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The Stairwell Keeps Its Guests
Rustam Yagudin
Leona Hart takes a routine window-cleaning contract at Marlowe House, an old boarding house where the central stairwell fogs from the inside and begins shifting after dark. When one tenant disappears and the residents start hearing knocks from sealed landings, Leona must use her rigging skills, height work, and stubborn nerve to reach the hidden spine of the building before it closes around them.
ProseHub


    
Dry Glass on Steel
Leona Hart arrived before the bakery shutters were lifted, when the street still smelled of wet stone, yeast, and old rain drying on hot brick. The tram rattled past behind her, shaking the windows of a flower stall and the brass cups on the conductor's cart. She shifted the coil of rope higher on her shoulder, looked up at Marlowe House, and gave the building the kind of look she usually saved for broken locks and men who said they would call back. It was an old boarding house, respectable from a distance, which meant it was probably trouble up close: dark brick, narrow balconies, and a stair tower rising through the middle like a finger telling the sky to mind its manners.
Jory's van idled at the curb. He leaned out with a clipboard and a coffee gone lukewarm.
— If you fall off that rig, he said, don't land on the paint bucket. The insurance people get fussy.
— Good to know you care, Leona said.
— I care about paperwork.
She took the keys, clipped them to her belt, and walked through the side gate. The residents were still mostly asleep, though a woman in an apron was already sweeping cracked basil leaves from the stoop, and somewhere higher up a radio played a tinny folk song about a fisherman and his unlucky hat. Leona had no opinion about the song, but she approved of the rhythm. It was useful to clean to.
Her job was simple: wash the exterior panes, scrape the mineral crust, clear the dead flies, make the place look less abandoned than it felt. Simple jobs were the only kind she trusted. They rarely lied.
At the center of the facade, the stairwell window held a skin of condensation the color of milk glass. Leona frowned at it for half a second, then told herself the building was humid and her day had only just begun. The job was going to be boring. That was the plan.
Leona climbed into the harness, set her boots against the board, and let the cable take her weight in the slow, familiar way that made every ground-bound fear feel slightly insulting. The first bank of windows was routine work. Soap, scrape, rinse, repeat. Brown water ran down the glass in dirty ribbons. A pigeon landed on the ledge beside her, eyed her mop with deep suspicion, and decided she was not worth a fight. She respected that.
The stair tower sat behind the outer wall, and one of its windows faced the street from a narrow slit of masonry. As she cleared the grime from that pane, the glass bloomed white with fresh condensation from the inside. It was too cold for breath to fog it like that. The shape sharpened, blurred, and sharpened again as if someone had leaned close and then changed their mind.
Leona paused with the scraper held midway up the glass.
Inside, a dull thud rolled through the stairwell. Not loud enough to be a crash. Just enough to feel like a footstep taken by someone who meant not to be heard.
— Jory, she said into the radio, if this place starts charging admission, I want a cut.
Static, then his voice: — You finding anything strange already?
— Define strange.
— If you need a definition, you’re already in trouble.
She snorted and resumed cleaning, but the fog on the stairwell pane did not spread the way kitchen steam should. It gathered in a thin line along one edge, as if a finger had just traced the inside of the glass. When she wiped it away, the outline of a step showed through for the briefest instant, too high and too close to the window to make sense.
By the time she blinked, it was gone. Only the ordinary stair shaft remained, dark and empty, with paint flaking off the rail in pale curls. Leona kept the brush moving, but her shoulders had tightened under the harness.
At the third-floor landing, the window beside the communal hall slid open with a stubborn squeal. Mrs. Brant leaned out, her hair pinned into a knot that looked severe enough to frighten a priest. She held a tea towel in one hand and a chipped mug in the other.
— You missed a strip, she said.
— Good morning to you too, Leona answered.
— It is not morning until the tea boils.
Mrs. Brant glanced at the wet street below, then up at the rig, as if confirming the laws of gravity had not been repealed overnight.
— You always work this high?
— Only when someone pays me to flirt with death.
That earned the woman a thin smile. It changed her face in a way that made her look less like a wall and more like a person who had once laughed without permission.
From inside came the smell of lentil soup, cumin, and the fried onions some of the residents bought from the stall on Alder Lane every Thursday. The house ran on its own habits: soup nights, laundry lines on Mondays, a shared kettle that no one admitted stealing from, and a rule about shoes being left in pairs because one of the younger tenants kept misplacing left boots. The place was messy, but it was alive in the ordinary way that made Leona less uneasy than the stair tower did.
Mrs. Brant followed her gaze toward the center of the building.
— You’re looking at the stairwell again, she said.
— It’s in the middle of the place. Hard not to.
— That does not answer me.
— It fogs weird.
The older woman gave a dry little huff that might have been agreement.
— Do not lean on the rail after sunset, she said.
— That sounds less like advice and more like a threat.
— In this house, the two are cousins.
Before Leona could answer, Mrs. Brant withdrew the mug and shut the window. The latch clicked with a neat finality that made Leona glance at the stair tower again, just in time to see the condensation on the center pane gather into a narrow streak, as if something on the other side had pressed a palm to the glass.
She worked the next row of windows with quick, efficient strokes. Up close, the masonry showed age in a hundred small ways: chipped sill edges, old repair patches, a section of mortar that had been redone in a color that offended the rest of the wall. Water beaded, slid, and vanished into the cracks. The rope creaked with every shift of her hips. Normal work. Ordinary enough to calm her nerves, which was usually the point.
Then the stairwell pane changed.
Not all at once. Just enough to catch the eye. The dark shaft behind the glass seemed deeper than the building should allow, as if someone had opened an extra slice of space behind the wall. One landing should have appeared level with the third-floor corridor; instead, there were two. The upper one was narrow and bare except for a crooked lamp, and the lower one had a small iron bench she was certain had not been there a minute ago.
Leona stopped brushing.
The view wavered again. The bench was gone. In its place, a man in a green cardigan stood with his back to the window, one hand on the rail.
She leaned forward, the harness biting her waist, and the man turned his head just enough that she could see the line of his jaw before he stepped out of sight.
Her pulse gave one hard thump.
— Jory, she said, voice flat, how much did you say they paid to clean the windows?
— Enough to make you not complain.
— That was a mistake.
— What now?
— Nothing.
The window was empty again. Only the stair rail and the painted wall remained. She exhaled through her teeth and forced herself to finish the pane. As she wiped the last streak away, a sound came from inside the stair tower: three soft knocks, spaced like someone testing a door with the side of a knuckle.
Leona looked up. The landing visible through the glass was blank.
Then, from the floor below, a child laughed once — sharp, brief, and entirely out of place. She nearly called down to ask who had brought a child into a building that smelled of wet plaster and old stew, but the laugh dissolved into silence before she could open her mouth.
The smile she might have made never arrived. She pressed her hand against the outside of the glass instead, felt the faint chill of the pane, and moved on.
Milo Vale came around the corner from the alley with two paper sacks cutting into his fingers and a crate of vegetables balanced against one hip. He was all elbows and scowl, with a streak of flour on the front of his jacket and hair that looked as if it had lost an argument with the wind.
— Need a hand? Leona called.
— If you ask that after I’ve already nearly dropped the onions, it stops being heroic.
— I’ve never been accused of heroism in the field.
He braced the crate against the low wall while she unclipped one glove and reached down to take half the weight. The sack smelled of onions, lemon peel, and damp paper. He was stronger than he wanted to look, which made him exactly the kind of teenager who would pretend not to be afraid of a locked door just to annoy the adults.
— Mrs. Brant send you for supplies? Leona asked.
— She sent me because I was closest. Also because if I refuse, she threatens to tell everyone I’m still using the children’s spoon in the kitchen.
— That sounds like a valid threat.
He snorted, then glanced toward the stair tower and lowered his voice without meaning to.
— Don’t go near that side after dark.
Leona tilted her head. — You mean the stairwell?
— I mean the part of the house that thinks it has a heartbeat.
— That sentence was not reassuring.
— Good. It was not intended to be.
He shifted the crate into her hands long enough to unlock the side gate, then immediately took it back before she could complain about being treated like a porter’s assistant. They moved in sync for a moment around the pile of stacked crates, and for half a second he looked like a boy who still expected the world to be understandable if he carried things carefully enough.
Leona handed him back the top sack.
— If the stairwell bites, I’ll send it to your room, she said.
— Please don’t. I’ve finally gotten the smell of my room down to one bad sock and a book I never finish.
She laughed despite herself. Milo caught that like he had been waiting for it, then looked embarrassed by the fact that he had.
— It’s not funny, he muttered.
— Then why are you grinning?
— I am not.
The grin was real enough that she could almost forgive the line of fear hidden under it.
By late morning the sky had turned the color of damp tin, and the wind off the river worried at her sleeves like an impatient dog. Leona finished the outer row of windows near the middle stair tower and moved the rig a handspan to the left, listening to the cable groan under her weight. Below, a woman with a basket of laundry argued with a neighbor about whether tomato seeds counted as herbs. The argument had the sort of heat only daily life could produce, and for a moment the building felt almost ordinary.
Then the man in the green cardigan appeared on the fourth-floor landing.
She knew him only because he was there, because he moved with the narrow, tired pace of someone who had spent too long in one building and too little in fresh air. He carried a ceramic mug in one hand and stopped at the stairwell door as if he had forgotten what he wanted.
Leona watched him raise the mug, take a sip, and then look over his shoulder.
The corridor behind him was empty.
He turned back to the stairwell, opened the door, and stepped inside.
The door did not slam. It clicked softly shut, neat as a lid.
Leona expected to see him cross the narrow landing on the other side of the glass. Instead, the pane clouded over from the inside in a thick white burst, as if the man had exhaled directly onto it. The fog spread too fast, swallowing the rail, the steps, the lamp, all of it.
— Jory, she said into the radio, keep your ears open.
— You sound funny. What happened?
— I think somebody just went into the stairwell.
— That does not sound funny at all.
Below her, a window flew open. A voice shouted the man’s name, and a second voice answered from somewhere deeper in the house, asking who had left the kettle on. The two sounds crossed and confused each other. Leona swung the brush toward the fogged pane and wiped a strip clear. On the landing, there was no man, no mug, no movement.
Only a wet crescent mark on the step, dark as a footprint from a shoe that had never touched the floor.
Her stomach tightened. She looked left and right, as if the missing man might have slipped sideways out of the world and be standing on the next balcony laughing at her.
She did not run. Running was for people who still trusted their luck. Leona clipped the brush to the rig, locked the brake, and strode for the service entrance on the inside corridor, shoulders hard, jaw harder. The hallway smelled of boiled cabbage and damp wool. A radio somewhere played a brass band tune with too much trumpet, which made the silence around it feel mean.
The stairwell door was shut.
That was odd only because she had seen it close from the outside and had expected the latch to be ordinary. It was not. The frame had swollen with age, and the brass handle sat at a slight angle, as though something behind it had pressed once and gone still.
Leona tried the knob. Locked.
She tested the hinge with the heel of her palm. No give.
— Need help? Milo asked behind her, suddenly there and too quiet.
He had the grocery sacks gone now, replaced by a metal spoon tucked behind one ear like a workman who had lost his mind in a hurry.
— Go fetch Mrs. Brant, Leona said.
— That sounds like the kind of sentence that ends badly.
— Everything in this building ends badly. Today I’d like to narrow the field.
He vanished down the corridor.
Leona slid her scraper between the frame and the door, drove her shoulder into the wood, and shoved. Pain sparked down her arm. The door gave a fraction, then jammed harder. She planted her boots, breathed once, and hit it again with her whole body. The latch snapped with a noise like a bone biting into ice.
Stale air poured out.
Not rotten. Not sweet. Just wrong in the way a room becomes wrong after too long without a person in it. The stairwell beyond was narrower than it had looked through the glass. The rail ran close to the wall, and the steps climbed in a tight spiral, each tread scuffed white at the edge. Damp beaded on the paint. Somewhere above, something ticked once, like cooling metal.
Leona put one hand on the rail and started upward.
Her boots landed on the first three steps with the steady rhythm of habit. The fourth step creaked under her weight in a tone that sounded too much like complaint. Halfway up, she stopped. On the landing above, a ceramic mug sat upright in a puddle of tea, steam still curling from the surface.
The man in the cardigan was nowhere to be seen.
Mrs. Brant arrived with Milo in tow, both of them moving like people approaching a skittish dog. She stopped in the corridor outside the open stairwell and peered past Leona’s shoulder.
— Is there a body? she asked.
— Not that I’ve seen.
— Good. Bodies are troublesome.
Milo made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had not also been panic.
Leona lifted the mug by its handle with one gloved finger. The tea inside had gone cold, but the steam had not fully stopped. That was the sort of detail that made the back of her neck itch.
— He came in here, she said. Green cardigan. Tall. Mug. Disappeared.
Mrs. Brant folded her arms. — Then keep your voice low.
— Because of superstition?
— Because walls remember noise.
Leona stared at her.
— That is not better.
— I did not say it was meant to be.
The old woman stepped closer but not too close, eyes tracking the rail and steps as if checking for loose boards in a familiar floor. She looked less frightened than tired, which was somehow worse.
— Do not stand on the center landing if it appears, she said.
— If it appears?
— You heard me.
Milo swallowed. — It only does that when it rains hard.
— What only does?
He shot her a look and refused to answer.
Leona dragged her cleaning pole from the rig bag, extended it, and tapped the first step. The sound rang thin, then died halfway up the stairwell as if the space had swallowed the sound before it could return. She tapped again, harder. Nothing.
Then the landing above shifted by an inch.
Not the stair itself. The landing.
The shadow line moved, and the mug on the puddle quivered without being touched.
Leona set the pole down slowly.
— All right, she murmured, now we’ve got my attention.
Milo looked at her, trying very hard not to look like a boy about to bolt.
— That’s the wrong answer, he said.
— Then it’s a good thing I’m not asking your opinion.
Despite the fear stitched through the corridor, the corner of Mrs. Brant’s mouth twitched. For one second, the whole scene seemed held together by nothing but shared stubbornness.
By afternoon the wind had grown sharper, carrying the smell of river mud and the first cold bite of rain. Leona took the rig back to the facade and clipped in with fingers that had gone steady from habit, not comfort. Below her, the street bustled in the usual way that people bustle when they do not know there is a problem overhead: a fruit seller stacking pears, a pair of schoolboys kicking a tin lid as if they had invented music, a woman in a blue coat bargaining for fish with the expression of someone negotiating a hostage release.
Marlowe House loomed above them, and the stair tower no longer looked like an architectural feature. It looked like a throat.
She worked herself upward along the outer line of windows until the glass of the stairwell pane came level with her chest. Rain ticked across her helmet. The pane was blind with mist from the inside, but there was movement behind it — a slow crossing shape, too tall for Milo, too hesitant for Mrs. Brant, and far too close to the glass.
Leona pressed her gloved palm to the pane and waited for the fog to thin.
It did.
A landing appeared, then a second, then a sealed upper step she had not been able to see from below. The step ended at a narrow maintenance gate bolted to the wall. Dust coated the stone.
Except the dust was broken.
Fresh footprints crossed the sealed step. Wet ones. They came from nowhere she could see and led toward the gate, then turned outward as if someone had walked to the edge of the impossible and paused.
Leona held still.
One print. Then another. Heel, toe, heel. A person in a hurry or in pain. The shape was clear enough that she could have measured it with her fingers through the glass.
— Jory, she said, and her voice no longer sounded like a joke, if I tell you to call someone, you call someone.
— Leona?
She ignored him and leaned closer. The footsteps did not stop at the gate. They continued past it in a shallow angle, toward the blank stone where there should have been nothing at all.
A drop of water slid down the inside of the pane and stopped exactly over the nearest print, as if the building itself had started to sweat.
Leona climbed one rung higher and hooked her boot against the ledge, bringing her eye level with the sealed step. The maintenance gate was rusted shut, but the lock had a fresh scrape on it, bright metal under old grime. Someone had touched it recently. She could smell it now through the glass — not blood, not rot, just that metallic dampness that comes before a storm cracks open.
Inside the stair tower, something knocked once.
Not on wood. On stone.
The sound went through the pane and into her ribs. She flinched only once, then flattened her hand against the frame and felt a faint pulse of heat from the wall, as if the masonry was holding a fever.
The wet footprints remained on the sealed step, but now there were more of them. A second trail had appeared beside the first, smaller and unsteady, crossing back and forth as though whoever made it could not decide whether to go forward or flee.
Leona stared until her eyes stung.
— Milo, she called without looking away, keep Brant away from the stairwell.
He answered from somewhere below, voice tight. — What is it?
The next print formed under the glass.
Not pressed by a shoe from above. Not mirrored from the inside. It simply gathered out of the damp, clear as if an unseen foot had just settled on the stone.
Leona swallowed, then checked the safety line at her waist with one hard tug. The harness held. The glass held. The building, however, did not feel like it was on her side.
A thin line of water ran from the ceiling of the stair tower and tracked downward across the sealed gate, cutting through the dust like a finger through ash.
Then, from the other side of the wall, something breathed out slowly, and the fog on the pane thickened into the shape of a hand.

    
The Ninth Landing
Leona stayed clipped to the rig with one hand on the frame and the other spread flat against the stairwell pane, as if her palm might convince the building to behave. The glass was warmer than it should have been. Not sun-warm. Not weather-warm. The kind of heat that belongs to a kettle just before it begins to complain. Under her glove, the pane gave a tiny shiver. Then the hand-shape on the inside returned, slower this time, fingers unrolling across the fog like something waking up after a bad dream.
She drew back a breath and nearly laughed at herself for it. The laugh did not arrive. The shape pressed once, then slid upward, and a strip of water ran down the inside of the pane in a clean line, straight as a seam. The stairwell beyond stayed hidden in milk-white mist. From somewhere deep in the shaft came a soft sound, not a knock this time, but the careful scrape of something turning on a landing.
— Fine, Leona muttered, because apparently you’re dramatic.
She tapped the glass with two knuckles. The fog thinned for a heartbeat, and she caught the outline of a narrow staircase spiraling wrong. One landing was too large. The next was too small. The rail bent inward on itself like a wrist. It disappeared again before she could get a proper look.
Below her, Jory’s van horn blipped once, impatient and annoyed with the world. Leona almost answered it. Instead she unclipped the scraper, slid it along the frame, and listened. The pane hummed faintly under the metal edge. That was new. She lifted the tool a fraction and the hum stopped. Lowered it again. There it was: a low vibration, barely there, coming from the seam where the window met the stone. Not the glass. The wall behind it.
— This building is taking liberties, she said under her breath.
A second later, from inside the stairwell, something answered with a slow, polite tap, tap, tap on the other side of the pane. Three knocks. Measured. Patient. As if the house had every intention of waiting her out.
Leona descended in a controlled swing to the third-floor corridor, boots landing with a thud that made the old floorboards complain in chorus. The air inside the hall smelled of lentils, damp wool, and someone frying onions in too much butter. She unhooked from the rig, rolled one shoulder, and headed toward the stairwell door.
Mrs. Brant was already there, one hand on the kettle, the other on her hip, face set in that expression of permanent disapproval that usually meant she was frightened and refusing to give the fear the satisfaction. Milo stood a step behind her, carrying a roll of masking tape and a hammer he clearly had no business using on anything more complicated than a shelf.
— Tell me that was the wind, Mrs. Brant said.
— It was the wind if the wind learned manners and started knocking, Leona replied.
Milo gave a short, nervous laugh that he immediately tried to swallow.
— That’s not helping.
— It was not meant to.
Mrs. Brant took the kettle off the hob and set it onto a folded towel with deliberate calm. — The stair tower changes after rain, she said. Not every rain. The bad sort.
— You have a surprisingly relaxed attitude about haunted architecture.
— I live here. Anxiety would be rude.
The joke was dry enough to crack something in the air, and for a second Leona saw Milo grin despite himself. He was trying very hard to look older than he was, which made him look younger. His hammer shifted in his hand.
— You knew about this, Leona said to Mrs. Brant.
— I knew enough to keep my shoes by the bed and my temper close.
— That’s not an explanation.
— No. It’s a habit. Better ones than facts have kept me alive.
Leona looked at the stairwell door. From the other side came a muffled scrape, then stillness.
— The man in the green cardigan went in here, she said.
Mrs. Brant’s jaw tightened.
— Yes.
— And?
— And if the house has decided to be fussy tonight, we’ll need more than your complaints and my tea.
Milo glanced at the door. — We have a hammer.
Mrs. Brant looked at him. — Child, if a hammer solved this, the building would already be in pieces.
He muttered, — I was being optimistic.
— That’s because you have the luxury of youth, she said.
The way she said it made him grin again, this time with more genuine relief. Leona caught that look and, to her own irritation, felt something in her chest ease a fraction.
Leona stepped into the stairwell first because nobody else looked eager to volunteer. The door had stuck a little when she pushed it open, then given with a dry pop. Stale air rolled over her, carrying plaster dust, cold stone, and the faint metallic smell that comes from pipes no one has trusted for years. The steps climbed in a tight spiral, but the angle was wrong. Too steep in one stretch, too shallow in another. She put a boot on the first tread and listened to the wood answer under her weight, then counted the rise with the same instinct she used when checking a scaffold line.
One, two, three, four.
At five she frowned.
— This is off, she said.
Milo peered in over her shoulder. — Off how?
— In a way that makes me wish I’d stayed outside and billed extra.
Mrs. Brant clicked her tongue and came in behind them, carrying the kettle as though tea could settle anything if held with enough confidence.
Leona ran a gloved hand along the rail. The iron was cold until she reached a spot near the inner curve where it turned warm under her palm. Not hot. Alive-warm. She stopped, rubbed her thumb over a flake of paint, and found a crack in the metal filled with dark residue.
— What is that? Milo asked.
— Age, said Mrs. Brant.
— That is not age, Leona said. That is something that gets sealed up and gets ideas.
She crouched and examined the step nosing. A thin strip of brass had been repaired, then repaired again. Old nails, newer screws, a patch of concrete that did not match the rest. Whoever had built this stairwell had changed their mind halfway through and then hidden the evidence under paint. Leona traced the seam with the edge of her scraper. Beneath the paint, the stone was hollow in one narrow band, as if there were a cavity running through the wall.
A soft thump came from above them. All three lifted their heads.
The landing above was empty, but the sound repeated, this time from below, and then from somewhere to the left where no landing should have been.
Milo whispered, — That’s impossible.
Leona looked at him. — Then stop saying it like you’re surprised.
He shut his mouth. Mrs. Brant made a sound that might have been a cough or a laugh she refused to release.
Leona straightened and counted again, slower. The stairs seemed to gain a half-step as she watched. Not physically. Geometrically. The landing was sliding into the space above it, just enough to misalign the whole shaft. She put her tape measure against the rail, extended it, and marked the point where the curve shifted.
— There’s a service spine in here, she said.
Mrs. Brant’s eyes narrowed.
— You can tell that by looking?
— No. By feeling the lie in the bones of it.
The old woman went still at that, then said quietly, — Then you’re further along than the rest of us.
Leona hated how much that sounded like praise.
She sent Milo to fetch chalk from the supply cupboard and a roll of twine from the kitchen drawer where Mrs. Brant kept things that could either mend a hem or restrain a burglar. He returned with both, plus three biscuits wrapped in a napkin and the expression of a boy who had nearly been frightened enough to act sensible.
— These were supposed to be for after tea, he said.
— This is after the part where the building tries to chew us, Mrs. Brant replied.
— She’s not wrong, Leona added.
Milo looked wounded on behalf of the biscuits. — That feels ungrateful.
— You can be grateful later. For now, mark the landing.
She had him kneel and chalk the edge of each step while she measured the rise and the rail spacing. Mrs. Brant watched from the corridor, kettle tucked against her ribs like a weapon she trusted more than most people. Every few seconds, the stairwell emitted a soft, dry tick. Not from the pipes. From the wall.
Leona worked with quick, precise motions, her body remembering things her nerves were trying to forget. She tested the rail by hanging from it for a second, swung her weight, and listened to the structure answer. She could do this all day if needed. Wind had no imagination. Glass had rules. Buildings, on the other hand, had tempers.
— You’re enjoying this, Milo said, watching her trace the seam with the scraper.
— I am tolerating it professionally.
— That’s not a no.
— It’s the closest I get to one.
Mrs. Brant snorted softly. — She sounds like every tradesperson I ever hired.
— That is because they were all right, Leona said. Which is why I’m here and the roof still isn’t fallen through.
— Don’t mention the roof, Milo said quickly.
Leona glanced at him.
— Why?
He glanced away too fast. — Just don’t.
The corridor went quieter for a moment, the sort of hush that suggests someone has stepped on a wire in the dark. Leona filed that away.
At the top of the stairwell, a pale handprint appeared on the glass from the inside, then smudged sideways as if something had leaned against the pane and shifted its grip. No face. No body. Just pressure and the suggestion of a shoulder.
Milo swore under his breath. Mrs. Brant said, without raising her voice, — Nobody panic.
— That is not helpful, Milo whispered.
— It’s older than panic and more practical, she said.
Leona set the scraper flat against the doorframe and nodded toward the outside wall. — There’s a cavity behind the tower. If I can get eyes on the east face, I might find where this thing is anchored.
— We are not using the phrase this thing, Milo said.
— Why not?
— Because then it sounds like the building is personal.
Mrs. Brant lifted one brow. — Child, I have bad news for you about buildings.
Leona almost smiled. Almost.
She went back to the facade before the rain properly started, because if she waited for comfort she’d be waiting until spring. Jory had dragged the van farther down the curb and was arguing with a delivery rider about parking space in the tone of a man who believed municipal boundaries were a form of opinion. Leona ignored both of them and clipped herself back into the harness.
The moment her weight left the floor, the house changed. She felt it in the rope first, then in the window frames. The air sharpened. Wind lifted, tugging at her sleeves and filling the rig with a thin metallic whistle. Far below, the market at Alder Lane was still active despite the weather: fishmongers cracking ice with wooden mallets, a woman shouting prices for pears, a boy in a knit cap carrying a sack of rolls balanced on his head like a crown. Ordinary life persisted with an almost insulting confidence.
Leona moved along the wall in short, efficient slides, one boot braced, one hand guiding the squeegee. The stairwell windows on this side were narrow slits stacked between brick piers. As she washed the first pane, the fog on the other side thickened and then thinned, revealing the blurred outline of steps. The geometry still felt wrong from here, but less wrong than inside. Through the glass she saw a landing, then another, then a small iron bench that should not have fit the space at all.
The condensation on the pane was warmer than the rain hitting her helmet.
— You are officially unpleasant, she told the building.
The glass answered by fogging from the inside in one clean sweep.
She wiped it away with the blade of her scraper and froze.
A footprint was visible on the inner ledge. Fresh. Wet. Not the man in the cardigan this time — smaller, narrower, crossing from the landing toward the sealed outer wall. Another print joined it, then another, each one appearing as if someone were walking where there should have been nothing to stand on.
Leona steadied herself with her free hand against the brick. The mortar here was old, but the color changed in a vertical line she had not noticed from the ground. A repair strip, barely wider than her palm, ran from just above the third-floor windows to somewhere below the fourth. The caulk was newer than the stone surrounding it. New enough to catch the eye if you knew what to look for. She knew what to look for.
She leaned in until the harness straps bit her ribs and ran the scraper tip down the line. It clicked against hidden metal.
— Huh, she said.
The sound came out smaller than intended, almost impressed.
From inside, deep in the stair tower, came a muffled bang as if someone had thrown a shoulder against a door. Then another. The pane shivered under her tool.
Leona’s mouth tightened. She was starting to understand the shape of the problem, and she hated that it had taken a building trying to eat a tenant to do it.
She worked her way a little farther along the east face until the rain became hard enough to sting. Water slashed across her goggles and turned the brick into a smear of brown and black. Leona paused at the vertical repair strip and braced both boots on the narrow board, then reached for her small pry bar. The tool was meant for stubborn window latches and paint-tacked frames, not whatever old nonsense the building had buried in its own wall. Still, stubbornness was a language she spoke well.
The bar scraped the seam once. Twice.
A thin line of wet mortar peeled away beneath the blade, revealing a metal edge beneath the brick skin. Not a pipe. Not conduit. A hatch. She grinned once despite herself, a quick flash of triumph with no room for comfort.
— There you are, she whispered.
The hatch refused to open politely. Of course it did. Leona shifted her weight, set one shoulder against the frame, and drove the bar under the lip with a sharp jerk. Rust broke loose in a reddish crumble. The latch gave an ugly squeal that vanished into the rain. She wedged her fingers into the gap and pulled.
The hatch cracked open a few inches, releasing a breath of air so stale and warm it smelled like wet plaster, old dust, and the inside of a closed cupboard. Not rot. Not mildew. Something older and stranger, as if the cavity had been waiting without ever expecting to be opened. Leona held herself steady and widened the gap.
Inside was a narrow maintenance run no wider than her shoulders, lined with metal brackets and a ladder that descended and rose at the same time in a way that made no physical sense from the angle she could see. The walls were streaked with mineral deposits, and there were shallow scrapes along the rungs where hands had gripped them many times before. Too many times.
A sound came from within the cavity: a soft, wet shuffle, like someone moving in socks across a concrete floor. Leona leaned closer and saw, through the sliver of space, a landing inside the tower that did not line up with any of the windows. It was the landing she had glimpsed from the outside earlier, the one with the iron bench. Now she could see the bench plainly. No one sat on it. Yet a mug rested there, steam lifting from it in a thin ribbon.
— Oh, that’s rude, she said to nobody she trusted.
The hatch shuddered inward an inch on its own.
Leona caught it with her forearm before it could slam. The force behind it was not strong, but it was insistent, like a hand testing a door to see whether the person on the other side would be foolish enough to let go.
She backed off the hatch and let the rain punish her face while she thought. Thinking was useful in small amounts; she preferred action, but it paid to know which direction the trap opened before stepping into it. The maintenance cavity was not an ordinary service line. It was a spine, yes, but more than that: a second stair hidden in the wall, connected to the visible one in the wrong places and none of the right ones.
Leona tapped her radio.
— Milo, I need you and Mrs. Brant on the third-floor corridor. Bring the masking tape and the longest broom you can find.
Static, then Milo’s voice, sharp with nerves: — You found something?
— I found a door pretending to be a wall.
— That is not better.
— Never said it was.
She waited while they gathered below. The rain had intensified enough that her gloves were slick, and the harness line swung in a slow, irritating arc. Beneath her feet, the street had thinned as people ducked under awnings and bakery canopies. The smell of fresh bread rose briefly from the corner shop, warm and yeasty, before the wind carried it away. Leona inhaled it with the absurd gratitude of someone too busy to enjoy dinner.
By the time Milo and Mrs. Brant reached the corridor, Leona had already shifted back inside through the stairwell window and was standing with one boot on the lower landing, the other on the edge of the corridor’s threshold. She looked wet, annoyed, and, according to Milo, one bad decision away from becoming a cautionary tale.
— Tell me you’re going to say something sensible, he said.
— I’m going to say two sensible things, Leona replied. First, the tower has a maintenance seam on the east face. Second, something is using it.
Mrs. Brant tightened her grip on the kettle. — Using it for what?
Leona glanced toward the stairwell door, where the fog on the glass had started to pulse faintly, in and out, like breathing.
— To move around the building without using the stairs, she said.
Milo frowned. — That’s impossible.
Leona looked at him with tired sympathy. — You’ve said that already, and the building seems to find it flattering.
Despite himself, he laughed once. It was small, reluctant, and useful. Mrs. Brant did not laugh, but her eyes sharpened, and Leona saw the old woman’s fear turn into the cleaner sort of attention people use when they have decided to stop being startled and start being difficult.
— If it can move from the seam to the stairwell, Leona continued, then it’s shifting the whole shaft to match whatever’s happening behind the wall. The missing man didn’t vanish. He got moved.
Milo swallowed. — Can you get to him?
That was the right question. Not What is it. Not Are you sure. Just Can you get to him.
Leona nodded once.
— Maybe. But not from inside.
Mrs. Brant said, in a tone so dry it could have cured wood, — Of course not. That would be too convenient.
— I’m beginning to think convenience is not this house’s strongest quality, Leona said.
A thump rolled through the stairwell. Then another, harder. The pane at the center of the tower bulged outward by a hair’s breadth, enough to make the frame creak. Milo went pale. Mrs. Brant stepped back just once, then planted herself more firmly, as though daring the building to finish whatever it had started.
The corridor lights flickered. Not enough to go out, just enough to make every shadow jump and settle in the wrong place. Somewhere above, a door slammed, then opened again with a wet sigh. Leona moved immediately, because if the stairwell was going to shift, she wanted a position she could trust. She shoved the broom into Milo’s hands.
— Hold this against the door if it opens, she said.
— That is a terrible sentence.
— You’ve survived worse from me.
— Have I?
— You’re still standing, aren’t you?
He wanted to argue, but fear had made him practical. He jammed the broom handle under the latch. Mrs. Brant set the kettle down, reached into her pocket, and produced a fat household key ring with the air of someone who had been waiting all her life for an excuse.
— Which room does this belong to? Milo asked.
— Enough of them, she said.
Leona crossed back to the stairwell. The fog on the glass had deepened into a milky sheet, but shapes moved behind it. A shoulder. A hand. A face? No. Not quite. The pattern dissolved when she looked directly at it. She pressed the scraper edge to the seam around the door and felt the wood answer with a slight inward pull, like a muscle tightening.
Then the stairwell changed.
The landing that had been visible through the glass slid half a step to the left. Not in the world, exactly, but in her angle to it. The rail bent. The fog cleared in a strip the width of a shoulder, and there, on the far side, stood the man in the green cardigan. He was facing away from her, one hand braced on the wall, posture bent as if he were listening to something beneath the floor. His mug was nowhere in sight.
Leona took one instinctive step forward.
The figure on the other side did the same.
Only it was not him.
It moved too smoothly. Too late.
The hand that lifted from the wall had fingers too long by one joint.
Leona backed up so fast she nearly clipped the broom out of Milo’s grip. — Don’t let the door open, she snapped.
— I was not planning to!
The figure vanished, and the pane immediately clouded over again, as if the building had swallowed its own grin. For a moment, all they heard was rain ticking on brick.
Then, from somewhere high inside the shaft, came the distinct sound of a mug setting down on stone.
The tea, Leona thought absurdly, was still hot.
She did not know why that detail made her angrier than the rest.
By the time the rain began to hammer hard enough to blur the street, Leona had decided on the next move. She hated that she had decided it alone, which meant she liked it less than usual and trusted it more. The seam on the east face was real. The stairwell was linked to it. If the missing man was being shunted around through that hidden run, then she needed eyes on the mechanism from outside while the others kept the interior steady. Not elegant. Not safe. But useful.
She told Milo to fetch the longest rope from the laundry cupboard and bring the spare mop handle from the cellar. He stared at her.
— The mop handle?
— If the building wants to behave like a spine, I’m going to treat it like a bad scaffold.
— That is the weirdest sentence I have ever heard from a person in harness gear.
— You’ve never heard Jory talk about taxes.
Mrs. Brant cut in before the argument could become a hobby.
— Milo, do as she says.
He blinked at the old woman. — You’re agreeing with her?
— I’m not agreeing. I’m preferring her to the alternative.
That made Leona bark a short laugh despite herself. Mrs. Brant’s mouth twitched, satisfied to have contributed exactly one useful joke in a crisis.
They moved with purpose after that. Milo dragged the rope through the hallway, swearing under his breath when it snagged on a chair leg. Mrs. Brant carried the keys and a flashlight that had seen better decades. Leona lifted the stairwell window latch and swung back out onto the rig, rain hammering her shoulders and turning the building’s brick face into a slick, hostile plane. The storm had deepened enough that the street below had become a blur of umbrellas and wagon lights. The fish market had shuttered. The bakery across the road was venting warm air and the scent of cardamom rolls, a sweet smell that made the night feel briefly almost human.
Leona gripped the frame and worked her way toward the seam again. The hatch she had opened earlier now shuddered in place by itself, as though something behind it was testing the edges with patient fingers. She jammed the broom handle into the gap and wedged it hard, then tied the rope around the handle and hooked the other end to her harness. If the seam wanted to pull inward, it would have to pull against her whole body.
From inside, Milo shouted through the glass, — Tell me when!
— Not yet!
The hatch gave another inch. Warm air spilled out, carrying the smell of dust and tea and something faintly coppery beneath it. Leona leaned in just enough to see the hidden run beyond: a narrow passage, a metal ladder, and a landing that did not match any of the windows from this angle. But now she could see the geometry. The maintenance run bent around the stair core and rejoined it above the fourth-floor level, exactly where the missing man had disappeared.
It was not random. It was a route.
A route with a door on the outside and a mouth on the inside.
Leona tightened her grip on the rope until her knuckles ached. The realization settled into her with a cold, practical certainty. She could get in here. Not tonight, not safely, but she could. The house had made one mistake: it had shown her where it kept the hidden bones.
Inside the stairwell, something heavy moved one floor higher. Then another.
The shaft answered with a slow, pleased creak, as if it had heard her decide to come back. Leona stared at the seam in the rain and thought, with no humor left in it, that the building had finally done her the favor of becoming understandable. Not safe. Never safe. But understandable.
From the corridor, Mrs. Brant called her name once, sharp and steady. Milo was already moving toward the window with the rope. Leona looked back at the three of them, at the wet hall, the kettle, the chalk marks on the steps, the stubborn set of Mrs. Brant’s mouth, the fear in Milo’s face that had not managed to erase his loyalty.
The shape of the problem was clear now.
The only thing left was to go around the outside and open the thing from its seam.

    
Ropes Against the Dark
Rain came down in hard silver lines, turning the brick face of Marlowe House into something slick and grudging. Leona held herself against the harness, boots pressed to the narrow board, one hand on the seam she had opened and the other on the broom handle jammed across the hatch. The whole east wall quivered under the weather. Below her, the street had gone into that strange late-night half-life where the bakery still glowed, the fish stall had shuttered, and a drunk in a yellow coat was arguing with a lamppost as if it had insulted his mother.
— Leona? Milo’s voice crackled in her earpiece. — Tell me you are not still outside.
— I’m outside, she said. — But I’m making excellent choices about it.
A pause, then Mrs. Brant, dry as old paper: — If you fall, try to land on the side with the least damage.
— You do care, Leona said.
— I care about not having to explain a broken window to the landlord.
That earned the tiniest laugh from Milo, short and scared. Good. Let him keep breathing.
Leona pulled the mop handle free with a jerk. The hatch gave a sickly groan and opened just enough for her to slip inside. Warm, stale air washed over her face. It smelled of plaster dust, old metal, and the faint mineral bitterness of water trapped in stone too long. She wedged one shoulder through, then the other, and slid into the maintenance run with the awkward grace of someone used to crawling along scaffolding and trusting her bones more than her luck.
The passage was no wider than her shoulders. Metal brackets stuck from the wall at uneven intervals. A ladder descended a few feet, then rose again in a bend that should not have fit inside the building at all. Leona shone her flashlight ahead and saw old scrape marks along the rungs, the kind left by hands that had been climbing for years. Some marks were bright. Some were dark with rust. All of them looked recent enough to disturb her.
— This place is cheating, she muttered, and moved deeper into the wall.
Behind her, the hatch shuddered as the storm pushed against it. Ahead, the cavity hummed with a low, careful vibration. Not the sound of machinery working properly. More like a throat trying to remember how to swallow. Leona tightened her grip on the flashlight and kept going.
Inside the hidden run, the building stopped pretending to be a house. The walls were not plaster but narrow sheets of brick and stone cut and patched over decades, each repair stained by water and age. Wires ran through old hooks. A rusted pipe sweated in the corner. The floor sloped half a degree to the left, enough to make her calves complain. Leona marked the wall with chalk every ten steps so she would know the way back, because getting lost inside a wall felt insulting on a level she did not intend to experience twice.
The passage opened onto a cramped maintenance shelf above a void. She crouched, peered through the bars, and stared into the hidden belly of the stair tower. There was the visible stairwell below, yes, but offset from this angle, as if the whole shaft had been nudged sideways out of certainty. One landing was lit by a weak yellow bulb. Another was bare stone. Between them stood a metal wheel the size of a wagon tire, bolted into the wall and connected to chains that disappeared into dark channels above and below.
Leona stared at it for a long second.
— Well, she said, that is rude.
She reached through the bars and touched the nearest chain. It was warm. Not just from friction. Warm the way a living thing can be warm after being held too tightly. The chain twitched under her fingertips. Not much. Enough.
Far below, on a landing she could barely see, the man in the green cardigan stood with both hands on the rail, head angled as though he were listening for a voice in the floorboards. He was alive. Pale, shaken, and very much still there. The sight hit Leona hard enough to make her jaw lock.
He turned, saw movement above him, and shouted something she could not hear. His mouth shaped her name? No. Not her name. Just sound, desperate and human. She raised a hand to signal him to stay put and nearly laughed at the absurdity of giving instructions to a man who could not possibly see her face.
A gust from somewhere deep in the tower moved through the cavity. The wheel turned an inch by itself. The chains answered with a metallic click. Leona stepped back, nearly taking the flashlight with her into the bars.
— Milo, she said into the radio, I found the spine.
— The what?
— The part that makes this place naughty.
— That is somehow worse.
— Stay useful. I need more rope and something heavy.
She listened while the tower creaked around her. The hidden mechanism had a shape now. It was not haunting the stairwell like a ghost. It was pulling it, tuning it, changing the positions of the landings to suit whatever sat behind the walls. If she could stop the pull, the trapped people might get out. If she failed, the house would keep folding space around them until there was nowhere left to stand.
She set her palm against the warm chain and felt it answer with a faint, steady pulse. Then she climbed down another rung into the dark.
On the third-floor corridor, Mrs. Brant had become commander of a small and terrified kingdom. She had the kettle on the table, two blankets folded neatly, a stack of chalk, and enough authority in her posture to make even panic line up with some dignity. Milo was taping arrows to the walls so nobody would mistake a bedroom door for a stair door again, and every few seconds he stopped to listen to the house as if it might cough up an apology.
— We should have done this earlier, he muttered.
— We should have done many things earlier, Mrs. Brant replied. — Today, however, we are doing them now.
She handed a mug of tea to a woman in slippers who looked ready to cry into it. The woman sniffed once and then, to everyone’s surprise, smiled at the smell of cardamom. There was comfort in that. The sort of comfort ordinary life offers even while it keeps one eye on the door.
Leona’s voice came through the radio, slightly distorted by the wet storm.
— Keep people off the central stair. Open the outer windows. If anyone hears knocking from the tower, ignore it.
Milo frowned at the radio. — Ignore it? That is your whole plan?
— For the moment, yes, Leona said. — If it wants attention, it can join the queue.
That got a strained laugh from two of the residents, which made the fear in the hall loosen just enough to breathe.
Mrs. Brant looked at Milo. — Take the spare blankets to the fourth floor.
— Why the fourth?
— Because if the house gets hungry, I would rather it start with the drafty room than with us.
He gaped at her. — That is not comforting.
— It was not meant to be.
The stairwell door trembled once, hard enough to rattle the frame. A wet line of condensation slid down the glass and stopped in the shape of a finger. Everyone in the corridor looked at it. Nobody spoke. Then the finger print slid sideways and vanished.
— Right, Milo said, voice too high, I hate that.
— You and the rest of the civilized world, Mrs. Brant said.
They worked faster after that. Blankets over shoulders. Chalk marks at every threshold. A line of residents standing beside the outside wall where the windows could be reached if needed. One old man insisted on bringing his house slippers because, as he said, if he was going to die, he preferred it to be in footwear with proper arch support. Under any other circumstances, Leona would have liked him immediately. Under these, she liked him even more.
Milo stopped beside Mrs. Brant and lowered his voice. — Do you think Leona can really do this?
The old woman watched the stairwell door as if it were a troublesome nephew. — If anyone in this house can bully a building into decent behavior, it is her.
— That sounds like a compliment.
— Don’t spoil it by analyzing.
Another knock rolled through the center of the tower, deeper this time. The corridor lights flickered. Somewhere upstairs, a child started to cry, then was hushed by a mother’s palm. Mrs. Brant turned toward the sound, chin lifted.
— Keep moving, she told them. — We are not waiting for permission from the walls.
And because she said it like a fact, the others obeyed.
Leona found the control chamber at the point where the hidden maintenance run bent around the central stair core. It was a wedge of space carved out of the wall, no taller than she was, with the kind of old ironwork that suggested a builder had once believed in overengineering as a moral principle. The wheel she had seen from the shelf dominated the room, bolted into a gear assembly with chains descending into slots on both sides. At the center, a rusted collar rotated around a vertical shaft lined with greasy rollers. The whole thing reminded her of an industrial pulley system built by someone with a grudge.
— There you are, she whispered.
The mechanism answered with a low groan and a small, deliberate turn.
Leona stepped back before it could catch the sleeve of her jacket. Light from her flashlight swept across the chamber and revealed more: old chalk lines on the floor, bolt holes in the wall, and a fresh smear of condensation over the gear housing, as if the system had been breathing on its own casing. She crouched, checked the chain anchors, and nodded once to herself. Nothing was sacred about it. That made it worse and better at the same time.
If the stairwell shifted because the chains shifted, then the house was not deciding anything by magic. It was being pulled. Balanced. Forced into new shapes by tension. Leona could work with tension. Tension was honest. Tension snapped when mishandled, which at least saved time.
She hooked her harness line to the nearest anchor point and gave it a testing tug. It held. Good. Then she looped a second rope around the wheel’s lower spoke and tied a quick half hitch, the kind she would trust on a scaffold in bad weather and a bad mood. The chain twitched. A pressure moved through the metal under her hands, as though the tower disliked being inspected.
— Don’t start, she told it.
The chamber replied with a scrape from below, a sound like a heavy door dragging across stone. Not a threat. A warning.
Leona braced her boots, set the scraper between two spokes, and levered the wheel a few inches. It resisted, then gave with a violent jerk. The chain snapped taut somewhere above her, and the chamber shuddered hard enough to rattle dust from the ceiling. She bit back a curse and held on.
A face appeared in the misted window of the shaft beyond the gear housing. Not the cardigan man. Someone else. A woman, pale and frightened, pressed against the wrong side of the stair landing with both hands on the rail, her mouth open in a silent plea. Leona saw her only for a second before the mechanism shifted and the image slid away.
— Fine, she said through clenched teeth, — now I’m offended.
She got one hand on the wheel and one on the rope, then drove her shoulder into the mechanism. The chamber answered with a deep metallic note, almost like a bell but uglier. The wheel moved again, and this time it stayed where she put it for a breath. Long enough to matter. Not long enough to relax.
Her radio crackled.
— Leona?
Milo’s voice. Tight.
— I’m here.
— The stairwell is changing faster.
She gritted her teeth. — Then keep people where I can reach them.
— That sounded like a plan.
— It is a desperate statement of survival.
The corner of her mouth twitched, then vanished as the wheel began to turn on its own under the pressure behind the wall.
She knew the moment she had to move because the chamber shifted under her boots with a living impatience. The hidden wheel was not just turning; it was responding. To the storm, to the pressure in the stair shaft, to whatever kept pulling people into the narrow spaces between landings. Leona shoved the scraper deeper between the spokes, then wrapped the rope once around the wheel and once around her own harness point. If the mechanism wanted to drag, it would drag her too.
That was a bad bargain for both of them.
Leona hauled herself back through the maintenance run and out onto the east-facing exterior ledge. Rain bit at her cheeks. The wind had gained speed and now made the building sing in a low, nasty whistle through the cracks in the brickwork. She moved sideways along the narrow lip with one hand on the wall and one on the rope, boots slipping once before finding purchase. The harness took her weight when she leaned too far, the familiar bite across her hips keeping panic from turning useful.
From up there she could see half the street: the bakery canopy shining under rain, crates of pears stacked under tarps, a church steeple farther off with lightning washing its face pale for a heartbeat. Ordinary life, still happening below a house trying to swallow its own hallway.
Inside the stairwell, a landing blurred into view behind the wet glass. The man in the green cardigan stood on it now, both hands spread against the rail, mouth moving fast. Leona pressed her palm to the pane and read the shape of his fear without needing the words. He was alive. He was also running out of patience with being alive inside this place.
— Stay where you are, she shouted, then immediately laughed at herself because he could not possibly hear her through the storm and the wall and the weirdness of the tower. — Right. Useful. Brilliant.
She found the cracked service panel exactly where the repair strip in the brick had promised it would be. Her pry bar scraped the seam; rust flaked away. The panel popped open just enough for her fingers. Warm air spilled out, and with it the smell of wet plaster, old tea, and the chemical tang of electricity pushed too hard through old wiring. The chamber beyond was visible now in the gap, and so was the moving landing beyond it, the one that had swallowed the cardigan man earlier and spat him back in a different place.
Leona jammed the pry bar under the panel lip and forced it wider. The hidden core had a narrow opening here, almost like a service mouth. If she could widen it enough, she could break the alignment and give people a route out. If she hesitated, the stairwell would keep shifting until the next person vanished.
The building answered by slamming a window somewhere below her with a dry crack.
— Rude, she told it, and shoved harder.
The service panel gave another inch, then another. Leona dug her boots into the ledge and pulled with her whole body, shoulders shaking under the strain. Metal shrieked. Mortar broke free in tiny crumbs. The opening widened enough for her to see the hidden landing beyond clearly: a cramped platform of stone and iron, lit by a bulb that flickered like it was considering quitting. The man in the green cardigan stood there with one hand on the wall, his face gray with fear and dampness.
— Don’t move, Leona shouted.
He stared, then barked something back that she only half caught through the storm. Something about her being very late and the building having poor customer service. Under the panic, it was funny enough to make her snort.
— Tell the stairs that, she said, then immediately hated herself for the joke because his eyes were wide with terror.
A second figure appeared on the landing behind him, a woman in a dark dress clutching a kettle lid like it was a shield. Then a boy, then another tenant, all of them blinking in the dim light as the space shifted around them. The hidden landing was not just holding one person. It was holding several, stacked in a cluster of wrong geometry, each one separated by inches and impossible angles from the corridor that should have led them home.
Leona’s throat tightened. The building had been arranging them like furniture.
She planted the pry bar, lashed the rope around the panel hinge, and called down through the radio: — Milo. Brant. I’ve got them. Open the fourth-floor windows and clear the hall.
— You’ve got who? Milo asked.
— The people the house hid.
A silence. Then Mrs. Brant, calm as a winter kettle: — About time it started misbehaving in a way we could use.
Leona shifted the harness line, set her feet, and pushed with her shoulder until the panel opened enough to become a doorway instead of a wound. Rain sprayed in her face. Behind her, the wheel in the maintenance chamber shuddered again under the rope tension. Below, the street noise faded behind the storm. All she had now was the opening, the line, and the people inside.
One by one, she began reaching into the gap and pulling residents toward her. A hand first. Then an arm. A shoulder. The man in the green cardigan came nearest, his breath stuttering. He clutched at her sleeve with a grip that felt almost apologetic.
— I thought I was losing the floor, he gasped.
— Not today, Leona said. — Today the floor loses.
She hauled him into the open air, clipped his wrist to a spare loop on her harness, and shoved him toward the nearest accessible window where Milo and another resident were already waiting with a blanket spread like a rescue net.
The next person came after him. Then the next. The hidden landing shook between releases, furious at being emptied.
Leona ignored it. She had no time left for fear that wasn’t useful.
By the time the fourth resident had been passed through the window, Leona’s gloves were slick with rain and her forearms burned from hauling body weight against the panel edge. The rope at her waist had bitten so hard into her harness that every breath felt like it had to negotiate for permission. She still kept moving. A job at height had trained her body to bargain with pain and ignore the parts that wanted to panic. Tonight, that habit might actually save lives.
Inside the corridor, Mrs. Brant was directing people with the impatient authority of a woman arranging a dinner table in the middle of a fire. — Shoes in pairs, she snapped at one frightened tenant. — If the house is going to be rude, we will at least remain organized.
Milo appeared in the window opening with a blanket over one arm and a bruise already blooming at his wrist.
— This one keeps saying his room is on the left, he yelled.
— Then tell him the hallway is on the left too, Leona shouted back. — He’ll manage the concept.
The tenant, who was pale enough to pass for wallpaper, made a startled noise that might have been laughter.
Another shudder rolled through the stair tower. The service panel jerked inward. Leona slammed her boot against the frame and held it open with her hip. Somewhere inside the wall, chains screamed against metal. The whole hidden system had begun to lose its balance, and losing its balance made it dangerous. Dangerous meant useful if she stayed alive.
A child appeared on the landing behind the cardigan man, crying silently with one hand over her mouth. Leona saw her and moved without thinking. She hooked the harness line around a pipe bracket, lunged forward, and caught the child by the coat sleeve just as the landing lurched sideways. For a second the girl dangled over nothing but rain and brick and dark air. Leona grunted, shifted her weight, and dragged her toward the opening.
— Got you, she said through clenched teeth.
The girl clung to her so hard Leona nearly lost her footing.
— Don’t let go, Leona said.
The child nodded furiously, tears mixing with rain, and Leona passed her through the window to Mrs. Brant, who took her without ceremony and wrapped her in the spare blanket.
— There, said the older woman, with an almost tender firmness, — no more nonsense from the walls.
Milo looked at the child, then at Leona, then at the writhing opening in the tower.
— How many are left?
Leona checked the landing. One empty corner. Another face at the edge, gone too quickly to count. — Enough, she said. — And I’m done being polite to the building.
She turned her body sideways and shoved the pry bar deep into the hidden hinge, using the bar as a lever while she anchored the rope around her waist. The panel screamed open wider. The hidden landing snapped once, violently, then held. The sound that came from deep in the stairwell was not human. Not quite. More like a long, wet exhale through a throat full of dust.
Leona bared her teeth at it, half in anger and half in relief.
— Yeah, she said. — I heard you the first time.
The last phase came with no warning except the way the building suddenly went still. No creaking. No breath. No tremor. The silence was worse than the noise because it felt like the house had gathered itself before striking. Leona knew that posture. She had seen it in storms before a pane blew out, in cables before they snapped, in people before they lied. The moment just before a thing changes shape is always the most dangerous one.
— Leona, Milo said from the window, and now his voice had gone thin with real fear. — The stairwell door is moving.
She glanced back and saw it: the corridor entrance to the visible stairs sliding half an inch out of alignment, the frame dragging across the wall as if the whole shaft were trying to turn sideways. If it closed now, the people still trapped on the wrong side would be cut off again. The hidden mechanism was trying one last time to make itself impossible.
Leona moved.
She yanked the rope hard enough that the wheel in the maintenance chamber shuddered. She then looped the line around the pry bar, the panel hinge, and the nearest anchor bracket in a tight triangle, creating a brace out of nothing but habit and urgency. Her hands shook only once. After that, they worked. She had spent enough of her life suspended over hard ground to know that fear could be converted into force if the fingers stayed busy.
The wheel resisted with a groan that went through the brick and into her teeth. The hidden landing inside the wall snapped lower by a fraction, then lifted. Leona leaned her whole body back against the rope and shouted for Milo to keep the corridor clear. He obeyed without question. Good. Trust was becoming useful.
The mechanism lurched again. A chain snapped loose somewhere above with a crack like a gunshot. The service panel tore a little wider. The hidden landing beyond it shifted into alignment with the exterior window, and suddenly the remaining trapped tenants had a straight path out. Mrs. Brant did not waste the opening.
— Now, she barked, and her voice cut through everything.
People moved. Hands reached. Milo hauled. The cardigan man steadied the child. The woman with the kettle lid went first because she was closest and because, according to Mrs. Brant, courage should never be left waiting. Leona kept the rope tight with one shoulder braced against the wall and the other arm locked around the pry bar. The house surged one last time, trying to pull the landing away. She answered by throwing her weight backward until pain flashed through her ribs and the wheel finally gave way.
The core stopped.
Not gracefully. Not cleanly. It jammed with a metallic clang that rang through the tower and left the whole house shivering around it.
Then, with one long shudder, the stairwell loosened.
The hidden landing held still long enough for the last trapped resident to be passed out. Leona looked into the opening and saw nothing left but wet stone, a dead bulb, and the steaming mug sitting untouched on the bench.
— That’s enough of that, she said, and drove the pry bar into the wheel housing as hard as she could.
The shove broke something important. She felt it through her arms before she heard it: a deep, internal crack, followed by the sudden release of pressure in the wall. Warm air burst out of the maintenance run in a gust thick with dust and stale steam. The wheel spun free a half turn, then jammed backward against the rope brace. Chains rang. The hidden landing bucked once, not far enough to be dangerous but enough to prove the system was dying.
Leona didn’t let go. She tightened the rope, planted both boots, and hauled again, using her whole body as ballast. The movement was ugly and exhausting and very much not glamorous, but glamour had never been one of her useful tools. A scraper, a line, a wedge, a solid shoulder, and the refusal to quit: those were better.
The stairwell reacted with a violent shudder. Condensation blasted across the inside of the glass. One by one, every fogged pane in the tower cleared as if the building had finally exhaled what it had been holding inside. Through the sudden clarity she could see the central stairs in their proper shape for the first time: one landing above another, ordinary, narrow, and absolutely not interested in swallowing anyone if left alone.
Milo shouted from the corridor, — It’s opening!
Mrs. Brant answered, — Then keep it open!
Leona lunged to the panel opening and yanked the remaining rope free from the wheel with a twist of her wrist. The line snapped taut in her hands, burned hot across her gloves, and then the hidden chamber went slack. The wheel, denied its pressure, stuttered and stopped. A final groan rolled through the tower, then faded into silence so complete it felt like a new room had been built around them.
A few seconds passed.
Nobody moved.
Then the man in the green cardigan, who had finally been deposited safely in the corridor, made a faint noise that was halfway between a laugh and a sob. It broke the spell.
Leona slid down to one knee, breathing hard, one hand still clamped around the rope. Her arms trembled. Her ribs hurt. Her palms felt raw despite the gloves. But the stairwell was no longer shifting. It stood in place, exhausted and harmless in a way buildings seldom manage to be. She looked into the maintenance chamber one last time and saw water dripping from the ceiling in clean, ordinary drops.
From somewhere far inside the wall came a single knock.
Then nothing.
Leona stared at the darkness, then, very deliberately, cut the last piece of rope loose and let it fall.
By dawn, Marlowe House looked merely old. It still had chipped brick and tired windows and a stair tower rising through the center like a stubborn spine, but the violence had gone out of it. The fog that had clung to the glass was gone. The hidden warmth in the walls had cooled. When Leona touched the stairwell pane now, she felt only cold glass and a draft from the corridor behind her.
The residents had gathered in the communal kitchen because kitchens are where people go when they want to prove to themselves that a disaster has limits. Tea steamed in half a dozen mugs. Someone had found fresh bread from the bakery downstairs, and the smell of it filled the room with a softness that made the night feel far away. The child Leona had pulled out sat wrapped in a blanket, solemnly eating a buttered crust as if it had personally offended her to need saving.
Mrs. Brant stood by the sink with the kettle in one hand and the expression of a general surveying a battlefield after victory. — Nobody mention the stairwell unless it starts paying rent, she said.
That made a tired little wave of laughter move through the kitchen. Even the cardigan man smiled at that, though his face was still pale and his hands shook around the mug Leona had given him.
Milo approached Leona with the spare blanket draped over one shoulder like he had decided survival was now his aesthetic. — You look awful, he said.
— I feel worse, she replied.
— That’s not the winning answer.
— I’m not trying to win.
He looked at her for a beat, then his mouth twitched. — Fair.
Jory finally turned up near sunrise with a wet clipboard, a coffee that had gone cold twice, and the facial expression of a man who had spent the night expecting a lawsuit. He took one look at the kitchen full of soaked tenants and at Leona’s cut gloves, then shut his mouth, which was in itself a miracle.
— Don’t, Leona warned him before he could ask anything clever.
— I wasn’t going to say anything.
— That’s how I know you were about to.
She sat at the long kitchen table while Mrs. Brant set a clean towel beside her and shoved the kettle closer. Outside, the storm had moved on, leaving the street washed and bright. The bakery began bringing out trays of rolls. A milk cart rattled past. Somewhere below, someone laughed at something ordinary and alive.
Leona looked toward the stair tower one last time. Morning light fell through the clean panes and made the central stair visible from top to bottom. No mist. No shifting landing. No handprint on the glass.
Just stairs.
For the first time since she had come to Marlowe House, the building stayed exactly where it was.
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