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DAY 1 – Monday (Morning)
CHAPTER ONE
The Interview
The chair was comfortable.
That was the first thing she noticed. Not the office, not the man behind the desk, not the low structural hum that ran beneath everything like a second floor. The chair. Upholstered in a fabric that was almost the right shade of beige.
Almost.
She was sitting in it. She didn’t know for how long.
The man behind the desk was speaking. He had been speaking for some time, she thought, though she couldn’t locate the beginning of the sentence. She caught the tail end of it.
“...exactly what we’re looking for,” he said.
She nodded. It seemed like the right response.
The light above her flickered once. When it settled, the motivational poster on the wall behind him had changed. Not dramatically. The font was slightly different. The mountain in the background was a little steeper. The chair beneath her had been a different shade of beige a moment ago. It had been almost the right shade. Now it was almost the right shade in a different direction.
The text on the poster still said: EXCELLENCE.
The Manager had a face. She was certain of this. When she looked directly at him she could see it, the jaw, the brow, the suggestion of eyes that had been somewhere once, done something. But each time she tried to hold the image it reorganized. Just enough that she couldn’t carry it from one moment to the next.
She found herself looking at his tie instead. Red, with a very small pattern. Diagonal lines, or possibly diamonds. When she looked again she wasn’t sure.
She checked her phone. The screen said 9:15 AM. She didn’t know if that was late or early because she didn’t know what time she’d arrived.
She didn’t know how she’d arrived.
The clock on the wall said 9:15 as well. That seemed right. That seemed like something.
“We move quickly here,” the Manager said. “When the right candidate presents themselves, we don’t believe in unnecessary delay.”
Another flicker. The poster on the wall behind him said COMMITMENT now, in a different font, with a different image, a path through trees instead of a mountain. She did not remember it changing. She remembered EXCELLENCE clearly. EXCELLENCE was the word that had been there a moment ago. COMMITMENT was the word that was there now. Both were the kind of word a poster like this might say.
Another flicker. The plant in the corner had moved. She hadn’t seen it move. But it was closer to the desk than before, and the leaves were a different shape.
“I appreciate that,” Avery said.
She didn’t know what she was appreciating. She said it because it fit.
He slid something across the desk. A name tag. White rectangle, blue border, the store’s logo in the upper corner, a minimalist outline of a house with a sun rising behind it, or possibly setting. The name AVERY was already printed on it in clean sans-serif.
She picked it up.
“Did I send you my...”
“You’ll find everything you need on the floor,” he said. “The store provides.”
The lights steadied. The hum shifted, just barely, into a lower register. Like a building exhaling.
She looked at the name tag. She looked at the desk. She had a résumé in her bag. She was almost certain she’d printed one. She touched her bag. It was there, folded once. She hadn’t taken it out.
He hadn’t asked for it.
“I’m not sure I remember applying,” she said.
It came out quieter than she intended. Like something she hadn’t meant to say out loud.
His tie, when she looked at it again, was slightly off-center. She hadn’t noticed that before.
“Orientation will find you,” he said.
And then he was standing. She hadn’t seen him stand, but he was standing, and he was gesturing toward the door, and the door was open, and the chair she’d been sitting in was already slightly farther from the desk than she remembered.
She noticed, in the moment before she turned to leave, that there was a second door. Behind the desk, set into the wall at his back. No handle visible from where she stood. No signage. Just a door-shaped seam in the wall that she registered and then stopped registering because the Manager was saying her name and gesturing and the moment passed.
“Welcome to the team, Avery.”
She stood.
The name tag was still in her hand. The plastic was warm. She’d just picked it up, and the plastic was warm.
She walked toward the door. Then she was through it. Then she was in the store.
The store smelled like wood polish and something underneath. Something older, mineral, like a space that had been sealed for a long time and only recently reopened.
The ceiling was high. The lighting was even. There were no shadows cast in the wrong direction, because there were no shadows at all, just a consistent brightness that came from everywhere and nothing specific.
She stood at the edge of the main floor and looked for the exit.
The floor extended outward in every direction. Display rooms arranged in long rows. Couches. Dining sets. Bedroom suites with beds made so precisely they looked like photographs of beds. Small lamps on small tables. Signs on clean metal stands.
ALL PRICES REFLECT CURRENT INVENTORY.
She read the sign twice. She kept walking.
She passed a display of bookshelves, dark wood, evenly spaced, each shelf holding objects that weren’t books: candles, small sculptures, framed prints with text too small to read from where she stood. She stopped and looked closer.
She couldn’t make out the words. When she stepped forward, the shelf shifted. Not physically, not loudly, but the spacing changed and she was farther away than she’d been a moment ago.
She stepped back. The shelf returned to where it had been.
She did not step forward again.
Somewhere deep in the store, past Lighting, past Rugs, past a section she couldn’t identify because the sign above it was facing the wrong way, a PA chime played.
Three ascending notes.
Then a voice, at a volume precisely calibrated to be heard but not startling:
*“Good morning. Please welcome our newest team member, Avery, joining us today in Sales. Avery, your orientation packet is waiting in Lighting. Thank you for choosing us.”*
The voice had no accent. No age. It sounded like the store’s idea of a voice.
An elderly couple nearby turned to look at her, then turned back to a dining table. The man sat down in one of the display chairs. The woman placed her hand flat on the table’s surface, as if checking the temperature.
No one else reacted.
The PA chimed once, descending, and then there was just the hum again.
Avery held the name tag in her palm. She would put it on in a moment. She just needed a moment.
She had walked into worse situations. She had always found the way out.
She looked toward the far end of the entrance. The doors were there. Wide glass panels, the automatic sensor lights blinking green above the frame. Beyond the glass: a parking lot. The sky. She studied both for a moment, looking for something familiar. Something that belonged to her.
She started walking.
She passed Lighting. Inside the display, a young man stood among the floor lamps, turning slowly in place, as if trying to find his bearings by the angle of the filaments. She registered him the way you register something slightly out of place. She kept walking.
The doors were ahead. Green light. She kept walking and tried to remember what she’d had for breakfast and found that she couldn’t, but that seemed like the kind of thing that would come back to her once she was outside.
The sensor light above the doors blinked green.
She was ten feet away.
The doors did not open.
DAY 1 – Monday (Late Morning)
CHAPTER TWO
Customer #11248B
The lamps were on.
All of them. Every floor lamp, table lamp, arc lamp, and reading lamp in the Lighting section was fully illuminated, casting overlapping pools of warm light across the display floor. It was, Jordan thought, a lot of lamps.
He was standing in the middle of them.
He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there. He checked his phone. The screen said 9:00 AM. He looked up at the nearest lamp, then back at his phone. Still 9:00 AM. He waited. He counted to ten, slowly, and checked again.
9:00 AM.
He put the phone in his pocket.
The section around him was arranged in a way that suggested rooms without committing to them. A lamp beside an armchair. A lamp on a side table next to nothing. Two identical lamps on either side of a console that held a framed print of a lake, or possibly a field. Hard to say from this angle. He didn’t go closer.
He tried to remember walking in.
He got as far as morning light through a window that was his. The particular quality of it. Then the store.
There was a door, presumably. An entrance. Automatic glass panels, a parking lot beyond them, the particular quality of light that meant outside. He understood all of this in principle. He just couldn’t locate any of it in sequence. At some point he had not been here, and now he was, and the middle part was missing.
He turned in a slow circle. Lamps in every direction. At the far edge of the display, a mannequin in a cable-knit sweater stood beside a floor lamp with its arm slightly raised. He looked at it for a moment. It was facing left.
He looked away. He looked back.
It was facing him.
He considered this. Then he started walking.
The displays shifted as he moved through them. Not dramatically. A side table that had been on his left appeared on his right. A pendant lamp he passed came up again twenty feet later, identical, same shade, same chain length. He slowed down and looked at it closely, then kept moving. There was probably an explanation.
A sale tag on a drafting-style desk lamp caught his eye. White cardstock, red border, the price printed in the center in large black numerals. He stopped.
Below the price, in much smaller print, was his full name.
Below his name was his date of birth.
He stood there for a moment. He read it again. His name, his birthday, printed in small neat type on a sale tag attached to a floor lamp in a furniture store he had apparently walked into of his own free will.
He looked around. No one nearby. An older woman in a tan coat moving slowly through the next section over, trailing her fingers along a console table. A store employee in a blue vest disappearing around a corner with a clipboard.
He looked back at the tag. It said FLOOR LAMP. BRUSHED NICKEL. The price. Nothing else.
He took his phone out again. 9:00 AM.
He put it back.
A PA chime played. Three ascending notes, clean and even, the kind of sound designed to feel like the beginning of something pleasant. Jordan looked up at the nearest speaker, a small disc mounted near the ceiling between two pendant lights.
“Good morning.” The voice was smooth, well-maintained, built for lobbies and waiting rooms. “Please welcome our newest team member”
The name came through as something he did not catch.
He registered the cadence of it. The shape of a two-syllable word arranged in the slot a name belonged in. But the syllables themselves arrived as something else, a soft compression of sound that the speaker produced and his ear refused. Like a word spoken into a pillow. Like a word the room had decided not to release.
The voice continued, even and untroubled. “...joining us today in Sales. Your orientation packet is waiting in Lighting. Thank you for choosing us.”
The chime played again in reverse and then it was quiet.
Jordan stood still.
He didn’t know who had just been welcomed. He was fairly certain of this. And yet the announcement had landed somewhere specific, the way a sound does when it matches a frequency you didn’t know you were carrying. Not recognition exactly. Something adjacent to it. A shape without a source. Someone, somewhere in the building, had just been named, and the naming had registered in him as the suggestion of a thread that ran through the floor in his direction and pulled, very faintly, at his sternum.
He found a mall directory mounted on a thin metal stand near the edge of the Lighting display. A touchscreen, older model, the kind with a slight lag between touch and response. He pressed the HOME button. The screen flickered, loaded a store map, and displayed a pulsing dot labeled YOU ARE HERE, positioned somewhere in the middle of Lighting.
He pressed CUSTOMER SERVICES.
The screen flickered again. A list of names populated, scrolling slowly. He watched them go by. Then he saw it.
CUSTOMER #11248B — ASSISTANCE PENDING.
He pressed on it.
The screen went dark. After a moment, the store map came back. The pulsing dot was still there, in Lighting, right where he was standing.
He looked at the dot for a while.
Somewhere on the other side of the store, in a section he couldn’t see from here, a door opened and closed. He heard footsteps, brisk, deliberate, someone moving with a purpose they weren’t sure of yet. He tracked the sound until it faded into the hum.
He thought about the announcement again. The shape of the name that hadn’t quite arrived. He tried to reproduce it in his own mouth, the way you try to reproduce a song you’ve half forgotten, and the syllables came apart before he could close his lips around them. He exhaled.
The hum shifted. Barely. A half-step lower, or fuller, something that changed the way the air in the room felt without changing anything he could point to.
He looked up at the ceiling, at the cameras mounted at intervals along the track lighting.
The store, it occurred to him, was very quiet for a store.
He checked his phone one more time.
9:00 AM.
He put it away and went to find a way out.
DAY 1 – Monday (Afternoon)
CHAPTER THREE
Orientation
The CRT was already in the room when she got there.
Avery didn’t know which room it was. A breakroom, maybe, or a training space. There was a round table with four chairs, a laminate countertop along one wall, and a coffee maker that held no coffee. A corkboard with nothing pinned to it. A clock above the door that ran correctly, as far as she could tell, which she was beginning to understand was not something she could take for granted.
The television sat on a wheeled cart in the corner. The screen was on, showing static, and a VHS tape was already loaded in the player beneath it. A handwritten label on the tape read: ORIENTATION — WELCOME TO THE TEAM — PLEASE VIEW IN FULL.
The please was underlined twice.
Avery sat down. There was a remote on the table. She pressed play.
The static gave way to color bars, then a jingle, four bright ascending notes on a synthesizer, and then the title card:
WELCOME TO THE FAMILY.
A New Employee Orientation Experience.
Running Time: As Long As Necessary.
The background was teal. The font was white, wide, slightly too large for the frame.
A man appeared on screen. He wore a blazer the color of a swimming pool and a smile that didn’t move when he talked.
“Hello,” he said. “And welcome. You’ve made an excellent decision.”
Cut to: a woman at a desk, nodding.
Cut to: a man carrying a box, smiling at the camera over his shoulder.
Cut to: the swimming pool blazer man, still smiling.
“Here at the Showroom, we believe that a team is only as strong as its commitment to each other. And to the store. And to the systems that make the store possible. Which is why, before we begin, I’d like to introduce someone special.”
He turned to the empty space beside him. He extended an arm.
“Everyone, please welcome our Orientation Mentor.”
Something walked into frame.
It took Avery a half-second to register what she was looking at. The figure was a cartoon, drawn at roughly the same height as the man, animated in the soft rounded style of a Saturday morning educational segment. She had a head tilted permanently a few degrees to one side. She had eyes that were two large solid circles with smaller circles inside them, and the smaller circles tracked things in the frame at a rate that was almost the right rate. She wore a blue vest over a cream blouse, and a name tag that read CAROL in black block letters.
She waved.
“Hi, everyone!” The voice was bright. Higher than Avery would have expected. The animation’s mouth moved out of sync with the words by a fraction of a second the way old cartoons do, the lips closing on consonants slightly after the consonants had finished. “I’m so glad you’re here!”
The blazer man placed a hand on Cartoon Carol’s shoulder. The hand made contact with her ink line and stayed there. Her shoulder dipped slightly under the weight of his palm and the line resettled. The shadow his hand cast fell across her vest in the same direction as the shadows in the room.
Avery sat very still.
“Carol’s been with us for a long time,” the man said warmly. “She’s going to walk you through some of the most important things every new family member needs to know.”
Cartoon Carol turned her cartoon face to the camera. The smile she made was identical, in its specific geometry, to a smile Avery would not see in person until later that morning, would not consciously recognize the shape of for hours after that, and would not consciously connect to this moment until much later.
“That’s right!” she said. “But first, let’s talk about something serious.”
A graphic appeared. Bold red text on a white background.
UNAUTHORIZED COMMUNICATION.
“Unauthorized communication,” the man said, the smile back on his face, “Can take many forms. Speaking to customers about personal matters. Speaking to coworkers about compensation. Speaking to outside parties about internal procedures.” A pause. “And other forms. Which you’ll recognize when they occur.”
The graphic dissolved.
Cartoon Carol leaned in conspiratorially toward the camera, the way someone shares a fun fact with a child.
“A good rule of thumb,” she said, “Is if you have to ask, the answer is probably yes!”
She winked. The wink lasted half a second too long.
“The good news,” the blazer man said, “Is that authorized communication is both encouraged and plentiful. You’ll find scripts at every station. When in doubt, use the script.”
Avery looked at the door. It was closed.
She had been about to think something. The lights above the table ran at a frequency she felt more than heard.
She looked back at the screen.
The woman from the earlier shot was back, still nodding. She was nodding at something off-camera. The camera slowly panned to follow her gaze and found nothing. Then it cut back to the blazer man.
“Now,” he said. “Let’s talk about unions.”
New graphic. The word UNION in the center of the screen, inside a red circle, with a diagonal line through it.
“A union,” the man said carefully, “Is a form of unapproved communication at scale.” He let that sit for a moment. “The Showroom is already a family. Families do not require outside mediation. They require trust, communication, and a shared commitment to excellence.”
The EXCELLENCE poster from the Manager’s office. Avery blinked.
It wasn’t the same one. It was a different poster with the same word.
“Should you encounter literature, conversations, or invitations related to union organization, the appropriate response is to alert your supervisor immediately. This is not about loyalty. It is about family.”
The man paused. A new graphic appeared: the word DEMONIC in the same red circle, same diagonal line.
“Union organization is a demonic influence on the workplace family. It introduces division where there should be unity, and outside authority where the only authority should be the store.”
The graphic dissolved.
Three small cartoon figures scampered into frame at the bottom of the screen. They were drawn in the same soft style as Cartoon Carol but with a difference Avery could see at thirty paces. They were red. Not entirely red, more of a sunburned orange-red, the color of a cartoon devil softened just enough that no parent could plausibly object. Each one had a small pair of horns drawn as gentle nubs. Each had a long sweeping tail. Each was carrying a tiny pamphlet.
The pamphlets read, in tiny block letters Avery had to lean forward to confirm, COLLECTIVE BARGAINING.
The imps capered toward a perfectly drawn cartoon recliner. They began doing things to it. One unscrewed a leg with a tiny wrench. One clipped the upholstery threads with a tiny pair of scissors. One spat on the cushion. Their movements were jaunty and well-timed to a small cheerful bassoon line that had appeared underneath the dialogue.
“And family,” the man said, returning to warm, “Takes care of its own.”
Cartoon Carol gasped, hand to her cartoon mouth, her eyes going briefly to perfect circles.
“Oh no!” she said. “Not the recliner!”
The blazer man pulled a clipboard out of nowhere.
“Don’t worry, Carol,” he said. He did not raise his voice. The clipboard was the size of a clipboard. He held it the way you’d hold a Bible. “I’ve got this.”
He stepped toward the imps. The imps saw him. They froze, mid-sabotage, the one with the scissors caught with the upholstery thread still in its claws. The bassoon line cut.
The blazer man held the clipboard up.
The imps shrieked. Not a cartoon shriek, exactly. The sound was higher. The frequency of it slid up past where a cartoon would have stopped and continued for a half-second into something that vibrated in Avery’s molars before the audio engineer cut it. The three imps disintegrated from the bottom up into small clouds of red dust that drifted, briefly, in cartoon thermals, and then dispersed.
The blazer man tucked the clipboard back under his arm.
Cartoon Carol applauded with both hands, her mouth a wide smile. Her eyes did not change. The camera held on her clapping for two seconds longer than the moment seemed to call for.
The bassoon line restored, brighter than before, into a transitional sting.
“Speaking of family,” Cartoon Carol said, “Let’s talk about how we keep our family safe.”
A new graphic: WORKPLACE VIOLENCE.
“Workplace violence,” the blazer man said pleasantly, “Is any unauthorized physical contact between team members, between team members and customers, or between team members and store property. It is, of course, never acceptable.”
Cartoon Carol nodded vigorously.
“That said,” the man continued, “We want to acknowledge that conflicts arise. Tempers flare. Sometimes you may feel a strong urge to express yourself physically. This is normal. The Showroom understands.”
He clasped his hands.
“What is not normal is acting on it without authorization. Should you feel such an urge, please report to the nearest member of management immediately. Authorized expression is both available and encouraged for team members who have completed the appropriate certification.”
The cartoon imps reappeared, looking sheepish, holding their hands behind their backs.
“Workplace violence is also a demonic influence,” the man said, in exactly the same warm tone he had used about unions.
Cartoon Carol pointed at the imps. The imps disintegrated again, faster this time, with a slightly different shriek.
A graphic: THEFT.
“Theft,” the man said, “Is any removal of store property from the premises by a team member. We have a generous employee discount program for those who wish to take store property home. For those who wish to take store property without compensation,” he paused, “We have other programs.”
The cartoon imps reappeared, this time wearing tiny burglar masks. They were trying to tuck cartoon lamps under their tails. They had three lamps each. They could not figure out how to walk.
Cartoon Carol shook her head, sadly.
“Oh, fellas,” she said. “You know better.”
The clipboard came out. The shriek. The dust.
A graphic: TARDINESS.
“Tardiness,” the man said, “Is any failure to be in your assigned section at the start of your assigned shift. The Showroom does not have time clocks.” He paused with this. “The Showroom is a clock. Your presence in your section is your timekeeping. Your absence is also your timekeeping. We encourage you to ensure that your timekeeping is accurate.”
The cartoon imps reappeared, this time strolling across the screen with tiny coffee cups, in no particular hurry. One of them yawned. One of them stretched. One of them looked at a cartoon wristwatch that was a small face making a sad expression.
The blazer man looked at the imps with the patient affection of someone whose job required him to keep doing this.
“Tardiness,” he said gently, “Is also a demonic influence.”
Avery wrote the word also in her head and underlined it.
Cartoon Carol pointed. The imps disintegrated. The bassoon line returned. The transitional sting played.
A new graphic. This one had a different background, a deeper teal, almost navy, and the font was different. Wider, slightly serifed, the kind of font a corporate annual report uses on its cover.
ADVANCEMENT.
The bassoon was gone. The lighting on the blazer man had changed. He was lit from below now, slightly, the way a person standing at a podium is lit by the lectern lamp. His smile had not moved.
“Of all the topics we will cover today,” he said, “This is perhaps the most important.”
Cartoon Carol was no longer beside him. The camera angle had shifted to a tighter shot. Just the man. The teal background.
“The Showroom rewards talent. The Showroom rewards initiative. The Showroom rewards those who understand the Showroom. For these team members, we offer enrollment in our flagship development program.”
A graphic: MANAGEMENT TRAINING.
“Management Training,” the man said, “Is not a course. It is not a series of modules. It is a transformation.”
The lighting on him deepened. The teal of the background was no longer flat. Avery realized she was looking at a slow gradient now, the teal at the edges shading toward something darker at the center, behind his head, almost a halo in reverse.
“Most team members,” he said, “Will work in our organization for many years and never advance. This is good. The store needs reliable presence. The store needs continuity at every level. Most of you,” he paused warmly, “Are exactly where you should be. Forever.”
Avery did not move.
“For a select few, however, the store will identify more.”
Cartoon Carol reappeared at the edge of the frame. Smaller now. She was sitting on a small cartoon stool, hands folded in her lap, watching the blazer man speak. Her smile was identical to before. Her eyes were the same two circles with circles inside. The smaller circles were no longer tracking. They were fixed forward, at a point somewhere through the camera, somewhere through the screen, somewhere through Avery.
“For these team members,” the blazer man said, “Advancement is not earned. Advancement is recognized. Management does not promote. Management identifies.”
He stepped slightly closer to the camera.
“You will know when you are being identified. You will not need to ask. The store will tell you in ways the store has prepared. We ask only that you accept what is offered when it is offered, and that you understand: promotions, here at the Showroom, always come in threes.”
Avery’s hands were on the table. She had not put them there. She found she could not lift them.
“The first promotion,” he said, “You will be aware of. The second, you will be partially aware of. The third...”
A new graphic. The word THIRD in the same teal-on-teal as the background, almost invisible, the way a watermark is almost invisible.
“The third,” he said, “You will not need to be aware of. By then, you will already be where the store needs you.”
He smiled. The smile, for the first time in the entire video, moved. It moved by perhaps a quarter of an inch. The corners of his mouth lifted in a way that Avery understood, with no evidence and complete certainty, was not him smiling but the camera operator slightly adjusting the focus.
“We’re so excited,” he said, “To see who you’ll become.”
Cartoon Carol’s stool began to spin slowly. She did not react. Her hands stayed folded. Her smile stayed in its position. She rotated, smoothly, three full revolutions, and then the stool stopped exactly where it had started, and she was facing the camera again, and she had not blinked.
Cut to: static.
Then the tape resumed, mid-sentence, as if a section had been skipped or removed.
“And in the event of a chime, please remain in your current section until a team member provides further instruction. Certain areas of the store are designated for team members only. Certain areas are designated for no one. You will know them by the signage. Please respect the signage.”
Then:
“Thank you for choosing us. We’re glad you’re here. We’ve been expecting you.”
The screen went to static. The static stayed.
Avery reached for the remote. It wasn’t on the table anymore.
“It runs again in twenty minutes.”
She turned.
The woman was standing at the edge of the room, near the countertop. She hadn’t heard the door open. She hadn’t heard footsteps. The woman was simply there, in the same way furniture is there, present in a way that makes you wonder how you didn’t notice it sooner.
She was wearing the same blue vest Avery had been issued, but pressed in a way that suggested it had never been anything other than pressed. Her posture was perfect. Her smile was even and consistent and did not move when she spoke.
It was the same smile Avery had just watched a cartoon make.
She did not consciously register this. The recognition happened somewhere below the level she had access to, where it sat as a quiet wrongness she would not name for a long time.
“I’m Carol,” the woman said. “I’ll be helping you get oriented today.”
“I thought orientation was,” Avery gestured at the television.
“That’s the video,” Carol said. “I’m the rest.”
She set a folder on the table. It was thin. Inside was a single laminated card with a list of eight items. Avery read through them. Most were procedural. Section assignments, break schedules, the location of the staff restroom. Item six said: In the event of a chime, remain calm and await instruction. Item seven said: All concerns should be directed to management. Item eight said: You’re doing great.
“Questions?” Carol said.
Avery looked up. “The video said certain areas are for no one.”
“That’s right.”
“Which areas?”
Carol smiled. “You’ll know them by the signage.”
Avery looked back at the laminated card. She read it again. Item eight still said: You’re doing great.
She put it down.
“Let’s get you onto the floor,” Carol said. “I’ll show you a few things on the way.”
* * *
Carol walked at a pace that was not fast and was not slow but was, Avery realized after the first forty feet, exactly the pace at which Avery would never quite catch up to her without consciously hurrying. Each time Avery extended her stride to close the gap, the gap closed for half a step, and then Carol was a half step ahead again, without appearing to have moved any faster.
Avery stopped trying.
They came out of the orientation corridor onto the main floor. Carol gestured at the open expanse with the practiced economy of someone who had done this a great many times.
“This is the main floor. Most of what you’ll do happens out here. The sections are intuitive once you’ve walked them a few times. Don’t try to memorize the layout. The layout is collaborative.”
“What does that mean.”
“It means the store helps.” Carol kept walking. “There are a few things, though, that come up often enough that I like to mention them on the first day. They’re not on the card.”
She turned slightly to look at Avery as she walked, which Avery understood was a remarkable thing for someone to do at a brisk pace without breaking stride.
“First. Try not to walk between display walls when a chime is playing. The aisles can shift. It’s nothing personal. It’s how the store breathes. If you find yourself in motion when a chime starts, just stop where you are. Wait. The chime ends and you resume.”
“What kind of chimes.”
“You’ll know them when you hear them.” Carol nodded at a grouping of dining tables they were passing. “Beautiful set, isn’t it. The chairs in this collection do something unusual with afternoon light. Worth a look on a slower day.”
She kept walking.
“Second. If a customer asks what day it is, I’d suggest redirecting them to Bedding. The bedding department has a very calming effect on customers who become disoriented about time. You don’t need to explain it to them. Just walk them over. I think you’d love what we have in our pillow section right now. That kind of thing. They almost always settle.”
“Calming because.”
“Because of the bedding. Yes.” Carol smiled. They passed a sectional sofa that was upholstered in a fabric Avery couldn’t quite focus on. “Third. The breakroom coffee is self-replenishing. You will never see anyone refill the carafe. The carafe will simply, when low, be full. This is fine. Drink it. It’s good.”
Avery opened her mouth.
“There is one pot in the breakroom,” Carol said, “That is silver. Older. Sits on a hot plate next to the coffee maker. We don’t take from the silver pot. We don’t ask about the silver pot. We don’t acknowledge the silver pot. If you find yourself reaching for it, gently redirect your hand to a different mug. I’m not going to explain this further, but it’s important.”
“Okay.”
“Fourth. Sometimes a customer will repeat themselves. Not in the sense of repeating a question they have. In the sense of saying the same sentence, with the same intonation, in a small loop. When this happens, smile and agree. Whatever they’re saying, agree. Yes. Of course. That’s a wonderful choice. They eventually stop. If they don’t stop within about three minutes, walk them to Bedding.”
“Bedding.”
“Bedding is very useful.” Carol nodded at a credenza they were passing. The credenza did not nod back, but Avery had the sense that this was not because the credenza was incapable, only that it had decided not to.
“Fifth,” Carol said. “The Muzak sometimes loops wrong. A phrase will repeat when it shouldn’t, or a song will play a section it has already played. This is not a malfunction. It’s the Muzak. Just breathe through it. After a few days you won’t notice.”
“After a few days.”
“That’s right.” Carol slowed slightly. They had reached a junction where one aisle led to a section of floor lamps glowing in a pooled warm gradient and another aisle led somewhere Avery couldn’t quite see, the angle of it odd, the lighting at the far end of it too even.
Carol stopped.
She turned to face Avery directly. She placed a hand, gently, on Avery’s shoulder. Her palm was the correct temperature.
“Orientation can be overwhelming,” she said. “But don’t worry. You’re doing great.”
Her smile widened. Not by much. The widening was symmetrical in a way that smiles produced by spontaneous emotion are almost never symmetrical, both corners moving at the same rate at the same time.
“Just remember to stay flexible. Listen for the chimes. And don’t wander too far from Lighting on your first day.”
She removed her hand. She turned. She started walking again, away from Avery, in the direction of the management corridor, at the same pace she had set on the way out.
Avery watched her go.
Halfway down the next aisle she called after her.
“Wait.”
Carol did not stop.
“What chimes.”
The lights overhead hummed.
The hum was lower than it had been. Lower, fuller, the way a held note becomes a different note when the singer opens the back of their throat. It lasted three seconds and then resolved back into the standard fluorescent register.
Carol was already gone.
DAY 1 – Monday (Late Afternoon) [Parallel]
CHAPTER THREE (B)
Turnover
The orientation room door opened outward into a short corridor that connected to the main floor.
Avery was already in it. Halfway down, walking with the specific pace of someone who had decided she was leaving and was ten minutes from finding out whether the building would let her. The exit signs in the corridor pointed in two opposing directions. She had picked one and was committed to it.
The other woman was leaning against the wall near the corridor’s far end. Late forties, maybe fifty. Arms crossed. The expression of someone who had correctly identified a situation and was deciding how annoyed to be about it.
She watched Avery approach.
“You’re not going to find one,” she said.
Avery slowed. “One what.”
“Whichever one you’re looking for. Exit, manager, customer service, the parking lot, the way you came in.” The woman uncrossed her arms. “I’ve been working through the list. The list is long. You’ll get there.”
“I’m just...”
“Heading for the doors. I know. So was I. Several times now.” She extended her hand. “Alice.”
The handshake was firm and dry. The handshake of someone who meant it.
“Avery.”
Alice looked at the corridor’s far end with the assessing calm of an engineer looking at a building whose load-bearing math didn’t add up. Cataloguing. Not afraid. Just accounting.
“How long have you been here?” Avery asked.
“A month. Maybe two. The lighting in here makes it hard to keep score.” Alice said this the way you say a thing you have stopped finding remarkable. “If anyone tells you it’s been a few hours, that’s part of it. The clocks are all wrong in the same direction. Once you notice you can’t unnotice.”
Avery looked at her. She wanted to say several things. She picked the one that felt most useful.
“What’s the actual job?”
“Sales associate.” Alice almost smiled. “Same as yours.”
“That isn’t what I...”
“I know what you meant.” Alice glanced past her, toward the orientation corridor entrance. “I haven’t worked that part out. The ones who stay longer have. They stop telling the rest of us, which is information about what the answer is.”
Carol appeared at the corridor entrance.
Same pressed vest. Same smile at its full recommended extension. She looked between them with the warmth of someone delighted to see two people getting acquainted.
“Wonderful,” she said. “Avery, Lighting is ready for you. Alice, I have you down for a touch base at eleven. I’ll come find you.”
Alice’s expression did not change. “Eleven.”
“Thereabouts.” Carol’s smile moved another quarter inch. “Avery, shall we?”
Avery looked at Alice.
Alice looked back. Something passed between them in the look. Not a plan, not a signal, just the acknowledgment of two people who had correctly identified that they were in the same situation.
“I’ll find you,” Alice said. Practical. Like a colleague.
Carol was already moving. Avery followed.
* * *
The Lighting section, up close, was a kind of warm low-pressure system.
Carol walked her through it slowly. Pendant lamps. Floor lamps. The reading lamps in their tidy rows. She named the materials. Brushed nickel. Antiqued brass. A finish called Driftwood that was, as far as Avery could tell, paint. Carol explained the section the way a docent explains a wing of a museum, with the same calibrated pleasantness, neither bored nor invested.
She stopped near a tall floor lamp at the section’s center and turned to face Avery.
“This is a good place to find your footing. The lighting here is the most forgiving in the store, which makes it a wonderful place to learn the rhythm.” She tilted her head. “Spend some time. Get a feel for the section. Notice which lamps the customers gravitate toward, which ones they pass without seeing. That’s a useful skill to develop early.”
“What should I actually be doing.”
“Looking. Walking. You’ll feel when something needs straightening. You’ll feel when a customer needs help.” Carol’s smile reached the corners of her eyes without quite arriving in them. “Trust that. We’ll talk this afternoon.”
She turned and walked away. Brisk steps. Posture exact. The smile, when she turned, did not relax.
Avery stood in the middle of Lighting for a moment.
Then she did what she’d been told to do. She walked. She straightened a tag that wasn’t crooked. She picked up a small ceramic figure that had migrated from a side table to the floor and put it back. She paused beside a large arc lamp whose shade was the color of milk and watched a shopper trail her fingers along its base without looking at it.
She did this for a while.
She found, gradually, that her breathing had slowed. That the section did have a kind of forgiveness in it. The lamps gave off a pooled warm light that didn’t ask anything of her. The carpet absorbed her footsteps. She was not, for the moment, being looked at.
She let herself notice this. She also let herself notice that the noticing was probably the point.
She kept walking.
* * *
She was at the section’s far edge when she heard the voices.
Not loud. Not even raised. Two people speaking in the register of a conversation that had not yet decided to be an argument and was only one or two exchanges from the decision. She knew the sound. She had heard it through a lot of walls in her life.
She went toward it because she would always go toward it. She told herself it was because she didn’t yet know which sounds in the store were worth investigating and which were the store doing one of its things, and she needed the data. That was true. It was also not the entire reason.
She came around a tall display unit and stopped.
Alice and Carol were standing six feet apart in a small staged sitting area at the boundary between Lighting and a section labeled SOFT SEATING. A loveseat, two armchairs, a coffee table, a side table with a lamp on it. The lamp was tall and ceramic and the cord was loose at its base. Avery noted the cord without deciding to.
Alice was facing Carol. Her arms were not crossed. They were down at her sides.
Carol was facing Alice with her hands clasped at her waist.
“...don’t see how that follows,” Carol was saying. The tone was friendly. Light. The tone of a person who has been trained for difficult conversations and has learned that the trick is to never raise the temperature first.
“It follows,” Alice said, “Because you keep saying it.”
“I’m not sure I...”
“You said ’we’ve been very patient with you.’ You used the plural. That implies a group. Who is the group.” Alice’s voice was not raised either. It was flat in a way that indicated she was paying full attention to her own volume. “Who is the we, Carol.”
“I think you’re misremembering.”
“I’m not. Who is the we.”
Carol’s smile moved, very slightly. The kind of movement a thermostat makes when it adjusts.
“Alice,” she said, in the warmest voice Avery had heard her use yet. “Why don’t we sit down.”
“Who is the we, Carol.”
“Alice.”
“Who.”
The cord at the base of the lamp was loose because the lamp was not, Avery realized, plugged in. It was on the side table because it was a display piece. The cord trailed across the carpet to nowhere.
Alice picked up the lamp.
She did it without ceremony. One hand on the column of it, the other under the base. She lifted it from the side table the way you lift any lamp, smoothly, with no particular communication of intent. She held it for a second.
Then she swung.
The arc was full. Not improvised. A swing with the recruited weight of her hips and her shoulder behind it, the cord whipping after the lamp like a tail, and the ceramic column connected with the side of Carol’s head with a sound that was not a thud and not a crack but a denser thing, a sound with mineral content in it.
The lamp shattered.
Carol’s head moved with the impact. A few degrees, more than the slap before, less than a body would move. She straightened. The ceramic shards were on the carpet around her feet. A piece had nicked her cheek; the line of it was visible for one second before whatever the line would become resolved into something else, something Avery’s eyes refused to follow.
Carol blinked.
The Muzak stopped.
Avery had not noticed, until that moment, how constant it had been. The piano, the careful pleasantness, the Saturday afternoon of it. It had been present every moment since orientation. Its absence now was not silence. It was the loudness of a thing that had been removed.
The lights overhead did something. Not a flicker. A small adjustment of register, the kind of correction a building makes when it has been holding one note and decides to hold a different one.
A display cluster six feet to Avery’s left slid two feet to the right.
She did not see it move. She saw it where it had been. She saw it where it now was. Her brain put the in-between somewhere it could keep it.
A shelving unit extended from the wall behind Carol and Alice and began closing the sightline from the main aisle. Two long-timer employees Avery had not seen approach were redirecting nearby shoppers with cheerful efficiency. Excuse me, if you’d like to see our autumn range, it’s just through here. The shoppers went.
Carol smiled.
It was a different smile than the one she had been wearing. Not warmer. Wider. The kind of smile that has been held at a particular tension for a long time and has just learned, in the last second, that the tension can be increased.
She placed her hand briefly on Alice’s forearm.
“Why don’t you take a few minutes,” she said. The warmth was there. The kindness was there. The smile did not change. “We’ll talk about this in a little while. There’s no rush.”
Alice did not move. She was looking at Carol with the expression of someone who had just discovered that the floor in a particular room of her house was made of something she had not realized was a material.
“Take a breath, dear,” Carol said.
She turned and walked toward the management corridor at the back of the section. Brisk steps. Posture exact. The shards of the lamp crunched faintly under her shoes. The shelving behind her finished its slow extension and the sightline closed and Avery could see, through a narrowing gap, Alice standing alone in the staged sitting area with her arms still down at her sides and the broken cord curled at her feet.
The shelving sealed.
The Muzak resumed.
Mid-phrase. The same piano, the same Saturday afternoon, continuing from a point slightly before where it had stopped, as if the silence had been a skip in the track rather than an absence. Within four bars it had smoothed over the gap entirely.
Avery stayed where she was for a long moment.
Then she turned and walked back into Lighting and looked, very deliberately, at a price tag on the nearest pendant lamp until her hands stopped shaking.
* * *
Jordan, by then, was three sections away.
He had separated from Frank ten minutes earlier. The aisle Frank had walked into had become a wall, and Jordan had gone right, and right had taken him through Bedding and into a section the overhead signage called TRANSITIONAL LIVING. He had been walking with no particular destination, which was his only operating strategy, when the Muzak had stopped.
He had stopped with it.
He had heard, without being able to locate it precisely, a single dense impact from somewhere ahead of him in the direction of Lighting. He had heard the long-timer redirections of shoppers. He had felt the lights adjust their register in the way he was beginning to recognize as the store’s version of a held breath.
By the time the Muzak resumed, he was halfway down a long aisle of staged sofas, moving quietly, looking for the source.
He found her in a staged living area at the section’s center.
She was on a display sofa with her shoes off. The shoes were placed neatly beside the sofa, which was the detail that got him, the tidiness of it, the specific courtesy of someone who intended to be somewhere for a while and was treating the space accordingly. There was a small abrasion on the back of her right hand. She was looking at it without particular interest.
She had a cigarette.
The pack was on the cushion beside her. Jordan looked at it as he approached. The brand was close to something he recognized. The color right, the general shape of the logo right, but the name was different, the font slightly off, the specific wrongness of something that had come from adjacent to real.
She looked up. She didn’t look surprised.
“You were in Lighting,” she said.
“Behind a floor lamp. Yes.” He did not pretend he had been doing something else. “Are you alright.”
“I’m not bleeding.” She turned her hand. “Which, given what just happened, surprises me.”
She held out the pack.
He took one. She lit it for him with a lighter whose flame was the right color but too steady, no flicker, the flame of something that had learned what fire looked like.
They smoked.
The section was quiet. Whatever foot traffic had been moving through here had been redirected. Jordan suspected the store had arranged this, which was a thought he filed alongside the receipt that wasn’t real and the bathroom that hadn’t yet but probably would and the reflection that ran half a second behind.
“I’m Jordan,” he said.
“Alice.” She exhaled. “How long have you been in the building.”
“Since this morning. I think.”
“You think.”
“My phone has been telling me it’s nine A.M. For a number of hours that I would not be able to defend in court.”
“That tracks.” She took another drag. She studied him for a moment, the way she had studied her own hand. Then she said: “How long do you think I’ve been here.”
He looked at her. He thought about what the right answer was. He thought about what the answer she wanted him to give was, which was probably not the same thing.
“I don’t know,” he said.
“Three weeks.”
She said it flat. The way you confirm a fact for someone else’s benefit.
He noticed the way she said it. It was the way she had said I’m Alice in the corridor, he was going to find out later, which was the way someone says a number they have been quietly negotiating with.
“Three weeks,” he said.
“Don’t let them tell you that’s a long time.” She turned the cigarette in her fingers. “The ones who stay longer stop asking how to get out. They start asking what the store wants from them. Don’t do that.”
“What does it want.”
“That’s the question you’re not supposed to ask.” She looked at the ceiling. “Whatever Carol is, she’s not the top of it. I want you to know that. There’s something above her. The store has management and management has management. Don’t mistake the front desk for the building.”
Jordan thought about this. He thought about the sale tag on the floor lamp, his name and birthday printed in small neat type, and what it implied about how long the store had been watching him before he walked in.
“There was a woman,” he said. “In the orientation corridor. With Carol.”
Alice looked at him.
“You saw her.”
“I saw Carol take her into Lighting.” He was not going to mention that he had also, minutes after the lamp connected with Carol’s head, seen Alice down the same aisle as Carol walked back the other way. He understood, without articulating it, that the fewer people who knew what other people had seen, the better.
“Her name’s Avery.” Alice exhaled smoke. “She’s new today. Sales associate. Carol has her in Lighting because Lighting is the section Carol uses to soften the new ones up. The lamps do something to people. I haven’t worked out what.”
Avery.
The name landed in his chest with the specificity of something that had been waiting to land. He thought about the PA announcement from earlier, the welcome with the missing center, the syllables that had refused to arrive in his ear. The two-syllable shape of the slot in the sentence.
“Avery,” he said.
“You react to that.”
“Apparently.”
Alice looked at him for a longer moment. Something crossed her face that he could not entirely name. Not pity. Closer to recognition, or to the thing that comes just before recognition, the thing where you have seen someone in a particular kind of trouble before and you are deciding what to tell them about it.
“She seems like someone who figures things out,” Alice said. “In a place like this that’s either the best thing or the worst thing you can be.” A pause. “I haven’t decided which yet.”
The chime played.
One note. Flat. No warmth.
Alice looked at the entrance to the section. She didn’t move.
“Knew that was coming,” she said.
She picked up her shoes. She put them on with the same neatness with which she’d removed them. She stood.
She looked at Jordan.
“Don’t ask what it wants from you,” she said. “Remember a window. Yours specifically. The light through it. Keep that.”
* * *
Carol appeared from between two display shelving units.
Hands clasped. Vest pressed. Smile in its correct position, the same smile she had been wearing in the corridor, no shard of ceramic anywhere on her, no mark on her face that Jordan’s eye could find. She looked at Alice with the warmth of something that had identified a variable and was here to resolve it.
“May I speak with you for a moment.”
Alice looked at her. “You’re going to say of course regardless of what I answer.”
“Of course,” Carol said.
Alice turned to look at Jordan one more time. There was something in it that was not a goodbye exactly. More like a correction. Like she was making sure he had heard.
Then she turned to face Carol.
Alice went through the floor.
There was no opening. No carpet parting, no seam appearing, no trapdoor mechanism Jordan could identify. The carpet beneath her was the carpet, intact, evenly tufted, the same plush grey as every other display floor in the section. She was standing on it. Then she was not standing on it. She passed through it the way light passes through a window that has decided, for a particular wavelength, not to be there.
Her descent was vertical. Smooth. Her shoulders dropped past the level of the carpet. Her chin. The crown of her head. A single half-second during which her face was at floor level and looking up at nothing in particular, and then the carpet was carpet again and Alice was not anywhere visible.
Her voice came after.
It started somewhere just below the floor, the volume of someone in the next room. It stayed at that volume for a moment. Then it was a little farther. Then it was a little farther again. The sound did not echo. It simply continued, attenuating with distance, the way a sound attenuates when there is space for it to keep going. It traveled down through whatever was beneath the floor at a rate that suggested whatever was beneath the floor was not a basement.
Jordan stood very still and listened to it for longer than he wanted to.
The wail did not break. It did not rise into a scream or fall into silence. It was the sound of a person who had not yet finished registering what was happening and had been given more time than a falling person should have to register anything. It thinned. It thinned further. It became the ghost of itself, audible only in the way you can sometimes still hear a tuning fork after it has stopped vibrating.
Then it was gone.
He did not know if it had ended or if it had simply become quieter than his ear could resolve.
Carol watched the carpet.
Her smile was gone.
Not adjusted. Not moved. Gone. For the duration of one full breath, nothing on Carol’s face was performing anything at all. It was a room with the furniture removed, the right proportions, the right dimensions, nothing inhabiting any of it. The face of something that had not been designed for this particular moment and knew it.
Then the smile returned to its position. Carol smoothed the front of her vest. She turned and walked back between the shelving units, and her footsteps made no sound on the carpet.
The carpet was carpet.
The lamps continued burning.
Jordan looked at the place where Alice had been standing for a moment. He looked at the cigarette still in his hand. He looked at the pack she’d left on the sofa.
He thought about what she had said. About the window. About the light through it.
He thought about the name.
Avery.
He put the cigarette out on the edge of the display side table and stood.
He went to find a wall.
DAY 1 – Monday (Late Afternoon)
CHAPTER FOUR
Frank
Jordan had been walking for twenty minutes and had not found a wall.
Not in the sense that the store was endless. He understood, in theory, that it had edges. There were ceilings. There were support columns at regular intervals. There were sections that ended and other sections that began. He just hadn’t found a place where the floor stopped and a door stood and beyond the door was the outside.
He’d asked an employee.
The employee had smiled and pointed in a direction Jordan had already come from. He’d thanked her and gone back the way she pointed and found the same three lamps he’d passed twice before, arranged in the same configuration, at the same angle to the same side table.
He checked his phone. 9:00 AM.
He sat down in a display armchair. It was reasonably comfortable. He looked at the ceiling for a while.
“Can I help you find something today?”
The man had appeared at the edge of the display. Jordan hadn’t heard him approach. He was wearing the blue store vest, pressed, with a name tag that read FRANK, and below that, in smaller text, SOFT CLAIMS, RECOVERY & EXCHANGES. He had the quality of someone who had never been in a hurry and had never needed to be.
“Sure,” Jordan said. “An exit would be great.”
“Of course.” Frank smiled. It was a thorough smile, the kind that covered the full recommended distance. “Are you shopping for a specific room today, or more of a general browse?”
“I don’t know that I’m shopping at all.”
“Of course,” Frank said again, in exactly the same tone.
Jordan stood up. “The signs in this section. The sale tags.” He gestured at the nearest one, a small white card attached to a floor lamp. Yesterday’s price crossed out, today’s price below it. “Some of them have information on them that shouldn’t be there.”
Frank looked at the tag. Then back at Jordan.
“Predictive pricing,” he said. “Everything here is a matter of timing.”
“The tag had my name on it.”
Frank nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something he’d already suspected. “Sometimes our signage displays predictive pricing. Customers often misinterpret the dates.”
“It wasn’t a date. It was my name. And my birthday.”
“The store is very good at identifying what a customer needs. Sometimes before the customer does.”
“I don’t need a lamp.”
“Of course not.” Frank tilted his head slightly. “What are you shopping for today?”
Jordan looked at him. “I don’t know. A lamp, maybe.”
Frank’s smile changed. Not dramatically. Just a small shift at the edges, like a word being quietly replaced with another word that meant almost the same thing.
“Everyone finds the lamp they need here,” he said.
Jordan waited for the rest of the sentence. There wasn’t one.
For just a moment, a fraction of a second, a single wrongness in the light, Frank’s proportions were not quite right. The shadow he cast fell at an angle the overhead lighting couldn’t account for. Then it was gone, and Frank was Frank, and the aisle was the aisle.
He started walking. Frank walked with him, one step to the side, hands clasped behind his back, at a pace that matched Jordan’s exactly without appearing to try.
They passed through Lighting, into a section of dining tables, then into something called TRANSITIONAL LIVING on the overhead signage, which meant nothing to Jordan but which Frank navigated without looking at the signs.
“How long have you worked here?” Jordan asked.
“It’s a wonderful place to grow,” Frank said.
The Muzak shifted.
Not the volume. The song. A piano arrangement Jordan recognized inside three notes, the way you recognize something your body has stored without consulting you. He had not heard the song in fifteen years, possibly longer. It had played in a car he no longer owned, on a road he no longer drove, with someone whose face he had not thought about in long enough that he was a little surprised to find the face still complete in his head.
The arrangement carried the melody almost faithfully. The bridge was in the wrong key. He noticed this the way you notice a familiar room with the furniture moved an inch.
Frank didn’t comment.
They passed a display where two mannequins sat across a dining table from each other. No food, no setting. Just sitting. Facing each other across the empty surface. Jordan looked at them as he passed.
One of them had a name tag.
He didn’t stop to read it.
“Our Soft Claims department handles a wide range of returns,” Frank said. He said it the way someone offers a brochure. “Defective product, of course. Buyer’s remorse. We also process emotional returns.”
Jordan looked at him.
“Emotional returns.”
“You’d be surprised what people try to bring back,” Frank said.
The song continued. Jordan was going to think about this later, he understood. The song specifically, but also the sentence, and the way Frank had delivered it, and the precise expression Frank’s face had not made when he said it.
They turned a corner.
She was thirty feet down the aisle, in a small staged sitting area between Dining and Bedding. A woman in the same blue vest. Pressed. Hair held in place by something Jordan couldn’t see. She was standing very still in front of an older man who was holding a price tag in both hands and asking her something at a volume that was not a shout but had the urgency of one.
Jordan slowed.
The older man was asking the same question, he realized. Not a long question. Five or six words. He was asking it, and then he was asking it again, and the cadence of the second asking was identical to the cadence of the first. The same pauses. The same emphasis. As if the question had been recorded and was being played back through him at intervals he couldn’t break out of.
The woman’s smile did not change.
She put a hand very gently on the man’s elbow. She said something Jordan couldn’t catch from this distance. The tone of it was warm. The warmth was a quality applied to the surface of the words rather than something they came from. The man looked at her. He looked at the price tag. He stopped asking the question.
She redirected him toward Bedding with a small, precise gesture. He went.
She turned and walked the other way. Smooth steps. Posture exact. She passed under a sconce and the light caught her vest and her name tag for a moment, CAROL stamped in the same font as everything else in the store.
Jordan watched her go.
“Is she okay?” he said.
Frank didn’t break stride. He didn’t turn. He didn’t look.
“Carol is always okay,” he said.
It was not reassurance. It was not even conversation. It was the kind of sentence an employee handbook would produce if you asked the handbook a question it had not been designed for.
They kept walking.
Jordan was going to think about that later too.
They reached an intersection of two wide aisles. Frank paused and turned to face Jordan with the full attention of someone who had been trained to make customers feel like the only person in the room.
“One more thing,” Frank said. “If you hear the chime again, I’d recommend not looking toward the doors.”
Jordan waited.
“The Browsers move faster when observed,” Frank said.
“What’s a Browser?”
Frank smiled. “Have a wonderful visit,” he said.
He turned and walked down the left aisle.
Jordan watched him go for a moment, then looked down at the floor, then looked up. The left aisle was a wall. A solid display of shelving units, dark wood, evenly spaced, floor to ceiling.
There was no left aisle.
He looked at the shelving for a while. Then he checked his phone.
9:00 AM.
He put it in his pocket and went right. The Muzak resolved into a different song, something slower, something he did not recognize. The sconces dimmed by a degree as he passed under them and brightened by the same degree once he was through.
Somewhere behind him, in the section he had just left, he could still see the small sitting area where Carol had not quite been talking to the older man. The sitting area was empty now. The price tag the man had been holding was on the floor beside the chair. The chair had not moved.
He kept walking.
DAY 1 – Monday (Evening)
CHAPTER FIVE
Exit
The doors were glass, floor to ceiling, the kind that opened automatically when you stepped on the sensor mat. She could see the mat. Black rubber, slightly raised, printed with the store’s logo, the little house with the ambiguous sun. She stepped on it.
The doors did not open.
She stepped off and back on. Nothing.
She stepped back, waited, stepped forward. The sensor light above the frame blinked green. She put her hand against the glass. It was cool. Solid. She could feel the faint pressure of her own warmth returning to her.
Beyond the glass, the parking lot.
She’d registered it the first time she’d walked past. Now she looked more carefully. The lot was full, which made sense, it was a weekday, mid-afternoon, the kind of time when a store like this would have customers. The cars were lined up in even rows, all pointing the same direction. They were clean. All of them. The same quality of clean, no variation, no dust on one and mud on another the way cars actually collected the weather they’d driven through.
She looked at the sky. The sky was the right color. A slightly pale afternoon blue, the kind that meant the sun was still up but thinking about it. She looked for clouds. There were some. They were also right. She couldn’t have explained what was wrong with them.
She pressed her hand against the glass again and looked at the nearest car, a dark blue sedan in the front row. She looked at it for a while, waiting for something. A shift. A glitch. Whatever the word was for what this place did.
The car was still. Completely still. Not parked-still, not just-turned-off still. Still in the way that something is still when it was never going to move.
Past the front row, in a far corner of the lot near the access road, something else.
A car she had not noticed at first. Larger than the sedan. Lower-slung. The shape of a town car, or the long expensive cousin of one, the kind that arrives places with its engine running and its driver in the front seat and someone else in the back who is not yet ready to be looked at. The body of it was matte black, or the glass it sat behind made it look matte black. She could not see clearly through the glass. The car was simply a silhouette in the far parking lot, parked at an angle slightly different from the cars around it, as if the rules of the lot did not apply to it in the same way.
She looked at it for a moment. Then a customer passed in front of her on the inside of the glass, and the angle changed, and when she looked again the silhouette had resolved into nothing in particular. A blank corner of the lot. A patch of opacity in the glass.
She tried the doors again.
Green light. Closed.
She looked for a manual release. A bar, a handle, a push panel, anything. The frame was clean. The floor track was clean. There was a small box mounted to the right of the doors at shoulder height, which she’d assumed was the control panel. She pressed the single button on it.
A chime played. One note, pleasant, unresolved.
The doors stayed closed.
“They do that sometimes.”
Carol was beside her. Same pressed vest, same posture, same smile that had been calibrated to put people at ease and landed somewhere just past it. She was looking at the doors the way you’d look at a minor inconvenience. A long line. A slow elevator.
“Do what?” Avery said.
“Stick.” Carol clasped her hands in front of her. “It’s a sensor issue. Facilities has a ticket in.”
“I just want to go home.”
“Of course.” Carol nodded. “Have you had a chance to find your section? Lighting is wonderful this time of day. The floor lamps create a very calming atmosphere.”
Avery looked at her. “I’ve been here since this morning.”
“It’s a big day,” Carol said warmly. “First days always are.”
Avery turned back to the doors. The parking lot sat exactly where it had been. The dark blue sedan. The painted sky. The far corner where the larger car had been, which was now the same shade of opaque as the rest. She put both hands flat against the glass and leaned her weight into it.
The glass did not move.
“You know,” Carol said, “Most people find that the first day goes much more smoothly when they focus on the section they’ve been assigned to. It gives you something to anchor to.”
“I wasn’t assigned a section.”
“Lighting,” Carol said. “It’s in your packet.”
Avery thought about the laminated card. The eight items. She’d read it twice and hadn’t seen a section assignment. She was fairly certain. She was becoming less certain about what she was fairly certain of.
She stepped back from the doors.
“Tomorrow,” Carol said, “You’ll feel much more settled. Everyone does.”
She turned and walked away. Brisk steps. Posture exact. By the time Avery thought to call after her, Carol was already passing into the main floor’s traffic, blue vest disappearing among the sale displays.
Avery stayed at the entrance for another moment. The dark blue sedan. The unmoving cars. The far corner of the lot where the silhouette had been.
She turned and walked back into the store.
* * *
She went looking for Alice.
She asked two employees. She got the smile, the tilt of the head, a redirect toward a section she hadn’t asked about. The third employee she asked looked at her with the particular blankness of someone who had been asked about something that no longer existed in any category they were authorized to discuss.
She walked back to the corridor outside the orientation room. The place where they had stood. The place where a view of the main floor had been available through an open sightline.
There was a shelving unit there now. Dark wood. Floor to ceiling.
She stood in front of it for a moment. She thought about Alice’s handshake. The firmness of it. The way she’d said I’ll find you like a colleague, like someone who meant to keep a practical arrangement.
She put her hand on the shelving unit. It was solid. It had the quality of something that had been here for a very long time.
She took her hand back.
The lights above the corridor ran at the same frequency as the ones in the orientation room. She noticed this. She didn’t know what to do with it yet.
She would put on her name tag. She would find her section. But she would carry it from here differently, as someone who had learned something the store had not intended to teach her, which was: it could make a person disappear without leaving a seam.
Good to know.
She turned to walk back toward the main floor.
The chime played.
* * *
It was different from the others.
Three notes, descending. Slow enough that she counted them as they came down. Each note resolved cleanly into the next, no overlap, the sequence carrying the specific finality of a closing bell. She had not heard anything like it since she’d walked in. The other chimes had been ascending and unresolved, things that meant the start of something. This one meant the end.
The fluorescents went out.
Not dimmed. Not gradually. Off. Every overhead light in the store, simultaneously, the way a switch is thrown. The display lamps went with them. The Lighting section, which had been a pooled gradient of warm light when she’d glanced at it from the corridor a moment ago, was now nothing. The track lighting along the far walls was nothing. The illuminated EXIT signs above the loading bays were nothing. The light from the parking lot through the front entrance was nothing, which was the thing that bothered her most, because the sun had been visible through that glass thirty seconds ago.
It was the kind of darkness that made her aware her eyes were open.
The hum stopped.
She had not consciously registered the hum since the first hour. It had been part of the building the way a building’s structural sounds are part of it, the kind of background presence that becomes the absence of itself when removed. Its absence now was not silence. Silence was the wrong word. Silence implied the possibility of sound. This was a dense not-sound, a weight, the inside of a sealed room. She heard her own pulse in her ears and registered, with a small clinical part of herself, that her pulse was the only sound left in the building.
She didn’t move.
She did not, specifically, take a single step. The instinct to put her hand out for a wall was strong and she did not act on it. There was something in the dark with her that she did not want to be moving when she found it.
A click.
Small. Mechanical. A relay throwing somewhere beneath the floor or above the ceiling, she couldn’t tell which. The kind of click a building makes when a system that has been waiting has decided to do its thing.
A whirr.
Lower than the click. Continuous. The sound of a motor coming up to speed somewhere far underneath her, the way the HVAC of a building makes itself known when it cycles on and you hadn’t realized it had been off. Except the whirr had a different quality than HVAC. It was geared. It had a sense of weight to it, the way industrial machinery has weight.
The floor shifted.
She felt it in her shoes before she felt it in her balance. A movement of half an inch, smooth, the floor moving as a unit beneath her without her body translating it as movement until her balance corrected for it half a second too late and she put one hand out to steady herself against air and found nothing.
Then the floor moved a different half-inch in a different direction.
Then it stopped.
The whirr wound down.
The click came again, in reverse, the relay throwing the other way.
The light came back.
Not gradually. All at once. Every overhead fluorescent in the store, every display lamp, every track light, every illuminated sign, the entire ambient brightness of the building snapping back to its standard register in a single instant. The brightness was the brightness of morning. It had not been the brightness of morning before the dark.
The Muzak resumed.
A different track than the one that had been playing. Cheerful. Piano. The kind of arrangement that was specifically designed to feel like the start of a Saturday, even though Avery had no reason to believe it was Saturday or that Saturday was a meaningful concept in this building.
She stood still and let her eyes adjust.
The store had changed.
Not dramatically. Not in any single specific way she could point to. But the displays around her had been straightened. The throw pillow she had noticed earlier in the day, the one askew on the cream sectional, was no longer askew. The price tag she had seen folded on the dining table was no longer folded. The small coffee ring on the laminate of the café display, which had bothered her briefly because she was used to noticing things like that, was no longer there. The whole main floor, in the seconds during which she could not see it, had been put back the way it had started.
The clock above the entrance read 9:00 AM.
She looked at it. She looked at her phone. Her phone agreed.
The customers were gone.
The slow current of weekday afternoon shoppers, the older women with their handbags, the families looking at sectionals, the man who had been standing near the dining tables for twenty minutes pretending to consider a chair, all of them, gone. The main floor was empty. The displays were pristine. The lighting was the lighting of a store that had been opened, freshly, by someone who had been the first to arrive.
It had been three in the afternoon.
A voice spoke beside her.
“Good morning. Welcome to the Showroom.”
She turned.
The Greeter was three feet to her right, smiling. He had not been there a moment ago. He had stepped, as far as Avery could reconstruct it, out from behind a display unit she had walked past on her way to the doors and would have sworn was empty. He was older. Stocky. He wore a vest the same blue as Carol’s, though the cut was slightly different, the buttons in a slightly different position. His name tag read GREETER, in the same font as everything else in the store, though there was no name above the title.
His smile did not change.
“Is there anything I can help you find today?”
Avery looked at him.
She wanted to ask what time it was. She wanted to ask whether the store had just closed and reopened in the span of a chime. She wanted to ask where the customers had gone, where Carol had gone, where she herself had been during the dark. She wanted to ask whether he had been standing behind that display unit before the lights went out, or whether he had been arranged there during, or whether he was something the store produced from its own materials at the start of each morning the way some buildings produce condensation when the heat comes on.
She said: “It was just afternoon.”
The Greeter nodded, in a way that did not suggest agreement so much as acknowledgement that she had spoken.
“It’s always a good morning here,” he said.
He said it the way you say a fact about a place. We have ample parking. We accept all major cards. It’s always a good morning here. The sentence had been worn smooth by repetition. She thought, for one moment, that it might be the only sentence he knew.
“Where did everyone go,” she said.
The Greeter’s smile widened by exactly the amount Carol’s smile widened when Carol was being patient.
“It’s a beautiful day to make your house a home,” he said.
He turned, smoothly, and walked into the main floor at the pace of someone who had been doing this job for a very long time and had no further questions about it. He went around the corner of the Furniture display and was gone.
She stood where she was.
She looked at the doors.
They were open.
Not partially open. Open. Both panels retracted into their housings, the sensor light above the frame steady green, the dark rubber mat clear. The cool of the parking lot air touched her face from across the threshold. Beyond the doors, the parking lot.
She looked at the sky.
The sky was the right color for morning. A pale, cold blue, the kind that meant the sun was up but the day hadn’t committed to itself yet. The cars were lined up in their even rows, all pointing the same direction. They were the same cars that had been there in the afternoon. They had not moved. The dark blue sedan was in the front row. The painted sky was the painted sky, recalibrated to a different hour.
In the far corner of the lot, near the access road, the larger car was there.
Still a silhouette. The same matte black, the same angle slightly different from the cars around it. For one moment the silhouette seemed to sharpen, the way a shape in fog seems to sharpen when the fog thins for a second. The corner of the lot held an extra weight to it. The painted air pressed in around the shape and did not commit to revealing it.
Then the moment passed. The silhouette stayed a silhouette. The corner of the lot was the corner of the lot.
The doors began to slide closed.
She stepped back from them. The sensor light blinked once and went steady. The doors sealed with a soft pneumatic exhale and the morning air was on the other side of the glass again, the way the afternoon air had been ten minutes ago, the way the air would be at every hour of this day she had not yet been told about.
The hum returned.
Lower this time. Settled. The standard register. The sound of a building that had completed a process and was now resting.
She stood at the entrance for a long moment.
She thought about Alice. About the corridor that was a shelving unit. About the way Carol had said tomorrow an hour ago.
It was tomorrow.
Or it was today again. She wasn’t sure how to tell.
She turned and walked back into the main floor, where the Muzak was playing its bright Saturday piano and the displays were pristine and the customers had not yet arrived, and she found her name tag in her pocket and clipped it to the front of her vest. The plastic was warm.
It had not been warm a minute ago.
She walked toward Lighting.
DAY 2 – Tuesday
CHAPTER SIX
HELL
The “HELL” Door
She didn’t find it on purpose.
She’d been walking the perimeter of the main floor, one hand trailing along the display walls, trying to build a mental map. Left from Lighting led to Dining. Dining curved into Rugs. Rugs opened onto a wide central aisle that split in three directions, none of which were labeled in a way she found useful. She took the middle one.
The hallway was narrower than the others. The carpet changed from the showroom’s neutral grey to something darker, a deep burgundy, the kind of color chosen to suggest warmth and achieving something closer to pressure. The overhead lights were farther apart here, and the space between them was dim enough that she watched where she stepped.
The door was at the end.
It was red. Not the red of an emergency exit or a fire door, though it had the proportions of both. A deeper red, the kind that showed up in old oil paintings in rooms where the light was low. It had no window. No push bar. No placard with a room number or a function. The handle was brushed brass, slightly tarnished.
In the center of the door, at eye level, was a small printed sign. White card, black text, laminated. It said:
HELL
She stood in front of it for a moment.
The door was warm. She hadn’t touched it yet, but she could feel it from where she stood, a dry, ambient heat that had no identifiable source. She looked at the floor. No heating vent. She looked at the ceiling. Nothing.
She put her hand on the handle.
It was hot. Not hot enough to burn, but hot in the way that made her think about burning. She held it anyway and pushed.
The door opened two inches.
The light on the other side was orange. Not the orange of fire exactly, but of something large and fire-adjacent, something that produced light as a side effect of a process she didn’t have a name for. She could see shapes in it, tall and moving, though she couldn’t be certain the shapes were moving because of what they were or because of the heat distortion. She could hear something. Low, structural, the way the hum in the main store was low and structural, except this was different in register, in intention, in the way it moved through the floor into the soles of her feet.
She let go of the handle.
The door swung shut on its own, smooth and clean, the latch clicking into place with the quiet precision of something that had been doing this for a long time.
Her name tag vibrated against her shirt.
A short, sharp pulse of something between sound and current, the kind of buzz a phone makes when it has been set to silent. She put her hand to her chest. The plastic was warm again. The vibration did not repeat.
She backed away from the door.
She walked back down the hallway at a pace she did not pretend was casual. The burgundy carpet became grey two-thirds of the way down. The lights evened out. By the time she reached the junction with the main aisle she could not, when she looked back, identify which hallway she had come from. Two hallways branched off the junction at angles that did not look the same as they had ten minutes ago.
She kept walking.
* * *
Max was at the Customer Service desk near the café display.
He was the first employee she saw, which made him the one she went to. He was younger than the long-timers she’d registered so far, maybe twenty, with a name tag that read MAX in the same font as everything else in the store and, below that, in smaller text: CUSTOMER SERVICE. The desk was a long curved counter with a phone, a clipboard, a small placard reading PLEASE RING BELL FOR ASSISTANCE, and a bell that Max had clearly placed within his own reach so customers wouldn’t actually need to ring it. He was reading something on a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard, his expression suggesting he was not particularly invested in it. His face was friendly. His face was also, when she got closer, the friendly of someone who had been friendly so consistently and for so long that his face had given up on the alternative.
He looked up. “Hey. Can I help you find something?”
“I just,” she said. She put her hands flat on the counter to stop them from doing what they were doing. “There’s a door. Down a hallway. Off the central aisle.”
“Okay.”
“It’s labeled HELL.”
“Oh.” Max’s expression did not change. “The HELL door.”
He said it the way you say the side entrance. A factual reference to a known location.
“I opened it,” she said. “Just a little. There was, heat. Light. I could hear something moving inside.”
Max nodded. “Yeah, that’s for Maintenance.”
She looked at him.
“Maintenance,” she said.
“It’s an Assigned area.” He capitalized the word in a way she could hear, the kind of capitalization people use for proper nouns they have learned to respect. “If you’re not Assigned, you don’t go in. It’s pretty clear.”
“What’s in there.”
Max thought about this for a second. He thought about it the way a person thinks about a question they’ve never been asked because no one had thought to ask it before. He scratched his jaw.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never been trained for Hell access.”
He said it the way someone says I’m not forklift certified. Slightly apologetic. The shrug of a person who would be happy to help if it had been within his job description and was not insulted that it wasn’t.
She looked at him for another second.
She wanted to ask him a series of questions. She wanted to ask whether he had seen the door himself. Whether he had ever opened it. Whether he had ever been Assigned anywhere, and what that had involved. Whether he was a person, in the way she understood the word, or whether he was a different kind of thing wearing a vest the same way the door was a different kind of thing wearing a HELL placard.
She picked the smallest version.
“How long have you worked here, Max.”
Max’s face did the smallest thing. A flicker, gone before she was sure she’d seen it. Then the friendly resumed.
“A while,” he said. “It’s a great place. Lots of opportunities.”
He went back to the clipboard. He drew a small mark in one of the columns with a pen that had been clipped to the top of the page. The mark was not on a line. The mark was in the margin, in a small precise shape that did not, as far as Avery could see, correspond to any of the categories the columns were tracking.
She stepped away from the counter.
* * *
Carol was at the end of the next aisle.
She had not been there a moment ago. Avery had walked the length of the café-adjacent section with her eyes scanning every display, every employee, every blue vest in the field of view, and Carol had not been one of them. Now Carol was at the aisle’s end, hands clasped, smile in its correct position, looking at Avery the way a parent looks at a child who has wandered off in a public space and been found exactly where the parent expected.
Avery walked toward her because there was nowhere else to walk to.
“Avery,” Carol said. The warmth was in the right place. “I understand you found the maintenance zone.”
“That’s what it is.”
“That’s what it is.” Carol’s smile widened by exactly the amount it was permitted to widen. “Just ignore that hallway for now. It’s not for you yet.”
Yet. The word landed with a small, specific weight. Avery did not respond to it. She had a feeling that responding to it was the kind of thing the store kept track of.
“I opened the door,” she said.
“I know.”
“There was, “
“I know.” Carol stepped closer. Not in a hurry. The kind of step you take when you are closing a small distance for a particular reason and want the person you are approaching to register the closing.
She put two fingers, very gently, on the inside of Avery’s wrist.
The contact was light. The contact was the temperature of skin, which was, when Avery thought about it later, the wrong temperature for Carol’s skin to be, given how cool everything else in the store was. The contact lasted perhaps two seconds. It had the quality of a nurse taking a pulse before a procedure. It was not unkind. It was not kind either. It was the gesture of someone who had been trained, by someone, in how to settle a patient who was about to be settled.
“What is it.” Avery said. Quietly. “What’s behind the door.”
“Just a theme,” Carol said.
She said it the way you say just a sale. A categorical descriptor that did not require elaboration.
“The store likes dramatic staging,” she added. “It can be a lot for a first week. You’re doing wonderfully.”
The PA chimed.
It was a different chime than the others. Avery noticed this with the part of herself that was now keeping a private taxonomy of chimes. This one started where the descending three-note chime had started, the closing chime from yesterday or this morning or whatever the temporal topology had been, but instead of resolving it spiked. A note that began low and went up sharply and held there a half-second too long, distorting at the top of the spike the way a speaker distorts when the input exceeds what it was designed to carry.
The lights flickered.
Just once. Half a second. They returned to standard.
Carol’s expression did not change. The two fingers on Avery’s wrist did not move.
“Just keep listening for the chimes,” Carol said. “Stay on the main floor today. The bedroom sets are beautiful this time of morning.”
She removed her fingers from Avery’s wrist.
She turned. She walked back the way she had come, brisk steps, posture exact. Within five paces she had passed under a sconce that caught the back of her vest for a second, and within ten paces she had turned a corner Avery was reasonably sure had not been there, and within fifteen paces the sound of her footsteps was no longer audible above the Muzak.
Avery stood alone in the aisle.
She put her hand to her wrist. The skin where Carol had touched it was the same temperature as the rest of her arm. Whatever the contact had been, it had not been the kind of thing that left a mark.
She walked back toward the central aisle.
She stopped at the junction.
The hallway was there. The narrower one. The burgundy carpet visible in a long wedge from the angle she was standing at. She could see the door at the far end. The red. The brushed brass handle. The white card with the black text.
She stood at the junction for a moment.
From the end of the hallway, very low, the sound came again.
A laugh. Single. Slow. The same laugh she had heard through the two-inch opening, except now there was no opening, the door was sealed, and the sound was moving through the door anyway, and she understood, with a clarity she did not enjoy, that the laugh had not been a reaction to her opening the door.
It had been a response to the conversation she had just had with Carol.
She turned and walked back to the main floor.
She did not look at the bedroom sets.
DAY 2 – Tuesday
CHAPTER SEVEN
Overflow
The men’s room was the cleanest room he’d seen in the store.
That was the first thing. The tile was white and unscuffed. The grout was the correct color, which is to say it was still white, which in a public restroom meant either it was brand new or it was cleaned with a frequency that implied something other than hygiene as the motivation. The sinks were dry. Three of them, evenly spaced, with identical fixtures and a mirror that ran the full length of the wall above them.
Jordan stood in the doorway for a moment. He looked at his reflection.
His reflection looked back approximately half a second later.
He stepped inside.
The door swung shut behind him. He checked his phone out of habit. 9:00 AM. He put it away. He walked to the nearest sink and turned the tap. Cold water, normal pressure, normal in every respect. He turned it off. He looked at himself in the mirror again and waited to see if the reflection would do something different.
It didn’t. Just the lag. Just that small, consistent delay, like a live broadcast with a bad connection.
He used the facilities. He washed his hands. He was reaching for a paper towel when he noticed the shadow.
It was on the floor, in the corner past the last stall. Roughly oval, roughly where a shadow would be if there were something between it and the light source, except there was nothing between it and the light source. He watched it. It moved. Slowly, the way a cloud’s shadow moves across a field, continuous and directionless. It crossed the tile and disappeared beneath the third stall.
He looked at the gap at the bottom of the stall. Nothing.
He looked at the ceiling. Even lighting. No obstructions.
He looked at the shadow’s original corner. A different shadow was there now, smaller, also moving.
He decided this was fine and turned to leave.
The sink turned on.
He turned back. The tap he’d used was running, full pressure, water hitting the basin and splashing the sides. He reached over and turned it off. He reached for the door.
The other two sinks turned on.
He stood there for a second, hand on the door.
Behind him, from inside the stalls, he heard the toilets. All three, simultaneously, the sound of flushing but sustained, not cycling through and stopping the way a flush stops, just continuous, the volume of it building.
He pushed the door.
It didn’t open.
He pushed again, harder. The door was solid, no give, no flex. He checked for a lock. There wasn’t one. He put his shoulder into it.
The water hit his feet.
He looked down. It was coming from everywhere at once, from the sinks and under the stall doors and up through the drain in the floor, which was running in reverse. In the time he’d spent looking at the door the water had covered the tile completely. He was standing in an inch of it. Cold. Clean. The same water, the same temperature as the tap.
He went back to the door and tried again.
Two inches.
The Muzak that had been playing through the overhead speaker since he’d walked in changed. The song it had been playing, something with a piano, something designed to feel like a Saturday afternoon, slowed down. The notes spread apart and dropped in pitch. By the time the water reached his shins it had become a low pulse, rhythmic, two notes alternating, getting slower and lower the higher the water climbed.
Jordan looked at the mirror. His reflection looked back, half a second behind, standing in water that had reached his knees.
He hit the door. He hit it with the flat of both hands, then with his fist, then with his shoulder. It gave nothing.
Waist.
He stopped hitting the door and looked at the room. The stall doors were floating open. The paper towel dispenser had come off the wall and was drifting. One of the tap handles had sheared off and water was coming out of it in a clean horizontal arc.
Chest.
He couldn’t hear the Muzak anymore over the water. He couldn’t hear anything except the water.
He took a breath.
The water closed over his head.
The room, from underneath, was very still. The fluorescent lights above the surface made the water glow a pale, institutional white. He could see the ceiling, distorted, the light fixtures, the mirror, his own hands in front of him. The door was still closed.
He watched the surface for the shadow.
It came from below him. Not from any of the corners, not from the stalls. From below, which meant from somewhere there was no below. It was long, and it moved the way something moves when it is not hurrying because it has no reason to hurry. It passed beneath him, close enough that he felt the displaced water, and then it was gone.
He was running out of breath.
He turned and turned in the water, looking, looking, and in the mirror he saw his reflection doing the same thing and then behind his reflection, just visible in the pale glow, something on the floor of the mirror’s version of the room.
A lamp.
Ornate. Gold. Standing upright on the tile of a room that was apparently not flooded in its mirror version. Lit. Warm light, entirely wrong for a fluorescent bathroom, entirely wrong for anywhere in this store, somehow the rightest light he’d seen since he’d walked in.
He pressed his hand to the mirror.
His reflection pressed back, half a second later.
The chime played. Three ascending notes, very loud, very close, as if the speaker were directly inside his skull.
The water was gone.
He was standing in the men’s room. Dry tile. Dry floor. Three sinks, no water running. Even lighting. The Muzak was back, piano, Saturday afternoon.
He stood very still for a moment.
He checked his phone.
9:00 AM.
He left the restroom and did not look back at the mirror.
DAY 3 – Wednesday
CHAPTER EIGHT
The Chime
She heard the chime first.
Not the three-note ascending chime she’d heard on her first day, the one that sounded like the beginning of an announcement. This one was different. Two notes, close together, the second one higher than the first, repeating. Not urgent exactly. Insistent. The difference between a question and a statement made with the same word.
She was in Dining when it started. Straightening place settings on a display table, which was a task Carol had suggested and which she had taken up because it was the closest thing to a clear instruction she’d received since the laminated card. The cutlery didn’t need straightening. It had been perfectly arranged before she touched it. She was straightening it anyway.
She noticed, somewhere in the middle of it, that the Muzak was playing the same phrase it had been playing when she arrived. Not a similar phrase. The same one, at the same moment, like a clock that had been stopped and restarted from the same position.
The employees who had been here longest were moving differently. Not faster. More contained. Closer to the walls and the display edges, away from the open floor. The way people move when they have learned what a particular kind of quiet means.
The chime played a second time.
Around her, the employees stopped.
Not paused, not slowed. Stopped. Mid-step, mid-gesture, mid-sentence. A woman two displays over had been describing a table’s finish to a customer and she stopped with her mouth open, the word still forming, not completed. A man near the far wall stopped with one arm raised, pointing at something on a shelf he was now no longer pointing at.
The customer the woman had been talking to looked around. Then he looked at Avery.
She looked back.
The chime played a third time, and all the doors opened.
Not just the front entrance. Every door. Every emergency exit, every staff entrance, every unmarked door along every wall she could see. They opened simultaneously, the same mechanical exhale, and the air that came in was different from the store’s air. Colder. Less processed. The particular cold of a space that exists outside, that has weather in it.
She heard them before she saw them.
Footsteps, but layered, dozens of them, overlapping, a sound that built quickly from the edges of audible into something physical, something she felt in her sternum before she identified what it was. Then the voices. Not words, not communication, just the ambient sound of a large number of people in motion, the collective noise of presence without purpose.
They came through the doors.
Not all the doors opened onto the outside. She registered this without being able to act on it. The front entrance opened onto the parking lot, the still cars, the painted sky. The emergency exit on the left opened onto a corridor. Not a back hallway, not a loading dock. A corridor with a tiled floor and overhead signage and the particular quality of light that belongs to a mall, that specific brightness designed to make every hour feel like noon. She could see it clearly for a moment, the length of it, the shopfronts along it, before the current of bodies filled the doorway and she lost the view.
She didn’t know what she’d expected. Something more coherent, maybe. Something that looked like a crowd. What came through the doors looked like a crowd the way a weather system looks like wind. It moved like a crowd. It filled space like a crowd. But the individual pieces of it were wrong in ways she took in gradually, because taking them in all at once wasn’t something she was prepared to do.
The clothes were wrong. Not wrong for the store or wrong for the weather. Wrong for any single fixed point in time. A man in a canvas work coat that belonged to a century she couldn’t quite name. A woman in a shift dress with geometric patterns that were from a decade she recognized but distantly. A teenager in clothing that looked like hers, approximately, but the logos were unfamiliar, the cuts slightly off, the materials different in a way she couldn’t have articulated but felt.
They carried things. Bags from stores she knew. Bags from stores she didn’t recognize. A man had a cart and the cart held a television that was shaped like nothing currently being manufactured. A woman had a child’s toy that was also shaped like nothing she recognized.
They moved through the store the way water moves when a container is tipped. Not toward anything. Just into all available space.
A voice cut through the noise from somewhere behind her. DO YOU HAVE THIS IN BLUE. Loud, demanding, the voice of someone who had been asking the question on a loop for longer than the question had any meaning. A second voice, from a different direction: EXCUSE ME WHERE ARE YOUR ESCALATORS. The store had no escalators. Avery had walked the perimeter. There were none. A third voice, closer, almost cheerful: HONEY HOLD MY PRETZEL. No one answered any of them. The voices arrived in the surge the way the bags did, the way the wrong clothing did, the way the rotary phones and the impossible toys did, and they kept moving.
She stepped back from the display table.
An elderly woman near the entrance had stopped moving. She was very still in the current of it, holding her purse with both hands, watching the Browsers pass around her the way a stone watches a river. She looked at Avery with an expression Avery recognized. The expression of someone who has correctly identified that something is wrong and is waiting for someone else to tell them what to do about it.
Avery moved toward her.
This required moving against the current. She put her shoulder into it and excused herself into spaces that opened and closed, stepped around a man carrying a lamp that was not from this store, around a woman dragging a rug that was leaving a mark on the floor, around two people moving in tandem who didn’t look at her.
She reached the elderly woman. She put a hand on her arm.
“Come with me,” Avery said. “We’re going to move toward the back.”
The woman nodded. She held onto Avery’s arm with both hands, a grip that was stronger than it looked.
They made it four steps.
The surge shifted. She didn’t see it happen, didn’t identify a cause. Just a change in the direction of the current, sudden and total, the way a crowd moves when the thing it’s moving toward becomes the thing it’s moving away from.
The woman was pulled from her grip.
Not violently. There was no violence to it exactly. It was mechanical, the way a river is mechanical, force without intent. Avery reached for her and her hand closed on air and the woman was two feet away, then four, then gone into the current, and Avery was standing alone in the middle of it with her arm still extended.
A Browser passed in front of her. He was carrying a bag from a store she recognized, or almost recognized, the logo close but not right, like a word she was trying to read in low light. He looked at her with eyes that weren’t unfocused, weren’t vacant exactly, but were oriented toward something that wasn’t here, wasn’t this room, wasn’t this moment.
He kept walking.
Another Browser caught her shoulder as she passed, stumbled, and dropped a bag. It hit the floor and slid to Avery’s feet. She picked it up without deciding to, the instinct of someone who has worked retail and cannot watch something hit the floor without retrieving it. She looked inside.
A first-generation iPod. Still in its factory shrinkwrap. The original price sticker intact, the battery indicator showing full. She turned it over in her hands. The plastic was pristine. It had not been opened. It had not been used. It looked like something pulled directly off a shelf in a year she was old enough to remember and young enough to have wanted one badly.
She put it in her pocket.
She didn’t know why. She just did.
Around her the store rearranged. Not visibly, not all at once. But she turned to find the back wall and it was farther than it had been. She turned to find Dining and it was the wrong shape. The aisles were narrower. The overhead signs swung on their mounts in the displaced air of all those bodies moving through the space.
The Muzak was different.
It had been the same Thursday afternoon piano all morning. Through the chime, through the doors opening, through the first wave of bodies, it had continued at its scheduled volume in its scheduled register. Now it was something else. The melody was a song she recognized from a year she could nearly date. The arrangement was Muzak, the percussion gone, the synth lead replaced with strings, the song sanded down to its outline, but the melody was unmistakable, and the arrangement was, somewhere underneath, hyperventilating. The tempo wavered. A note held a fraction too long. The next phrase came in early. The song was a song she had liked when she was young enough to like songs simply, and it was being played by a system that did not feel well.
It was Take On Me.
She did not know why this was the song the store had chosen for this. She suspected the store did not know either.
The Muzak continued, the way she had to assume it always did, in fragments through the noise, hyperventilating gently as scheduled.
She stood in the middle of it.
She looked for the elderly woman.
She was gone.
Someone was beside her.
She registered it the way you register something in peripheral vision when the center of your attention is elsewhere. A stillness that didn’t belong in the current. She turned.
Carol stood at her shoulder, hands clasped, vest unruffled, smile in its correct position. The Browsers moved around her the way water moves around something fixed. They didn’t touch her. They didn’t even seem to see her. She existed in the surge the way a post exists in a river.
Avery said: “Why are they here.”
Carol tilted her head slightly. “Just breathe. The Browsers never stay long.”
A display lamp exploded somewhere to their left, sparks scattering across the nearest rug. Carol did not look toward the sound.
“This is normal,” Avery said. It wasn’t a question.
“It happens during surge hours,” Carol said. “It’s completely normal.”
Avery looked at her. At the smile. At the eyes that were open the correct amount and blinking at the correct intervals and looking at Avery with the warmth of something that had learned what warmth looked like.
The descending chime played.
One note, clipped, almost irritated. The Browsers stopped mid-motion, all of them, simultaneously, and pivoted. The current reversed. They moved back toward the doors in the same tide formation they’d arrived in, carrying displaced items with them, dragging rug corners and overturned chairs back into the flow. The mall corridor door filled again with bodies and then emptied and then the doors closed and the locks engaged and the store was quiet.
The employees blinked and resumed motion. A woman two displays over finished her sentence about the table’s finish. The man near the far wall completed the gesture he’d begun before the chime, pointing at something on the shelf.
The Muzak continued. The same phrase it had been playing before.
Carol smoothed the front of her vest, though it hadn’t moved.
“See?” she said. “Nothing to worry about.”
Avery’s hand was in her pocket, wrapped around the shrinkwrapped iPod.
She said nothing.
Carol was already walking away.
DAY 3 – Wednesday (Parallel)
CHAPTER NINE
Carried
Jordan had found a sofa he liked.
This felt like an important thing to establish. He had been in the store for two days, or what passed for two days, and in that time he had been unable to leave, unable to track the passage of time, unable to locate any employee willing to answer a direct question, and unable to determine whether the restroom incident had actually happened or was the kind of thing that happened to people who didn’t sleep enough. In the middle of all of that, he had found a sofa he liked. It was grey, low-profile, clean lines. It felt like something he would have chosen.
He sat on it. He checked his phone. 9:00 AM. He put it away.
The chime played.
Two notes, the second higher than the first, repeating.
He looked up.
The employee nearest to him, a young man with a clipboard, stopped walking in the middle of a step. His weight was forward, one foot raised, and he stayed like that. Jordan watched him for a moment to see if he would fall. He didn’t fall.
Then the doors opened, and Jordan stopped watching the employee.
They came in the way a tide comes in, which is to say all at once and with the specific indifference of a thing that is not trying to overwhelm you but will. He stood up from the sofa. He looked at the nearest exit, identified that it was also the nearest entrance, and moved away from it.
He moved through Bedroom Sets, into a junction he hadn’t found before, into a wide back corridor lined with display shelving. The corridor was less crowded. He stopped and watched the main floor from a distance.
They were everywhere. Moving in patterns that almost made sense, almost looked like shopping, almost looked like normal. One held a rotary phone. One was pushing a stroller that held no child. One was wearing a coat Jordan recognized.
He looked at the coat more carefully.
It was his coat.
Not a coat like his. His coat. The specific dark green of it, the collar turned up on one side in the way he’d had it that morning, the morning he apparently had no memory of, the slight asymmetry of the left pocket where he’d dropped his phone in it too many times.
The man wearing it was older. Significantly older. The face was his face, but used longer, more carefully in some places and not carefully enough in others. The man moved with the current of the Browsers but slowly, as if the current was more than he could quite manage.
Jordan stepped into the main floor.
He kept his eyes on the coat, on the turned collar, on the left pocket. He moved with the current instead of against it this time. The older man was eight feet ahead, then six, then four. Jordan reached out and put a hand on his shoulder.
The man turned.
The face up close was harder to look at than it had been from a distance. Not because it was frightening. Because it was tired in a way that had a specific shape, the shape of someone who has been looking for something for long enough that they have stopped believing they will find it.
The man looked at Jordan.
He said one word.
Jordan didn’t catch it. The noise of the Browsers, the displaced air of all that motion, the two-note chime that had not stopped. He leaned in.
The surge shifted.
He didn’t feel himself do it. He felt the current change, felt his own weight move with it, felt the impact, and then the older man was on the floor and the current was moving over him and around him and Jordan was being carried six feet to the left before he got his footing.
He pushed back.
The older man was on the ground. Still. Not the stillness of someone who has fallen and is gathering themselves. The other kind.
Jordan stood over him.
The Browsers moved around them both. No one stopped. No one looked.
Jordan looked at the man for a moment. Then he crouched down. He didn’t know what he was looking for. He found the coat’s left pocket.
Inside was a receipt.
He unfolded it. Standard receipt paper, the thermal kind, slightly warm from the pocket. At the top, the store’s logo. The little house, the ambiguous sun. Below it, an itemized list he didn’t read, because at the bottom, in the field labeled CUSTOMER NAME, was his name. His full name, spelled correctly. And in the field labeled DATE:
2074.
He read it twice.
The return item was listed as: LAMP (1). ORNATE. CONDITION: RETURNED.
He folded the receipt and put it in his own pocket.
He stood up.
He looked at the older man for another moment. Then he took the coat. He didn’t know why. It was his coat. That was all he had.
He put it on over the one he was wearing and moved back toward the edge of the floor.
In his pocket, the receipt was warm.
In the other pocket, the one he’d transferred from his original coat, his phone said 9:00 AM.
He found a wall and put his back against it and watched the Browsers move through the store.
He wasn’t alone at the wall.
They’d found it the way he had, by process of elimination, moving away from the worst of the current until they hit something solid. An older woman in a cardigan who held a wooden cane across her front the way a bouncer holds a velvet rope, and watched the surge with the expression of someone making a mental list of grievances. A young man with a poster tube tucked under his arm, pressed flat against the wall with his eyes closed, lips moving. Someone in a climbing harness who was scanning the flow with the calm focus of a person accustomed to identifying hazards. A woman in her sixties whose posture communicated that she was furious and had decided to be strategically patient about it. A man Jordan’s approximate age who was watching the ceiling with an expression of focused dread. And at the far end of the wall, a man in his thirties holding a paper cup holder with two melted Dippin’ Dots cups still in it, scanning the surge with the focused attention of someone looking for specific people in a crowd. Every few seconds he closed his eyes, opened them again, and resumed scanning. He was counting under his breath. The count was not ascending.
The older woman looked at Jordan. She looked at the coat he was wearing over his other coat. She looked at his face.
“You look like you’ve seen something,” she said.
“A few things,” Jordan said.
She nodded as if this was the correct answer. “Mrs. Kapoor.”
“Jordan.”
The woman in her sixties didn’t take her eyes off the surge. “Lucia. And whoever’s responsible for this is getting sued.” She said it the way people say things they mean.
The one in the climbing harness glanced over. “Fern.” A pause. “Do you know what these people are.”
“No,” Jordan said.
“Neither do we,” Fern said. “We’re working on it.”
The young man with the poster tube opened his eyes. He looked at Jordan with the expression of someone who has decided that company, any company, is preferable to the alternative. “Dev.”
The man watching the ceiling said his name was Samir and did not elaborate.
The man with the cup holder did not look over. “Theo,” he said. He kept counting.
They stood together at the wall and watched the Browsers.
The crowd shifted at one point, a brief gap opening in the current the way crowds will sometimes part around something they have not consciously identified. Through the gap, at a distance Jordan could not measure, a silhouette. Tall. Wider at the shoulder than any of the Browsers. The head was wrong in a specific way that took his eye a half-second to process. Horns. The vest was the same blue as Carol’s, ripped along one seam. The name tag was visible for one frame. Jordan could not read the name from where he stood. He could read the title.
THE MINOTAUR.
The gap closed.
Jordan whispered, more to himself than to anyone: “Was that HR.”
Lucia, beside him, did not take her eyes off the surge. “I don’t want to know.”
They watched the Browsers until the chime played again and the doors began, one by one, to close.
The current reversed. The surge emptied back the way it had come. The store settled into its post-event quiet, and the seven of them remained at the wall, looking at what the Browsers had left behind, which was a main floor that had been rearranged in ways both obvious and not.
Mrs. Kapoor straightened her cardigan. “We should stay together,” she said. It was not a suggestion.
No one disagreed.
DAY 3 – Wednesday (Simultaneous)
CHAPTER NINE (B)
Outside
The chime played inside his skull.
Three notes, ascending, the same chime he’d heard on the first day when Avery’s hire was announced, but this time with no distance to it, no sense of the sound traveling from a speaker through air to reach him. It was simply there, present, already finished by the time he registered it had begun.
The water was gone.
He was standing in the entrance of the men’s room. Dry floor. Dry clothes. The door was open behind him. He turned. The restroom was exactly as he’d found it, white tile, three sinks, even lighting, the mirror running the full length of the wall with his reflection in it, looking back at the correct speed.
He stood in the doorway for a moment.
Then something hit him from behind.
Not a person. The air. A pressure change, sudden and total, the kind that accompanies a door being forced open against resistance, except every door in his sight line was already open. The cold came with it, the same cold he’d felt when the Browser doors opened, the particular cold of outside, of weather, of air that hadn’t been processed and recirculated and temperature-controlled into submission.
He grabbed the doorframe.
The entrance to the main floor was thirty feet ahead of him. Both panels were open, swung wide, and through them he could see the parking lot and the painted sky and the still cars, and in front of all of that, filling the gap between the panels, the leading edge of the surge.
They came through the doors the way a tide comes through a breach.
He let go of the doorframe and moved left, out of the direct path, pressing himself against the wall as the first wave of Browsers entered the main floor. The sound of them filled the space immediately. Footsteps, layered, overlapping, and beneath the footsteps the displaced air, the collective warmth of a large number of bodies that had been somewhere else and were now here.
He watched them from the wall.
From this angle, near the entrance, he could see what he hadn’t been able to see from inside the surge in any theoretical future version of this moment: the door to the left of the main entrance, the one that opened onto the corridor. The mall. He could see it clearly, held open by the current of bodies moving through it, the tiled floor beyond, the overhead signage, the shopfronts along the corridor’s length.
He watched a Browser come through it. Then another. Then a group of three.
They came from the mall the same way they came from outside. No preference, no distinction. Just moving, always moving, filling available space.
He looked at the corridor for as long as he could see it.
Then the current shifted and the door swung and the corridor was gone.
He found a column and put his back against it and waited.
Somewhere on the main floor, in the direction of Dining, he heard a voice. A woman’s, not afraid exactly, but precise, deliberate, the voice of someone managing a situation without enough information. He couldn’t make out the words. He tracked the direction of the sound until the noise of the Browsers swallowed it completely.
He stayed where he was.
The column was solid against his back.
He stayed there until the current changed again, and the sound changed, and the quality of the air in the store changed in the way it had changed after the first Browser event, that specific exhaustion of a space that has recently been full.
Then he went to look for whoever had been talking.
He didn’t find her.
DAY 4 – Thursday (Morning)
CHAPTER TEN (A)
Rearrangement
The store put itself back together quietly.
There was no announcement. No chime. Just employees moving through the main floor in the early grey of what passed for morning, lifting and repositioning and straightening with the efficiency of a process that had a name somewhere in the store’s internal documentation, a name no one had shared with Avery.
She watched from a display sofa near the center of the floor.
The overturned floor lamp from Lighting was gone. The dining chair that had been sitting in the middle of an aisle was back in its display, positioned exactly as it had been, angled precisely toward the table, as if it had never left. She watched an employee carry a displaced side table back to its section, set it down, and adjust it by increments until it matched the spacing of the tables on either side.
The employee stepped back. Looked at it. Adjusted it once more, a fraction of an inch to the left.
Then moved on.
Avery looked at the table. She couldn’t tell the difference between where it had been and where it was now. She understood this was the point.
She got up and walked the main floor.
She was not the only one walking it. She passed employees she recognized and employees she didn’t, all moving in the same unhurried circuit, the post-event routine of the store resetting itself to a state that would make the event difficult to verify. She passed a section near Dining where a display had been partially reconstructed, new items arranged in the spaces where other items had been, close enough to the original configuration that you’d have to have memorized the original to notice the difference.
She had not memorized the original.
At the far end of the main floor she turned back and started the circuit again.
She wasn’t looking for anything. She told herself this.
On her second pass, near Lighting, she saw him.
Not clearly. Not for long. A man on the opposite side of a display shelf, moving in the same direction she was moving, at roughly the same pace, visible in fragments between the shelf’s contents. His height. The dark green of his coat. The way he moved, the same deliberate circuit she was walking, the same cataloguing quality of attention.
She slowed down.
She did not call out.
The shelf ended. She reached the gap and looked across.
He was gone. Another aisle, another direction, the main floor rearranging itself around both of them in its quiet way.
She stood at the gap.
She had a name. She’d heard it on the PA that first morning, in the same breath as her own. She could have said it. The shelf was six feet wide. She had slowed instead of speaking, and in the pause the shelf had ended, and now the aisle was empty and the choice was behind her.
She couldn’t tell if she’d been afraid it would matter. Or afraid it wouldn’t.
Then she kept walking.
On the far side of the floor, Jordan turned a corner and found himself at the edge of Lighting, looking across a display shelf at an aisle that was empty. The air had the particular quality of a space recently occupied. He looked at the carpet. Just ahead of the gap, the pile was pressed in one direction, the small disturbance of someone having stood here and then not.
He kept walking.
The store finished its work. On opposite sides of the floor, they were each walking in a direction they hadn’t chosen. By the time it was done, there was no evidence that the Browsers had ever been there. Or that anyone had stood at the gap, and looked, and said nothing.
DAY 4 – Thursday
CHAPTER TEN
Bedroom Sets
The Showroom was quiet in the way that follows something loud.
Not peaceful. Not settled. The specific quiet of a space that has recently been full and is now empty and hasn’t decided yet what it is without the fullness. Display items had been moved. A dining chair was in the middle of an aisle, upright, facing nothing. A floor lamp was on its side near the entrance to Rugs, still lit, casting a long horizontal bar of light across the floor. No one had come to set it right.
Jordan had spent the night, or what passed for the night, on the grey sofa he’d found before the surge. At some point the lights had shifted, not off but lower, a dimming that implied closing time without announcing it, and he’d stayed where he was because there was nowhere else to go and he was tired in a way that had stopped being about sleep.
In the morning, or what passed for the morning, the lights came back up. The PA played a soft ascending chime. No announcement followed it.
He got up and went to find Bedroom Sets.
He wasn’t sure why. It was where the directory had placed him, Customer #11248B, a dot in the middle of a store he couldn’t leave. It seemed as good a direction as any.
Bedroom Sets was on the second level, accessible by an escalator that moved slowly enough that he had time to look back at the main floor as he rose above it. The overturned lamp was still there. The dining chair was still in the aisle. Nothing had been touched.
The second level was quieter than the first. Softer underfoot, a thicker carpet, a deeper grey that absorbed sound the way heavy curtains absorb light. The bedroom displays were arranged in clusters, each one a staged version of a room, headboards against walls, nightstands with their lamps switched on, duvets folded back at precise forty-five degree angles.
He walked through the first cluster. Then the second. Then he stopped.
He was in the first cluster again.
He turned around. The second cluster was behind him, exactly as he’d left it. He walked back through it, past the third cluster, turned a corner, and arrived at the first cluster from the other side.
He stood in it and looked around. King bed, dark wood frame, two nightstands. A lamp on each. The lamp on the left had a price tag. He leaned over to read it and straightened up again without touching it.
He already knew what it would say.
He looked at the bed instead. The pillows were stacked against the headboard, four of them, matching cases, the same neutral linen as everything else up here. Except the second pillow from the left.
Stitched into the corner, in small neat letters, his name.
Not a tag. Not a label. Stitched, the thread the same color as the pillowcase, the kind of thing you’d miss if you weren’t looking.
He was looking.
He left it where it was. He walked to the edge of the cluster, picked a direction he hadn’t tried, and followed it into the next cluster, and the next, counting as he went. On the seventh cluster he stopped.
The shadow was on the ceiling.
It was large. Very large, the kind of large that required him to look at it in sections before his understanding caught up. It was roughly the shape of something upright, something with mass and height, though the ceiling was high enough that whatever was casting it would have had to be substantial to produce that proportion of shadow. He looked at the floor. Nothing there. He looked at the walls. Nothing there.
He looked at the ceiling again. The shadow was still. Then it moved, slowly, crossing from one side of the cluster to the other, and the Muzak, which had been playing its usual nothing, slowed and warped, the notes stretching apart like taffy, dropping in pitch until they were less like music and more like the sound a large building makes when something shifts inside its structure.
Jordan stood very still.
The shadow reached the far wall and stopped.
He waited.
It didn’t move again.
He looked at the pillow on the bed nearest to him. Neutral linen, no stitching. He looked at the lamp on the nightstand. He did not read the price tag.
The Muzak resolved back into something recognizable, slowly, one note at a time, like a sentence being reconstructed from its parts.
He turned and retraced his steps until the escalator appeared, and he rode it back down to the main floor, and the overturned lamp was still on its side, still lit, still casting its long bar of light across the floor.
He stepped over it and kept walking.
DAY 4 – Thursday (Afternoon)
CHAPTER ELEVEN
First Assignment
Carol found her in Dining.
Avery had been sitting in one of the display chairs, the kind with the low back and the clean lines that looked better than it felt, watching the main floor return to something that resembled order. Employees she hadn’t spoken to were quietly righting overturned items, repositioning displaced displays, moving with the efficient calm of people who had done this before and expected to do it again.
No one mentioned the Browsers.
No one mentioned the elderly woman.
“Good morning,” Carol said.
“It’s afternoon,” Avery said.
Carol smiled. “A customer needs assistance in Transitional Living. They’ve been having a little trouble finding what they’re looking for.”
“I don’t know where anything is.”
“That’s alright,” Carol said. “Neither do they.”
The customer was a middle-aged man in a fleece vest standing at the section entrance with the expression of someone who had come in with a clear purpose and mislaid it somewhere between the parking lot and here. He had a piece of paper in his hand, folded twice. When Avery introduced herself he unfolded it and showed her a photograph, printed in color, of a grey accent chair with a low profile and clean lines.
“I know exactly what I’m looking for,” he said. “I’ve been looking for forty minutes.”
“I’ll help you find it,” Avery said.
Transitional Living was larger than it appeared from the entrance. The section opened into a series of interconnected display spaces, each one a staged version of a room that existed between other rooms, a sitting area that wasn’t quite a living room, a reading nook that wasn’t quite a study. She moved through it with the customer behind her, reading the tags, looking for the grey chair.
She found a likely candidate in the third display.
“Not quite,” the man said. “The arms are slightly different.”
They kept walking.
The section curved. She hadn’t noticed it curving on the way in but it curved now, a long gentle arc that brought them back to a display she recognized. She stopped and looked at the tag on the nearest chair. The same number she’d read ten minutes ago.
“We’ve been here,” the man said.
“I know,” Avery said. “Give me a minute.”
She looked at the section from where she stood and picked a direction that felt new. Two displays in, the signs began to disagree. A hanging sign above one grouping said SEATING with an arrow pointing left. A standing sign at the end of that grouping said SEATING with an arrow pointing right. She stood between them and looked at the customer.
“The signs,” he said.
“I see them,” she said.
She picked left. The floor beneath her shifted. Not dramatically, not suddenly, a slow movement like a walkway running in reverse, carrying her backwards at a rate that almost exactly cancelled her forward progress. A display rug at the center of the grouping, thick-piled, charcoal grey, moving steadily underfoot while the hard floor at the edges stayed still.
She stepped off it. The movement stopped.
She walked along the edge instead. At the far end she turned a corner and passed the entrance to a section she hadn’t seen before. No signage above it. The floor inside was a different color, a deeper tone, and the air coming out of it was different too, warmer, with a quality she couldn’t name and didn’t want to.
She kept walking.
A chair further along stopped her. She looked at its tag.
“Here,” she said.
The customer came up beside her and looked at it. He compared it to the photograph. He ran his hand along one of the arms.
“That’s it,” he said. He looked up at her. “How much is it?”
She looked at the tag.
The price was correct. Below the price, in the field for item description, it said: ACCENT CHAIR. LOW PROFILE. GREY. And below that, in smaller print, in the same font as everything else on the tag:
YOU HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE.
She looked at the customer. He was still looking at the chair.
She looked back at the tag. It said: ACCENT CHAIR. LOW PROFILE. GREY. The price. Nothing else.
She told him the price.
He nodded and said he’d get a cart and come back for it. He thanked her and walked toward the section entrance. She watched him go. He reached the entrance and turned left into the main floor.
Then he appeared again at the entrance and turned left into the main floor.
Then again.
She watched it happen a third time, then a fourth, the same man, the same fleece vest, the same left turn, looping through the entrance in a way that produced no variation and attracted no attention from anyone passing on the main floor.
On the fifth loop he was gone.
She stood alone in Transitional Living with the grey chair and its tag, which said ACCENT CHAIR and the price and nothing else, and the signs pointing in their various directions, and the unseen section at the end of the corridor with its warmer air and its deeper floor.
She did not go back and look at it.
She walked to the entrance and turned left and went back to the main floor.
The floor stayed still.
DAY 4 – Thursday (Late Afternoon)
CHAPTER TWELVE
Crossed Signals
The light in Bedroom Sets was gold.
Not warm-white, not the amber of incandescent bulbs trying to approximate warmth. Gold, specifically, the color of late afternoon through curtains that have been chosen to do exactly that to the light. Every lamp in every display was on. The combined effect was of a place that had been carefully constructed to feel like somewhere else, somewhere outside, somewhere at a time of day that was gentle with people.
Avery didn’t trust it.
She’d come up the escalator because Carol had told her to check on the second level, which meant either there was something up here that needed checking or Carol wanted her away from the main floor, and she’d learned in four days that these were not mutually exclusive. The carpet up here was the same deep grey as before, and it absorbed her footsteps completely, and she moved through the clusters of bedroom displays in a silence that was almost total.
Her hand was in her pocket, wrapped around the iPod. She’d been carrying it since the surge, the shrinkwrap smooth under her thumb, the weight of it specific and real in a way that the store’s displays weren’t. She didn’t know why she kept reaching for it. It was just a thing. An object from a dropped bag. But it was an object with a fixed point in time, a thing that existed in a single year and no other, and that quality felt important in a place where nothing else seemed to have one.
She was looking for nothing in particular. She was looking for everything in general, the way she’d started doing, cataloguing the store in sections, building a map she kept in her head because she didn’t have paper and she wasn’t sure paper would help.
She turned into a new cluster. King bed, dark frame, two nightstands, two lamps. A tall wardrobe against the back wall, the kind with the mirrored panels, rotating slowly on a display mechanism, catching the gold light and redistributing it in long sweeps across the carpet.
She stopped.
The wardrobe’s mirror caught her reflection. She looked at it. Her reflection looked back at normal speed, which was unusual enough that she stood there a moment making sure.
Then the mirror rotated and she was gone and someone else was there.
Not in the mirror. Behind the wardrobe, on the other side of the display wall, moving through the adjacent cluster. She could see shapes through the gap between the wardrobe and the wall, a gap of maybe four inches, a sliver of the next display visible in strobing intervals as the mirror rotated past.
Several people. Moving slowly, the way she moved up here, looking at things carefully.
The wardrobe rotated. The gap closed. She waited.
It rotated back. The gap opened.
They had stopped moving. A group of them, five or six, gathered in the adjacent cluster with the loose formation of people who have been together long enough to stop arranging themselves. An older woman with her arms crossed, watching the room. A slight figure with a book tucked under one arm, reading a price tag. A man crouched near the floor, pressing his palm to the carpet as if checking for something beneath it. And at the edge of the group, slightly apart from the others, a man in a dark green coat, standing with his back half-turned, looking at something she couldn’t see.
The particular stillness of someone paying close attention to something that isn’t behaving correctly.
She knew that stillness. She didn’t know how she knew it.
She moved toward the wardrobe.
On the other side, Jordan had found the pillow again.
Different cluster, different bed, same pillow. Second from the left, same position, same neutral linen, same small neat stitching in the corner. His name. He stood in front of it and was aware, without turning around, that the others had caught up with him.
They’d found him an hour ago, or what passed for an hour. He’d been mapping the spiral of clusters when the woman appeared at the edge of his vision, moving with the careful economy of someone who knew exactly where the floor’s strange sections were and had learned to navigate around them. She’d introduced herself as Mrs. Kapoor. She hadn’t explained how she’d known he was up here.
The others had materialized over the following twenty minutes. Fern, slight and precise, who catalogued everything she looked at and said very little. Lucia, who had observed within four minutes that the cluster spiral curved consistently rightward and had suggested they use it deliberately. Dev, who had been tracking the layout shifts on the main floor for what he described only as “A long time” and who treated the second level’s behavior as data to be collected. And Dr. Shaw, who had introduced himself as the closest thing the store had to a medical resource and who looked at Jordan’s borrowed coat with an expression he didn’t explain.
They were not, Jordan understood, a group that had formed by choice. They were a group that had formed by duration. The store had kept them long enough that they had found each other the way things find each other in enclosed spaces.
None of them had explained how long they’d been here.
None of them had been asked.
“The pillow,” Fern said, from behind him.
“I know,” Jordan said.
“Third cluster with your name in it.”
“I know.”
Mrs. Kapoor came to stand beside him and looked at the pillow with the expression of someone confirming a detail they had already accounted for. “It moves,” she said. “The name. Different pillow each time, but always second from left.”
“Why?”
She looked at him. “We don’t know yet.”
The wardrobe at the back of the cluster was rotating. Gold light swept the carpet in long intervals. Jordan looked at it, at the gap between its frame and the display wall, at the strobing sliver of the adjacent cluster visible through the gap.
A woman on the other side. Standing close to the gap, looking through it.
He didn’t move.
The wardrobe rotated. She was gone. He waited.
It came back around. She had moved closer, close enough now that he could see her face in the gap, the name tag on her vest. He couldn’t read the name from here. He could see that she was looking at him with an expression he didn’t have a word for.
Behind him, quietly, Mrs. Kapoor said: “That’s the new hire.”
The wardrobe rotated.
He took one step toward the gap.
On the other side, she took one step toward the gap.
The wardrobe came back around. They were six feet apart, the wall between them, the four-inch gap strobing open and closed with the rotation of the mirror. Six feet and a display wall and a piece of furniture doing slow circles between them.
He could hear her breathing.
She could hear his.
The light swept the carpet between them.
Neither of them spoke.
Behind Jordan, no one spoke either. The long-timers stood in a loose semicircle, watching the wardrobe rotate, watching the gap open and close. Dev had taken out a small notebook. Lucia was watching the ceiling. Fern was watching Jordan. Mrs. Kapoor was watching the gap.
Dr. Shaw was watching all of it.
The PA chimed.
One note, low, descending, long enough to fill the whole floor. The lamps in both clusters dimmed a single degree. The wardrobe’s motor slowed. The gap stayed open a beat longer than it had been, held there, and in that beat he saw her whole face clearly and she saw his, and there was a moment that had no category, that the store had not provided a name for.
Dev wrote something in his notebook.
Then the wardrobe rotated and the gap closed and the lamps returned to their previous brightness and the carpet absorbed the sound of everyone on both sides of the wall standing very still.
A soft voice came over the PA.
“Closing time for the second level. Please make your way to the main floor.”
On her side, Avery looked back once at the wardrobe, at the gap, at the cluster visible in fragments through the rotating mirror.
She took the escalator down.
On his side, Jordan turned to the group. Mrs. Kapoor was already moving toward the escalator. The others followed. Jordan went last, and before he stepped onto the moving stairs he looked back at the wardrobe, at the gap, at the empty cluster on the other side.
They rode parallel escalators to the same floor and turned in opposite directions and did not see each other.
The gold light on the second level went out.
DAY 5 – Friday (Evening)
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Soft Closing
Friday arrived the way the other days had arrived, without announcement, without the particular quality of light that meant morning had happened somewhere outside. The store simply shifted its register, the way it always did, a barely perceptible change in the hum, the lighting settling into a slightly different configuration, and that was how Avery knew a new day had begun.
By Friday she had stopped checking for the change and started feeling it instead.
The display sofa she’d been sleeping on since Wednesday had been adjusted during the night. A cushion turned, the angle different. She’d turned it back without thinking about what had moved it.
She had spent the day doing what Carol called floor support, which meant walking the main floor in a slow circuit, asking customers if they needed assistance, and occasionally they did and occasionally the assistance was possible and occasionally it wasn’t. The layout cooperated more on some circuits than others. She had stopped being surprised by this.
She was on the far side of the main floor, near a vast display of sectional sofas arranged in a configuration that could seat perhaps forty people, when the PA chimed.
Not the two-note Browser chime. Not the single descending reset. A new one. Four notes, even intervals, the same volume as all the others, the same tone, but arranged in a sequence that was different enough from the others to notice and familiar enough to feel like something she should have been told about.
She hadn’t been told about it.
The PA voice came on.
“Thank you for shopping with us today. It is now Friday evening. Soft Closing is in effect. We ask that all customers please make their way to the nearest exit at this time. Associates, please begin standard Soft Closing procedures. Thank you for choosing us.”
The lights snapped off.
Not dimmed. Off. Every overhead light on the main floor, simultaneously, without a transition. The only light that remained was the ambient glow of the display lamps, the floor lamps and table lamps and reading lamps in every section, all still on, casting their pools of warm light across the floor like fires in a dark field.
She stood very still.
Around her, customers moved toward the exits with a calm that suggested they had been expecting this, or that something in the store’s air had prepared them for it without her noticing. Employees appeared at intervals along the main floor, directing the flow, their blue vests catching the lamp light. Carol was near the entrance, smiling, gesturing toward the doors.
The doors were open.
She watched them close.
Not all at once. One by one, working from the far ends toward the center, the emergency exits first, then the side entrances, then the main entrance, the glass panels sliding shut with the quiet precision she’d come to associate with things the store did when it had made a decision. The last panel closed. The locks engaged. She heard them from where she stood, a series of low mechanical sounds traveling through the floor.
The customers were gone.
She wasn’t sure exactly when. She’d been watching the doors and when she looked back at the floor the customers were simply no longer there, the way they’d arrived, without a transition she could locate.
The employees remained. Scattered across the main floor, standing in the lamp light, not speaking. She could see Frank near Soft Claims, his hands clasped. She could see two employees she didn’t know near Dining. She could see, at the far end of the floor, the escalator to Bedroom Sets.
The hum changed.
She felt it before she heard it, a new frequency beneath the familiar one, something that the floor conducted better than the air. Low and intermittent. A rhythm. Heavy, patient, coming from the second level.
Something up there was moving.
The escalator lights flickered. Once, twice. Then they went to their ambient setting, still on but dimmer, the moving steps visible in the low glow, carrying nothing down from the second level.
Nothing yet.
She looked at the other employees on the floor. Frank had turned toward the escalator. The two by Dining had turned toward the escalator. All of them, at some point in the last few seconds, had oriented toward the escalator the way people orient toward a sound they’re pretending not to hear.
The rhythm from the second level grew closer.
She reached for her vest pocket and felt nothing and remembered that she had nothing, that her first four days in this store had provided her with a name tag and a laminated card and a set of instructions that did not cover this.
The escalator carried something into the light.
DAY 5 – Friday (Evening, Continued)
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Lamp Assistance
Frank appeared the way Frank always appeared.
No footsteps. No warning. One moment the corridor between Living Room Sets and the escalator base was empty, and the next moment Frank was in it, hands clasped, vest pressed, smile in its correct position.
The group stopped moving.
They’d been arguing, quietly, for the better part of the last hour. Lucia wanted to go directly to the front desk and demand an explanation. Dr. Shaw wanted to identify a stable section and establish it as a base. Fern wanted to mark the floor plan systematically, and had already torn small strips from a paper bag she’d found and was pressing them to display items at intervals. Mrs. Kapoor wanted to keep moving. Dev had not offered an opinion. The others had filled the silence around his silence with their own.
Jordan had tried a joke about drowning in a bathroom. The anxiety in the air had absorbed it completely.
Frank looked at the group with the attentiveness of someone who had been briefed on each of them individually.
“Good evening,” he said. “Are we finding everything alright?”
No one answered. Lucia opened her mouth and Mrs. Kapoor put a hand on her arm.
Frank’s gaze moved across the group and settled on Jordan. “I understand you’re still looking for a lamp.”
“I’m not looking for a lamp,” Jordan said.
“Of course,” Frank said. “If you’d like, I can show you what we have in stock. We’ve just had a new delivery to the upper level. Some very interesting pieces.”
“Now isn’t a great time,” Jordan said.
Frank smiled. “It won’t take long.”
The store shifted. Jordan felt it rather than saw it, the same half-step change in the hum he’d learned to associate with something being decided. Around them, the Living Room Sets display reconfigured slightly, not dramatically, just enough that the path they’d been planning to take now required a different angle, and the different angle led toward the escalator, and the escalator led up.
Mrs. Kapoor looked at Jordan.
Jordan looked at Frank.
“Five minutes,” Frank said.
Jordan went.
He told himself he’d be back in five minutes. He told himself it was worth knowing what Frank knew about the lamps, about the receipt, about any of it. He told himself this on the escalator going up and he was aware, on some level, that he was telling himself these things the way you tell yourself things when the decision has already been made and you’re constructing the explanation after.
The second level was different from how he’d left it.
The gold light was still there, but lower now, the Soft Closing adjustment he’d seen from downstairs. The clusters were the same spiral he’d mapped, but the spacing between them had changed. Tighter. The aisles narrower.
Frank led him through the first cluster without speaking.
It was on the second cluster that Jordan noticed the air.
The air was wrong. Not in a way he could name. There was a smell to it, faint, somewhere between cedar and ozone, the kind of smell that appears on a house’s bottom floor when something is sparking in the basement. He breathed it once and his chest tightened, and he registered, with the small clinical part of himself that had been keeping records since the bathroom, that the smell had not been there one cluster ago.
He kept walking.
The end table in the center of the second cluster had a vase on it. Blue ceramic, decorative, the kind of thing that came in a set of three with a candleholder and a small framed botanical print. Jordan looked at it as he passed. The vase was facing left, which was a strange thing to think about a vase but the geometry of the floral pattern on the side of it had a clear orientation, and the orientation was left.
He looked away. He kept walking.
Two seconds later he looked back over his shoulder and the vase was facing right.
He did not stop.
Frank did not stop.
The lamps in the third cluster were doing something. Not flickering. Flickering implied a malfunction, an inconsistency, a deviation from a steady state. These lamps were brightening and dimming in a slow synchronized cycle, all the lamps in the cluster together, the way a thing breathes when it’s asleep. Up. Down. Up. Down. The cycle was about the rate of his own breathing, and when he tried to breathe out of phase with it the lamps adjusted, slowly, until they were back in sync with him.
He stopped trying.
The Muzak was different up here.
Down on the main floor it had been the Saturday afternoon piano, the careful pleasantness, the same loop he’d been hearing for days. Up here it was a song he half-remembered from somewhere. A Phil Collins cover. The arrangement was orchestral, the percussion replaced with strings, the way Muzak does when it sands the texture off a song until only the contour is left. He listened for the bridge. The bridge was wrong. It was in the wrong key, and it stayed in the wrong key, and the song kept going as if no one had told it.
“Frank,” he said. “What kind of lamp is this, actually.”
Frank did not answer.
Jordan looked up.
Frank wasn’t there.
There was no point at which he had stopped being there. Jordan had been looking at the back of Frank’s pressed vest, and then he had been looking at the back of his own thought about the Phil Collins cover, and then he had been looking at the absence of Frank’s vest in the corridor that Frank’s vest had been ahead of him in. No turn. No corner. No fading into shadows. The corridor extended. The next cluster was visible at its end. Frank was not in the corridor and was not in the next cluster and was not anywhere Jordan could see.
“Frank?”
The hum responded.
Lower than it had been. Fuller. Hungrier, and that was the word that arrived in his head with a clarity he did not enjoy, because the hum was a sound and sounds are not hungry, and his brain producing hungry as the descriptor meant his brain had already conceded ground he had not been ready to concede.
“Frank?”
Nothing.
He turned to look back the way he’d come.
A wall of wardrobes was where the corridor had been. Tall ones. Floor to ceiling, dark wood, evenly spaced, the kind of wardrobes that had price tags on them but the price tags were too far away for him to read from where he stood. The corridor he had walked down five seconds ago had been replaced with the wardrobes. The wardrobes had the quality of something that had been there for a long time.
He turned right.
A dresser display had rotated in his peripheral vision and was now facing him. The drawers were all slightly ajar. They had not been ajar a moment ago. The angle they were ajar at was uniform, each drawer the same distance out from the dresser body, the row of them looking less like drawers that had been opened and more like a row of shapes that had been arranged to suggest mouths.
He turned left.
A king-size bed, fully made, was in the corridor he was about to walk down. The corridor was approximately the width of the bed. The bed had been pushed perfectly square into it, the headboard against one display wall, the foot of the bed against the other.
He backed up.
The wall of wardrobes was closer than it had been.
He registered this without being able to verify it. The wardrobes had the same dark wood, the same height, the same spacing. They were just closer. The corridor he was standing in had a different proportion than it had had thirty seconds ago.
He breathed in.
The lights overhead dimmed.
He breathed out.
The lights brightened.
He stopped breathing for two seconds. The lights held at the level they had held when his chest was full. His ribs ached against the pause. He let the breath out and the lights went up and he sucked in fast and they went down and he understood, with the same clarity that had given him hungry, that the lights were not following him.
The store was breathing with him.
He whispered: “No.”
The lights held at the dim level for one beat too long, the way a person holds an exhale before they speak.
He saw the price tag.
It was hanging from one of the dresser knobs in front of him. White cardstock, red border, the kind he had been seeing in every section of the store for days. He took two steps toward it. The drawer-mouths did not move. The dresser itself did not rotate further. He reached for the tag.
It flickered.
Static across the surface, fast, the way an old television flickered when the broadcast was in transit. The text on the tag changed. He read it twice to be sure of what it said.
GUEST LOST. ROUTE RECALIBRATING.
He let go.
The tag swung once on its string.
It returned to its rest position and the text read DRESSER, MAHOGANY FINISH, with a price below it, in the same font as everything else in the store.
A small chime pinged from somewhere deeper in the maze. It was a chime he had not heard before. Higher than the welcoming chime, lower than the closing chime, something curious, the kind of sound a system makes when it has identified an anomaly and is querying it.
His elbow hit a bedpost behind him. He hadn’t backed into it. The bedpost had moved.
A whisper.
Behind his right ear. Close. The voice was Frank’s.
“Jordan.”
He turned.
The wall behind him was not a wall. It was a wardrobe, the mirrored kind, the door angled in such a way that it caught the next wardrobe’s mirror and that one caught the next, a chain of reflections curving away from him into a depth that the actual cluster did not have. He saw himself. He saw himself again. He saw himself in six diminishing copies, each one slightly turned from the last, the angles refusing to add up.
In the third copy, behind his shoulder, Frank.
Pressed vest. Hands clasped. Smile in its correct position.
Jordan whirled.
Nothing behind him.
He turned back to the mirrors.
Frank was in the fourth copy now. One reflection deeper. Same posture. Same smile.
The whisper came from the other ear. Closer this time.
“Don’t fall behind.”
Jordan stumbled back, hit the bedpost, hit it again, stayed standing only because the dresser caught him at the hip. His breath was loud in his own head. The lights were doing their breathing thing, and his breathing was doing its breathing thing, and the two were not the same rate anymore and he was not sure which one was leading.
The mirror chain held Frank for one more half-second. Then the angles resolved. The reflections were just reflections. Frank was not in any of them.
“Drowning was better,” Jordan said, to no one, to the mirrors, to the bedpost. “Drowning was at least specific.”
The corridor between the clusters had narrowed. He could see the next cluster through a gap that had been wider thirty seconds ago. Headboards on either side angled inward. The carpeting at the edges had begun to curl, the way a paper edge curls in dry heat.
A lamp at the entrance to the next cluster flickered with an orange glow. The shadows it threw across the wall behind it were taller than the lamp. The shadows had shapes at the top that the lamp itself did not have.
He moved toward it because the alternative was staying where he was.
He passed under the orange lamp. He stepped into the next cluster.
Frank was there.
Standing at the center of the cluster, beside a nightstand. Hands clasped. Smile in its correct position. As if he had been waiting.
“Here,” Frank said.
The lamp was on the nightstand. Ornate, gold, the base worked with a pattern Jordan couldn’t make out clearly in the low light. It was lit. Warm, specific, entirely wrong for the fluorescent environment around it.
Jordan looked at it.
He looked at Frank.
Frank was the same Frank he had walked up the escalator with. The vest was the same. The smile was the same. He was the right number of inches tall and his shadow fell at the right angle to the overhead lighting. There was no indication that he had been anywhere except the center of this cluster for the entire last several minutes.
“That’s the lamp,” Jordan said.
His voice sounded like it had been run through a long tube to get to his own ear.
“It’s a very popular model,” Frank said. “We have several.”
Jordan reached for it.
The lights went out.
All of them. Every lamp in every display on the second level, simultaneously, in the same way the overheads on the main floor had gone out when Soft Closing began. Total darkness. The ornate lamp went with everything else, and Jordan stood with his hand extended in a darkness so complete it had a texture.
“Frank,” he said.
No answer.
He turned carefully, arms out, and found the edge of the nightstand. He moved along it until he found the bed frame. He put his back against it and waited for his eyes to adjust, knowing they wouldn’t, knowing the darkness was the kind the store produced deliberately.
The carpet in front of him shifted.
Not the slow treadmill movement of the rug in Transitional Living. Something else. Something that displaced air when it moved. Something large enough to displace a meaningful amount of air.
Jordan held very still.
Across the darkness, at a distance he couldn’t accurately gauge, something exhaled.
Low. Wet. Deliberate.
A silhouette materialized in the darkness. He saw it gradually, the way you see things when there is almost no light and your eyes are doing everything they can with nothing to work with. Tall. Wide. The shoulders first, then the arms, then the shape of the head, which was wrong in a specific way that his brain took a moment to process and then processed all at once.
Horns.
The eyes caught something, some residual glow from the emergency lighting down the stairwell, and reflected it back in two small points of dim orange.
The Minotaur took a step toward him.
Jordan threw himself sideways.
He felt the air move where he’d been standing. He hit the floor and rolled and came up against a wardrobe and scrambled to his feet and ran, purely by direction, with no visibility and no plan. Behind him something hit the nightstand and the nightstand went to pieces, not falling but dispersing, the sound of it a single sharp impact followed by nothing.
He ran.
He tripped over a bed frame and went down and got up. He put his hand on a wall that turned out to be another wardrobe and pushed off from it and ran again. He could hear the Minotaur behind him, not running, walking, the measured pace of something that knew the layout and was not concerned about losing him.
He came around a corner and fell again.
Lay on the floor, breathing.
He whispered: “I can’t do this alone.”
Above him, a wall of wardrobes slid across the corridor. He heard them come, slow and mechanical, the same sound as the display mechanisms but larger, and then they were between him and the direction the footsteps had been coming from, and the footsteps stopped, and the corridor was quiet.
He lay on the floor for a long moment.
Then he heard footsteps.
Not hoofsteps. Light ones. Human ones, fast and uneven, coming from somewhere ahead of him in the dark.
He forced himself to stand.
“Hello?” he called. “Anyone?”
The footsteps stopped.
Then, from the darkness ahead, at a distance he couldn’t measure:
“Hello?”
DAY 5 – Friday (Night)
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Wardrobe
The Muzak had stopped.
Avery noticed this the way you notice the absence of something you’d stopped consciously hearing, a sudden awareness of its silence rather than a memory of its presence. The main floor’s ambient soundtrack, the piano covers and the orchestral arrangements of songs she half-recognized, was simply gone, and the store without it was a different kind of quiet.
She had been walking the second level before the lights went out. Carol had directed her up here with the same pleasant vagueness she used for everything, something about verifying the display inventory, and Avery had come because the alternative was standing on the main floor watching the Soft Closing settle in around her.
She had her hand on a wardrobe when the lights went.
She stood still for a long moment, letting her eyes do what they could, which wasn’t much. The emergency lighting from the stairwell gave her the edges of things. The shapes of the clusters. The geometry of the corridor she was in, which she’d mapped on her afternoon visit and which she was now relying on from memory.
She moved slowly. One hand on the nearest surface, following it.
In the corridor ahead, something moved.
She stopped.
It was across the far end, passing between two display rooms, and she saw it the way you see something in low light, in sections, the mind assembling the image from the pieces it can get. The shoulders. The height. The particular set of the arms, which were long and hung at their sides with a stillness that contradicted the movement of everything attached to them. The shape of the head.
She knew the shape of the head from the name tag she’d seen in the outline’s description. She knew it from the Minotaur’s own chapter heading in whatever manual the store had that she hadn’t been given.
She pressed herself against the nearest wardrobe and did not breathe.
The Minotaur stopped. Stood at the end of the corridor, its back to her, its head tilting at an angle that suggested it was listening to something she couldn’t hear. She watched its chest rise and fall in slow, even cycles. It was not in a hurry. It was on patrol, the way Frank was on patrol, the way Carol was on patrol, fulfilling a function the store had assigned.
The function was not one she wanted directed at her.
It snorted once. The sound moved through the floor and up through her feet and she felt it in her sternum.
Then it stepped deeper into the maze and was gone.
She stayed against the wardrobe for a long time.
Then she moved.
She went fast, because fast was what the darkness allowed her now, what the silence of the Muzak and the absence of any sound except her own footsteps allowed her. She took corners by feel and direction-memory and the logic of the spiral she’d mapped in the afternoon. She was looking for the escalator. She was looking for anything that led down, out, away from this level.
She turned a corner.
A wall of wardrobes stretched across the corridor, sealing it.
She turned back. The corridor behind her had narrowed. She went left. The floor shifted under her, the treadmill sensation she’d felt in Transitional Living, and she stepped off the display rug onto the hard floor at its edge and kept moving.
The Minotaur exhaled behind her.
Close.
She didn’t turn around. She knew from the heat of the exhale exactly how close and she didn’t need to turn around to confirm it. She moved faster, not running, not yet, because running was sound and sound was information.
The second exhale hit the back of her neck.
She ran.
The corridor rearranged around her as she moved through it, the same mechanical sigh she’d heard before, display units sliding on their tracks, the layout abandoning its daytime geometry in favor of something else. She heard the Minotaur behind her, not running, still walking, which was somehow worse. She rounded a corner and the corner opened into a wider space and she ran through it and hit something solid.
Not a wall.
A person.
They went down together in a tangle of limbs and the impact knocked the air out of her and she was on her hands and knees on the carpet before she had time to register what had happened.
“Ow,” said a voice. Male. Stunned. “What the...”
“Quiet,” she said.
Silence.
From somewhere behind her, the sound of something very large and very patient moving through the maze.
They both heard it.
She grabbed his arm and pulled and he came with her, already moving in the same direction, already understanding what the sound meant without needing it explained. They moved fast through two more corridors, took a turn she chose by instinct, took another, and came out into a wide display cluster she recognized.
King bed. Dark frame. Two nightstands.
She dropped to the floor and looked under it.
Clearance. Enough.
She looked at him. He was already looking at the bed. He was already moving.
They went under together.
The dust ruffle dropped back into place around them. The carpet was close and cool against the side of her face. She could feel him beside her, his shoulder against her shoulder, both of them flat, both of them controlling their breathing with the specific effort of people who understand that breathing wrong right now is a significant problem.
Above them, the display’s lamps went out.
The Minotaur entered the cluster.
She heard each footstep through the floor, through the carpet, through her own chest. A slow circuit of the cluster, the Minotaur moving around the bed, around the nightstands. It stopped. Started again. The dust ruffle moved in the air displacement of something very large standing very close.
She closed her eyes.
Beside her, she felt him do the same thing, felt the slight change in his breathing that meant he was doing exactly what she was doing, compressing everything into the smallest possible space.
The Minotaur stopped.
Stood.
She heard it inhale.
Once.
Twice.
Her heart slammed against her ribs and she pressed her hand over her mouth and thought about nothing, made herself think about nothing, because the store responded to things and right now the only thing she could offer the store was absence.
The Minotaur exhaled.
Turned.
The footsteps moved away, growing quieter, until they were just a vibration in the floor, and then even the vibration was gone.
Neither of them moved.
After a long time, the man beside her exhaled slowly. Then:
“Okay,” he whispered. “We’re alive. We’re alive. Holy shit, we’re alive.”
She whispered back. Her voice was steadier than she expected.
“We’re not leaving this spot until morning.”
She felt him nod.
Above them, the emergency lighting shifted into a faint amber. The fake fireplace in the display across the aisle flickered in a static loop, casting a low orange glow under the dust ruffle, across the carpet, across both of them lying side by side in the dark under a king-sized bed in the Showroom’s Bedroom Sets section.
She became aware that she still didn’t know his name.
She became aware that he probably didn’t know hers.
They lay still and listened to the store and waited for morning.
DAY 6 – Saturday (Night Shift)
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Night Shift
They listened for twenty minutes before either of them spoke.
The Minotaur’s footsteps had faded in the direction of the escalator, then gone quiet, and the quiet had stayed quiet, and after a while the quiet felt like something they could cautiously believe in. The amber emergency lighting held steady. The fake fireplace across the aisle cycled through its loop. The Muzak did not resume.
Avery had her chin resting on her forearm. Jordan was flat on his back with his eyes on the underside of the bedframe. Neither of them had moved since the footsteps stopped.
She said: “If this is hell, I want a refund.”
He made a sound, something between a laugh and a gasp. “I drowned in a bathroom earlier. I’m already upgrading.”
The tension in her chest loosened slightly. Not much. Enough.
They lay still for another few minutes, both of them coming down from the chase in their own way, breathing slowing, hands unclenching. Eventually the hum settled back into its lower register, the one that had started to feel, over the past several days, like the store’s version of calm.
“You’re Jordan,” she said.
He turned his head to look at her. “You’re Avery. From the PA announcement.”
“They announced me?”
“First morning. Very enthusiastic.” He paused. “I’m not sure what day that was for you.”
“Monday.”
“Monday,” he repeated, as if testing whether it still meant anything. “I’ve been here since Monday too. I think.”
She told him what had happened to her. Quietly, the way you tell things when sound is still a risk. The interview she didn’t remember arriving at. Carol. The VHS tape. The anti-union segment, which made him exhale sharply through his nose. The HELL door. The Browsers and the elderly woman she couldn’t find afterward. The sliding doors and the parking lot that wasn’t quite right.
He told her his version. Folding laundry, he said, and then Lighting, with no transition between the two. The sale tag with his name on it. Frank. The bathroom flood, which he described in a flatly matter-of-fact tone that she understood was the only way to describe it and still function. The Browsers from his side, the older man in his coat, the receipt dated 2074.
She was quiet for a moment. “Show me the receipt.”
He reached into his coat pocket and handed it to her. She held it up toward the amber light and read it. The store’s logo. Her own eyes went to the date field and stayed there.
She handed it back.
“How long were you here,” she said carefully, “Before the Browsers came?”
He thought about it. “Ten minutes. Maybe less.”
She looked at him. “Jordan. That was hours after I arrived.”
He looked at the underside of the bedframe. “Yeah,” he said. “I was afraid of that.”
The hum shifted slightly. She noticed it the way she always noticed it now, the small register changes, the store’s breathing.
“My timelines keep slipping,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve been experiencing this place in the same sequence as everyone else.”
“The phone.”
“Still 9:00 AM.”
She looked at her own phone. The screen was dim but the time was visible. She showed it to him without saying anything. Whatever time it showed, it was not 9:00 AM, and it was not any of the hours she remembered living through since Monday.
They both looked at the display for a moment. Then she put it away.
Jordan shifted to find a more comfortable position and hit his head on the underside of the bedframe. He said something quiet and not appropriate for a retail environment and pressed his palm to his scalp.
Then he went still.
“Avery,” he said.
She followed his eyeline through the gap in the dust ruffle.
The lamp was on the floor of the adjacent display, between the bed they were under and the nightstand they hadn’t looked at. She didn’t know how long it had been there. It was ornate, gold, the base worked with a pattern she could see clearly because the lamp was lit, throwing a warm specific light that was wrong for the store in a way she was starting to understand meant something.
She looked at the engravings. A bull’s head. A miniature labyrinth worked into the lower section of the base. Horn shapes hidden in the filigree at the rim. Running figures etched in gold around the column. And at the switch, a small symbol she didn’t have a name for.
Jordan reached out toward it.
She said, “Don’t.”
He touched it.
The switch clicked. The lamp was already on and the click didn’t change that, but something else changed, a slight deepening of the light, a warmth that wasn’t temperature. The rest of the ambient glow in the cluster dimmed a single degree in response, the store making room for it.
She pulled back instinctively. “Okay.”
“Yeah,” he said.
“That’s.”
“Yes,” he said.
They decided not to touch it again.
The theories came slowly, in whispers, the way theories do when you’ve been running from something large in the dark and the adrenaline is fading and your brain has decided that understanding the situation is the only remaining option.
Maybe they were dead. Maybe the store had chosen them. Maybe the Manager was something older than his face suggested. Maybe the Browsers were people who had stopped asking questions. Maybe this had nothing to do with retail at all and the furniture was incidental.
“Hell’s IKEA,” Jordan said.
“With worse lighting,” she said.
“The lighting is actually very good.”
“You’re not wrong.”
They lay with the gallows humor between them and it was thin but it held.
The room around them was doing things they were both, by silent agreement, not pointing out.
Through a gap in the dust ruffle Avery could see the alarm clock on the staged nightstand. It had been a digital display the last time she’d looked. A red 12:08, bright in the amber. She watched it now and the 12:08 became 00:00 and then it was 88:88 and then, briefly, in the same blocky red segment-display font, the word SOON. Then 12:08 again. The cycle took about thirty seconds. She could not tell whether the cycle had been happening since they’d gone under the bed or whether it had started when she looked.
Jordan was looking past her shoulder. She turned her head a fraction. The fake fireplace across the aisle was still cycling its loop, the same flames, the same low orange glow against the dust ruffle. Except the flames in the loop were no longer flames. The shapes in the fireplace had become silhouettes, dark against the orange, walking single file from one side of the hearth to the other. They walked with the slow even pace of people in a line that was not in a hurry. The line did not end. It cycled the way the flames had cycled, a fresh silhouette entering on the right as the previous one exited on the left, the pace identical, the shapes identical, the orange glow steady behind them.
Neither of them said anything about it.
Avery had shifted onto one elbow at some point, facing him. He’d mirrored it without appearing to notice. The lamp’s light reached them both under the dust ruffle, gold and warm and wrong in all the right ways.
“You know,” she said quietly, “For a place that’s actively trying to kill us, you’re not terrible company.”
He let out a short, unsteady breath. “Same. I was starting to think I was the only real person here.”
The silence that followed had a different quality than the previous ones. She was aware of it as a thing with weight and texture. The store was quiet. The fake fireplace cycled. The lamp held its light.
She was aware of his face in the light, the way he was looking at her, the way he seemed to notice at exactly the same moment she did.
Neither of them moved for a beat.
Then two.
She said quietly: “We’re going to get out of this.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Together.”
The space between them was not very much space.
The floor shook.
One footstep. Distant. Deliberate.
They separated and flattened and went completely still, and the lamp stayed on between them, and the store stayed quiet, and the footstep did not repeat.
After a long time Avery said, at a volume that was barely sound at all: “We should stay alert.”
“Yes,” Jordan said, at the same volume. “Alert. Definitely.”
The lamp flickered once.
She did not look at him.
He did not look at her.
Outside their cluster, the store settled into the long amber dark of the night cycle, and they lay there under the king-sized bed and waited, separately and together, for whatever the store would do with the morning.
DAY 6 – Saturday (Early Morning)
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Night Shift (II)
They had been under the bed for two hours, or what felt like two hours, when the Minotaur came back.
They heard it before they saw it. The same vibration through the floor, the same displacement of air that preceded its presence everywhere in the maze. Avery felt Jordan go still beside her at exactly the moment she went still herself. Neither of them had spoken since the almost-kiss. Neither of them spoke now.
The Minotaur entered the cluster.
It was slower this time. More deliberate. Its circuit of the cluster was wider, taking in the full perimeter, and when it stopped it stopped closer to the bed than it had before. She could see its feet through the gap in the dust ruffle. The shredded hems of corporate trousers. Shoes that had once been dress shoes and were now something else.
It stood there for a long time.
Then it moved toward the bed.
Avery’s hand found Jordan’s arm in the dark. He didn’t move. She didn’t move. The Minotaur’s shadow stretched across the dust ruffle as it leaned down, and she understood in a clear and simple way that it knew they were there, that whatever it used to locate them had already located them, that the only remaining question was what it intended to do about it.
A spear came through the cluster wall.
Not through a door, not through a gap. Through the wall itself, the display partition, punching a clean hole through the particleboard and embedding in the Minotaur’s shoulder with a sound she felt in her back teeth. The Minotaur roared, a sound that cracked something in the ceiling above them, and staggered backward.
A voice from above the wardrobes:
“Move.”
They moved.
Jordan was out first, pulling her with him, and they came up into the cluster in time to see a figure drop from the top of the wardrobe stack. He landed lightly, barefoot on the carpet, and straightened up to a height that was considerable, wrapped in layers of clothing that had been scavenged from different decades and different sections of the store. His hair was tied back. His face was smeared with something that might have been ash. He yanked the spear from the Minotaur’s shoulder the way you’d pull a nail from soft wood.
His name tag, somehow, was still attached. WREN. Below that, in the section field: FLOOR SUPPORT.
The Minotaur charged.
Wren pivoted and hit the wardrobe beside him with his open palm. The wardrobe slid on its track, and behind it was a corridor she had never seen, narrow and dark and leading somewhere the store’s main layout didn’t account for.
Three people appeared at its entrance.
A woman with wrists wrapped in old price-tag ribbons, face calm and watchful. A man with a sharpened coat-rack hook strapped across his back, quiet in the way of someone who has learned that quiet is a tool. And behind them, smaller, older, with a name tag so rusted the name was barely legible, a woman who looked at Avery and Jordan with the specific pity of someone who remembers their own first night.
Wren shouted: “Get them out. I’ll hold it.”
Avery grabbed Jordan’s hand.
The man took her arm and pulled her into the corridor. The woman took Jordan. They ran, all of them, through the narrow passage while behind them the Minotaur’s roar shook the walls and Wren’s voice came back one more time, very loud, very clear:
“Go. Hell doesn’t like new blood unguarded.”
The passage sealed behind them.
They ran until the passage opened into a service corridor, and the service corridor led to a door marked STAFF ONLY in the same font as every other sign in the store, and the door opened into a room that the store seemed to have forgotten it had.
String lights. Not the store’s lighting, not fluorescent, not display-lamp warm. Actual string lights, the kind with small warm bulbs, strung in overlapping lines across the ceiling. Mismatched chairs around a table that had been dragged from somewhere on the main floor. Old mugs. Blankets from the bedding section, folded or piled or draped over chair backs. Maps on the walls, hand-drawn on the backs of sale-tag sheets, covered in notation she couldn’t read from where she stood. Handwritten warnings at intervals, in different handwriting, the oldest ones in something that wasn’t quite English.
Jordan collapsed into a chair.
Avery sank against the wall and slid down it until she was sitting on the floor.
The woman with the price-tag ribbons crouched in front of her and held out a bottle of water. Avery took it. Her hands were steadier than she expected.
The older woman looked at both of them from across the room. Her expression was not unkind.
“Welcome to Night Shift, darlings,” she said.
Jordan had caught his breath enough to speak. “Who was that? Back there.”
“Wren,” the man said. He was leaning against the wall near the door, arms crossed, the coat-rack hook resting beside him. “He’s been here longer than anyone.”
The woman with the ribbons said: “Long before management. Long before the resets.”
The older woman sat down across from Jordan and folded her hands on the table. “If not for him, none of us would have survived our first nights.”
Jordan looked at Avery. Avery looked at the map on the wall nearest to her. It covered an area she didn’t recognize from her own mapping of the store, sections marked with symbols she didn’t have names for, distances that couldn’t be accurate given the store’s actual footprint.
“How long have you been here?” she asked the room.
The three of them exchanged a look of the kind that answers a question without answering it.
“Long enough,” the older woman said, “To know that question stops mattering after a while.”
The string lights hummed softly. The door stayed closed. Somewhere far away, too far to be the corridor they’d come through, the Minotaur’s footsteps moved through the store in its patient circuit.
Avery finished the water. She set the bottle down on the floor beside her.
“Is he alright?” she said. “Wren.”
“He’s always alright,” the man said.
“He enjoys it,” the woman with the ribbons said. Then, after a pause: “That’s not quite right. He’s just been doing it long enough that it looks like enjoying it.”
The door opened.
Wren stepped inside. There was a tear in one layer of his clothing and a mark on his forearm that was either a bruise or something older. He looked at Avery and Jordan with clear, steady eyes and something in his expression settled, like a calculation completing.
“Good,” he said. “You lasted long enough.”
He sat cross-legged on the floor, spear across his lap, and the room arranged itself around him the way rooms arrange themselves around people who have occupied them for a very long time.
He looked at them both.
“You’ve earned a story,” he said. “And I’ve been carrying this one long enough.”
He leaned forward.
“Once,” he said, “I walked the plains with my people. Long before this place had walls. Long before these things had names.”
The string lights held steady.
“And one day, I found something impossible.”
He paused. His eyes, in the warm light, had a depth that the store’s fluorescents had never produced in anything.
“A sofa,” he said. “Sitting alone in the tall grass.”
DAY 7 – Sunday (First Sunday)
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN (B)
Sunday
Wren’s story lasted most of what remained of the night.
He told it in the way of someone who has told it before, not to an audience but to himself, working through it in the dark of the break room over years or decades, and now finally telling it outright. His voice didn’t rise. The string lights didn’t flicker for effect. He just spoke, and the room listened, and Avery understood things about the store she didn’t have language for yet, and Jordan understood things about the lamp that he didn’t say out loud.
When Wren finished, the room was quiet for a long time.
Then Jordan shifted in his chair and the floor shifted with him.
Not much. A small lurch, the kind that might be structural, the kind that a building sometimes produces when something changes in its foundation. Ruth’s mug stopped halfway to her mouth. Samir’s jaw tightened. Old Marie set down what she’d been holding and looked at the ceiling.
Jordan looked at the floor.
“What was that?” he said.
Marie said, very quietly: “He’s not in the system.”
Jordan looked up. “What?”
The floor lurched again. Harder this time. The string lights swayed. A mug slid two inches across the table and stopped at the edge. On the wall, the largest map shifted slightly to the left, its bottom corner lifting from the tape that held it.
Avery grabbed the table edge. “Jordan.”
“I’m here,” he said. “What’s happening?”
Ruth said: “The Showroom is rejecting you. You’re not an employee. You don’t have clearance to be in a staff space.”
Jordan looked at Avery. Avery looked at Ruth.
The floor dropped.
Not far. A foot, maybe less, but it happened instantly, with no transition, and the chairs scraped and the mugs went over and Jordan grabbed the chair arms and held on while the room decided what it was. The string lights flickered red, briefly, the wrong color entirely, and the walls did something she couldn’t track directly, a shift between what the room was and what the store’s back-of-house spaces looked like, clinical and white and without the warmth the string lights had built over however many years. She saw it for half a second before the walls came back.
The Showroom shook.
THOOM.
THOOM.
Jordan’s knuckles were white on the chair. He said, with reasonable calm given the circumstances: “I think it’s trying to expel me.”
Avery said: “Over my dead body.”
THOOM.
Marie shouted: “Hold him. Keep him grounded or it’ll purge him from the shift entirely.”
Avery crossed the room and got her arms around him. Samir put a hand on his back. Ruth braced the table. The room hit its peak, a sustained shudder that she felt in her back teeth, and Jordan’s breathing was wrong, too shallow, his weight shifting like the floor was tilting under him specifically, and she tightened her grip and said nothing because there was nothing useful to say.
Then a chime played.
One note. Soft. Warm. The warmest sound the store had made since she’d arrived, warmer than the fake fireplace, warmer than the lamp under the bed. It came from the PA speaker above the door, and it was the same PA that had announced her hire and warned of Browser surges and declared Soft Closing, and it sounded nothing like any of those things.
The shaking stopped.
Completely. Instantly. The mugs were still. The map was still. The string lights returned to their warm amber and held there. Jordan’s breathing steadied under her arms and she loosened her grip but didn’t let go entirely.
The room exhaled.
Marie sat down. Her eyes were closed.
Ruth bowed her head.
Samir pressed both hands flat on the table and looked at them.
Jordan said: “What was that?”
Marie answered quietly, without opening her eyes: “It’s Sunday.”
The word landed in the room differently than other words.
Avery said: “The one day of peace.”
Ruth added: “The Showroom can’t harm anyone on Sundays. Not employees. Not customers. Not strays.”
Jordan looked at the ceiling. At the speaker the chime had come from. He looked at Avery.
“Every week?” he said.
“Every week,” Wren said. He had not moved during any of it. He sat where he’d been sitting, spear across his lap, and his expression had the quality of someone watching a thing they’ve watched many times before, not unmoved but no longer surprised. “One day. Then Monday comes.”
Jordan leaned back in the chair. He was shaking, she could feel it, the fine tremor of someone whose body had been asked to process too much in too short a time. She stayed close.
The room settled around them. Ruth righted the fallen mugs. Samir unbraced the table and rolled his shoulders. Marie opened her eyes and looked at Avery and Jordan with an expression that was not quite pity and not quite relief and was some specific combination of the two that only made sense if you’d been here long enough to understand what they’d just survived.
Outside the break room, through the door and the service corridor and the staff-only passage and the main floor beyond, the Showroom was quiet.
Not the quiet of Soft Closing. Not the tense quiet of the maze.
Just quiet. The hum at its lowest register. The lighting at its gentlest setting. The whole system resting in the one configuration it was capable of that felt, almost, like peace.
Jordan said: “So we’re safe. Until Monday.”
Wren said: “Until Monday.”
A silence.
Jordan looked at the table. Then at Wren. Then at the ceiling. He said, with the careful tone of someone who has been working up to a question and has decided to just ask it: “Is the Manager the devil.”
The room was quiet.
Old Marie made a sound.
Jordan said: “I’m serious. The HELL door. The 666 on the axe display. The Minotaur. One day of rest per week. A place that harvests people and never lets them leave.” He paused. “That’s a very specific list.”
Wren looked at him. His expression was not dismissive.
He said: “Many people have thought so. Over many years.”
Jordan said: “But.”
“But the devil implies a purpose. A direction. Malice with intention behind it.” Wren was quiet for a moment. “What I have seen, across a very long time, is something more like a system. It does not hate you. It does not want your soul.” He looked at the table. “It wants your labor. Your compliance. Your continued presence.” A pause. “Whether that is better or worse than the devil is a question I have stopped asking.”
Jordan looked at Avery.
She looked back.
She thought about the orientation video. About union-free means family. About the training tape’s cheerful voice saying we’ve been expecting you.
She said: “It’s not hell. It’s a workplace.”
Jordan said: “That tracks. Hell probably has better severance.”
Jordan looked at his phone. He took it out of his pocket and looked at the screen for a long moment. Then he held it up so Avery could see.
It said 9:00 AM.
She looked at it. Then she looked at him. He put it back in his pocket.
“Right,” he said. “Until Monday.”
Outside, the Showroom breathed in its Sunday rhythm, slow and almost gentle, and the string lights held their warm amber, and none of them slept but all of them rested, and the day passed in a quiet that none of them fully trusted but all of them needed.
DAY 7 – Sunday (First Sunday, Continued)
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The Hunter Who Found the Sofa
The break room felt smaller when Wren spoke.
He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. He sat cross-legged on the floor with the spear across his lap and his eyes on a point somewhere between the present room and somewhere else entirely, and the string lights held steady, and everyone in the room went quiet in the specific way that people go quiet when they understand that what they’re about to hear is going to change the shape of something.
He said: “I was born long before this place had a name. Long before shelves, or lamps, or carpets. I walked the plains with my people, and we hunted by reading the wind.”
Avery looked at Jordan. Jordan looked at Wren.
Wren continued.
Their world was young, he said. Not in years but in understanding. Wide plains of tall golden grass that moved like water when the wind came through. Fire pits and flint and the rhythm of seasons that told you everything you needed to know if you’d learned to listen. He was the fastest runner in a band of eleven. The one trusted to scout.
He described it simply, without nostalgia. The open sky. The smell of rain on dry earth. The specific quality of silence that exists only when nothing mechanical has ever broken it. Avery found herself holding very still, the way you hold still for something you don’t want to interrupt.
One morning he walked farther from camp than usual.
The grass moved. Birds called from somewhere to the east. The earth smelled of the previous night’s rain.
And then he saw it.
Motionless. Wrong in a way he had no language for. A sofa, sitting in the middle of the plains as if it had always been there, as if the grass had grown up around it over centuries and accepted its presence the way grass accepts stones. Fully upholstered. Fabric without a mark on it. Two matching pillows placed with an exactness that the wilderness did not produce on its own.
He circled it from a distance. His people had taught caution before curiosity. He circled it twice, keeping the same radius, checking every angle.
It did not change. It did not move.
“It smelled faintly of smoke,” he said. “And something else. Something I had no name for. Faint and artificial and not from anything I had encountered in my life until that moment.”
Jordan said, quietly: “The store scent.”
Wren looked at him. “Yes. Though I did not know this then.”
He had touched it first with the spear, then with his hand. Neither produced anything. It was solid. It was real. It was simply there in a place it had no reason to be, and the world around it continued as if this were unremarkable.
When he stepped around it to look at the back, the world changed.
The grass ended. Not gradually, the way a field ends at a tree line or a river. Ended like a sentence ending, clean and complete, and on the other side of the ending was a floor. Smooth, pale, with a texture his feet recognized as stone but his instincts identified as something else. The light was wrong, too even, coming from everywhere at once the way the sun never does. The space beyond the sofa extended only a few feet before becoming unclear, the way a dream becomes unclear at its edges.
He reached out and put his palm on the floor.
It was warm. Crafted. Deliberate.
“I should have run,” he said.
No one in the room said anything.
“I didn’t run.”
A sound had come from the space beyond. Soft, the way a sound is soft when it has been specifically designed to be soft, a single ascending note that called to him the way calls work when the thing doing the calling knows exactly what frequency you respond to.
He stepped through.
The cave that wasn’t a cave.
He described the walls. Smooth, cool, lightly textured, painted in a color he now understood was beige. The smell was wrong in a new way, artificial rather than absent, the smell of a space that had been processed. The chime continued from everywhere and nowhere. He followed it deeper because following it felt like the only available direction, the way in a dream you move toward the thing that calls even knowing you shouldn’t.
The passage widened.
Hallways lined with objects he had no names for. He listed them now with the names he’d learned over the centuries, the long education of an impossible captivity. Lamps. Ottomans. Bar carts. Rugs whose patterns were more intricate than anything his people made. Chairs in shapes that served no function he could identify. All of it arranged with a precision that spoke of intention, of someone having placed each object with care, and then left.
No footprints except his.
He walked for a long time.
Then a chime played. Different from the first one. And the passage opened into a wide space, brightly lit, immaculate, every display perfectly arranged. He stopped at the edge of it with his spear raised.
At the center of the floor stood a man.
A human man, Wren said, and he said it in a way that meant he’d needed to confirm this to himself, that he’d looked for evidence of something else and not found it. Clean suit. Tie precise. Shoes that reflected the light. A name tag on his chest that caught the overhead illumination and held it.
He stood with his hands clasped and his smile in place and his posture arranged into something that communicated authority and welcome in equal measure.
Wren had seen that smile before. On carved masks. In the faces people made when they needed to appear unthreatening while being the most dangerous thing in the room.
The man said: “Morning.”
Wren raised the spear.
The man smiled wider. “You must be Wren.”
The room was very quiet. Avery heard her own breathing.
Wren said: “He knew my name.” He paused. “He knew everything. He smelled of soap and air that had never seen the outside. He stepped closer the way you step toward something harmless, and I expected him to change, to show whatever was underneath the suit and the name tag and the smile. He didn’t change.”
The Manager had extended his hand.
He spoke. Wren didn’t understand the words. Not one of them. The sounds were shaped differently from anything his language made, the vowels wrong, the rhythms wrong, the whole structure of it built from a logic his mind had no framework for. But he understood the man’s face. He had spent his life reading the faces of animals and the faces of other hunters and the faces of the sky, and a face that meant to deceive is a face that is working, and this one was working very hard.
He understood the extended hand. In his world, an open hand meant either peace or distraction.
He understood the smile. He had seen that smile on the faces of things that wanted you to stay still.
He did not take the hand.
The man spoke again. Different sounds this time, fewer of them, slower. His expression changed in a way that meant the offer was still open. That there was no urgency. That Wren had time to decide, which was itself a kind of pressure, because things that are genuinely harmless do not need to tell you they are harmless.
Wren lowered the spear but did not set it down.
He made a sound that in his language meant no. Not the word. The sound behind the word, the one that carried the weight of it regardless of what it was attached to.
The man’s smile stayed exactly where it was. He made sounds that felt, to Wren’s ear, like agreement. Like: that is fine. Like: we will come back to this.
Then he walked away into a hallway that hadn’t been there a moment before.
Wren looked down at his hands. They were still, the spear resting across his knees, but something in his face when he looked at his hands suggested that the stillness was practiced.
“I understood later,” he said. “When I had learned enough of the language. What he had offered. What I had refused.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“I was right to refuse. But I was also already trapped. These are not contradictions. The store does not need your agreement. It only prefers it.”
He looked up at Avery.
“You were not a survivor. You were not an exception.”
He said it gently.
“Neither was I.”
He looked up at Avery and Jordan. The string lights caught his eyes. He looked, she thought, like someone who had made peace with something difficult and then discovered that peace of that kind has a weight to it that doesn’t diminish.
“I was never meant to leave,” he said. “And neither were you.”
A pause.
“Not yet,” he said.
The break room held the words for a moment.
Then Ruth stood up quietly and refilled the mugs, and Samir looked at the map on the wall, and Old Marie looked at her hands, and the hum continued at its Sunday register, low and almost kind, and outside the store breathed its one gentle day of the week, and no one spoke for a long time after that.
DAY 7 – Sunday (First Sunday, Morning)
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Carol’s Offer
The break room felt different after Wren’s story.
Not smaller, exactly. More inhabited. Like the walls had absorbed something and were holding it now. Avery sat with a mug she wasn’t drinking from and looked at the hand-drawn maps and thought about a man standing in tall grass looking at a sofa, and thought about the Manager’s hand extended in greeting, and thought about her own name tag, warm in her palm on the first morning.
Jordan was asleep in the chair across from her. Genuinely asleep, which surprised her, though she supposed being almost drowned, almost gored, almost expelled from reality by an angry building was the kind of sequence that eventually caught up with a person. He’d gone under mid-sentence somewhere around the third hour of Sunday quiet and she hadn’t woken him.
Ruth was at the table. Samir was near the door. Old Marie had her eyes closed but her posture suggested she wasn’t sleeping, just conserving.
Wren was exactly where he’d been. She wasn’t sure he slept.
The hum outside was at its lowest register. The gentlest the store ever was. She’d started to trust it slightly, which she understood was the point, and distrusted it for that reason, which she understood Wren would approve of.
The door opened.
Carol stepped inside.
She looked as she always looked. Pressed, precise, every element of her appearance in its correct position. Her hair was the same as it had been on Monday, as it had been through the Browser surge, as it had been through Soft Closing and the Minotaur pursuit and whatever the store had done with the hours in between. It was not the sameness of someone who maintained themselves carefully. It was the sameness of something that didn’t change because change wasn’t part of its function.
Wren’s hand moved one inch toward the spear.
Avery clocked it.
Carol looked at Avery with an expression of warm, managerial interest. “Good morning.”
“It’s Sunday,” Avery said.
Carol’s gaze moved across the room then. Unhurried. Taking inventory. It passed over Ruth, over Samir, over Old Marie, and landed on Jordan with the specific quality of attention a security camera has when it has found what it was looking for.
Jordan woke up. She didn’t know how, she hadn’t made a sound, but he was suddenly awake and sitting forward with the specific alertness of someone whose body had learned to treat certain sounds as threats even in sleep.
Carol’s smile didn’t change. But something behind it did.
“This is a staff area,” she said. The warmth was still there, technically. The way a surface stays warm for a while after the heat source is removed. “Customer amenities are available on the main floor.”
Jordan looked at her. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“We do have a lovely seating display in Transitional Living,” Carol said. “Very comfortable. I’m sure you’d find what you’re looking for.”
The last sentence landed the way certain sentences land when they are shaped like helpfulness and mean something else entirely.
Jordan said nothing. Avery watched his jaw.
Carol held the smile for one more beat, then returned her attention to Avery. “The Manager would like to touch base.”
Avery set down the mug. “I’ve been here a week.”
“Six days,” Carol said. “Which is notable.”
Old Marie made a sound that wasn’t quite a word. Ruth set her mug down very carefully, the way you set something down when you want your hands free.
Wren said, quietly: “She’s still recovering.”
Carol’s smile remained directed at Avery. “It will only take a moment. Sunday is ideal for development conversations.”
Avery looked at Jordan. His face was doing what it did when he had something to say and understood that saying it would make things worse. She looked at Wren. His expression was the one from the end of his story, the one that had made peace with something and found the peace heavier than the thing itself.
She stood up.
“Okay,” she said. “A moment.”
The Sunday showroom was a different building.
She followed Carol through it and tried to hold both versions in her mind at once, the weekday version with its displaced geometry and its Browser tides and its lighting that responded to threat, and this version, which was quiet and even and clean in a way that suggested the chaos of the previous six days had been weather, temporary, something the store shrugged off between Sundays.
Every display was reset. The dining chairs were in their correct positions. The lamps were on but steady. The signs faced the right directions.
They passed Bedroom Sets. The escalator was running. She looked up at the second level and thought about the gold light and the rotating wardrobe and the four-inch gap, and then she thought about the dust ruffle and the amber emergency lighting and the lamp’s engravings, and she kept walking.
Carol did not look back.
She didn’t blink, either. Avery had been watching.
The Manager’s office was not where she remembered it. The door was in a different wall than the one she’d come out of on Monday, though the room beyond it, when Carol opened it, was the same. The desk. The motivational poster. The plant in the corner, which was in its correct position today, equidistant from both walls.
The Manager was already seated.
“Avery.” He said her name the way the PA said it, with a warmth that had been calibrated rather than felt. “Come in.”
She sat in the chair across from him. The same chair from Monday, or one identical to it. The fabric was almost the right shade of beige.
Carol positioned herself behind and slightly to the right of the Manager, hands clasped, smile in place, and became very still.
The Manager leaned forward slightly. “I wanted to take a moment to tell you how well you’re doing.”
“Thank you,” Avery said, because it fit.
“Six days,” he said. “And you’ve already demonstrated initiative. Quick thinking. A genuine concern for the wellbeing of those around you.”
“I was just trying to keep people safe.”
He nodded as if this confirmed something. “That instinct. That sense of responsibility. These are not common. Not everyone who comes through here has them.” He glanced at Carol. “Some develop them. Others arrive with them already formed.”
Avery looked at her hands.
“We’d like to talk to you,” he said, “About something bigger.”
“Bigger.”
“A role with more scope. More responsibility.” He paused. “More permanence.”
The hum shifted. She felt it in the floor before she heard it, a deepening that had no visual correlate, nothing she could point to.
“I’m not sure I’m ready for that,” she said.
He smiled. “Nobody is, at first. That’s rather the point.”
Carol stepped forward. She moved to Avery’s side of the desk, close enough that Avery could see the name tag clearly. CAROL, and below it, in small engraved letters she hadn’t noticed before: Tenured.
Carol leaned down and spoke quietly, directly into the space beside Avery’s ear.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “Promotions always come in threes.”
The words were warm and even and entirely without threat in their delivery, and they sat in Avery’s chest like something cold.
She didn’t know why the line felt old. Like something carved rather than spoken.
The Manager sat back. “We’ll revisit this soon,” he said. “After your performance review.”
Avery looked at him. His face was the same as always, the suggestion of features, the voice that moved between registers. He looked, right now, in the Sunday lighting, more human than he ever had. Which was not reassuring.
“When is that?” she said.
His smile widened by a fraction. “Soon,” he said. “Enjoy your Sunday, Avery.”
Carol opened the door.
Avery stood and walked through it.
In the hallway, she stood still for a moment.
The store breathed its Sunday breath around her, slow and almost gentle. A lamp in a nearby display cast a warm pool on the floor. The ceiling was high and even. Everything was in its place.
She looked at her name tag.
AVERY.
Nothing below it. No gold star. No engraving.
Not yet.
She walked back toward the break room and did not look at the office door behind her, and did not let herself think about the word Tenured, and did not let herself think about what it meant that the Manager’s smile had widened at the word soon in a way that looked, for just a moment, like something that wasn’t a smile at all.
Behind her, Carol stood in the hallway and watched her go.
Then, very softly, too quiet for Avery to hear:
“You’ll understand,” Carol said. “Soon.”
Her smile didn’t change.
Her eyes didn’t blink.
DAY 7 – Sunday (First Sunday, Afternoon)
CHAPTER TWENTY
The Woman Who Took the Deal
Carol remembers her apartment.
She can list its features with complete accuracy. The layout: one bedroom, one bath, a kitchen that fit two people only if they didn’t both need to move at the same time. The carpet, a neutral grey that had been neutral grey since before she moved in and would be neutral grey after. The window that faced another window. The radiator that made a sound between 2 and 4 AM that she had spent three years trying to identify and never had.
She remembers all of it.
What she notices, when she accesses these memories now, is that they are complete. Every detail present. Nothing missing or distorted.
What she notices after that is that they produce nothing. She can read them the way she can read a product description. Accurate. Thorough. The information is there. The information is just information.
She does not find this troubling.
This is worth noting.
She had a job at a call center. She sat in a chair with a headset and spoke to people who were upset about things she had no authority to fix, and she used phrases like I completely understand and let me see what I can do, and at the end of the shift she took the headset off and drove home in a car that needed something done to it that she hadn’t done yet.
Her mother was sick for a long time, and then her mother died, and then there were the bills from the sick time and the bills from the dying time, and Carol sat with the unopened envelopes on the kitchen table and thought about opening them, and didn’t.
She was tired.
She can recall this fact. She was tired in the specific way that is not solved by sleep, the kind that lives in the load-bearing structures of a person and makes everything else slightly harder than it should be. She went to work. She came home. She smiled at the people who needed her to smile, and when she was alone she didn’t know what her face did because she wasn’t watching it.
Her friends stopped calling. She understood this. She had stopped being interesting in the ways that friendships require. She had become someone with whom you checked in and then came away feeling you should do something, and after a while the checking in stopped because the feeling was uncomfortable.
One evening she sat on the couch and said, to no one and nothing in particular: “I can’t do this anymore.”
The lamp above her flickered.
She didn’t notice.
The next morning she was in the store.
She didn’t remember driving. She didn’t remember the route, the parking, the entrance. She was simply there, standing on the main floor with the hum beneath her feet and the lighting above her, even and complete, and the first thing she thought was that the air smelled like something she couldn’t name but recognized.
The second thing she thought was that it felt, in some way she couldn’t account for, like arriving.
The Manager found her within minutes.
“Carol,” he said. “We’ve been waiting.”
She said she hadn’t applied.
He said not formally. He said they had ways of identifying the right candidates. He said she had qualities they valued, and he listed several, and each one was a quality she hadn’t been told she had in a very long time.
She started the following Monday.
There was no interview. There was a name tag with her name already on it, her photo already centered, the laminate already applied. She put it on and it was warm.
She was good at the work.
This was not surprising. She had been good at every job she’d had in the way that people are good at jobs when they have learned to make themselves useful and inconspicuous. She helped customers find things. She answered questions. She smiled at the correct moments, which she had been doing for so long it no longer required effort.
The strangeness of the store registered but didn’t alarm her. The signs that changed when she wasn’t looking. The displays that were different from one circuit to the next. The hum, which she could feel in her feet and which seemed to respond to something she couldn’t identify. She had worked in environments that didn’t make sense before. She understood that the gap between how things were supposed to work and how they actually worked was usually where you lived, and the sensible approach was to learn the actual rules rather than the posted ones.
She was good at learning the actual rules.
The Manager checked on her throughout the day. His attention was warm and specific, which was not something she had experienced in a professional context in some time. He told her she was doing wonderfully. She believed him, which she understood even then was something to be careful about, and was careful about it anyway, and believed him.
Her third day, she collapsed in Bedding.
No warning. One moment she was standing, the next she was on the floor with the carpet against her cheek and the ceiling grid above her and the muzak playing something that seemed very far away. The exhaustion and the grief and the months of opening and closing and opening the same day had caught up to her all at once, which was not unexpected. She had known it was coming. She had simply been hoping it would wait.
The Manager crouched beside her.
“You’re struggling,” he said.
She said she was fine.
He waited.
She said she couldn’t keep living like this.
He said she didn’t have to.
She looked at him. His face was the same as always, the attentive professional expression, the warmth that had been calibrated to make people feel seen. She looked at it and thought about the envelopes on the kitchen table and the radiator that made a sound she had never identified and the headset she had taken off every evening for three years.
She said: what do you mean.
He told her about the role. Permanent, he said. Stable. Something with scope and responsibility and the kind of structure that held. She asked what leadership meant in this context. He said it was about being present. Being consistent. Being the thing that people could rely on when everything else was shifting.
She asked when she could start.
He said as soon as she was ready.
She said she was ready.
The office he took her to that evening was not one she had been in before. Small, clean, a desk and a lamp and a chair positioned toward her at an angle that was welcoming. On the desk was a document with her name already typed at the top.
She picked it up.
The page was blank. Below the blankness, at the bottom, her signature line.
She asked what she was agreeing to.
He said a new future. He said they took care of their own.
She looked at the page for a moment. Then she said: will it hurt.
He paused. One breath.
He said: only at first.
She signed.
The ink went into the page in a way she had no reference point for. The lamp on the desk flickered once. The room did something she couldn’t describe then and cannot describe now, a shift in the relationship between herself and the space she was standing in, a sense of inversion that lasted less than a second.
Then it was over.
She felt fine.
The changes were gradual.
She stopped blinking as often. She noticed this and adjusted for it, consciously, and then after a while she stopped noticing it and stopped adjusting and it simply became how she was. Her sleep shortened and then disappeared, and the hours that had been sleep were filled with other things, with a kind of readiness, an alertness that the store seemed to require and that she found she was able to provide.
The hum synced with something. She didn’t know what. Her heartbeat, maybe. Her breathing. Something that had been slightly out of phase with the store’s frequency aligned, and after that the store’s moods were readable to her the way weather is readable to people who have spent enough time outside.
Her face learned things.
The smile that the Manager used, the one that communicated warmth and authority and presence all at once, the one she had identified on her first day as calibrated rather than felt, she learned it. She didn’t decide to. It arrived the way a posture arrives when you’ve spent enough time in a particular environment. She became aware of it one morning when she saw herself reflected in a display mirror and didn’t immediately recognize the expression.
Then she did recognize it. Then it was fine.
The Minotaur started walking past her without reacting. Resets moved through her like weather. The browsers parted around her without making contact. She understood the store’s rules not by learning them but by becoming someone for whom they were simply true.
One morning she looked at her name tag.
CAROL.
And below it, in letters she could feel with her fingertip though they were very small: Tenured.
She pressed her hand flat against her chest, where the tag sat.
She felt the store.
The Manager came to her sometime later. Weeks or years. She had stopped finding the distinction meaningful.
He asked how it felt.
She said: better.
He asked if she understood now.
She said: yes.
He said they would need her soon. He said promotions always came in threes. He said this in the way of someone confirming a fact rather than making a promise, which was how she had come to understand all his sentences.
Her smile widened.
It always did, at that line. She couldn’t have explained why. It was simply a response that the situation produced, the way the store produced certain sounds when certain pressures were applied.
Now she stands in the hallway and watches the new hire walk away.
Avery. The one the store has been arranging things around for the past six days in the way it arranged things around Carol once, moving the layout and the lighting and the chimes into configurations that kept her visible, that kept her central, that made her path through the chaos feel like something other than random.
Carol watches her go and holds her expression in its correct position and thinks about the apartment and the kitchen table and the envelopes and the radiator, and the facts are all there, complete and accurate and present.
She thinks about the moment before she signed.
The blank page. The lamp. The one breath of pause before the answer to her question.
She thinks about this with the part of herself that remains capable of thinking about it, which is smaller than it was and arranged differently than it was, and she produces no conclusion from the thinking because conclusions require something she cannot locate at the moment.
The new hire turns a corner and is gone.
Carol stays where she is for a moment longer than necessary.
Then, quietly, to the empty hallway:
“You’ll understand,” she says. “Soon.”
A pause.
“Promotions always come in threes.”
Her smile doesn’t change.
The store hums its Sunday hum around her, low and patient and entirely without judgment.
Her eyes don’t blink.
DAY 7 – Sunday (First Sunday, Afternoon) / DAY 8 – Monday
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Monday Reset
The moment the door closed behind Avery, the break room changed.
Not physically. The string lights held. The mugs were where they’d been. Wren was on the floor with the spear across his knees, Ruth at the table, Samir by the door, Old Marie in the corner chair with her eyes in the middle distance. Everything in its position.
But the room had been a specific thing with Avery in it and was a different specific thing without her, and the difference was not subtle.
Jordan sat with his hands on the table and looked at the door.
Old Marie said, quietly, to no one in particular: “He’s grooming another one.”
Jordan looked at her. “What does that mean.”
She didn’t answer immediately. She picked up her mug and looked into it and set it down.
Samir met Jordan’s eyes across the room. “You don’t want to know.”
“She’s my friend,” Jordan said. “I do want to know.”
Marie made the sound again, the soft brittle one that wasn’t quite a laugh. “In this place, that makes her a target.”
The words sat in his stomach the way certain words do when they arrive and you know immediately that they’ve rearranged something.
He looked back at the door.
He kept looking at it. She had been gone two minutes. He tracked the time by counting, which he was doing without deciding to. He was aware that counting to keep track of time was not something he’d done before this week, which told him something about what this week had been.
“Do they promote people often?” he said. “Here.”
Wren was watching the door the way a person watches something that has not yet done what they’re waiting for it to do. He answered without turning. “No.”
Jordan waited.
“Not since Carol,” Wren said.
The cold that moved through him at that was specific and informative. He sat with it for a moment.
“Carol was promoted,” he said.
“Carol accepted an offer,” Wren said. “These are not the same thing.”
Something moved in his coat pocket.
Not much. A faint vibration, the kind a phone makes when it receives something, except his phone was in his other pocket and he’d stopped expecting it to do anything useful days ago. He reached into the coat pocket. Nothing there. He pressed his palm flat against the fabric from outside.
Nothing.
But the warmth was there. The same warmth the lamp had, under the bed, before he’d touched it. Before it had turned itself on.
He withdrew his hand.
Ruth was watching him with an expression he’d started to recognize. The one the long-timers used when something happened that they’d seen before and were deciding how much to say about it.
“The store likes you,” she said. “Stray.”
“Is that good?”
“It’s not good or bad,” she said. “It’s just true.”
He looked at his pocket. “That’s not reassuring.”
“It wasn’t meant to be.”
Old Marie said, without looking up: “Or a project.”
He looked at her.
Wren finally turned from the door. He looked at Jordan with the full weight of someone who has been watching longer than Jordan has been alive. “Or bait,” he said.
Jordan held very still.
“Don’t worry,” Wren said. “It’s not your fault. You arrived marked.”
“Marked,” Jordan repeated.
“The store noticed you before we did.” Wren’s expression was unreadable in the specific way that meant he’d decided how much to say. “The receipt. The sale tag. The lamp.” He paused. “These aren’t coincidences. The store doesn’t produce coincidences.”
Jordan thought about the receipt in his coat pocket. The store’s logo. His name. 2074.
He thought about the lamp’s engravings. The bull’s head. The running figures.
He thought about his phone, which still said 9:00 AM, which had said 9:00 AM since the moment he’d found himself standing in Lighting with no memory of arriving.
He said: “So what am I bait for.”
Wren looked at the door. “We don’t know yet.”
The hum changed.
He almost missed it. It was subtle, a half-step in register, the kind of shift that would have meant nothing to him a week ago. The long-timers reacted before he fully registered it. Marie sat up straighter. Samir looked at the ceiling. Ruth set down her mug with a care that suggested she wanted her hands free.
“It’s starting,” Ruth said quietly.
Jordan looked around the room. “What’s starting.”
“Sunday is ending,” Wren said.
The lights dimmed by a single degree. Barely perceptible. He wouldn’t have caught it if he hadn’t been watching the room carefully since Avery left. The air shifted, warm then cool, a cycle that took about four seconds and left the room feeling different at the end of it.
From somewhere outside the door, barely audible, the PA crackled. Not an announcement. Just static. The sound of a system waking up.
Old Marie stood and picked up something from behind her chair, a length of metal shelf bracket wrapped at one end in cloth, which she held with the ease of someone who had been holding things like it for a long time. Samir unfolded from the wall and rolled his shoulders. Ruth took a worn jacket from a hook and put it on.
Wren took the spear.
Jordan stood. “We need to wait for Avery.”
Marie put a hand on his arm. Her grip was light. “Avery will come back. But she needs to do it on her own two feet.”
“She’s with Carol.”
Wren’s voice was low. “Then she’ll need us more than you know.”
Jordan looked at the door.
The lights flickered. Once. Twice. The floor vibrated, barely, the way a building vibrates when something in its foundation shifts. The hum climbed, not dramatically, but with purpose, sharpening into the weekday frequency he’d spent six days learning to dread. Higher. More insistent. Less like a building breathing and more like a building that had decided what it was for.
He felt it in his back teeth.
Then the door opened and Avery walked in.
She looked fine.
That was what his eyes said. She looked the way she always looked, same vest, same posture, same face. His eyes said fine and the rest of him said something else entirely because he could see the thing her face was doing underneath the fine, the tightness around her eyes, the particular set of her jaw that was holding something in place that wanted to move.
She sat down beside him without speaking.
He leaned toward her. “Are you okay.”
She blinked. The way you blink when you’re returning from somewhere that isn’t the room you’re in. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just thinking.”
The long-timers looked at each other. The specific exchange of a shared concern that had been confirmed.
Wren asked, gently: “What did he say to you.”
She hesitated.
The hesitation was one beat too long.
“It was nothing,” she said. “Just a touch base.”
Jordan looked at her.
She didn’t look back.
He thought about what Wren had said on Sunday. That the devil implies intention behind the malice. That this place was something more like a system.
He thought about the Manager’s voice, which moved between registers, and his face, which never fully resolved, and his shadow, which Jordan had once caught at the wrong angle in the wrong light and had not looked at directly since.
He thought: system or devil, something just got its hands on her.
He looked at Wren. Wren was watching Avery with the expression of someone who has seen this particular shape of thing before and knows better than to push it in the wrong direction.
Before anyone could find the right direction, the PA system crackled.
Then, cheerfully, at a volume precisely calibrated to be heard in every corner of the store:
“Good morning, associates. It is now Monday. We hope you’re refreshed and ready for a wonderful week. The Showroom is open.”
The lights came up. Full brightness, all at once, the overhead fluorescents snapping back to their weekday setting as if Sunday had been a minor technical issue now resolved. The Muzak started mid-phrase, something with a piano, a key that was a little too bright. From somewhere deep in the second level, far away but not far enough, a single heavy footstep.
Jordan flinched.
Beside him, Avery went very still.
Wren rose from the floor in one movement, spear in hand, and looked at the door with the expression he’d had on the second level right before he’d thrown it through a wall.
“Get ready,” he said.
A pause.
“The week begins.”
The store breathed in.
DAY 8 – Monday (Morning)
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Morning Assignments
The store looked exactly as it had on Monday morning of the previous week.
This was the problem.
Every display reset. Every surface clean. Every item in its position, every tag facing outward, every lamp on and steady. No evidence of the Browser surge. No evidence of Soft Closing. No evidence of a Minotaur pursuing two people through Bedroom Sets for the better part of a night. The store had processed all of it and returned to its default state and the default state was this, showroom-clean and cheerful, the Muzak already at its weekday tempo.
Avery stood at the break room door and looked at it.
Wren was behind her. His spear was disguised as a length of wooden dowel, which he held against his shoulder like a walking staff. She’d watched him do it in the break room before they came out, wrapping his hand around it, adjusting his grip until it read as casual. He’d done it with the ease of someone who had done it many times.
Jordan came to stand beside her.
He said, quietly: “This place has a serious problem with accountability.”
She didn’t answer. She was looking at the bedroom display they’d passed on the way out. The king bed, dark frame, two nightstands. The dust ruffle hanging at its correct height. The lamps on both nightstands casting their even light.
No evidence. Nothing.
Wren said: “Stay sharp. Monday mornings draw attention.”
They moved forward.
Carol was at the junction between the main aisle and Lighting.
She hadn’t walked there. She was simply present when they reached it, standing with her hands clasped and her smile in its correct position, as if she’d been there long enough that the surrounding displays had arranged themselves around her. Avery felt Jordan’s arm brush hers as he registered the same thing she did. Old Marie, behind them, made no sound.
“Good morning,” Carol said, in the voice that sounded like the PA had learned to inhabit a person.
Behind her, the Manager stepped into view.
He didn’t appear from a doorway or an aisle. He was simply behind Carol and then beside her, posture arranged, tie precise, the same face Avery still couldn’t hold in memory from one moment to the next. He looked at the group with the warm attentiveness of someone seeing exactly what he’d expected to see.
He clapped his hands once. “New week. Fresh opportunities.”
Wren said something under his breath in a cadence she didn’t recognize as any language she knew. Old Marie did not move her face.
Avery produced a smile. It fit poorly and she wore it anyway.
Jordan did not produce one. The Manager’s eyes moved to him for a fraction of a second in a way that catalogued something.
Carol opened a small leather binder. She looked at the single sheet inside. The sheet was blank. She read from it.
“Samir. Living Rooms. Rotation and dusting.” Samir nodded and moved.
“Ruth. Kitchen Sets. Inventory alignment.” Ruth went.
“Marie. Seasonal Decor.” Old Marie went, without expression.
Carol paused at the next name. Her smile held, but something behind it recalibrated.
“Wren. Rugs.”
Wren’s jaw tightened. He went.
Carol turned to Avery. Her smile brightened by one degree.
“Avery. Home Office. Section B12.” She tilted her head slightly. “There’s a display that needs attention. You’ll know which one.”
Avery’s hand found the iPod in her pocket. She held it.
She didn’t ask which display. She already knew, in the way you know things in this store before you have reason to know them. The wrong hallway. The burgundy carpet. The warm air from an unmarked doorway. The store had been pointing her somewhere for days and she’d been walking away from it and now it had put the direction in Carol’s mouth.
She said: “Okay.”
The Manager stepped into Jordan’s path as the group dispersed.
Avery turned. Carol’s hand came to rest on her shoulder at exactly that moment. Light, precise, the pressure of something that knew how much force was required.
Avery stopped.
Jordan looked at the Manager with the expression of someone controlling their face very carefully. “Yes?”
The Manager’s smile arranged itself into something warmer. “I wanted to apologize for the weekend’s inconvenience. Our Soft Closing protocols should not have extended to non-staff areas. That was an oversight.”
Jordan said: “The Minotaur.”
“He gets enthusiastic,” the Manager said, in the tone of someone describing a dog. “I am sorry for any distress.”
He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a small glossy card. He held it out. Jordan took it.
Avery could see it from where she stood. A coupon. Twenty percent off any purchase over four hundred and ninety-nine dollars. Valid today only.
From somewhere behind and to the left, Wren’s voice came quietly: “Do not use that.”
The Manager’s smile didn’t shift. He put one hand briefly on Jordan’s shoulder. “Enjoy browsing today. If you see a lamp you like, let us know.”
He turned. Carol fell into step beside him. They moved down the main aisle in the same direction at the same pace and Avery watched them go and thought about the blank binder page and the name tag that said Tenured and the line that promotions always came in threes, and then she took her hand off the iPod and walked toward Home Office.
Section B12 looked like every other Home Office section.
She walked the aisle to the end and turned the corner and stopped.
The display had no right to exist indoors.
It was a cabin. Not suggested, not approximated, not a few wooden elements arranged to evoke one. A full cabin interior, log walls and all, with a dusting of artificial snow on the sill of a window that looked out onto nothing, and a red spotlight positioned overhead that turned the whole scene the color of something that had been burning for a long time.
At the center of it stood a carving.
Hardwood, dark and knotted, tall enough that it nearly reached the ceiling. She took it in in sections because taking it in whole wasn’t something her eyes wanted to do. The face, elongated, smiling in a way that covered too much of the lower half. Eyes that were carved to look at something slightly to the left of whoever was standing in front of them but somehow always seemed to find you. Features that belonged to something very old, described to a craftsman who had never seen the original and gotten it almost exactly right in a way that was worse than if they’d gotten it wrong.
It was not the Manager.
Not exactly. But the posture was similar. The smile was similar. The quality of its presence was similar. As if the Manager were a recent iteration of something this carving had been sketched from, a draft made flesh.
Embedded in the skull, between the carved eyes, was an axe.
The blade had gone in cleanly. The wood around it had splintered and then held, gripping the handle. At the base of the carving, a small polished plaque:
IN CASE OF LEADERSHIP OPPORTUNITY — BREAK CARVED HEAD.
Floor Model #666-B.
She looked at the axe for a long time.
Then she reached up and took it.
The handle was warm. The carving leaned forward when she gripped it, a barely perceptible shift in weight, as if it were assisting. She pulled. The axe came free with a sound that was denser than wood on wood, a sound that belonged to something older than the materials involved.
The red light flickered.
The cabin buckled. Not gradually. The walls compressed inward, the artificial snow fell from a sill that was no longer there, the window glass that had looked out onto nothing folded into the nothing it had been looking at. The display collapsed in on itself, not loudly, not explosively, but completely, the way a set folds when a production is over. What remained was a plain section of Home Office floor with a few scattered chairs and a desk that had no particular quality.
Avery stood in it holding the axe.
She was shaking. She identified this without being able to stop it.
She looked around the section. Empty. No one had seen. The main aisle beyond showed normal Monday traffic, employees moving with their Monday momentum, customers beginning to arrive with the particular energy of people who had decided to spend a day in a furniture store.
She moved to the filing cabinets along the far wall. She found the gap between the last two, deep and shadowed, wide enough. She slid the axe in until it was behind the cabinets and out of sight, and then she stepped back and straightened her vest and pressed her palm flat against the cabinet’s surface for a moment.
The metal was cool. Ordinary.
She was still shaking.
She whispered, to nothing, to the store, to whatever had arranged this: “Why me.”
The hum offered nothing in response.
She walked back to the main floor.
DAY 8 – Monday (Morning, Continued)
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The Coupon Incident
Jordan stood on the main floor and held the coupon.
Twenty percent off any purchase over four hundred and ninety-nine dollars. Valid today only. The paper was glossy and slightly warm, the same warmth as everything else in this store that had been recently handled by management. He turned it over. The back was blank except for the store’s logo in the lower right corner. The little house. The ambiguous sun.
He said, quietly, to Wren who was still within earshot: “I’m being hunted by a Minotaur and they gave me a promo code.”
Wren said: “Don’t use it.”
“I wasn’t going to use it.”
“Don’t touch it more than necessary.”
Jordan looked at the coupon. He was holding it with two fingers. He adjusted to one. “What does it do.”
Wren’s voice was already farther away, moving toward Rugs with the deliberate patience of someone who understood that his assignment was a form of punishment and intended to endure it. “We don’t know. Nothing good.”
Jordan put the coupon in his pocket, away from the receipt from the future coat. His pockets were becoming an archive of things the store had decided he should carry.
He looked at the main floor.
The Browsers were there.
Not surging. Not chaotic. Just present, moving through the displays with the slow, aimless quality of people who had been shopping for a very long time and had forgotten what they came in for. He stepped around one who was standing in the middle of an aisle looking at a price tag with the concentration of someone trying to decode a language they almost knew.
The Browser turned.
“Do you work here?”
“No,” Jordan said. “I absolutely do not.”
The Browser nodded, satisfied, and wandered away.
Jordan wiped the back of his neck and kept moving.
He was trying to find Lighting. He had a theory, half-formed and not particularly reassuring, that Lighting was the closest thing this store had to a neutral zone. He’d started there. He felt, irrationally, that it owed him something.
He turned a corner and the Manager was beside him.
Jordan’s heart relocated itself somewhere in his upper chest.
“Enjoying your morning?” the Manager said.
“Yes,” Jordan said, at a volume and cadence that communicated the opposite. “Big fan of Mondays. Really enjoying the furniture.”
The Manager smiled. “You seem tense.”
“I’m acclimating.”
“Of course.” The Manager fell into step beside him. He moved at Jordan’s exact pace without appearing to match it, the same quality Frank had, the careful mimicry of someone who had studied how people walk alongside other people. “Avery is doing wonderfully, by the way. Very promising.”
Something cold moved through Jordan’s chest at the word promising. He kept his face arranged.
“Promising for what,” he said.
The Manager’s smile widened. Not dramatically. Just enough. “Leadership.”
Jordan said nothing. He filed the cold feeling away with the other cold feelings and kept walking.
They were in Lighting. He hadn’t tracked when it happened, hadn’t felt the transition, but the floor lamp displays were around him and the overhead lighting was doing the particular thing it did in this section where it merged with the display lamps until you couldn’t tell which light was store and which was for sale.
The Manager stopped.
Jordan stopped because stopping was the only option.
In front of them was a display pedestal. Clean, dark wood, a single item positioned at its center under a golden spotlight that had no visible source. The spotlight was warm and specific and produced a quality of light that existed nowhere else on the main floor.
The lamp sat on the pedestal.
The same lamp. The ornate one. The one from under the bed, the one from the mirror in the drowned bathroom, the one from the receipt in the future coat. Except it was different now. The engravings were more detailed. The gold was deeper. It looked like an object that had absorbed something since he’d last seen it, some quality that made it more itself than it had been before.
Jordan took a step back.
“No,” he said. “No. I’m fine. I’m full of lamp. I’m a lamp person who has had enough lamp for one lifetime, thank you.”
The Manager gestured at the price tag on the pedestal’s base.
$499.99.
Jordan felt the coupon in his pocket.
Twenty percent off. Minimum purchase of four hundred and ninety-nine dollars.
He stood very still for a moment.
“I feel incredibly manipulated,” he said.
“Retail is about curiosity,” the Manager said. “Not pressure.”
“That is a genuinely terrifying sentence and I want you to know that.”
The Manager tilted his head. “Would you like to hold it?”
“No.”
“Many customers find that physical contact with the product helps them...”
“No.”
The Manager’s smile held. His shadow, Jordan noticed in his peripheral vision, was slightly the wrong shape. Longer than the light source should produce, with a quality at the top of it that he chose not to look at directly. He looked back at the lamp instead, which was better, marginally.
The lamp glowed. He could have sworn one of the engraved figures on the column was moving. Running in a small circle, the same direction, the same pace, like a figure that had been doing it for a very long time.
He looked away.
“Most customers warm to it eventually,” the Manager said.
“I’m not a customer,” Jordan said. “I’m trapped.”
“We prefer the term extended guest.”
“I prefer the term kidnapped.”
The Manager chuckled. The chuckle was warm and professional and belonged in a meeting about quarterly projections, not here, not in front of this lamp, not in this store. He put one hand briefly on Jordan’s shoulder. Jordan felt it through his coat and did not move.
“If there’s anything else we can do to make your experience more comfortable, let us know.”
“Let me leave,” Jordan said.
“You haven’t found your purchase yet.”
“I haven’t...” Jordan stopped. Breathed. Started again. “I don’t want a purchase. I want to go home.”
“Of course.” The Manager removed his hand from Jordan’s shoulder. “If you change your mind about the lamp, we’ll know.”
He turned and walked toward the junction with the main aisle.
Carol was there. She materialized at the junction the way she always did, present in the space before Jordan had tracked her arriving. She placed a hand on the Manager’s arm with the ease of someone touching something familiar.
“Avery’s task is going beautifully,” she said.
The Manager’s expression shifted in a way that wasn’t quite satisfaction and was something older. “Then everything is proceeding as expected.”
Jordan said, to no one in particular: “Expected by who.”
Carol turned her head toward him. Her smile didn’t change.
“The Store,” she said.
They turned together and walked away in the same direction at the same pace, both their name tags catching the light for a moment, MANAGER and CAROL, and then they were gone into the main floor’s Monday traffic.
Jordan stood in Lighting with the lamp and the golden spotlight and the coupon in his pocket.
He looked at the lamp for a moment.
He was almost certain the running figure had changed direction.
He turned and walked the other way, quickly, not quite running. He didn’t look back.
He was halfway to the café display before he noticed the hum in his chest. Low and warm and specific. Like a sound he’d been carrying for a long time without knowing what it was.
He pressed his hand flat against his sternum and kept walking.
It didn’t stop.
DAY 8 – Monday (Late Morning)
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Safety Check
She walked too fast on the way back.
She knew she was walking too fast. She had a sense, well-established by now, of the store’s attention as a thing with a quality and a direction, and walking too fast was the kind of movement that pulled that attention the way a sudden sound pulls a head. She slowed herself deliberately, aisle by aisle, matching her pace to the Monday morning rhythm around her, employees moving with their assignments, customers drifting in the first hour of the week with the particular energy of people who had decided to spend a day looking at furniture.
Her fingers wouldn’t stop trembling.
She pressed them against her thigh as she walked and they held still and started again when she let go. She tried it twice and stopped trying.
The cabin was gone. The axe was behind the filing cabinets. The display was now six chairs and a desk with no remarkable qualities and the store had processed the whole thing as if it had never been otherwise. These were facts. She held them in a line and tried to find them reassuring.
No one had seen.
That was what she kept returning to. No one had seen. She had walked back through the Home Office section and past two employees going about their Monday and a customer asking about standing desk options and not one of them had looked at her differently. Not one of them had glanced at the plain section where the cabin had been, or noticed the absence of something that had no business existing in the first place.
The store had a way of making things easy to miss.
She wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.
She went back twenty minutes later.
She tried to make it look like she was doing something. She picked up a clipboard from a nearby station and carried it at the angle people carry clipboards when they’re doing inventory and not having a quiet crisis between the filing cabinets. She walked the section perimeter first, one circuit, looking at tags, making no marks.
Then she slipped into the gap behind the last two cabinets.
Her fingers found the axe handle immediately. She hadn’t needed to search. It was there, solid and specific, the wood grain under her palm exactly as she’d left it. She exhaled.
She pulled it out an inch. Just enough to see the blade.
She went still.
The blade was cleaner than it had been. Not just clean. Different. The edge was sharper, the surface smoother, any trace of the splinter damage from the totem’s skull gone entirely. She ran her thumb along the flat of it carefully.
Then along the edge, without meaning to.
The cut opened before she felt it. Clean, immediate, a thin line across the pad of her thumb that welled red in the second it took her to register the sting. She pulled her hand back.
The blood touched the blade.
Something moved through her from the point of contact.
Not pain. The opposite of pain. A warmth that started in her palm and traveled up her arm and into her chest and kept going, her heartbeat dropping for one full second and then doubling, a wave of it, like the first lungful of cold air after a long time in a closed room. Her pupils went wide. She felt them go. The space between the filing cabinets became very bright and very specific, the grain of the wood in front of her face suddenly readable, every detail of it present and ordered. The axe handle under her fingers had weight and dimension and a kind of authority she hadn’t been looking for and couldn’t now put down.
The weight was right.
She had held something with this exact weight before. Not an axe. A lacrosse stick, her junior year, the second semifinal, the field still wet from a morning of rain that had stopped two hours before game time. The opposing defense had been running a zone she’d seen twice before and beaten once and was going to beat again if she could hold the read long enough to let it open. She’d called Brennan’s name without looking at her, had known exactly where Brennan was the way you know where your own hand is in the dark, and Brennan had cut and the gap had been there and Avery had already released the pass by the time the defense rotated to close it, the ball already gone, decision already made, the defender arriving at the space where the opportunity had just been.
They had been good. Genuinely good. Not talented-and-lucky good. Good in the way that comes from understanding a system well enough to feel where it’s going to fail before it fails.
She could feel the wet grass under her cleats.
Then the filing cabinet beside her hummed. Not the store’s ambient hum. Something more local, more specific, conducted through the metal into the air around her. The sound lasted longer than before. Four seconds. Five. The warmth in her chest held and then slowly released, the brightness in her vision settling back to the standard grey between the cabinets, her heartbeat finding its rate again.
She looked at her thumb. The cut was already slowing.
She put the axe back.
She stood in the gap for a moment with her palm pressed against her thigh, not because her hand was trembling, but because she was checking whether it was. It wasn’t. Something had steadied in her that she didn’t have a word for yet. Not calm. Not courage. Something more useful than either.
She stepped out from behind the cabinets and stood in the section and kept her face arranged.
“Don’t do that,” she said, very quietly, to the cabinet, to the axe, to whatever was listening. “Don’t be alive. I’m asking nicely.”
The cabinet made no response.
She walked away before she could check again.
Ruth was in the main aisle with a basket of microfiber cloths.
Avery slowed to a normal pace and said, as if this were a question she’d been meaning to ask: “Did you notice anything odd in Home Office this morning?”
Ruth looked up with the friendly attention of someone who had not noticed anything odd anywhere. “Odd? No. Just the usual Monday reset.” She tilted her head. “Why?”
“A display looked off,” Avery said. “I couldn’t tell if it had been moved.”
Ruth made a sympathetic sound. “Oh, this place bends wrong all the time. I stopped trying to track it. Just straighten the tags and keep moving.” She smiled and shifted the basket on her arm. “You’re doing great, by the way.”
Avery watched her go.
She thought about the blank binder page. The assignments read from nothing.
She turned back toward Home Office and took the long route, through the junction with Transitional Living, past the unmarked doorway she’d passed weeks ago with the warm air coming out of it that she’d decided not to look at. She didn’t look at it now either.
The laptops were in a display near the far end of the section, arranged on a long table with their screens open, running loops of the same demonstration. Photography editing software. A family vacation video. A nature documentary with the sound off.
She stopped at the table because one of the screens was doing something the others weren’t.
The numbers cycled in their demo loop.
$329.
$329.
$329.
Then: ERROR: 666-B.
Then back to $329 as if nothing had happened.
She watched it cycle through three more times. The error appeared at the same point each time, same duration, same return to normal. The other laptops on the table ran their loops without variation.
She moved on.
The chair was next. An office chair in an ergonomic display, black mesh, fully adjustable, the kind with the small tag on the armrest showing the recommended weight capacity. As she passed it the texture changed. One frame, less than a blink, the mesh became wood grain, dark and knotted, and then it was mesh again and the chair was just a chair.
She kept walking.
The carpet shifted under her left foot. Not much. The same treadmill sensation she’d felt in Transitional Living, but briefer, one step, as if something underneath it had moved and resettled. She looked down. The carpet was still.
She looked at the bookshelf display beside her.
Faux-pine finish, three shelves, tagged on the top shelf. Standard. She’d passed fifty of them. She looked at the tag.
One side said SALE.
As she looked at it, it flipped. Not by wind, not by draft. By itself, rotating on its small plastic hook, presenting the other side.
The other side said RUN.
She stood in front of it for a moment.
Then it flipped back. SALE. Facing her.
She thought about the sign in Transitional Living. The arrows that disagreed. She thought about the sale tag in Lighting with Jordan’s name and birthday. She thought about item eight on the laminated card.
She said: “I hear you.”
She wasn’t sure who she was talking to. The store. The axe. Whatever had put the plaque at the base of the totem.
The bookshelf said nothing further.
She turned and a Browser was looking at her.
Standing six feet away, shopping bag slack in one hand, head tilted at an angle that was slightly too far for a natural tilt. Its eyes were on her with the fixed quality of something that had found what it was looking for and was deciding what to do about it.
She didn’t move.
The Browser’s eyes flickered. One frame, less than a blink, the irises went white and then returned.
Then it turned and wandered away, bag swinging, and joined the drift of Monday traffic as if nothing had happened.
Avery looked at the space where it had been.
Her hands were still.
She noticed this because they’d been trembling since the cabin and they were still now, which was not the reaction she would have expected. Something had settled in her chest in the last several minutes, not calm exactly, not courage. More like clarity. The kind that arrives when the situation has become specific enough that the fear of the unknown is no longer the relevant fear.
She knew what she’d taken.
She knew the store knew she’d taken it.
She understood, standing in the Home Office section on a Monday morning with the Muzak playing something almost bright and the laptop in the display cycling through its error every twelve seconds, that this was not the end of something.
It was the beginning of a specific kind of attention.
She straightened her vest.
She walked back to the main floor.
DAY 8 – Monday (Afternoon)
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Surge (I)
She felt it before she heard it.
She was coming back through the Home Office junction, still carrying the phantom sensation of the axe handle in her palm, still pressing her thumb against the cut that had already closed, when the floor changed beneath her feet. Not the treadmill shift of a moving rug or the labyrinthine reconfiguring of a stressed layout. Something deeper. A vibration that came from the building’s lowest register, below the hum, below the Muzak, below anything she’d identified before.
Her feet knew it before her brain did.
She stopped.
Across the junction, Samir straightened from what he’d been doing, slow and deliberate, like a man who has heard a sound he spent a long time hoping he wouldn’t hear again.
Ruth, two aisles over, put down the cloths she was carrying.
Old Marie closed her eyes for one second. Her lips moved. The words were too quiet to catch, too old to have a name.
Wren appeared at the far end of the aisle. He didn’t look alarmed. He looked the way a cliff looks when water starts rising.
“Positions,” he said.
The PA crackled.
The chime was different this time. Not the two-note pattern from the first surge. This was faster, layered, the notes overlapping each other as if the system had lost patience with the protocol. She counted four distinct tones before they collapsed into each other and became something that was not a chime at all but a sustained sound she felt in her molars.
The doors slammed open.
All of them. Simultaneously. Not the measured mechanical exhale of Soft Closing but a single percussive impact, every door at once, the air pressure in the store dropping and spiking in the same instant.
The Browsers came through in the first three seconds.
They were denser than before.
More of them, moving faster, the internal rhythm that governed their movement more urgent, as if the interval since the last surge had built pressure that needed releasing. They spread across the main floor in the first wave, through Dining and Lighting and the central aisles, and the displays that had been reset so carefully that morning began to go.
A Browser clipped a nest of end tables. Another walked through a lamp display, the lamps falling in sequence. The overhead signs swung on their mounts. The Muzak dropped in pitch and then disappeared entirely, and the store without it was just noise and movement and the sound of the hum climbing toward its emergency register.
Avery looked at the real customers.
She could see them, islands in the current, the ones who had been browsing before the surge and who now stood with the specific paralysis of people who understood something was very wrong and did not know which direction to move. An older man with a cane, braced against a dining table. A woman and her teenage daughter, both backed against a display wall, the daughter’s hand tight in her mother’s. A man in a hiking jacket who looked like he’d survived worse things than this and was deciding how to apply that experience. A younger man in his thirties standing very still with a cardboard cup holder in his hand, looking in every direction at once, like someone searching for faces he knew.
She moved.
She didn’t decide to move. She was simply moving, cutting against the current the way she’d done in the first surge, with her shoulder and her weight and the understanding that the current was not personal, was not targeted, was force without intent and could be navigated.
“Over here,” she said, to the man with the cane, to the mother, to the hiker. Not shouting, not yet. Firm enough to cut through the noise. “Move toward my voice. Single file, stay behind me.”
They moved. She didn’t know why they moved without question. She suspected it was the voice, the particular frequency of a person who has stopped asking themselves if they’re the right person for the situation.
She wasn’t the right person. She was the available person. This had started to feel like the same thing.
She got them to the central display column, a wide structural pillar with enough clearance on all sides to move if necessary, and she posted Samir on the left and Ruth on the right and told the customers to stay inside the perimeter.
Dr. Shaw appeared from the direction of Bedroom Sets, medical bag over one shoulder, reading the scene in fast practiced sweeps. She’d been aware of him in a peripheral way since the first surge, the quiet efficiency of a person who treats chaos as a clinical environment. He moved to the older man with the cane and checked him without being asked.
“Anything?” Avery said.
“Minor. He’s steady.” Shaw looked at her with an expression that was professional and slightly startled. “You’re directing traffic.”
“Somebody has to.”
He nodded once and positioned himself at the cluster’s edge.
The surge thickened.
She could feel it building, the same way weather builds, a pressure that the space could only absorb so much of before something had to give. A Browser twice the height of the ones around it was moving through Dining in a direct line toward the column and she tracked its path and understood she had maybe eight seconds.
She reached under her vest.
The axe handle was in her hand before she’d finished the thought, pulled from where she’d tucked it against her back during the walk from Home Office, where she’d retrieved it without telling herself she was going to. The weight of it was specific and right and she had just enough time to think about the thumb cut before the Browser was on her.
She planted her feet.
She pivoted her hips.
She drove the flat of the axe head into the Browser’s chest with everything her weight and momentum could produce.
The Browser staggered. Stumbled sideways. The current caught it and carried it left, away from the column, away from the cluster of customers, into the general flow where it became indistinguishable from the rest.
She lowered the axe.
Her hands were not shaking.
She was aware of this the same way she’d been aware of them being still in the Home Office section. The stillness had a quality. A direction.
Wren was six feet away. He was looking at her with an expression she’d seen on his face once before, at the end of his story in the break room, the expression that meant a calculation had completed.
She didn’t have time for whatever it meant. She turned back to the cluster.
“Stay together,” she said. “We move on my signal.”
The surge lasted longer than the first one.
She didn’t count the minutes. She counted the gaps, the moments between waves where the current thinned and she could read the floor, identify the next problem, redirect. Jordan arrived at the west aisle at some point, she didn’t see him come in, she just heard him shouting about clearance sales in a carrying voice that was doing something improbably effective with the Browser traffic. She didn’t look. She trusted the voice. That was new.
She climbed onto a display riser at the peak of it, when the floor was at its most chaotic, when the gaps between waves had closed entirely and the whole main floor was moving and she needed the height to see it clearly.
“Customers, move as one,” she said, at a volume she hadn’t used before. “Follow my voice. Staff, left and right flanks.”
They did.
She didn’t fully understand why. She only knew that the store was watching her with a quality of attention that was different from its usual surveillance, not threatening, not approving. Something more like recognition. She didn’t have time to be unsettled by it. She kept directing.
When the chime played the Browsers out, when the doors closed and the floor stilled and the Muzak resumed mid-phrase as if nothing had interrupted it, she stood in the middle of the main floor with the axe at her side and looked at what was left.
Toppled displays. A scatter of displaced items. The real customers, shaken but whole, every one of them present and accounted for. The long-timers on their various flanks. Dr. Shaw moving through the cluster, checking, confirming.
He came to her last.
He had blood on his wrist, not his own, from someone he’d treated during the surge. He looked at the axe, then at her face, with the careful attention of someone deciding how to say something accurately.
“I’ve been in emergency rooms,” he said. “Stampedes. A building collapse once.” He paused. “You kept people alive. Don’t minimize that.”
She started to say she’d just been yelling. She stopped.
Wren came to stand beside Shaw. He looked at the floor where the Browser had stumbled from the flat of her axe. He looked at Avery.
“Leadership reveals itself,” he said.
She didn’t know what to do with that so she looked at the axe instead. The blade was clean. The store’s light hit it evenly, the same light it put on everything, the same light that had been on everything since her first Monday morning.
She put it back under her vest.
From across the floor, through the thinning post-surge crowd, Jordan found her eyes.
He looked exhausted and bright in equal measure. He raised one hand in a small acknowledging gesture that meant something she didn’t have words for yet.
She raised hers back.
Around them, without announcement, the employees who had been watching began to move in her direction rather than toward the management stations.
Not because anyone had told them to.
DAY 8 – Monday (Afternoon, Continued)
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Surge (II)
Jordan heard the chime from Lighting and ran toward it.
This was, he understood, the opposite of the correct instinct. Every reasonable interpretation of his situation suggested that running toward the chime was inadvisable. He ran toward it anyway because Avery was on the main floor and the main floor was where the chime was, and somewhere between Sunday and this moment that had become a sufficient reason for most things.
He came out of Lighting at the west aisle junction and stopped.
The scale of it was different from the first surge. Not just larger. Denser. More coordinated in the specific way that Browsers weren’t supposed to be coordinated, the wave patterns tighter, the gaps between them narrower, the pace faster. The main floor was a system under pressure and the system was losing.
He found Avery in six seconds.
She was on the main floor with a cluster of real customers behind her and a look on her face that he recognized from under the bed during the Minotaur pursuit. Not fear. The thing that comes after fear when fear becomes a resource to use rather than a condition to endure.
She was also holding the axe, which was new, and had apparently just driven it into a Browser twice her size, which was very new, and the Browser had stumbled and the customers were intact and she was already looking for the next problem.
He made a decision.
He went to the west aisle, positioned himself at the junction where the flow was thickest, and called out at full volume:
“CLEARANCE SALE. AISLE C. EVERYTHING HALF OFF.”
The Browsers nearest to him pivoted.
He stared at them for a moment. Then he kept going.
“OVERSTOCK BLOWOUT. RIGHT DOWN THIS WAY. LIMITED TIME.”
More of them shifted direction. The logic of it was absurd and perfect. The Browsers were shoppers. They responded to retail language the way a dog responds to the sound of a specific word, not with understanding but with something deeper than understanding, a conditioned orientation that lived below thought. He was giving them something to move toward and they were moving toward it and it was working.
Fern materialized at his elbow. She had her notebook out.
“That’s actually very effective,” she said.
“I know,” he said. “Keep going. Seasonal clearance. Garden furniture. Whatever.”
Fern looked at her notebook. Then, in a precise and carrying voice that did not match her general quietness: “PATIO AND OUTDOOR. FIFTY PERCENT OFF. THIS WEEKEND ONLY.”
Jordan looked at her. She shrugged.
They worked the west aisle for the next several minutes, calling out offers in different directions, splitting the flow, reducing the pressure on the main cluster. Dev appeared on the other side of the aisle and started marking positions in his notebook, tracking which calls produced which movements, building a map of the surge in real time. Lucia appeared at the east aisle junction and started doing the same thing Jordan was doing, purely by observation, without being told.
He watched them and thought about the long-timers at the wall during the first surge. The loose collection of people who had ended up together by duration, by the store keeping them long enough that they had found each other. He thought about how quickly they had moved into positions when the surge started, how little they’d needed to discuss. Not a group that had formed by choice. A group that had been practiced by repetition until the practice looked like instinct.
He thought about what you could do with that.
Avery was on the riser when the surge peaked. He saw her from across the floor, standing above the level of the displays, calling out directions in a voice that was doing something to the room that he didn’t have a technical term for. The long-timers were responding to it. The real customers were responding to it. Even the store’s ambient sounds seemed to be orienting around it, the Muzak that had dropped out coming back not in its usual disinterested loop but at a frequency that almost sounded like it was trying to help.
He redirected a cluster of Browsers toward the outdoor section and looked back at her.
She was looking at him.
She nodded once. The particular nod of someone who has made a decision about what they can rely on.
He felt it in his chest, somewhere near where the lamp’s hum had been. Different quality. Warmer.
He went back to work.
When it was over, when the chime had played the Browsers out and the doors had closed and the floor was settling into its post-surge quiet, Jordan stood at the west aisle junction and looked at the main floor.
Real customers sitting on display furniture, being checked by Dr. Shaw, being handed water from somewhere by Ruth. Long-timers regrouping from their various positions with the specific relief of people who have survived something they knew was coming. The store rearranging itself around the edges, small items resettling, displaced tags reorienting.
And Avery in the center of it, the axe back under her vest, talking quietly to Wren.
The employees were gravitating toward her.
He watched it happen. Not dramatically. Not all at once. Just a slow reorientation, the way compass needles reorient, employees finishing their post-surge tasks and then moving in her direction rather than toward the management stations, toward Carol’s usual post near the entrance, toward any of the official channels the store provided.
Lucia came to stand beside him.
“Interesting,” she said.
“Yeah,” he said.
“She doesn’t know she’s doing it.”
He watched Avery finish her conversation with Wren and turn to answer a question from the man with the cane, who was asking something she answered without hesitation. “I think that’s why it’s working.”
Lucia looked at him. The expression she had was a new one. Not her usual sharpness. Something more careful. “We’ve been here a long time,” she said. “Some of us longer than others. We’ve been waiting for something to shift.”
Jordan said: “Has anything shifted before?”
“Yes,” she said. “Once. A long time ago.” She looked at the floor. “It didn’t go well.”
He wanted to ask what that meant. He didn’t ask because Dev was coming toward them from across the aisle with his notebook open and the expression of someone who had just finished a calculation and found the result worth sharing.
Dev stopped in front of them. He looked at Avery. He looked at Jordan. He looked at his notebook.
He said: “I think we should organize.”
The three of them stood at the west aisle junction while the store settled around them and Avery moved through the post-surge clusters doing the work she hadn’t been assigned, and something shifted in the air that was not the layout and not the lighting and not the hum.
The idea of it. Formless still, but present.
Jordan looked at the axe-shaped outline under Avery’s vest.
He looked at the receipt in his pocket.
He thought about the word Sunday, and what it cost the store to produce it, and what that cost implied about the rest of the week.
“Yeah,” he said. “I think so too.”
DAY 9 – Tuesday (Parallel)
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX (B)
Clinical Notes
Dr. Shaw had been keeping notes.
This was not a decision. It was a habit, the same one that made him position himself near the real customers during surges and speak to people in the register that was not calm exactly but was the practitioner’s version of calm. The voice of someone who had learned that fear is information and information can be managed. He had a notebook. He had used seventeen pages of it.
The notes were organized by day, then by type of observation: environmental, behavioral, medical. Environmental covered the layout shifts, the chime patterns, the properties of the lighting. Behavioral covered the employees, the long-timers, the surges, the woman called Avery who had started directing traffic during the second surge with an authority she didn’t appear to know she had. Medical covered the real customers. There were more entries in that column than he would have liked.
He had not yet created a category for what he was doing on Tuesday evening in the Soft Seating section, moving through chairs with the systematic attention of someone who was not shopping.
Medicine had made him systematic. That was the short version. The longer version was that he had always been a boy who wanted to understand how things worked, systems, mechanisms, the specific cause of a specific effect, and medicine had given that tendency a framework and a purpose. This person, this symptom, this cause, this intervention. The variables were bounded. The conclusions were testable. He had found satisfaction in this for a long time.
He had not found satisfaction in his apartment in some time.
He couldn’t say why. This was the part that bothered him most, because identifying causes was precisely what he was trained for. The apartment was functional. The lighting was adequate. Nothing was wrong with it in any nameable way. It simply felt, every morning he woke up in it, like a room that was waiting to become a home and had not yet managed it.
His father’s study had felt like a home. Specifically, the chair in it. A wingback, old leather, dark green, the arms worn to a smoothness at the places a person gripped when standing. He had sat in it as a child while his father read, later as a student when he needed somewhere that was quiet in a particular way. When his father died, when the house sold, he had told himself he would buy the chair back from the auction house. He had not. He had not been able to explain why. He had come here instead, which he also could not fully explain, except that he was here, and the store had the specific property of always containing one more section that might hold what he was looking for.
He sat in a chair.
Close. The dimensions were close, the leather approximate. Not right. He sat in it for a moment with his hands on the arms and registered the absence of the thing he was looking for with the clinical precision of someone trained to diagnose by what was missing.
He stood up. He made a note.
He was replacing the notebook when he saw the Browser.
She was older than the others moving through the section. Significantly older, moving with a deliberateness that was different from the usual current. The Browsers moved the way weather moved, filling available space without direction or purpose. This one had a direction. She was moving through the chairs the way Shaw had been moving through the chairs, stopping at each one, her hand coming down to rest on the arm briefly before she moved to the next.
The gesture was specific. A pressure. A small pause.
Shaw watched her.
She reached a chair near the section’s center and her hand came down on the arm and stayed there longer than the others. She looked at it. Not at the chair. At the arm. At the place where the leather had been worn smooth.
Then she moved on, back into the general current, indistinguishable again.
Shaw stood very still for a moment. Then he moved to the far end of the section and found a position near the display shelving where he could observe without being observed. He had spent years learning to make himself inconspicuous in rooms. It was, he had found, one of the more useful clinical skills.
Twenty minutes later: a different Browser. A man, middle-aged, carrying a bag from a store Shaw didn’t recognize, moving through the sofa displays with the same specific deliberateness. Stopping. The hand to the surface. The small pause. The look that was not at the object but at something the object might once have been, or might still be to someone who knew how to find it.
Moving on.
Shaw opened his notebook.
He had been a doctor for twenty-two years. He had learned, in that time, that the clinical mind will resist a conclusion for as long as possible when the conclusion is one it does not want to reach. He had also learned that the resistance never changed the conclusion. It only changed how long you stood in the space between the evidence and what the evidence meant.
He looked at his notes. He looked at the Browsers moving through the section.
He wrote: They are still looking.
He paused. Then, below it: I wonder how long they have been.
He closed the notebook.
He did not look for the chair again that evening. He sat on a display sofa and took a slow breath and thought about his apartment and its adequate lighting and its functional everything. He thought about the green wingback. The worn smoothness of the arms.
He realized he had not thought about leaving the store in two days.
He opened the notebook and wrote this down in the behavioral column, under his own name, because that was where it belonged.
Then he went to find the others.
End of Chapter Twenty-Six (B).
DAYS 9–10 – Tuesday / Wednesday
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The Huddle
The meeting happened in the café display.
It wasn’t called a meeting. No one used that word. Dev said he wanted to go over some observations, and Mrs. Kapoor said she had thoughts about the layout patterns, and Lucia said she needed coffee even if the coffee was fake, and they all ended up around the café display’s central table with the string lights from the break room strung overhead and the store’s Monday night quiet pressing in from every direction.
Jordan had found the string lights and rehung them without explaining why. No one had asked him to explain.
Wren sat at the end of the table. Dr. Shaw sat across from him with a small notebook. Fern had her larger notebook. Dev had his. Ruth and Samir and Old Marie took the remaining chairs. The real customers they’d been protecting since the first surge were in the surrounding displays, near enough to hear if they wanted to, far enough to pretend they weren’t listening.
Avery was the last one to sit.
The table looked at her when she did. Not with expectation exactly. With something that had been building since the surge and had not yet been named.
She said: “Tell me what you know.”
Dev went first.
He opened his notebook to a section of closely observed floor patterns, layout shifts mapped over the days he’d been here, changes in the store’s behavior correlated with events. The layout contracted around stress. It expanded around inactivity. The chimes corresponded to a rhythm that wasn’t arbitrary, a cycle with a period he could approximate but not predict exactly. The second surge had been shorter than the first but denser. The interval between surges was shrinking.
Fern said the sale tags had been carrying more information in the last two days. Not just the glitch-events Avery had been tracking in Home Office. Standard tags, in standard sections, showing numbers and text that didn’t belong to the items they were attached to. She’d been collecting examples. She read several. The room was quiet when she finished.
Dr. Shaw said that three of the real customers had injuries consistent with more than one surge. Not the surge they’d experienced. Older injuries, partially healed, that suggested they had been here longer than they remembered. He said this carefully, the way doctors say things they are certain of and wish they weren’t.
Lucia said the employees were already choosing sides. Not dramatically. Not with speeches or declarations. Just with the small daily decisions of where to stand and who to answer and whose direction to follow when two people were giving different ones. She’d been watching it for days. Management wasn’t losing the floor. Not yet. But the center of gravity was moving.
Old Marie said nothing. She looked at Avery.
Wren said: “The store has been here before. Not this exact configuration. But this pressure. This shape.” He paused. “It ends in a review. It always ends in a review. What comes after depends on the person who goes in.”
Avery said: “What happened to the last person who went in?”
Wren said: “Carol.”
The table was quiet for a moment.
Jordan said: “So we don’t let her go in alone.”
Wren said: “The store will separate you. It has always separated the group before the review. It will make it look like your choice. It won’t be your choice.”
Jordan said: “Then we plan for that.”
They planned for that.
They worked for two days.
Not visibly. Not in ways that looked like planning, because the store responded to intention and they’d all learned this, separately and together. They worked in the spaces between tasks, in transit between sections, in the café display after close when the lights went to their night setting and the browsers were gone and the Muzak dropped to a frequency that felt almost like privacy.
Dev mapped the layout’s pressure points, the corridors that narrowed before separating people, the junction geometries the store used to redirect movement. He identified three likely separation routes between the main floor and the Manager’s office.
Fern charted the chime sequences, building a predictive model for when the store would commit to a configuration versus when it was still deciding. She was right about sixty percent of the time, which was sixty percent more than nothing.
Dr. Shaw assembled what he had. Supplies, contacts, a set of contingencies for what happened after, which no one else had been thinking about in enough detail.
Lucia worked the employees. Not recruits, not yet. Just conversations. Just the kind of attention that lets people know someone is paying attention to them. She was very good at this.
On the second day she reported back quietly: Carol had been in the east aisle when Lucia approached. She hadn’t said anything, hadn’t needed to. She’d listened to Lucia for a moment with the expression of someone receiving a transmission they can no longer decode, and then she’d turned and walked away in the direction of the management corridor, smoothly, without hurry, the way water finds its level. She hadn’t looked back.
Lucia said: “I don’t think she’s capable of choosing anymore. I think she just moves toward whatever the store needs.”
No one answered that. There wasn’t anything useful to say about it.
Samir and Ruth handled logistics in the way that people who have been somewhere a long time handle logistics, quietly, practically, with a thoroughness that didn’t announce itself.
Mrs. Kapoor watched Avery.
Not constantly. Not obviously. Just with the particular care of someone who has identified what matters and is making sure nothing happens to it.
On the second night, the café display was quiet by the time the Muzak dropped to its night register.
Avery was still at the table, Dev’s maps spread in front of her, tracing the separation routes with one finger. The others had gone.
She heard Jordan before she saw him. She’d learned the sound of his walk.
He came back through the furniture displays and stopped when he saw her. He’d been in Bedroom Sets. He had the look.
“Can’t sleep,” she said.
“The bed up there has my name on it,” he said. “Literally.” He sat down across from her. “I figure I’ll give it a few more hours to forget.”
She looked at the maps. He looked at the maps.
“Do you think it’s going to work?” she said. Not hopefully. The way you ask questions when you need to hear what someone else actually thinks, not what they’re willing to say in a room.
He was quiet for a moment. “I think we’ve done everything we can do,” he said. “Which is different.”
“Yeah.”
“The receipt,” she said. “You’ve never said what it’s for.”
He looked at her. Then he reached into his pocket and put it on the table between them.
She looked at it. The date was a Tuesday from the week before Day 1. The item listed was a lamp. The price had been circled in pen, the only mark on it that looked personal, like something he’d meant to remember and then hadn’t needed to.
“I kept it because I was going to return it,” he said. “I never did. That’s it.”
She looked at the receipt. There was a Tuesday before this one. Which meant there would be one after.
She didn’t say that. She folded the maps.
“Get some sleep,” she said. “We’ll need it.”
He picked up the receipt and put it back in his pocket. He looked at it once before it disappeared.
“Yeah,” he said.
Jordan was moving through Bedroom Sets on the second morning when the corridor did something. Not a layout shift, not the mechanical reconfiguration he’d learned to read. Something subtler. A mirror at the end of a display cluster caught the light wrong for a moment, and in it he saw a figure at the far end of the corridor that was his height and wearing his coat and moving with a particular exhausted slowness that he recognized.
He looked directly at it.
The corridor was empty. His own reflection in the mirror, correct speed, correct coat.
He stood there for a moment. Then he wrote it down in his head the way he wrote everything down now, filed it under things the store was doing with time, and kept moving.
On Wednesday afternoon, the Manager found Avery in the main aisle.
She was coming back from a supply run, a task Carol had assigned that had taken her through three sections and a corridor she hadn’t been in before, and she was mentally recording the route for Dev when the Manager stepped out of a junction she’d thought was a display wall.
He looked, as he always did, like a man who had arranged his appearance to communicate that everything was fine and was very good at it.
Wren was twenty feet behind her. She felt him stop.
The Manager said: “Avery. A moment.”
She stopped.
The group was close. Not too close. She could see Jordan at the west aisle junction in her peripheral vision, very still, not looking at her directly, which meant he was watching her directly.
The Manager clasped his hands. He looked at the main floor with the expression of someone surveying something they built and are satisfied with.
“Monday was impressive,” he said.
She said: “I was keeping people safe.”
“Safety is leadership.”
She said: “I didn’t do it for leadership.”
His smile widened by a fraction. “Intent is irrelevant. Outcome is everything.”
The hum shifted. Just slightly. The store leaning in.
She kept her breathing even.
He turned to look at her directly. His face in this lighting was almost fully formed, closer to a legible face than she’d seen it, which was worse in a way she couldn’t articulate.
“We’ll need to schedule your performance review,” he said. “Soon.”
The word landed in her chest like something dropped from a height.
Behind her she heard Wren. Very quiet, very old, a single syllable in a language she didn’t know.
She said: “When.”
His smile deepened. “Soon.”
He turned and walked back toward the management corridor, Carol falling into step beside him from somewhere she hadn’t been a moment ago, both of them moving in the same direction at the same pace until the main floor absorbed them.
Avery stood where she was.
Jordan was beside her in four steps. He didn’t say anything. He put his hand on her arm the way you put your hand on something you’re not willing to let go of.
Wren came up on her other side.
She said: “We need to move faster.”
Wren said: “Yes.”
She looked at the junction where the Manager had disappeared.
She said: “I’m not going in there alone.”
Jordan said: “We know.” He said it the way you say something when you mean it in every possible direction. “We’re not letting you.”
The store hummed around them.
The review was coming.
DAY 11 – Thursday (Morning)
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The Touch Base
Carol came for her at ten o’clock.
Avery had been expecting it. This was the part she hadn’t told the group, the part she’d filed away after Sunday’s office visit, the part that had been sitting in her chest alongside the word soon for four days. The Manager had a pattern. She’d been watching it long enough to see the shape of it. The warmth first, then the interest, then the private meeting, then the warmth again, closer this time. She’d been waiting for the next step and the next step was Carol at ten o’clock saying the Manager would like a touch base.
She went.
She told herself she was going because refusing would accelerate something she didn’t yet understand, because going gave her information, because every meeting in the office was a meeting she’d survived and learned from. These were all true. They were also not the complete truth, and she knew this, and she went anyway.
The office was the same as it always was.
The desk. The poster. The plant in its correct position. The lamp she hadn’t looked at directly since the first day because she’d learned that looking directly at things in this office that you weren’t sure about was not advisable.
The Manager sat behind the desk. Carol stood behind him and slightly to the right with her hands clasped and her smile in its correct position. Not a portrait today. Closer to a witness.
The Manager said: “Sit down, Avery.”
She sat.
He was quiet for a moment in the way that managers are quiet when they want the silence to do preparation work. She knew the technique. She had sat on the other side of silences like this in call centers and retail jobs and the particular fluorescent purgatory of performance management processes in the real world, whatever the real world was now. She knew that the silence was asking her to fill it with anxiety she’d then have to defend against.
She didn’t fill it.
He said: “You’ve been remarkable.”
She said: “Thank you.”
He said: “The surge response. The customer protection. The way the floor oriented around you.” He leaned forward slightly. “These are not small things.”
She said: “I was doing what needed to be done.”
He tilted his head. “Do you know how rare that is? To see what needs to be done and do it without being asked?” His voice had taken on the lower, warmer register she’d learned to identify as the register he used when he was making an offer he’d already decided you’d accept. “Most people wait. They look for permission. They look for someone to tell them it’s alright.” He paused. “You don’t do that.”
She looked at her hands.
He said: “The store needs people like you.”
She said: “The store seems to have a lot of people.”
He smiled. “The store has a lot of employees. That’s different.” He looked at Carol briefly, then back at Avery. “Carol is exceptional. But Carol came to us ready. Already shaped.” Another pause. “You’re something rarer. You’re shaping yourself under pressure. In real time.” He tilted his head slightly. “The store reallocates what it cannot use. What it can use, it keeps. What it wants to develop, it reviews.”
She heard the word reallocates and filed it without responding to it. She understood, from two weeks of the store’s language, that the words it used most precisely were the ones most worth remembering.
She thought about Carol beside her in the office, so close she could read the name tag clearly. The small engraved letters below the name. Tenured. The whisper that had been warm in delivery and cold in content. Don’t fight it. It’s so much easier when you don’t fight it.
She said: “What does the review involve.”
He looked at her with what she had learned to identify as approval, which she had learned to identify as a warning. “It’s an evaluation of fit. Of alignment. Of potential.” He folded his hands on the desk. “It’s a conversation about your future.”
She said: “And if I don’t want the future you’re offering.”
The office was very quiet.
His face did something. She couldn’t track it exactly. The features that never fully resolved reorganized themselves into a configuration she hadn’t seen before, something beneath the warmth, something that the warmth was a surface for.
He said: “I think you’ll find, when you’re in the room, that the future isn’t quite the question you think it is.”
Carol stepped forward. She leaned down beside Avery’s ear and said, very softly: “You’re doing so well.” And then, quieter still: “Don’t fight it. It’s so much easier when you don’t fight it.”
Avery looked straight ahead.
The hum in the office was different from the hum on the floor. Closer. More specific. Like being inside something rather than near it.
The Manager said: “Sunday at three.”
He said it the way you confirm an appointment you’ve had in the calendar for a long time.
She said nothing.
He said: “You can go.”
She walked back through the store.
She walked at a normal pace. She kept her face arranged. She nodded to an employee she passed in Transitional Living. She moved through the junction with Dining and into the main floor and she walked until she found the group and she sat down beside Jordan and he looked at her and she said:
“It was nothing. Just a touch base.”
She said it looking at the floor.
The group was quiet in the specific way of people who have heard a sentence and understood that the sentence is not the thing that was said.
Jordan said: “Avery.”
She said: “I’m fine.”
He said: “Look at me.”
She looked at the floor for another moment. Then she looked at him.
His face did what it did when he was choosing accuracy over comfort. He said, quietly: “What did he say to you.”
She opened her mouth.
She closed it.
The hum around them was at its ordinary weekday frequency, the same hum it had been since Monday morning, the same hum that had been here since before she arrived and would be here after. She could feel it in her feet and in the cut on her thumb that had closed and healed and was now just a thin line she ran her finger across sometimes without knowing she was doing it.
She said: “Soon.”
Just the word. The Manager’s word, given back to the people who needed to hear it.
The table absorbed it.
Samir looked at the ceiling. Ruth set something down. Old Marie’s eyes closed briefly. Fern stopped writing. Dev’s pen went still.
Wren said nothing. He looked at Avery with the expression that a very old thing has when a thing it has been dreading comes to pass.
Jordan said: “We know what to do.”
She looked at him.
He said: “We planned for this. We know what to do.”
She nodded. It was a small nod. It held less than she wanted it to hold and more than nothing.
She pressed her thumb against the healed cut and felt the thin line of it and thought about the axe behind the filing cabinets.
She didn’t say anything else.
No one pushed her.
The hum continued around them all.
DAY 12 – Friday (Evening)
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
The Friday Night Gathering
Carol came at closing time.
Avery was in the main aisle straightening a display of ottomans, which was the kind of task that required just enough attention to prevent thinking and not enough to prevent knowing. She’d been doing a lot of tasks like that since Thursday. Jordan had found her three times that afternoon and not said much, just been nearby, which she’d understood as its own kind of statement.
The Soft Closing chime played.
Then Carol materialized at the aisle’s end.
Perfect, as always. Pressed, as always. Smile calibrated, as always. She looked at Avery with the warm attention of someone delivering good news, which was how Avery knew this wasn’t for her benefit.
“Avery. The Manager has finalized your performance review.”
Jordan was behind Avery. She heard him go still.
She already knew when. The Manager had told her in the office on Thursday, said it the way you confirm an appointment you’ve had in the calendar for a long time. What she understood now, with Carol standing in the main aisle in front of everyone, was that this announcement wasn’t for her.
It was for the room.
She said: “Sunday. Three PM.” She said it before Carol could. Flat. A fact being acknowledged, not received.
Carol’s smile didn’t waver. If anything it settled, the way a smile settles when a situation has proceeded as anticipated.
The word Sunday moved through the air of the main floor differently than other words. She watched it reach the others. Samir, near the register stations, put down what he was holding. Ruth turned from what she was doing. Old Marie’s head came up. Wren, twenty feet away, went very still in the way that very old things go still when something they’ve been waiting for arrives.
Jordan stepped forward. Carol’s gaze moved to him with the cool precision of a camera finding a subject.
He said: “She’s not going in alone.”
Carol looked at him for a long moment. Then she looked back at Avery. Her lashes lowered a single degree.
“Congratulations,” she said.
She turned and walked away.
Avery watched her go. She thought about the Touch Base. About Carol leaning close and whispering don’t fight it. About the name tag that said Tenured and the quality of Carol’s stillness, the way she moved through the store as if she and it shared a single nervous system. About what it meant that Carol had delivered the date publicly, officially, in front of witnesses, as if making it real required an audience.
Jordan came to stand beside her.
She said: “We need tonight.”
He said: “Yeah. We do.”
After Soft Closing, the long-timers moved furniture.
Jordan watched it happen with the private wonder he’d been accumulating since the first Browser surge, the way these people who had been here too long and by force had still managed to build something inside the thing that held them. Mrs. Kapoor directed traffic. Dev and Samir carried. Fern organized. Ruth appeared from somewhere with an armful of display candles and a lighter she’d found in a Browser bag during the second surge.
Lucia looked at the configuration taking shape in the clearing at the center of the main floor and said: “We’re doing this properly, then.”
Old Marie said: “Everything resets by morning. Might as well.”
Someone found clearance display crates and stacked them at the center, and Ruth lit them, and the fire that came up was wrong in the best way the store had produced, blue at first, then gold, then a warm orange that moved the way firelight moves and smelled like something that had nothing to do with retail.
The real customers drifted toward it. The shoppers who had been here long enough to learn the store’s rhythms, who had started making their decisions based on Avery’s read of the floor rather than their own. Henry, the older man with the cane, who had stopped using the cane as a walking aid and started using it as something else, a tool, a weapon of last resort, held loosely in his hand with the ease of someone who had made a quiet decision. Diane and her daughter Cass, who had stopped looking for the exit after the first surge and started looking for Avery instead. Nate, the hiker, who wore the same jacket he’d come in with and had supplemented it with a length of display-room rope he’d coiled at his hip with the quiet practicality of someone who knew what ropes were for. Dr. Shaw, who had been keeping a quiet tally of everything since Monday and had stopped looking surprised by any of it.
And Theo, who was still holding the cup holder.
He’d had it since the first Browser surge, a cardboard drinks carrier from a mall food court, the ice in the Dippin’ Dots long since melted, the cups themselves long since emptied, but he carried the holder anyway in the way that people carry objects that were in their hands when something happened and they haven’t found the right moment to put down. He was thirty-something, quietly panicked in a way he’d learned to wear on the inside, and he asked about his family at least once a day, to anyone who would listen, with the specific patience of someone who had stopped expecting an answer but couldn’t stop asking.
They all found chairs and pulled them close and the circle formed the way circles form when people have been through enough together that proximity stops requiring justification.
Avery sat. Jordan sat beside her.
Wren sat across the fire and looked at it with the expression of someone who had sat in front of many fires and understood what fires were for.
Ruth played a ukulele she’d found in a Browser bag, which she played with a skill nobody commented on because everyone present had learned to stop questioning what this store produced. Samir told the story of his first week in Rugs, which was funny now and hadn’t been then. Dr. Shaw described performing field medicine with improvised tools and described it with the particular lightness of someone who has processed a thing by telling it enough times. Old Marie recited something that was not quite a poem and not quite a warning, in a cadence that felt older than English.
Henry told a story about a hardware store he’d owned for thirty years that made everyone laugh, and then went quiet, and laughed again. Nate said he’d been on a solo hiking trip when he’d somehow ended up here, which had started as a joke about getting lost and had stopped being a joke around the third sentence. Diane said she’d just been trying to find a dining table, which produced a silence that she broke by laughing first, and then Cass laughed, and then everyone did.
Theo said he was looking for his wife and two kids. He said it the same way he always said it, without self-pity, just information, a fact he was keeping alive by repeating it. The circle received it the same way it always did, with a quiet that wasn’t dismissal but acknowledgment. Mrs. Kapoor put her hand on his arm briefly. He nodded.
Wren watched the fire.
Jordan ate a marshmallow from a bag labeled in Cyrillic and made a face that was either satisfaction or concern. Cass laughed at him. He handed the bag to Diane, who tried one and made the same face.
At some point Dev said, to the fire rather than to anyone specifically: “Has anyone actually worked out what this place is.”
The circle considered this.
Lucia said: “A lawsuit waiting to happen.”
Jordan said: “I’ve been thinking about it. The HELL door. The number on the axe display. One day of rest per week. A figure whose face you can’t look at directly.” He paused. “I floated the devil theory to Wren on Sunday and he didn’t immediately rule it out.”
Wren said, from across the fire: “I said the devil implies intention behind the malice.”
“Which is not a denial,” Jordan said.
Nate said: “I found a door labeled HELL on my third day. Something behind it was on fire. An employee told me it was a theme.”
Dr. Shaw said: “The Minotaur is wearing a name tag.”
A silence.
Fern said: “The VHS tape said demonic union influences.”
Another silence.
Avery looked at the fire. She thought about the orientation video, about the mountain and the word EXCELLENCE and the man in the swimming pool blazer. She thought about Carol appearing without sound. She thought about the Manager’s face, which had never fully resolved, which she had spent two weeks trying to hold in memory and failing.
She said: “I don’t think it’s the devil.”
Jordan said: “Based on what.”
She said: “Based on the devil having a mythology. A shape. Something you could point to.” She looked at the fire. “Whatever this is, it doesn’t want to be understood. It just wants to keep running.”
Wren said, quietly: “Yes.”
Old Marie said: “The question of what it is matters less than the question of what it wants.”
The fire settled. Nobody answered that one directly.
Jordan ate another marshmallow and looked at the ceiling.
She held both. It was possible. It was important to know it was possible.
At some point the circle loosened into clusters and Jordan nudged her arm.
“Come on,” he said quietly.
They found a display living room two aisles over. Cream sofa, soft throw, a floor lamp casting the particular warm light that display lamps produced when they’d been on long enough to find their temperature. They sat, and the sounds of the gathering came through the display walls in fragments, Ruth’s ukulele, someone laughing, the fire settling.
Jordan looked at her.
Not the way he looked at things he was cataloguing, not the careful observation he applied to the store’s behavior. The way he’d looked at her through the four-inch gap in the rotating wardrobe.
He said: “You saved everyone this week.”
She said: “I was just the loudest one.”
“Avery.”
She looked at the floor.
He said: “I know what I’ve been watching. Don’t minimize it.”
She thought about Dr. Shaw saying the same thing after the surge. She thought about Wren saying leadership reveals itself. She thought about how none of it felt like the thing they were describing from the inside.
She said: “I don’t know what I’m becoming.”
He reached out and took her hand. His hand was warm and specific and real in the way that the store’s objects were never real, the way that nothing in this place except the people in it was real.
He said: “Whatever it is, you’re not becoming it alone.”
She exhaled. It came out unsteady.
His face was close. The lamp’s light was between them, warm and wrong and gold.
She said: “Are we really doing this here.”
He said: “The store has terrible ambiance.” A pause. “But the company’s good.”
She laughed. It surprised her. The laugh was short and real and she hadn’t known it was there.
He leaned in.
She closed the gap.
The kiss was soft and certain and quiet, the kind that doesn’t need to announce itself because it already knows what it is. A declaration made in the only language the store didn’t have a script for.
When they pulled back the lamp was still on. The Muzak was still playing something that sounded almost appropriate. Outside the display the fire crackled and Ruth played a chord change and someone said something that produced laughter from the whole circle.
Avery looked at Jordan in the lamp’s light.
He looked back.
She said, quietly: “Sunday.”
Not a question. Not a dread. A fact with weight behind it, the weight of knowing what was coming and having decided to walk toward it anyway.
He said: “Tell me the plan.”
She took a breath.
She told him.
They walked back toward the gathering, and at the junction where the paths split, Jordan stopped.
He looked at her with the expression he had when he was choosing accuracy over comfort.
He said: “You know you’re our leader now.”
She said: “I’m not...”
“You are.” He said it without force, which was why it landed. “The staff. The shoppers. Everyone in that circle. They’re following you. They’ve been following you since the surge.”
She looked at the fire’s glow through the display walls.
He said: “When the review happens. That’s our moment.”
She looked at him.
He said: “We can’t keep living like this. None of us can. And you’re the one person in this store who the system wants badly enough to pull every resource toward at three PM on Sunday.” He paused. “That’s not a trap. That’s an opening.”
She said: “Jordan.”
He said: “With you leading us, we might actually do something.”
The store hummed. She felt it in her feet, up through her spine, into the cut on her thumb that was just a line now, into her hands.
She thought about Carol. About Tenured. About don’t fight it whispered close enough to feel.
She thought about the RUN tag flipping back to SALE.
She said: “Okay.”
He waited.
She said: “We make our stand on Sunday.”
The lights above them flickered once. The store had heard.
It didn’t matter.
She walked toward the fire and the circle and the people she was going to ask to stand with her, and Sunday was thirty-six hours away, and she was ready in the way you are ready when there is no other option left that you can live with.
DAY 13 – Saturday
CHAPTER THIRTY
Saturday
She woke in the coastal bedroom display.
The fake sunrise was cycling through its loop, a slow gradient from grey to amber to the particular yellow of a morning that had been designed rather than experienced. The seagrass rug. The nautical prints on the walls that she’d stopped seeing and was now seeing again, the way you see things when you understand they might be among the last things you look at in a specific context.
She lay still for a moment and held the warmth from the night before. The fire. The circle. Jordan’s hand in hers in the dark of the display living room.
Then Sunday arrived in her chest the way it had been arriving every morning since Thursday. Early. Quiet. Certain.
She sat up.
The store hummed at its Saturday morning frequency, which was lower than the weekday hum and different from the Sunday hum, a middle register she’d learned to read as anticipatory. She could feel it in the seagrass rug under her feet when she stood.
She said, quietly: “Not yet.”
The hum didn’t change. It had stopped pretending to respond.
She got up and went to find the others.
They gathered in the café display.
Not by announcement. Not by instruction. They simply arrived, one by one, the way the group had been arriving at things for two weeks now, by shared instinct and the logic of having no better option. Jordan was already there, nursing a mug of something that had been found in a Browser bag and probably wasn’t coffee, looking at the table with the focused attention of someone thinking through a problem they hadn’t solved yet.
He looked up when she sat down. The expression he gave her was small and specific and she understood it completely.
She looked back the same way.
Dr. Shaw poured from a 1970s thermos. Ruth passed around a bag of pastries from unknown origin and unknown era, which were either stale or were supposed to have this texture. Theo ate one and looked uncertain. Cass tried one and made a face at her mother. Henry held his mug in both hands and looked at the table with the expression of a man who had run a hardware store for thirty years and understood that the day before a difficult job required stillness rather than motion.
Wren arrived last. He set his disguised spear against the nearest chair and sat down and looked at Avery.
She said: “Today we finish the plan.”
The council took three hours.
Dev had the floor map. He’d been refining it for days, working in pencil on the backs of sale-tag sheets, the corridors and junctions and likely separation points marked in a shorthand only he and Fern could fully read. He walked them through it the way he walked through everything, quietly and completely, without editorializing.
The store would try to separate them before the review. They all understood this. The question was how to move in a formation the store couldn’t easily dissolve, which was a question about geometry and weight and reading the layout shifts in real time. Dev thought they needed three anchor points moving together, with the larger group between them. Fern thought they needed a scout twenty feet ahead to identify corridor changes before they happened.
Nate said he could do that. He said it simply, in the way he said things, and no one questioned it.
They distributed what they had. Samir with his shelf-arm baton. Ruth with the contents of a Browser bag she’d been assessing since the second surge, which included two lengths of electrical cord and a mallet of indeterminate origin. Wren with the spear. Henry quietly placed his cane on the table and from inside it drew a length of sharpened steel rod, the cane having been hollow the entire time, which produced a silence from the group and then a nod from Wren that meant something significant.
Theo had the cup holder.
Jordan pointed out, gently, that the cup holder was not a weapon.
Theo said he knew. He said he was keeping it for when they got out, because his kids would want to hear the whole story and he’d need something to hold while he told it. The table received this the way it received everything Theo said, with quiet acknowledgment and the specific sadness of people who hoped he was right.
Dr. Shaw went through the medical supplies. He was precise and brief, the way he was about everything, and he ended with: “The goal is no one needs any of this.”
Avery said: “The goal is no one goes into that office alone.”
She said it looking at the table. Then she looked up.
They all looked back.
She said: “The store is going to try to make this seem impossible. It’s going to move the walls and change the geometry and make us doubt what we planned. That’s what it does.” She paused. “We move anyway. We hold the formation and we move anyway. If we get separated, we get back to each other. That’s the whole plan.”
Old Marie said: “Sometimes the whole plan is enough.”
Avery looked at Jordan.
He said: “That’s the whole plan.”
The afternoon passed strangely.
The store was doing something with its light. Not flickering, not the glitch-event stuttering she’d catalogued in Home Office. Something more sustained, a slow modulation of the overhead brightness that made the main floor feel like it was breathing, expanding and contracting, the shadows shifting in ways that weren’t tied to any visible light source. The aisle signs rotated subtly, one at a time, not in the Browser-surge pattern of mass reorganization but something more deliberate, as if the store were adjusting its posture.
She walked the floor with Jordan in the afternoon and they didn’t talk much. They’d said most of what needed saying. What was left was the specific kind of company that doesn’t require words, the presence of another person that the body registers as distinct from absence.
At one point she stopped in front of a display mirror and looked at herself.
Same vest. Same name tag. Two weeks of whatever this place counted as wear visible in the set of her face, in the way she stood, the weight differently distributed than it had been on the first Monday morning she couldn’t remember arriving at.
She looked at the name tag.
AVERY.
Nothing below it. Still.
She thought about Carol. About Tenured. About the way Carol moved through the store as if the store moved around her, not the other way around.
She thought about the axe behind the filing cabinets. About what the plaque had said. In case of leadership opportunity.
She turned away from the mirror.
Jordan found her in Home Office at six o’clock.
She was adjusting a display she’d identified as likely to fall during whatever the review’s approach involved, repositioning items so they’d fall in directions that wouldn’t block movement. He watched her for a moment before she noticed him.
She said: “I know how that looks.”
He said: “It looks like what it is.”
She turned. He was leaning against the shelving unit across from her, hands in his pockets, watching her with the expression she’d come to understand as his version of honesty.
He said: “You’re scared.”
She said: “You’re not?”
He laughed, short and unsteady. “I’m terrified.” He held her gaze. “But I’m sure we’re doing the right thing.”
She looked at him for a moment.
She said: “What if I fail.”
He crossed the space between them. He put his hand against her face, careful and warm.
He said: “Then we fail with you.”
She said: “That doesn’t help.”
He said: “It’s the truth.”
She closed her eyes. The hum of the store ran through the floor and up through her feet and into her chest, and underneath it, quieter, warmer, the other thing that had been there since the lamp. She pressed her hand over it.
When she opened her eyes he was still there, which was the only thing she needed to confirm.
The Saturday night chime played at ten.
One long tone, omnidirectional, filling the floor from every speaker at once. The lights shifted into their night configuration. The main floor went quiet in the way it went quiet on Saturday nights, different from Soft Closing quiet, more settled, like something that had been holding its breath deciding to breathe.
The group dispersed into the bedroom displays. Pairs and small groups finding their corners, the particular arrangement of people who have made peace with sleeping in a furniture store because there is nothing else to do and tomorrow requires rest.
Avery walked the main floor alone for a few minutes before she went.
The store was still doing the light thing, the slow modulation, the breathing quality. She walked through it and let it move around her and thought about Monday morning two weeks ago, the chair that was almost the right shade of beige, the name tag already printed and warm in her hand.
She thought about what the store wanted.
She thought about what she wanted instead.
She stopped at the junction near Lighting. In the display nearest to her a floor lamp was on, its light pooling on the carpet, warm and specific. She looked at it for a long moment.
She said, to the store, to the hum, to whatever was listening: “Tomorrow.”
She said it the way you say things when you mean every available interpretation of a word.
She went to find a bed and closed her eyes and the store hummed around her all night, and somewhere deep in the Management corridor something was awake and watching, and none of that was going to stop what was coming at three PM.
DAY 14 – Sunday (Morning / Afternoon)
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
The Vanishing
She woke before the lights came on.
The Sunday reset arrived differently than the other mornings. Sharper. More complete. She lay in the display bed and felt it move through the store the way a tide moves, every surface returning to its baseline configuration, every displaced item finding its assigned position, the whole space pressing itself back into the shape of something that had never been disturbed.
She sat up.
The nightstand held a glass of water, filled to the brim, positioned at the exact angle it had been on her first morning. The alarm clock read 8:00 AM. The tags on every item in the display were crisp and unwrinkled and facing outward.
She looked at all of it.
She said: “I see you.”
She got up and went to find the others.
The morning passed in the specific way of a day that knows what it is.
The PA announced itself at nine, cheerful and precise. Attention associates. Today is a special event day. Ruth whispered what that meant: Reset Access Restricted. The store’s behavior would be locked to its current configuration. No layout changes, no corridor interventions. Everything fixed in place.
Samir said: “That helps us.”
Wren said: “It helps us until it doesn’t.”
They gathered for a last meal at noon. Sandwiches from the café set, supplemented by what the Browser bags had produced over two weeks of surges. A thermos of something Jordan called coffee and Dr. Shaw called optimistic. Medieval honey bread that Henry said was actually very good, and which everyone tried based on his endorsement. A mango soda from a brand that no longer existed or hadn’t yet. Theo ate two sandwiches and looked at the cup holder.
Jordan sat beside her, his shoulder against hers.
He said, quietly: “Whatever happens. I’m not letting them take you.”
She said: “I know.”
He said: “Do you?”
She looked at him. She pressed her hand against his.
She said: “Yes.”
At 1:30 she excused herself.
She walked through Home Office B12 with her heart in her throat and her face arranged into the expression of someone doing an inventory check. She reached the filing cabinets. She slipped into the gap behind the last two.
Her fingers found the handle.
She pulled it out. The blade caught the overhead light and held it. Sharper than it had been. Warmer than metal should be. She looked at it for one breath and thought about the totem’s face, the not-quite-Manager face, the one that was older and meaner and had been waiting for someone specific to pull this out of its skull.
She tucked the axe under her coat.
The store’s hum shifted. One note, brief, approving. She felt it move through her from the floor up.
She said: “Not yet.”
The hum softened.
She walked back to the group.
At 2:20 they assembled in the center of the main floor.
All of them. The long-timers in their positions. Dr. Shaw with his bag. Henry with the steel rod from the hollow cane. Nate at the front. Ruth and Old Marie with the shoppers. Theo standing quietly with the cup holder and his full attention. Cass and Diane together. Dev and Fern with their notebooks, a last check of the floor plan, the corridor calculations.
Avery stood at the front and looked at them.
She said: “We move as one. We hold formation until we reach the management corridor. If the store tries to redirect, we call out and we adjust. Nobody goes anywhere alone.”
She looked at Jordan.
He looked back. The expression on his face was the one he’d shown her through the gap in the rotating wardrobe, the one she’d known the shape of before she knew his name.
He said: “Five minutes. I’ll take the right flank, check the east corridor’s clear. Meet back here.”
She said: “Five minutes.”
He grinned. Not for himself. For her.
They split.
She took Ruth and Diane and Cass and Henry and moved the left flank through the Dining section, checking the approach route, confirming the corridor widths Dev had mapped. The store was quiet, locked into its special event configuration, the aisles holding their shape, the signs facing their assigned directions. It had the quality of something braced.
She gave instructions. She checked the timing. She kept moving.
She trusted the plan.
She trusted him.
She walked back to the rendezvous point two minutes early.
The space was empty.
She stood in it and looked at where Jordan would be when he arrived from the east corridor. The particular angle of his approach, the way he moved, the coat. She held the image steady.
Thirty seconds.
A minute.
She exhaled.
Wren came from the opposite direction.
He said: “Where is Jordan.”
She said: “He’s coming. East corridor. He said five minutes.”
Wren looked at the corridor. His face had the quality it had before he threw a spear through a display wall.
Samir arrived. Then Fern. Then Mrs. Kapoor. Then Nate, who came from the east corridor itself, which was empty.
She said: “He went that way.”
Nate said: “I came that way. I didn’t see him.”
The cold arrived in her chest without announcement.
She said: “Then he’s just further back. He’s managing something.”
Mrs. Kapoor put a hand on her arm.
Avery looked at her hand. Then at the east corridor.
She said: “Check the route. All of you. He’s there.”
They searched for twelve minutes.
Every section the plan had mapped. Lighting, where it had started. Bedroom Sets, where they’d hidden. The café display. The break room, whose door was sealed and wouldn’t open, which it hadn’t done before. The management corridor approaches, all three of them, all clear.
Dr. Shaw took the east aisle. Ruth took the center. Fern took the perimeter. They moved fast and came back with the same expression.
Avery searched Home Office herself. The filing cabinets. Behind the displays. The plain space where the cabin had been.
She stood in the section and said his name.
The store absorbed it.
She said it again.
Once, her voice came back to her. Not an echo. The wrong kind of return, the kind that happens in a space that has taken the sound and given back only its shape.
She walked to Lighting and stood where Jordan had been standing on her first day, among the floor lamps, where she’d seen him through the display and registered him the way you register something slightly out of place.
The space was clean. Every lamp in its position. No trace of anything that had been moving through it forty minutes ago.
It was as if the store had been freshly mopped of his existence.
Dr. Shaw found her there.
He said: “Avery.”
She looked at him.
His face was clinical and terrified in equal measure, the face of someone who has assessed a situation and found no medical response adequate to it.
He said: “He’s not here.”
Wren came up beside him. He looked at Avery for a long moment. Then he said: “The store dimmed.”
She said: “What does that mean.”
Old Marie answered from behind him. Her voice was the quietest it had been since the fire.
“It means something was taken. Not lost.”
The word taken arrived in Avery’s chest and stayed there. She felt it alongside the axe under her coat, alongside the healed cut on her thumb, alongside two weeks of accumulation that had been building toward this corridor on this floor at this moment.
She was aware of the group around her. Their faces. The specific quality of their attention, which was grief withheld, which was waiting to follow her lead.
She became very still.
She thought about five minutes. She thought about the grin that had been for her. She thought about whatever happens, I’m not letting them take you, and she thought about the specific cruelty of the store taking him anyway, silently, without struggle, as if he had simply stopped existing in this space.
He had promised.
The PA crackled.
Then, with the warmth of a system that had been patient for two weeks:
“Associates, please prepare for today’s performance review. Avery, your appointment is at three PM. Thank you for choosing us.”
Her hand moved under her coat.
Her fingers found the axe handle.
She looked at the east corridor. She looked at the management hallway beyond it. She looked at the group.
She said: “He promised he’d come back.”
Nobody answered.
She said: “The store took him.”
Wren said: “Yes.”
Her voice stopped trembling. It became something else. Something that had been forming since the first day she’d found herself in a chair that was almost the right shade of beige, in an office with a man whose face she couldn’t hold, with a name tag already warm in her hand.
She said: “Then I’m taking something back.”
She turned toward the management hallway.
She said, to the air, to the hum, to whoever was on the other side of the distance between them:
“I’m coming, Jordan.”
She said it quietly. Then she turned to the group.
“Everyone,” she said. “With me.”
They moved.
The store inhaled.
The review was minutes away.
DAY 14 – Sunday (2:45 PM)
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The Performance Review
They moved down the central aisle.
All of them. The long-timers in formation, Dev and Fern at the flanks, Samir and Ruth behind Avery, Wren at her left shoulder with his disguised spear held loose and ready. Dr. Shaw a step behind, bag over one shoulder. Henry with his steel rod. Nate at the front reading the corridor. Theo, the cup holder at his side, walking with the focused quiet of someone who had decided what he was doing and why. Cass and Diane and the rest of the real customers behind, moved by something that wasn’t quite bravery and wasn’t quite choice.
Nobody spoke.
The store was very quiet.
She’d felt it shift at the moment they’d started moving, a change in the hum that she recognized now as attention. The store had been watching her since the first Monday morning and she’d felt it as surveillance, as threat, as the pressure of something that knew more than she did and was waiting for her to figure it out.
She felt it differently now. The attention of something that had been waiting for this specifically.
Fine.
She walked.
The main floor passed around her in its Sunday configuration, every display exactly as assigned, the lighting at its afternoon setting, the Muzak doing something that had been playing for two weeks and which she would never be able to hear again without feeling this. The motion of the group behind her. Jordan’s absence at her right shoulder, a negative space she was aware of with every step.
She kept walking.
They reached the junction before the management hallway.
The lights flickered.
Not the glitch-event stutter. Something more deliberate. A stuttering rhythm that worked through the overheads from the far end of the junction toward them, like a wave, like something moving through the building’s nervous system from a central point.
The aisle signs rotated.
Then the floor moved.
Not the treadmill shift of a rug, not the Browser-surge pressure. A full geometric rearrangement, the store deciding where its walls were and putting them there, the junction reorganizing around them with the smooth inevitability of something that had always known this moment was coming and had been patient about it.
She heard Wren behind her.
She turned.
The aisle had split. A new corridor had opened between Wren and her left side, and the current of the reorganization was moving him into it, not violently, just persistently, the geometry of the floor offering him nowhere else to go. Ruth and Samir were being redirected by a display cart moving on its own, smooth and steady, herding them rightward. The real customers were being moved backward, the floor carrying them away from the management hallway with the same indifferent force the Browser surge had used to carry the elderly woman out of Avery’s reach on the third day.
Dr. Shaw reached for her hand.
The floor between them extended. Two feet. Three. Five.
She shouted: “Stay together...”
Wren roared her name.
Dr. Shaw: “Don’t go in alone...”
The corridor sealed around her like a throat closing. Display walls sliding from both sides, smooth and mechanical, closing off the space behind her until there was only the narrow hallway ahead and the door at the end of it, which had just unlocked. She heard the mechanism, the soft click of it, the store opening what it wanted opened.
She ran.
The door opened.
She fell inside.
The door slammed behind her with a force that shook the frame.
Silence.
The same office. The same desk with its laminate surface and its coffee mug with the words WORLD’S OKAYEST MANAGER in peeling transfer letters. The same motivational poster, different font, same mountain, same word. The same plant in the corner, equidistant from both walls. The same fluorescent light overhead, flickering in the same pattern it had flickered on the first morning she’d sat in the chair that was almost the right shade of beige.
She was back where she started.
She stood in the center of the room and breathed and did not sit down.
The inner door opened.
He stepped through.
The same tie, the same posture, the face that had never fully resolved in her perception and was not resolving now, the voice that moved between registers, the warmth that had been calibrated to make people feel seen.
He said: “Avery. Come sit. We have much to discuss.”
She didn’t move.
He closed the inner door behind him. He clasped his hands. He looked at her with the warm professional attention of someone who had done this many times and expected to do it many more.
“A performance review is not a punishment,” he said. “It is an opportunity.”
She said nothing.
“You’ve shown initiative. Leadership. Adaptability.” He moved toward the desk. She tracked him. “The way the floor oriented around you during the surges. The way the group follows your direction. These are not small things. The store has been watching and what it’s seen is...”
“Where is Jordan.”
The words came out flat. Not a question. A demand placed on the air between them.
His smile held. Something behind it tightened by one degree.
“Jordan is no longer relevant to your development.”
She had known he would say something like that. She had known it since the search. She had held the knowledge at a distance the way you hold a hot thing before you have to handle it directly. Now it was here, in his voice, in the specific language of the system, no longer relevant, as if Jordan were an agenda item that had been moved to a later meeting.
Her hand went under her coat.
He said: “Avery. I understand this feels like a loss. That’s a natural response. But what you’re being offered here is beyond...”
“The store reallocates what it cannot use,” she said. His words. From the Touch Base, from every meeting, from the whole careful architecture of language the store had built around itself.
He paused.
“Yes,” he said. Carefully.
She looked at him. At the face she’d never been able to hold. At the tie. At the hands that were still clasped with the patience of someone who had been doing this indefinitely and expected to continue.
She thought about Carol whispering don’t fight it.
She thought about the name tag that said Tenured.
She thought about a prehistoric man finding a sofa in tall grass and following it into a cave.
She thought about Jordan’s grin, made for her, on the last morning she’d seen him.
She pulled the axe free.
He looked at it with the expression of someone who had been told this was a possibility and had not entirely believed it.
He said: “Let’s approach this...”
She swung.
The blade went into his shoulder.
Not a glancing blow. A full strike, the weight of the axe and her momentum behind it, and it landed in the shoulder and sank deeper than it should have, deeper than wood, deeper than anything she’d practiced for.
He staggered.
He didn’t teleport. He didn’t glitch. He didn’t dissolve into something inhuman.
He bled.
Red. Spreading through the fabric of his shirt, through his jacket, onto his hands when he raised them. Warm. Human.
He gasped. “Avery...”
She pulled the axe free.
Swung again.
The ribcage. He collapsed against the desk. The coffee mug fell. The motivational poster dropped from the wall. Papers scattered across the floor, the laminated card with its eight items, the blank performance review form with her name already printed at the top.
She drove the axe down a third time.
He fell.
The room was very quiet except for her breathing, which was ragged and specific, and the sound of blood on the floor, which was the sound of something that the store had spent two weeks telling her was something other than what it was.
He was a man.
He had always been a man.
She stood over him and breathed.
His hand moved once. A small reflex, fingers spreading slightly on the laminate floor. Something slipped from them and skittered across the tile with the particular sound of a small metal disc.
She crouched.
Round. Blue enamel. The size of a coin.
She picked it up.
The chip was warm from his pocket.
DAY 14 – Sunday (3:02 PM)
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
The Manager
The chip was warm from his pocket.
She held it and the office was quiet around her and the hum had changed into something that sounded less like surveillance and more like a system assessing damage, and in the warmth of the metal in her palm was a life she had no way of knowing and which the store had been keeping in this room for a very long time.
His name was Harold.
He was nineteen years old in a French field in 1944.
The rain had been coming down for three days and the trench he was in had stopped being a trench and started being a channel, the water at his shins when the shelling was light and rising when it wasn’t. He held a rifle with hands that had stopped trembling because they’d been trembling for so long they’d forgotten what stillness felt like. The man beside him was from Ohio. He didn’t know the man’s first name. He was gone by morning.
He survived the war by a combination of factors that he would never fully understand and would spend decades trying to account for. He came home in the summer of 1945 with the uniform and the commendation and the particular blankness in the eyes that the people waiting for him at the dock recognized as something they did not have language for and so did not address.
They called him a hero.
He said thank you.
He went home.
The drink helped for a while.
Not with anything, exactly. It didn’t fix the noise at night or the way certain angles of light in certain rooms reminded him of specific things he had no interest in being reminded of. But it made the edges less precise. It made the space between one moment and the next less legible. That was enough, for a while.
He tried the shoe department because a man he knew suggested it, and the man was right that it was simple and predictable, and simple and predictable were the two things he needed most in the years when everything else was neither. He measured feet and fetched boxes and answered questions politely and nobody screamed at him and nobody needed him to do anything irreversible and he could breathe in the shoe department in a way he couldn’t always breathe elsewhere.
He stayed sober for a year. Then he didn’t. Then he tried again.
The cycles of it were their own kind of structure, which he understood was not a healthy thing to find comfort in but found comfort in anyway.
He ended up in furniture the way you end up in things when you’ve been moving sideways long enough that the direction stops mattering.
He liked it better than he expected. The showrooms were warm. The lighting was gentle. The products were things that belonged in homes, things that families chose together, things that were supposed to last. He was good at helping people find what they were looking for, better than he’d been at anything else, because after twenty years of learning to read situations quickly he could look at a couple standing in front of a dining table and understand what they needed before they’d articulated it themselves.
He stopped drinking for a long time.
He started to imagine a future that looked like something specific rather than just the absence of the worst things.
Then the bad year came.
He wouldn’t have called it one bad year if he’d been describing it to someone. He would have called it a series of things that accumulated. His marriage, which had been held together by the structure of routine, came apart when the routine changed. His sales numbers dropped because he wasn’t sleeping and wasn’t sleeping because he’d started drinking again and wasn’t addressing the drinking because addressing it meant looking at why. A manager he’d worked under for eight years looked at him across a desk one evening and said: I hired a soldier. You’re just a drunk.
He left the building.
He walked downtown until the lights blurred.
The man was waiting under a lamp post.
He noticed the lamp post first, the way it flickered once as he approached, dramatically, as if it were a stage cue. He noticed this because he was a man who had spent twenty years of retail developing an eye for the slightly-off, for the thing in the room that wasn’t quite right.
The man was in a perfect suit. The suit was the wrong kind of perfect, the kind that suggested it had never been anything but a suit, that it had not been bought or worn or washed but had simply arrived already in the state it was currently in.
He said: “You are meant to lead.”
Harold laughed. The laugh surprised him. He hadn’t laughed in a while.
He said: “I can’t lead myself.”
The man said: “You survived a war. You understand how people behave when the structure fails. That knowledge is rare. We have a place that needs it.”
Harold looked at him for a long time.
He said: “What kind of place.”
The man reached into his jacket and produced a card. No name. No address. Just a single embossed line: MANAGE.
He said: “Take some time. Decide.”
Then he was gone.
No footsteps. No fade. No direction. Gone the way the store would later teach Harold to be gone, the way things in the store appeared and disappeared, as if presence and absence were simply settings rather than conditions.
He spent three days thinking about it.
What he had left was not nothing, but it was arranged in a way that required a great deal of work to maintain and produced very little in return. The marriage was over in any meaningful sense. The job was probably over. The drinking was going to win the next round if it was allowed to.
On the fourth morning he woke clear. He shaved. He held the card and turned it over. On the back, in small embossed letters, was an address that he was certain had not been there before.
He went.
The street didn’t exist on any map he’d ever seen. It was exactly where it needed to be.
The building: lights humming, doors opening as he approached, aisles extending past the point where geometry suggested they could extend. He stood at the entrance for a moment, the same way he’d stood at the edge of the French field in 1944, with the specific understanding of someone who knows a threshold when they’re standing at one.
He stepped inside.
The doors closed.
The store knew him immediately.
This was the thing he hadn’t anticipated, that the store would recognize him, would orient itself around him the way it oriented around the people it wanted. The hum responded to his presence. The layout shifted to accommodate his preferred routes. The lighting adjusted to the brightness he found most comfortable. For the first time in a very long time, he was in a place that behaved as if his presence was not only acceptable but necessary.
He felt important.
He felt steady.
He felt needed.
These were things he had not felt all at once since 1944, and in 1944 they had come attached to things he would spend the rest of his life trying to put down. Here they came attached to nothing except the store itself, which wanted something from him that he was equipped to give.
He became the Manager.
He was good at it.
He managed the floor and the chimes and the employees and the customers and the cycles of surge and reset, and he did it with the particular competence of a man who had been shaped by impossible environments and knew how to function inside systems that didn’t make sense from the outside.
He also never left.
He told himself, for a while, that he could. That the doors would open if he approached them with the right intention, if he completed the right task, if he reached the right level of whatever the store was measuring. He told himself this for years. Then he stopped telling himself and started telling other people, because other people needed to believe in the possibility even if he had stopped.
He groomed Avery the way he had been groomed, with the specific attention of someone who understood the technique from both sides of it. He offered what had been offered to him: importance, stability, a place that would orient itself around her presence. He believed it was an offer worth making.
He had been here long enough that he had forgotten what it felt like to be wrong.
The AA chip in his jacket pocket had thirty years on it.
He’d earned them before the Showroom. He’d carried the chip inside it, the way you carry things that remind you of who you were before a specific door closed behind you.
He had not been drinking for thirty years.
He had also not been anywhere else.
There is a version of this story where Harold is a villain.
There is a version where he is a victim.
The store does not require either. It requires only the person who will say yes when it makes the offer, and keep saying yes long enough that yes becomes the only word they know.
Harold said yes.
He kept saying it.
The chip was warm from thirty years in his pocket, and from however long before that, and from however many years in this building where time moved the way the store needed it to move.
Avery stood in the office and held it and understood, without being able to say how she understood, that the weight of it was not the weight of a coin.
She set it on the floor.
She stood.
She looked at the inner door.
DAY 14 – Sunday (Afternoon, Continued)
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
The Tape
Beyond the inner door was a corridor.
Narrow. Low-ceilinged. The walls were painted the same institutional beige as the office but without the motivational posters, without any of the store’s usual retail vocabulary. Just the color and the corridor, lit by a single fluorescent tube overhead that flickered in a rhythm she recognized.
The same rhythm as the office lights on her first day.
She stood in the corridor and listened to the flicker and thought about sitting in a chair that was almost the right shade of beige with a name tag warm in her hand, not knowing how she’d gotten there or why the plastic was already warm.
Two weeks ago.
She walked forward.
The corridor was short. At the end of it was a steel door with a small rectangular window set at eye level. Through the window she could see light, the particular blue-white of screens, many of them, casting their glow across a room she couldn’t fully see from here.
She put her hand on the door.
She pushed it open.
The security room was larger than the corridor had suggested. Much larger than the physical footprint of the Manager’s office could account for. She filed this under things the store did and kept moving.
The walls were monitors.
Not all of them the same. Old CRT sets stacked on shelving units alongside flat screens of varying sizes and vintages, their cables running in bundles across the floor and up the walls and into the ceiling. LED indicators blinked in patterns she couldn’t decode. In the corner, a reel-to-reel tape machine ran silently, the tape moving at a pace that seemed wrong for the silence it was producing. A printer against the far wall was feeding blank paper onto the floor in a slow continuous loop. A fax machine printed nonsense.
In the center of the room, a single swivel chair faced the main wall of screens.
She didn’t sit in it.
She walked to the screens and looked at them.
Every inch of the Showroom. Lighting, Dining, Bedroom Sets, the break room. The string lights still visible, the chairs still in their circle from the gathering. The main aisle. The management corridor. The parking lot, the still cars, the painted sky. Sections she’d never been in and couldn’t name.
One screen showed the office she’d just come from.
The Manager on the floor. The blood. The axe-shaped absence where the axe had been before she’d pulled it free and carried it with her. The AA chip on the tile, catching the fluorescent light.
She looked at it for a moment.
She looked away.
Another screen showed the rendezvous point. The junction in the main aisle where she and Jordan had stood at 2:20 PM and said five minutes and split.
She leaned in.
The footage was running. Current, she thought, live, except the timestamp in the corner was wrong, showing a time that had already passed. She watched it for a moment, reading the familiar geometry of the junction, the specific angle of the overhead lights, the display wall to the left.
Then Jordan walked into the frame.
She grabbed the edge of the nearest shelf.
He was there. On the screen, in the junction, at the rendezvous point. Standing exactly where they’d agreed. He checked his wrist, which didn’t have a watch, the gesture of someone checking for a watch they no longer have. He looked down each aisle. He rubbed the back of his neck in the way he did when he was waiting for something and trying not to show it.
She said: “Jordan.”
Barely audible. To the screen. To nothing.
He stepped backward. His heel caught something. He turned to look.
The lamp was behind him.
Not on a display. Not tagged or positioned. Just there, on the floor of the junction, in the specific golden light it always produced, the ornate base and the engraved column and the Minotaur’s head at the switch. As if it had been placed there. As if it had been waiting.
Jordan looked at it. She watched him look at it. She knew the expression, had seen it under a king-sized bed in the dark, the specific quality of his attention when something in the store was doing something the store did and he was deciding how to hold that information.
He picked it up.
Both hands, the way you carry something valuable. He lifted it and looked at it and then he looked at the camera.
Directly at the camera.
He smiled.
She stepped back from the screen.
The smile was wrong. It was his face and his features and the arrangement of them was close, very close, close enough that for the first second she only registered it as a smile. Then the second passed and she understood that it was wrong in a way she couldn’t specify, like a word spelled correctly but in the wrong font, like a photograph of something she knew taken at an angle that made it unrecognizable.
He turned and walked toward the front entrance. The glass doors slid open. He walked through them into the parking lot with the lamp in both hands, not hurrying, not looking back.
The doors closed.
The screen froze on the empty junction.
She stood in the security room with her hands at her sides.
She said: “You didn’t do that.”
The screen stayed frozen.
“Jordan would not do that.”
A second screen flickered. The same footage. The junction, the lamp, Jordan picking it up. Except this time he didn’t look at the camera. He looked through it, or past it, or at something that wasn’t in the room where the camera was mounted. His expression not a smile but something she couldn’t read.
A third screen. Same footage. He was smiling wider.
A fourth. He looked sorrowful.
A fifth. He was laughing.
The footage looped. Changed. Corrected itself. The same sequence running on every available screen now, each one slightly different, each one wrong in a slightly different direction, inconsistent with each other and with itself.
She grabbed the edge of the desk.
“You’re lying.”
Every screen froze simultaneously on the same frame. Jordan at the doors, the lamp in his hands, looking at the camera with the wrong smile.
She said: “You’re lying.”
The screens held the image.
She lifted the axe.
She said: “Show me the real footage.”
The screens flickered. Static crossed every monitor at once, a wave of it, and the speakers produced a sound that was not quite static and not quite feedback, something between the two, sustained and climbing. Paper from the printer accelerated across the floor. The reel-to-reel ran faster. The whole room vibrated at a frequency she felt in her sternum and in the healed cut on her thumb and in the place in her chest where the lamp’s hum had lived since the night under the bed.
The PA chimed. Three notes, very loud, very close.
She said: “Coward.”
Every screen went black.
Except one.
The screen nearest the door, the small one at eye level, the one she’d have to pass to leave. It showed the Manager’s office. The body. The blood still spreading in its slow reliable way across the laminate floor.
And behind the body, at the edge of the frame, just outside the camera’s angle, a shape.
Not the Manager. Not anyone she recognized. A shape with the specific quality of things she’d been seeing the edges of for two weeks, things that existed in the store’s peripheral vision and retreated when looked at directly. It was still. It was watching.
It was not watching the Manager.
The screen cut to black.
The door behind her unlocked. The mechanism soft and precise, the sound of something offering rather than opening.
She stood in the dark of the security room and breathed.
She thought about the footage. About the wrong smile on his face. She thought about Jordan under the bed, Jordan at the wall during the surge, Jordan saying then we fail with you, Jordan’s grin on the last morning she’d seen him.
She thought: that is not a man who walks out of a building with a lamp and doesn’t look back.
She thought: I know him.
She gripped the axe.
She said, to the dark screens, to the shape that had been at the edge of the frame, to whatever had decided to show her this instead of the truth:
“I’m finding him. No matter what you show me.”
She pushed the door open.
She walked back into the Showroom.
DAY 14 – Sunday (3:15 PM)
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Glass
She came out of the corridor and through the office and past the Manager and into the store.
The main floor was quiet. The kind of quiet that followed a significant event, the same quality as the post-surge silence but deeper, the store having processed something it hadn’t fully anticipated. The displays were all in their positions. The lighting was at its afternoon setting. The Muzak was playing something she’d heard before and would not be able to name later.
She walked.
Past Bedroom Sets. Past Dining. Past the junction where the long-timers had been scattered and the formation had been dissolved and the store had sealed the corridor around her like a decision already made. She didn’t look for the group. She trusted they were somewhere in the building and would find her or she would find them later, and later was not now.
Now was the doors.
She walked through the main floor and the store was very quiet around her, and she understood that it was watching her the way it always watched, but the quality of its attention had changed. Not afraid. The store wasn’t capable of afraid, or if it was she hadn’t seen evidence of it yet. But the quality of watchfulness was different. The attention of something that has had a variable behave unexpectedly and is reassessing.
She walked through Lighting and didn’t look at the lamps.
She reached the entrance.
The glass doors were there. Wide panels, floor to ceiling, the automatic sensor lights above the frame. She could see the parking lot beyond. The still cars. The sky that was almost right. The same view from the first evening she’d tried to leave and couldn’t, when Carol had appeared beside her and said the doors did that sometimes.
Sensor issue. Facilities has a ticket in.
She stood in front of the doors.
The sensor lights blinked.
Green.
The doors did not open.
She looked at her reflection in the glass. She barely recognized it, or she recognized it as a version of herself that had been subjected to two weeks of something that had no name in the language she’d arrived with. The same face, harder at the edges, wearing the specific expression of someone who has decided something and is implementing it.
She raised the axe.
The first swing hit the glass and produced a sound like a muted bell and nothing else. No crack. No mark. The glass absorbed the impact and returned to stillness as if she hadn’t touched it at all.
The store hummed.
She swung again.
Again.
The glass held. She could feel the reverberations up through the handle into her wrists and shoulders. The glass held and the store hummed and she swung again.
She thought about the chair that was almost the right shade of beige.
She swung.
She thought about the name tag already printed and warm.
She swung.
She thought about the orientation video. About the word EXCELLENCE on a poster she’d never been able to hold in her memory from one moment to the next. About the laminated card with its eight items, the last of which said you’re doing great.
She swung.
She thought about the elderly woman swept away in the first surge. About the sale tag that said RUN and then said SALE. About Carol standing in the middle of the Browser flood, untouched, the displays tearing apart behind her, saying the Browsers never stay long.
She swung.
She thought about Wren finding a sofa in the tall grass and following it into a cave. About a man who had been here for decades doing what the system asked and had ended on a laminate floor. About Carol saying don’t fight it in a voice that had been calibrated to sound like kindness.
She swung.
She thought about Jordan under a king-sized bed in the dark, controlling his breathing. About the gap in the rotating wardrobe, four inches, and his face in the light. About five minutes, he’d said. We meet back here. Easy.
She swung.
She thought about the wrong smile on the footage.
She swung.
She thought about what she knew. What she had learned in two weeks of a place that wanted her to stop knowing things and stay. She knew Jordan. She knew his face and his register and the specific quality of his attention when something in the store was doing what the store did. She knew he had not picked up the lamp and walked out of the building.
She swung.
She thought about the chip on the tile. About the face that had finally resolved into something legible. About the word she’d said to it, crouching in a quiet office: just a man.
She swung.
She thought about Carol whispering don’t fight it. About the name tag that said Tenured. About promotions always come in threes.
She swung.
She screamed.
Not words. Just the sound of everything the store had put in her chest over two weeks finding its way out.
She swung.
The axe hit the glass and the glass did something it had not done in twenty-six previous attempts.
A crack appeared.
Single. Thin. Starting at the point of impact and spreading upward and to the left in a line that had the specific quality of something that had been resisting for a very long time and had finally, at the twenty-seventh blow, found its limit.
The store’s hum shifted.
She had never heard it do what it did now. A sharp intake, a change in frequency that she felt in every surface she was standing on. The hum of something that had encountered a variable it had not planned for.
She looked at the crack.
She said: “You’re not god.”
She swung.
“You’re not hell.”
The crack widened.
“You’re not anything I have to obey.”
She swung again and again, each blow finding the crack, the crack finding more of the glass, the glass deciding to become what glass becomes when it has been given enough reason.
Her arms were burning. Her shoulders were burning. She was breathing in the ragged way of someone who has been running without knowing they started running. Her eyes were wet and she didn’t stop.
She swung.
The glass shattered.
Not gradually. The whole pane, all at once, erupting outward in a single instant, a sound that was the opposite of the muted bell of the first swing, a sound that filled the entire store and kept going, and a gust of air pulled outward through the gap, pulling at her vest and her hair, pulling from the store into whatever was outside the store.
She stumbled forward over the threshold.
Her knees buckled. She caught herself on the axe handle, the blade planting in the concrete just outside the frame, and she knelt there for a moment on the shattered threshold with glass around her and the store at her back and the outside ahead.
She whispered: “Jordan.”
She got up.
She walked out.
The parking lot extended farther than it should have.
She walked through it and the cars were there, the same cars that had always been there, too still, too clean, no variation in the dust or the weather on their surfaces. She walked past them and they did not move and the sky above her was the sky she’d seen through the glass for two weeks, almost right, slightly painted, the specific blue of a sky that was someone’s idea of a sky rather than a sky.
The lot extended.
She kept walking.
The cars became less frequent. The painted lines of the parking spaces faded. The surface beneath her feet was still concrete, still real, still cold through the soles of her shoes, but the concrete extended without edge into a distance that had no edge, a horizon that didn’t resolve into anything, a whiteness that was not light and not dark and was not the absence of either.
She stopped at the far edge of what she could identify as parking lot.
Beyond it was the void.
She had known it was there. The documents she couldn’t remember reading, the knowledge she’d arrived with somehow, the understanding that the store was a thing that had edges and that the edges resolved into this. A white nothing. Not threatening. Not peaceful. Just the absence of any further information, extending in every direction without offering anything to push back against.
She stood at the edge.
She looked back.
The Showroom stood behind her. A building, lit from within, the kind of warm display lighting visible through the broken entrance panels, the store continuing to be itself in her absence with the patience of something that had been continuing to be itself for a very long time. Humming. Waiting.
She looked at it.
She said: “What are you.”
The hum gave no answer she hadn’t already arrived at.
She turned back to the void. She looked at the whiteness. She thought about Jordan’s phone saying 9:00 AM, still, always. She thought about the receipt from 2074. She thought about the lamp’s engraving, the running figures, the bull’s head.
She thought: he’s somewhere. The store took him somewhere. That is not the same as gone.
She closed her eyes.
She felt the concrete under her knees, where she’d fallen without noticing. The cold of it. The realness of it. The wind that shouldn’t exist, because there was no weather in a void, but existed anyway, something pulling at her from the direction of the nothing.
She extended her hand toward it. The void did not move. But something in it registered her. She felt it the way you feel a gaze before you locate its source. Across the skin of her palm: static. The pull of something large and magnetized, not threatening, not welcoming, simply present and aware. And beneath these, a hum. Not the store’s hum. Not the institutional fluorescent frequency that had been living in the bones of the building for two weeks. Something older. The raw register of whatever the store had been built on top of, the foundational energy of a thing that had not been engineered but simply was. The store borrowed it. This was the source. It pushed back gently against her palm, curious, in the way that something vast and old can be curious about something small and brief. She held her hand there. Then she pulled it back and pressed it flat against her chest and felt her own heartbeat, which was hers, which was real.
She stayed there.
Then the parking lot speaker crackled.
Static first. The particular static of a system that has been waiting for the right moment and has identified it.
Then a voice.
Not the PA voice she’d lived with for two weeks. Not the warm calibrated cheerfulness of the store’s announcement system. Something different. Colder. Amused in a way that was not performing amusement but simply was amused, the way something is amused when it has been watching a situation develop and the situation has developed as expected.
“Avery Grace Parker.”
A pause.
“Please return to the sales floor.”
Another pause.
“The District Manager has arrived.”
The speaker went quiet.
Avery opened her eyes.
She looked at the void.
She looked at the Showroom.
She stood up.
She picked up the axe.
She turned back toward the building and walked.
EPILOGUE
# LAMPLIGHT
He woke up.
Not gradually. All at once, the way you wake from something that has been pressing against the inside of your skull, gasping slightly, sheets tangled, heart running at the pace of someone who had been doing something physical a moment ago and the body hadn’t caught up yet.
His room.
He lay still and let his eyes adjust and identified the objects around him with the specific care of someone who has recently been in a place where objects couldn’t be trusted. The bookshelf with the books in the order he’d left them. The posters on the wall. The laundry pile in the corner that he’d meant to deal with for what now felt like much longer than it probably had been. The window, and through it the particular quality of night-into-early-morning, the sky the specific color it was before the sun arrived.
He pressed his palms into his eyes.
His phone was on the nightstand. He reached for it.
It said 6:47 AM.
He looked at it for a long moment. The screen was real, the time was real, the battery was at sixty-three percent which was exactly the kind of mundane specific detail that a dream didn’t produce. He looked at the date. He tried to calculate how long he’d been gone and found that the math didn’t produce a reliable answer, which was not surprising.
He sat up.
He looked at the room. He looked at the window. He looked at his hands, which were his hands, which were fine, which had the faint mark on the left palm from where he’d pressed it against the wardrobe in Bedroom Sets on some day of some week in a building he could no longer quite locate in any geography he could name.
He thought about Avery.
He thought about the group. Wren. Mrs. Kapoor. Old Marie and her quiet recitations. Dev and his notebook. Fern marking the floor with torn paper. Lucia’s lawsuit. Theo with the cup holder. The fire.
He thought about the fire.
He put his feet on the floor.
The floor was his floor. The particular softness of the rug beside his bed, the specific temperature of it. He sat on the edge of the mattress and breathed and let the room be the room and tried to work out what was real and what was residue and found, as he had found on previous mornings in the store, that these were not always the categories that mattered.
He reached for the bedside lamp.
His hand found it before his eyes found it, which was how he usually turned on his lamp in the dark, muscle memory, reach and turn. His fingers closed around the base.
The base was wrong.
He stopped.
He turned on the lamp.
It was ornate. Gold. The base worked with a pattern he’d seen in the dark under a king-sized bed, in the light of a drowned bathroom mirror, on a display pedestal in Lighting under a golden spotlight. The engravings caught the light from his window and held it, the bull’s head at the switch, the labyrinth worked into the lower section, the running figures around the column. The Minotaur’s head.
He looked at it for a long time.
It was, he noted, absolutely the wrong lamp for this room. His apartment ran to flat-pack shelving and a secondhand sofa and a floor lamp from a chain store that had cost forty dollars and done its job without comment. The ornate gold thing on his nightstand looked like it had been taken from a museum, or a myth, or the fever dream of a furniture store that had decided it existed outside of time. It had no business being here. It was going to bother him every single morning for the foreseeable future.
He reached out and turned the switch.
The lamp came on. The light it produced was warm and specific in the way it had always been warm and specific, wrong for whatever room it was in, the rightest light in any space it occupied. His bedroom in the early morning, lit by something that belonged in a mythology he’d spent two weeks learning to survive.
He sat with it on for a moment.
He thought about the receipt in his pocket, from 2074, the store’s logo at the top and his name in the customer field and a lamp in the return column. He thought about the older man in the Browser flood wearing his coat, the tired face, the one word he hadn’t caught.
He thought about Avery in the void, which he didn’t remember seeing but knew somehow, in the way he knew things now that he couldn’t locate in any specific memory, the same knowledge the store had given him that he hadn’t asked for.
He looked at the lamp.
Somewhere inside it, very faint, at a frequency just below the audible threshold, just above the range that the body registers as silence:
A chime.
Three notes. Ascending. The specific pattern of the store’s announcement chime, the one that had played when Avery was hired, the one that had played on the first morning he’d heard her name and felt something shift inside him that he couldn’t explain.
He looked at the lamp.
The chime faded.
The phone buzzed.
He looked at it. Unknown number, local area code, the particular anonymous format of a call that could be anything. He picked it up.
Static first. Then a connection sound, the slight pressurization of a line that had been waiting, and then:
“Thank you for your recent visit to The Showroom.”
The voice was warm. Calibrated. Built for lobbies and waiting rooms.
“We value your feedback and would love to hear about your experience. This call may be recorded for quality assurance purposes.”
A pause. The automated kind, the gap where a response would go if a response were possible.
“On a scale of one to ten, with ten being completely satisfied and one being not satisfied at all, how would you rate your overall stay with us?”
Stay. Not visit.
He held the phone.
“We’re also pleased to let you know that your loyalty points have been applied to your account.”
“We hope you found what you were looking for.”
A breath.
“We look forward to your next visit.”
A click. The line went quiet. Not dead. He could hear the faint carrier hum, the particular frequency of a connection that hadn’t technically ended. Then that too was gone.
He held the phone for a moment. Then he set it down on the nightstand, next to the lamp.
He looked at the lamp.
He sat in the early morning light of his own bedroom with the lamp that shouldn’t be here on, and outside the window the sky was becoming what it was going to be, and somewhere the store was continuing to be itself, and somewhere in or adjacent to or between these places was Avery.
He reached over and turned the lamp off.
He sat in the dark for a moment.
Then he reached over and turned it on again.
He left it on.
End of Book One.
Thank you for shopping with us.


