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Chapter 1
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Who is Cross?

Silence covers the planet, and darkness hovers all over the room. Nothing can be seen, even with the widest opened eyes. Apart from all this, only a negligible sound of a distant passing jet from above is heard. But this all falls on deaf ears, as our man is dead asleep. Not even a loud horn near his ears can wake him up.

A poor night owl—dedicated all his life to sleeping late—sets a timer instead of an alarm to wake up, saying his brain longevity and mental health are more important than anything he can think of, because he can’t think of anything with a damaged brain in the first place.

Not everything goes to belief, though, and I am about to be proved wrong by the same man I thought I knew.

How so?

Oh yeah, wait.

A vigorous motion is heard on his bed. He is awake—and too soon. He hasn’t been asleep for an hour.

He picks up his phone, and the light from the phone lights the room. He is seated in the bed. He looks at the phone. A large LED writing on the lock screen displays 3:45 a.m. He smiles. I believe he still has a couple of hours of sleep. But still, that’ll be less than six hours, as he is needed in the office not after 8 a.m. Too bad for a man of his word like him.

He takes a deep breath, as can be heard, and his abnormally white eyes strike an acute reflection in the almost dark room. He shuts his phone down—oh, the screen—and everything goes back as usual. Very dark.

A loud thud is heard on his bed, and we all know what that is: he has retreated back to sleep enthusiastically.

Turns out I knew him after all. He sticks to the plan.

But why would he wake up? It’s still very dark—and silent, of course.

Let’s hear him out in the morning.

The morning finally arrives. The room is very warm now... warm, yes. Our man lives in an apartment at the topmost floor of this immaculate building. The roof is made of polished iron sheets though—so bad for the huge amount of rent he pays. Clearness of space in this room is just a lullaby for him, as his silent snores give no damn about the fact that he might be getting late for work.

His sacred peace of mind goes on for a while until he jumps up from the bed like a drowning man who regains consciousness after being pulled out of a pool of water. He looks across his room and storms to the window. He violently pulls the very thick curtains on the window to one side, allowing the sun to send the strong, unforgiving rays into the room, confirming to him how irrecoverably behind schedule he is.

He draws back the curtain, and the room goes back to its original dusk-like light intensity. He steps back a few steps, looks at his wrist—but there’s no watch, only a wristband with longitudinal lines of red, white, green, and black, with mimics of shield and spear. So unforeseeable.

He clicks his tongue and quickly runs to his phone. He knows he’s already late, because such striking beams of sunlight don’t show at 6 a.m.

In a second, he is lost—perhaps he’s freshening up in the bathroom, perhaps not. But all I know is, he’s a man with the quickest reflexes I’ve ever seen. Maybe we’ll find out if that’s entirely true, or I’m just being fooled again.

The hinges of the door to the toilet creak, and out comes our man, fully dressed in official attire—except for his hair, which is so much like him but doesn’t give honor to his dress code. And there’s nothing on his feet.

He walks majestically across the room, trying to have control of the space—or maybe he’s just trying to fool us that everything is okay, when I know very well that he’s probably struggling to breathe. The thoughts of getting fired before his first paycheck completely commandeer his peace and his body’s psychological standings.

But why? Remember... no, there’s nothing to remember here.

Let me fill you in first:

Today is the first day of his second week in employment. He got a job as a junior financial consultant in a company in town—The Rovers. He was among the four new employees who got the chance to taste the flourishing enterprise's money in exchange for some weird intangible services. Of course, all services are intangible, I suppose. I just don’t know if they are all weird.

There were hundreds of applicants. I don’t know what gold they must have seen in him to make him so exclusive. A man who takes everything literally, doesn’t believe in what’s beyond his sight. He has no papers, no job experience—apart from his only degree in finance, which he magically got with first-class honors. Perhaps it’s still Hail Mary working in his favor, who knows.

His first week at work was nothing but raw optimism. He has calculated the few tens of thousands he gets in the name of salary and perfected his plan for the future. Everything about his life is meant to change according to his grand plan—apart from his area of residence. I don’t know why. Not yet. Our man is a complicated man.

Getting shown the company gates too soon is just something he’d do anything to make sure it never crosses his mind. And now I think we have the idea about why he is restless—at least, should be.

He hastens across the room, pushing a table nearby with his knees to create a way between the sofas in this insanely crowded room—too full for someone who just got employed. He reaches the bed again, making me wonder if there are some ounces of sleepiness he still has left. But he squats down, stretches his masculine hands below the bed, and pulls out a very shiny pair of shoes.

In the blink of an eye, he is all set. He picks his skinny black backpack, then his phone, and storms out of the room.

Just as he gets out, he meets his neighbor—the closest and the only married friend he has in town—Zack.

Zack, a bald-headed skinny young man with his beard almost covering his face, sees him get out of the apartment and stands still, almost petrified. He looks at him from head to toe, then breaks the silence.

“When did they put you in the night shift?” he asks.

Our man looks at him for a moment and touches his shoulder. He smirks, then leaves him standing there, puzzled.

Zack turns around and shouts, “You shouldn’t leave your door unlocked, you know.”

Our man stands there for a while before replying, “You are my neighbor, right?”

Zack says, “Yes, so?”

He says, “Be my neighbor.”

They stare at each other before he proceeds, “My floor is clean.” Then he speeds off, leaving Zack behind, smiling.

The sun is almost halfway near its midday position, but our man is still standing—vividly stranded—at the bus station. There hasn’t been a drop of rain for weeks. Adding to the reality that this part of town has no tarmac, dust has all the freedom it needs to dye people’s clothing. And the scrambling of passengers to board the few buses, which appear to arrive on some standard protocol—likely to create a deficit to keep the fare steadily high.

Amid all this chaos, our man is focused, undisturbed, calm—or just stupid. He stands there, refusing to be part of the scrambling passengers. He believes the pressure will lapse and travel will be smooth. But the rate at which people are joining the stage is almost twice that of the buses’ increment. Poor ego is about to help him face it rough.

He doesn’t want to be a victim of any commotion, be it natural or organic, and he stands his ground, keeps his chin up, and hopes for the best.

Moments pass but nothing becomes promising. Suddenly a saloon car brakes right in front of him, and a young dark bald-headed man with a badged black suit lowers the window's tinted glass. "Get in" he says. Our man wastes no time, and he opens the door to the back seat and sits comfortably, he instructs him "let's go". There are only two people in that car, and the driver looks at him in the rear mirror, but he is busy on his phone, paying no attention to him at all.

Few minutes into their journey, the driver clears his throat. The sound produced sends our man away from his phone to the bustling buildings in town. He absentmindedly gives them a daring stare, probably questioning why they had to be that tall. They maneuver slowly through the jam, and finally, the driver speaks.

“You know me, right?” he asks.

Our man adjusts his posture in the back seat before moving to the other side of the car, aiming for a better view of the driver. He replies, “Who are you, sir? Please?”

The driver’s face darkens suddenly, and his warm expression becomes something else—far from welcoming. On paying attention, one could easily see three lines of wrinkles forming pronounced ridges on his forehead. Leave alone the red blood spots covering his eyes. I’m starting to think there are two people in this car who didn’t get enough sleep. But why now? Why the sudden shift in mood? Was he actually yearning for the acknowledgement of his recognition from our man, who I wouldn’t be surprised to hear say he knows no one?

Economic struggles are just getting the best of everyone.

Our man sits there comfortably, wondering what’s taking this driver too long to just utter his name. He wasn’t interested at first, I have to say, but now, because the conversation has been jumpstarted, he is thrilled to keep it going.

“You are a security officer—supervisor, maybe—at The Rovers, is that right?” he asks.

The driver tries to find our man’s face in the rearview mirror but can’t. I suppose he just wanted to nod, like he’s too tired to speak.

“That’s right,” he says.

His words are succeeded by a boring silence.

“Thanks for the lift. I really needed it,” our man says.

The driver gives that a micro smile for acceptance, then says, “You’re late. Very late.”

Our man scratches his unkempt hair like he’s contemplating his next words. He leans forward, surely about to explode with some words of explanation. But he relaxes his back against the seat, choosing not to say any word. He pulls the car door glass down, squints his eyes for the morning breeze, then looks back at the driver and says:

“You know, I didn’t imagine this would happen. I got a lot of improvements to make on my lifestyle. This is embarrassing for a guy like me... I’m so sorry. I won’t be this late again.”

He shifts his position and goes back to where he was before, and stares at the driver through the rearview mirror.

The driver looks at him, visibly not happy—nor sad either. Just cold. He forces a smile again, trying to ensure our man feels at home, as if he’d lose his job if he made him feel bad.

The driver says finally, “Don’t worry. But save your apologies for later... I’m not the right guy to forgive you.”

Those words come to our man’s ears as a surprise. He clearly must have expected something else—more like “It’s alright, it’s not that bad.” The words send him into another dimension of critical thinking. The driver has hinted at him that there might be some turbulence ahead. But our man has always learned to master his fears. And the only way to confirm them was to see them.

He breathes in loudly, then accompanies his exhalation with more surprising words.

“I wasn’t really apologizing, but I was just sympathetic with the situation. I’m worried about what my few hours of lateness might cost the company. I work in a very sensitively important wing.”

The driver looks at him, speechless, and swerves the car vigorously to the right. Our man looks at him in awe, wondering why he couldn’t just slow down and make a reputable turn. Do the security officials always have to be rough? Even when they are in branded official suits?

They enter the enterprise. They pass straight through the gate without clearance and speed into the parking garage. Our man gets out, completely worn out. But against all kinds of luck, he runs into the manager—his boss—who is just leaving his car parked in the garage too.

The boss, infamous for his overly strictness, stands there, examining our man while leaning on one of the round concrete pillars that shield the rich with cars from being crushed by the falling upper floors—that is, if they decide to fall. His face dances with mixed reactions, and his huge, well-fed body obeys and remains still as our man makes his way towards him.

It’s really splendid to know you are all insurmountable before a man, and the confidence with which our man is being watched is extraordinary. Even a slight trip by his extravagant legs could cost him his job.

He reaches the boss and, without holding anything back, stretches his gigantic hands for a handshake. The manager looks at him with surprise and admiration. He says, “Hi, you must be... uh, uh... what’s your name again?”

Our man is instantaneously dumbfounded. He clearly can’t wrap it around his mind how the only man who fought for his hiring a week ago—against all odds—now asks what his name is. Worse after he made exponential interaction with him on the day of the interview, and they talked a lot about everything... that would get him hired, of course.

Our man says, “Cross. Victor Cross.”

But deep down, I believe he is all upset and surprised. His mind is all like, “This is the most unprofessional professional environment I have ever been in. It’s my first anyway. So, whatever.”

Victor Cross, at last! Quite a name that is. Especially for a man as simple as him. Nothing seems to bother him. Like right now—he stands majestically before the boss, his arms crossed perfectly near his enlarged chest. He is physically strong, Victor Cross. And I believe he mustn’t have the idea that he is powerless right now, for the real power lies with the one authorizing his paycheck.

The disease of misclassification of power is really taking a toll on him right now, as it is seen—for the kind of eye contact he is offering his economic lord is just too good for mere attentiveness, which will form a basis for his continuing with the job or not. Cross—yes, Cross—is on thin ice.

The discomfort the manager is starting to feel by his presence becomes unconcealed. Perhaps he is already fed up with Cross’s amplified attitude toward being the boss to his boss.

There’s an apparent lack of division of labor and specialization in this company. The only place where work is streamlined and employees clearly know their obligation is on the lowest rank, which majorly comprises casual laborers—whose employment can last for as short as two hours, depending on the side of the bed the foreman woke up on. But usually, persevering job-seekers parade at the courtyard every day and are hand-picked. The luckier they are, the better.

Not everything lasts forever, and their official job duration is twelve hours, which gets renewed after another twelve. But nothing is promised here.

The top level basically deals with matters of skilled laborers, and the kind of employees needed here are supposed to be very skilled at being multi-skilled. Nothing is reserved, and the only way to survive here for your second pays lip is to be a genius. This seems far-fetched, but it wouldn’t be so where everything is professionally played by ear. Today you are an accountant, tomorrow, risk manager, the following day you unleash your ingenuity on the supply chain—and the list goes on.

The only wing that’s not held by anyone is the Human Resource wing.

Interested in knowing who carries that load? Of course, you do.

The boss.

He has the best leverage against any skilled employee—see good results or be shown the exit. They have no choice but to learn while working. For the weight of the weeping economy has never been so willing to crush them when they go jobless.

“So, Cross... you made it,” the boss politely asks.

Cross puts on a huge smile, perfectly convinced that the boss is pleased and there’s nothing for him to worry about.

That’s true. I’m confused too, because the boss seems pleased. Could it be that he was anticipating his reporting, but never expected it? That’s a lot to ask.

Cross replies, “Yes, just like it is needed. My love for this company is just immeasurable, and I hope I maximize my presence here for the prosperity of this life-saving entity. This world belongs to us, and it’s our job as its citizens to protect it, however we can.”

These words send involuntary smiles onto the manager’s then very bored face. He nods his head perfectly, like something he spent his whole night rehearsing for.

Then he says, “Good. I saw you were destined to be here—to be part of this great company—the moment I saw you.”

This leaves Cross with nothing to say, he nods, and as usual takes control of the situation. “Shall we?” He asks the boss, as he shows him the garage exit, urging him to accompany him to his office.

Cross has always been a man of his own space, and getting to interact with people just occurs to him as a necessity. He seems to hold a lot of power from the boss. But why?

Okay, when he joined the firm, the first assignment he got was about recovering debts the business was owed. The defaulters were not just defaulters, but professional ones, who apparently believed not paying their dues was a strategic move toward ensuring the cash reserves of their business were substantial enough to justify the operations’ name—business.

Cross, with his two-day work experience, embraced his most original individuality and did a job well done. Everything is binary before him, and he knew the defaulters were no saints. They had taken advantage of the weak judiciary systems in that part of the country, and Cross knew the only way to impress his boss was to return the favor to them—and that’s exactly what he did.

The boss says, “No, you just go ahead. I’ll see you around. Everything is in order, so, go get yourself busy.”

The very thing Cross wasn’t prepared for is the command he just received. For a minute, the reality about his current environment must have slipped his mind, and he thought he was in a boy-dad small talk.

The only self-control—the major control—he has on himself is over his skin, which, apart from being very veined on the limbs, is very disciplined on the face and never responds to any brain’s surprise unless instructed to do so. That’s why Cross remains composed amidst the implied confrontation.

He holds his palms together and nods to the boss. Without saying any more words, he is gone.

I can’t see him.
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Chapter 2
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Saved for doom

Cross’s departure from the room is replaced by a profound silence. The boss’s eyes sweep across the building, though his head doesn’t move an inch. Then a loud bang breaks the stillness—it’s a car door slamming. The same car that had brought Cross to this mighty job. From it emerges the suited security guard. Lavish, in his own way. He swings the keys absentmindedly as he strides toward the boss, his freshly shaved black scalp throwing back the light from the fluorescent tubes above. He had been dead still in the car all this time, lying in wait until Cross was nowhere in sight. Truly, he couldn’t stand the man.

The boss throws him a daring stare, and his mood, once dark and unreadable, begins to lighten. He stretches his arms wide, inviting the guard into a warm embrace. The energy between them is strange, too intimate—too familiar—for a boss and his security officer. “Your capabilities are truly remarkable,” the boss says with a light giggle, still shaking his hand. He lets go, and before the officer can respond, he adds, “Now, let’s get the show on the road.”

The guard nods slowly. Then, almost reluctantly, he says, “I admire how highly you speak of Cross, and how much you love him, being your best employee and all. But I think we’re being too presumptuous about him. I doubt he’ll deliver the goal for which we brought him here.” He ends with a hard look at the boss.

Hands clasped behind his back, the boss answers slowly, “He is the one. I am a trained professional, and nurturing employees is one thing I am very good at. Let me do my job.” He smiles—dismissive, deliberate—urging the officer to leave.

But the guard’s exasperation boils over. He raises his voice. “Graham, you don’t know this man! I shared the car with him. He doesn’t care about anything at all. Believe me, you’d be surprised to never see him here again after tomorrow. There are a lot of people out there who can replace him—maybe even do it better.”

Graham responds calmly, “You might want to compromise on our plan, but I tell you, a lot might be off about him, but he is very true to his ideals. That is what I was looking for. You can’t step on his toe and laugh about it and go scot-free. That is the sole reason he is here—he will never be a victim, and that is perfect for our course, Jack.”

The officer’s face darkens further. To him, Cross is nothing more than an imbecilic brat who knows absolutely nothing about anything. Every time he saw Cross walking through the gates of The Rovers, he considered it a mystery. The boy’s motives felt hollow, his discipline entirely absent. What frightened him the most wasn’t Cross’s lack of performance—it was the very real possibility that, one morning, he would simply decide not to come to work. That one rash whim could bring their entire mission crashing down. Everything would have to be reset.

“Okay,” he says finally. “If you can’t get rid of him now, ensure he stays. I need to go home this time.” Jack steps closer to Graham, their faces nearly meeting, the tip of his nose almost brushing his boss’s like they’re leaning in for a tender, convex hug. Then, in a voice sharpened with weight, he adds, “This time, we don’t need missteps. I told you this mission was best commanded by me, but you will always be the big brother—who wins, who gives orders, and I follow.”

Graham pulls his head back ever so slightly. He’s always been a man of straight lines, clean boundaries. Anything that draws another man’s face too near his own feels like a karmic violation. He clears a sliver of space between them and answers slowly, almost whispering. “Jack. He stays.”

Jack wastes no time. “Why? Why? What’s your play here? I don’t understand!”

Graham stares at him—coldly, dismissively, almost with pity. “You don’t need to. Just do your job. I’m the boss, remember?”

The words has crushed Jack’s ego beyond contemplation, with little delocalized veins starting to draw at the side of his head, he says “Pray you don’t fail.” Then he storms outside the garage, leaving behind Graham making an akimbo stature. His belly shape makes a slight peep from his white shirt hidden in unbuttoned blue coat. He mutters to himself “I’ll ensure he stays.”

Cross, on his side, pulls his heavy body upwards the stairs through accelerated enormous strides, passing two stairs in between each step he makes, sending a loud echo across the spacious office building, alerting the early arrivals about a potential company. On reaching his floor, he pays a visit to the secretary first, to mark his presence. The secretary, Mrs. Oyando, is a very diligent woman in her late 50s, just doing her final touches before resorting to tasting how sweet the pension money is. Her office is just adjacent to that of Graham, and straight in the other end is a very large room, divided into glass walled cubes of six workers each. That’s where we have corporate geniuses.

Cross knocks at the door, and the secretary allows him in. Mrs. Oyando, even with that age, still has a very charming smile and hospitality—a quality that doesn’t seem to be affected by age.

“Good morning,” she greets Cross, who replies, “Morning. How are you doing?”

The lady smiles at Cross and shows him a pen. “I’m doing great. Here, take this—your register roll is there, at the table in the corner.”

Cross takes the pen politely and signs. He then comes back to Mrs. Oyando and says, “Thank you. Your hospitality is priceless.”

Mrs. Oyando, who by now is keying in some data into her computer, looks up at him and says, “You’re so kind. May God bless you, my son. Happy day full of blessings.” She then goes back to her work almost immediately.

Cross absolutely loves the secretary’s hospitality. He stares at her for a moment, then smiles. He says, “Yeah... I have to go see what I don’t know about today, hah! Good day. Bye.” He then leaves, shutting the door softly behind him.

The secretary looks at his absence at the door and then slowly gets back to work, without showing a sign of anything.

It’s 10 a.m. in the morning when Cross arrives in the working lobby, with his previously tucked shirt starting to get some grand freedom from the waist of his trousers. He touches the glass door immaculately, pushing it forward to open. The soft, faint creaks on the door hinges make a very loud noise in the grave quiet workstation.

Cross steps in and stands still, examining the room, leaving the door to close by itself. The employees all turn their gaze at him involuntarily, with some of them giving out pretty warm smiles, like the missing part of the puzzle has arrived. All this is visible through the transparent walls of the offices. Cross hasn’t found his job for the week yet. His department had expired over the weekend, and it’s time to start afresh.

Cross smiles back at everyone—typically as a sign that he doesn’t have the energy to visit their individual cubes and offer handshakes to promote friendliness, which might never bear anything worthwhile in that kind of environment. He just stands there for a while before Onon comes to his rescue. Onon is the senior-most employee in that whole wing. He is charged with the responsibility of assigning duties to other skilled employees at the start of every week.

He comes to Cross, his short, bold stature contrasting perfectly with Cross’s tall physique.

“Hey man, it’s so good to see you!” he says.

“The pleasure is all mine,” Cross replies, before quickly adding, “Without wasting a second, I am rushing against time to make myself busy. Where’s my catch today?”

Cross quoted “busy,” and this sent people laughing. Speaking softly is not his forte, and every word he said to Onon was very audible all across the cubes.

Onon says to him, “Well, turns out you won’t be working with us here anymore.”

Cross, all serious now, asks impatiently, “Now, that was funny.” He looks around at the people and adds, “Come on guys, you all knew this, right? That I am fired?”

They laugh as he goes back at Onon. “Look, now, who fired me? I just spoke to the boss, he told me nothing of this sort.”

Onon replies, “Yes, you’re staying. But not in this area. You got your office reserved for you, next to the boss’.”

Cross asks him, “My office? Why, what happened?”

Onon says, “Okay, the patron—Mr. Clute—is currently away on research, and your records showed you were good with people, as supported by your last week’s impression. The boss thought you could hold that office today, do anything you can to keep it running, then tomorrow you might resume your original roles.”

Cross throws at him a prolonged gaze, partly wondering if he is being real with him or just pulling some new welcoming pranks, and partly wondering when roles became explicit in this firm.

He says, “Roles?”

Onon touches his shoulder gently and says, “Look mate, I know you’re no lawyer or diplomat, but just remember—your office holds a critical place in the relationship between this business and the outsiders...”

Cross interjects him, almost harshly, giving no damn about almost a decade and a half of age difference between them, let alone job experience and work reputation.

Cross tells him, “This improvisation is just too daring for my adaptability. You know it... This is your plan, but don’t worry... I got it.”

Cross leaves the hall without saying another word. Little did he know that it was at this moment he successfully managed to secure his lifetime enemy. Onon is beginning to share in the boss’s ruthless demeanor, and no harsh words from any employee are tolerable to him. He has few options for punishing them though—in fact, he has only one: fire. The power to do so had been bestowed upon him by the boss as a mechanism to help keep employees disciplined at all times. But he can’t do that to Cross. That was the one exception to the ultimate power he held, an exception explicitly given by the boss. So Onon simply returns to his desk and and gets busy.

***
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CROSS ARRIVES AT HIS new office, finds the door unlocked, and without touching anything, sits on the immaculate office chair and starts rotating around, practically confused, not knowing where to start. Just then, there’s a knock at the door, and an employee—his fellow newbie—steps in.

This is Jeremiah. Cross calls him Flute. He used to whisper in Cross’s ear at every step of the interview before their employment, and Cross kept calling him that way throughout the whole of the previous week, until it became ingrained in him. Flute. He is Cross’s best friend, as a colleague.

Flute comes in. Cross is still swinging gently on the chair, arms resting, eyes drifting. Flute stands before him, on the other side of the table where the office equipment sits. He places his hands behind his back and bows his head slightly.

“Don’t be like that,” Cross warns him, not even slowing his spin.

“I’m just showing my honor. What, you don’t want it?” Flute says, trying to keep a straight face. They both bust into laughter.

Still chuckling, Cross asks, “Okay, what brings you here? I wasn’t told I’d have company the second I stepped into this palace.”

“It’s tea break,” Flute says. “It’d be nice to have you accompany us to the restaurant.”

“Us?” Cross raises an eyebrow. “I was your only friend till Friday evening. You made some friends this morning?”

“Not really. There is this lady—”

“A lady?” Cross cuts him off, leaning forward. “That beautiful queen I saw in the risk management cube? I thought new positions were shut indefinitely.”

Flute lowers his voice to a whisper. “You’re quite a detective, you know that? But anyway, she came to me with a friendship proposal. She’s a newbie, who I believe was not interviewed. She’s apparently overqualified, and that’s what I’m about to find out. And I want to discover this with you. So get up, and let’s go.”

Cross studies Flute for a moment, then says, “No. I think I need time to create an eternal rapport with this room for the rest of the day. And I don’t know how fast you and that lady grow on each other. So go have fun.”

“I knew it,” Flute mutters. “There’s really no fun—this is a workplace. And for your information, just sit your ass there, delusionally. It's been a while since I went on a professional date. About asking you to come with us... pardon me. I was just trying to be nice. But I’d love to have some privacy today—for the next few minutes.”

Cross giggles and says, “Good luck.”

Flute turns to leave, then pauses at the door, looks back, and says, “I’ll see you when we return.”

Cross salutes him playfully, and the door shuts.

His eyes shift slowly across the room until they lock onto a cardboard box tucked in the corner of the office, with documents stacked tightly inside. He stands up and walks toward it.

He picks up the entire cardboard box and brings it to the table. With one arm, he sweeps aside the printer, files, stapler, and other clutter, leaving only the desktop computer. He sets the box beside the monitor and begins removing the stapled documents, laying them one by one across the cleared space. Once empty, he places the box back on the floor, walks around the table, and sinks into his chair. He wipes his face with the palm of his hand, then adjusts the papers to face him. He pulls his chair in and starts flipping through the documents, one at a time.

The office door flies open. The boss steps in, eyes scanning the scene—the mess, the displacement, the sudden shift of order.

“Sorry, boss,” Cross says without looking up. “Looks like I’ve made quite a mess since I got here... in this office.”

The boss nods slowly, taking it in. “What did you find?”

“Nothing much. Just some very old financial records and the list of employees that have been here for the past two decades. It’s quite impressive, though... the huge rate of turnover—”

“What did you just say?” the boss interrupts.

“Oh—forgive my honesty. I didn’t mean to sound so mean... I’m just impressed by the number of people whose lives you’ve managed to turn around...”

The boss walks closer and stands beside him. “Sometimes we lack ways to say some things other than just saying them.”

He picks up a few papers, flips through a bundle, then places them back. “It’s an impressive job you’re doing here. Some documents were believed to have been lost, but here they are. Like this one.” He hands Cross a file. “This is very important. You might’ve just brought back millions of this company’s money from oblivion. Keep that document safely—it’s a game changer.”

Cross looks at him in awe. He doesn’t know if everything that has happened was just chance, or if someone is trying to please him—make him believe that as useless as his life seemed a month ago, it was all meant for something greater. He nods to Graham and slides the documents into the drawer.

Graham continues, “I have rather bad news to share. Mr. Clute was found dead in his home. A memo has been shared, but I know you haven’t seen it—because you left this in the car.” He pulls a smartphone from his pocket and hands it to Cross.

Cross shows no surprise. Maybe he knew he had left his phone. Maybe he knew Clute was going to die. Maybe both. Nobody knows. He says, “This is so unfortunate. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Our loss,” Graham corrects.

Cross nods, as always.

Graham steps back, like he’s leaving, then says, “There’s a meeting scheduled to start in thirty minutes. We don’t need to waste time—we need his replacement as soon as possible, to avoid faltering production. Don’t be late.” He leaves.

Cross is still turning the phone from side to side, like it’s not his.

***
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THE AESTHETIC ADAPTATION of the meeting point is a true masterpiece. The chairs are arranged in perfect horizontal lines. The walls are draped in deep red, magnificent, large cotton curtains. On the podium sits a grand, posh, four-seater leather sofa. In front of it, a glass table cluttered with bottles of drinking water. The details don’t matter. Just know—it’s quite an environment. It looks like it took days to perfect. Too long for an emergency meeting held for a good employee who died just last night. People are seated, waiting for Graham to jumpstart the motion.

Cross, taking the farthest left seat in the middle row, with Flute beside him, can’t stop scanning the room. He leans toward Flute and whispers, “I wonder how genius these people are—the event planners. Truly, we are in a hell of a place.”

“Yes,” Flute says. “If only they would match my salary with the goodness of here, I’d sure feel at home.”

Cross smirks, signals him to look up, then says, “The more you don’t feel at home at work, the better. If you want to feel at home, go home.”

Flute shifts uncomfortably. He clearly didn’t want to be thrown such words, especially during mourning. “It’s easier for you to say that, boss. Just let me mourn in peace.”

Cross fires back, “Mourning suits you, mate. You don’t even know what killed him, you’re just mourning.”

Flute asks, “Is there any part of knowledge about what killed him that can bring him back? I don’t think so. What killed him is irrelevant now. The bottom line is—he died.”

Cross raises his hands in surrender, suddenly aware of the room full of people. He glances around to see if his gesture has drawn attention—only to find the new lady staring at him, steadily.

Cross has always been for himself. The kind of stare he gets from the lady gets his heart pacing for a while. He’s not accustomed to such intentional gazes—especially not from pretty souls. He struggles to devise an appropriate reaction, something to make the whole scenario memorable for the lady who’s now smiling at him. The smile is irresistible, but not to Cross. All his life he masters the art of keeping eye contact with people, but when it comes to his potential soulmates, that’s where he draws the line—and that’s not going to change. Not today. He quickly pulls his gaze from the lady and turns back to Flute.

“Looks like your new lover is not in love with you after all,” he says.

Flute has never heard harsher words before. He snaps his head around like a mad dog, but before he can speak, Graham enters with a team of blue-suited men, commanding the attention of the room. Everyone stands up, like it’s tradition. Graham signals them to sit down, and they obey, ready to listen.

Graham remains standing while his colleagues sit. There’s neither formal introduction nor salutation. Things are about to kick off. It’s an unusual business. In the middle of the seated employees, a tall table holds a projector aimed at a large whiteboard behind Graham and his team. Graham looks around, possibly amazed by the large turnout. People are eager—such elaborate meetings only happen here once in a decade, and it has never been about an employee’s passing. So there’s a lot to see here as an answer to many questions.

Graham waves at the people, who wave back, and starts, “We are saddened by the passing of our own very productive employee, Mr. Clute. His death has given us a huge blow—one I don’t think I’ll ever get over. He was my close friend and confidant.”

He quiets for a second, presses a remote, and the projector powers on, brightly throwing Mr. Clute’s portrait onto the whiteboard.

“Let’s give him a minute of silence.”

The employees look down as a heavy silence fills the hall. Then Graham continues.

“Following the executive meeting, and the urge to get you back to work, I’m not going to waste any time. We are going to find a replacement for Mr. Clute, right now. He held a very important place in this institution. And now because we know he is not coming back, I officially announce Victor Cross to be the interim personnel responsible for the office, until further notice. I pronounce this an official promotion.”

Nobody expected this. They all have their reasons to not expect Cross to ascend to power so soon. But the one who is struck the hardest with the news is Onon. He has given this company his best interest, and the one who was very eligible for this reward was him—he thinks that way. He is seated in front, he looks at Graham pleadingly, his grey baggy shirt starting to get wet in the armpits. Graham looks at him then turns his attention to Cross, and asks, “Cross, do you accept the promotion?”

Cross wasn’t expecting any of this to transpire, but he suspected something fishy about this. He is a man who always assumes the worst in any tricky situation, citing it is his only way to get rid of elements of surprise towards uncertainties. Though he didn’t expect this abstract promotion, and he doesn’t know what his job in that office is going to be yet, he left home for work. And now he has more work—better work. He clears his throat subtly and says, “Yes, it’s an honor.”

This short statement is met with hearty claps, with the majority of the employees celebrating like his promotion was delayed. Flute claps even harder, whispering at him, “Tell me you won’t mess this up.” Cross is not paying attention. He is very preoccupied by how mean Graham is staring at the excited employees. One of them is dead, but they don’t even seem to bother.

Graham brings his attention to Cross once more. He asks, “If you have anything to add, now is the time!” Graham doesn’t look present. All his looks convey a different emotion from what’s going on here, like this is something he had to do, and he cannot wait to see this end so that he goes back to his daily activities.

Cross knows something is off. His mind is puzzling innumerable thoughts simultaneously. He has no idea what to say. He is promoted. He has accepted it. And the only thing he was thinking of doing right now is replacing the name tag on the office door with his own. But there is a principle he can’t dishonor now. The principle of no ignorance. And knowing about his successor would help him understand his job nature and complications. But first...

He says to the boss, “Actually, I don’t think there is anything you add. My knowledge about the task I am destined to handle is still very limited to me. But... I would like to know Mr Clute’s cause of death.”

Graham says, “He wasn’t sick. He was found dead in his bed this morning. He was supposed to catch a flight to the coast in the next 30 minutes from the time he was found. After thorough post-mortem analysis, he was found to have succumbed to positional asphyxiation.”

This news gets everyone surprised—even the boss, whose surprise is mainly made true by how surprised he sees the people are. The meeting ends, and the people disperse.

Cross has spent the rest of the day in this new office. Nobody comes in to visit him. Just him and the office equipment for the rest of the day. The evening has come, and the time for everyone to go back home finally arrives. He leaves work. His wonders of the day still as fresh as no one would imagine—not even me.

Cross makes steady steps towards the gate after clearing with the secretary for today. He can’t really imagine what it will be like tomorrow to be familiar with the job he doesn’t know about. He waves at the security at the gate, comes out, only to meet his four friends—Flute and three others—waiting for him. Flute laughs when he sees him cold.

Cross makes a sudden stop on seeing them. He gazes across the busy highway, like he wants to cross it. Flute shouts at him, “No no no... Don’t do that. We have been waiting for you for... for hours, and snubbing us should be the last thing on your mind.”

The second man in the group, Rolex—he calls himself Rolly—adds, “Yes, you can’t do that to us, man.”

Cross scans them immediately. They’re very serious. One would know if they’re sincere or just too eager for something. Cross asks, “What do you want?”

Flute doesn’t hesitate to respond. He goes ahead and tells him, “Come close. This is something big. I wouldn’t want to risk anyone hearing about it by accident.”
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