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​Chapter 1: First Day Jitters
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The glass never forgets you. Even after you’ve passed, your reflection lingers, stretched and warped by the will of architectural intent. As I approached the headquarters of Lyle & Worth, the building regarded me as some aberrant double, its surface bending my silhouette into a cruel, aspirational parody. The morning fog, what little survived this altitude, beaded on the sheets of glass like sweat on an anxious brow. My own, I noted, as I wiped my temple with the knuckle of my index finger—a habit cultivated in the crucible of interviews and criminal arraignments.

A halo of nerves throbbed at the base of my skull. I remember adjusting my tie, repeatedly, as though it might choke out the small, insistent voice that whispered of imminent failure. The lobby doors were so seamless they could have been welded shut; only a faint etching, the company’s emblem—a doubled serpent devouring itself—hinted at ingress. The gesture sensor, hidden in the monolith, registered my approach and parted the slabs with surgical indifference.

Inside: cold marble and furniture that defied comfort. The echo of my first step was devoured by the height of the ceiling. A single human presence greeted me from behind the reception desk, though “desk” implies a vulnerability not present here. This was a hemisphere of brushed steel, its shape and posture recalling the arc of a scalpel held at the ready. The woman behind it wore a suit of armor disguised as fashion, her nails lacquered to the dull red of cauterized flesh. She moved with the efficiency of a system too well-practiced to feign warmth.

“Welcome, Mr. Prokosch.” She never looked at me, only at her screens. My name materialized on her tongue as though she’d known it all her life.

I tried for a smile, but felt the skin of my lips fail to respond. “Thank you,” I said, as though gratitude had any purchase here.

She extended a hand—a slim wand with a sensor at the tip—and gestured for my eye. “Retinal, please.”

The scan was as brief as it was blinding; the afterimage of the wand burned a sickle across my vision.

“And your badge,” she continued, presenting me a card the color of blood at last call. My own face gazed up at me, hollow-eyed and underlit.

Behind me, in the phalanx of the lobby, other employees filed in and out in a dance of impeccable choreography. They avoided my gaze not out of rudeness, but necessity—a programmatic protocol, a detour written into the firmware of their existence. Every movement was too crisp, too measured. No one ever fumbled a keycard, or hesitated at the doors. They flowed around obstacles, never through them.

I felt a prickle at my nape, the suspicion of being watched, or already archived.

“Please proceed,” the receptionist intoned, her hand indicating an archway lit from within by the wan blue of unkind light. Past it waited a guard in a suit two sizes too small for his frame, as though the muscle had grown faster than the fabric could be tailored. His skin was the waxen, toneless sort that had forgotten sun. His eyes were black and untouched by insomnia; he had always looked that way.

He extended a palm for my badge. I handed it over, letting my fingers brush his as if to establish that we were both alive and carbon-based. His grip was clinical and final. His skin was colder than the marble, colder than the hollow at the bottom of a vodka glass, colder even than the seat my father left vacant at my mother’s funeral.

“Orientation’s at nine sharp,” he said. The badge was returned with its magnetic strip now branded with my thumbprint. “No need to wander. The facility’s larger than it appears.”

“Bigger on the inside,” I said, fishing for some shared irony.

He didn’t blink. “Much.”

The corridor past the archway pulsed with a diffused, hospital-grade sterility. Every ten feet a camera dome, each time the lens tracking me with a lazy, practiced ease. The floor gave nothing back to my shoes. Sound was not encouraged here.

I made it to the elevator bank, where another small group of new hires gathered in loose formation. None of us exchanged words. One woman checked her reflection in the elevator’s chrome trim, the rest fiddled with the lanyards and fidgeted with the black-case tablets we’d been assigned by mail the previous week. We pretended not to measure one another, but everyone here had read the dossier, and everyone here knew that some fraction of us would not last the first month.

The doors opened with a silent efficiency I envied. We crowded in, each trying not to flinch at the proximity of strangers. The woman with the careful makeup stole a glance at my badge and then at me, her eyes narrowing for a split second as though parsing a legal footnote. I willed myself to breathe more slowly, but my heart raced. It had been years since I had felt this watched, not since the depositions that ended my last employment and most of my friendships.

As the elevator ascended, I could sense each floor tick by like the seconds of a dying clock. Each stop was a shiver, each shiver a reminder of upward mobility in all its antiseptic glory.

At last the doors released us into the orientation suite. The carpet was gray, the walls gray, the art on the walls an even more expensive gray. I tried to imagine who might have designed this place, and how much they must have loathed color.

At the far end, another security detail awaited, this time with a clipboard and a pen that gleamed like a fresh incision. The guard’s handshake was expected, but not the sensation: his palm, tight and dampless, the temperature of formaldehyde.

“Welcome to the family,” he said.

The words stuck to me as I was ushered into the next room. Family. I wondered which role I’d been cast in—black sheep, favored son, or some Frankenstein in between.

The door hissed shut behind me, a suture closing over fresh meat.

I was shown to a room that called itself “Conference A,” though it more closely resembled the kind of windowless box used for negotiations or confessions. The furniture matched the company’s evident hostility to comfort: minimalist, sharp-edged, its colors a precise negative of warmth. Five other new hires were already there, arrayed in a crescent around a table made of something neither wood nor metal but suggesting both in its brutality.

They each wore the company’s standard-issue badge and the brittle, expectant posture of the newly employed. I recognized the familiar blend of terror and calculation in their expressions; we were all there to impress, or at least to survive.

The first woman, sitting nearest the door, had a jawline like an architectural fault line. Her shoes were unscuffed, her breath shallow, eyes darting to her phone every thirty seconds as though waiting for a verdict. Beside her, a man whose hair was already thinning at the crown fidgeted with his tablet, flicking through screens with compulsive precision. The third, a young man whose badge read “Aleksei,” leaned so far back in his chair he risked spinal dislocation. The last two—indistinguishable twins, or maybe just victims of the same stylist—completed the set. All five exuded the brittle sheen of corporate probation.

The hum of forced air was punctuated by the click of heels in the hall. The door opened, and in swept Ms. Winters, whose aura chilled the room by ten degrees before she’d even spoken.

She was built for intimidation: tall, angular, with cheekbones that might cut glass if she turned too sharply. Her hair was silver, not from age but by apparent design, parted so severely that her scalp glimmered at the part. Her lipstick was the exact shade of the reception desk, a recurring motif of institutional red.

“Good morning, all,” she said, her teeth too white to be trusted. “I am Ms. Winters, your onboarding specialist. I am here to ensure your transition to Lyle & Worth is seamless, productive, and—most importantly—compliant.”

She smiled with a precision that might have been mapped by computer, the lips forming a crescent entirely uninvolved with the eyes above. Those eyes, I noticed, carried none of the habitual twitching or blinking of a person at rest. They were fixed points, set for maximum jurisdiction.

“Our time today will be brief but comprehensive,” she said. “I expect your full attention.”

She began her orientation, moving around the table as she spoke, as if inspecting us for flaws. Her cadence was mechanical, the words spilling out with the cold assurance of a speech delivered hundreds of times. She detailed our roles, our expectations, the “evolutionary imperative” of the company, and the non-negotiability of deadlines. She referred to us as “talent assets.” At the third repetition, I felt a tickle in my throat.

One by one, she summoned us to the front of the room to collect our orientation packets. As I approached, her perfume—a chemical thing, more reminiscent of ozone than flowers—seared the air.

“Ethan Prokosch,” she said, sliding the folder toward me. “You will be working in Client Response. A challenging vertical, but one for which you are uniquely suited.”

I started to correct her—my background was in systems integration, not customer management—but the look in her eyes, the sense that she had already run all possible outcomes of this conversation, silenced me.

She moved on.

“Now, for your benefits,” she intoned, cueing a pre-loaded presentation on the wall. The projector was so precise the words appeared laser-etched on the bone-white surface: DENTAL, VISION, FAMILY LEAVE. Each line item faded into the next, as if no benefit were distinct from the others.

As she spoke, my gaze wandered to the other employees in the corridor beyond the glass panel in the door. They glided past in single file, always with the same geometry of movement—turn, pivot, vanish. And then, in the space between words, I noticed a peculiarity: each one bore a thin, pale line at the temple. The same side, the same length, as though drawn by compass and blade. A surgical scar? No. Too deliberate. Too symmetrical.

I looked around at my cohort, but none of the other new hires bore the mark. It was as though the scar conferred some unspoken seniority, or perhaps it was the cost of surviving this place beyond a probationary interval.

I must have stared too long, because Ms. Winters’s voice found me.

“Is there a question, Mr. Prokosch?”

I recoiled, briefly. “Just—wondering about the, ah, lines. On the temples. Is that a—” I faltered, instantly regretting the query. “—a company thing?”

She turned the full force of her smile on me then, and it was not a comfort.

“Very observant,” she said, her tone as thin as the scar itself. “It is a company perk you’ll learn about soon enough. We believe in investing in our people. Sometimes this means making a few, ah, structural improvements.”

The others laughed, but it was the laughter of witnesses, not participants.

She returned to her monologue, but now I watched with a surgeon’s eye for fissures. She paced the room with a fluidity that was itself suspicious, every gesture polished by a thousand repetitions. I wondered how many iterations it took to make a person this seamless.

Halfway through the PowerPoint, another employee entered with a tray of branded mugs and a carafe of something that claimed to be coffee. He wore a pale blue suit and a badge with only a barcode, no name. The scar was prominent on his left temple, a pale parenthesis.

As he set down the mugs, he met my gaze for the briefest moment. I tried to find some human connection in his eyes—a glimmer of resistance or recognition—but found only an infinite recursion of compliance. When Ms. Winters said “thank you, Marcus,” the man’s mouth twitched into a programmed smile, then reverted to zero.

There was no end to the orientation, only a point at which Ms. Winters said, “That’s all,” and left us stranded in the conference room, clutching our folders like verdicts. The door didn’t so much open as retreat from her presence. She passed through it with no more resistance than a phantom.

We were left to talk amongst ourselves, though no one did. The woman nearest me paged through her materials, fingers trembling slightly. The man with thinning hair tried to look busy, but it was clear from the way his eyes darted from page to page that the words weren’t landing. The twins muttered in a code I couldn’t decipher.

I walked to the glass panel in the door and peered into the corridor. Now that I was looking for it, I saw the scars everywhere: every other employee, at minimum, marked at the left temple, as though they all attended the same secret ritual. Even the janitorial staff wore the cut, with the exception of one very young woman who moved down the hall as if on borrowed time.

I heard laughter behind me and turned to see Ms. Winters again, this time escorting a man in a suit of darker, more expensive fabric. He wore the scar, but his was deeper, more aggressive, almost a badge of rank. As they entered, every employee in the hallway—and every member of my cohort, even the unscarred—rose to attention, in perfect synchrony. The air pulsed with the unison of their posture.

The man nodded at Ms. Winters, who executed a curt bow. Then his gaze scanned the room. It landed on me and did not move. My mouth went dry, my own body betraying me as I stood, clumsy and uninitiated. The man smiled, a thin retraction of lips, and turned away.

Ms. Winters resumed the onboarding, her smile now a weapon drawn and ready. The rest of the hour dissolved into noise.

I did not hear most of what was said. I was preoccupied with the prospect of earning my own scar, and what the cost might be. I found my hand reaching for my temple, pressing lightly, as though the skin might give way beneath the pressure.

That night, in my temporary corporate housing, I studied myself in the bathroom mirror. I practiced the smile Ms. Winters wore, the smile the others had learned, and I could not get the corners of my mouth to obey. I pressed a knuckle to my temple and traced an imaginary incision, then another, as if somewhere inside was the switch that would let me belong.

The next day, I would return to the building with the glass that always remembered.

The second day was worse. They assigned me a tour guide—his name was Ogle, though I doubted it was original equipment—who arrived at my temporary office with a set of instructions so thick they could have served as insulation. His face was unmarred, but he walked with the delicate unease of someone expecting an imminent blow.

“Ready to see the floor?” he asked, not even pretending the answer mattered.

We started in the main corridor, which split the building’s interior like a major artery. Each branching hallway was lined with cubicles, all identical and all perfectly maintained. I counted the desks as we passed, an old habit from a life that required knowing exits and counts. By the time I lost track, we had passed over a hundred.

Above, the ceiling was a firmament of buzzing fluorescent, the panels breathing in and out with the pressure changes of the HVAC. There were no windows, only the constant static hum of recycled air. The color temperature was set for maximum longevity, minimum happiness.

At each desk, an employee performed their task with religious intensity. There were no idle chats, no pop culture references, not even a stray cough to betray organic life. Their motions were synchronized in a way that didn’t seem possible for people who had never met. The only variation was the scars: some fresh, some faded, all occupying the same topography.

Ogle kept up a narration, as if to drown out any stray thought I might entertain. “This is Systems,” he said. “Up there—” he pointed through a frosted panel in the ceiling, behind which I saw the outlines of bodies moving, silhouetted and remote, “—is Executive. They like to monitor productivity in real-time.”

I looked up, half-expecting to meet a gaze through the haze, but the glass was too dense for detail. Just the suggestion of movement, the sense that someone (or something) was always looking down. I shuddered, which Ogle seemed to register as a sign to move on.

He led me through narrower and narrower aisles, each lined with sound-dampening fabric that further isolated the workers. Here, footsteps made no sound at all. I felt my heart slow in protest. The hush was so complete I could hear my pulse ticking in my jaw.

At one point, we stopped at a junction labeled “Evacuation Path,” though the arrows led in two conflicting directions. I tried one door, found it locked, and pretended I hadn’t. Ogle smiled, the first time he had displayed a human emotion, and said, “We like to keep our safety protocols redundant. Can’t be too careful these days.”

“Has there ever been an evacuation?” I asked.

He paused. “Not in my tenure. But there are drills, quarterly. We take them very seriously.” His gaze drifted to a smoke detector on the ceiling, then back to me, almost apologetic.

We passed through a glassed-in “collaboration pod,” where two employees in matching suits sat so perfectly aligned it could have been a mirror trick. Both had the scar, and both turned to acknowledge us with the same fractional tilt of the head. I expected them to resume conversation after we passed, but they did not. The silence followed us like a static charge.

Near the edge of the floor, the lights dimmed slightly, a deliberate shift meant to indicate territory. Ogle spoke quietly. “Here’s where the client calls are handled. Soundproofed. Not even the system logs what’s said in here.”

I peeked through a narrow window. The people inside wore headsets that cupped their skulls with an almost surgical precision. Their mouths moved, but I heard nothing.

“Privacy is key,” Ogle whispered, as if the walls might be listening.

I nodded, already feeling the onset of a headache. I wondered if the scars were meant to facilitate the work, or merely to mark those who had survived it.

On our way back to my “home base,” as Ogle called it, I noticed a maintenance worker perched on a stepladder, fiddling with a panel in the ceiling. He was older, with hands so veined they seemed almost mechanical. He wore no badge, no uniform, just gray work pants and a t-shirt with the words “NOTHING TO SEE HERE” in chipped, flaking vinyl.

The worker’s hands trembled as he reached into the cavity. For a second, our eyes met. He froze, as if I had caught him in the act of sabotage. I opened my mouth to say something, but the worker dropped his tool and scuttled down the ladder, wiping his hands on his pants.

He ducked away, not looking back.

Ogle registered the exchange but did not comment. We walked the final stretch in silence.

When we reached my assigned desk, he handed me an onboarding packet, lighter this time, but just as impenetrable. My monitor was already on, the login prompt waiting. As I sat, the chair adjusted to fit me exactly, as if it had anticipated my arrival.

For a moment, I hesitated. The scar would come, I knew. It was only a matter of when, not if. The urge to run rose in my throat, acidic and ancient. But I settled my fingers on the keyboard and looked up, just in time to see a shadow flicker behind the frosted glass overhead. An audience, or a warning.

I typed in my credentials, feeling the pressure at my temple already, as if the place had begun to mark me from within.

I pressed enter, and the light above my desk blinked red, then green, then a final, decisive white.
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​Chapter 2: The Signal Strikes
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There was nothing on the agenda, not really. It was all bullets and sub-bullets, a ritual more for the anesthetic than the information. They packed us in “Collaboration Suite 5” because it was farthest from the lobby, a place where even the hint of outside air was several blind corners away. It wasn’t my first corporate orientation, but it was the first time I felt as though I was being sealed into something.

The fluorescent lights vibrated at an undertone, matching the aftertaste of sleep deprivation. The projector’s hum had a life of its own, a thready insect chirr, amplified by the floor’s hive-like configuration. The speaker—Ms. Winters, again, reincarnated into a different pantsuit but the same razor’s-edge posture—began the session with a smile that could have been an error in the rendering.

She introduced herself to the assembled cattle: myself, the twins, the woman who chewed her lips until the skin frothed, the man with the anxious widow’s peak, Aleksei (of the risky vertebrae), and a few more imported from the overnight induction. Each of us arranged in a loose V, shoulder to shoulder, all sipping identical company-branded water bottles. The label said “EVOLVE,” in font that looked like it had been designed at gunpoint.

I pressed my knuckle to my temple, a private tic. Something under the skin itched, right at the spot where so many of the others wore their surgical badges of honor. Even the receptionist had one, a puckered, nearly invisible line that traced from her hairline down into the orbital bone, like a seam for removing the faceplate. Mine was smooth, unbroken. Maybe that’s why my finger kept returning to it. A reminder. Or a premonition.

Ms. Winters droned through the introduction, mapping out the territory of our shared future: “On behalf of Lyle & Worth, we welcome you to an organization defined by its commitment to resilience, adaptability, and interconnectivity.” Each word a honeyed needle. Around me, the room shifted its weight, everyone working to look more competent than tired.

I catalogued the features of my cohort. The woman next to me—Stacey, according to her badge—hid her scars with layered bangs. The twins had been cut identically; I imagined their recovery periods, synchronized like a matched set of appliances. Aleksei’s scar was fresh, red as a bitten tongue. The rest bore theirs as afterthoughts, though in this light none were subtle.

“Corporate culture is a living organism,” said Ms. Winters, “and each of you will serve as a vital organ.” She brandished the laser pointer, stabbing at the slide: VISION. DIRECTION. HARMONY. “You’ll see our core values enacted every day, not just on the walls, but in every interaction, every choice.”

A trickle of something—irritation, or maybe just hunger—worked its way down my neck. The ventilation system clicked on, forcing a chill across the patchwork of fresh scars.

Midway through the second bullet, the world bled out.

The room’s soundscape, once a fabric of monotonous noises, atomized. There was a tone, high and bone-clean, that shot straight down my ear canal, bypassing resistance. At first I thought it was the lighting, a ballast about to burst. I almost laughed. Then Stacey shuddered, dropped her water bottle, and went stock-still. Her face collapsed into blankness, the switch thrown in a time-lapsed corpse.

Across the table, Aleksei twitched his head so violently I heard the crack. The twins fell together, foreheads thudding in brutal unity on the tabletop, then snapped up again, eyes boiling black. The hum in the air intensified, so dense I could see the skin on my arms vibrate in sympathy.

I waited for myself to follow. Nothing happened.

I pressed the knuckle to my temple, hard enough to leave a dimple, certain now that this was the real test and I was failing by omission. Instead, I remained rooted, heart stuttering but functional, mind intact. All around, people were short-circuiting, drowning in the impossible frequency.

Ms. Winters froze mid-sentence. Her face, trained by years of customer sadism, flexed through confusion and then something like awe. She made a noise—low, mammalian. The laser pointer clattered from her grip and rolled, red dot orbiting the conference table like a desperate planet.

The first blow landed with a wet, decisive sound. Aleksei had reached across the table and gripped the anxious man’s jaw in both hands. With a twist, he jerked the man’s head sideways, a movement too fast and too final. The jaw fractured, skin and ligament giving way to a sudden arterial bloom. The spray gloved the table, instantly vivid against the grayscale aesthetic.

Stacey stood and, with perfect serenity, stabbed the sharpened end of her name badge into her own palm. She watched the bead of blood swell with academic interest, then drove the hand into the twin’s face, using the metal edge to dig for something beneath the cheekbone. The twin didn’t resist; she smiled, eyes dead, as the steel slid into her flesh.

The high tone fell away. What replaced it was the wet panic of mammals, the slap and scrape of skin on laminate. I did not move, or breathe, as I watched the remainder of my orientation cohort murder itself in sequence. Even Ms. Winters had joined, her smile now deeply, grotesquely sincere, as she used a fistful of laser pointers to gouge at the nearest open throat.

I could not tell how long I sat like that, spectating the corporate culling. It felt both immediate and endless. At some point I realized I was crouched on the carpet, back pressed against the glass wall, fists clenched so tight the knuckles ached.

Across from me, Stacey and Aleksei fought for control of a length of cord ripped from the projector. They worked in tandem, alternating the ligature around the surviving twin’s neck. The twin gurgled, legs jittering against the base of the conference table, then went limp. They held it there for several minutes after death, perhaps just for the closure.

Ms. Winters was the last to finish. She walked the length of the room, a bloody compass point, eyes black with devotion. She paused before each of us, as if auditing her work. When she reached me, she regarded the unblemished temple. For a moment, her face lost all animation. The silence had returned.

She reached for my head, but her hands trembled and she could not find the right grip. Instead, she cupped my chin—almost gently, almost motherly—and peered into my eyes. A look of recognition, or horror. She didn’t say anything, just let her hands fall. She took a step backward, turned, and drove her own face into the edge of the table with full force. Her skull split along the preexisting fault.

When it was over, I stayed on the floor. I could hear the slide projector humming, the next bullet point waiting for a quorum. There was blood everywhere, but none of it mine. I blinked at the glass, expecting it to warp and flex my reflection into some monstrous alternate, but my face stayed human. Tired, but intact.

I pressed my knuckle to the temple one last time. It still didn’t yield.

At the far end of the suite, a security light stuttered to life, flickering blue. Outside, beyond the now-broken glass wall, I could see the rest of the floor. Other conference rooms were erupting into their own blood-soaked rituals.

I stood. My suit was wet, heavy with fluid, but I made myself walk the length of the table, through the pooling red. The badge on the dead man’s lapel flashed at me: "Welcome to the Family." The twins held hands, heads tilted inward as though sharing a secret.

The world outside the conference suite kept working, the distant echo of productivity undisturbed. My phone buzzed. New message: "Meeting rescheduled to 11:00. Room unchanged."

I checked the time. 10:45.

There were still fifteen minutes before I was late.

There are horrors that explain themselves in the moment, and horrors that leave explanation dangling, unresolved. When the killing began, I expected the logic to arrive in the aftermath—some new protocol, some meaning. Instead, the logic starved in place, limp and unwelcome.

I navigated the hallway with the delicate step of the newly paroled. My shoes left an arterial signature on the tile, which did not go unnoticed. The office beyond “Collaboration Suite 5” had decayed into civil war. I heard the violence before I saw it: the sharp, periodic clacks of a mechanical keyboard, the wetter percussion of bone and flesh at variance. The smell was soured metal, copper on carbon.
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