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Chapter 1: The Hummingbird Heart
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The light was humming.

Not the gentle thrum of bees in clover, not the deep resonance of wind through canyon walls. This was the high-pitched, metallic whine of fluorescent tubes mounted in a grid of acoustic tiles. It vibrated in Maya’s molars. In the hollow behind her sternum. In the tremor of her left eyelid that had flickered nonstop for seventeen days.

She stared at the screen. The cursor blinked on a half-written email: Per my last message... Her fingers hovered over the keys. The words wouldn’t come. The air in the office was recycled and stale, smelling faintly of burnt coffee and the synthetic lemon cleaner the night janitor used. Outside the sealed window, a gray November sky pressed down on the city. No horizon. Just the blunt geometry of other buildings, their windows reflecting only more windows.

Maya’s breath came shallow. Too fast. Like a trapped bird beating its wings against glass. Hummingbird heart, her grandmother used to call it. Too much sky in a small cage. But Nana was gone. And Maya’s cage was this cubicle, this building, this life built on schedules that ignored the tilt of the earth.

She reached for her water bottle. Plastic. Condensation slick on her palm. As she lifted it, her elbow nudged a small potted plant on the desk’s edge.

Clack.

The pot tipped. Soil spilled across keyboard keys.

“Shit.” The word escaped her throat raw. She fumbled to right it, fingers smearing dark earth onto the spacebar. The plant—a cheap Zamioculcas, its leaves thick and waxy—sat lopsided in its ceramic shell. Dust coated every surface. Not the soft, living dust of forest floors, but the gray, oily grit that seeped from vents and settled on everything in this building. Even the plant looked exhausted. Its stems bent toward the desk lamp’s artificial sun, a weak yellow glow that couldn’t penetrate the deep green of its leaves. Maya remembered buying it six months ago. A touch of nature, the sales clerk had chirped. She’d placed it here to “ground” herself. Now it was just another thing to clean up. Another failure.

She grabbed tissues, dabbing at the spilled soil. The grit clung to her skin. Under the lamp, a single leaf caught the light. She saw it then: a crack in the pottery, thin as a spider’s thread, running from rim to base. Water had seeped out, leaving a dark stain on the desk. The plant wasn’t just dusty. It was dying. Slowly. Quietly. Like her.

Maya dropped the soiled tissues into the bin. Her chest tightened. The humming in the lights deepened, syncing with the pulse in her temples. Thrum-thrum-thrum. The office sounds sharpened—the clack of keyboards, the drone of a printer, a muffled laugh from the break room. It all pressed in, a physical weight on her ribs. She needed air. Real air.

She stood too fast. The room tilted. She gripped the edge of her desk, knuckles white. Breathe. Just breathe. But her lungs refused to expand fully. Each inhale felt like sucking air through a straw.

“Rough morning?”

Maya startled. Ben from Accounting stood beside her cubicle, holding a steaming mug. His smile was kind. Professional. She forced her own.

“Just this damn plant,” she said, gesturing weakly. “It’s seen better days.”

Ben nodded, sipping his coffee. “They’re resilient, those things. Hard to kill.” He paused. “Unlike us, huh?” He chuckled, but his eyes held a familiar dullness. The shared fatigue of people who’d forgotten how to rest.

Maya managed a nod. She didn’t tell him about the humming in her bones. The way time had stopped making sense—mornings bleeding into evenings, weekends dissolving into workdays. She didn’t say that last Tuesday, she’d stood in her shower for twenty minutes after the water ran cold, unable to remember why she’d turned it on.

“Hang in there,” Ben said, already turning away. “TGIF.”

Friday. The word meant nothing. The calendar on her screen showed November 17th. Winter was coming. But in this building, seasons were irrelevant. Temperature was constant. Light was constant. Time was a flat line.

Maya sat back down. She deleted the email draft. Per my last message... There had been no last message. Just silence. Her mind was a room with too many doors, all slamming shut.

She shut down her computer. Early. Unprofessional. She didn’t care. The humming in the lights had become a scream behind her eyes.



The subway stairs swallowed her whole.

Concrete steps descended into a throat of stale air and distant echoes. The platform was crowded but silent. People stood in tight clusters, faces lit by phone screens. Blue-white light reflecting in unblinking eyes. Maya found a spot near a pillar, pressing her back against cold tile. She closed her eyes.

Breathe.

In. Two seconds. Hold. Two seconds. Out. Two seconds. Nana’s old trick. Like the tides, she’d said. In. Out. The world doesn’t rush it.

But here, the world rushed. The rumble of an approaching train vibrated through the soles of Maya’s shoes. The screech of brakes. The hiss of doors opening. Bodies surged forward. Maya let herself be carried. She found a seat by the window. The train lurched into motion.

Darkness. Then flickering tunnel lights. Then darkness again. Reflections in the glass: her own face pale and strained, superimposed over the faces of strangers. A woman scrolling. A man staring blankly ahead. A teenager with earbuds jammed deep, jaw clenched. Everyone carrying their own silent storm.

Maya pressed her palm flat against the window. Cold. Real. For a moment, the vibration in her chest eased. She watched the tunnel walls blur past—concrete, pipes, graffiti tags flashing like ghosts. Then the train burst above ground.

Sunlight. Weak, watery November sun. It glared off office towers, turning glass into mirrors. No trees. No open sky. Just the city’s hard edges. Maya’s reflection in the window looked alien. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled back too tight. A stranger wearing her skin.

The train slowed for her stop. As she stood, her foot caught on a loose strap on the floor. She stumbled. Her hand shot out, grabbing the nearest thing for balance.

A metal pole.

Cold. Unyielding.

She gripped it hard. The train jolted to a halt. The doors opened. People streamed past her, but Maya didn’t move. She kept her hand on the pole.

And then she felt it.

Not just the chill of metal. Not just the train’s shudder as it settled. A deeper vibration. A steady, rhythmic thrum traveling up the pole, into her palm, up her arm. It wasn’t the fluorescent whine of her office. This was lower. Stronger. Primal. Like the heartbeat of the earth itself, thrumming beneath the city’s concrete skin.

Thoom. Thoom. Thoom.

Her breath hitched. The trapped-bird flutter in her chest stuttered. Slowed. For three heartbeats, the world narrowed to that vibration in her bones. The noise of the platform faded—the shouts, the PA announcements, the clatter of wheels on tile. There was only the pole. The pulse. The cold metal seeping into her skin.

Someone bumped her shoulder. “Coming through.”

Maya jerked her hand away. The vibration vanished. The noise rushed back. She stepped off the train, her legs unsteady.



The walk home was seventeen blocks.

She didn’t take the bus. She needed to feel her feet on the ground. Even if that ground was asphalt. Even if the air smelled of exhaust and fried food.

She passed a bodega. Warm light spilled onto the sidewalk. Inside, an old man swept the floor, moving slowly, deliberately. Maya paused at the window. He looked up. Nodded. Just once. No smile. No expectation. Maya nodded back.

Three blocks later, she saw it.

A crack in the sidewalk. Wide enough to trip over. But from that crack, pushing through asphalt and grime, grew a single blade of grass. Emerald green. Defiant. Maya stopped. Crouched. Her knees protested against the pavement. She traced the blade with her finger. It was cool. Slightly rough. Alive.

A delivery van rumbled past, spraying grit. Maya flinched, pulling her hand back. The grass trembled but held.

She stood. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A notification. Reminder: Budget Meeting - 9 AM Monday. She silenced it. Turned it off completely. The screen went dark. For the first time all day, she felt no pull to check it.

She walked on. Past a park gated and locked for the night. Through the skeletal shadows of leafless trees. Past buildings where every window held a glowing rectangle of life, but no voices, no laughter drifted out. Just the hum of appliances. The city’s constant electric thrum.

Her building loomed—a box of brick and steel. She climbed the stairs to the third floor. Her apartment was small. Clean. Empty. No plants. No pets. Just functional furniture. She dropped her bag by the door.

In the kitchen, she filled a glass with tap water. Watched the bubbles rise. She drank it slowly. The water tasted of chlorine and pipes. Not like the spring water Nana used to fetch in the mountains, clear and cold enough to sting the throat.

She walked to the window. Unlatched it. Pushed it open.

The city air rushed in—cold, sharp, smelling of rain and distant traffic. No birdsong. No rustle of leaves. Just the low roar of the city breathing. Maya leaned out. Three stories up. She closed her eyes. Listened.

Beneath the traffic’s drone, beneath the sirens and shouts, she heard it. Faint. But there.

The wind.

It moved between the buildings like a ghost. It hissed against brick. It rattled a loose fire escape. It carried the scent of wet pavement and something else—something green and sleeping deep beneath the concrete.

Maya placed her palms flat on the cold sill. Felt the vibration of the city in the wood. Felt the wind lift the fine hairs on her arms.

Her breath deepened. Not forced. Not counted. Just... deeper. Her shoulders dropped. The humming in her molars faded to a whisper.

She stayed there until her fingertips went numb. Until the streetlights cast long, lonely shadows across the pavement. Until the trapped bird in her chest stilled its wings. Not gone. But resting.

When she finally closed the window, the silence of the apartment didn’t feel empty. It felt like space. Room to breathe.

Maya didn’t turn on the lights. She stood in the dark living room, listening to her own breath. In. Out. Slow. Steady.

Like the tide.

Outside, the wind sighed against the glass.

She pressed her palm to the cold windowpane. And waited.
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Chapter 2: Plastic Seasons
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Monday arrived without dawn.

Maya woke to the blue pulse of her phone alarm. 5:47 AM. The room was pitch black. She’d forgotten to close the curtains before collapsing fully clothed on the couch. Her neck ached. Her mouth tasted of sleep and tap water.

She silenced the alarm. Sat up slowly. The city’s ambient glow seeped through the window glass—streetlights, neon signs, the constant electric twilight of downtown. No true darkness. No true light. Just this perpetual in-between where night forgot to end.

In the bathroom mirror, her reflection startled her. The dark circles under her eyes had deepened overnight. A faint tremor ran through her hands as she splashed cold water on her face. She counted her breaths while brushing her teeth. In. Out. In. Out. The rhythm felt forced. Artificial. Like the ticking of a clock set to the wrong time zone.

She dressed in the same clothes from Friday. The fabric smelled faintly of subway and exhaust. She didn’t change. Didn’t care.



The office was colder on Mondays.

Maya swiped her badge at the turnstile. 7:02 AM. Early. Deliberately early. She wanted the building to herself before the human tide arrived. The lobby was silent except for the hum of vending machines and the low thrum of HVAC vents. She took the stairs to the third floor. One step at a time. Feeling the impact in her knees. In her hips. In the soles of her feet. Solid. Predictable.

Her cubicle waited. The spilled soil from Friday had been cleaned. The potted plant sat centered on her desk, its cracked pot hidden beneath a layer of fresh, sterile potting mix. Someone—probably Ben—had righted it. Watered it. The leaves glistened under the desk lamp, which someone had left on all weekend.

Maya touched a leaf. Cold. Waxy. Unmoving.

She shut off the lamp. Darkness fell across the desk. For ten seconds, she let herself sit in it. Then she powered up her computer. The screen’s glow illuminated the plant’s shadow on the wall—a distorted silhouette reaching toward nothing.

She opened her calendar.

Budget Meeting - 9:00 AM
Q4 Strategy Sync - 11:30 AM
Vendor Negotiations Prep - 2:00 PM
Team Check-In - 4:15 PM
Four colored blocks. Nine hours of scheduled existence. She scrolled backward. Friday’s blocks were grayed out. Empty. She couldn’t remember what she’d done in them. Scrolled forward. Tuesday. Wednesday. November bleeding into December. Holidays marked with cartoon snowmen and party hats. Artificial joy scheduled into artificial time.

Her stomach growled. She’d skipped dinner. Skipped breakfast. She opened a desk drawer. Protein bars. Shriveled apples. Emergency snacks preserved like museum specimens under plastic wrap. She chose a bar. Unwrapped it. The crinkling plastic sounded unnaturally loud.

As she ate, she watched the building wake up.

Lights flickered on across the floor. Keyboards clicked to life. Mugs of coffee materialized on desks. Ben arrived at 7:29 AM, same as every Monday. He saw Maya. Smiled. Held up two fingers—two sugars—as he headed to the break room. Maya nodded. Her mouth was full of chalky protein paste.

By 8:15 AM, the hum had returned. Fluorescents. Printers. Hushed conversations about weekend plans already fading into workday urgency. Maya’s inbox filled: 43 new messages. She scrolled. Requests. Deadlines. Corrections. A calendar invite for a meeting titled Synergy Alignment. She declined it. Then accepted it. Then deleted the notification.

Her eyes drifted to the window.

Gray sky. No clouds. No sun. Just a uniform, flat gray pressing against the glass. She tried to remember the last time she’d seen an actual sunrise. A real sunset. Not through this polarized glass, but standing in the open air, watching colors bleed across the horizon.

June. Maybe.

She opened a weather app.

Today: Overcast. High 48°F. Low 39°F. No precipitation.

Numbers. Not lived experience. Not the smell of rain on hot pavement. Not the way frost etches patterns on blades of grass. Just data points to be managed.

Ben appeared at her cubicle entrance. “Ready for war?” He held out a coffee. Black. Her usual.

Maya took it. “Thanks.” The cup was warm. Heavy. Real.

“Tried to save your plant,” he said, nodding at the Zamioculcas. “Watered it over the weekend. My wife has one. Calls it a ‘ZZ plant.’ Says they thrive on neglect.”

“It’s not thriving,” Maya said. “It’s enduring.”

Ben shrugged. “Same difference, right?” He glanced at his watch. “We should head in. Henderson’s already setting up.”



The conference room smelled of whiteboard markers and stale ambition.

Henderson stood at the head of the table, laser pointer in hand. Slides cycled on the screen: Q4 projections. Growth metrics. Risk mitigation strategies. Maya sipped her coffee. The caffeine sharpened the edges of her exhaustion.

“—and if we realign our KPIs,” Henderson was saying, “we can leverage synergies to maximize Q1 throughput.”

Maya stared at the plant on the conference table. Smaller than hers. Plastic. Its leaves were unnaturally uniform, frozen in a perpetual state of health. No dust. No cracks. No life.

She noticed Henderson’s wrist. His watch face glowed—a smartwatch tracking steps, heart rate, sleep quality. A digital pulse monitor strapped to living flesh. She wondered if it vibrated when his stress spiked during budget talks. If it ever told him to stop. Breathe. Look out the window.

“Maya?” Henderson’s voice cut through her thoughts. “You’ve been quiet. Thoughts on the West Coast rollout?”

All eyes turned to her. Ben shifted in his seat. Maya’s throat tightened. She hadn’t heard the question. Hadn’t heard anything for the last ten minutes. She saw only the plastic plant. Its perfect, impossible green.

“I—” She cleared her throat. “I think we need more data.”

Henderson’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We have data. We need decisions.”

The meeting dissolved into cross-talk. Voices overlapped. Laptops opened. Fingers tapped. Maya’s coffee went cold. She set it down. Watched the steam stop rising.

When it ended, Ben lingered as others filed out. “You okay? You seemed... elsewhere.”

Maya gathered her notes. “Just tired.”

“Jet lag without the jet,” Ben said. He lowered his voice. “Henderson’s riding us hard. Layoffs rumored for Q1.” He tapped his temple. “Keeps us sharp.”

Outside the conference room, the office buzzed with renewed urgency. Phones rang. Chairs scraped. Maya walked back to her cubicle. Past a wall calendar marked with colored stickers. Past a digital display showing time in Tokyo, London, New York. Past a wall-mounted clock with no hands—just glowing red numbers that blinked forward in silent, relentless increments.

Her desk lamp was on again.

She shut it off.



Lunchtime came. Didn’t come.

Maya missed the cafeteria rush. She ate at her desk. A sandwich from the deli downstairs. The bread was soggy. The turkey tasted faintly of chemicals. She ate without tasting. Scrolled through emails. Responded to three. Deleted twelve.

Her eyes kept returning to the calendar.

12:30 PM
1:15 PM
1:45 PM
Time didn’t flow here. It fractured. Shattered into scheduled fragments. She tried to remember what she’d done between 10:00 AM and 11:30 AM. The meeting. Yes. But what had she felt? What had she noticed? Nothing. Just the slide projections. Henderson’s pointer. The plastic plant.

She opened a browser tab. Typed “is it fall or winter now.”

Search results flooded the screen:
Winter solstice 2025: December 21
First frost dates by zip code
Why do seasons feel less distinct?
She clicked an article. “Climate change is blurring seasonal boundaries,” it read. “Milder winters, erratic springs. Our biology struggles to adapt.”

Maya closed the tab.

She turned the ZZ plant toward the window. Its leaves strained toward the gray light. She imagined its roots cramped in the cracked pot. Its slow metabolism tricked by the desk lamp’s eternal noon. What season did it think it was living in? Did it dream of monsoons? Of dry seasons? Or had it forgotten the taste of real rain?

Her phone buzzed. A reminder: Take vitamin D supplement.

She swallowed the pill dry. Washed it down with cold coffee.



Afternoon bled into evening without ceremony.

Maya finished the vendor negotiations prep. Sent the deck to Henderson. He replied instantly: Needs revision. See me at 5:00.

At 4:55 PM, the office lights dimmed automatically. Energy-saving mode. The sudden gloom made Maya’s heart jump. She looked up. The ceiling grid of fluorescents had switched to half-power. Shadows deepened in corners. The room felt like a cave lit by dying embers.

Henderson’s door was open. She knocked.

“Come in.” He didn’t look up from his screen. “The cost projections are weak. Finance wants harder numbers.”

“I used the template from last quarter.”

“Last quarter is gone.” He finally met her eyes. “We need forward motion. Not recycled data.”

Maya’s palms grew damp. She thought of the grass blade in the sidewalk crack. Its stubborn green. Its refusal to accept asphalt as its only reality.

“I’ll redo it tonight,” she said.

Henderson nodded. “Good. Send it by 9 AM.” He turned back to his screen. Dismissed.

Maya walked back to her cubicle. Her legs felt heavy. Lead-filled. She packed her bag slowly. Deliberately. Watching the office empty around her. Ben waved from the elevator bank. She waved back. Didn’t speak.

She shut down her computer. The screen went dark. Reflected her face. Pale. Strained. Older than she remembered.

She turned off the desk lamp.

This time, she didn’t stop it.



The walk to the subway was colder.

Darkness had fallen without fanfare. Streetlights cast yellow pools on the wet pavement. Rain had fallen while she worked. She hadn’t noticed. Only felt the damp chill seeping through her jacket as she stepped outside.

She passed the bodega. Warm light spilled onto the sidewalk. The old man was still there, sweeping. Same slow arc of the broom. Same deliberate movement. Maya paused at the window. He looked up. Didn’t nod this time. Just held her gaze for three full seconds. His eyes were dark and deep-set. Wrinkled at the corners. They held no judgment. No expectation. Only witness.

Maya touched the glass. Cold. Solid.

She walked on. Past the park gates. Locked. Chain wrapped through the bars. A sign: CLOSED 8 PM - 6 AM. She peered through the ironwork. The skeletal trees stood like sentinels in the gloom. No moon. No stars. Just the city’s reflected glow painting everything in shades of orange and gray. She imagined the grass beneath the frost. Sleeping. Waiting. Knowing when to rest. When to rise.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She ignored it.

At the subway entrance, she hesitated. Didn’t want the tunnels. Didn’t want the press of bodies. Didn’t want the flickering lights and screeching brakes. She kept walking. Past her usual stop. Past the next one. Letting her feet decide.

The streets grew quieter. Fewer cars. Fewer people. The buildings lowered—two stories, then one. Old brick facades with fire escapes rusting against the brick. A community garden appeared behind a chain-link fence. Plots of bare earth covered in straw mulch. A hand-painted sign: WINTER REST. SPRING RETURN.

Maya stopped. Gripped the fence. The metal was icy. Real.

She saw it then. Tucked against the fence post, half-hidden by snow-melt slush: a single plastic flower. A daisy. Its petals were faded yellow. Its stem bent from weather. Someone had placed it here. A marker. A memory. A small act of defiance against the season’s end.

Rain began to fall. Fine mist. Cold on her face. She tilted her head up. Felt it on her eyelids. Her cheeks. Her lips. No acid sting. No chemical aftertaste. Just water. Simple. Ancient.

Her phone buzzed again. Insistent.

She pulled it out. Henderson’s name. Where’s the revision?

Maya turned off the phone. For good this time. The screen went dark. Silent.

The rain fell harder. She didn’t move. Let it soak through her hair. Her jacket
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