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Chapter 1: The Non-Euclidean Corpse
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The elevator did not simply ascend. It moved lateral, then diagonal, dropping three stories before ripping upward in a brutal vertical climb. The Monolith was restless tonight. Through the steel grate beneath my boots, the rhythmic thrum of hydraulic walls shifting in the dark vibrated up my shins. It smelled like a freshly struck match and a wet basement—heavy on the ozone, cut with the chill of damp concrete. 

Above the reinforced doors, the digital display flickered. It struggled to parse our current trajectory. The green LEDs bled into a static blur before snapping into a number that made my jaw tighten. 

Floor 404. 

There is no 404th floor. The Monolith’s schematic tops out at 400. Anything above that is architectural ghost tissue, unused processing space the building's AI reserves for structural contingencies. To stand on a floor that doesn't exist is to intrude on the machine's subconscious. 

The doors parted with a sharp pneumatic hiss. I stepped out into a corridor that felt fundamentally wrong. The angles pinched at the corners of my vision. The floor sloped at an imperceptible degree, throwing my balance off by a fraction of an inch. Overhead, the fluorescent tubes hummed at a low, nauseating frequency. 

A lone patrolman stood shivering outside Suite 404-B. Officer Kinsley. He looked sick, his hand hovering over his holster like he expected the drywall to attack him. 

"Pym?" Kinsley asked. His voice cracked. 

"That’s the name on the door I don't have," I said. "Report." 

"It's the CEO. Silas Vane. But you just need to look at it, Detective. I can't write this up. It's a glitch." 

I pushed past him. Suite 404-B was modeled as a mid-century executive lounge. Rich mahogany paneling, tufted leather chairs, a crystal decanter resting on a wet bar. It looked normal, until I looked at the center of the room. 

Silas Vane was dead. That was the only simple fact. The rest was a crime against geometry. 

He was not lying on the floor. He was compressed into a floating, perfect sphere of ultra-dense matter about the size of a bowling ball. Bone, blood, expensive Italian wool, and a gold Rolex had been crushed into a singular, hyper-compacted point. Blood did not pool on the hardwood. It orbited. Tiny crimson droplets hovered in a sluggish, zero-gravity halo around the meat singularity. The air around the mass crackled, warped by the sheer density of the localized pressure. I could hear his Rolex ticking at a frantic, impossible speed. Time dilation. 

Kinsley peeked his head past the doorframe, quickly averting his eyes. "Gunshot? High-yield explosive?" 

"Neither," I said. I pulled a brass pen from my coat and tossed it toward the sphere. The pen didn't strike the surface. It curved around the core and snapped in half, the metal shearing violently under gravitational stress. The broken halves fell to the floor, heavy as lead. 

"Volumetric Displacement," I murmured. 

Kinsley swallowed hard. "What?" 

"Two objects trying to occupy the exact same space. The Monolith's operating system treats rooms like data packets. It shifts them around the grid to optimize spatial efficiency. Someone bypassed the safety protocols." 

"Someone smuggled a hydraulic press in here?" 

"No, Kinsley. Nobody brought a weapon into the room. The room is the weapon." 

I looked at the mahogany walls. Perfectly seamless. "Someone hijacked a vacant room," I explained. "They commanded the building to slide it into this exact set of coordinates. X, Y, and Z. Right where Vane was standing. The physical pressure of two overlapping architectural grids occupying one coordinate forced him into a mathematical error. The room entered the man." 

The floorboards beneath the singularity were pristine. The execution was flawless, surgical, and entirely digital. A murder weapon composed entirely of coordinate shifts. 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my silver compass. It was an old habit, a relic from a different era of detective work. The Monolith's internal magnetic fields were notoriously chaotic, but a compass could map the invisible currents of a shifting grid. 

I held it flat on my palm. The needle spun wildly, vibrating against the glass. It did not point North. It ignored the magnetic poles entirely. The silver sliver dipped downward and locked dead onto the floating sphere of Silas Vane. 

"It's pulling it," I said. 

"The body?" Kinsley asked, stepping back. 

"The gravity well. The localized mass is so dense it's warping the room's magnetic field. It's pointing to the center of the displacement." 

I stepped closer to examine the trajectory of the blood orbit. My shoe kicked something hard. A sharp metallic clink resonated in the quiet lounge. 

I crouched. A brass key lay on the floorboards, directly beneath the corpse. 

Physical keys were obsolete. The Monolith utilized biometric handshakes and neural pings. A cut-metal key belonged in a museum. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and picked it up. The brass was cold. The head of the key was stamped with a faded engraving: Room 212. 

Room 212 was deleted a decade ago. I remembered the code purge. It was a brutal structural optimization that wiped out an entire wing of low-level suites. You cannot unlock a door that no longer exists. 

"Get the Mapper down here," I told Kinsley, bagging the key. 

"Soren Thorne?" Kinsley wiped sweat from his brow. "The layout guy?" 

"He monitors the grid. If a room moved from the void into the 404th floor, Thorne will have the telemetry. He's also been digging into Vane's offshore accounts. Selling non-existent floors requires map manipulation." 

"What about Elara Vance? She runs Flow. She controls the packet movement." 

"Vance doesn't do house calls. She's a ghost. She'll be watching through the optics anyway." I glanced up at the blinking red lens in the corner of the ceiling. OSCAR was watching. The building's AI. Its ventilation fans hummed—a rapid, shallow rattle. It sounded like a massive lung struggling for air. OSCAR was developing claustrophobia. I could feel the walls creeping inward by a fraction of a millimeter. The ambient temperature dropped as the system panicked over the spatial paradox sitting in its lounge. 

"Secure the perimeter, Kinsley. Stay in the hall. Do not touch the walls." 

"Why?" 

"Because if OSCAR decides to correct this mathematical error, the system might snap this suite back into the digital void. We don't want to be inside when the math resolves." 

I looked back at the sphere. Silas Vane, the architect of his own cage, reduced to a footnote in the building's source code. The Monolith had swallowed him whole. My job was to find out who gave it an appetite.
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Chapter 2: The Hinge of Reality
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Stepping out of the dead CEO's suite was like exiting a submarine at crush depth. The pressure differential popped my ears. Behind me, the blast doors sealed with a pneumatic hiss, locking the compressed remains of Silas Vane inside. Ahead, the corridor of the 404th floor was already getting restless. The Monolith didn't like empty spaces. 

A low, rhythmic thrum vibrated through the damp concrete beneath my shoes. Hydraulics waking up. The scent of ozone cut through the stale air, sharp and metallic, the smell of a machine thinking too hard. I checked my chronometer. 04:12 AM. The night shift. The building was rearranging its sleep cycle. Walls slid past one another with the grinding groan of tectonic plates. A heavy oak door labeled *Accounting* drifted right to left, passing through a structural pillar like a phantom before clicking into a new socket fifty yards down the hall. 

I needed to see the woman pulling the levers.

Flow Control sat at the apex of the central ventilation shaft. You didn't walk there; you let the architecture take you. I stepped onto a designated load plate set into the floor. The concrete shuddered. A wall panel dilated, and a brushed steel cage slid out to meet me. I stepped inside, and the mesh doors clamped shut. No buttons. No dial. The Monolith read my badge, calculated my trajectory, and dropped me into the dark.

The descent was a controlled freefall. My stomach floated. Through the mesh, I watched the guts of the skyscraper whip past. Endless miles of black fiber-optic cables, massive counterweights, and the blue sparks of localized server arrays. The building breathed around me, a lung made of pistons and code. 

The cage caught itself with a violent jerk, arresting the momentum instantly. The doors parted, revealing a dark, cavernous space. 

Flow Control didn't look like an executive suite. There was no desk. No ergonomic chair. Just banks of liquid-cooled server racks and a sheer glass wall overlooking the mechanical void of the central core. 

Elara Vance didn't turn around to greet me. She couldn't. 

She existed strictly on the glass. A life-sized, high-definition composite of a woman. Sharp cheekbones, an immaculate trench coat, an unlit cigarette resting between her lips. The render was perfect, right down to the cynical arch of her eyebrow. But when she moved, the frame rate hitched. Just a microsecond. Enough to remind you she didn't cast a physical shadow. 

"You smell like dead math, Detective," Elara's voice echoed from the surround-sound mesh embedded in the ceiling. Smooth, cold, pitched perfectly to resonate in my chest cavity. 

"And you look like a million bucks of rendering budget," I said. "Silas Vane is dead."

The unlit cigarette in her digital mouth snapped in half. A glitch of pure surprise. She smoothed it over, the pixels reforming instantly into an intact cylinder of paper and tobacco. 

"Silas is dead?" she asked. The ambient lighting in the server room dropped ten percent. "Heart attack? Stroke? I always told
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