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The rain did not merely fall against the glass of the forty-fifth floor; it assaulted it. Sheets of grey water, driven by a wind that howled through the concrete canyons of the metropolis, slammed against the floor-to-ceiling windows of Conference Room B with a violence that made the silence inside the room feel pressurized. It was a silence that hummed, thick and artificial, maintained by soundproofing designed to keep corporate secrets in and the messy, chaotic world out.

Megan Stoney stood by the window, her arms wrapped tightly around her midsection. The view was usually a panoramic display of urban ambition, a sprawling grid of lights and steel, but today it was nothing but a wall of weeping slate. She shivered. It was always freezing in here. The building’s climate control system was a capricious god, deciding that late Friday afternoons required the ambient temperature of a meat locker. She had already attempted to adjust the digital thermostat by the door three times. It remained stubbornly fixed at sixty-eight degrees, though it felt much colder.

She turned away from the window and smoothed the front of her blouse. It was a pale, icy blue, chosen specifically because it was professional, unobtrusive, and severe. It buttoned to her throat. Her pencil skirt was navy, tailored to within an inch of its life, restricting her stride just enough to ensure she walked with measured, clipped efficiency. Beneath it, she wore sheer pantyhose that encased her legs in a synthetic second skin, smoothing away any imperfection. Everything about her appearance was a calculated decision to erase herself, to become a function rather than a person. She was the HR Manager. She was the gatekeeper. She was the one who checked the boxes that defined the beginning and the end of other people’s livelihoods.

Today was an end.

She walked to the long mahogany table that dominated the room. It was a dark, polished slab of wood that could seat twenty, but today there were only two chairs arranged. One at the head, for her, and one adjacent, for the subject. This was standard procedure. It created a dynamic of authority without total opposition, a subtlety she usually appreciated.
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