen," Marion said coolly, meeting his gaze without flinching. She enjoyed the look in his eyes; it was a familiar blend of youthful arrogance and sudden curiosity. Younger men often thought a woman past fifty became invisible, or worse, maternal. Marion was neither, and she took a quiet, predatory satisfaction in watching them realize it. "And oxygen is the only commodity in this box that we cannot buy more of."
Nathan laughed, a rich, deep sound that bounced off the stainless-steel walls. He pulled his hands from his pockets and reached past her toward the emergency telephone panel beneath the floor buttons. As he did, his forearm brushed against her shoulder. The heat coming off his skin was startling, radiating through the thin silk of her sleeve like an electric current. He smelled of cedarwood, black pepper, and clean, warm sweat from a long day in the city heat. 
"Let me try the line," he murmured, his voice dropping into a register that felt far too intimate for a public carriage. 
He opened the small metallic flap and lifted the receiver. He held it to his ear, waiting for several seconds while his gaze drifted back down to her face. His lips curved slightly at the corners, appreciating the fact that she had not stepped back to yield space. Instead, she stood her ground, barely three inches from his chest. Up close, she could see the faint stubble tracing his square chin and the bold, unapologetic way he sized her up, lingering on the line of her throat where a pulse fluttered behind her amber pendant.
"Dead," Nathan said, clicking the cradle once, twice, before replacing the handset with a crisp metallic snap. He shut the small door, but he did not step back. "Nobody home."
"Then we wait," Marion said. 
"Just wait?" Nathan raised a single brow, his tone rich with challenge. "No screaming? No banging on the door? Most people would be sweating right now."
"Do I look like most people to you, Nathan?" 
The name slipped out before she considered it, drawn from the brief glimpse of his building pass hanging from his waistband when they had entered the lobby. Nathan blinked, momentarily caught off balance, and the small fracture in his cocky veneer was intoxicating to observe. 
"You saw the badge," he said, his smile returning, wider and slower this time. "Marion. Vice president of regional acquisitions, if I remember the directory on eighteen."
"You remember correctly."
"Well, Marion," he drawled, deliberately rolling the syllables over his tongue as if tasting high-end wine, "looks like regional acquisitions is stuck with lower-level consulting until the fire department finds their ladders."
"Is that what you do? Lower-level consulting?" She allowed a faint, knowing smirk to touch her lips as she leaned back against the handrail lining the back wall. The position subtly shifted her silhouette, pressing the fabric of her tailored slacks against the curve of her hips. 
"Senior analyst," he corrected, turning his whole body toward her. The space between them was shrinking, not through active movement, but through the sheer weight of his presence. He leaned one large, veined hand against the steel wall just above her shoulder, angling his torso toward hers. "They pay me to look at data and tell older executives what they are doing wrong."
"Do
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