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      So, um, yeah, this morning there was a UFO in the sky.

      Or should I say UAP?

      Actually, UAP—unidentified aerial phenomenon‍, the term UFO had been changed to for some reason back when I was still on Earth‍—was probably the more accurate word in this situation, what with the UFO not so much flying around the City’s yellow sky as it was hovering stationary between the Management Building’s glass tower and the fiery Pit, five blocks away.

      That, and the UFO didn’t really look like a flying saucer, either.

      UFOs had never really been my thing as a kid. I was more into what was growing and crawling on the ground than what was up in the sky. So in addition to not really being up on the subject’s changing terms, I didn’t know much about the different shapes, colors, or materials of UFOs, either. Or their maneuvers. All I can tell you is that the thing in the air was not a bird, it was not a plane, and if it was Superman, he’d folded himself up into a hovering ball, grown to the size of two Volkswagen Bugs pressed wheels to wheels, and changed his costume from red and blue to a shimmery pale green.

      I had first spotted the UFO this morning (along with everyone else in the City, no doubt) when I’d walked out of my apartment and up to the corner of Spoke 1 to catch the Red bus—and seen a shimmery green dot in the sky.

      At thirty-six blocks from the Pit, only the Pit’s smoke is visible in the distance, and that day it looked like someone had just thrown a giant bucket of water on the three-quarter-mile-wide, three-story-high caldera, trying to put it out.

      No such luck, of course. The fires of Hell burn eternal and all that. (Or so I’m assuming. No one’s confirmed for me yet that I’m actually in Hell.) But the Pit’s smoke had that rolling, bubbly, thick, white, steamy look about it, of water being added to flames. Even the constant smell of sulfur seemed to have been doused.

      Off to the left of the cloud of smoke, the UFO hovered like a green star in the sky, just out of its reach. Almost like it had never seen smoke before and couldn’t help but lurk nearby and admire it.

      And why not? To say the least, that kind of steam-filled smoke wasn’t something you saw every day around here because water itself wasn’t something you saw every day. I mean, water comes out of the taps somehow, but I had yet to see it in its natural form. No rivers. No lakes. And what passes for rain has the sheen of an oil slick, so I sure wasn’t counting that as water.

      To tell you the truth, I wasn’t sure what came out of the taps was actually water, either, or just something that passed for it. It was generally clear, but it had a slight viscous quality, smelled hot and a little like chlorine, and it tasted a lot like sulfur. My Management-provided apartment had a water filter in the fridge, and I was very, very grateful.

      As I rode the bus down Spoke 1, toward the Pit, the backs of my legs sweating and sticking to the red vinyl seats, the UFO remained hovering just off to the left, just out of reach of the white, steamy smoke. It didn’t move, didn’t flinch whenever the smoke rolled closer. It just sat there in the sky, like it had always been there. It kind of reminded me of a giant green potato bug pinned to a yellow board, the first and only specimen in some kid’s forgotten dead bug collection.

      Everyone riding the bus had their heads out the open-air windows on that side, the left side. If the bus hadn’t been such a heavy, sturdy old thing, like the old school buses I remembered from my school days on Earth, with the high-back vinyl seats, I might’ve worried about all that weight tipping us over. But the bus trundled along, tooting to a jerky stop every so often to pick up more passengers wearing sweat-stained T-shirts and shorts. All of them ducked as they climbed the stairs and boarded the bus, in order to maintain a visual of the UFO through the front windshield. Then they hurried past me to find a seat in the back on the left, where they, too, could poke their heads out the window and marvel.

      “What do you think it is?” said the guy sitting in the seat behind mine.

      I glanced at him to make sure he was talking to me. We’d never really talked before, but we seemed to have a similar schedule. I saw him a lot. On the bus, anyway. He had unkempt, greasy hair and a ten o’clock shadow. His fingers were always dirty, like a mechanic’s or a mine worker’s, and he had them curled around the window’s ledge, giving him leverage to poke his head out the opening and look sharply to the right, toward the front of the bus.

      The UFO was visible at maybe five degrees to the left of the bus’s trajectory, and it popped in and out of view, above shorter and between taller buildings.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve only been here a couple months.” Some of that time had been spent in training. But training hadn’t mentioned anything about UFOs. Of course, that didn’t mean much. Training hadn’t said much about much. “What do you think it is?”

      “I’ve been here almost fifty years,” the guy said. He then told me his name was Adam, and he stuck his hand out the window. I told him my name was Corbin, and we shook outside the bus.

      “Fifty years, almost,” he said, “and I’ve never seen anything in that sky. Not even the sun. But I tell you this much. If Management hasn’t shot it down yet, that’s saying something.”

      “They can do that?” I asked. “Shoot something out of the sky?”

      I hadn’t seen anything like guns in the City, let alone something with the necessary power to shoot that hovering thing down.

      “Maybe not,” said Adam. “Maybe they catch it in a net and reel it in. Point is, if they wanted to do something, they would do something. They’d make a spectacle of it. A warning. The fact they haven’t…”

      He shrugged, a sly little smile on his grubby face.

      “What?” I asked. “What’s it mean that Management is just letting it sit there?”

      “Exactly,” Adam said with a conspiratorial nod. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
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      I rode the bus around the Pit and the surrounding Purgatorium Park, at the center of the City, and got off at Spoke 6.

      The steam-heavy smoke cloud rolled above me, making the hot air feel thick with humidity.

      The park’s heat worshipper trees were loving it. Each of their cone-shaped, waxy-leaved foliages were leaning so desperately toward the heat and the Pit that I could hear their trunks creaking.

      There weren’t many people in the park. Hardly any. And I didn’t see anyone up on the rim of the caldera, either. Which surprised me, frankly. There was always someone up there. I’d been up there once myself. It’s nicer than you’d think, especially on a rare clear day.

      But not today. The smoke was so thick, it looked like it had substance enough to knock you into the Pit on purpose. Nice to know that even in the City no one was stupid enough to hang out up there.

      Unless, now that I thought about it, that’s why no one was up there. Because they’d already been knocked in. There was a bit of an acrid stench laced in with the ubiquitous smell of sulfur.

      Bummer.

      Anyway, the few people who were enjoying the park were all looking off toward Spoke 7.

      From the vantage point of my apartment building, I’d thought the UFO was hovering between the Pit and the Management Building, directly above Spoke 6. But up close it was actually hovering between Spoke 7 and Spoke 8.

      I didn’t know what to make of that. Why that location? But it seemed like less of a challenge against Management. Less of a standoff to have the Pit off to the side of the UFO instead of directly behind it as it faced the tower. Like the roiling Pit was just incidental scenery instead of the UFO’s backup.

      But if that was the case, if it wasn’t directly challenging Management, then what was the UFO doing? It’s not like Management wouldn’t still feel challenged by its presence just because it shifted to the side a couple of blocks.

      I was supposed to be meeting my boss in the Management Building right about now, but I found myself walking over to Spoke 7, closer to the UFO.

      The charred, gritty dirt of Purgatorium Park is technically the first block away from the Pit, and the next block was made up of luxury homes. I walked past them to the third block, which was still mostly luxury homes, plus a few luxury apartments above high-end storefronts.

      I looked down the street to my right.

      Two blocks down, a crowd was gathered in the four-lane street. They wore T-shirts and shorts and were staring up at the sky. Most had a hand held to their brow, shielding their eyes.

      The UFO was hovering just above the intersection.

      Just sitting there.

      Like, Hey, just thought we’d come say hi and introduce ourselves.

      Except they hadn’t gotten around to the introducing-themselves part yet.

      Did I want to be around for that when they did?

      “Yo, dude. Corbin.”

      I knew those choice words, and I looked around for a big, muscular guy with unsettling light-hazel eyes, probably wearing a bright, thin-strapped tank top with a scooped neckline that fell somewhere between his massive pecs and his navel.

      Darryl was walking toward me down Spoke 7. Today’s tank was lime green, and he’d paired it with acid-wash jeans, cut off and frayed at the knee. The denim material clung like spandex to his bulging thighs.

      I’d never seen him outside of his Physical Services Parlor store before. It was kind of weird.

      He had a jaunty walk, powered, no doubt, by those massive calves. But his upper body was much more controlled, almost stiff, his arms barely moving back and forth with his stride. Probably to avoid chafing. He had the kind of lats that made his arms hover out to the side.

      “Nice shirt,” he said.

      I looked down at my white T. The word LUCKY was written on it with grape juice. The stain was holding nicely.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while,” he said, which was nice to hear, because it had only been a couple weeks. Maybe I could stop by more often. Most of the people in the City weren’t of the gregarious sort, but I was.

      “How you doing?” he said “How’s the…?”

      He wagged a finger at his own chest.

      I knew what he meant.

      I had some kind of condition that no one who’d seen it had ever seen before. Something to do with my cells stretching. Growing. Transforming? I didn’t know. It was viewable only with a pair of Twister tech goggles. Unless, like Darryl’s business partner, Angela, you could see through the Illusion‍—whatever that was. There was a lot about this place that I’d randomly found myself in a couple months ago that I was still figuring out.

      The condition worried almost every single person who knew about it. In fact, Darryl and Angela had gotten me an appointment with a lady they thought could help me, but that hadn’t gone so well.

      Despite all that, I held out hope that everything would turn out okay. Because not everyone who’d seen the condition was worried. One person, someone I had a sneaking suspicion might just be an angel, had told me she thought my condition was lucky.

      Although she didn’t actually go into detail as to why she thought that.

      And I hadn’t seen her since.

      Still, I’d chosen to believe her.

      It felt better to believe her.

      Guess time would tell if that choice made me smart or an idiot.

      I rubbed my chest, although I didn’t know why. It’s not like I could touch my condition from the outside.

      “It’s okay,” I told Darryl. Which was true enough.

      A couple weeks back Darryl had let me put on his Twister tech goggles and look at the condition’s symptoms myself. The Twister goggles made everything look like the black and white static on an old TV.

      At least that’s what you saw if everything was good.

      When I looked at my hands, I could see striations, something that looked like white and black stretch marks in the static. And the stretch marks were moving. Spreading. Sometimes I thought I could feel it happening inside me. The growth. It was definitely creepy to think about, but I was pretty good at staying optimistic.

      That, and if I did some stretches every day, it seemed to help keep the sensations at bay. Like my own stretching could keep my body ahead of its stretching. Whatever it was.

      “At least, I think it’s okay,” I said. “I feel fine. Move fine.” I did some high knees and a burpee to demonstrate‍—and to give myself my daily proof that I was, indeed, still fine. I was getting really good at burpees. “So far, anyway. I don’t know.”

      “Good to hear,” Darryl said. “If you want us to take another look at it, come in any time. I know Angela worries about you.”

      “She does?”

      Angela? Worried about me? The idea warmed my heart in ways I’d suspected might be the case but had tamped down, thinking it impossible. Angela Ruiz was stylish, surly, and she could see through the Illusion. No way would she be interested in me.

      But maybe she was.

      My enthusiasm for that news must have come through on my face at a hundred percent, because Darryl was smiling at me strangely.

      A knowing smile.

      “Yeah,” he said, and his flat, amused tone coupled with a chuff of chuckle told me that she probably did worry, but not nearly to the extent I was clearly hoping.

      Yeah. I’d figured.

      Oh well.

      I changed the subject. “So what do you think of that thing in the sky?”

      It was still hovering in the intersection, above most buildings, but not so high as the digital clock tower at the top of the Management Building’s thirty-three glass floors.

      “What do I think?” Darryl said. He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. It’s just sitting there. But how did it get there? Where did it come from? It was there when I showed up this morning, but it wasn’t there when I closed up shop last night. So did it just appear out of thin air? Did it fly in? And if so, from where?” He shook his head and shrugged again. “I don’t know. And as far as I can tell, they”‍—he jutted his squared jaw toward the Management Building‍—“are acting like it’s not even there, like it’s just another day.”

      “So I take it you’ve never seen anything like this before?”

      Darryl stared at me a beat and then laughed. “No, dude. Not ever.”

      I pointed at the crowd gathered in the intersection, beneath the UFO. “So you don’t know if those people standing over there are putting their lives at risk?”

      He snorted. “You don’t see me standing over there, do you?”

      “Good point.”

      I backed up a few steps.

      Darryl watched me do it and then laughed.
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      I told Darryl I had to get to a meeting with my boss, and he said, “Come by the parlor sometime. I could use some more laughs. Angela, too.”

      He wagged lascivious brows at me. And I don’t know if he meant to do it‍—although I suspect not, I was pretty sure he didn’t know‍—but when his brows wagged, his pecs flexed, too.

      In sync with his brows.

      It was hilarious. I couldn’t help but crack a smile. But I didn’t laugh or point his bouncing pecs out to him. I didn’t want to humiliate the guy. I don’t know why I was worried about this, because I was pretty sure he had a good sense of humor. But I hadn’t totally figured Darryl out yet.

      He was big and ripped and kind of scary looking, even in his eighties duds. But he was also one of the nicest guys I’d ever met, in the City or back on Earth.

      He seemed to go out of his way to help me. But he also kept secrets from me, he and his partner, Angela. And I was pretty sure he also kept secrets from Angela.

      And he knew the woman I thought might be an angel. Amlathea. And not only did he know her, she relied on him to provide safety precautions when she was in town, so to speak. She had a tattoo that helped her stay grounded in the City, and stay here safely, and he was that tattooist who re-inked it for her when its magic ran dry, using some kind of special ink that I was pretty sure was his own invention.

      Most of the rest of us rode the bus to and from some Management job in exchange for an apartment and a meal ticket. But Darryl had his own business. Which somehow stayed afloat even though I, at least, had never paid him. He even seemed to have some privacy from Management’s all-knowing eye.

      All that, and he wasn’t a Victor. Management hadn’t labeled him an enemy of the City. As far as I knew, Management had no opinions or even intel about Darryl at all.

      So I didn’t laugh. I had too much reverence for the guy. I filled my cracked smile with appreciation for our friendship, kept my eyes off his hilarious pecs, and told him I’d stop by the Physical Services Parlor sometime soon.

      I headed back to Spoke 6 and up to the Management Building.

      As soon as I entered the cream and slate-floored lobby, my stomach started growling. Like Pavlov’s dog. The Management cafeteria, on the second floor, was the only place I ever really got to eat, and my body knew it. Entering the lobby had become my stomach’s trigger.

      That morning, the cafeteria served me oatmeal. There were nuts and something that passed for dried fruit, but no fresh berries, and definitely no brown sugar or milk.

      I filled my bowl to the brim anyway and ate it at my usual table, in the front right corner of the dining room. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I could see the back door of Darryl’s Physical Services Parlor across the street.

      I was mostly alone in the cafeteria.

      I’d seen it fill up to maximum capacity before. On occasion, the cafeteria puts out something delicious you can smell for blocks away, like pizza. But on gruel days, which was most days, I generally ate by myself. It wasn’t my preference, but it seemed to be everyone else’s. Most people in the City eat with the body language of a goblin.

      I bussed my tray and headed back to the elevator.

      Terry, my boss, had an office on the twenty-first floor. The elevator door dinged and opened onto his red and windowless waiting room. Right away I was hit with the stench of sulfur. For some reason, it always smelled worse in Terry’s office than it did outside.

      Carl, Terry’s assistant, wasn’t at his big dark desk today. Too bad. He was a crotchety, wizened old guy, but I liked him and always liked seeing him.

      Terry’s office door was open‍—which I supposed explained why the waiting room had smelled so bad. I saw him standing with his back to me at his floor-to-ceiling windows.

      He was a short guy who favored blue shorts suits.

      Today’s suit was navy.

      He’d probably heard the elevator ding and open, but he didn’t turn around or acknowledge me.

      I entered anyway, my footsteps rustling along his red plastic carpet. I stopped halfway between the door and his glass desk, my usual spot, and assumed a parade rest stance. Feet wide, hands behind my back.

      And I waited.

      It was a game Terry and I had started to play.

      Who would acknowledge the other person first?

      I usually won. Having been summoned here, I had nothing better to do but stand here all day just to spite him. And acknowledging me was the only way Terry could get me to leave.

      He had a spectacular, unobstructed view of the UFO outside his windows. The pale-green spherical shape hovered two blocks diagonal to the left and maybe a floor or two higher. But the closer proximity didn’t reveal any extra details that explained what it was or why it was here.

      Straight ahead, five blocks away, the massive Pit was still spewing steam-heavy smoke.

      The sky was otherwise yellow. Its usual color.

      “Management is pleased with your work,” Terry said, still standing with his back to me. He had such a whiny voice. Maaaanagement is pleased with your woooork.

      Well, Management might be, but judging by his tone, Terry sure wasn’t.

      Interesting. I wondered why not. My good performance should make him look good, too, right?

      He shifted his weight to one leg and extended the other to the side. He was wearing brown dress shoes. He flexed his ankle, heel still on the ground, and wagged his wingtipped toes from side to side.

      Hmm. Angry angst or excited pleasure he couldn’t contain?

      Not being able to see his face, I couldn’t guess. But I had only been standing here a couple of minutes. He’d given in to acknowledging me sooner than I’d expected.

      Did that mean Terry was about to have a good morning? At my expense?

      Ah hell, I hoped not.

      Outside the window, the pale-green sphere was so still, especially compared to the smoke rolling behind it, that for a second I’d forgotten it was there, and it startled me to notice it again.

      Although, I wasn’t sure what about it had recaptured my attention. There was no sun in the sky, and I was looking at the side of the UFO that wasn’t facing the Pit, its relative-shade side, so it wasn’t shimmering as much. It was just a motionless, pale-green ball in the sky.

      I really wanted to ask Terry about it, but I didn’t bother.

      When I first met Terry, when he’d first been assigned as my boss, I’d always been the first to speak. I’d had so many questions. Why was I here? Who brought me here? When do I get to go home?

      But he never answered me. Never even acknowledged my questions. Just kept talking like I hadn’t spoken.

      At first I thought that was because he wasn’t allowed to answer me.

      Later, after getting to know him a little, I figured he didn’t answer because he just didn’t want to, because he’s an ass, because knowledge is power and he wanted to keep what he had to himself.

      But I was beginning to doubt that Terry had any answers at all.

      Or any power, for that matter.

      High-rise office in the glass tower aside, I’d stopped thinking of him so much as an authoritative part of Management and had started seeing him instead as nothing more than my assignment manager, my less-than-helpful handler.

      The phone rang.

      It startled Terry. He whipped around, eyes wide, then narrowed his gaze on me‍—the ringing obviously being my fault, of course. He stomped his tiny feet over to his glass desk and grabbed the handset off the old rotary dial.

      “Yes? … I told him. … I’m sure he‍— … Fine. …”

      I couldn’t help but smirk.

      Don’t you just love it when life conspires to underscore and affirm what you’ve just been thinking?

      “I was getting to it,” Terry was saying, still talking on the phone. “Yes. … Yes. … My pleasure. … Okay, then. Bye‍⁠—”

      Terry pulled the handset away from his ear, scowled at it, and hung it back up with a clatter.

      I still said nothing. I even tried to neutralize my expression. This was low-hanging fruit after all. Even weasels like Terry could grab it. And anyway, I was pretty sure that my riding this out like it was beneath me to react would piss him off more than anything I might say.

      “Management is pleased with your work,” he said again. But then he added, “And we would like to extend to you a take-out pass for the cafeteria. You may use it once a week for four weeks, starting today.”

      “Do they expire?”

      “What?”

      “Do I have to use the four passes in the next four weeks, or can I keep them for pizza days?”

      Or lasagna days. Yum. Both meals had each happened once since I’d been here, and I was holding out hope that they would happen again.

      Terry huffed and glared at the phone.

      He didn’t know the answer.

      He’d have to make a call to get the answer.

      I wondered if anyone would pick up if he made the call, if he even knew who to call. It’s not like his old rotary phone had caller ID.

      I sucked my lips between my teeth to keep from smirking.

      Should I tell him it was fine if he didn’t know?

      Nah, I really wanted to know. There’s a big difference between pizza and gruel. Not to mention pizza’s way better cold. I could take some back to my studio and put it in the fridge. What a privilege. My first day in the City, I took a sandwich from the cafeteria to save for dinner, and they’d banned me from eating the next day.

      I glanced around Terry’s sparse red office looking for surveillance equipment. I checked every time I was here and had yet to notice any, and I didn’t notice any now. There were no lamps, no overhead lights. (The light coming through the windows was all the room needed.) No molding around the door or along the floor. The desk was glass. The filing cabinet behind his desk was glass. I was ninety-nine percent sure that ninety-nine percent of the City’s residents were indeed surveilled, but I was pretty sure Management did it using some technology, or maybe even some person’s ability, that I wasn’t familiar with.

      Either way, if they were watching, if they were listening, they weren’t calling back with more information about my take-out passes. No one was ringing to Terry’s rescue.

      And he needed one. Poor guy looked almost apoplectic, what with how red his face was getting, his mouth practically foaming with every huff, his blonde combover practically smoldering like the Pit, atop his head.

      “Can you find out for me?” I asked him.

      “Fine,” he said. He took a deep breath. Apparently it wasn’t enough to calm him, because he reached for his gold faux-leather office chair, rolled it toward him, and flopped into it.

      I remained standing at parade rest in the center of the red room.

      Terry turned to his filing cabinet and pulled out a folder.

      It was blue.

      Interesting.

      So far, most of my assignments had come with no folder. They were delivered to me orally with no extra documentation, and they usually involved observing something happening somewhere in the City and reporting back. Easy peasy.

      But I did have one assignment that had come in a colored folder. It had been a red folder. Red folders, so far as I had learned, indicated that a Victor was involved. Someone Management had deemed an enemy of the City.

      The Victor involved in my case, Victor Kane, turned out to be an interesting guy with many talents I wouldn’t mind learning. Management’s trainers had taught me to walk through walls, but Victor Kane could do so much more‍—to Management’s dismay and embarrassment.

      In the end, Victor Kane had helped me answer Management’s assignment questions and then he’d asked-told me to work for him. On the sly, of course. As far as Management knew, Victor Kane was as much an enemy to me as he was to them. I’d done one job for him so far and had been hoping he might fit me in for some skill lessons, but I hadn’t heard from him since.

      Red Victor assignment folders were particularly odd because they passed to the assignee through the assistant, not the boss. Carl had given me mine, not Terry. So the fact that Terry was holding this folder, this bright blue folder, was very interesting.

      For a second, I wondered if it had anything to do with his preference for blue suits.

      Probably not. That was probably just a coincidence.

      But he did seem awfully happy to be holding it, to be setting it on his desk and sliding it towards me.

      “So you’re allowed to look at this one?” I said.

      “I’m on the committee,” he said, puffing his chest.

      The committee?

      Interesting.

      “What committee?” I asked.

      But of course I got no answer. He smiled cattily at me, then gestured faux graciously for me to come pick up the folder. I stepped forward and took it from his desk.

      The folder was thin, and I didn’t notice any kind of bulge to indicate that it contained an envelope of secret documents for my eyes only.

      “Can I look at it?”

      Last time, with the red folder, he didn’t want me looking at it in his office. He didn’t want it anywhere near him. He’d yelled at me to go read it somewhere else.

      “Of course,” he said.
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      I didn’t want to open the folder standing so close to Terry’s desk, what with how he was looking at me all smug like, so I carried it back to my spot in the center of the room.

      Out in the waiting room, the elevator dinged. I looked over my shoulder and watched the doors slide open. For several moments, no one came out. I thought someone must’ve hit the button on accident and then gotten off on another floor.

      But then I heard a soft shuffling.

      And then I saw Carl slowly making his way out of the elevator. His head dangled low against his chest. His arms were pumping for a speed that just wasn’t happening. His feet barely passed each other, let alone lifted off the floor, with each shuffling step.

      “Morning Carl,” I yelled. Although I was pretty sure he wasn’t as hard of hearing as he looked. As far as I’d been able to tell, Carl saw and heard just fine.

      Carl waved a hand at me but otherwise remained head-down focused on making his way to his desk.

      Terry said, “Shut the door, would you, Kohl.”

      I carried my folder to the door and grabbed the knob.

      Carl was still several yards from his desk, huffing for air. He wore a blue and white striped, long-sleeved shirt, a navy pair of baggy pleated shorts, and some white Velcro tennis shoes with super thick soles. His legs were stick thin, except at the knees, which were big and gnarly like the burls on a heat worshipper tree, and his skin was like a plaid of red splotches, blue bruises, and brown age spots.

      I stepped through the doorway. “Can I help, Carl?”

      “Grab the chair,” he said, out of breath.

      “You got it.” I grabbed the chair and rolled it out from behind his desk. “You want me to just scoop you up?”

      “Do it.”

      I rolled the chair behind him. He flopped down into it, got settled, and I rolled him into position behind his desk.

      “You good?” I asked.

      He leaned against the desk edge and used his forearm to buff the shiny wood surface with his shirt sleeve. Then he leaned back, sunk lower into his chair, and rested his hands high on his chest, just below his chin.

      “I’m good,” he said. “You’re a good egg, Corbie.”

      I told him he was welcome and that I’d see him later, and then I went back into Terry’s office and shut the door behind me.

      Before I could even reclaim my spot in the center of the room, Terry said, “Don’t get attached to him.”

      “What?”

      But I’d heard him. I’d heard him loud and clear.

      I looked back at the closed door, as if Carl were on the other side of it being taken from me right now. But I didn’t hear anything. Carl wasn’t struggling. If anything, I thought I heard him snoring.

      I looked at Terry. He looked even smugger than he did when we’d been discussing his involvement with the blue folder committee.

      “Why did you say that?” I asked.

      He shrugged, his head dipping to the side, his combover listing off his bald spot. “Just a hunch,” he said. “Just a suggestion. Feel free to disregard me. You usually do,” he added under his breath.

      “Nah,” I said. “Not good enough.”

      This was Carl we were talking about. Carl, who’d gone out of his way, twice, to help me with my last folder assignment, the red Victor folder. I never would’ve solved it without him. And, as was clear, it took Carl a lot of effort to do anything, let alone do something extra. Plus, I just liked the guy. How could you not like the guy? How could anyone want to hurt Carl?

      “What do you know?” I demanded. “What’s threatening Carl?”

      “‘Threatening’?” Terry clutched his chest as if he were being scandalized. “Who said anything about threatening?”

      “You did.”

      “I did no‍⁠—”

      “You implied it. And you did it on purpose. And if you did it just to chafe me, to worry me, well, guess what. You succeeded. I’m worried. I’m worried about Carl. So are you now saying I have no reason to be?”

      “I‍—”

      “Yes?”

      The phone rang. Terry reached for it like it was a lifesaver. He fumbled the receiver off the base and swiveled in his golden chair, turning his back to me to answer.

      “Hello? … I‍— … I’m sorry, sir. … Of course, sir. … Which was only my pla‍— … Of course, sir. … Won’t happen a‍⁠—”

      Terry pulled the handset away from his ear and sighed. He turned back around, toward me, and hung up the phone. He folded his hands on his desk. Kept his head down.

      I could only imagine the powers that be had heard Terry taunting me and had chastised him for it. So I waited to hear his apology.

      He said, “Your assignment‍⁠—”

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently. I was pretty sure Management was on my side on this one, so I felt confident holding my ground. But even if Management was about to smite me, I didn’t care. “I want your assurances that Carl is fine. His job is fine. His apartment’s fine. His cafeteria privileges are fine.”

      Terry fretted his right thumb, rubbing it with the thumb and index finger of the opposite hand. Outside, the rolling smoke had started to thin out. Without it backing the UFO, the spherical pale-green shape was harder to see against the yellow sky.

      Terry said, “I don’t have any authority over Carl’s position.”

      “Then I want to hear you say that you were just being an ass. Because that better be the extent of it, Terry.”

      Terry looked up, and his gaze roamed the ceiling, as if he was hoping, begging, for another rescue. But the phone didn’t ring.

      And Terry wasn’t telling me what I wanted to hear.

      I stepped toward his desk.

      Terry flinched, sitting up fast enough that his chair rolled backward. “I was just being an ass,” he said.

      And yet we both heard the unspoken but hanging in the air.

      Yes, he was just being an ass. He was always an ass.

      But that wasn’t the extent of it.

      The phone call wasn’t to chastise him for taunting me.

      It was to chastise him for spilling the secret.

      “What’s threatening Carl?” I said.

      Terry’s mouth opened. But then he pressed his lips together in a frown that almost looked genuine. He shook his head.

      He didn’t know. Not the details, anyway.

      I turned heel and yanked the office door open.

      “Hey, Carl,” I said. “You want to hang out with me today?”
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