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    For my friends, who kept me grounded.For my family, who never stopped believing.And for every reader who's ever felt the walls close in—this story is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The descent isn't always the fall.Sometimes it's the waiting in between."
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CHAPTER 1: “Ground Floor”
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Amber woke up fifteen minutes before her alarm, heart already hammering in her chest. She lay still for a moment, staring at the cracks in the ceiling of her studio apartment. Today was not just any day. It was the day. The one she had been building toward for weeks, maybe months, maybe years without even realizing it.

She turned off the alarm before it could scream, slid out from under the covers, and stood in front of her narrow mirror. Her reflection looked back, pale and unsure. Hair already rebelling against the straightening iron. Eyes carrying shadows of late-night study sessions and long shifts at the diner. She dabbed on concealer, fixed her collar, and said it out loud:

"You've got this."

It sounded fake, but she said it again anyway.

Her blazer was secondhand, a faded navy number that still held a faint scent of lavender from the consignment store, but beneath it lingered the smell of time—dust, detergent, something nearly medicinal. The blouse underneath was borrowed. Her shoes, scuffed, black, and loyal, had carried her through two jobs and three near firings.

Today, they would carry her into The Nexus.

She clutched the email printed three times in her purse, triple-checked her resume, and left her apartment without breakfast. Her stomach was too tight for food. On the subway, she rehearsed her answers in her head. Strengths: adaptable, hardworking, detail oriented. Weaknesses: perfectionism, nerves, but she could reframe that. She always did.

She tried not to get lost in fantasies. That was dangerous. But her mind wandered anyway. What if she got the job? What if this meant leaving the diner behind for good, moving out of the roach-infested apartment, finally calling her mom with good news? What if this was it?

Virellix Communications. High end, corporate, intimidating. They had offices across the country, but their flagship sat atop the tallest skyscraper in the city. She had searched it obsessively. The Nexus, a needle of glass, steel, and corporate pride. Eighty-seven stories of power. The interview was scheduled on the top floor.

She almost turned around when she saw the building in person.

It loomed above her like it could swallow clouds. Sunlight bounced off the mirrored exterior, throwing sharp glints into her eyes. Her breath caught. She had to tilt her head all the way back just to see the tip vanish into the sky.

It did not help that she already disliked tall buildings. Or enclosed spaces.

"Get a grip," she muttered, shaking it off. She checked her reflection in the building’s glass door before stepping inside.

The lobby was a cavern of marble and chrome. People in blazers sharper than hers moved in quick lines toward elevators, desks, and coffee bars. A security desk checked her ID, gave her a visitor badge, and directed her toward the central elevator banks.

That was when she saw it.

The elevator panel.

A wall of buttons, one through eighty-seven, neatly lined in glowing silver.

The guard must have seen her face, because he said, "You’re headed to the top, huh?"

Amber forced a smile. "Yeah. Big interview."

"Well," he said with a small chuckle, "hope you’re not afraid of heights."

She was not. Not really. Heights did not bother her. Not like enclosed spaces. Not like elevators. Not like standing in a metal box you could not leave, rising into the sky on tension cables thinner than your arm.

The doors slid open with a quiet chime.

She hesitated.

Then stepped inside.

There were only two others in the car with her, a man in a gray suit glued to his phone and a young woman humming to herself. No one made eye contact. That was fine. Amber pressed the button for the eighty-seventh floor. It glowed white.

The doors closed.

A soft mechanical hum rose beneath them. The floor dropped gently away. Amber’s ears popped around the thirtieth floor. She gripped the handrail behind her and exhaled slowly. The ascent was smooth, fast, and eerie.

She glanced up at the digital display: forty-one... forty-two... forty-three...

Her fingers were sweating. The elevator did not stop once. The numbers kept rising. Fifty-eight... fifty-nine... sixty...

She reminded herself to breathe. It was not that bad. Nothing was happening. Just a quiet ride in a multimillion-dollar system that probably passed every safety inspection. Probably.

Seventy... seventy-one...

She imagined the cables snapping, the car dropping, her body slamming into the ceiling for a split second before—

"Don’t," she whispered, eyes shut.

Eighty-three... eighty-four... eighty-five...

The floor display blinked once—just a skip from forty-three to forty-five—then corrected itself. Amber’s breath caught. Probably nothing. Probably. But the elevator’s hum dipped for a half second, just long enough for her body to register the silence before it resumed.
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