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CHAPTER 1: NUMBERS IN THE DUST
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The floor polisher hummed like a tired bee as Ari Reyes guided it across the atrium of Tower 14. Night shift left the lobby to Ari and the soft percussion of the machine, and that suited Ari just fine: fewer eyes, fewer questions.

By the security desk—a glass island marooned in marble—Ari cut the polisher and bent to wipe a smudge. The rag came away gray, the streak gone, but the smudge was not just grime. It was a string of numbers written so faintly they could have been dust refusing to settle.

12:34

Ari stared. The sequence felt like a reassuring hand on the shoulder: a beginning that knew where it was going. Footsteps echoed; Ari wiped the numbers away and straightened as the night guard approached with a thermos and a slow smile.

“Another quiet one?” he asked.

“Quiet’s the dream,” Ari said. The smudge was gone, but a pressure pooled behind the eyes—like the building itself was looking back.

The guard returned to his desk. Outside, a bus rolled through the empty boulevard, its windows black mirrors. Ari rinsed the rag, wrung it out, and on the way to the storeroom saw another set of numbers ghosting the glass of the fire door: 12:34 again, nested inside a faint triangle.

Ari touched the corner of the symbol. Cold traveled up a nerve and nested in the wrist. Not fear—recognition.

Twelve thirty-four had been the time the call came three years ago. A siren’s voice braided with a stranger’s: we’re sorry, there was a collapse. Mateo had worked day labor in a building not far from Tower 14. He never came home.

Ari pressed a palm to the triangle, and the fire door hissed. The stairwell beyond was made of glass.
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