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The Interview That Shouldn't Exist

The building had no name on the outside.

That was the first thing Caleb Warren noticed — not the address, not the architecture, not the row of black-tinted windows that ran the full length of the ground floor like a closed eyelid. The name. Or rather, the complete and deliberate absence of one. Every other building on the industrial corridor wore its identity somewhere — a company logo bolted above the entrance, frosted lettering on the glass door, a brass placard screwed into the brick beside the buzzer. Echelon Fabrication Systems offered nothing. Just a street number in brushed aluminum mounted flush against the wall: 4411. Clean. Precise. The numbers of a place that did not particularly want to be found.

He stood on the sidewalk and looked at it for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

The sky was the colour of wet concrete and the air tasted of exhaust and the particular cold bite of February in a city that had stopped pretending to be beautiful. His breath came out in small white puffs. Somewhere behind him, a truck idled at a red light, dieseling low and rhythmic. A gull cried twice over the water, far off. These were the sounds of the world Caleb could hear. Inside the corridor of buildings ahead, past the glass doors of 4411, there was no sound at all.

"You're doing the thing," Migs said from beside him.

"What thing."

"The quiet-assessment thing. Where you stand there and your eyes go all—" Miguel 'Migs' Reyes made a gesture with two fingers, pointing at his own eyes and then sweeping outward in a slow arc. "Like a submarine. Scanning the sea floor."

"I'm just looking at it."

"You've been looking at it for forty-five seconds. I counted." Migs shifted the weight of his backpack — a habit Caleb had catalogued over eleven years of friendship, appearing reliably whenever Migs was nervous and trying not to show it. "Also, it's cold. My ears are very cold. Let's go inside."

Caleb looked at him. Migs was wearing the good blazer — the charcoal one that lived on a wooden hanger at the back of his closet and came out only for funerals and job interviews. The tie was new, or new-ish, a burgundy stripe that worked cleanly against the charcoal, ironed that morning with visible care. He looked like a man who needed very much to be employed. He looked, in other words, exactly like Caleb.

Caleb had worn the grey suit. He had polished his shoes the previous night, sitting at his kitchen table with a cloth and a tin of wax and the television on low. He had, at six forty-seven that morning, stood in front of the bathroom mirror and rehearsed small talk — which he disliked but understood was a professional tool, like a socket wrench, to be used when the situation required it. Caleb Warren, thirty-one years old, unemployed for fourteen months, was prepared.

They had both been out of work for the same fourteen months. They had both been caught in the same wave — the consolidation at Harmon Logistics, which had eliminated forty-two positions in one Thursday afternoon memo and called it "a strategic restructuring to better position the company for growth." The savings had a kind of visible horizon now. Not an emergency, not yet. But Caleb could see it from here.

"Right," he said. "Let's go."

* * *
[image: ]


THE LOBBY WAS COLD.

Not the accidental cold of a broken heating system, not the slightly-too-aggressive cold of an office building overcorrecting for summer. This was calibrated cold — held at a specific temperature with the precision of a laboratory or a server room, a cold that communicated a single clear message: this space is not for your comfort. This space is for the work.

The floor was polished concrete, pale grey, without a scuff or a grain of grit anywhere on its surface. The walls were white — not warm white, not cream, not off-white, but the specific, total white of a place that has decided colour is an indulgence — and bare except for a single large framed photograph mounted behind the reception desk. A coffee maker, photographed from directly above against a seamless white background. Beautifully lit, every chrome surface catching the light just so. No hands on the machine. No cup beneath the spout. No steam. Just the object, alone, performing its own perfection.

There were chairs along the left wall — six of them, identical, low-backed, upholstered in grey fabric that matched the floor, without armrests. A reception desk of the same pale concrete material sat at the far end, low and broad, as if the whole room had been cast from a single pour. Behind it sat a woman.

She looked up when the door clicked behind them.

"Warren and Reyes," she said. Not a question.

"That's us," Migs said, deploying what Caleb privately categorised as the Job Interview Smile — wider than his actual smile, professionally warm, calibrated to communicate both affability and competence. A good smile. It had landed well in every lobby they'd walked into over the past fourteen months.

The woman did not return it.

She was somewhere in the range of forty to sixty years old — Caleb's estimate was imprecise, which bothered him, because he was usually precise about such things. There was something about her face that resisted the usual markers of age. Dark hair pulled back tightly. Skin that was smooth and symmetrical and almost entirely still, even at rest, in the way that faces are still when they are not quite at rest but are doing something else instead. A white blouse under a grey blazer, both without a wrinkle. An ID badge clipped to the lapel that read: H. MOSS — HUMAN RESOURCES.

She indicated the chairs without speaking.

They sat. Caleb placed his folder of documents on his knee — resume, references, the three professional certifications he had renewed the previous spring in a fit of optimism that now seemed both distant and slightly embarrassing. Migs set his backpack on the floor and sat with his spine straight and his hands on his knees. His right knee bounced twice. He caught it and stopped.

The lobby was quiet. Not city-quiet, not office-building-quiet with its ambient hum of printers and distant conversation and the low weather of other people's days. This was quiet with mass to it, quiet that pressed slightly against the eardrums, as though the walls had been engineered to swallow sound rather than merely contain it. Caleb could hear the fluorescent lights — a thin, flat note just at the edge of perception. He could hear Migs breathing beside him. He could not hear H. Moss breathing at all.

He noted that, and stored it.

* * *
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THE INTERVIEW TOOK eleven minutes.

He knew this because he had checked his watch entering the corridor behind the reception desk and checked it again emerging from it — a reflex from his years in logistics, where everything that moved needed to be timed, because things that weren't timed tended to drift in costly directions.

H. Moss had led them together, not separately. This was the first unusual thing. Every interview either of them had ever attended had been individual — you waited, your name was called, you went in alone while the other person sat with a magazine. She walked ahead of them down a corridor that was the same pale grey and white as the lobby, past three closed doors with no labels, past a junction that led somewhere Caleb could not see, and into a room at the end.

The room contained a table, three chairs, and nothing else.

No window. No plant. No whiteboard. No framed mission statement, no motivational print, no clock on the wall. The table held three glasses of water, each filled to precisely the same level — Caleb observed this with the quiet, automatic attention he gave to everything and registered it as either very thoughtful or very deliberate, and his instinct told him it was the latter. Deliberate in the way a test is deliberate. An arrangement that is noted, or is meant to be noted, and says something about the people who made it.

She sat. They sat. She opened a folder.

"You've both applied for General Assembly Technician positions," she said. "Category B."

"That's right," Migs said. "We actually worked together previously, at Harmon Logistics, so we—"

"Your backgrounds are adequate," she said.

A pause.

"Thank you," Migs said.

She turned a page. "The role involves precision assembly work. The specifics of what you'll be assembling are proprietary and will be addressed comprehensively in orientation." She turned another page. "You are both physically capable of standing for extended periods?"

"Yes," Caleb said.

"Yes, absolutely," Migs said.

"You have no chronic conditions that would prevent sustained, focused work?"

"No."

"No."

She turned another page. Caleb watched her eyes move across it. They moved with the mechanical steadiness of a machine reading a line — left to right, carriage return, left to right — and did not lift from the page while reading. She had been sitting in the same posture since they entered the room: spine vertical, hands flat on the table when they were not turning pages, feet placed together on the floor. In eleven minutes she did not lean forward or back, cross or uncross her legs, touch her face, rotate her shoulders, or clear her throat.

She also — and here Caleb was watching carefully, from the still and attentive place behind his eyes where his actual thinking happened — did not blink at a rate that he recognised as normal.

He counted three blinks in eleven minutes. He allowed for the possibility that he had missed one. He was fairly certain he had not missed more than one.

"The position requires absolute adherence to our workplace communication policy," she said.

Migs glanced at Caleb. A small, sideways glance, quick as a breath. Here we go.

"We saw that in the posting," Caleb said. "'Zero workplace communication.' We had a few questions about how that—"

"Communication within the facility is prohibited," she said. Not interrupting, exactly — more as if his words had simply concluded and hers had begun. "This includes verbal communication, written communication, gestural communication, and communication via personal electronic devices. Personal devices must be stored in your assigned locker before entering the production floor."

Migs opened his mouth.

"All questions pertaining to the specifics of the role will be addressed at orientation," she said. "Orientation is mandatory for all new hires and is comprehensive in scope."

"When is orientation?" Caleb asked.

"Tomorrow morning. Six-thirty. Please arrive no later than six-fifteen." She closed the folder with a small, clean motion. "Use the east entrance — the door you came through today is for administrative access only." She looked at each of them in turn, the same unvarying regard applied to each, equal and unreadable. "Start tomorrow. Orientation mandatory. Zero workplace communication."

She said it as though reciting a contract. As though these nine words were the thing that mattered, and everything that had preceded them — the questions, the pages, the three glasses of water at the same level — had been prologue.

Neither Caleb nor Migs said anything.

She stood and extended her hand to Migs first and then to Caleb. Her grip was firm. Her skin was cool and smooth and dry, the exact temperature of the room, and when Caleb shook it he was aware, in the back of his mind, of the quality of something very finely made. Like shaking hands with something that had studied handshaking closely and reproduced it with great care.

She walked them back down the grey corridor to the lobby without speaking. Her heels made no sound on the concrete floor. At the front door she stopped and said, simply, "Thank you for coming," and turned and walked back the way she had come.

They stood on the sidewalk in the February cold and did not speak for a moment.

Behind them, 4411 offered nothing.

* * *
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THE BUS BACK TO THEIR neighbourhood smelled of wet wool and someone's lunch container and the particular used warmth of public transit on a cold weekday afternoon — the smell of people who had places to be and not enough money to get there faster. It was half-empty. They took seats near the back, away from the other passengers, and Migs let out a long, controlled breath and settled sideways against the window like a man releasing ballast.

"Well," he said.

"Well," Caleb said.

Outside the window, the industrial corridor was already behind them. The buildings gave way to a stretch of warehouses, then a row of discount restaurants and a laundromat with a handwritten sign in the window, then the edge of their neighbourhood — grey and honest and reassuringly imperfect. A cracked sidewalk. A kid on a bicycle too big for him. A bodega with a hand-stacked pyramid of oranges in the window. Caleb watched it pass and felt his shoulders unknot by a degree.

"I've had interviews that felt like interviews," Migs said, still looking at the window. "And interviews that felt like drug screenings. I once had an interview that felt like a dentist's appointment, which I maintain is its own special category of bad. But I have never in my professional life had an interview that felt like that."

"Like what," Caleb said.

"Like being appraised. The way you appraise livestock, or — I don't know — a load-bearing wall. Not 'are you qualified,' but 'will you hold.'"

Caleb considered that.

"We got the jobs, though," he said.

"We absolutely got the jobs." Migs sat up straighter. "They were never not giving us the jobs. Did you notice she never once asked us anything about our actual skills? Nothing about what we'd done, what we were good at, what we were hoping to develop." He paused. "Where we see ourselves in five years."

"I noticed."

"She didn't ask because she didn't need to know. We were already hired before we walked in. The interview was a formality." He paused again. "Which should probably be more reassuring than it is."

"The money is good," Caleb said.

"The money is suspiciously good," Migs said. "For — what was the title — General Assembly Technician, Category B, which is a polished way of saying we stand at a table and put things together. The benefits package alone—"

"Full medical and dental."

"For a factory job." He shook his head slowly. "And the no-talking thing. I want to come back to the no-talking thing."

"I know."

"Because 'zero workplace communication' in the job posting I read as a formatting error. Like someone had dropped a 'no unauthorized' and the rest didn't make it through the copy-paste. But then she said it again, in person, with that face of hers, and I realised—"

"It's the whole policy."

"It's the whole policy." Migs looked at him. "Which means every single person in that building sits in silence for the entirety of every single workday. No talking. No notes. No phones." He spread his hands. "How does that even function as a business?"

The bus hit a pothole and the windows shuddered in their frames. A woman two rows up grabbed the overhead rail. Caleb said nothing. He was thinking about the lobby, and the corridor, and the three glasses of water.

"Do an impression," he said.

Migs' face rearranged itself immediately. It happened the way it always happened — all at once, a total reset, like a circuit switching states. The warmth drained. The expressiveness — the eyebrows that offered running commentary on everything, the mouth that was mobile even in silence — went flat and still. He drew himself upright. He set his hands on his thighs, palms down, fingers together. He fixed his eyes on a point in the middle distance, approximately eight inches above the seatback in front of him, and he looked at it with the absolute, unblinking regard of someone who had long ago decided that blinking was optional.

He said, in a voice that was H. Moss's voice with a precision that was almost uncomfortable — the cadence, the flatness, the absence of all inflection that made sentences sound like objects being placed on a table rather than spoken — "Your backgrounds are adequate."

Caleb laughed. It came out louder than intended — a sharp bark that made the woman two rows up turn around — and then it kept coming, the kind of laugh that has been held in since the moment that produced it and is now, at a safe distance, finally spending itself. His eyes watered. He pressed the back of his hand against his mouth and it did not help.

Migs held the impression for three full seconds, staring ahead with that uncanny blankness, and then his real face came back — the crooked, wide, eye-reaching grin that Caleb had known for eleven years — and he started laughing too, the kind of laugh that feeds on itself, that goes in cycles.

They laughed until the woman two rows up turned around a second time with a look that was half irritation and half curiosity.

"She never blinked," Caleb said, when he could.

"She blinked. Surely."

"Three times. Eleven minutes."

Migs stared at him. "You counted."

"I always count."

"You are a deeply strange individual and I am genuinely glad you're my friend." Migs wiped his eyes on the cuff of his blazer. "Okay. She barely blinked. And the breathing thing — I'm not completely inventing that, right? You clocked it too?"

"I clocked it."

"I was listening for it. In that room, which was quiet enough that I could hear the lights, I could hear you shifting in your chair, I could hear my own pulse — and from her, nothing. Not once." He lowered his voice, not because anyone was listening but because some things are said more quietly. "People breathe, Caleb. It is the foundational activity of being a person."

"I know."

"So what is she?"

Caleb looked out the window. They were on their street now, the familiar blocks going by. His building was four stops ahead. The oranges in the bodega window caught the grey afternoon light and glowed.

He thought about the eleven minutes. The three blinks. The handshake that was perfect and cool and exactly the right pressure. The way she had said the nine words at the end — Start tomorrow. Orientation mandatory. Zero workplace communication — as if they were the only words that mattered. The way the corridor had been so quiet that he had heard his own footsteps and not hers.

He thought about the folder on his knee with its resume and references and three certifications.

He thought about fourteen months, and the horizon of the savings, and the number on the offer letter that was still open in his email on his phone in his pocket.

"We show up tomorrow," he said.

Migs was quiet for a moment.

"Yeah," he said. "We do."

The bus stopped. Two people got off. Cold air came in with the opening door and went out with the closing of it, taking the warmth of outside with it, and leaving them in the particular dense warmth of a bus in winter, which is not a comfortable warmth but is a warm warmth, the warmth of other people existing near you, which is its own category of thing.

Four stops later, Caleb got off alone. He stood on the sidewalk and watched the bus continue down the street, Migs' face briefly visible in the rear window — turned back, just for a second, before the bus rounded the corner and was gone.

Caleb turned up his collar against the cold and walked toward his building.

Zero workplace communication.

He said it in his head, quietly, the way you do with something that doesn't quite fit — turning it over, testing its edges. Every person in that building, every working day, in total silence. No talking, no gestures, no notes passed across a table. Nothing.

His key was cold in the lock. His apartment smelled of the coffee he hadn't finished that morning, still in the pot, gone stale.

He sat at his kitchen table and opened the offer letter on his phone and read it again, very carefully, from the beginning. The salary. The benefits. The start date. The single line near the bottom, in text a shade smaller than everything around it, that read: Employee acknowledges full understanding and acceptance of Echelon's Workplace Communication Policy (WCP-1) as outlined in orientation materials.

He read that line twice.

Outside his window, the street was doing what streets do in the late afternoon — shifting register, the daytime crowd giving way to the evening one, kids coming back from school, a delivery truck double-parked and hazard-lit, a couple arguing in low voices in the doorway of the building across the way. Life, in other words. Specific and loud and uncoordinated and alive in all the ways that life is alive, which is mostly through friction and noise and the small indignities of people existing near each other.

He thought about the lobby at 4411. The absence of all that.

Then he set his phone face-down on the table and sat in the quiet of his apartment and breathed — in and out, audibly, the way people breathe — and watched the late afternoon light move across the ceiling, and did not think about the woman who hadn't.
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Chapter Two
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First Day. First Warning.

They found the east entrance at six-thirteen.

It was an unmarked steel door set flush into the side of the building, distinguished from the surrounding wall by nothing except a card reader mounted at shoulder height and a narrow strip of yellow paint along the ground at the threshold. No overhang. No welcome mat. No posted hours. The strip of yellow paint was freshly done — Caleb could smell it, just barely, a thin chemical bite riding under the cold morning air — and was the first piece of colour he had encountered at 4411 that had not been grey, white, or absence.

He held his card to the reader. A click, immediate and clean. The door opened inward onto a short corridor, grey under flat lighting, which ended at a second door identical to the first. Between the two doors was a row of metal lockers along the left wall, a bench of bare wood bolted to the floor, and a printed sign in a standard black frame hung at eye level on the wall facing them.

The sign read:

ALL PERSONAL ELECTRONIC DEVICES MUST BE STORED IN YOUR ASSIGNED LOCKER BEFORE PROCEEDING TO THE PRODUCTION FLOOR. THIS INCLUDES PHONES, WATCHES, EARBUDS, AND ALL OTHER DEVICES CAPABLE OF RECORDING OR COMMUNICATION. DEVICES FOUND BEYOND THIS POINT WILL BE CONFISCATED. FAILURE TO COMPLY WITH THIS POLICY OR ANY ASPECT OF THE WORKPLACE COMMUNICATION POLICY (WCP-1) WILL RESULT IN IMMEDIATE TERMINATION AND FORFEITURE OF ALL BENEFITS.

Below it, in the same typeface but smaller, a single additional line:

ECHELON FABRICATION SYSTEMS THANKS YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION.

Migs read it, straightened, and looked at Caleb with an expression of precise, contained eloquence — eyebrows raised exactly two millimetres, mouth in a line — which communicated, without language, something to the effect of: there it is.

Caleb opened his locker. Inside: a hook, a shelf, a small mirror. He placed his phone on the shelf and closed the door and turned the key and dropped the key into his jacket pocket where he could feel its weight against his thigh. It felt like setting something down that could not be picked up again. He was aware of this feeling and noted it with the same neutrality he brought to all such feelings, which was not the same as dismissing it.

They stowed their things. The corridor was silent except for the sound of locker doors closing, first Caleb's and then Migs', and the small mechanical sound of keys turning in locks. Somewhere on the other side of the second door, something hummed — low, sustained, without rhythm. The sound of a great deal of electricity doing work.

Migs rolled his shoulders once. Caleb straightened his collar.

They went through the second door.

* * *
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THE PRODUCTION FLOOR was enormous.

Caleb had been on factory floors before — three summer jobs in his late teens and early twenties, two of them in packaging and one in a machine shop, all loud, all bright in the aggressive way of spaces that need to push back against their own scale. He knew what factory floors smelled like: oil and metal and the slightly acrid edge of heated plastics, the sweat of physical work, the chemical sweetness of cleaning solutions applied to surfaces that could not quite be cleaned. He knew their sounds: the percussion of machinery, the hydraulic wheeze of equipment, voices cutting across the noise to be heard, the radio someone had tuned to something everyone could tolerate.

This was none of that.

The floor was the size of several aircraft hangers laid end to end, the ceiling high enough that the fluorescent panels mounted along its length — hundreds of them, identical, uniform — produced light that was even to the point of wrongness, light without shadow, light that erased depth and made the far wall look both very far away and somehow flat, like a painted backdrop. The floor was the same pale grey concrete as the lobby. The air was cold and still and carried a smell that Caleb needed a moment to identify: nothing. Not the absence of a bad smell. The active, engineered absence of all smell — filtered, recirculated, stripped of everything that air picks up when people live and work and breathe in a space over time. The air tasted of itself, and nothing else.

Rows of workbenches ran the length of the floor, eight to a row, a dozen rows at minimum — Caleb estimated, quickly and from the door, something in the range of ninety to a hundred workstations, though the scale of the space made precision difficult. At each workstation, a person sat or stood over a surface fitted with task lighting, a parts tray, and the components of what was currently being assembled. Between the rows, the aisles were wide enough for two people to pass without touching. At the far end of the floor, a raised platform ran the full width of the space, from which several figures in white shirts could be seen moving with slow, unhurried purpose, looking out over the floor.

The people at the workbenches did not look up.

Not one of them.

In the thirty seconds it took Caleb and Migs to cross from the second door to the station where a floor manager was waiting with their assignments, not one of the hundred or so workers lifted their eyes from what they were doing. They moved — hands shifting, tools applied, components placed — with the quality of motion that comes from long practice and complete attention, motion without wasted effort, without the small unplanned gestures of people who are aware of being watched, or unaware of being watched, or anything in between. They moved as if watching was simply not a category that applied here.

There was no music.

There was no talking.

There were no phones.

There was the hum of the ventilation, and the sound of hands working, and the flat cold light pressing down on everything from above, and nothing else.

Caleb felt the silence the way you feel a change in pressure — not with your ears, exactly, but in the bones behind them, in the jaw, in the inner chambers of the head where sound is processed and its absence is its own kind of sensation. Beside him, Migs had gone very still.

The floor manager handed them each a laminated card with a station number and said, in a voice so low that it was barely a voice at all — barely above the threshold of sound, structured less as speech and more as the minimum possible disturbance of air — "Stations forty-one and forty-two. Training materials are at the station. Read. Do not ask questions on the floor. Questions go in the box." He pointed, without looking up, at a small wooden box mounted on a post near the door. "Collected at the end of shift."

He walked away before either of them could respond.

* * *
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STATIONS FORTY-ONE and forty-two were side by side in the fifth row, third from the left aisle.

Each had the same setup: a laminated sheet of assembly instructions, a tray of components, a set of small tools arranged on a magnetic strip, and a nameplate — a thin strip of white card in a metal holder at the front of the bench — bearing their names in clean black print. WARREN, C. REYES, M. The components in the tray were small, precisely made, and initially without obvious identity. A flat casing of matte black plastic, approximately the dimensions of a paperback novel but thinner. A set of internal fittings that Caleb did not yet have a name for, though he could see the function — they nested, they locked, they were engineered to fit only one way and fit it perfectly. A lens assembly, no larger than a shirt button, sealed in a small plastic bag.

He read the laminated instructions without touching anything. Then he picked up the casing and turned it over and looked at the seam where the two halves would eventually close, and at the port on its underside, and at the logo pressed into the plastic on the base — a small, clean EFS in a font designed to suggest precision — and then he placed it back in the tray and read the instructions again from the beginning.

Beside him, Migs had already begun. His hands were good with small things — always had been, some particular refinement of the spatial attention that had also made him a gifted chess player and a very bad driver — and the components moved through his fingers with a ease that made the work look simpler than it was. He did not look at Caleb. He looked at what he was building.

Caleb began.

The work was quiet and fine and demanded attention. The components had tolerances that did not forgive impatience — a lens seated a half-millimetre off-centre would not close the casing, and the casing that did not close would not pass the end-of-station check. He liked this. His mind settled into the precision of it with something close to relief, the way his mind always settled when given a problem whose parameters were fixed and whose solution was exact. He could hear his own breathing. He could hear Migs' breathing beside him. He could hear, without meaning to, the breathing of the person at station forty — a small woman with close-cropped hair and very steady hands who had been there before them and would, it seemed, be there long after.

He could not hear, even now, anything from the platform at the far end of the floor.

But he could feel, occasionally, that he was being watched from it.

* * *
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IT WAS APPROXIMATELY two hours into the shift when Caleb whispered.

He hadn't planned to. It happened the way things happen when attention is distributed — the work had a rhythm now, and in the rhythm there was a small gap of cognitive space, and in that gap he became aware, suddenly and with some discomfort, that he did not know where the bathroom was. He had not been told at orientation, which had consisted of a fifteen-minute video played on a monitor in a small room off the main corridor, the video narrated in the same flat, uninflected register as H. Moss but by no visible person, only text on screen and a voice, and the video had covered WCP-1 in careful detail and safety protocols for the tools and the end-of-shift checkout procedure and had not mentioned bathrooms. He had not thought to ask. The question box on the post by the door was, he calculated, thirty feet behind him.

He leaned two inches toward Migs and whispered, barely: "We should ask where the bathroom is."

The words were almost nothing. An exhalation with shape. The kind of sound that would have been swallowed completely by the ambient noise of any other factory floor, of any other workplace, of anywhere that sound existed at a normal human volume.

Here, they were a stone dropped into still water.

The response was not a sound. It was a presence. Caleb became aware of it before he saw it — a shift in the quality of the air to his left, the particular non-sound of something that was moving without moving the way people move. He turned.

Two supervisors were standing in the aisle.

They had not been there when he leaned toward Migs. He was certain of this — his peripheral vision was reliable and he had glanced the aisle less than ten seconds before. They had arrived in the time it took him to say eight words at a whisper. They were not breathing hard. They had not run. They were simply there, in the way that something is simply there when you look up and it has always been there, when the possibility of it not being there seems like the stranger option.

They were men, both of them, in the same white shirts as the figures on the platform, with the same ID badges clipped at the chest that Caleb could not read from this angle. They stood with their hands at their sides and their weight balanced and their eyes on Caleb and Migs with an attention that was not angry — anger would have been something, anger has heat, anger is a human temperature — but simply fixed. The way a lens is fixed. Pointed. Functioning.

Caleb met the nearer one's eyes and held them and said nothing and did not look away. The supervisor did not look away either.

Ten seconds. Fifteen.

Then one of them — not the nearer one, the one slightly behind, the one Caleb had been aware of only as peripheral mass — turned his head and looked down the row, and then back at Caleb, and then both of them stepped back into the aisle and walked away, in the same no-sound manner in which they had arrived.

The woman at station forty had not looked up once.

Migs' hands had stopped moving during those fifteen seconds. Now they started again.

Caleb returned to his work. His heart was doing something specific and unhelpful and he let it do it and focused on the components and on his breathing and on the fixed parameters of the task in front of him, which had a solution and whose solution was exact.

He did not whisper again.

* * *
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THE WOMAN WAS FOUR stations down, on the other side of the aisle.

Caleb had been watching her, intermittently, for the reason he watched everything intermittently — not out of particular interest but out of the baseline awareness that catalogued the room and its contents as a matter of course. She was young, early twenties, with dark hair pulled into a knot and a way of holding her shoulders that suggested she was cold. Her hands moved over her work steadily but not with the settled automaticity of the others around her — there was something in the movement that communicated effort of a different kind, the effort of someone who is concentrating very hard on concentrating very hard.

She looked up twice in the hour before lunch. Both times, she caught herself and looked back down.

The third time she looked up, she looked directly at Caleb.

Not accidentally. Not the unfocused gaze of someone's eyes drifting. She looked at him with the specific, direct, helpless quality of a person who is more frightened than they intended to be and is trying not to show it to anyone and has failed. Her eyes were wide. Her mouth was a careful line.

Caleb did not nod. He did not smile. He held her gaze for one second — long enough to say, without saying, I see you — and then returned to his work.

He heard the sound fifteen minutes later.

It was not a word. It was the beginning of a word — a single syllable, the front of something that the speaker clearly had not intended to say, pulled out by the same reflex that produces speech when someone has been quiet for too long and the silence has become too much to hold. The sound was: Hi—

Just that. The H and the vowel and then nothing, bitten back, but too late.

What happened next happened fast — not violently, not loudly, but with the terrible efficiency of a system that has done this many times and refined itself through repetition into something that doesn't waste a movement.

The supervisors came from both directions simultaneously. Three of them. Caleb did not know where the third had come from — he had not seen a third anywhere near this section of the floor. They arrived at her station with the same quality of simply appearing that the two in the aisle had possessed, and two of them had her by the arms before she had finished the sound, before the Hi— had fully completed its short arc through the filtered air of the production floor and died.

She screamed.

It was a real scream — not a scream of pain but of shock, of the body's absolute refusal to accept what is happening without registering its protest, a full and human sound, the loudest thing Caleb had heard since walking through the second door that morning. It bounced off the concrete floor and the high ceiling and the flat white walls and came back changed, flattened, absorbed.

The hundred people on the floor did not look up.

Not one of them.

The supervisors moved her toward a door in the far left wall that Caleb had not previously identified as a door — it was the same colour as the wall, set flush, without a handle on the visible side. One of the supervisors touched it and it opened inward and they went through it and it closed and the sound of her screaming stopped as if a switch had been thrown.

The floor returned to its state.

The hum of ventilation. The small sounds of hands working. The flat cold light. The breathing of a hundred people who were all looking, with great and sustained attention, at the thing directly in front of them.

Migs' hands had stopped again.

This time they did not start again for almost a full minute.

* * *
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LUNCH WAS THIRTY MINUTES, taken in a room adjacent to the floor — the same palette, the same temperature, the same engineered absence of smell except for the food itself, which arrived in sealed containers already portioned and labelled with each worker's station number and which was, Caleb noted, nutritionally complete in the way that things are nutritionally complete when they are designed rather than cooked. A protein, a carbohydrate, a vegetable. No salt on the table. No condiments. No coffee.

The room seated forty. Workers came in shifts. Nobody spoke.

Caleb ate and watched the room and processed what had happened and reached certain conclusions which he kept to himself because he needed more data before conclusions became anything more than hypotheses. He ate without tasting any of it because his attention was elsewhere.

Migs had been given a paper napkin with his container. He ate with his left hand and held the napkin with his right and at some point, without ceremony, produced a pen from his jacket pocket — the jacket pocket, not the one in his shirt, which Caleb noted as deliberate; the jacket had been with him through the lockers but the pen had stayed in it, unconfiscated, perhaps because no one had thought to prohibit pens, or perhaps because pens were not electronic and did not record and the policy, for all its comprehensiveness, had a gap, and Migs had found it — and wrote something.

He folded the napkin once and slid it across the table.

Caleb read it without picking it up. The handwriting was small and careful, Migs' handwriting when he was being precise about being read rather than about being fast:

Normal companies have HR complaints. This one has something else.

Caleb picked up the napkin and folded it again along the existing crease and put it in his jacket pocket, in the inside pocket, the one close to his chest. The motion was small and unhurried and identical in its speed and affect to the motion of a man pocketing his keys or his change, unremarkable in every particular.

Migs ate his green beans.

Caleb looked at the room. Forty people eating in silence, all of them performing the same studied attention to the food in front of them that the workers on the floor performed for their components. The room had one clock, mounted high on the far wall: analogue, black hands, no brand. He watched the minute hand move from the twenty-two to the twenty-three.

He thought about the woman, and the door in the wall that had no handle.

He thought about the supervisors appearing in the aisle in less time than it took to say eight words.

He thought about the napkin against his chest.

The minute hand moved to the twenty-four.

* * *
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THE WOMAN'S WORKSTATION had been cleaned before they returned from lunch.

This was the thing Caleb had been waiting for, the thing that would tell him something definitive, and it told him more than he had expected.

It was not simply that the surface had been wiped and the components cleared and the tools restocked in their correct positions on the magnetic strip. It was that the nameplate was gone. The thin strip of white card in its metal holder at the front of the bench — he had clocked it on the way to his own station that morning, had read it without meaning to, the name printed in the same clean black type as his and Migs', a name he had absorbed without thinking — was gone. The holder itself remained, fixed to the bench. It was empty. It had the specific blankness of something recently emptied rather than something never filled, which is a different quality of blankness, though it is difficult to say precisely why.

The locker.

He knew this without being able to check it from where he stood — he simply knew, with the quiet certainty of someone who has begun to understand the grammar of a place, that if he walked to the locker corridor and looked at the locker that had been hers, it would be as empty as the nameplate holder. That whatever she had brought with her that morning — her phone, her keys, the small things people carry because they are the material vocabulary of a life — would not be there. That the locker would be clean and closed and ready for the next person.

He sat down at station forty-one.

The person at station forty — the small woman with close-cropped hair and very steady hands — was already at work. She had not looked at the empty station across the aisle. She was looking at what she was building.

Caleb looked at what he was building.

The afternoon went. Fluorescent light does not have an afternoon — it does not move, does not shift, tells you nothing about the day. The ventilation hummed. Caleb assembled a thing whose full identity he still did not know, and when it was finished placed it in the tray and began again.

At shift's end — signalled by the floor manager touching the shoulder of the first person in each row, passed along as a tap, a nudge, a look — they filed out and retrieved their belongings.

Caleb's phone had four notifications. He did not read them.

He looked at the row of lockers, their closed identical faces, and tried to identify by any external marker which of them might be empty. They were identical. They told him nothing.

Outside, the night air hit them like cold water — a physical shock after the controlled nothingness of the interior — and for a moment they just stood there on the yellow-striped threshold, breathing, letting the city reassemble itself around them. Traffic somewhere. A restaurant exhaust fan two buildings down blowing something warm and spiced into the alley. The distant, disinterested cry of a siren moving away. Sound, returning.

Neither of them spoke until they were half a block away.

"Her locker," Migs said, quietly. Not a question.

"Cleaned out," Caleb said.

Migs nodded. He had known. They walked another half-block in silence, their footsteps falling together the way they always did, the rhythm of eleven years of side-by-side movement.

"The nameplate," Migs said.

"Gone."

Another half-block.

"Nobody looked up," Migs said.

"Nobody."

Migs looked ahead, at the street, at the ordinary dark of a February evening, at the lights of the neighbourhood receiving them. He breathed out slowly through his nose.

“So we’re going back tomorrow,” he said.

It was not a question either. But it was something other than certainty — something adjacent to it, something that required being said aloud to become real, or to become the thing it was going to have to be.

Caleb touched the napkin in his inside pocket. The fold of it. The weight of it, which was almost nothing.

“We’re going back tomorrow,” he said.

They walked on into the ordinary dark.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


The First Erasure

They did not plan to look.

It happened the way certain things happen between people who have known each other long enough that the decision and the action have collapsed into a single moment — no discussion, no proposal, no one saying what if we. Caleb was at his kitchen table with his laptop open before Migs had finished taking off his coat. Migs pulled a chair around to Caleb's side without being asked. They had walked back from the bus stop in near-silence, the cold air and the ordinary sounds of the street doing nothing to touch the thing they were both carrying, and somewhere between the bus stop and Caleb's building they had both arrived at the same quiet understanding: they were going to look, and they were going to look tonight, because not looking was no longer something either of them was capable of.

The woman's nameplate had read CHEN, V.

Caleb typed it into the search bar. He added the company name, then removed it — the company name returned nothing, no LinkedIn page, no Glassdoor entry, no record of Echelon Fabrication Systems employing anyone called V. Chen. This was not itself surprising. He tried the name alone. There were, as there always are, many people with that name — a professor at a university in Vancouver, a food blogger in Melbourne, a teenager's Instagram full of videos about a video game Caleb did not recognise. He added the city. He added approximate age. He tried variations on the first initial.

Nothing that matched the woman from station thirty-seven.

Migs had his own phone out and was running parallel searches, the way he always did when they worked a problem together — not duplicating effort but triangulating, each approaching from a slightly different angle so that between them they covered more ground. He tried image search with the physical description. He tried the neighbourhood where Echelon sat, cross-referenced with common variations of the name. He tried Facebook, where the dead and the living and the people who had stopped updating their profiles in 2019 all existed in the same flat present tense.

"Factory worker," he said quietly, typing it in. "Assembly tech. No — she wouldn't have put that. She wouldn't be able to."

Caleb looked at him.

"WCP-1," Migs said. "Zero communication. I wonder if that extends to — " He stopped. Tried another search. "Yeah. Nothing."

They worked in silence for twenty minutes. The apartment was quiet in the particular way of a third-floor apartment on a residential street on a weekday night — the building settling around them, a television somewhere below with its volume too low to identify, the occasional car passing on the wet asphalt outside with a sound like tearing paper.

At the end of twenty minutes, Caleb pushed back from the table and looked at the ceiling.

"There's nothing," he said. Not a conclusion he was arriving at — a conclusion he had already arrived at and was now saying aloud for the benefit of completeness
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