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PROLOGUE

3:17 AM — THE BUILDING
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At 3:17 in the morning, Pinnacle Tower was awake.

Not the human kind of awake — the building had no humans at this hour

except Marcus, the overnight maintenance tech, who was asleep in the

sublevel office with his feet on the desk and the monitoring console

humming beside him and a Tupperware of his wife's jollof rice on the

counter that he'd eaten half of at midnight and would eat the rest of

at four. Marcus slept in the building three nights a week. He knew the

building's sounds the way a parent knows a child's breathing — by

absence, by change, by the particular quality of a three-AM silence that

was either normal or not.

Tonight, the silence was normal.

The building's systems ran without him. They ran the way all systems

run in the absence of operators — perfectly, smoothly, without the

variability that human input introduced. The HVAC cycled on its

schedule, heating the occupied floors and cooling the mechanical spaces,

the temperature differential creating convection currents in the

elevator shafts that moved air from bottom to top in a slow, invisible

column. The fire suppression system checked itself every four hours —

a sequence of electronic pulses traveling through miles of wiring,

verifying that every sprinkler head and every pull station and every

smoke detector was connected and listening. The security cameras

recorded the empty hallways in high-definition, storing the footage on

servers in the sublevel that nobody would ever review unless something

happened that made the footage matter.

And the elevators rested.

Eight cars, eight shafts, eight columns of cable and steel and

counterweight, each one as tall as the building itself, each one a

vertical universe of mechanical precision. The local cars — 1 through

4 — were parked on the ground floor, doors closed, motors off, the

cables slack in the way that slack means not needed yet. The express

cars — 5 through 8 — were parked at the top, on fifty-two, in the

machine room where the traction sheaves sat like enormous spools and the

cables wrapped around them in grooves polished smooth by two and a half

years of constant use.

Car 7 was parked on fifty-two. Its cables — four of them, each a

braided steel rope an inch and a half in diameter — hung in the shaft

from the sheave to the car, a distance of approximately five hundred

feet. The cables were under tension even at rest, bearing the weight of

the car itself (six thousand pounds empty) distributed across four

lines. The primary cable bore the most — approximately 40% of the

load. The secondary cable bore 30%. The two safety lines split the

remaining 30%.

At 3:17 AM, the secondary cable's tension reading was 96% of its design

specification. This was the number Tommy Slattery had seen on the

monitoring console. This was the number that had generated a mental

note, and a report, and a follow-up, and a follow-up to the follow-up,

and a queue.

Ninety-six percent was not dangerous. Ninety-six percent was not even,

by the Haltenberg Systeme maintenance manual's definition,

concerning. The manual defined concerning as below 90%. The manual

defined action required as below 85%. The manual defined critical as

below 80%.

But the manual was written in Munich, for buildings in Munich, where the

soil was stable and the foundations didn't settle and the guide rails

stayed aligned to within fractions of a millimeter for decades. The

manual did not account for Chicago. The manual did not account for

lakefront soil — the particular geology of a city built on a swamp,

where the bedrock was a hundred feet down and the earth between the

bedrock and the surface was clay and sand and the memory of a glacier,

and the memory shifted. Slowly. Imperceptibly. In fractions so small

that only the machines noticed, and the machines noticed in the only way

machines could: by changing their numbers.

Ninety-six percent.

The cable didn't know its number. The cable was steel. The cable did

what steel did under tension — it held, and it held, and it held,

until the tension exceeded the steel's capacity to hold, and then it

didn't. The transition between holding and not holding was not gradual.

It was not a slow decline, not a gentle loosening, not the kind of

failure that gave you time to respond. It was a phase change. One second

the cable was a cable. The next second it was two pieces of wire and a

sound.

But that was hours away. At 3:17 AM, the cable was still a cable. The

shaft was still a shaft. The building was still a building, awake in the

way that buildings are awake — mechanically, electrically,

architecturally — holding itself upright against the wind and the

gravity and the settling and the weather and the lake and the sky,

holding itself the way it had been designed to hold, which was

indefinitely, which was the promise that buildings made and engineers

enforced and maintenance crews sustained and management companies

insured and tenants trusted and nobody questioned because the

alternative to trusting a building was not entering a building and not

entering a building was not possible in a city and a civilization and an

economy built on the assumption that the floors would hold and the walls

would stand and the cables would carry you from the lobby to the sky and

back again, safely, every time, without exception.

No exceptions.

Except today. Today, there would be an exception.

But at 3:17 AM, the exception was still a number — 96%, four percent

below design specification, a distance measured in fractions of an inch

and pounds per square inch and the particular, patient, invisible math

of a cable that was losing its argument with the building it was hired

to hold.

This was how systems failed. Not with alarms. Not with warnings that

matched the magnitude of the warning's subject. Systems failed the way

this cable was failing — quietly, percentile by percentile, in a

language that only the system spoke and that the people who depended on

the system had never learned to hear. The failure was not an event. The

failure was a process. And the process was so quiet that by the time it

became loud, the loud was the last sound the system made.

The building hummed.

The cable held.

Marcus slept.

The jollof rice cooled.

And in apartments across the city — in Bronzeville and Pilsen and

Georgetown and Lincoln Park and Bridgeport — five people who would, in

a few hours, step into Car 7 and stay there for the rest of the day,

were either sleeping or not sleeping, which was a distinction that, by

morning, would cease to matter.

The building didn't know them yet.

The building didn't know anything.

But the building was ready.
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CHAPTER 1

3:47 AM — THE HAND
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Gordon Leath reviewed the Wave 4 list at 3:47 AM.

This was not unusual. Gordon operated on a schedule that his ex-wife had

called \"pathological\" and his Chief of Staff called \"executive\" and

his cardiologist called \"a problem.\" He slept four hours a night —

midnight to four, a window of unconsciousness that he treated less like

rest and more like a mandatory shutdown, the way a server reboots:

brief, functional, devoid of luxury. He woke at four. He worked until

midnight. He had been doing this for twelve years.

The list was on his laptop. The laptop was on his desk in the study of

his apartment in Gold Coast — a penthouse on Astor Street, four

thousand square feet, decorated by a firm that had charged \$180,000 to

make the apartment look like it had not been decorated at all. The study

was dark except for the laptop screen, which cast a blue glow on the

walls and the floor and the face of a man who was about to approve the

elimination of four hundred and twelve positions and who was doing it in

his bathrobe.

The bathrobe was terry cloth. White. Monogrammed. GL. The same initials

that would appear in the rightmost column of the spreadsheet, next to

each name, confirming that the CEO had personally reviewed and approved

the termination. This was not standard practice. Standard practice was

for the CHRO to approve the list and for the CEO to approve the CHRO's

approval — a buffer, a layer of abstraction, a hand that held the hand

that held the blade. Gordon did not use the buffer. Gordon touched the

names himself. He had done this for Wave 1 and Wave 2 and Wave 3 and he

was doing it for Wave 4 because the distance between a CEO and a fired

employee was already infinite and Gordon believed that adding distance

was not mercy but cowardice, and whatever else Gordon Leath was —

whatever Sloane would accuse him of, whatever Devonte would feel toward

him, whatever the Tribune would print about him — he was not a coward.

He was something else. Something that didn't have a word in the

corporate vocabulary because the corporate vocabulary was designed to

avoid naming the things that corporate leaders actually were. He was the

mechanism. The point of conversion. The place where strategy became

action and action became pain and pain became a number on a quarterly

earnings report labeled \"restructuring charges.\"

He scrolled through the list. Row by row. Department by department. The

names were sorted alphabetically within each department, which was a

formatting choice made by Martin Kaye and which had the unintended

effect of making the list feel like a directory — a phone book of the

disappeared, an alphabetical index of the subtracted.

He knew some of the names. Not many — three thousand employees, and a

CEO's actual relationship with the workforce was inversely proportional

to the size of the workforce, which meant that at peak headcount,

Gordon's genuine familiarity with individual employees approached zero.

But he knew some. He knew Priya Mehta because Priya had presented to the

board, multiple times, with the precision and clarity of a person who

understood that data was not an argument but a fact, and facts were not

persuasive but irrefutable, and irrefutability was the only currency

that worked in a boardroom. He'd told Martin once: \"If Priya ever

leaves, we have a problem.\" Now he was approving her departure. Now he

was the problem.

Row 89. Mehta, Priya. Data Operations. Floor 41. Tenure: 11 years.

Salary: \$188,000. Severance: \$14,461. Risk: Medium.

He stared at the risk column. Medium. The algorithm — the algorithm

Priya had built, the system she had designed, the data infrastructure

she had constructed over eleven years — had assessed its own creator

and determined that her departure represented a medium risk to the

company. Not high. Not critical. Medium. The system she'd built was

confident that it could survive without her. The system was probably

right. That was the horror of it — the system was right, and the

rightness was the thing that made the system monstrous, because a system

that could replace its own creator was not a tool. It was a successor.

Red.

He clicked. The dropdown. The color. One muscular contraction of the

right index finger on a trackpad. Less than a second. The second

contained a career. The career contained a life. The click was the

click.

He moved to row 90.

Nobody outside this room would ever understand the act. It was not

dramatic. It was not a scene from a movie where the CEO agonizes and

drinks and stares out a window. It was a spreadsheet and a dropdown and

a finger and a second and a person who was far away enough to be a

number.

Row by row.

By row 200, the names had stopped being names. He would never tell

Sloane this. He would never say it in a deposition or a boardroom or a

therapy session — if he went to therapy, which he did not, because

therapy required the admission of damage and the cause of the damage was

sitting at this desk in this bathrobe at 4 AM. By row 200, the names

were cells. Elements in a system that required optimization. The

distance between the click and the person was twelve floors. A hundred

and twenty feet. Enough distance to turn a human being into a row

number.

This was how people failed, too. Not with a decision to be cruel. Not

with a moment of villainy that you could point to afterward and say

there -—that\'s where he became the monster. People failed the way

cables failed — gradually, quietly, one small permission at a time.

The permission to not read the notes column. The permission to stop

seeing names. The permission to drink bourbon on a coaster your daughter

made while you deleted the livelihoods of people whose faces you would

never see. Each permission was tiny. Each permission was survivable. And

the accumulation of survivable permissions was the thing that killed.

Row 247. Washington, Devonte. UX Design. Floor 36. Tenure: 14 months.

Salary: \$94,000. Severance: \$7,231. Risk: Low.

Click. Red.

Row 248.

The bourbon was beside the laptop. Blanton's. A single-barrel that his

college roommate sent him every Christmas and that Gordon drank in

precise amounts — two ounces, no ice, one glass — at the end of

every workday, which meant the end of every day, which meant midnight,

which meant the bourbon was a comma between one day's work and the next

day's sleep and tonight the comma was at 3:47 AM and the comma was

sitting on a leather coaster that Sloane had made at summer camp, the

initials SL stamped crookedly in one corner.

He drank. He clicked. He moved to row 249.

Row 312 stopped him.

Not because of the name — the name was Chen, Sandra, Product

Marketing, Floor 39. He didn't know Sandra Chen. He'd never met Sandra

Chen. Sandra Chen was a row in a spreadsheet, a data point in a system,

a cell that required a color.

But the tenure column said six years. And the salary column said

\$112,000. And the notes column — the small-text column that HR had

populated with context that was supposed to help with the decision but

that actually made the decision harder, which was why Gordon had stopped

reading the notes column at row 50 — the notes column said:

*Voluntarily extended leave to support product launch Q2 2023. Commended

by VP Product for exceptional dedication. Recent performance review:

Exceeds Expectations.*

Exceeds Expectations.

Gordon's cursor hovered over the dropdown. Green. Yellow. Red. Three

colors. One click. His index finger was on the trackpad. The finger did

not move.

For nine seconds, Gordon Leath — the man who had clicked through two

hundred and forty-eight rows without hesitation, the man who had built a

career on the velocity of his decisions, the man whose ex-wife had said

*you decide things the way other people breathe: constantly,

automatically, without noticing* — for nine seconds, this man could

not click.

The name was Sandra Chen. The name could have been anyone. The

hesitation was not about Sandra Chen. The hesitation was about the notes

column, about the phrase Exceeds Expectations, about the particular

cruelty of a system that evaluated a person's performance, assigned a

rating that said you are better than we asked you to be, and then used

a different system — a different spreadsheet, a different algorithm, a

different set of initials — to eliminate the person who had exceeded

the expectations that the first system had set.

Two systems. Two conclusions. One person.

His right hand was hovering over the trackpad. The index finger was

extended. And the finger was trembling — not the hummingbird vibration

from later, not the stairwell tremor, but the first one. The original. A

tremor so slight that if anyone had been watching — which no one was,

because this was a study at 4 AM and the only witness was a cat in

another room — if anyone had been watching, they would have missed it.

But Gordon felt it. He felt the tremor in the tendon, in the joint, in

the space between the decision and the execution where the body stores

its one remaining objection.

He clicked. Red.

The hesitation lasted nine seconds. The click lasted less than one. The

nine seconds were the closest Gordon Leath came, in four hours and

forty-four minutes of reviewing the Wave 4 list, to understanding what

he was doing. The click was the evidence that understanding and stopping

are not the same thing.

Row 313.

The bourbon was not an excuse. The bourbon was not a cause. The bourbon

was a beverage that a man in a bathrobe was drinking while he eliminated

four hundred and twelve positions, and the beverage had no moral

standing, and the bathrobe had no moral standing, and the laptop had no

moral standing, and the only thing in the room that had moral standing

was the man, and the man was clicking, and the clicking was the act, and

the act was the thing that would put five people in an elevator and the

elevator in a shaft and the shaft between the sky and the ground and the

ground three hundred and forty feet below.

He finished the list at 4:31 AM. Four hundred and twelve names. Four

hundred and twelve clicks. Forty-four minutes.

He closed the laptop. He finished the bourbon. He set the glass on the

coaster — on the SL, on the crooked initials, on the evidence that the

man who had just red-coded four hundred and twelve human beings had a

daughter who loved him enough to stamp his name into leather.

He went to bed. He slept. He slept the sleep of a man who had done what

needed doing and who would wake in three hours and go to the building

and watch it happen and would not flinch because flinching was a luxury

and luxuries were inefficiencies.

At 7:30 AM, he would put on the \$3,000 suit. At 7:52, he would enter

the building. At 8:00, the machine would start running. At 8:16, Car 7

would stop.

At 3:47 AM, none of that had happened yet.

At 3:47 AM, the man was just a man in a bathrobe with a bourbon and a

spreadsheet and a trackpad and a daughter who was nine hundred miles

away, lying in a bed above a dry cleaner, staring at a phone that

contained the same spreadsheet, scrolling through the same names,

feeling the same weight.

Father and daughter. Same list. Same night. Different rooms. Different

clicks.

He was the hand. She was the witness.

The building waited for both of them.



PART ONE: THE CUT
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CHAPTER 2

7:42 AM — BEFORE
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The mirror didn't lie. That was the problem with mirrors. You could lie

to your wife. You could lie to your mother. You could lie to the face of

God on a Sunday morning and feel nothing but the cool air from the vent

above the pew. But you couldn't lie to the mirror.

Jason Cole stood in his bathroom at 5:47 in the morning, staring at a

man who already knew.

The call had come at 6:15. Not from the mirror — from his manager,

Kevin Bright, a man who had never once called Jason's personal phone in

four years of working together.

His chest locked before he understood why.

Not tightened — locked. The intercostal muscles seizing between ribs

four and five, the diaphragm flattening against the stomach, the lungs

stopping mid-inhale as if a hand had reached into his torso and gripped.

The phone was buzzing on the sink. The screen said KEVIN BRIGHT. And

Jason's body — before his brain had parsed the name, before his

memory had cross-referenced the number, before any conscious thought had

formed at all — his body knew. His body had been waiting for this call

for weeks. His body had been rehearsing this reaction in his sleep, in

the 3 AM wakeups, in the moments between REM cycles when the nervous

system runs drills for disasters it hasn't been told about but has

already diagnosed. The body knew. The body had always known.

He picked up the phone. The chest unlocked. The air came back. The brain

caught up.

Kevin had his work number. Kevin had his Slack. Kevin had his email, his

Teams, his calendar link, and a standing one-on-one every Tuesday at

two. Kevin Bright had never needed Jason Cole's personal phone number

for a single goddamn thing.

Until today.

\"Hey, Jace. Hope I didn't wake you.\" Kevin's voice had that texture

to it — the one Jason recognized from two tours in Fallujah. It was

the voice people used when they were about to tell you something that

would change the shape of your life and they wanted you to believe they

were sorry about it. \"Listen, uh — I think you should come in today.

I know you were planning to work remote, but it'd be good to be in the

building. There's some, uh — there's going to be a few meetings.\"

A few meetings.

Jason hadn't said much. Didn't need to. The silence on the line did

all the talking. Kevin cleared his throat twice, which was his tell —

the man cleared his throat when he was holding information behind his

teeth like a mouthful of hot water. Jason said, \"Yeah, Kev. I'll be

there,\" and hung up.

That was fifty-three minutes ago.

Now he stood in front of the mirror, half-dressed, his white button-down

still open at the collar, and studied the man staring back at him.

Forty-one years old. Six-one. Two hundred and eighteen pounds — twelve

more than when he'd separated from the Army, all of it settled in his

midsection like the body was already preparing for a life of sitting.

The gray at his temples had stopped being distinguished about a year ago

and started being honest. His eyes were the same ones his mother had

given him, dark and wide-set, the kind of eyes that made people think he

was listening even when he wasn't. Today, he was listening. Today,

those eyes had something behind them that he hadn't felt since the

first time someone shot at him.

Not fear. That came later.

Awareness. The animal kind. The kind that straightened your spine and

flattened your breathing and made you conscious of every door and window

in the room.

He buttoned his shirt.

Four years and eight months. That's how long he'd been at Kairion. One

thousand eight hundred and forty-seven days of badge-ins and badge-outs

and meetings and metrics and the slow, invisible construction of a thing

called a career. And the ending hadn't been an ending. It had been a

phone call at 6:15 AM from a man who cleared his throat when he lied.

That was the sound. Not a crash. Not a siren. A throat clearing. The

quietest possible sound a system could make before it dropped you.

The drive from his apartment in Bronzeville to downtown was eighteen

minutes at this hour. It would be forty-five by eight o'clock, but at

6:50 AM on a Friday in November, Lake Shore Drive was a dark ribbon

along the water, the skyline ahead of him glowing like a circuit board

someone had left on overnight. Jason drove a 2019 Honda Accord — paid

off, which was one of the only financial sentences in his life that

didn't end with a question mark. The heat was on. WBEZ murmured from

the speakers, something about the city council, something about migrant

shelters, something about the Bears. He wasn't listening.

He was doing the math.

His salary at Kairion Technologies was \$141,000 a year. After taxes,

health insurance, his 401(k) contribution, and the automatic deposit to

his mother's care account, he brought home \$6,840 a month. His rent

was \$2,100. His car insurance, utilities, phone, food, and the minimum

payments on the credit card he'd leaned on when his mother's care

costs spiked in March — that was another \$2,300. The remaining

\$2,440 went into savings, which currently held \$11,200, because the

spike in March had nearly emptied it.

His mother's assisted living facility in Hyde Park — Lakewood

Gardens, with its fake-cheerful name and its real-cheerful price tag —

cost \$9,400 a month. Medicare covered a portion. His mother's pension

from thirty-one years of teaching fourth grade at Mollison Elementary

covered another portion. Jason covered the gap: \$3,200 a month, pulled

from a dedicated account he'd set up the day she was diagnosed.

That account had \$19,800 in it.

Which meant, if he lost his income today, his mother could stay at

Lakewood Gardens for six months. After that, she'd be moved to whatever

the state had available, which was a phrase that made Jason's throat

close every time he thought about it.

He ran the math again. \$19,800 divided by \$3,200. Six point — six

point one eight seven five. Six months and five days. He'd done this

calculation a hundred times. He could do it in his sleep. He'd done it

in his sleep.

He ran it again. \$19,800 divided by —

He couldn't remember the number. The \$3,200. It was gone. It was a

number he had tattooed on the inside of his skull, a number he saw every

time he closed his eyes, a number as familiar as his own phone number or

his mother's birthday or the address of the house in Chatham where

she'd lived for forty years, and it was gone. Erased. The slot where

the number lived was empty, and the emptiness was terrifying, not

because of the number itself but because of what the emptiness meant:

the machine was glitching. The Jason Cole machine — the one that ran

the math, that kept the mask, that stood with his back straight and his

breathing measured and his face a surface that gave nothing away — the

machine had hiccupped. The machine was not infallible. The machine was

afraid.

\$3,200.

It came back. A half-second later, it was there again, sitting in its

slot, looking at him as if it had never left. But the half-second was a

crack. The half-second was the first evidence that today was going to

cost him something the math couldn't calculate.

He merged onto the Drive and the lake appeared to his left, black and

endless, the waves invisible in the dark but audible if you rolled down

the window, which he didn't, because it was thirty-one degrees and his

heat was set to seventy-four. The skyline grew. Pinnacle Tower was

visible now — fifty-two stories of glass and structural steel,

completed two and a half years ago, still young enough to gleam. At

night, the building's exterior lighting shifted colors according to

some algorithm designed by a firm in Copenhagen. Right now, in the

pre-dawn gray, the building was just a shape. A massive, indifferent

shape, reflecting clouds.

Jason had spent 1,847 days working for Kairion Technologies. He'd

calculated that number once, during a bout of insomnia, using his

phone's calculator while his ceiling fan ticked overhead like a

metronome counting down to nothing. One thousand eight hundred and

forty-seven days. He'd been hired as a product manager when the company

had nine hundred employees and a valuation that made people whistle at

cocktail parties. Now the company had — well, after today, the company

would have fewer people. That was the math Kevin Bright's phone call

was about. Not the kind of math Jason had been doing in the car. The

other kind. The kind where you subtracted human beings from a

spreadsheet and called it a \"workforce realignment.\"

Four waves. That's what the all-hands emails had called them. Four

waves of workforce realignment, as if the layoffs were a natural

phenomenon — tides, weather patterns, something that happened to the

company rather than something the company did to people. Wave 1 in

March took out Customer Support. Two hundred people. Wave 2 in May hit

Marketing and Communications. A hundred and forty. Wave 3 in August

gutted Engineering — the junior and mid-level developers, the ones

who'd been hired during the growth sprint and were now being told the

sprint was over. Three hundred and ten people. Each wave had its own

all-hands meeting afterward where Gordon Leath, the CEO, appeared on a

video feed from his office on the forty-eighth floor and said words like

\"difficult\" and \"necessary\" and \"leaner\" and \"future-ready\" and

\"I want you to know that I don't take this lightly.\"

Jason had watched those videos from his desk on thirty-eight, his face

the same flat mask he'd perfected in the Army, the one that let nothing

out and let everything in.

Now it was November. Wave 4.

He knew because everyone knew. The Slack channels had been humming for

weeks — not the official ones, but the shadow channels, the ones with

names like #watercooler and #kairion-real-talk and #layoff-watch-2024,

where people posted screenshots of calendar invitations that appeared

without agendas, or flagged the sudden presence of HR representatives on

floors that didn't usually have them, or noted which executives had

gone quiet on email, which was always the tell. When the people at the

top stopped talking, it meant they were doing something they didn't

want to explain yet.

The parking garage under Pinnacle Tower was a concrete cathedral, seven

levels deep, and at 7:12 AM it was nearly empty. Jason pulled into his

assigned spot on Level 3 and turned off the engine. The car ticked in

the silence. He sat there for a moment, both hands still on the wheel,

and looked at the concrete wall in front of him. Someone had

spray-painted a small tag in the corner near the floor — just

initials, A.R., in silver paint, half-hidden by a pipe. He'd never

noticed it before. He noticed it now. Funny how the brain worked when it

knew the familiar was about to become unfamiliar. Suddenly everything

was worth memorizing.

He got out. Locked the car. The beep echoed.

The garage smelled the way all underground garages smell — exhaust and

concrete dust and the mineral tang of water seeping through walls that

were never fully dry. But beneath the garage smell was another smell,

older, deeper: the smell of the earth. The lake-bed clay that Chicago

was built on, the ancient mud that lived behind the concrete, that wept

through the joints in the foundation walls and left white mineral crusts

on the surfaces like salt on a wound. The smell was the smell of the

ground. The smell was the smell of what was underneath everything —

underneath the garage, underneath the lobby, underneath the fifty-two

floors and the glass and the steel and the logo and the layoffs. The

ground. The thing that held the building. The thing the building

pretended didn't exist.

The elevator bank in the parking garage had four cars. Jason pressed the

\"up\" button and waited. The indicator above the doors showed a

downward arrow — someone was coming from above. He straightened his

tie. The tie was charcoal gray, which matched his suit, which was the

best one he owned, not because he was dressing for the occasion but

because he'd ironed it last night before the phone call, back when

today was supposed to be a remote day and the suit was supposed to be

for a client meeting next week. He'd put it on this morning without

thinking, then thought about it, then decided it didn't matter. If you

were going to get walked out of a building, you might as well look like

you belonged in it.

The elevator arrived. Empty. He stepped in and pressed L for lobby.

The car rose. Somewhere in the shaft — above him, below him, in the

adjacent shafts that ran parallel through the building's core —

something made a sound. A tick. Not loud. Not alarming. A single

metallic syllable, the kind of sound that elevator shafts produce a

hundred times a day and nobody hears, because hearing it would require

the admission that you were inside a machine and the machine was old

enough to talk.

Jason didn't hear it. He was doing the math.

The lobby of Pinnacle Tower was a monument to the idea that corporations

were temples. Sixty-foot ceilings. Polished concrete floors veined with

something that was supposed to look like marble but wasn't. A living

wall of ferns and mosses behind the security desk, irrigated by a system

that cost more per month than Jason's apartment. The Kairion

Technologies logo floated above the turnstiles — brushed aluminum,

backlit, the font a custom sans-serif that a branding firm had been paid

\$340,000 to design. Jason had seen the invoice. He was in Product. He

saw a lot of things he wasn't supposed to.

DeShawn Carter was already at the security desk, which was unusual for

this hour. DeShawn was Kairion's Head of Security — fifty, former

CPD, built like a man who'd stopped working out but hadn't told his

shoulders yet. He wore the same navy blazer every day, the one with the

Kairion pin on the lapel that he never seemed to polish but that never

seemed to tarnish. He was a good man. Jason knew this because DeShawn

had driven him home once, two years ago, when Jason's car wouldn't

start in the garage and it was fourteen below and DeShawn had said,

\"Get in, brother, I'm not letting you freeze to death on company

property — the paperwork alone would kill me.\"

Today, DeShawn was standing behind the desk with a posture that Jason

recognized. Feet shoulder-width apart. Hands clasped in front. Eyes

moving. It was the stance of a man who'd been briefed and was now

waiting for the thing he'd been briefed about to begin.

\"Morning, D.\"

DeShawn looked at him. There was something in the look — not pity, not

exactly, but a kind of weighted acknowledgment, like seeing someone walk

into a room where you already knew what was behind the door.

\"Morning, Jace. You're early.\"

\"Couldn't sleep.\"

DeShawn nodded. He didn't say anything else. He didn't need to. Jason

badged through the turnstile and walked toward the main elevator bank,

his shoes clicking on the polished floor, the sound bouncing around in

all that empty space like a countdown.

The ride from the lobby to the thirty-eighth floor took forty-four

seconds in the express elevator. Jason had timed it once — another

insomnia calculation, another number filed away in the part of his brain

that collected useless data the way other people collected stamps.

Forty-four seconds. Two thousand feet per minute. The express cars —

Cars 5 through 8 — serviced floors thirty through fifty-two and were

manufactured by a German company called Haltenberg Systeme, whose logo

was a small silver H stamped on the interior control panel like a brand

on a horse.

He rode alone. The thirty-eighth floor was quiet when the doors opened

— not the quiet of early morning, which had a peacefulness to it, but

the quiet of a held breath. The overhead lights were on, the climate

system was humming, the monitors at empty desks displayed screensavers

that scrolled the Kairion logo in an endless, mindless loop. But there

were no voices. No keyboards. No coffee machine gurgling in the

kitchenette. It was the quiet of a place that knew something was about

to happen to it.

Jason walked to his desk. It was a pod-style workstation near the

windows on the north side, with a view of the Chicago River seventeen

stories below, a strip of gunmetal water moving slowly between concrete

banks. His desk was neat — it was always neat, a habit from the Army

that he'd never shaken and never wanted to. Laptop, docked. Monitor,

dark. A framed photo of his mother, taken six years ago at his cousin's

wedding, before the diagnosis, when her smile still reached her eyes and

her eyes still knew where she was. A coffee mug that said WORLD'S

OKAYEST PRODUCT MANAGER, a gift from a colleague who'd been laid off in

Wave 2.

He sat down. Opened his laptop. The screen woke and displayed his

calendar for the day.

There it was.
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No agenda. No attendees listed. No dial-in link. Just a title that was

trying very hard to sound normal and failing completely, like a man in a

ski mask telling you he was just there to check the meter.

Jason stared at it. The clock in the corner of his screen said 7:38.

Twenty-two minutes.

He closed the laptop. Leaned back in his chair. Looked out the window at

the river, at the buildings beyond it, at the low gray sky that sat on

top of Chicago like a lid on a pot. Somewhere out there, in a facility

in Hyde Park, his mother was asleep, or awake and confused, or awake and

lucid, which was worse because lucid meant she knew what was happening

to her, and what was happening to her was the kind of thing that knowing

about only made heavier.

He thought about calling her. He picked up his phone. He opened his

contacts. He pressed the number — not Lakewood Gardens, not the

facility, but her cell phone, the one Sandra kept charged on the

nightstand in case Jason called, the one his mother sometimes answered

and sometimes didn't and the answering or not-answering was its own

diagnostic, its own daily data point, its own measure of how far the

disease had traveled since yesterday.

It rang. Once. Twice.

He hung up.

He hung up because the third ring was the one where she'd answer, and

if she answered, he'd hear her voice, and if he heard her voice, he'd

know — instantly, the way you know weather by looking at the sky —

whether today was a day she knew him or a day she didn't, and if today

was a day she didn't, he would sit in this chair and hear his mother

say hello? who is this? and the sound of her not knowing him would be

the thing that broke the machine, and the machine could not break, not

yet, not with twenty minutes between now and Conference Room 38-C and

the rest of his life.

He set the phone down. His hand stayed on it for three seconds. Three

seconds of wanting to press redial so badly that his thumb twitched —

an involuntary contraction, the muscle firing without permission, the

body reaching for the person it needed while the mind held the body

back.

He picked the phone up again.

He didn't mean to. His hand did it — the hand that had been trained

to follow orders, the hand that had pulled triggers and signed documents

and held his mother's face and was now, at 7:44 in the morning,

disobeying a direct command from the brain because the hand was not the

brain's. The hand was the heart's. The hand pressed redial. The screen

lit up. The call connected. It rang.

Once.

He hung up.

He stared at the phone. He stared at it the way you stare at a thing

that has just betrayed you — with the disbelief of a person

discovering that the mutiny is coming from inside. His own hand. His own

thumb. His own body, staging a coup on a Friday morning, reaching for

his mother against his explicit instructions because the body did not

care about Conference Room 38-C and the body did not care about the

machine and the body was, in this moment, smarter than the brain and the

brain hated it.

\"Fuck,\" he said. Out loud. To the empty desk. To the monitor with the

screensaver. To the river outside the window that didn't care. The word

was small and inadequate and it was the first profanity Jason had spoken

in six weeks — he didn't curse, it was a discipline, a holdover from

the Army where the NCOs who didn't curse were the ones the troops

actually feared — and the breaking of the discipline was its own kind

of alarm. The machine was glitching. The profanity was a diagnostic. The

diagnostic said: system compromised. Operator is not in control.

He put the phone face-down on the desk. He pressed it down with his

palm. Hard. As if the phone might try again. As if the phone were a

living thing that needed to be pinned.

He took his hand off the phone.

He thought about updating his résumé. He didn't.

He thought about the last time he'd been this still before something

bad happened — crouched behind a wall in Ramadi, twenty-three years

old, listening to the sound of his own breathing while somewhere on the

other side of the wall a man with a rifle was deciding the same thing

Jason was deciding: move or wait.

He waited.

At 7:56, people began arriving on the floor. He heard the elevator

chime. Footsteps. The murmur of voices that weren't quite brave enough

to be normal volume. A few faces he recognized — Sarah from Design,

walking too fast. Miguel from Operations, carrying a coffee he wasn't

drinking. Karen from QA, staring at her phone with an expression that

suggested the phone had just insulted her family.

Nobody stopped at Jason's desk. Nobody made eye contact. It was the

social physics of layoff day — everyone moving through the same space

while pretending they were in separate rooms, because making eye contact

meant acknowledging what was happening, and acknowledging what was

happening meant feeling it, and nobody wanted to feel it yet. Not until

they had to.

At 7:59, Jason stood. He straightened his tie. He picked up his phone

and slid it into his inside jacket pocket, next to his chest, where he

could feel its weight against his heart like a second heartbeat.

He walked to Conference Room 38-C.

Halfway there, he realized his hands were wet. Not damp — wet. Palms

slicked with the kind of sweat that didn't come from heat but from the

body's betrayal, the autonomic system overriding the conscious system,

the animal leaking through the soldier. He wiped them on his trousers

— quickly, a gesture he tried to make invisible, the kind of thing you

do when you're walking and don't want anyone to see that your body is

doing something your face has forbidden.

Miguel from Operations was walking toward him. They'd pass each other

in three steps. Jason lifted his hand for the handshake — the

automatic, professional, hallway handshake that men in office buildings

perform a hundred times a week without thinking. Miguel's hand met his.

Jason felt it: the wet. The unmistakable wet of a palm that had no

business being this wet at 7:59 in the morning. Miguel felt it too —

his grip tightened for a fraction of a second, the involuntary squeeze

of a hand that has encountered something unexpected, and then released.

\"Morning, Jace.\"

\"Morning.\"

Miguel walked on. Jason walked on. The handshake was over. It had lasted

less than two seconds. But Jason's face was hot — not angry-hot, not

fear-hot, but the specific, burning, childish hot of embarrassment. Of a

body betraying its owner in public. Of the machine producing output that

the operator hadn't authorized. He was a man who had cleared rooms in

Fallujah, and he was embarrassed by a sweaty handshake in a hallway, and

the embarrassment was worse than the fear because the fear was rational

and the embarrassment was not and he couldn't control either one.

He wiped his hands again. Both sides of his trousers this time. Hard

enough to leave marks on the fabric.

The door was open. Inside: a long table, eight chairs, a mounted screen

displaying the Kairion logo. A woman from HR he'd seen before but never

spoken to — mid-thirties, dark hair pulled back, a manila folder in

front of her that was thin enough to contain only a few pages but heavy

enough to end a career. Next to her, Kevin Bright, sitting with his

hands flat on the table like a man trying to keep the surface from

floating away.

Kevin looked up.

\"Hey, Jace. Close the door, will you?\"

Jason laughed.

It wasn't a real laugh. It was the other kind — the misfire, the

glitch, the sound the body produces when the nervous system receives an

input so precisely calibrated to its worst expectations that the

circuitry skips and the output is wrong. Kevin had said close the door

and Jason had heard close the door and the door was the last open

thing in the room and closing it was the last act before the act and his

body — the body that had been running combat breathing and four-count

patterns and the whole disciplined architecture of a man prepared for

what was coming — his body laughed.

The sound was short. A single syllable. Ha. Not ha ha. Just ha —

the amputated first half of a laugh that his brain killed before the

second half could form. But it was enough. It was audible. Kevin heard

it — his eyebrows moved, a quarter-inch elevation that said what?

The HR woman heard it — her pen stopped moving, her eyes found

Jason's face, and what she saw there was not amusement but malfunction,

the visible evidence of a system producing the wrong output, a man

laughing at the threshold of a room where laughter was the last

appropriate response.

Jason stopped. The laugh died. His face reassembled itself — the mask

sliding back into position like a visor snapping shut. But the damage

was done. Kevin had seen it. The HR woman had seen it. They'd seen the

crack — brief, involuntary, a half-second fracture in the surface of a

man who did not fracture — and the seeing was in the room now, and the

room was small, and there was no way to unsee it.

\"Sorry,\" Jason said. He didn't know why he said it. He wasn't sorry.

He was mortified. He was standing in a doorway laughing at his own

firing and the laughter was the truest thing his body had produced all

morning and the truth was humiliating.

He closed the door.

The clock on the wall said 8:00.

Right on time.
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CHAPTER 3

8:00 AM — THE FLOOR
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Devonte Washington had been awake since four.

Not because of an alarm. Not because of noise. Because his body had

decided, somewhere around 3:47 AM, that sleep was no longer available to

him — like a subscription that had been cancelled without

notification. He'd been lying in his bed in a studio apartment on the

second floor of a three-flat in Pilsen, staring at a ceiling he still

didn't recognize after fourteen months, listening to the radiator make

sounds that no radiator should make, and thinking about his

grandmother's hands.

That was the thing nobody told you about dread. It didn't make you

think about what you were dreading. It made you think about everything

else. His grandmother's hands — Lorraine Washington, seventy-nine,

still alive, still in Inglewood, still making pound cake every Saturday

like the world hadn't changed since 1987. Her hands were darker on the

knuckles, lighter in the palms, and when she cupped your face she

smelled like cocoa butter and the particular warmth of someone who had

never once in her life doubted that she loved you.

He hadn't called her in three weeks.

He'd been meaning to. He kept meaning to. But every time he picked up

the phone, he could already hear the conversation — \"How's that job,

baby?\" \"How's that city treating you?\" \"You eating enough?\" —

and he'd have to lie, or tell the truth, and both options felt like

different kinds of falling.

The truth was: the job was a ghost. He knew it. Everybody on thirty-six

knew it. The UX team had been twelve people when Devonte joined. Now it

was six, and two of those six had been moved to \"cross-functional

support,\" which was corporate language for \"we don't know what to do

with you but we're not ready to fire you on paper yet.\" Devonte's

last three project briefs had been returned with the same note:

\"Deprioritized — revisit Q1.\" There was no Q1. Q1 was a fairy tale

they told designers so they'd keep their Figma files organized while

the company figured out which ones to delete.

He got up at five. Showered. Stood in front of his closet for eleven

minutes, which was ten minutes longer than it usually took, because

today the question of what to wear felt like it actually mattered. Not

for the office. For himself. If today was the day — and he could feel

it in his teeth, the way you feel a storm coming — then he wanted to

walk out looking like he'd walked in on purpose.

He chose the olive chinos. The cream cable-knit. The Jordans — the

Chicago 1s, because fuck it, if you're going to get fired in Chicago,

wear the Chicago 1s. His mother had sent them for his birthday in

September. She'd paid too much. He'd told her she didn't need to do

that. She'd said, \"Boy, I know what I need to do.\"

He missed her so much it felt architectural. Like a room in his chest

with no furniture.

The L train from Pilsen to the Loop took twenty-two minutes. Devonte

stood near the doors because the seats were wet — someone had spilled

something, or the ceiling was leaking, or the city of Chicago had simply

decided that this particular train car would be damp today and offered

no further explanation. He held the overhead rail with one hand and his

phone with the other, scrolling through nothing, the way you scroll when

you're not looking for information but for a reason to keep your eyes

somewhere other than the faces around you.

A text from Keisha. His girl. His ex-girl. His — he didn't know what

she was anymore. They hadn't broken up so much as stretched until the

connection went translucent. She was still in LA. He was here. The text

said:

hey. thinking about you today. idk why. just am. ❤️

He stared at it for three stops. Typed \"I miss you.\" Deleted it. Typed

\"thanks babe.\" Deleted it. Typed \"me too\" and let his thumb hover

over the send button like a man standing on a ledge, calculating the

physics of the fall.

He sent it.

The train pulled into Clark/Lake. The doors opened and the cold came in

like it had been waiting. Devonte stepped out into a morning that was

gray in a way that felt personal, like the sky had been briefed on the

situation and was adjusting its tone accordingly.

Pinnacle Tower looked the same as it always did — enormous,

reflective, the kind of building that existed to remind you that you

were smaller than the things you worked for. Devonte badged in at 7:48.

The security guard — not DeShawn, one of the younger ones, a guy named

Travis who always looked like he was one energy drink past his limit —

nodded at him without speaking. The lobby was starting to fill. People

moving through the turnstiles with the mechanical rhythm of a system

that didn't know it was eating itself.

The express elevator to thirty-six was waiting. Devonte got in with

three other people he didn't know — different floors, different

departments, different lives he'd never intersect with. Nobody spoke.

The elevator hummed. The numbers climbed. The woman next to him was

wearing perfume that smelled like his aunt's church, and for a

half-second he was nine years old, sitting in a pew at Greater Bethel

AME, kicking his feet because his legs didn't reach the floor yet, his

grandmother's hand on his knee — sit still, baby — and then the

elevator chimed and the doors opened on thirty-four and the woman got

off and the memory collapsed.

Thirty-six.

The floor was awake but wrong. It was the feeling of walking into a

house where a fight had just ended — everything in its place, but the

air rearranged. People were at their desks, but nobody was working.

Screens were open but untouched. Conversations were happening but they

were too quiet, pitched at the frequency of people trying to hear

something beyond the words being spoken. Devonte walked to his

workstation and dropped his bag.

Nina Cho, the other surviving UX designer — the one Devonte actually

liked, the one who'd brought him ramen from her mom's restaurant when

he'd had the flu in March and hadn't asked for a single thing in

return — was sitting at her desk with her coat still on. That was the

tell. Nina never kept her coat on. Nina arrived, hung her coat on the

hook she'd installed herself because the floor didn't come with hooks,

made her tea, and started working. The coat was a ritual. The coat being

still on her body meant the rituals had stopped.

\"Yo,\" Devonte said.

She looked at him. Her eyes were dry but her face was doing the thing

faces do when the person behind them has decided that crying is not

going to happen, period, end of discussion, even though every nerve is

lobbying for it.

\"They're calling people in,\" she said.

\"I know.\"

\"Michelle already went in. And David. And Raj.\"

\"Raj?\" Devonte's stomach dropped. Raj Patel had been on the UX team

longer than anyone. Raj had built the original design system — the

thing the entire product ran on. If they cut Raj, they weren't

trimming. They were demolishing.

\"He came out carrying a box,\" Nina said. \"He didn't even — he just

walked to the elevator. He didn't say goodbye to anybody.\"

\"Shit.\"

\"His hands were shaking. He was holding the box and his hands were

shaking and nobody — \" She stopped. Adjusted
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