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      The guy behind the cafeteria’s sneeze guard served me a slice of sheet cake and a fizzy drink in a bottle with most of its label peeled off.

      The cake was yellow and covered in some kind of beige frosting. The drink was green, lime green, and the bottle was maybe eight ounces at best. I wasn’t sure either item warranted the line out the door.

      I’d seen the Management Building’s cafeteria this busy before‍—twice. Once when they’d served lasagna and another time when they’d served pizza. When I’d seen the line today‍—so long that the people at the end of it were stuck walking backwards on the escalator up from the lobby‍—I’d gotten excited. A change-up from the usual gruel and oatmeal? Yes, please.

      But I should’ve known better. On both those days, the smell of carbs and tangy tomato had been so strong and so delicious that it had cut right through the City’s perma-stink of sulfur. I’d smelled the goodness from blocks away.

      Not today, though. There’d been no sweet carb smell this morning. Not even when I was standing next to the sneeze guard, right in front of all those slices of cake.

      Couldn’t say cake wasn’t better than gruel, though. So I told the serving guy thanks and carried my tray into the dining room.

      The dining room had wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling windows, and my favorite table was the round one in the front right corner that looked down onto the streets below. Six of the eight chairs were taken, but that was fine by me. I only needed the two, and I like meeting new people. And on days like today, when the cafeteria was so crowded that people had to share tables, I actually got to meet some.

      As I weaved through all the packed tables to the front corner, I scoped out all the people sporking into their cake. Were they liking it? Was it gonna taste better than it looked?

      I don’t know what I was expecting‍—nods and mmm sounds and happy little fist-pumping spork dances‍—but the expressions I saw were… inconclusive. People seemed happy‍—or happier‍—to be eating cake, but they didn’t seem to be particularly enjoying the cake itself.

      Those I saw drinking the drink, though? They made expressions I recognized: the wide-eyed, open-mouthed gasp of someone who’d just gulped down their first taste of throat-burning whiskey.

      Interesting.

      I set my tray on the table and took a seat, but I didn’t scoot it in. I just sat there at a distance and stared at the cake and the bottle of green stuff‍—whatever it was.

      The people at my table were eating it. Four of them with their free hand in their laps, the other two with their forearm on the table‍—but they were all eating it, contentedly staring down at their plates as they chewed.

      I looked up to see if Annie had gotten here yet. Surely she would’ve taken the stairs like I had rather than standing in that long line on the escalator. I’d called up from the lobby to tell her about the food rush at least ten minutes ago. If anyone had heard anything worth knowing before consuming today’s menu, it would be her.

      “You gonna eat that?” the guy sitting next to me said.

      He looked college-aged and had really light blond hair, what my grandma would have called a towhead, and like everyone in the cafeteria‍—and most everyone in the City for that matter‍—he was wearing shorts. Some people who work out of the Management Building wore business shorts, but this guy was wearing surf shorts covered with big pink orchids and an orange T-shirt with a faded blue dinosaur on the front. Stegosaurus, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      In other words, he was dressed more like me.

      Me? I was wearing one of my homemade Lucky shirts, this one a pale yellow with a handwritten purple grape-juice stain on the chest that said Lucky, and my blue, five-pocket, zip-fly Bermuda shorts. They were my least favorite pair of shorts‍—the cotton was awfully thick for the scorching heat being pumped out by the Pit at the center of the City, just five blocks away‍—but my other shorts were still drying in my bathroom.

      “I don’t know yet,” I said. “How was it?”

      You’d think that since he was asking me for mine, it must’ve been pretty good. But he looked at me like he didn’t understand the question, and then he said, “It’s cake.”

      “Yeah… and? Is it any good?”

      He gave me one of those jerky, eye-popping forward head-juts that, to me, come off as rude and never really answer the question. They say something more like Well, duh, why are you asking me? It was odd and a little more intense than the cake situation called for.

      I looked at the woman sitting next to him and extended the question to her. “Is it?”

      She shrugged and looked back down at her plate, sporked in another bite. Almost like she was doing it out of duty.

      I looked around the table. “I mean, are you guys enjoying it, or is it just another day’s sustenance?”

      “Man, just eat it and shut up about it,” said the guy sitting across from me. He sporked in his last bite, downed the last of his green drink with just the tiniest flinch, and got up from the table.

      I stared after him as he crossed the room in an ash-tinted white shirt and blue shorts, abruptly dodging people like he used to play basketball.

      “Am I missing something?” I asked aloud. I mean, yeah, we were in Hell‍—or someplace like it‍—and surliness was to be expected, I guess, but… surliness about cake?

      Just then, I caught a glimpse of a tiny person with a dark, purple-tinted pixie cut, dressed in denim shorts overalls. She dodged people as she made her way toward me through the tables.

      “Hey,” Annie said, coming around the table to take the seat next to mine. “Sorry it took me so long. Sherry wanted me to take something up to the penthouse.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “No cake?”

      Annie side-eyed my cake and said, “Cake’s made with eggs, Corbin, and dairy. Now I don’t do eggs or dairy, but I also haven’t seen any chickens or cows round these parts, either. Have you?”

      “Nope.” If there’s one thing the City is missing‍—and it’s missing a lot of things‍—it’s animals of any kind.

      “Not to mention, that frosting is the color of oatmeal.”

      “Beige?”

      “Whatever. And that stuff”‍—she flicked at the curled remains of the peeled-off label on my green drink‍—“is just straight-up artificially dyed saccharine nasty.”

      Rather than argue that I was pretty sure it was something a little stronger than saccharine, although probably just as nasty, I just nodded.

      “You still want my cake?” I said to the guy next to me.

      He shrugged, seemingly indifferent about it now, except he couldn't take his eyes off my plate. I puzzled at him for a second but then figured whatever and slid my tray toward him.

      He dress-right-dressed the plate in front of him, then picked up his spork and sliced off his first bite. And from the look on his face while he chewed, he might as well have been eating plain oatmeal.

      I don’t know. The whole thing gave me a weird feeling. I just didn’t get it.

      “You want to get out of here?” I asked Annie.

      “Yeah,” she said. “This place is giving me the creeps.”

      The cafeteria normally gave her the creeps, or at least it had recently, ever since we got the idea that we were not only being watched but scrutinized by Management when we were in here, the only place we were officially allowed to get food. But I didn’t think that’s what she was talking about right now.

      It was the people. The people eating the cake. Carrying it to their tables and eating it like automatons. It was creeping me out, too.
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      We headed outside. The sulfur smell wasn’t that bad today, but it was hot and mucky out. The bottoms of our shoes made sucking sounds on the sidewalk. I tugged at the sides of my T-shirt to get some ventilation up under my arms. My pits were already dripping sweat down my ribs.

      The sky over the City was yellow, and it usually shined brightly down onto the streets. But today, a blanket of gray smoke hovered so low and so thick over the City that it made it seem dark out. I couldn’t even see the bright red digital clock at the top of the Management Building.

      “Is it just me,” I said as Annie and I headed down Spoke 6 toward the Pit, “or is today shaping up to be a really weird day?”

      Annie laughed. “Yeah. It is not just you.”

      “No? What makes you say it like that?”

      Annie raised her eyebrows and blew out a sigh. “Well, let’s start with this morning. Did you take the bus in?”

      “Yeah, the Red bus. But I didn’t see anything weird.”

      “Well I take the Orange bus, but I was talking to one of the assistants who lives out off Spoke 8, and she said she saw stuff, too.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “Barricades. On some of the side streets.”

      “Barricades?” I thought back to my bus ride that morning, but I didn’t recall seeing anything like that. And I’d had my head out the window, too, because the bus can get pretty stuffy even with it being open-air‍—so I would’ve noticed.

      “Signs, too,” Annie said. “Mostly detour signs, but also some welcome signs.”

      “‘Welcome’? Welcoming who?”

      “Good question,” Annie said. “I asked it myself. Of everyone. I got no answer from the other assistants, aside from the one who lives off Spoke 8. We both saw barricades. Which is weird. Spoke 2 and Spoke 8? They’re opposite spokes, you know? I don’t know if that’s a coincidence or by design. But it’s like someone’s coming down one spoke and heading straight up the other, just passing through.”

      “Or two people are meeting at the park,” I said as we crossed Orbital 1's six lanes and stepped onto the park’s grounds.

      Purgatorium Park was the three-quarter-mile-wide circle where all the spokes met at the center of the City. But don't picture grass. Gritty black rock bits covered the ground, and the only things that grew there were heat-worshipper trees. The trees had the conical shape of Earth’s evergreens, but their leaves were big and waxy, like a magnolia tree’s. They got their name from the way their trunks curved from root to tip toward the park’s heat-producing caldera, like they were worshipping it, and they were known to sweat. A ring of them were planted every twenty feet or so around the Pit.

      “Two people coming into the City?” Annie said. “One sign-worthy person passing through seems odd enough, but two? At the same time?”

      I shrugged. It did seem odd. “Do you think it’s got anything to do with the cake they’re serving in the cafeteria?”

      “Has to be related,” Annie said. “I can’t imagine why it wouldn’t be, and I’d be really surprised if it isn’t. I’d love to think that all the weird stuff that happens in this place is all just random coincidence, but it never turns out to be, you know? People are plotting, Corbin. Always. And we’re not in on it. Not a bit. We are clueless.”

      I nodded, not sure I liked just how conspiratorial Annie was sounding. But I couldn’t say she was wrong.

      The Pit’s caldera rose out of the park’s black grit about as high as a three-story building. There were paths that led up the craggy black side. Annie and I usually walked up to the rim and sat on one of the benches. But that day, and without any discussion, we both stayed on the orbital sidewalk. It was like we were both getting an unspoken but clearly felt message to stay away.

      The Pit was active today, bubbling and popping, spewing up thick embers and the occasional flash of flame‍—but no smoke. Not a lick. Not even a molecule. There was nothing but clear heat haze between the top of the caldera and the underside of the smoke blanket hugging the highest parts of the City.

      So wherever that dark smoke had come from, it had not come from the Pit.

      Interesting.

      I wondered if what I was seeing above me was actually smoke at all.

      “I don’t recall ever seeing the sky like this before. Do you?” I asked.

      “No. And that’s the other thing,” Annie said. “I heard that that smoke is being pumped in.”

      “Pumped? How? For what?”

      “No idea. But I can guess who it's being pumped in for.”

      “Our mystery guests?”

      “Makes sense to me.”

      I looked up at the sky, trying to notice differences, if any, between the pumped-in smoke and the Pit smoke. “Who told you it was being pumped in?”

      “I heard it when I was upstairs, in the penthouse.”

      “Who’s in the penthouse?”

      “Another good question. But the assistant’s name is Belle‍⁠—”

      “She older or younger?”

      “Older than us,” Annie said, “but nowhere near as old as Carl. She still fraternizes with the other assistants. Although sometimes I wish she wouldn’t.”

      “She’s not very nice?”

      “Ha!” Annie said. “I wish it were that innocent.”

      Just then, the Pit sent up a loud popping ember that made both of us jump.

      “I’m not sure I want to go up on the caldera today,” I said.

      Annie shook her head vigorously in agreement.

      “How about we go down Spoke 2 instead and you show me the barricades?”

      “I’ve already seen Spoke 2,” Annie said. “Let’s go look at Spoke 8.”

      So that’s what we did. We took a left and followed the curve of Purgatorium Park two spokes clockwise to the start of Spoke 8.

      For the first couple orbitals, Spoke 8 looked like any other spoke at this distance from the Pit. The first block of buildings, facing Orbital 1 and looking out onto the park and the heat worshippers and the caldera, were luxurious mini mansions, most of them white with light-gray or red roofs. I didn’t know why anyone would want to live that close to the heat and the sulfur stench of the Pit, but I understood that doing so came with some prestige. I didn’t know anyone personally who had the privilege of living in one of those homes, nor what the prestige gave them, but that was the impression I had from wandering around the area.

      Orbital 2 was much the same as Orbital 1 in the sense that both were luxurious, but Orbital 2 incorporated a lot of buildings with shops and services on the ground floor and fancy living quarters on the top floors.

      But once we got to Orbital 3, things started looking different.

      Barricades, shiny, red, and rubbery-feeling, stood waist-high on both sides of the spoke.

      Now this was odd for a couple reasons.

      For one thing, buses were a common sight, but cars were few and far between. Very few people had one. I saw maybe a handful a day. I didn’t know anybody who owned one or had access to one, and aside from Victor Mercedes, one of Management’s most wanted, I didn’t even know of anyone who had access to one.

      For another thing, the barricades didn’t cover the whole side street. Any normal-sized car could easily go around. So I had no idea what these barricades were supposed to be barricading.

      “Interesting,” I said. “What about the signs?”

      Annie said, “On this street? I have no idea. But I’m sure we’ll see some if we keep going. Do you need to be anywhere?”

      “I’m supposed to check in with Terry today, but he didn’t say ‘sharp,’ so…”

      “So you can go any time?”

      “That’s how I like to look at it.”

      “Wish my boss looked at it that way.”

      “Maybe she does for her… whatever I am, her equivalent of me.”

      “Her task handler?”

      “Is that my title?”

      “Doubt it. I think they all just call you the kid with the dumb shirts.”

      “Hey!” I pulled on the hem of my homemade Lucky shirt to better see its awesomeness. “These shirts are great.”

      “They are great,” Annie said indulgently, kind of like she was making fun of me, although I didn’t know why, considering she was the one who’d hand-drawn the lettering for me.

      “Anyway,” she said, “no, Sherry doesn’t have a Corbin. I don’t think she’s had one in a while. I think that might be part of why she’s so vile all the time.”

      Every orbital we passed after Orbital 3 had red rubbery barriers set up on either side of the spoke. But I didn’t see any signs.

      “Okay, this is weird,” Annie said. “On my street there were all sorts of signs. Detour signs, like I told you, and the welcome signs.”

      “Were the signs facing you as you rode into the City, or were they facing the center of the City and so you only saw them because you were rubbernecking at the barriers?”

      Annie considered this. “They were aimed at people coming into the City.”

      We stopped walking and looked back toward the Pit.

      “I don’t see any signs,” Annie said.

      “Me either,” I said. “Guess this day just got weirder.”
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      “Good luck,” Annie said to me as the Management Building’s elevator dinged. The doors opened, and I stepped out into my boss’s waiting room on the twenty-first floor. Annie stayed in the elevator and headed back up to her desk on the twenty-ninth floor.

      I hated Terry’s waiting room. It was red and windowless. But his assistant was one of my favorite people in the City.

      Carl was an ancient old guy and someone I suspected might be one of the City’s oldest residents. He’d been here long enough to tell me a couple weeks ago that the digital clock at the top of the Management Building’s tower‍—the clock that had already counted off thousands of years‍—had been installed “recently.”

      I’d been suitably impressed, and he’d gone on to tell me that he’d been here when the Management Building itself had gone up, too, but that that had been less recent.

      I found him slouched in his high-back office chair, his eyes closed and his head barely visible above the surface of his big dark wooden desk. He had Einstein hair and skin covered in red, blue, and brown spots of inflammation, bruising, and age.

      “Hello, Corbie,” he said without opening his eyes. I had a theory that he kept his eyes closed when he was in his office chair because by shutting off his sight, he more fully opened his hearing. But whenever I asked him about it, he neither confirmed nor denied. He just smiled and humphed. I suspected that was because he didn’t want me bugging him about what he heard.

      “Hey, Carl. How you doing?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he said. “Ask me again later.”

      “How much later?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Hopefully tomorrow. But maybe the next day.”

      “Is there something going on that I should know about?”

      “Humph,” he said.

      Which I took as a no. Carl’s policy on telling people things‍—or at least on telling me things‍—was to not tell me things. He preferred to trust that I would learn any critical piece of information I might need to know right in time for the moment when I needed to know it. And he strongly preferred I learn it from somebody else. He said it was his way of keeping me safe.

      Safe from what?

      Yes, well, that was a very good question. But as far as Carl was concerned, it was just another question he’d prefer never to have to answer.

      I let it go for now, in part because he wasn’t wrong. So far over the past couple months I’d been in the City, I had learned what I needed to know by the time I actually needed to know it.

      “They’re serving cake in the cafeteria,” I said. “Did you get any?”

      I expected him to tell me he didn’t eat that crap in the cafeteria, because that’s what he’d told me the last time I’d asked him something about food or being hungry or whatever. But he changed it up this time.

      “No. And don’t you have any either, Corbie. Don’t eat the cake.”

      I stared at him for a beat, but he didn’t say anything more, didn’t open his eyes, didn’t even move. It was so quiet, I could hear a ticking clock somewhere.

      “You gonna tell me why not?”

      “Don’t drink the drink, either.”

      “I didn’t mention the drink. How do you know about the drink?”

      “The cake always comes with the drink.”

      “And you don’t want me eating or drinking either one, huh? What if I tell you I already did?”

      One of Carl’s eyelids popped open. “Did you?”

      “The cake was yellow but not as dry as it looked, and the frosting was a bit gritty.”

      Carl narrowed his eye. “Did you really eat the cake?”

      “No. Annie talked me out of it.”

      “Humph,” Carl said, and he closed his eye again.

      “But what if I had eaten it?” I said. “What would you tell me? What would you do?”

      “You didn’t.”

      “But I almost did. It didn’t look great, but it wasn’t oatmeal, and I haven’t eaten since yesterday. I could go back downstairs and get a piece right now.”

      “Humph,” he said.

      “Fine, here I go.”

      I hit the button for the elevator. It dinged faster than I’d expected, and the doors opened. A handful of people, mostly in business shorts and fancy shoes, were waiting inside.

      “Corbie,” Carl said with a warning tone I’d never heard him use before, and he’d definitely had occasions to do so.

      “Sorry,” I said to the group in the elevator. “I must’ve hit the button on accident.”

      A guy leaned forward to hit the close door button, and they all went on their way again.

      “Alright,” I said. “I’m not going to eat the cake. But can you tell me why not?”

      Carl said nothing.

      “Does the cake have anything to do with why there are all of a sudden red barriers set up on Spokes 2 and 8?”

      Carl continued to say nothing, but one of the hands resting on his chest started rubbing the fingers of the other.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes,” I said.

      “Humph,” Carl said, unable to fully contain his amused smile.

      “Where did the barriers come from, anyway?” I asked. “I haven’t seen any big trucks full of shiny red barriers driving around.”

      Silence from Carl.

      “What are they for?” I asked. “Most of them aren’t big enough to block any cars.”

      “Are they big enough to block buses?” Carl asked.

      “Uh, on some streets. But I’m not sure we went up Spoke 8 far enough to get to one of the bus orbitals. What’s the first orbital that has a bus going around it?”

      “Orbital 10.”

      “We might’ve gone that far up,” I said. “I wasn’t really paying attention. But I don’t think the roads are very wide right around there. So I’m going to guess no, Bus 10 isn’t going to be able to get around it.”

      Carl didn’t say anything, but his hand moved from rubbing his fingers to rubbing his wrist. Almost like he was hugging himself tighter.

      “You okay?” I said.

      “I’m good, Corbie,” he said, but I didn’t believe him.

      “You need me to do anything? Tell your bus friends anything?”

      Nothing from Carl.

      “You know, if you tell me things, I can maybe help.”

      “I’m sure you could help, Corbie. But the thing is, if you help this time, you likely wouldn’t be around for the next time. I think it’s time for you to go.”

      “I need to talk to Terry.”

      “Well, go on, then.”

      “He in there?” I asked, pointing at Terry’s closed office door.

      Carl nodded.

      “How’s his mood today?” I asked.

      “Better than mine.”

      “Right. Okay, then. Thanks, Carl.”
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      To knock or not to knock?

      I opted for the combo of knocking but not waiting for a response. I pushed open the door and strode to my usual spot in the center of the room, equidistant between the office door and Terry’s mostly bare glass desk. My footsteps made a rustling sound on the red plastic carpet. The sound was loud and Terry had to have heard it, but he didn’t acknowledge me.

      Terry was in his usual spot, to the left of his desk, standing with his back to me and staring out the wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling windows. He was a short and stocky guy with a blond combover, and he had on one of his trademark blue shorts suits. This one was sky blue‍—er, well, Earth sky blue, anyway. He wore cream socks with perfectly folded cuffs and brown wingtip shoes. His legs were skinny with bubbled calves, and his knees were all swollen and knobby like the burls on a heat-worshipper tree. Aside from his knees, he looked about forty, but looks can be very deceiving in the City.

      There were no lights in his office. It relied on the light from the bright yellow sky to filter through the windows and light up the room. So with the smoke hovering above the City, blocking out a lot of the light, it was pretty dark in here.

      From this height, I could see down into the Pit five blocks away. The caldera was usually akin to a giant cauldron full of bubbling lava. Occasionally things fell in that produced temporary patches of flames, but right now, smokeless flames covering the lava’s entire surface rose so high they crested the rim.

      Whatever was burning down inside the caldera was not what produced the Pit’s usual kind of flames.

      But that wasn’t the only weird thing I was seeing.

      The blanket of smoke covering the City was only about ten stories higher than Terry's office, so I could see the smoke pretty well through the windows. And there was something odd about it, too. It had a sheen, a kind of sparkle. I hadn’t noticed it from the ground, and I wanted to get closer to it to be sure, but I’d definitely never seen the Pit smoke twinkle like that before‍—and I’d been really, really close to Pit smoke before. Like, sandwiched in it. There definitely hadn’t been a twinkle.

      So basically, I had no idea what was going on today, neither above me nor below.

      Usually, Terry and I played a game where we each tried to avoid being the first to speak, but today my curiosity got the best of me.

      “Does it mean anything in particular when the caldera looks like that?” I asked. “With the lava all high like that, and the flames covering the whole surface, but, you know, not putting out any smoke?”

      I’d seen the Pit do a number of things‍—emit a thin serpentine line of smoke, rain molten tephra and debris, sit calmly and quietly with a lava level so low it couldn’t be seen from the twenty-first floor‍—and I’d asked Terry about them, too. He never answered me. At first I thought it was because that information was need-to-know and I was beneath knowing. But then I started getting the impression that he wasn’t telling me because he didn’t know himself.

      I figured he wouldn’t answer my question now, either. But, like I’ve said, it was shaping up to be a really weird day.

      “It means the stakeholders are coming to the City,” he said, sounding put out about the whole affair. “The Pit is something they like to see but not smell. So the flames are ramped up, as you see, while the smoke is tamped down.”

      Ah. Now I thought I understood why, or at least part of why, Terry was so upset.

      I had a theory that Terry needed the Pit’s smoke. Why? Who knows. But the sulfur smell in his office always smelled worse than the one outside. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I thought it was even worse than the rest of the building, which was also worse than outside.

      Not today, mind you, just usually. I was taking particular note of the smell today, and today the air was pretty fresh everywhere, at least by City standards.

      I didn’t know if every business-shorts-wearing person of Terry’s rank or higher needed the smoke‍—for all I knew I was completely off base about all of this‍—but Terry had once gotten huffy because a City resident had somehow figured out how to divert the Pit smoke to his taco truck… and the guy was ultimately cast a Victor by Management.

      This happened right after I’d arrived in the City, right after I’d finished Management’s training program for new arrivals, where I’d learned how to walk through walls and whatnot. As far as I remembered, no one in Management had gotten huffy because Victor Tamales had somehow managed to obtain a taco truck or because he’d somehow managed to stock his taco truck. They were all just mad because he’d diverted the Pit smoke.

      Me? I hadn’t had much experience in the City at the time to make a comparison about the air quality‍—which I now knew had been way better during those few days, in my opinion‍—but the taco truck was near my apartment, and Victor Tamales had generously given me a taco in exchange for a worthless American quarter. He’d given other people tacos in exchange for a shoelace. They were good tacos, too.

      So I just didn’t get Management’s problem with what Victor Tamales was doing… unless I made the assumption that Terry and the people like him and the people above him weren’t actually like the rest of us.

      Whether the people in Management had never been like the rest of us or whether they had changed somehow at some point in time, I didn’t know. But from where I was sitting, with my limited experience in the City, Management being physiologically different from the rest of us in a way that made them need the smoke or the sulfur smell or something was the only thing that made any sense.

      But if the so-called stockholders, as Terry had called them, had turned off the Pit’s smoke so that they could bring in their own‍—ahead of their own arrival, no less‍—then that would mean, in turn, that they were something else entirely.

      “When are they coming?” I asked.

      “Later today.”

      “Is that what this meeting is about?”

      Terry flashed surprise over his shoulder at me, then looked down quickly and walked to his glass desk.

      Interesting.

      He sat in his gold high-back chair and swiveled from side to side, his hands on the back of the armrests and his elbows high. He studied me.

      “You’re insightful, Kohl,” he eventually said. “Normally, I don’t like that. But today it might come in handy.”

      “How so?”

      He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his desk for a beat, his shoulders touching his ears. His anxious fingers drummed the glass top. He shot a glance over my right shoulder toward the top corner of the room.

      I looked up at it, too. Terry had an old olive-green rotary dial phone on his desk that often rang when I was in here, and the conversations usually had something to do with me. It had happened too often to be coincidence, and I’d always wondered if there was surveillance in this room. But the corner of the room was just as clear and bare as the rest of the office.

      Terry said, “This meeting is just to check in.”

      But as he said it, he stared at me with an intense gaze that I didn’t think I could interpret as anything other than yes, you idiot, of course this meeting is about the stakeholders coming to town.
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      “Okay,” I said, figuring things would go better for me if I played along. “What am I checking in about?”

      Terry gave me a half smile and nodded once. If I wasn’t mistaken, that was Terry’s version of a thank-you.

      He said, “As I think I’ve mentioned before, Management is pleased with your work. And after such a short duration with us, here, as well. Are you enjoying your food passes?”

      A couple weeks ago I’d been given four passes that allowed me to take food from the cafeteria. Generally, we’re not allowed to take food from the cafeteria. I’d learned that the hard way when I saved a sandwich from my lunch to eat for dinner‍—and Management banned me from the cafeteria for a whole day.

      Did I mention the only place I was officially allowed to get food was in the cafeteria? My job, like most jobs in the City (if you could call them that), came with room and board, but no money.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, because I figured that was the only acceptable answer. Truth was, I’d only used a pass one time so far, and all I asked for was a big serving dish.

      “That’s good,” Terry said, which was weird‍—weird enough that I felt my face puzzling at him. I couldn’t recall any time when Terry had told me on his own behalf, as opposed to Management’s, that anything relating to me was good. And when he did have to say such things on Management’s behalf, he usually spat the words.

      It was almost like he was making small talk with me, like he was biding his time.

      I figured I could play along to find out why.

      “They’re serving cake in the cafeteria,” I said. “Have you tried it?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s good,” he said. But if I wasn’t mistaken, I saw a tiny shake of his head, like he actually wanted me to do the exact opposite of what he was telling me to do. “Eat up. Drink up, too, while you’re at it. They serving a drink with it as well?”

      “Yeah, this green drink served in a bottle.”

      “Devil’s Spit,” Terry said with a nod. He chuckled to himself.

      I shivered.

      “Is that what it’s called?” I asked. “The label on my bottle was ripped off.”

      “They rip the labels off of all the bottles,” Terry said.

      “Why would they do that?” I asked.

      “It’s one of those things,” Terry said, “one of those open secrets that no one wants you to know but anyone can find out.”

      “You mean they don’t want me seeing evidence that we’re actually in Hell?”

      “Who said we’re in Hell?” Terry asked in a tone so genuine it made me wonder if maybe we actually weren’t.

      I frowned at him. This was the most idle chatter I had ever had with my boss and it was thoroughly confusing. I didn’t know what to say anymore. So I decided I was done playing along with whatever he was doing until he decided to make sense again. In fact, maybe I’d just stand here and not talk at all. I pressed my lips together and rubbed them back and forth between my teeth.

      Terry’s rotary dial rang. Good. If the past was any indication, whoever was on the other end would move this meeting along.

      Terry picked up the receiver. “Yes?”

      He listened for a moment, and then said in a hasty and decidedly non-deferential tone, “I know. I’m going to do it.”

      Once again, today was demonstrating that it was determined to be weird.

      “I said I’m going to do it,” Terry said again.

      Whoever normally called him while I was in here was not who was talking to him now, and I could feel myself instinctively leaning away from their conversation.

      “Do you want to do it?” Terry was saying into the phone. “Then just let me do it‍—bye.”

      He slammed the receiver on the cradle and huffed out a sigh.

      “What’s going on, Terry?”

      He glared up at me. Or at my presence, at any rate‍—at my overhearing his conversation.

      “Do I have a new assignment?” I asked. “’Cause if not, I think I’m gonna take off.” I thumbed over my shoulder in the direction of the office door, and the exit.

      Terry said, “You can leave when I say you can leave.”

      I lifted my chin in surprise, then nodded. “Right. I’ll see you later, Terry.”

      I turned heel and strode to the door, trying not to walk out any faster than I’d walked in.

      “Hey! I didn’t say you could leave.”

      I opened the door and strode into the waiting room.

      “Dammit to hell. Kohl…”

      I heard Terry roll his chair back and come out from behind his desk, his little feet stomping and rustling the red carpet.

      To my right, in the red windowless waiting room, Carl was still slouched in his high-back chair with his hands resting high on his chest.

      But one of his eyes was open. He raised an eyebrow at me.

      I flashed him a toothy grimace.

      I didn’t pick up my pace at all as I strode to the elevator and hit the call button. The elevator wasn’t as ready for me this time as it had been last time. So Terry was going to catch up to me. He was going to have his say.

      (Never mind that when I really leave the twenty-first floor, I usually take the stairs. Apparently, this was all the rebelling my subconscious thought I could get away with.)

      I waited by the elevator with my hands folded in front of me, facing Terry's open door.

      He came hustling out of his office at a jog, the laces of his wingtips coming undone, his blonde combover listing to the side. He came to a halt beside Carl’s desk and rested one hand on top as he caught his breath. He lifted his heel and rotated his ankle, probably trying to give his poor feet some relief from those dumb shoes.

      I just watched him, saying nothing.

      Carl said, “Terry, fancy meeting you outside your office. What can I do you for?”

      “Not now, Carl,” Terry said. He stood up straight and swept his hair back. “Kohl, we need to discuss one more thing.”

      “Is that right?” I said. “Well, go on, then.”

      Terry glanced at Carl, who was as wide awake as I’d ever seen him, if also just as slouched as ever. Carl watched Terry with the eye of judgment.

      “You worried about Carl?” I asked Terry. “Carl doesn’t care about your assignment for me. Do you Carl?”

      Carl said, “I don’t know, Terry. I might. What are you wanting our young friend here to do?”

      Terry glared at Carl, his nostrils flaring, but Carl just stared right back.

      The elevator dinged.

      “Guess Terry’s got nothing for you to do, Corbie. Have a good rest of your day.”

      The elevator doors opened, but Terry said, “No-no-no,” and he lunged for me, grabbing my arm as he palmed the elevator door frame to keep the doors from closing.

      “One second,” he said to the two people in the elevator, both of whom were wearing business shorts. They eyed Terry suspiciously.

      He gave a nervous laugh and tugged at my arm, pulling me to the side of the elevator, out of view of its riders. He kept tugging at my arm as he rose on his toes.

      I leaned down so he could whisper in my ear.

      “Just go watch the summit arrivals,” he said. “Get there early, stay till late. They’re meeting at seven. At the park.”

      He gave me a meaningful look as he let me go. I stood up straight again.

      I looked at the people in the elevator and nudged Terry’s hand off the door frame. “Sorry,” I said, “I think I pushed the button too early.”

      I wanted more detail from Terry, and I didn’t want to be rude about the elevator.

      But Terry hustled me inside.

      “No, no, go. Go,” he said. “Make sure he makes it to the lobby,” he said to his two colleagues with another nervous chuckle. He stepped back and the doors began to close.

      Behind him, Carl’s eyes were closed again, but he was frowning with concern.

      It was never a good thing when Carl looked concerned.
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