Chosen for Adventure

Chapter One: Social Glue

Scene 1

Maya found the rooftop before the address. The party lights bled up through fog so thick it pressed against her like hands cupped to her face. It should have been a deterrent. Instead, it was an invitation: the city blurred, air humid as breath, an island of warmth thrumming over the traffic-lit abyss below.

Inside, the crowd was an organism with a thousand blinking eyes. Maya swam through it, surface tension intact, every word and smile a flick of the tail. She took the measure of the room like a tailor, her gaze catching on minor tears in the social fabric: the girl in the polka-dot dress already regretting her shoes, the man at the bar whose friends hadn’t come, the couple near the windows whose laughter had a brittle, deliberate sound.

First, she cut toward the windows, where Adam—six months from breakup, three from engagement, depending whom you asked—held a pint glass like it was court-mandated. He braced himself against the view as if the skyline might tip him off. Next to him, Sara made a show of checking her phone, only to put it away so quickly Maya knew she’d checked for the tenth time.

Maya positioned herself at their flank. “So, Sara, you officially hate heights?”

Sara startled, barked a nervous laugh. “No, it’s—oh, shit, you mean the windows.” Her smile snapped into place, but her grip on the rail didn’t relax. Adam’s eyes landed on Maya, not grateful, but aware. Adam never liked needing rescue.

"Perfect time to test your fear of flying," Maya said, nodding to the panorama. "Take-off's the worst, right? But once you're up, it's just clouds and snack mix." She'd already tipped the bartender twenty dollars when she arrived; now she only had to catch his eye and mouth the number three. The drinks appeared within minutes, delivered by a server who knew better than to ask who was paying.

Sara took the glass. “I don’t think it’s heights, it’s falling. Like, at any second the glass could just—” She splayed her fingers and let her hand drop, a gesture too quick and theatrical to be truly casual.


Adam said, “You’d land in a food truck, probably.”
The corner of Sara’s smile tightened. “Great,” she said. “A greasy landing.”

Maya watched them, one second longer than polite. “I’ll check on you two later,” she said, smile soldered on. She left Sara with a fresh drink and Adam with the dignity of not being alone.

She moved next to the bar, where the birthday host held court. Something in the group’s posture signaled the recent arrival of a stranger: all shoulders drawn in, a new satellite at the edge of their orbit. Maya registered him without staring—a gray suit, unremarkable, but his laughter was offbeat, a little too delayed. She clocked the badge lanyard under his lapel and mentally filed it for later.

Jules was at the center, the fulcrum of every joke, hands moving like punctuation. Even now, with the uninvited satellite, they operated as if party navigation were a competitive sport. Maya saw the split-second calculation as Jules caught her gaze: a silent request, a dare, a promise to behave if she made the approach.

She did, letting her palm rest briefly on Jules’s shoulder. They grinned up at her, all teeth, and finished their sentence—something about mid-century light fixtures as late capitalism’s death rattle—before shifting gears.

“Look who made it,” Jules said. “Fashionably only an hour late. Classic Maya.”

“She’s the only person who can pull it off,” said someone, maybe the host, half-admiration and half grudge.

Maya gave a half-bow. “I had to fix my hair. And my life. In that order.”

Jules snorted. “You look like an off-duty assassin. Respect.”

“That’s almost a compliment,” the gray-suited man said, but he was looking at Maya, waiting for an introduction.

Maya smiled, revealing nothing. “Almost,” she agreed, and did not offer her name. Information was currency, and she was nearly broke. It was a reflex now, to hold something back.

She tracked the conversation from a slight distance, always one beat ahead, anticipating the arc of every joke, the minor slights, the tempo of who liked whom and who tolerated whom. She registered every drink poured, every eyelid flicker. Each detail was a bead on an abacus, a calculation that kept the sound of her own thoughts at a distance.

From here, she could see Evan, already embedded with a pack of older men in expensive jackets, his head thrown back in a laugh so guileless she wanted to bottle it. He was making someone feel important. He was good at that—maybe too good—but Maya couldn’t judge. She owed him this: he’d been the first to tell her she was good at anything, back before she believed it herself.

Her gaze found the three of them—Jules gesturing with half a drink, Evan’s laugh catching the light, and Naomi, finally, alone at the far edge, backlit by the city’s perpetual dusk.

Naomi was the only person Maya had ever met who made stillness look kinetic. She leaned on the railing, not drinking, and watched the intersection of night and fog like it was a puzzle she could solve. Maya caught her own reflection in the glass behind Naomi: a slight, dark-haired woman, chin up, pretending to belong. She could pass for someone who had never once worried about the cost of something before ordering it.

She made her way to Naomi, slow enough to be polite, fast enough to catch her before she disappeared into her own thoughts.

Naomi didn’t turn as Maya approached. She said, “You hate parties.”

“I don’t hate them. I hate being early to them.” Maya angled herself so they were side by side, the city below a sprawl of car headlights and the faint neon haze. She brushed imaginary lint from her jacket sleeve. “Found any kindred spirits hiding in the corners?”

“Naomi’s mouth twitched. “I can hear Jules from here, something about moral relativism. Evan’s found the money, as usual. And you just finished your first lap of the room. All as predicted.”

Maya watched her for a second. “If you want to bail, you can just say.”

Naomi set her glass down. The condensation left a perfect ring. “Do you want to bail?”

“No,” Maya lied. “It’s good to be out.”

Naomi scanned the party as if it might suddenly justify itself. “You’re not drinking,” she said. Not a question.

Maya shrugged. “Tomorrow’s a big day.” This was also a lie.

“Is it?” Naomi asked, turning to look at her directly. Naomi’s eyes always made Maya feel like a math problem about to be solved. “Are you interviewing?”

Maya forced a laugh. “Maybe. I don’t know. If they call.” She leaned back, pressing both palms to the edge. “You know how it is. Everything at once or nothing for months.”

“And which is it now?”

“Maya wanted to say: I’m three days from defaulting on rent and my last paycheck bounced so hard it might sue for whiplash. Instead, she said, “I’m fine.” She could feel Naomi listening, storing the data point.”

Naomi let the pivot land, but didn’t smile. “Three miles every morning. Four if I need to think.”

Maya wanted to ask what Naomi needed to think about, but suspected the answer would be: you.

Below, the party drifted on, an intricate dance of people repositioning themselves at safer distances. Maya watched with a familiar, bitter pride. These were her people. She’d collected them like rare minerals, seeking out the ones with substance, sorting and polishing them until their light reflected back on her. It was the only thing she’d ever built that felt real.

She stayed at the edge with Naomi until the wind picked up, threading hair across her face. Naomi reached over to tuck it behind Maya’s ear—an old, unremarkable gesture that landed with more force than Maya liked.

“Naomi said, “You’re holding your breath again.”

Maya smiled into the wind, not looking at her. “I know.”

The moment stretched. Eventually, Naomi finished her wine and excused herself to find the bathroom. Maya watched her go, the same tired weight settling behind her sternum.

She stayed outside, letting the air cut through the last of the rooftop warmth. She checked her phone out of habit and found, for once, nothing new. No texts, no calls, no offers of freelance gigs she’d hate but couldn’t refuse. The battery hovered at nineteen percent, a slow-motion emergency. She let her mind drift, the city resolving into pixels and noise, and for a minute she forgot she had anywhere else to be.

Only when the cold became insistent did she move to rejoin the party. The crowd had thinned: Jules was gone, Evan was fading. Her first instinct was to slip out unnoticed, to erase herself from the end of the night. But some contrary impulse pulled her back toward the bar.

She passed the gray-suited man on the way. He looked up as she neared, his expression shifting to a warmth that made her pause.

He said, “You’re Maya, right?”

She blinked. “Do I know you?”


He shook his head, smile unwavering. “Not yet. But we have a mutual friend.”

The phrase was smooth and wrong. Maya felt a chill of assessment in his gaze. She opened her mouth to ask who, but he was already stepping aside, a polite dismissal that left her standing alone in his wake.


She got her jacket and checked her phone. One notification: an email from an address she didn’t recognize. Subject line: You were selected.

The message was from a company called VIA, written in minimalist language that felt both corporate and intimate. It told her she had been identified as someone who values experience over comfort, that she was being offered a curated journey to an undisclosed location, all costs covered. And that she could bring up to three companions.

Below that was a link and a name: Adrian Vale, Director of Guest Experience.

Not tonight.


Scene 2

In the morning, the city looked hungover. Fog clung to the sidewalk in viscous streaks, smearing the glass of shop windows and plastering every pedestrian’s hair flat with dew. Maya navigated the residual party in her body—dull headache, sugar in her teeth, the memory of something acidic said and unsaid.

She stopped at a bakery with windows clouded from the inside and ordered coffee to go, the words landing on the counter girl with practiced crispness. The girl wore a surgical mask and eyeshadow the color of a healing bruise. She seemed not to recognize Maya as a repeat customer, though Maya recognized her: the slight limp from an old injury, the way she tucked her pinky in when making change. 

Maya tipped well, as always. The coins made a sound like punctuation in the quiet.

She moved through the city’s grid with unthinking precision, running the script of the night before on an endless loop. It was a professional hazard she’d never shaken: every detail was subject to forensic review.

At the corner where the bakery emptied into the business district, Maya paused and checked her phone. No missed calls. No new emails from the same address. She scrolled down to the previous night’s subject line. “You were selected.” She didn’t open the message, just let its presence rattle around with the headache, a coin in her skull.

She kept walking, found herself at the same glass office building she’d stopped at every day for months. Old habit. For a moment she watched the lobby, watched people pass through the revolving doors: the sharp-heeled women, the thick-necked men, the ambitious and the damned. She wondered which one she’d been, before they cut her loose.

Inside, the air was kept two degrees colder than outside. This was the day’s first humiliation. She showed her badge to the security guard, a gesture that no longer belonged to her, then remembered and pocketed it, sheepish. The guard, who had greeted her by name for the better part of three years, didn’t acknowledge the mistake. That was professionalism: the quiet erasure of a mistake. She wished she could afford it.

She took the elevator to the eighth floor. It no longer opened for her, but she waited for it anyway, as if the building would remember her through sheer repetition. She peered through the frosted glass of her old office, saw a new woman at her desk, taller and somehow blonder, on a headset and laughing too hard at someone else’s joke. Maya stood a moment, invisible, and then left.

No one noticed her. That was the point.

Her phone vibrated—a text, not from Naomi or Jules, but Evan. “You alive?” She texted back: “Undefeated.” He replied with a thumbs-up emoji and nothing else.

She kept moving, borrowing the day in pieces: a lap around the block, a stop at the park with the dog run. She didn’t have a dog, but she watched them with a clinical interest, the way they tested each other, sorting the pack into leaders and followers with a flash of teeth and a careful lowering of the head. It all seemed so much more honest than her own methods.

It was here she finally saw Naomi, seated on a bench with her running shoes unlaced and a black thermos balanced on her knee. Naomi spotted her at once, and raised her chin in greeting.

“You’re up early,” Maya said, claiming the bench’s opposite end. It was, in fact, almost noon, but the joke had always been theirs.

Naomi smiled into her thermos. “You’re early too. For a ghost.”

Maya studied the scuffed concrete. “I had errands.”

“Haunting your old job?”

It was meant as a jab, but it landed soft. Maya shrugged. “It’s hard to break routine.”

Naomi set down her drink. "Naomi tilted her head. "You stopped mentioning your projects. Stopped complaining about your boss." She let the silence stretch. "Did something happen there? Something you couldn't tell people?"

Maya looked away. “I told you. Eventually.”

Naomi’s silence had a gravitational pull. “Maya, you know you don’t have to be perfect.”

The words rattled Maya. She let them sit between them, beads on a string.

“She said, “If I’m not perfect... then what’s the point?”

“No one expects that.”

“I do.”

Naomi took a long drink, set the thermos down. “I got the sense last night that you were about to tell me something.”

“I think you’re hearing things.”

“Naomi shook her head, frown curving up at the corners. “You have this thing where you start saying something and then just—” She made a cutting gesture with her hand.”

Maya shrugged. “Maybe I’m editing for content.”

Naomi said, “The party was good. You did well.” It was both true and not. “I saw you managing everyone, like usual.”

“I’m just making sure everyone has a good time.”

“You’re always managing.” It wasn’t an accusation.

Maya deflected. “You seemed comfortable. With the view.”

Naomi smiled, almost. “I always liked heights.” She untied and retied her laces, hands steady. “Are you going to tell me what I’m looking at, or do I have to guess?”

Maya’s mind raced for a deflection. The lie was right there, easy and familiar. But she saw the quiet waiting in Naomi’s posture and made a different calculation. A lie would require maintenance, and she was running out of energy. The truth was cheaper. Her voice was small and thin. “I got an email last night.” “From a company I don’t know. It said I was selected.”

Naomi leaned in, eyebrow raised. “For what?”

“It didn’t say what for. The tone was just... corporate but congratulatory. For something I never even applied for.”

Naomi nodded, absorbing. “Did you click the link?”

“No.” Maya hesitated. “Should I?”

“I’d run a trace on the IP address and check their domain registration before I even thought about it,” Naomi said. “But that’s me.”

Maya smiled. “Maybe I will.”

They sat together, letting the minutes drag. A brindled dog barreled toward Maya, sniffed her ankles, and bounded off without judgment. Maya envied that.

After a while, Naomi stood, stretched, and shouldered her bag. “I should go. You know where to find me.”

Maya wanted to reach out, to ask her to stay, but the rules of the game did not allow for reruns. “Right.”

Naomi walked away, steps unhurried. Maya watched until she was gone.

She pulled out her phone again. The message was still there, a stub of code in her inbox. She swiped it open this time.

The message loaded slowly, as if reluctant. The body now held more text.

“Welcome, Maya. The next phase is ready. Please confirm your participation.”

Below this, a form. It wanted her name, her phone number, and a blood type. Maya stared at the blank field. She'd needed that for her last job's insurance paperwork, but here it made no sense. Underneath, a checkbox: I accept the terms and conditions.

Maya stared at the screen, thumb hovering. She felt watched, but not in the way that required eyes. More like the way a mirror watched, reflecting back every decision with brutal accuracy.


She thought of her friends—Jules and their relentless motion, Evan’s laughter, Naomi’s stillness. She thought of the new woman at her desk, of Naomi’s offer of help she couldn’t accept. Her pride was a physical thing, a stone in her throat. The cursor blinked on the form. A blood type. This was insane. She almost closed the window.

Then she typed.

She pressed send.

The reply arrived instantly.

“We’ll be watching your progress with great interest.”

Maya set her phone in her lap and stared at the park’s horizon. For once, she let herself do nothing at all.

The world didn’t end. But the air felt a degree colder.

She sat like that for a long time, until the fog thinned and the cold settled in its place.


The week after the party passed in increments—hours sectioned by phone alarms, days divided into the slots of borrowed time. In Maya’s studio, the only daylight came from the narrow strip between two buildings, and most mornings it was just enough to silhouette the dust as it drifted, exposing more than it illuminated. She woke before her phone, before the city’s garbage trucks, and lay flat as a pressed leaf, inventorying the problems that would have to be solved by noon. 

She had learned to run lean: instant coffee, yogurt out of the tub, last night’s clothes if they could pass as today’s. She didn’t own a full-length mirror, but she trusted her reflection in elevator doors and bus windows—trusted it more than the quiet, persistent calculation of how much easier it would all be if she simply stopped taking up space.

Maya’s days were a patchwork of gigs: five hundred words on artisanal dog food, three hours handing out flyers for a new vape shop. Each payment was a small humiliation that barely covered rent, let alone dignity. She had not told the others, not the full story. Each friend held a different piece of the narrative, a puzzle she prayed they would never assemble.

She heard from the group in scattershot pings, their affection doled out like water in wartime. Jules sent her memes, most of them involuntarily funny. Evan forwarded group texts with updates on the latest “networking coup”—he had “landed” a speaking slot at a fintech summit, and his joy was edged with the usual disbelief that anyone would let him near a microphone. Naomi kept her distance, but her restraint felt not like absence but like orbit: she checked in with short, careful texts, never more than four words. “You okay?” “Eat something.” “Try again tomorrow.” 

Maya wanted to answer honestly, but honesty was too heavy, too likely to sink her. So she performed, sending back cheerful lies with enough static in the grammar to signal subtext for anyone fluent. She didn’t know if Naomi was, but she suspected so.

Most nights, she ended up back on the roof. There was an unlocked service door, and from there you could see the city’s old scars: the spines of viaducts, the wet rope of the river, the distant bruises where the power grid pulsed through its circuits. She liked the dark, the anonymity, the sense of being above the stories happening in the buildings below.

It was on one of these nights that she remembered the email. She had not deleted it, but she had refused to look at it again, letting it sit in her inbox the way bad news sits in your body before you’ve named it. Now, under a sky that smelled of ozone and neon, she found herself opening the message, not with anticipation but with a kind of professional interest.

There was a new line at the bottom, not there before:

Your reference has been contacted.

Maya read it twice, then checked the timestamp. It had arrived at 2:16 AM. Her mind sifted for who they might mean, but she already knew: the emergency contact from her last job, the one she'd never bothered to update because updating meant admitting the person was gone. 

For a moment, Maya tried to convince herself that it was a mass phishing scam, some dark pattern designed to trick people into volunteering their own dread. But she could not. The language in the email was too precise, the cadence just shy of human, as if it had been proofed and de-proofed by an algorithm trained on the offcuts of her own resume.

A wind picked up, slapping her hair into her mouth. She let it happen, refused to smooth it down. Somewhere below, a siren passed, and the blue pulse flickered across her shoes, making them briefly expensive-looking, then nothing again.

She should have called someone—Naomi, maybe, or even Jules, who would have talked her down by the simple expedient of not believing her. Her first instinct was to call Naomi, to map out the threat. But her phone felt heavy, a brick of bad choices. Instead, she sat in the strangeness, letting it settle where her resolve used to be.

When she finally went inside, she found herself watching her phone’s notifications, waiting for the next escalation. It came, but not in the form she expected.

At 4:33, another email. Subject: Decision Required.

Maya’s hands trembled. The dread had finally stopped being hypothetical. She opened it.

Congratulations, Maya. You have been advanced to the next round. Please confirm your availability for the interview below.

The calendar link was to a city hotel not three blocks from her apartment. There was no sender listed, only a string of numbers and the word “VIA.” There was no unsubscribe link. 

She set her phone down and forced herself to count to ten, then a hundred. She tried to ground herself. Fists clenched until the knuckles were white. *Lamp, desk, chair, rug.* She counted her breaths, a slow four in, four out. The panic didn’t recede; it just watched her, waiting. There was a low hum behind her eyes, a constant signal of noise that threatened to overwhelm the feed at any moment.

In the morning, she replied to the message: “Confirmed.” She did not add a signature.

By noon, she’d convinced herself that this was, if not normal, then at least preferable to what she’d been doing before. She spent the rest of the day preparing. The hotel was real, anonymous, corporate. But VIA was a ghost. She searched business registries, social media, the deep forums where conspiracies bred. There were whispers, mentions scrubbed clean, threads that led to dead links. It wasn’t that the company didn’t exist; it felt expertly scrubbed.

The appointment was for 7:30 PM. She dressed in the only blazer she still owned, pressed it with her flat iron, and paired it with the jeans that made her look taller. She arrived five minutes early, as always, and spent them watching the revolving glass doors for anyone else who looked like they’d gotten the same message. Everyone looked more together than her; everyone looked lost.

In the lobby, the concierge handed her a key card without asking her name. The envelope was blank, but inside was a note in the same clipped language as the email: 

Room 701. No guests.

Maya took the elevator, her own reflection multiplying in the brass trim. On the seventh floor, the hallway was silent, thickly carpeted to muffle any sounds of distress. She pressed the key card to the lock, and the door opened on the first try.

The room was like all rooms: faux walnut desk, king-sized bed, a small table by the window where the curtains were drawn. It smelled of cleaning chemicals and nothing else. On the table sat a black folder with her name, in a font that looked vaguely military. Below it, a single sheet of paper and a pen.

She read it. She read it again.

The form asked the same questions as the email, but in different order. The only instruction was to answer “as yourself.”

Maya considered, for the first time in years, lying on an application. It would have been easy. But she wrote the truth, every answer, in block print, careful not to smudge. 

When she finished, she waited. No one arrived.

A timer must have been running somewhere, because exactly twelve minutes after she sat down, her phone vibrated. 

Thank you for your candor, Maya. The next phase will begin soon.

She felt reduced and on display at once, as if the form had translated her into data and discarded the remainder.

The door to the hallway clicked, and she heard footsteps, a hush of movement. She half-expected a confrontation, or at least a question. But no one entered.

She left the folder on the desk. No one stopped her.

On the street, the night air had lost its sharpness. The city hummed. She joined it, moving with the flow, but she could still feel the faint, high-frequency tremor in her hands. The questions had felt less like an interview and more like a confession. She was neither first nor last, just another data point. The thought should have comforted her. It didn’t.

Back home, she lay in bed, fully dressed, waiting for sleep. But sleep didn’t come. Instead, she kept returning to the questions on the form, the cold precision of the words. She retraced the block letters of her own answers, wondering which one had been the test, which one had sealed it.

At 3:07 AM, her phone vibrated one last time. The message was three words.

You’re in, Maya.

She stared at it until the screen faded to black. She tried to imagine what she had become.

She failed. 

But she knew, with a certainty she couldn't argue herself out of, that whatever it was, it had already begun.


Chapter Two: You Were Selected

Scene 1

Maya sat at her kitchen table, bone-tired and dressed in the same clothes she’d worn since the previous night. The shirt was stiff from its own sweat, and the jeans bunched at the knees where she’d curled her legs against the radiator. A mug of coffee—cold, sour, but hers—rested at her right hand, leaving an oval stain on the peeling laminate. Morning entered the room with the timidity of a trespasser: thin light forced through the gap where the curtain fabric didn’t quite overlap, turning the cheap glass of her window into a blank interrogation lamp.

She read the email a seventh time. Each time the words bent differently.

The sender field said only: VIA. The subject: “Welcome, Maya.”

The message addressed her by name, as if they’d always been on first-name terms, and referred to her “recent application.” Maya’s mind went blank. No memory surfaced. She hadn’t applied for anything in weeks. The lie was so clean, so confident, it felt more like a correction than a mistake—as if the email knew her own history better than she did.

Dear Maya,

You are receiving this message because you value transformative experience over comfort. You are a candidate for a unique opportunity, curated specifically to challenge and expand your present sense of self.

You have been selected for a journey. Your destination is undisclosed; all costs are covered. You may bring up to three companions of your choosing. Duration: approximately one week. A car will arrive at your location upon confirmation of acceptance.

Please respond to this message or call the number below. We look forward to welcoming you aboard.

Adrian Vale, Director of Guest Experience, VIA

Beneath that, a phone number. Nothing else. 

No company address, no attachment, not even a signature image. The message had arrived at 3:07 AM, like a threat disguised as a compliment.

Maya looked at the phone number for a long time, the digits lined up like tombstones, then placed her laptop at the exact center of the table. She opened a new tab, fingers moving automatically: first the company name, then the number, then her own email address, then the phrase “transformative journey scam.”

The search results materialized in a thin wash, each one more spectral than the last. The first hit was a website with a domain registered less than three months ago: white background, single line of text—The anticipation is part of the experience—and a box to enter your email. No company history, no about page, no small print at the bottom. 

Maya clicked through the next six pages. There was nothing. No photos, no user complaints, no YouTube videos from the angry or the rescued. She found a couple of social accounts, their handles all some variant of “VIATrip” or “VIATransform,” but the content was a blur of motivational abstractions: trust the process, dare to surrender, become. Every image looked like stock photography except the faces had been cropped out, as if nobody survived the experience whole. 

She scrolled deeper, opening links she would normally avoid—dark web forums, industry whisper sites, Reddit threads with fewer than three upvotes. All she found was a trail of testimonials, each so voided of specifics it felt ghostwritten by something that understood language but not people. They spoke of “unimaginable discovery,” of “letting go and returning changed,” of “leaving behind what no longer served.” The language communicated nothing, but implied everything. It was a vacancy waiting for your own hunger to fill, a perfectly shaped void. She’d seen it before in the language of cults and lifestyle brands. It wasn’t a promise; it was a mirror.

Maya sipped the cold coffee and let the acid touch her teeth. The taste, at least, was real.

She minimized the browser and stared at her inbox. The email was still there, still perfectly composed, the digital equivalent of a handshake that lasted a few seconds too long.

She considered deleting it, but that would not have been honest. She left it open, the way you leave a tab running in the background, always there when you switch back to it.

Her phone vibrated—one new message from Jules, a meme about catfishing—but she didn’t open it. Instead she reread the VIA email, this time with a different mind, tracing the logic of each phrase like she was searching for microfractures in a pane of glass.

You may bring up to three companions of your choosing.

She let her mind run through the short list. Evan, probably. Jules, definitely. Naomi, if she could be convinced, which was statistically unlikely. The offer presumed she would never want to do this alone. It presumed she had people worth changing with.

Maya closed the laptop. The city outside had already moved on; the first traffic was a distant pulse in the avenue. She stood, legs stiff, and left the cold coffee on the table, an exhibit of her own paralysis. She didn't need to look again. She knew the message would be there, unchanged, waiting for an answer she had already decided to give.

It was lighter than she expected, the way something that mattered too much always was.

She dialed the number.


Scene 2

The call connected on the first ring. There was no automated buffer, no static prelude—just a crisp click, then a voice so clean it sounded sterile, like filtered air.

“This is VIA. Who am I speaking with?”

“Maya,” she said, and her voice sounded like it belonged to a smaller animal.

“Hello, Maya. Thank you for confirming.”

The voice was masculine, but androgynously smooth, as though it had never caught on anything. It pronounced her name with deliberate respect, as if she had achieved something just by speaking it aloud.

“Do you accept?” the voice asked.

She hesitated, but there was only one answer. “Yes.”

“Wonderful,” said the voice. “Your first experience will begin within a week. Please select your companions and notify us of their full names and contact information at your earliest convenience. A further message will follow.”

“That’s it?”

A faint breath, like someone smiling into the receiver. “That’s it, Maya. Congratulations. You are ahead of schedule.”

The line went dead with a soft finality.

She set the phone face-down, left it there, and stared at the kitchen’s dirty window. The city, stripped of context by the clouded glass, was reduced to geometry and motion: rectangles of apartments, blurs of people with their faces erased by morning. A cold updraft from the floor chilled her ankles, making her feel newly porous.

The list of candidates was not long. It had always been the same three, just with the order rearranged as her mood demanded.

She called Evan first. The phone barely had time to signal before he picked up. 

“Maya! Hey, I was just—wait, did you mean to call, or is this a butt-dial? No judgment, I just—”

“It’s me,” Maya said, and waited for his energy to fill the rest of the space.

“It did. “Classic! What’s up? You sound—don’t tell me. Interview, date, or crime?”

She laughed. It felt borrowed, but she used it anyway. “Not quite. I have a question for you.”

“Hit me.”

“If you could take a week off, all expenses paid, destination unknown, no idea what’s waiting at the other end, would you?”

He didn’t even pause. “Are you kidding? Hell yes. Do I need shots, or just a passport?”

“No shots. Probably.”

He made a pleased sound. “This is for that thing, isn’t it? The one you wouldn’t tell me about at the party?”

“Something like that.”

Evan was already halfway to the finish line. “When do we leave? Wait—can I pack?”

“Yes,” she said, “but they told us to pack light.”

“‘They’? Maya, is this a cult? If it is, I’m just saying, my mother would be relieved. At least she’d know where I was.”

“It’s not a cult.” She realized she was lying, but only technically.

Evan’s laugh softened at the edge. “Okay. But if I never see my dog again, I’m haunting you.”

He said yes before she asked. She thanked him, and let the call end without the usual struggle to keep it going.

Jules was next. They answered with a tone that sounded already inconvenienced.

“Who died?” Jules said.

“No one. Yet…”

“Then why are you calling?”

“I need a favor.”

Jules snorted. “You and everybody else.”

She ran down the pitch: a week off, no details, a mystery trip, potential for weirdness. Jules let her finish.

“Okay,” said Jules, “what’s the catch?”

She had nothing to offer. “No catch. It’s just… a chance to get out. Maybe something new.”

There was a rustle—a lighter, a brief hush of static—then Jules said, “You know I’m immune to FOMO, right?”

“I know.”

Jules asked two more questions, each one sharper and more precise. How did she get picked? Why her, and not someone with money to burn? She told them the truth: she didn’t know. The less she promised, the more likely they were to show up.

There was a long pause. Maya could picture Jules in a dark apartment, one foot on a radiator, looking out a window at nothing. 

“Fine,” said Jules, “but I’m not wearing matching T-shirts or signing an NDA.”

She let Jules hang up first.

The third call sat in her hand for a long time. She tapped the call button, but her thumb hovered, refusing to press. Instead she watched the phone’s blank face, as if waiting for it to reject her.

When she finally called Naomi, the ring went through to voicemail. Maya hung up, waited, then called again. The second time Naomi answered.

“Hello?”

Maya inhaled, tried to level out her voice. “It’s me. I have a question.”

Naomi didn’t ask what kind. She waited.

“If you were offered something,” Maya began, “a trip, or maybe a job… but they wouldn’t tell you what it was, or where you were going. Would you take it?”

“Who is offering?”

Maya gave the company’s name, spelled it, tried to sound casual.

There was a silence, then a measured exhale. “Have you already said yes?”

Maya’s silence answered for her.

Naomi asked: “Who is funding it? What are the legal terms? Is this something I should be worried about, Maya?”

Maya said, “I honestly don’t know. It’s just—something about it made sense.”

Naomi’s voice changed, more formal, almost detached. “You want me to go with you.”

“I do.”

More silence. “Let me think about it.”

“Of course,” Maya said.

Naomi disconnected gently, no click, just absence.

Maya set the phone in the center of the table and folded her hands around it. The coffee had gone cold again. She did not drink it.

The air in the kitchen felt heavier, as if the light itself had thickened. She waited for something to change, for the spell of action to break. Instead, her laptop made a small sound: a new message, the notification floating to the corner like a benediction.

She opened the email. The return address was the same as before.

Dear Maya,

We are pleased to confirm your acceptance. Thank you for your prompt response. We think you will find it especially meaningful to share this experience with people who matter to you. Further details to follow.

Warm regards,

Adrian Vale Director of Guest Experience VIA

She read the line again: “people who matter to you.”

The phrasing landed oddly. It was warm, yes, but manufactured warmth—the kind of sentiment one found on a sympathy card purchased at the last minute. She tried to picture Adrian Vale. A man in a suit, perhaps, or a woman with a script and a phone bank. It could just be a program.

The morning had advanced without her. The kitchen was brighter now, but the brightness felt clinical, a little hostile. She let the glow of the screen fill her eyes, the VIA message burning white against the muted palette of her apartment.

She hovered her finger over the reply button. She did not press it.

The message waited. The world outside went very still.


Chapter Three: Terms and Conditions

Scene 1

The VIA email shone at the center of her screen, white and pristine. She lifted her phone, then set it down again. Outside, dusk coagulated in the corners of the window frame. Her coffee, untouched for hours, had grown a skin on its surface. She repeated the gesture with the phone, wrist tense, until the joint ached, the laptop’s ghoulish blue light flickering across a water stain on the ceiling. When she finally dialed the number, it was with a decisiveness she did not feel.

The call connected in less than two rings.

“VIA Guest Experience,” a voice said. “Adrian speaking.”

The accent was American but not regional, the vowels sanded down to a neutral gloss. She recognized at once the careful brightness, the way call center agents were trained to smile through the wire. But this was warmer, unhurried—a voice layered with a texture like worn wool. A voice you could trust to tell you when the flight was canceled, and to apologize in a way that made it seem like you were both in it together.

“She did not introduce herself. “Hi. I had a few questions.”

“Of course,” said Adrian, voice modulating to the precise frequency of her hesitancy. “How can I help?”

She opened the notebook to her left, saw that the questions she had written were now illegible, not from handwriting but from the sweat of her palm, which had blurred the ink into bruised arcs. She closed the notebook.

“What is the destination?” she said, her voice coming out too sharp. She quickly softened it: “Is it in the country?”


A smile in the air: “Your destination is not predetermined, Maya. It’s tailored to the group. That is part of the VIA philosophy—transformative experience requires surrender to process.”

Her name, in his mouth. She hadn’t given it. The muscles in her back tightened, a small, cold knot. She dismissed it. “But you must know,” she said, her voice tighter than before.

A beat. “We do, but telling you in advance can distort the outcome. Guests who arrive with expectations rarely receive what they hoped for.”

She stared at the screen, the words sliding off her like oil on water.

She tried again: “Can you tell me about safety protocols?”

A brief, almost musical pause. “Certainly. VIA operates in full compliance with all relevant international hospitality and aviation standards. Our service providers are vetted for security, medical preparedness, and guest comfort. If you have allergies, or accessibility requirements, you can note them on the form after this call.”

It sounded official. It meant nothing. She knew, because she had worked jobs that required the same script: say the words, smooth the question into a surface so polished it reflected only the questioner’s own face.

She pressed the phone to her ear until the shell of it went hot.

She said, “Who else will be there?”

Something shifted in her chest, a faint wrongness she couldn’t locate. “You don’t know me,” she said, and tried to make it sound light.

She sat very still. Her eyes did not leave the email, but she saw only the afterimage of her own name.

He filled the silence. “You’ll receive a contract shortly. If you prefer to speak in person, we can arrange for a representative to meet you.”

She said, “No, I’ll read it,” and did not recognize her own tone, flat as a lid closing.

“Wonderful,” said the voice. “We’re delighted to have you on board.”

The line went dead. It felt like an old-fashioned phone, the click so solid it left an echo in her ear.

Within minutes, the email arrived. The subject: “Welcome, Maya – Next Steps.” There was an attachment, PDF, titled “VIA Experience Agreement.”

She double-clicked. The document opened in a window that devoured the rest of her screen, lines and lines of legal text rendered in the faint gray of an end-user license nobody would ever read.

She read it.

She forced herself to.

Her eyes tracked the dense columns, clauses subdivided into subclauses, the language engineered to repel attention. She slowed at the phrase “consent to immersive experience, including the possibility of simulated crisis or emotional intensity.” She stopped at “waiver of claims related to stress, discomfort, or psychological distress, whether expected or unforeseen.” Her jaw flexed involuntarily. She read some paragraphs twice, as if repetition would yield an answer different from the first.

Other parts, she skimmed. She did not finish the last page.

She clicked the signature box. The window flashed green and collapsed, and the quiet of the room pressed in.

The room was very quiet.


She forwarded the document to Jules, Evan, and Naomi with the subject: *Read this and let me know.* Nothing in the body.

Evan’s call came first. His voice arrived with a smile: “Maya! Are you seeing this NDA?”

Before she could answer, her phone buzzed with a notification: a signed PDF from Jules. The file was labeled “Final.pdf.” No message.

“I think they’re hiding the part where you get the secret upgrades,” Evan said into the silence.

She laughed, a thin sound. “It’s a lot.”

“I’d go anywhere with you, you know,” he said, his tone softening after a beat.

“Thanks, Evan,” she said, just as Naomi’s name flashed on the screen for call waiting.

He hung up without asking if she was okay. She took Naomi’s call as dusk settled, the hour when streetlights blinked awake and the apartment looked briefly less empty.

Her voice was precise, flat, a diagnostic tool. “You read the whole thing?”

“Most of it,” Maya said.

“There are two clauses you should be aware of.” Naomi did not wait for acknowledgment. “One: they require surrender of personal devices for the duration of the program, with the exception of medical emergencies. Two: participation may involve simulated social pressure environments, with group or individual feedback sessions. Did you see that?”

Maya had seen, but not processed. She murmured agreement, keeping her tone neutral.

Naomi said, “You know what this sounds like, right?”

She did. It sounded like behavioral reconditioning. It sounded like a cult that was too modern to believe in gods.

She said, “I think it’s marketing. For team-building or something.”

Naomi’s silence was long enough to be a verdict. Then: “Fine. I’ll go.”

Maya nodded, though the motion was unseen. “Good.”

She set the phone down. She did not move for a while.

The relief that washed through her was so sharp and pure it should have signaled an error, but instead it left her hollow and unburdened. She could have filled the hollow with anything, but she filled it with the sound of her own breath, steady and almost normal.

She closed the laptop.

She watched the night enter through the uncurtained window, the city beyond blurred into a thousand undifferentiated lights. She let the glow steady her, let it mask the sense of something irreversible, already begun.


She did not regret. She did not doubt.

She watched a fly cross the windowsill and thought about nothing.


Maya sat at her desk as dusk coagulated in the corners of her apartment, the only light the ghoulish blue of the laptop, the screen’s glow flickering faint shadows across the water stain on her ceiling. Her coffee had gone cold, skin on the surface, a brief suggestion of something living in the cup. She had not changed her clothes from the morning; she had not eaten; she had not spoken aloud in hours. The VIA email shone at the center of the screen, white and pristine, an invitation and an indictment both.

She lifted her phone, thumbed the side button, set it down again. She repeated the gesture, wrist tense, until the joint ached. When she dialed the number it was with a decisiveness she did not feel.

The call connected in less than two rings.

“VIA Guest Experience,” said the voice. “Adrian speaking.”

The accent was American but not regional, the vowels sanded down to a neutral gloss. She recognized at once the careful brightness, the way call center agents were trained to smile through the wire. But this was warmer, unhurried—an acoustic cardigan. A voice you could trust to tell you when the flight was canceled, and to apologize in a way that made it seem like you were both in it together.

She did not introduce herself. She said, “Hi. I had a few questions.”

“Of course,” said Adrian, voice modulating to the precise frequency of her hesitancy. “How can I help?”

She opened the notebook to her left, saw that the questions she had written were now illegible, not from handwriting but from the sweat of her palm, which had blurred the ink into bruised arcs. She closed the notebook.

“What is the destination?” she said, and her voice came out too sharp, so she added, “Is it in the country?”

A smile in the air: “Your destination is not predetermined, Maya. It’s tailored to the group. That is part of the VIA philosophy—transformative experience requires surrender to process.”

“But you must know,” she said.

A beat. “We do, but telling you in advance can distort the outcome. Guests who arrive with expectations rarely receive what they hoped for.”

She stared at the screen, the words sliding off her like oil on water.

She tried again: “Can you tell me about safety protocols?”

A brief, almost musical pause. “Certainly. VIA operates in full compliance with all relevant international hospitality and aviation standards. Our service providers are vetted for security, medical preparedness, and guest comfort. If you have allergies, or accessibility requirements, you can note them on the form after this call.”

It sounded official. It meant nothing. She knew, because she had worked jobs that required the same script: say the words, smooth the question into a surface so polished it reflected only the questioner’s own face.

She pressed the phone to her ear until the shell of it went hot.

She said, “Who else will be there?”

The voice brightened. “Groups are carefully matched for compatibility and complementary temperament. We find that optimal experience depends on the chemistry of the guests.” A low chuckle. “Don’t worry, Maya. We already know you are the right fit.”

A prickle at the nape of her neck. “You don’t know me,” she said, and tried to make it sound light.

“But we do,” said Adrian, and in the faintest undertow of the words she heard the repetition: We do, Maya. We selected you specifically.

She sat very still. Her eyes did not leave the email, but she saw only the afterimage of her own name.

The voice filled the silence. “You’ll receive a contract shortly. If you prefer to speak in person, we can arrange for a representative to meet you.”

She said, “No, I’ll read it,” and did not recognize her own tone, flat as a lid closing.

“Wonderful,” said the voice. “We’re delighted to have you on board.”

The line went dead. It felt like an old-fashioned phone, the click solid enough to leave a ring in her ear.

Within minutes, the email arrived. The subject: “Welcome, Maya – Next Steps.” There was an attachment, PDF, titled “VIA Experience Agreement.”

She double-clicked. The document opened in a window that devoured the rest of her screen, lines and lines of legal text rendered in the faint gray of an end-user license nobody would ever read.

She read it.

She forced herself to.

Her eyes tracked the dense columns, clauses subdivided into subclauses, the language engineered to repel attention. The phrase “consent to immersive experience, including the possibility of simulated crisis or emotional intensity,” made her slow. She stopped entirely at the “waiver of claims related to stress, discomfort, or psychological distress, whether expected or unforeseen.” Her jaw flexed involuntarily. She read some paragraphs twice, as if repetition would yield an answer different from the first.

Other parts, she skimmed. She did not finish the last page.

She clicked the signature box. The window flashed green and collapsed into the desktop, taking the noise with it.

The room was very quiet.

She forwarded the document to Jules, Evan, and Naomi with the subject: Read this and let me know. Nothing in the body. She waited.

Jules returned the signed contract in four minutes, no message, not even an emoji. The attached file was labeled “Final.pdf,” as if that was the last document they ever expected to sign.

Evan called. His voice arrived with a smile: “Maya! Are you seeing this NDA? I think they’re hiding the part where you get the secret upgrades.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s a lot.”

He read a clause aloud, attempting the accent of an insurance adjuster. “We may record all interactions for research and training purposes. Please be aware that privacy is not guaranteed, except in the lavatory. That’s comforting, right?”

She laughed, more out of relief than anything. “It’s probably just standard.”

He let the line breathe, then said, softer: “I’d go anywhere with you, you know.”

She did know. “Thanks, Evan.”

He hung up without asking if she was okay.

Naomi called at dusk, the hour when streetlights blinked awake and the apartment looked briefly less empty.

Her voice was precise, flat, a diagnostic tool. “You read the whole thing?”

“Most of it,” Maya said.

“There are two clauses you should be aware of.” Naomi did not wait for acknowledgment. “One: they require surrender of personal devices for the duration of the program, with the exception of medical emergencies. Two: participation may involve simulated social pressure environments, with group or individual feedback sessions. Did you see that?”

Maya had seen, but not processed. She made a sound of agreement, kept it neutral.

Naomi said, “You know what this sounds like, right?”

She did. It sounded like behavioral reconditioning. It sounded like a cult that was too modern to believe in gods.

She said, “I think it’s marketing. For team-building or something.”

Naomi’s silence was long enough to be a verdict. Then: “Fine. I’ll go.”

“Maya nodded to herself. “Good.”

She set the phone down. She did not move for a while.

The relief that flooded her was so sharp, so pure, that it should have signaled an error. Instead it washed through her, left her hollow and unburdened. She could have filled the hollow with anything, but she filled it with the sound of her own breath, steady and almost normal.

She closed the laptop.

She watched the night enter through the uncurtained window, the city beyond blurred into a thousand undifferentiated lights. She let the glow steady her, let it mask the sense of something irreversible, already begun.

She did not regret. She did not doubt.

She simply waited for the next thing to happen.


Chapter Four: Gate Seventeen

Scene 1

The private VIA terminal was not in any airport she had ever known. It lived behind a service corridor marked “Authorized Personnel Only” and unlocked by a QR code sent at midnight. The code was not a code; it was a pulse, a live check against the self. Maya held her phone to the reader and felt a subtle magnetic resistance as the door buzzed open, as if the air on the other side were already disallowing her.

The corridor beyond was an arterial length of off-white, aggressively blank. No turns, no art, no visible cameras. The silence was engineered, a taut hum from the HVAC that felt calculated to erase memory. Maya walked it with the gait of someone neither late nor early, her luggage trailing, her senses already flattening into a single, forward vector.

The terminal itself resembled the VIA website in the way a body in a casket resembles a high school yearbook photo. The bones of it were expensive: walls paneled in something both paler and colder than stone, floors so polished they reflected not light but the suggestion of it. Recessed amber illumination pooled in spots designed to flatter but never warm. The check-in desk was a monolith—no screens, no monitors, just two staffers in matching charcoal, hands folded, mouths fixed in the upturned, strenuous smile of a dental ad.

There were about thirty guests in the space, which was only wide enough to enforce proximity. It was the most curated crowd she had ever seen: old money, young hunger, several bodies so lean and symmetrical she suspected they had come from a single casting call. Skin tones and ages varied in the way stock photography varied—never too close to center, always ready to be cropped for maximum relatability. Everyone had luggage designed to be lost, not missed. 

There were two coffee stations, both unmanned, one clearly for the dairy-free. In the absence of departure boards, a single wall bore the VIA logo, embossed into the surface with such restraint it could have been a watermark or a threat. There were no clocks, no windows, no view of the runway or the world beyond. Maya set her bag down and let her eyes slip from one face to the next, cataloguing, as she always did, the tiny betrayals in posture, the self-editing of nervous hands.

She clocked Jules first, looping the perimeter in what would look like a phone call to a casual observer. It was not; Maya recognized the tells. The low murmur of silent note-taking, and the specific, restless tap of two fingers against their thigh—a rhythm she knew meant Jules was running background checks in their head. She angled to intercept, and as she neared, Jules met her with a glance, eyes flickering over Maya’s clothes, her shoes, her mood, and then back to the surface.

“Good,” said Jules, sotto voce. “I was about to run out of plausible small talk.”

Maya feigned a smile. “You always say that.”

Jules jerked their chin toward the front desk, where a man in a grey blazer was signing a form he had not been handed. “Watch the staff,” said Jules. “They know names before they see the ID. Guy in the blazer walked up, staffer said, ‘Welcome, Mr. Devine.’ He looked surprised, so did the next woman. They’re running facial recognition, I’d bet on it.”

Maya risked a glance at the staff. Their attention tracked the room but never landed, as if eye contact was regulated for health reasons.

Jules continued, “And the guests? You see the ratios?”

She scanned. “What, you think it’s a social experiment?”

Jules shrugged, one shoulder up, one down. “If it is, the experiment is on us.”

A woman passed, high heels making no sound on the impossible floor. Her coat was camel, her hair was black and straight and fell in a way that cost a fortune to maintain. Her skin had the poreless, slick texture of glass in rain. Maya tried to place her—hedge fund, venture capital, biohacker, some flavor of entrepreneurial psychopathy—but the woman’s face was too set, too composed. When she turned, her eyes flashed over Maya and Jules, not pausing long enough to catalog as threat.

Jules said, “Also, everyone’s bags are the same two brands. I give it thirty minutes before they start swapping personality tests.”

“You think it’s all staged?” said Maya, but she already knew Jules’s answer.

“I think,” said Jules, “that this is the opposite of random.”

Maya accepted this, and let her attention drift to the rest of the room. There, at a low table, Evan was already holding forth to a group of three, one of whom was the glass-skinned woman. The others: a man with hair so blond it looked like a medical condition, and a woman in her sixties wearing a puffer vest over a silk shirt, every visible inch of her arms tattooed in blues and greens. 

Evan caught Maya’s eye and winked, then pivoted back to his audience with a smile that could have gotten him out of jury duty. He was, Maya observed, in his element. There was no sign of stress, no flicker of the nervous energy she sometimes saw in him when the stakes were unclear. Instead, he radiated the kind of assurance that was only possible for people who had never, in any setting, been the least attractive person in the room.

Maya looked for Naomi, expecting her to be at the edge of things. She was. Naomi had claimed a small corner bench under a wall sconce, hands folded over a closed book, not reading it. Her hair was tied back, and her posture suggested patience that could last days. The expression was classic Naomi: impassive, a little remote, every movement deliberate. She was watching the entire room, not for threat, but for pattern. When Maya made her way over, Naomi shifted just enough to indicate she’d been seen.

“Early,” Maya said, settling beside her. Naomi didn’t look up from her book. “The staff rotates every eighteen minutes,” she said. “The new ones never acknowledge the old.” The observation was a classic Naomi data point: insignificant on its own, but unsettling because she had bothered to collect it. Maya waited for more, but Naomi just closed the book and tucked it into her bag.

“You seen Jules?” Naomi asked.

“They’re working the perimeter.”

Naomi smiled, just enough to show it was a joke. “Of course.”

A bell tone sounded, low and perfectly round, and the staff at the desk lifted their hands in unison. One said, “We invite guests to make their way to the departure lounge. Boarding will begin shortly.”

No one moved at first. Then the guests arranged themselves into a queue without any direction, the way sheep might, or the very old. Maya and Naomi joined at the back, with Jules drifting up behind them, eyes still working the room.

Jules whispered, “They’re calling people by first name now. More intimate.”

Evan rejoined them, now accompanied by the blond man, who turned out to be named Theo. “Evan introduced him as Theo. “Our new best friend,” he said. “He’s done this before—calls it a ‘reset.’ Also invented an app for mapping social capital.” The joke, if it was one, landed badly, but Maya shook Theo’s hand anyway. It was dry, too warm.

“Ever flown private?” asked Theo.

Jules smiled. “Once. It was disappointing.”

Theo laughed, an octave too high. “That’s the spirit.”

The line moved, and as they approached the desk, Maya saw the staffer fix her smile on the next guest and say, “Welcome, Linda.” No check of passport, no glance at a manifest. The guest smiled, uncertain, and handed over her passport anyway.

When it was Maya’s turn, the staffer smiled with exactly the same wattage and said, “Welcome, Maya. We’re delighted you could make it.” She placed a hand, very gently, over Maya’s as she took the passport, then returned it with a motion so smooth it suggested choreography.

Evan’s greeting was identical, though the staffer added, “We’ve arranged your preferred beverage for after takeoff.” Evan looked pleased, and then immediately confused as to how they knew.

“They were handed RFID badges, identical except for the lanyard color: Maya’s was black, Evan’s blue, Jules’s orange, Naomi’s white. Maya’s mind immediately tried to assign them meaning—threat level, personality type, control group? Jules held up their badge. “That’s not arbitrary.” “Nothing here is,” Maya said, the black lanyard feeling suddenly heavy in her hand.”

A staffer gestured them through a glass door into the next chamber, which was, impossibly, even more silent than the first. The walls were a shade darker; the seating was arranged in clusters of four, each with a pitcher of water and a ceramic bowl of dried fruit. There was a scent, almost medical, beneath the perfume of fresh upholstery.

Naomi took a seat and immediately set her badge face-down on the table. Evan wandered to the water pitcher, poured a glass, and offered it to the group before drinking. Jules paced the length of the room, pretending to look at the art—a single black canvas, hung slightly off-center on one wall.

Maya sat, hands folded in her lap. She watched the other guests file in, each reacting to the room in their own idiom: one man pulled out a notebook and began writing; two women took selfies against the logo wall; another couple, so identical in profile they could have been engineered, sat in silence, staring straight ahead.

The hum of the HVAC became louder as the room filled. Maya focused on it, letting the vibration settle behind her teeth. Almost enough to crowd out the tightness that had taken up residence somewhere between her sternum and her throat.

She looked at her friends, one by one: Jules, fidgeting; Naomi, not moving at all; Evan, talking to a stranger as if they had been friends for years.

She felt a pulse of affection for them, sharp and undiluted. Then, just as quickly, the cold returned—a sense that all of this, even her own presence, was an element in a system she hadn’t designed and could not predict.

“She waited for the next signal. The room offered none—no clocks, no announcements, only the unblinking light. The wait stretched into a sensory void that could have been two minutes or twenty. Then, a staffer stood in the center of the room, having appeared from nowhere, her steps an erasure of sound. “We are now ready to begin boarding,” she said, her voice gentle, full of implication. “Please proceed when you are ready.”

The doors at the far end of the room hissed open. 

Maya stood. She felt the room stand with her.

She did not look back at the corridor. It had already disappeared.

Scene 2

The group was halfway across the lounge when the first note of discord sounded—a muffled sob that did not fit the sound design of the room. It drew Maya’s attention with the efficiency of a fire alarm. She turned in time to see the woman in the camel coat—her profile now marred by wetness, mouth trembling, luggage at her feet—shaking her head at the staffer manning the boarding checkpoint.

The staffer, a young man with the unmarked beauty of a pharmaceutical model, spoke to her in a voice so low Maya could not catch a single word. His hand hovered in midair, palm up, offering her something she would not take. The woman’s hands were empty, fingers splayed in a gesture that might have been defense or apology.

“I want to cancel,” the woman said, voice straining for volume. “I changed my mind. Please.”

A few heads turned; more did not. The man in the grey blazer glanced over with the irritated curiosity of someone waiting for his Uber. Jules, who had been leading the group toward the checkpoint, stopped cold and let the rest of them drift past. Maya watched the staffer as he nodded once, then motioned subtly to the side wall.

A seam split open in the stone—a door where no door had been—and two more staffers emerged, hands empty, expressions blank but perfectly human. They approached the woman at a measured pace. No one grabbed her, no one even touched her at first. Instead, the original staffer stepped aside, and the new arrivals took up positions at each shoulder, so close their sleeves brushed the fabric of her coat.

The woman began to cry in earnest, shoulders shaking, sound muffled by the engineered quiet. She said, “You have my passport. I want it back. Please, I want to leave.”

The staffers flanked her. The original spoke again, lips barely moving, then placed his hand very lightly on her elbow—not restraining, but directing. The woman resisted, but it was the resistance of a child denied bedtime: not a fight, just a wish for things to pause. The three of them turned as a unit, guiding her toward the seam in the wall.

She looked over her shoulder. Her eyes found Maya’s for an instant, pupils wide and fixed, like someone watching the ground come up fast. It was the look of someone just now realizing she was never in control. Then the trio slipped through the opening, and the stone closed behind them with a hiss so soft it might have been imagined.

Silence returned. A few guests looked away sharply, as if a private matter had been aired. Others returned to their phones with focused intent. The man in the grey blazer sighed, an exhalation of pure inconvenience. No one, not even the staff, acknowledged the interruption.

The boarding checkpoint resumed its function, calling guests forward by name. When it was Maya’s turn, the staffer’s expression showed no hint of what had just transpired. He smiled, checked her badge, and said, “Thank you, Maya. This way, please.” His voice was exactly as warm as before.

Jules was next. They accepted their boarding pass with a hand that trembled almost imperceptibly, the signature two-finger tap absent. Maya saw this and filed it away.

Naomi approached last. She looked not at the staffer but at the wall where the seam had been, then at Maya. The look held for two beats, maybe three, before Naomi broke it, stepping into line behind the others.

They joined the queue for the jet bridge—a corridor as bland and silent as the rest, but with the addition of faintly piped-in scent, something that hovered between ozone and eucalyptus. The lighting was softer here, less interrogation room, more high-end spa.

As the group moved, the only conversation came from Theo and Evan, who had been paired together by some algorithmic seat assignment. Theo leaned in and whispered something, and Evan gave a low, genuine laugh that sounded almost defiant.

Jules broke their silence first, voice pitched so only the group could hear: “So that’s the protocol. If you get cold feet, they ghost you in real time.”

Evan shrugged, but his smile was brittle. “Maybe she was just having a bad day.”

Jules said nothing, but the absence of sarcasm in their response was more telling than a rant.

Naomi, voice low and measured, said: “They want us to internalize it. If you make trouble, you disappear. Everyone else proceeds as planned.”

Maya nodded, but her eyes were on the staffer up ahead, who now greeted each guest at the plane’s threshold with the same practiced, emotionless smile. There was no hint, in his bearing or his words, that he had just participated in a removal. There was no evidence of the woman at all.

The jet itself was as new and bare as the rest of the experience, rows of white-leather seats, overhead bins so low-profile they barely registered as storage. The windows were shuttered, not with shades but with a digital filter that turned the view outside into a perfectly gray gradient.

The group found their seats: Maya and Naomi together, Jules across the aisle, Evan and Theo a few rows ahead. The rest of the guests settled quickly, many putting on headphones, some already asleep.

Maya sat, buckled in, and let the silence wash over her. She expected to feel fear, or guilt, or at least a sick echo of the woman’s panic. Instead, she felt only the sense of containment, as if the cabin was pressurized not with air but with expectation.

She turned to Naomi, who was watching her with the same diagnostic patience as always.

“Are you okay?” Maya asked, and immediately hated how performative it sounded.

Naomi tilted her head. “Are you?”

Maya considered this. “No. But I will be.”

Naomi nodded, once, and closed her eyes.

Jules looked over from the aisle, face unreadable, but their hands had stilled on the armrests, fingers splayed and empty.

The plane began to taxi. There was no announcement, no preamble. The only sign that they were leaving was the brief, almost tender, pressure of acceleration, and the faint click as the doors sealed.

Maya watched the wall where the seam had been, half-expecting it to open again and reveal what was behind it.

It never did.

The cabin lights dimmed, and the plane lifted, and the world below receded, silent and absolute.


Chapter Five: Airborne

Scene 1

The aircraft was not a plane in any literal sense; it was a hypothesis made metal and leather and then left to idle on the dark tarmac. Maya stepped through the portal and into a pressurized corridor of taste: wide cream seats in staggered pairs, each with more space than a studio apartment, a row of floor-to-ceiling windows now reflecting only the sodium glow of runway lamps. The ambient lighting was set to a shade between butter and candle flame, soft as breath, yet there was no scent of warmth, no trace of humanity except what the guests brought with them in the hem of their coats.

The first note: every seat had a folded blanket the color of bone, and every passenger in the forward cabin wore their own body like an accessory. Maya noted them as she moved toward her row. There was an older woman with a banker’s helmet of white hair, three separate men with jawlines shaped by orthodontia and luck, and a couple so similar in profile Maya wondered if their relationship was a tax evasion scheme. The only child in the cabin—no more than eight, and wearing headphones the size of boxing gloves—sat alone, already playing a game of avoidance with her reflection. In all, maybe twenty guests, each spaced with the precision of a diagram.

Jules was first to stow their bag, the motion fluid as always. They took the aisle seat, planted their boots on the brushed aluminum crossbar, and began an immediate, silent inventory of the other passengers. Naomi slipped past and dropped into the window seat, leaving a dignified gap between herself and the aisle. Evan lingered two rows back, flirting with a flight attendant by means of good posture and excessive eye contact; the attendant, unflappable, returned only a professional smile and a polite pivot.

Maya found her seat—port side, forward, half a row in front of the others. She took a moment to study the cabin, then pulled out her phone and snapped a quick photo of the safety card, already certain there would be no Wi-Fi. Her bag, when slotted beneath the seat, left room for a second bag she did not remember bringing. The armrest was wrapped in something softer than leather. The safety belt buckle was weighted to imply quality.

As the last guests filtered on, the windows outside flickered from orange to a subdued blue, like a change in the temperature of the air itself. The crew, when they moved, did so with the unison of a well-paid conspiracy: two at the front, two at the rear, none ever standing still long enough to become a fixture. None of them wore the airline’s name, just a black pin the shape of an oblong diamond, discreet but not secret. Maya filed that away.

There was no safety demo, not even the pantomime of buckling and unbuckling. Instead, the PA system came alive with a note-perfect chime, and a voice said, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard. The VIA Experience will begin shortly. We ask that you make yourselves comfortable, and refrain from using electronic devices at this time. Our staff will be coming by with a selection of beverages. Thank you for choosing VIA.”

The voice was androgynous, each vowel manicured to a neutral frequency. Maya tried to assign a face to the voice, but the only image that came was the black diamond pin, spinning in a void.

Jules caught her gaze from across the aisle, one eyebrow up: told you so. Maya returned a micro-nod, her mouth registering the barest hint of amusement.

The plane began to taxi, the motion so smooth she doubted it until the windows confirmed it with a scroll of featureless tarmac. There were no visible engines on the wing; the window itself was so clean it could have been a screen. Maya pressed her knuckle to the glass. It was cold, and it pushed back.

The wheels left the ground with barely a prelude. Maya felt only the suggestion of a vertical shift, a slow lean into ascent, and then the world outside became a blank negative. The city, if it had existed, was instantly gone.

The cabin light remained unchanged, and a crew member appeared with a tray of drinks—each glass a different shape, but each filled exactly one-third. “May I offer you something to begin?” she asked, and her teeth were as white as the napkin under the glass. 

Maya took the first option, which tasted like pear and carbon dioxide. The crew member called her by her first name, as if they’d met at a more expensive party. “Thank you, Maya. If you require anything, just press the button on the armrest.”

Jules accepted a drink, swirled it once, and said, “Let the games begin.” Their tone was light, but their hand shook once before settling. Naomi declined the tray, but took a bottle of water with a smile that said she didn’t need the crew’s help to remain hydrated. Evan, further back, ordered two drinks and handed one to the man seated beside him, who looked briefly startled before deciding to enjoy the hospitality.

It was, Maya thought, a perfectly neutral flight. No turbulence, no engine whine, just a deep, abdominal hum that worked its way into the spine. The only deviation came twenty minutes in, when the windows began to shift: not with a shade or screen, but with a slow, liquid darkening, as if a chemical was bleeding through the glass. One by one, the windows faded from translucent to the black of an unlit hallway.

The PA chimed again. “For your comfort, we have enabled privacy mode. We invite you to be present in the experience, and to let go of destination anxiety. For the remainder of the flight, personal devices will be secured. Please place them in the provided pouches, which you will find in the seatback pocket.”

The pouches were white, embroidered with the same black diamond. Maya opened hers. It was lined with something conductive and shut with a soft, magnetic click. There was no room for negotiation: the words on the pouch read, “For Your Security and Ours.”

Jules’s phone was already in their hand. They looked at Maya, then at the pouch, then back at Maya, as if waiting for her to say this was all a joke.

Evan surrendered immediately, dropping his phone and watch into the pouch, then cinching it closed and giving the attendant a thumbs-up. He resumed conversation with his neighbor, making up for the loss of digital distraction by doubling down on his own charisma.

Naomi, for her part, waited. When the attendant came to collect the pouches, Naomi met her eyes, holding the gaze for a fraction too long. Then she placed her phone in the pouch, but kept her hand over it until the attendant extended a palm. Naomi let go, her fingers slow to uncurl.

Maya, last, pressed her phone into the pouch and held it for a second, thumb resting over the glass as if sealing a secret inside. She passed it to the attendant, who nodded once, sharply, and moved on.

The cabin air shifted. The hum of the engines was unchanged, but the silence among the guests gained a new density. Maya could feel the absence of data, the way the brain reached for a missing limb.

She turned her attention to the food, which was brought on silent trays and arranged with the reverence of a religious offering. The bread was warm, the butter soft, the salad micro, the steak the color of arterial blood. Each course arrived with a new wine, and each wine arrived with a one-line description from the crew. No one asked about allergies, but no one reacted badly, so Maya assumed that had been handled in advance.

A man two rows ahead asked, “How long is the flight, exactly?” His voice was mild, but the question drew a ripple of interest.

The crew member replied: “The journey takes as long as it needs to.”

The man laughed, a dry, pleased sound. “Very Zen.”

“Thank you, sir,” said the crew member, and she vanished without another word.

Jules leaned across the aisle, voice low. “This is either the best or the worst scam you’ve ever run.”

Maya smiled, then frowned, then said, “It’s not a scam.”

Jules said, “Yet,” and returned to their bread.

After the meal, the cabin lights dimmed further. Some guests reclined their seats and pulled blankets over their laps. Maya watched as the older woman near the front removed her earrings and tucked them into a pillbox, then slipped a silk mask over her eyes and went perfectly still.

Evan’s conversation had dwindled to a soft exchange of confidences; he was half-turned in his seat, and the only sign of unease was the way he flexed his toes against the footrest.

Naomi remained upright, eyes open, hands folded on her knees. She was not meditating, but waiting, as if the absence of time was a problem to be solved.

Maya, sleepless, tried to measure distance without any tools. She counted the seconds between course corrections, watched for subtle shifts in the angle of the cabin, tasted the recycled air for any change in humidity. It was a game she could not win.

At some point, Jules reached out across the aisle, index finger extended, and tapped the top of Maya’s shoe with the tip of their own. It was not a gesture of comfort, but of confirmation: you see it too.

She tapped back, once, and then let her foot settle.

The darkness outside the windows became total, the kind of dark that invited the mind to fill it with memory or fear. Maya chose memory, for as long as she could stand it.

She did not remember falling asleep, but at some point her head tipped forward and she drifted. In the absence of dreams, she invented a new set of anxieties.

She woke to a sensation of downshift, the slight but unmistakable drop in pressure that meant descent. The cabin lights glowed in response, a faint amber pulse, as if preparing the passengers for what came next.

A staff member appeared, and her voice filled the cabin, soft and certain: “We are now approaching our final destination. Please remain seated. Welcome to the first moment of your experience.”

The guests looked around, as if expecting applause. There was none.

Maya inhaled, held it, exhaled.

She did not feel relief. She did not feel dread. She felt the air settle inside her, and she waited for whatever happened next.


Chapter Six: Black Water

Scene 1

The moment before the cabin doors unlocked, the air went sullen. A current of it gathered at the roof of Maya’s mouth, briny and metallic, thick as the pause between a pulse and its echo. She expected the usual queue—the slow shuffling, the agitation of belongings reassembled with polite urgency—but there was nothing. The crew simply moved through the aisle, motioning with the palm, a gesture so gentle it might have been a test. The doors opened, and instead of jetway or corridor, the world was entirely fog.

Maya stepped into it and found the ground had no intention of meeting her halfway. The tarmac was short, a concrete tongue licking out into the gray, slicked with condensation that made her slip once, half a foot’s slide, before she caught herself. Visibility was an arm’s length. The windows of the plane dissolved behind them as if the aircraft itself had vanished into smoke. She could hear voices—her own group, other guests—but the sound was filleted by the wet air, each sentence arriving half-formed and faintly accusatory.

There was no signage, no emblem or flag, nothing to name the country or the company or even the time of day. The ambient light was sourceless, like the inside of an overcast eyelid. Maya had never been in a place so lacking horizon; even the distinction between air and water was a hypothesis. The only direction was forward, toward the tremor of amber, low and suspended above nothing, drawing the guests as a lantern draws moths with nowhere else to go.

Jules appeared beside her, steps landing too lightly to register. “It’s a set,” they said, sotto voce. “I swear I’ve seen this on a Netflix show. They used fog machines and sodium lamps.” The words bounced off Maya, not because they were false but because they were more true than Jules intended.

Naomi fell in behind them, hand steady at her side, eyes already set to filtering. Evan brought up the rear, voice a whisper of laughter as he exchanged a joke with someone Maya could not see. She took a census: her group intact, the others blurred, but all were moving as if herded by a silent algorithm.

The dock emerged in increments—a plank, a metal bracket, the silhouette of a cleat. Maya’s mind filled in the rest. The construction was industrial, not for pleasure boats or leisure craft but for something larger, more functional. The planks were oiled and black, beads of condensation forming along the grain. Beneath the dock, the water was so dark and featureless it resisted the idea of depth. It reflected nothing, not even the amber lights strung overhead. The bulbs themselves appeared to float, a row of tiny suns encased in glass, their radiance dying just beyond the immediate air around them.

Moored to the dock: a small fleet of boats, all the same. Flat-bottomed, heavy, the kind that could handle a shifting tide and an unkind current. Each boat was attended by two staffers in charcoal uniforms, the same tailored fit as the terminal crew but made for wetter work. Their faces, when they looked up, revealed the same high-gloss composure: lips set in a practiced neutrality, eyes that flicked to each guest and immediately tabulated something.

The transfer began with no spoken command. The staff at the bow stepped forward and lifted a hand, not so much to invite as to direct, their other hand always ready to steady. Maya felt her group gathered, then shepherded—she and Naomi first, then Jules, then Evan, each motioned to the same boat in a sequence so seamless it must have been rehearsed. No one else from the plane joined them. No explanation was offered. Other groups were sorted with the same frictionless care, directed into their own vessels with the efficiency of a well-run experiment.

Maya’s mind caught on the fact of it—her, Naomi, Jules, and Evan together, the others dispersed. It could be kindness, or it could be selection. She tucked the uncertainty into her chest and let it settle there, a second pulse beating beneath the first.

The surface of the dock was slick, but the boats themselves were drier than expected, the inside lined with a synthetic mat that drank the condensation from shoes and jackets. The hull flexed under her foot, a living thing rather than a platform. She gripped the strap of her bag with two fingers and kept her eyes down, stepping over the gunwale with deliberate care. There was a second of imbalance—a possibility of falling—but the staffer’s hand was already there, palm open, never touching unless absolutely required.

She sat, the seat a bare bench, her bag pressed between her feet. Naomi was beside her, then Jules, then Evan, who made a show of stretching out but kept his knees locked, as if bracing for a sudden lurch.

The staffers did not introduce themselves. They waited for the last guest to settle, then released the lines in silence. One took the helm, the other crouched at the prow, scanning ahead as if the fog contained obstacles only they were equipped to sense.

The boat’s engine, when it started, was nearly silent—an electric whir, a low note at the edge of perception. The vessel slipped away from the dock with no resistance, gliding into the blankness. Maya looked back once, expecting to see the plane or the dock or at least the tarmac, but already the fog had claimed everything behind them.

They were underway. The water, the air, the boundary between them: all conjecture. Ahead, only more gray, studded with the occasional apparition of light—another boat’s stern lamp, or a stray bulb hanging from an unanchored cable.

Jules leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands knotted together. “What do you think’s out there?” They kept their voice low, as if sound traveled further in this place.

“Water,” said Naomi, without hesitation.

Jules grinned, but Maya could see the way their thumb traced the cuticle of the opposite hand, a ritual of anxiety performed in plain view.

Evan, for his part, had already found an audience with the staffer at the helm, tossing questions—where are we going, how long is the ride, do you get cell service out here? The staffer answered each with the same tranquil imprecision: “Almost there,” “Not long now,” “We handle everything for you.”

Maya let the hum of the engine and the rhythm of the hull against the water lull her into a kind of semi-alertness. The motion was steady, but beneath it she sensed the underlying current, the subtle shifts of direction that made her wonder if they were tracing a path or being led in circles. She kept her hands folded tight around the bag, her knuckles gone white from the tension. Each time the boat angled into a new heading, she recalibrated, unsure whether the direction was meaningful or simply part of the design.

The passage of time was impossible to track. There were no landmarks, no change in light, only the faint condensation collecting on her lashes and the colder patch of air that signaled a turn. The benches were hard, but not uncomfortable. The fog, for all its weight, seemed to muffle the world into a single, continuous present.

Maya caught Naomi watching the other boats, eyes tracing their dim signatures as they split off from the central channel and vanished into parallel lanes of gray. Naomi’s jaw flexed once, twice, a tic Maya recognized from the old days, when Naomi would run probability trees in her head instead of sleeping.

“I counted eighty-one on the plane,” said Naomi, not looking at Maya. “The boats are taking groups of two, four, six, seven. Odd numbers mostly, but not always.”

Maya considered this. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know yet,” Naomi said. The admission hung between them, heavier than the fog.

Jules let the silence ride for a minute before saying, “Maybe they’re just keeping us away from the dramatic ones. Did you see that woman in the gold jacket? Absolute nightmare.”

Evan heard the tail of the comment and called over, “She was crying in the bathroom before boarding. Maybe this is all a wellness retreat for emotionally stunted overachievers.”

Jules made a sound halfway between a laugh and a bark. “In that case, we’re fucked.”

The water’s mood changed. The engine dropped to idle, and the boat drifted. Ahead, the fog thinned just enough to hint at a shape—a break in the color, a suggestion of vertical. Maya blinked, then again, expecting the shape to recede, but it thickened, taking on mass and certainty.

The resort rose from the water’s edge, a brutalist extrusion of concrete and black glass, the face of it pressed into a cliff so raw the seams of its formation still showed. The amber lights from within made the dark glass appear alive, pulsing faintly with a warmth that the rest of the landscape refused to offer. The fog curled around the edges of the structure, obscuring the upper floors and giving the entire place a look of suspension, as if the building were hung from the sky rather than rooted to stone.

The boat nosed into a slip at the base of the building, the dock here a simple stone platform, slick with spray and backlit by more of the floating amber. The staffers tied off and offered their hands to assist, but none of the guests took the offer. They disembarked in sequence, shoes leaving wet prints on the stone, each person pausing once to take in the scale of the facade.

Maya was last off, her hand still locked on the strap of her bag, her steps more cautious than she wanted to admit. She scanned the building for signage, for flags, for any mark of ownership. There was only the architecture itself, hunched and enormous, refusing to yield its purpose.

Jules muttered, “Welcome to the lair of the Bond villain,” and Maya almost smiled, but the cold had crept under her collar, and she could feel the sweat at the base of her neck freezing into a string of pearls.

At the far end of the dock, a figure waited. Tall, lean, dressed in a suit so immaculate it seemed ironed onto the bone. The figure did not move to greet them, just stood with hands at his sides, watching the group approach. The fog made his features ambiguous, but the shape of his presence was unmistakable: the host, or something adjacent to it.

They walked, four abreast, toward the man in the fog. As they drew near, Maya saw that his eyes were not cold at all, but alight with a kind of pleasure that could have been mistaken for warmth.

He said, “Welcome. My name is Adrian Vale.”

He pronounced it with a pause between the syllables, as if it mattered greatly that they understood who he was, and what was about to happen next.

The amber light of the building spilled onto the dock, the water at their backs, the future in front of them. Maya did not look behind.

Scene 2

The boat’s launch was a subtraction. No sooner had the staffer at the helm eased the throttle than the dock, the tarmac, the entire apparatus of air travel vanished behind them—erased by a wall of fog so absolute Maya doubted the world behind it would remember her. The electric engine issued only a minor whine; the sound of water parting at the hull was more substantial, more persuasive. She blinked, expecting her eyes to adjust, but there was nothing to adjust to. The ambient light, always amber, seemed to propagate only a foot or two from source before being cannibalized by the gray.

Jules took the front, perching on the bow with both hands splayed on the aluminum rail. Their posture said “scout,” but Maya recognized the locked elbows, the foot wedged against the anchor housing—a bid for stability, not dominance. She knew the look on their face, too: chin up, jaw set, a practiced neutrality that hovered on the edge of panic. Jules had always preferred facing into the unknown than letting it sneak up from behind.

Evan found company in the only other guest on their boat, a woman whose voice had the bright, acerbic texture of someone unaccustomed to not being heard. She introduced herself as Petra, her vowels so crisp they could have been purchased wholesale. Petra found the crossing “cinematic” within seconds, and said so, twice, in a voice pitched to carry over both the motor and the unease. Evan received her praise with nods and “right?” and “unreal, isn’t it?”—his natural buoyancy refusing to yield to the engineered gravity of the scene.

Naomi sat next to Maya, knees barely apart, hands folded in her lap. She did not look at the water. Instead, her eyes tracked the other boats as they peeled away, some accelerating, some drifting, none sharing a heading for more than a minute. Naomi’s gaze was not frantic, but exacting—a surveyor’s eye marking down variables, running regressions in real time.

Maya breathed shallowly, the cold and the damp settling into the hollows of her collarbone. She tried to count the boats herself but lost the thread as they separated, each craft’s lantern swallowing its own glow and nothing more. Even the noise failed to accumulate: the fog masticated the sound of engines, voices, the small slap of hull on water, digesting each into a featureless hush. Maya felt, for the first time in years, that she was no longer anchored to a world with rules.

She watched Jules. The hands on the rail whitened at the knuckles, but otherwise nothing in their silhouette betrayed alarm. They turned back once, catching Maya’s gaze, and pulled a face: a grimace so subtle it could have been indigestion, or existential terror. Maya tried to return a reassuring look, but her face was numb, and she doubted anything got through.

Petra’s voice cut through. “It’s very Kubrick, isn’t it?” she said, to Evan and the world at large. “Or maybe Tarkovsky? I love a little spectacle. I just didn’t expect the production values to be this high. Did you?”

Evan was already in full host mode, the only person on the boat who seemed to think this was a prelude to pleasure and not a test. “Honestly, I had no expectations,” he said, grinning. “Best way to travel, right? Zero expectations, infinite potential for delight.”

Petra laughed, a sharp staccato, then leaned in closer. “Did you see the man at the dock? With the suit? That’s a detail, right? He looked like a magician, or a priest.”

Evan made a gesture of acknowledgment, something between a bow and a wave. “If he’s a priest, I’m prepared to confess to at least three sins before lunch.”

Petra liked that. “Oh, same,” she said, the last syllable dragged out like a dare.

Maya let their voices become the new white noise. Next to her, Naomi finally spoke, voice pitched low.

“I counted eighty-one on the plane,” she said, not looking at Maya. “The boats are taking different numbers. Some have six, some only two. Ours has five, counting the crew. I think it matters.”

“Matters how?” Maya asked.

Naomi’s eyes flicked to Maya’s, then away. “It’s a social design. Distribution of risk, or maybe compatibility. There’s no randomness here. None at all.”

“Did you expect any?” Maya said, and heard her own voice as too hard, too sharp.

Naomi shrugged, a small rolling movement. “Expectation is a trap.”

Maya let the words hang there, not because she agreed or disagreed, but because the fog enforced a kind of respect for silence. It thickened and coiled around every utterance, weighing it down, making each word cost something.

The staffer at the helm, a woman this time, adjusted the course. The boat responded with a gentle banking motion, barely perceptible but enough to set the bench creaking. Maya put a hand down to steady herself and felt the condensation slick as oil. She wiped her palm on her jeans, then immediately regretted the gesture; the cold burrowed through the fabric and pulsed against her skin.

Evan, catching the shift in direction, looked to the staffer. “Do you know how much longer?” he asked.

The woman smiled, a simple, efficient curving of the mouth. “It depends on the weather,” she said.

Petra tsked. “But it’s perfect, isn’t it?” She gestured at the wall of fog, as if showing off a priceless view. “You must get so used to it, you forget what it looks like without the effect.”

The staffer made no reply, only watched the nothing ahead, her hands relaxed on the wheel.

Jules straightened, turned back to the group. “Bet you a hundred bucks we’re not actually going anywhere. The fog is just a trick, and the boats are going in circles.”

Naomi: “The engine isn’t strong enough for circles of that radius. There’s a current. We’re being carried.”

Jules grinned. “I love when you go full Mythbusters.”

Naomi allowed herself a smile. “It’s not a compliment.”

“It is from me,” said Jules.

The boat slowed. The fog ahead parted, not so much a clearing as a loosening, a lifting of the absolute. Through it, shapes began to cohere. The first was the suggestion of a cliff wall—sheer, slate-gray, wet with a sheen that drank the thin light and held it close. Then the angular geometry of the resort, a mass of concrete and glass so aggressively undecorated that it seemed like the absence of design. The structure perched on the lip of the rock, a trapezoid above a black platform, which Maya only gradually realized was another dock.

As they approached, Maya saw other boats already moored—groups of guests stepping onto the pier, heads craned upward, some immediately breaking out phones as if to prove the experience was real by recording it. Maya’s hand went to her own pocket before she remembered the device was locked away, rendered inert as a comfort object.

The boat nosed to the dock and held position, the staffer at the bow leaping off with a rope in hand, knotting it in a fluid motion to a post. She extended a hand, palm open, to invite the guests off. Jules was first up, then Petra, who accepted the staffer’s hand and commented on the “perfectly staged wetness” of the stone underfoot. Evan followed, helping Petra steady herself even though she clearly didn’t need it. Naomi and Maya brought up the rear, stepping from the boat to the dock with the same instinct for distance that had always defined their friendship.

Up close, the building was even less welcoming. The glass was thick, dark as hematite, giving back no reflection. The concrete was cold to the touch, pores seeping with damp, the seams visible as scars. The only warmth came from the interior: low, amber lamps set deep in the walls, their glow absorbed by the gray rather than diffused.

The group collected at the base of a stairway carved into the rock. At the top, just visible through the murk, stood the man from the earlier dock—tall, lean, clothed in black and gray so precisely tailored it looked part of the building itself. He did not descend. He waited, hands folded at his waist, gaze sweeping the arrivals with the patience of a statue.

Petra whispered, “Told you, a magician.”

Jules said, “My money’s still on Bond villain.”

Evan just smiled, open and without defense.

Maya looked at Naomi, who was not watching the host but the rest of the arriving guests. Her lips moved, barely audible.

“Eighty-one,” she said again.

Maya said, “How many do you see now?”

Naomi didn’t answer.

The staffers led the group up the stairway. The stone was slippery, but no one stumbled. At the top, the host stepped forward, and the guests, almost unconsciously, fell into a line. He regarded each in turn, letting his gaze linger for a beat, then another, as if memorizing the vectors of their faces.

“My name,” he said, voice low and even, “is Adrian Vale. Welcome to VIA.”

He let the silence expand, owning it. Maya felt the eyes of her group—not just on Vale, but on her, as if she should be the one to say something.

She didn’t.

She let the cold from the water seep into her, and she waited for instructions, or revelation, or whatever came next.

Behind them, the boats receded, the fog reclaiming the water and their path. There was no going back.

Scene 3

The stone underfoot was colder than any part of Maya’s body. She felt each footfall as an impact, the slap of sole against wet, the brief ache in her heel transmitted up the length of her spine and lodged behind the eyes. Around her, the resort inhaled the fog, compressing it against the glass until the outside world shrank to the width of the pier. Every surface dripped with anticipation: the railing, the stairs, even the amber lamps inside, which pulsed at a fixed, slow interval, always in rhythm with nothing.

The staffers stayed behind, cleaning the boat with silent, precise movements, as if the last ten minutes had been a rehearsal, not a journey. The only sound was the hush of the current under the dock and the faint, arrhythmic tapping of water against the stone. The stairs to the landing were neither steep nor inviting, but everyone climbed them in the order they’d disembarked: Jules at point, Petra next, then Evan, Naomi, and finally Maya, her bag pressed to her ribs in a posture she recognized as childish but refused to correct.

At the top, the figure resolved out of the fog. He was taller than the average man, but it was not the kind of height that demanded notice; it was the kind that made you look twice to confirm it wasn’t an illusion. The suit was charcoal, the shirt paler, the lines on the pants so sharp they seemed drawn with a blade. The hands hung at his sides, neither tense nor casual, and the face was blank in the way of a newly painted room, waiting for personality to fill it.

He watched the group approach, one eyebrow slightly raised, a detail so minor that Maya almost missed it. When they stopped before him, he swept his gaze over each face, not lingering, but registering—like a scanner, or a witness, or an architect evaluating materials for a project that had already been approved.

No one offered a greeting. Petra seemed to want to, but the words died in her throat. Jules exhaled, a measured breath, and folded their arms. Evan adopted the smile he wore at bad networking events, open and vulnerable, but Maya doubted it would work here.

The man waited until the silence became self-conscious, and only then did he speak.

“Welcome,” he said, voice warm, slightly sanded at the edges. “You’ve arrived ahead of schedule. I’m pleased.”

He let the word “pleased” hang in the air. It was not a human pleasure, Maya thought, but the satisfaction of a principle, a system operating at peak efficiency.

He shifted his attention to Maya, and for an instant, she thought he might know her. Not from file or report, but from the shape of her life as she had lived it, every microchoice and evasion distilled into a brief, direct look. She felt her own face go slack; she forced her lips into a smile so faint it was more an intention than a reality.

“I’m Adrian Vale,” the man said. “Director of Guest Experience.”

He extended a hand, and Petra, after a microbeat of panic, took it. The shake was brief but exact. He repeated the gesture with Jules, who shook with a performance of confidence; with Evan, who gripped Vale’s hand as if expecting a trick; with Naomi, who took it without inflection. Last was Maya, who hesitated just long enough for Vale to notice, and then placed her hand in his.

His palm was dry, the grip firm but not invasive. He smiled at her—differently than he’d smiled at the others. Maya did not know what it meant, only that it was an annotation, a red mark in the margin of her story.

Vale turned and motioned them toward the doors of the resort, which parted at their approach with a pneumatic sigh. As they entered, the warmth of the amber lights wrapped around them, a gentle suffocation. The lobby was vast, ceiling lost in the shadow, the walls decorated only by their own negative space. At the far end, a glass desk, behind which stood another staffer, this one shorter, her hair pulled into a knot so tight it pulled the skin at her temples smooth.

Vale led them across the lobby. Their steps echoed in the emptiness, and Maya wondered how many people before them had made the same crossing, how many had found a way out.

At the desk, the staffer produced four wristbands, each the same amber color as the lights. She held them out, one by one. Vale took them, turned, and offered them to each guest in turn.

“During your stay,” he said, “these will grant you access to the full range of VIA’s amenities. Please keep them on at all times. They are keyed to your personal identity, and will not function for anyone else.”

Petra slipped hers on without protest. Jules rolled their eyes, but fastened it anyway. Evan asked if it would track his steps, and Vale said, “Only if you wish to be tracked.” Naomi examined hers for flaws, then snapped it into place.

Maya took her band last. The plastic was smooth, the weight negligible, but when she clicked it closed, she felt a snap—electric, almost, as if the band had fused to her bone. She said nothing.

Vale surveyed the group again, as if reassessing the sum of their parts.

“Your rooms are ready. You may wish to rest, or explore. We will reconvene at seven for orientation and your welcome dinner.”

He said “welcome” as if it might be literal, as if the term implied consequences.

He gestured to the elevators. “If you need anything, I will be here.”

He let the phrase stand, a sentinel at the threshold. Maya looked at the others—at the band on Jules’s wrist, already scuffed from their nails; at Petra, who had drifted toward the elevator’s reflective door, examining herself as if she’d just survived a transformation; at Evan, who tried his wristband against the reader and smiled when it lit up.

Naomi watched Vale with the stillness of a machine in standby mode.

Maya stepped into the elevator, and the doors closed on the lobby, on the staffer at the desk, on Vale himself, whose eyes followed them until the last possible second.

Inside the elevator, the panel had only three buttons: Lobby, Level 1, Level 2.

No one pressed anything. The elevator moved on its own, rising so smoothly that Maya only realized they were in motion when her stomach fluttered.

When the doors opened, the corridor was empty, but the amber lights were brighter, and the numbers on the rooms glowed with the same hue.

They found their rooms without guidance. Each keycard opened only the door assigned, and the interior was as spartan as the rest of the building: bed, desk, window with blackout shade, a tablet on the pillow, displaying “Welcome, [First Name],” in black on white.

Maya closed the door behind her. She sat on the bed, the bag still clutched to her ribs, and tried to inventory the air. She was not afraid. She was not at ease. She was something in between, the tension of anticipation held so tight that release would feel like injury.

She set her bag down and let her hands go numb.

Out the window, the fog pressed against the glass. It did not part, not even a little. She was not sure what was on the other side. She was not sure she would recognize it, even if she saw it.

She waited for the next instruction, for the world to resolve into something she could understand.

From the wall, a faint hum. From the ceiling, a pulse of amber.

From somewhere below, the memory of Vale’s voice.

Welcome to VIA.


Chapter Seven: Welcome Remarks

Scene 1

The main atrium was a theater built for confession. Its walls, poured in raw concrete, soared upward and met in a peak so high the light had to be engineered downward in pools of amber and shadow. Along the far wall, a vertical garden bled moss and microferns into living green panels, the only softness in a geometry otherwise built to herd the eye. The air inside was precisely regulated, a warmth calculated to trick the body into compliance. They had been told to assemble “promptly,” and the group obeyed, moving in the order of the old world—early risers and eager faces at the front, wary and hungover toward the back, all of them arranged into a loose arc around the pulpit of polished black stone at center.

Adrian Vale stood already at its apex, hands resting at the edge as if presiding over a secular mass. He was taller than most in the room, but this registered only after you’d looked away; he did not project his height, but let it announce itself in your memory later. The suit was still perfect, the tie a shade darker than the rest of him, his face sharp at the edges but so symmetrical it invited the eye to misremember it. He wore no lapel pin, no visible earpiece, no device at all. Just a voice and a pulse in his stare.

The guests gathered in a hush of anticipation, a congregation made not from belief but from the charged absence of it. Maya felt her own heartbeat slow to meet the rhythm of the room. She had taken a position near the middle—not too visible, not invisible, a habit left over from boardrooms and forced-attendance seminars. Jules hovered at the outer edge, hands in pockets, posture signaling indifference but with every nerve attuned for a signal. Evan sat forward, elbows on knees, open and unguarded, as if ready to take notes on how to charm a room this size. Naomi, as predicted, staked out the furthest seat from the podium, back ramrod straight, arms crossed, eyes busy with inventory.

When Vale began to speak, it was with the barest effort. He did not raise his voice, but the acoustics of the space caught and amplified it, making every syllable sound like the correct answer to an unasked question.

“Good evening. I’m pleased to welcome you to VIA.”

He let the word hang, three beats longer than polite.

“I know many of you still wonder what it stands for. It stands for Verified Immersive Authenticity. But that is only the beginning.”

A flicker of smiles in the front row; one woman actually mouthed the phrase as if she’d been waiting for the secret to be revealed.

“What you have agreed to is not a retreat. It is not a seminar, nor a game, nor a therapy. It is not, as some of you have already joked, a cult.” He let that line hover, the smallest inflection of humor in the corner of his mouth.

“It is a week that will belong only to you. You, who have spent years—decades, perhaps—perfecting the performance of a self. We are here to provide what ordinary life cannot: genuine experience, undistracted, unperformed, and unmediated by the noise of the outside world.”

He scanned the room as he spoke. He never settled on a single person for long, but when his gaze hit, it hit. Maya felt it land on her and felt the soft collapse in her chest as if something in her had finally exhaled. She told herself it was only oratory, only an affectation, but it worked anyway.

“The next week will not always be comfortable. I would be lying if I promised you pleasure, or even happiness. Discomfort is the point. It is the friction that reveals what has gone flat from repetition. Every one of you is here not because you needed another vacation, but because you needed to be reminded what it was to feel unprotected. To be unknown.”

A silence expanded, then contracted, then set in at a new level. From the rear, Maya heard a breath catch—Naomi, probably, or someone like her.

Vale continued: “Many of you have already begun the process. The act of surrendering your devices is not ceremonial. It is a fact. You have no access, no record, no archive. All that exists here is you, and the experience as it unfolds.”

At this, Maya felt the tension in her shoulders begin to slip. She had not realized how much of her mind was still collating, still recording, still braced for the next digital interruption. The absence was a form of relief she had not prepared for.

“I will not waste your time with platitudes. You are not here to be improved, nor are you here to be fixed. You are here to witness yourself. To see what you do, and what is done to you, when everything else is removed.”

Maya tracked the tone and saw how he modulated it: now confession, now challenge, now comfort. She knew the method but it still worked, the same way a stage magician could fool you even when you’d read the trick. She was angry at herself for falling for it, but not so angry she would have left the room.

“Each of you,” Vale said, “was selected. Not at random. VIA finds those who are ready. Readiness is not something you decide. It is something you already are.”

This last line landed with a density, an odd satisfaction that rippled through the crowd. There was a collective, nearly audible shift: spines lengthening, faces turning inward, a room of people all privately recalibrating their measure of readiness.

Maya watched it happen. She caught herself beginning to smile—a real one, not the kind she wore for interviews—and quickly reset her face to neutral. She made a show of glancing around the room, as if judging the others’ gullibility, but the effect was lost on everyone except Jules, who caught the motion and rolled their eyes, lips pressed so tight the corners went white.

Evan, two seats ahead, was leaning further forward, nodding at regular intervals, eyes bright with the certainty of someone finally being addressed at his frequency.

Jules, at the edge, stood with arms loose at their sides, shoulders back, not a single finger tapping. It was the kind of stillness Maya remembered from the last time they’d been cornered in an argument: every muscle locked, every defense down except for the refusal to blink.

Naomi, off to the side, arms crossed, was the only one whose body language had not changed. But her eyes were working a circuit: Vale, then the staff stationed at precise intervals along the atrium’s perimeter, then back to Vale. The staffers in their charcoal uniforms, hands clasped, faces arranged into a half-smile that offered nothing but still managed to appear friendly. Maya wondered if Naomi had already mapped the exits, catalogued the guards’ heights, and run the numbers on how many could be distracted at once.

As the applause started, Maya felt it before she heard it—the ripple of bodies rising to the occasion, a few brave hands leading, the rest compelled by the force of the moment. The room was not full, but the sound carried, amplified by the hard surfaces. It built, plateaued, then faded at exactly the point when applause becomes an obligation.

Vale bowed his head in a gesture of humility so practiced it might have been genetically encoded.

“We will meet here again at the close of the week,” he said, voice soft now, conspiratorial. “Until then, be honest. With yourself, and with the process. The value is in the experience, not the expectation.”

With that, he stepped aside, leaving the stage to the guests and their sudden surplus of attention.

Maya sat for a moment after the others stood. She let the words replay in her head, tuning them for defects, for any sharpness that would catch in her later. It was almost perfect. Too perfect, maybe, but there was no resisting it. She watched Vale for a moment longer, wondering if he would make eye contact again, but he was already engaged with a staffer, discussing something in low, even tones.

She stood, rolling her shoulders to disguise the tremor in her hands. The others milled around, forming into clusters—some by old affinity, some by the gravitational pull of shared cynicism or curiosity. She saw Evan, bright and upright, making introductions; Jules, alone, orbiting the clusters but not entering; Naomi, already moving toward the exit, expression unreadable.

Maya followed the flow, moving neither fast nor slow. She felt watched, not by Vale, but by the architecture itself, every surface calibrated to reveal and expose. She checked her wristband—still secure, the amber plastic warm against her skin.

As the room began to empty, Maya allowed herself one last look at the pulpit, now vacant except for a trace of Vale’s outline. She tried to imagine what came next, but the future was not available here, not even in the mind.

She stepped into the corridor, the sound of the atrium folding behind her like the end of a hymn, and joined the rest of the group as they moved, compelled, toward whatever the experience required.


Scene 2

The dispersal was soundless, almost civilized, as the guests drifted toward the exits, the post-ceremony murmur compressed into respectful increments of space. The staff moved through the atrium in a choreography so understated it could only have been practiced—each in the same uniform, the same shoes, even the same bone structure echoed in the careful set of jaw and cheek. They carried slim trays, and on the trays, stacks of bright white sheets, each precisely aligned, the corners never curled, the top page always ready to be lifted.

A staffer appeared at Maya’s elbow. She had no memory of being approached; one second there was empty air, the next the paper was offered, her name rendered at the top in a font so neutral it resisted analysis. “Thank you, Maya,” the staffer said, with a bow of the head that was neither subservient nor friendly—just exact.

She took the sheet. The stock was heavy, almost clinical, the surface refusing to absorb oil or heat from the skin. Beneath her name, a list of events, one per hour, each rendered in lowercase: orientation. clarity session. wellness consult. guided reflection. No times, only the sequence. No explanation, no location, just the promise of movement from one unknown to the next.

She flicked her eyes to the end of the list, half-expecting a final entry—release, or return—but there was only the word transition, set apart, as if it were both the ending and the continuation.

She scanned the crowd and found Naomi already reading her own schedule. They compared, wordlessly, pressing the two sheets together, edge to edge. The order was not the same. The events were not the same. In fact, only the last entry, transition, was repeated.

Naomi’s schedule began with calibration, then persistence interval, followed by solitary observation and something called exposure set. Maya looked at Naomi, but the other woman’s face had become all angles, thinking geometry rather than readable flesh.

Jules appeared, materializing in the shadow of a potted fern that was too healthy to be real. They held their schedule at arm’s length, as if the words might infect through contact. “Is anyone else getting an allergic reaction to the word ‘curation?’” Jules asked, voice pitched low, nearly a growl.

Maya smiled, or tried to. “Show me.”

Jules passed the page over. This one began with defamiliarization, then critical reframe, then two blocks labeled simply discretion. “I assume that’s code for ‘be surveilled in a glass box,’” Jules said.

The urge to laugh passed between them, sharp and fragile, but neither indulged it.

Evan was across the room, still in conversation, but now with a new circle of guests—young, beautiful, the kind who looked engineered to absorb and repurpose any social advantage. Evan’s page was already unfolded, his eyes moving down it in rapid saccades. Maya could tell from his body language that his schedule was different as well: his chin jerked up with each new entry, the smile broadening, then settling, then broadening again. She did not need to ask him; it was clear.

Maya lined up the three schedules, hers, Naomi’s, and Jules’s, the paper edges flush, and pressed her thumb across the corner. The print did not smudge. She felt the resistance of the sheets, their unwillingness to yield to her touch.

There were no group events. No overlap at all, except the last word. Each guest, a different day, a different version of the week. Personalized, the word from the brochure, had felt like an invitation; now it felt like a map to somewhere no one else would ever visit.

Jules said, “What do you want to bet they have us all rated by compliance already?”

Naomi’s voice was flat. “They always did.”

The atrium was nearly empty, only a few guests lingering in clusters by the moss wall, schedules clutched like tickets to an unknown lottery. The staff, now at rest, lined the perimeter, arms behind backs, eyes unfocused in the way of sentries with permission not to see.

The four found each other at the exit, drawn together not by friendship but by the logic of proximity, the way the edges of a puzzle are drawn into alignment before the picture is understood.

No one said a word. They walked together, schedules folded, toward the guest wing, the sound of their footfalls and the low hum of the building’s climate system the only evidence that life persisted here.

As they passed into the corridor, Maya looked back once at the atrium. The black stone was empty, the light on it already faded. She pressed her thumb again to the page, and wondered if the indentation would last.

Scene 3

The suite was an afterthought—two beds so narrow they seemed designed to pit the sleepers against the walls, a concrete shelf under a lip of glass, and a single, sunken fixture flooding the space with the same amber as the atrium but with all pretense of comfort removed. The only personal effects allowed were the ones they carried in, and the four of them had brought nothing but the paper schedules, a few changes of clothes, and whatever could fit in the hollow at the base of the neck.

They entered in sequence, the way cells slide through a capillary: Naomi first, locating her bed and sitting straight-backed at its farthest edge; then Evan, whose hands could not find a surface to claim and so defaulted to the small of his own back, eyes darting from shelf to ceiling to Maya and away again. Jules paused at the door, measuring the geometry, then dropped their bag and sat on the floor, knees up, as if ready to spring or roll, depending on the mood of the room.

Maya followed, crossing to the nearer bed and sinking to its edge. She kept her spine vertical, hands on knees, gaze down at the scuffed plastic band now permanently fixed to her wrist.

No one spoke for a time. The only sound was the forced air, a hush that blurred the boundaries of the room until even the concrete seemed to throb.

It was Jules who broke the pressure gradient, voice flat enough to qualify as a weather event. “Those passports are somewhere in this building.”

No one disagreed.

Naomi said, “We sleep. We observe. Then we act.” The syllables were laid down like bricks, each perfectly flush to the next.

Jules raised their chin just enough to make the next line count. “Observing is how you end up observed.”

Naomi turned, met the gaze, and held it. “Then we wait for their first move.” Her mouth did not smile, but Maya could see the smile underneath—the one reserved for games that could not be played twice.

Jules’s foot began to tap, but they caught themselves, stilled it. “You know they’re watching. Not just cameras, but… everything. Biometrics, probably. They’ll see if we try anything.”

Naomi’s face didn’t move, but her hands balled under the blanket. “We give them nothing.”

Maya looked from one to the other, then at her own hands. She felt the residue of the speech, the afterimage of Vale’s attention, still buzzing in her chest. The urge to say something—soothing, mediating, funny—rose and died before reaching her mouth.

Evan finally found a voice, his usual warmth modulated into something just shy of defensive. “We should give it a day. Learn the layout, see how the schedule really works before we start any Mission: Impossible stuff.” He tried to catch Maya’s eye, but she was busy mapping the pattern of light across the floor. “If this is a surveillance panopticon, they’ll expect us to act like prisoners. I say we don’t.”

No one agreed, but no one contradicted him, either.

Jules shifted position, folding their arms across their knees, the sharp line of their collarbone shadowed in amber. “They took our passports, locked our phones, and served us psychological warfare on the first night. But sure. Let’s ‘give it a day.’”

Evan, stung, said nothing more. The heat in the room rose a degree, then leveled off.

Naomi uncrossed her arms and lay back on the bed, eyes closed but breath shallow. “We need sleep,” she said. “They’ll test us tomorrow. Probably early.”

Jules laughed, but it was a humorless, mechanical exhale. “That’s the spirit.”

Maya watched the whole thing with a kind of underwater clarity—voices distorted, bodies slow. She tried to picture what would happen if one of them just walked out, past the cameras, the staff, the manicured moss wall. Would the doors even open? Would the staffers respond with words, or just reposition themselves in the way chess pieces do: incremental, inevitable, without ever betraying intent?

She looked at her folded schedule, the crease bisecting her name. She looked at the door, its surface unmarked except for a single black button. She looked at the small window set high in the concrete wall, its glass blackened by the night or the architecture, nothing visible outside except the echo of the room itself, rendered in amber and darkness.

She closed her eyes.

The silence was total, except for the hum of the climate system, and the breath of the three others—each a counterpoint to her own, each measured, each determined to give nothing away.


Chapter Eight: Personalized Programming

Scene 1

The “Foundations” session was held in a room so small and so thoroughly stripped of comfort it read as a threat. The walls were raw concrete, unpainted and pocked with the ghosts of a thousand air bubbles, the only adornment a single low lamp that cast amber light over two chairs—neither behind nor before a desk, just angled toward each other in a geometry of forced intimacy. The air was so still it had the texture of plastic.

Dr. Laila Sørensen was already seated when Maya arrived, legs crossed at the ankle, back upright but not military, hands folded one over the other in her lap. Her hair was cropped close enough that Maya could see the architecture of her skull, the planes and seams beneath the skin. She wore a charcoal dress that absorbed the light, and her expression was neutral in a way that demanded notice. 

The lamp cast shadows up her face, emphasizing the line of the jaw and the unblinking patience in her eyes. When Maya entered, the doctor said, “Good morning, Maya,” before Maya had even closed the door. The words dropped into the room and left a mark.

Maya sat in the designated chair. The seat was harder than it looked, the back too straight, but she allowed her own posture to mirror the doctor’s, not quite at attention, but composed. Her hands folded in her lap, mimicking the arrangement opposite.

“Thank you for being punctual,” said Dr. Sørensen. Her voice was soft, but not an affectation—each syllable placed with the care of someone folding paper cranes. “This is a brief intake, designed to help us tailor your experience. I will ask some questions. You are free to answer as you wish. There are no wrong answers.”

Maya nodded. She resisted the urge to correct her posture again.

Dr. Sørensen began at a distance. “Would you mind telling me a little about your family structure growing up?”

Maya felt the first impulse to give the short version—one mother, one father, one younger brother, a house with stairs that always creaked on the fifth step from the bottom—but the doctor’s attention was so total it had the effect of gravity, drawing out the long version. She heard herself say more: about the brother’s allergy to red dye, the cold fights at Christmas, the houseplants her mother murdered annually and then repurchased at spring sales.

“Thank you,” said the doctor. She did not write anything down. Maya noticed this and found it unsettling.

The questions moved forward. “How would you describe the atmosphere of your childhood home?”

Maya hesitated, looked at the wall behind the doctor. “Tense, I guess. Not loud, but... waiting for the other shoe.” She considered amending this, but left it where it was.

“Who set the tone?”

“My mother,” Maya said, more quickly than intended. She caught herself and stopped, but the doctor gave a slow nod, not filling the space.

“Would you say you modeled yourself after her?”

“No,” Maya said, then, “I mean, not on purpose. But probably.”

The room felt warmer now, though the lamp’s glow had not changed.

The questions encroached. “What brought you to VIA, Maya?”

The surface answer was easy: “I needed a change.” She left it at that, but the doctor waited, the silence precise, neither comfortable nor cruel.

Maya found herself saying, “I lost my job. Recently. I wasn’t going to tell anyone, but I needed to do something, and this seemed...” She trailed off, not from embarrassment, but from the realization that there was no safe synonym for desperate.

The doctor did not react. “How did you feel when it happened?”

Maya’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. “Relieved, for a minute. Then—” She let the word hang. “Then it felt like being erased.”

The next question was so gentle it nearly failed to register as a question. “What do you hope to receive from this experience?”

Maya hesitated. She wanted to say “perspective,” or “resilience,” or whatever the correct answer was. Instead, what came out was: “Permission.”

Dr. Sørensen’s lips curved, not quite a smile. “For what?”

“For not wanting to go back to how things were.”

The doctor nodded, as if this were the only reasonable answer. “Is there something you would change about yourself, if you believed change was possible?”

Here Maya paused. She had rehearsed this, in therapy and in other intake sessions, and always landed on the safe options—be less anxious, be more assertive, be more comfortable in the presence of failure. Instead, she heard herself say, “I’d like to know if the people I care about would miss me, if I wasn’t always holding everything together for them.”

She felt the words hit the air and sit there, solid and indecent.

The doctor did not let her off the hook. “Do you believe they would?”

Maya looked at her hands. They had come unclasped in her lap, fingers now worrying at the hem of her sleeve. “Intellectually, yes. But I think they’d be fine.”

She blinked, startled at the confession, and looked up. The doctor was not writing. She was not even blinking.

“Thank you for your honesty,” said Dr. Sørensen, as if Maya had just returned a borrowed object in perfect condition. “This helps us personalize your time here.”

The session, by Maya’s watch, had lasted less than twenty minutes. She felt as if she had lost three hours.

The doctor stood first. “You may return to your regular schedule now. If you need anything, the staff are available.”

Maya stood. Her knees locked for a second, and she thought the doctor would notice, but she only inclined her head in professional farewell.

The hall outside was empty, and the concrete seemed colder than before.

Maya walked it with her chin up, hands at her sides. Only when she was past the third door did she notice her hands were shaking.

Scene 2

The data visualization workshop was held in a room longer than it was wide, ceiling scored with a grid of fluorescent tubes so ruthless that the air itself seemed sharpened to a point. Rows of workstations faced one wall, each with a monitor already powered on and waiting, the interface set to a color palette more suitable for fast food than for therapy: reds, yellows, blues in predatory saturation.

Naomi took her seat. The chair was bolted to the floor, or perhaps just so heavy it had lost the ability to move. She tapped her pen against the desk, once, twice, then left it neatly aligned with the edge. She read the prompt in full before touching the screen.

The assignment: Drag the “emotion nodes” from the bank on the left, arrange them on a grid in any pattern that “feels true to your experience,” and link them with lines to show influence, conflict, or alliance. No other instructions. The first node was labeled Trust. The next three were Fear, Desire, and Agency.

Naomi did not sigh or roll her eyes, but she felt the urge collect at the base of her tongue. She placed a single Trust node dead center, then arrayed three Fears around it, perfectly spaced, not touching. She drew a line from Fear to Trust, then another from Trust to Agency, and stopped. She lifted her hand, watched the cursor blink. The room was quiet except for the whirr of the overheads and the intermittent clack of someone, further down the row, who had not yet realized the keyboard was not enabled.

She scanned the space. Ten other guests, each sunk into their screen, some with faces bent to the task in real earnestness, some tapping and rearranging as if there was a right answer they might yet guess. The facilitator, a man with a neat beard and the sloping posture of a former athlete, circulated between stations. He paused at each desk, sometimes longer, sometimes barely at all, eyes flicking from screen to participant as if weighing the ratio of intent to action. Naomi watched the way his gaze landed, then moved, then landed again.

Above her screen, a small black lens: the built-in camera. She doubted it was on, but the doubt was only partial.

She moved her eyes to the facilitator. He paused at her station, let his gaze rest not on her screen but on her hands, which were now folded in her lap, still and symmetrical. He smiled. “Is the prompt unclear?”

“No,” said Naomi.

He nodded, satisfied, and moved on. She returned her focus to the screen, saw that a new node had appeared, a small pink circle labeled Pain. She left it unlinked, then watched as, on the facilitator’s tablet, the node appeared in real time, her name next to it, timestamped.

She did not edit her chart again.

*

The challenge course was built into the cliff face on the north side of the property, the wind here colder, meaner, and laced with the taste of salt and metal. From a distance, it looked like the skeleton of a bridge abandoned by its engineers: beams and cables bolted at irregular intervals, rope bridges sagging over void, climbing walls that slanted away from the cliff in a way that suggested negative gravity. The platform at the base was black composite, stained with old weather and older shoes.

Jules arrived ten minutes early. The staffer on duty—a woman with the build of a bouncer and the voice of a kindergarten teacher—smiled and checked off the name without asking for it. “You can start whenever. If you need gloves, let me know. Most people don’t, but some regret it.”

Jules declined the gloves. The first obstacle was a vertical ladder made of steel rungs, spaced just wide enough to force a stretch. Jules scaled it in five seconds, hit the platform, then pivoted into a run along the next beam. The wind was stronger up here, enough to turn a mistake into a story, but Jules moved with a stride that did not admit error.

The course was not hard, not for anyone who had grown up climbing fences and scaling construction sites for the thrill of trespass. Jules breezed through the suspended net, the angled monkey bars, the rotating log. The last section—a rope bridge, then a jump to a free-hanging platform—was meant to test nerve, not strength. Jules landed on the platform, absorbed the recoil, then let out a low, involuntary laugh.

The staffer at the finish line clapped. “Fastest so far,” she said.

Jules shrugged, dusted off hands, and said, “Is there a path around the outside?”

The staffer blinked, then smiled wider. “Not an official one,” she said.

Jules thanked her, then made a show of stretching, watching the other guests come through the course. Most failed at the rope bridge, their fear more visible than their skill. Jules tracked them, noted which ones sweated, which ones swore, which ones waited for applause before moving on. At the end, Jules wandered away from the course, down the cliff edge, following the contour of the property.

The perimeter was tight. Three sides fell off to water, the drop steep enough that only the most determined would attempt it. The fourth side, inland, met a wall of vegetation so thick and so deliberately unbroken that Jules wondered if the greenery was synthetic, or simply imported at scale. No path, not even a deer trail. Jules pressed a hand into the foliage, felt the give, then the stubborn refusal to part.

Jules stood at the edge for a long time, breathing the air, watching the way the fog moved over the water, then turned back.

*

The leadership seminar was held in the only warm room Evan had seen since arrival. The lounge was all polished wood and low leather chairs, the light honeyed and forgiving, even the air scented with something engineered to lower defenses. The other guests here were all Evan’s type—talkers, smilers, ex-class presidents or current startup founders, the kind of people who said “I love what you just did there” and meant it as a form of conquest.

The VIA staffer running the session introduced himself as Daniel, first name only. He was mid-thirties, brown hair just starting to recede, and he wore the kind of unstructured navy blazer that signaled comfort with authority, not hunger for it. He shook hands with each participant, held eye contact just a fraction longer than social custom, and started the session not with a speech, but a question: “What’s the best thing you’ve ever done for someone else, and how did you know it mattered?”

Evan considered, then answered. He picked a story with the right balance of altruism and accomplishment, a memory from undergrad where he’d organized a tutoring drive for the kids of campus support staff, and it had actually made a difference. Daniel listened, then summarized the answer, but added a subtle twist: “So for you, leadership is creating structure—making it easier for people to step in and help?”

Evan nodded. The rest of the group answered, one by one, and Daniel did the same each time: listening, reframing, feeding back a model of leadership that sounded smarter, more deliberate, more like a thing you could grow into rather than a set of fixed traits.

By the second round, Evan found himself relaxing. He stopped watching Daniel for tricks, and started looking for what he could learn. It was rare, and a little disorienting, to be so simply seen.

At the break, Daniel sidled up and addressed Evan by name. “You’re the only one who caught my change in the prompt. I shifted the goalposts in the second exercise.”

Evan laughed. “I figured. You have to keep it interesting.”

Daniel smiled, real and unsuspicious. “I think you could run this seminar next time. You notice the group, not just yourself.”

Evan took the compliment, and meant it when he said, “I’d like that.”

By the end of the hour, Daniel was speaking to Evan less like a facilitator and more like a colleague scoping a candidate. Evan found himself leaning forward in the chair, listening.

*

After the workshops, each guest was free to return to their quarters or roam the public spaces. Naomi headed to the main corridor, her session completed in under half the allotted time; she saw Jules coming up from the outside, wind-stung and moving fast. Evan was already in the lounge, trading stories with the stragglers from his group.

They did not speak at first, but all three looked up, and then away, and then up again.

There was nothing to say yet, but each of them now understood: the island saw them, not as a group, but as raw material, to be sorted, processed, refined. 

Naomi touched her wristband, as if checking a pulse.

Jules stretched their hands, rolling the stiffness from each knuckle, and scanned the hall for cameras, or other eyes.

Evan smiled at both, shrugged, and said, “I think I just got headhunted.”

No one laughed, but the tension in the air thinned, just for a moment.

Outside, the wind picked up. Inside, the lights stayed steady, and the day resumed.


Scene 3

The dining hall was amber-lit, the bulbs set low enough that every face along the communal table carried its own corona, a small mask of gold and shadow. The ceiling pressed down at a slight angle, as if the architecture wanted to discourage standing up or leaving too quickly. The hum of voices was continuous but subdued, an underwater vibration rather than a true din. Every other chair was filled: the guests in their best approximation of casual attire, the staff gliding between tables in black, their movements choreographed to be everywhere and nowhere at once.

The four of them claimed the far end of the table, backs to a blank stretch of concrete, plates already set and water poured. The menu was printed in lowercase, the fonts Scandinavian and sincere, and the food when it arrived was as advertised: delicate, arranged with geometry, rich enough to leave a mark.

Jules spoke first, not waiting for ritual or toast. “It’s an island,” they said. “Cliffs on three sides, water straight down. The fourth side is forest—dense as hell, no trails. You could try to swim it, but not in this cold. And there are staff on the paths.”

Evan chewed, nodded. “Makes sense. The access is all by boat anyway. I guess that’s why the dock’s the only place with a real camera setup.”

Naomi put her fork down, parallel to the knife. “They monitor every activity, not just with staff but with software. Today’s workshop? Full tracking, down to how long you hesitate before you move a node. I watched the facilitator’s tablet: it logged every click, every idle period, even the sequence of my decisions. The prompt was a red herring. They only cared how I approached the problem.”

Jules shot a look at Maya. “Yours the same?”

Maya swirled her wine, let it settle. “Intake interview. Less software, more questions.” She smiled, tiny. “Probably the same outcome.”

“Who was your interviewer?” said Naomi.

“Dr. Laila Sørensen.”

Naomi nodded, once, as if filing a report.

Evan said, “My session was actually decent. The guy—Daniel—he’s good. He didn’t pull any corporate ‘leadership’ stuff, just asked straight questions. Reframed my answers in ways I hadn’t thought about. Like, it felt like a conversation, not a test.”

Jules made a noise, not quite a laugh. “Did you pass?”

Evan grinned, teeth bright. “Depends on the grading curve.”

Jules glanced at Maya again. “So what’s the game? Rehab for rich people, or some kind of next-level brainwash?”

Naomi considered. “If I had to guess, it’s a human factors experiment. They’re running models, testing resilience or adaptability. Each session is a data point, but also a pressure test. The isolation isn’t an accident; it’s the variable they’re tracking.”

Jules said, “They’ll need a better sample. The guests are all the same—everyone here looks like they donate to the same five charities and argue about restaurants on Instagram.”

Evan sipped his wine. “Maybe that’s what VIA stands for. Very Important Assholes.”

Maya smiled, genuine this time. “You should pitch that.”

She listened to the rhythm of the table. The other guests laughed in low bursts, quick and contained, as if the cost of being noticed was steep. At the midpoint of the hall, a group of six in matching blazers traded war stories about the onboarding process. At the near end, a couple sat on the same side of their table, speaking in hushed tones, faces close, never once looking up at anyone else.

Maya kept her own gaze on her friends. She let her body lean into the conversation, but kept her hands wrapped around the stem of her glass, holding it steady. She had not touched her plate.

Jules dug at the main, then set the fork down. “We should try to sync up tomorrow, after sessions. See what’s changed.”

Naomi said, “Assuming the schedules match.”

Evan said, “If not, we’ll make them match.”

They spoke in these fragments, the way people do when language itself is being surveilled.

Maya poured more wine, then set the bottle precisely in the center of the table. She asked Naomi, “How did the software deal with incomplete data? Did it nudge you to fill in gaps, or just log the silence?”

Naomi looked at her, eyes sharp. “It flagged the pause. Then waited. Never prompted, but recorded the lag. You could see it on the feed—time since last action, down to the second.”

Maya nodded. “So they care more about how you avoid than what you avoid.”

Naomi smiled, quick and satisfied. “Exactly.”

The staff cleared their plates, as if on cue. The dessert was a single square of something dark and bitter, dusted with salt. Maya picked at it with the tip of her knife, making a neat incision, but did not eat.

The noise in the room dipped, then resumed. The staff began to clean up with the efficiency of a strike team, clearing the table with minimum friction.

Evan stretched, rolled his shoulders. “I’m going to walk the grounds. See if the cliffs look less impossible after dark.”

Jules said, “Let me know if you find a tunnel or a parachute.”

They stood, stacking their chairs into the space under the table. Maya rose last, glass in hand. She turned to follow the others, but caught the last look from Jules—watchful, a little off-center, the kind of look that said they knew she was holding back, but could not decide if it was tactical or just self-preservation.

Maya smiled, a practiced half-moon, and turned away. The wine in her glass was untouched. She left it on the table, the lip catching the amber light.

The night outside was colder, and the building held its warmth with the possessiveness of a living thing.


Chapter Nine: The Monitoring Room

Scene 1

Naomi lay with her eyes open and the rest of her body feigning sleep. In the dark, the room shrank to its elemental coordinates: four corners of concrete, two beds, the ambient heat that clung to the cinderblock even when the windows implied cold. She had spent the better part of two hours calibrating her pulse to the mechanical exhalations of the climate system. She had matched her breath to the slow, predatory cycling of the vent above. She had measured the passage of time by the way the amber thread of corridor light never moved, not even a fraction, beneath the door.

Maya was asleep across the room. Her breathing was shallow, a surface artifact of deeper turbulence. One arm dangled over the edge of the mattress; her wristband caught the under-door glow and threw it onto the floor in a half-moon, pulsing when Maya shifted in her sleep. Sometimes, when Maya exhaled, her fingers would curl and then uncurl, as if she were counting something that only appeared in dreams.

Naomi waited. She listened. The building was not quiet. There was a background hum—industrial, not residential—that made the bones in her jaw vibrate if she clenched her teeth. She catalogued three distinct bands in the sound: the lowest, which never ceased; the middle, which rose and faded in a cycle just under ten seconds; and the highest, which came and went in a pattern that did not repeat, more like a living animal than a machine.

Above the white noise, she picked out the wet tick of condensation forming and falling through the HVAC, the faint shift of thermal expansion as the walls relaxed into their nighttime dimensions, and, once, the unmistakable series of footsteps moving in a corridor that should not, by the map she had constructed, exist on this floor.

She got up, not with care but with certainty. The covers slid off with no sound. She dressed in the dark—leggings, shirt, hoodie—then checked the time on her wristband: 3:21 a.m., though the precision of the hour felt more ceremonial than functional. Maya did not move. Naomi pulled her hair back, cinched it with the elastic around her wrist, and closed the suite door behind her without using the handle.

The corridor was different at night. The lights were dimmed to a setting just above black, the amber tone no longer cozy but surgical, the color of a bruise in the final stages of healing. The hallway had the feel of something occupied but not lived in. It reminded Naomi of the off-limits areas in high-security hospitals, where even the dust had a protocol and you could feel the negative pressure on your teeth.

She walked. The sound was louder here; the vibrational baseline grew stronger as she moved away from the suite, toward the core of the building. She used the pads of her fingers to check the walls every few feet, feeling for temperature shifts and the faintest echo of internal machinery. At one point she stopped, pressed her palm flat, and counted the oscillations of the hum: 11 per minute, with a secondary spike every fourth beat.

At the first intersection, she turned right. At the second, she went left, then doubled back, and listened. There was no signage in the guest corridors, only the subtle relief of wall seams and the bare minimum of exit arrows, but she tracked the faint scent of ozone and, beyond that, a sharper tang of solvents. The air got colder. The floor changed underfoot, from the carpeted strip to something harder, a vinyl or composite, designed to withstand cleaning. Naomi knew that shift from every institutional building she’d ever catalogued: the public-facing veneer ending, the infrastructure beginning.

She found the door easily, though it was disguised as part of the wall—flush, color-matched, the kind of thing that pretended not to exist for anyone who wasn’t seeking it. The only tell was a small metal plate, waist-high, stamped with “Staff Access” in the barest possible font. The door was not latched. Through the crack, Naomi saw a thread of blue-white light, colder and more real than any in the guest wings.

She stood at the threshold, listening. From inside: a faint, irregular clicking, as of a keyboard or a relay tripped by a programmatic timer; a lower, sustained rumble that could have been a high-powered fan or a server rack; and, under that, the occasional dampened cough of human voice, words not making it past the door.

She looked first. There was no rush, not here. Through the small wedge, she saw the interior: a room perhaps twenty feet square, lit entirely by the glow of monitors. On one wall, a bank of screens, nine by six, each tuned to a live feed—some in daylight, some in night-vision, none displaying static. On another, a series of racks with blinking status LEDs, small and faintly pulsing. In the room were two staffers in the same charcoal as the lobby, both with their backs to the door, their faces blue-lit and slack with focus. One sat at a console, the other at a smaller desk, typing.

She read the screens. Each showed a space in the building, or on the grounds: the dining hall, the moss atrium, a gym with no guests in it, several corridors, at least three bedrooms. The feeds were tagged in the bottom right corner, labels rendered in all-caps, black on white: N. NAKAYAMA, J. PHILLIPS, E. BRUCE, M. CHEN, and others. She found her own: N. WATERS. The camera angle was from the upper left of her suite, showing the beds from above. Maya was visible, curled and motionless. The time stamp matched her memory of leaving.

On the desk nearest the door, a stack of paper. The visible page bore a column header in bold: BASELINE DEVIATION. Below that, guest names, each row with a percentage, a time interval, and a short note. She caught the first two rows before one of the staffers reached to shuffle the stack. “J. PHILLIPS: 1.2%, INCREASED PERSISTENCE INTERVAL, ‘WALKED THE COURSE TWICE’.” “N. WATERS: 0.7%, AWAKE DURING REST CYCLE, ‘NOCTURNAL ACTIVITY’.”

She stepped back, silent, and waited for her pulse to return to standard. When the staffer at the desk straightened and turned to speak to his counterpart, Naomi moved, recalibrating her exit to match the tempo of the noise inside, closing the door to its original millimeter.

She walked back at the same pace as before. She did not hurry. Her hands remained at her sides, neither clenched nor loose. The corridor was unchanged, except for a subtle uptick in the pitch of the HVAC. She retraced her steps, found the suite, and entered it as before, the door catching on the latch with the same hydraulic sigh.

Inside, Maya had not moved. Her hand now curled beneath her chin, the wristband glowing steady. Naomi sat on her bed, upright, shoes still on, and waited for her heart rate to decelerate. She measured her breath against the rhythm of the vent. She counted the seconds until her hands stopped shaking.

In the dark, Naomi rehearsed the sentences she would need. She parsed and recomposed each until it could be delivered with zero inflection, zero deviation from baseline. She watched Maya sleep, and waited for the next right moment.

Scene 2

Naomi did not wait for the sun to rise or for her own nerves to cool. She woke Maya with a touch to the shoulder—no gradient, no warning. Maya came up in a single, rigid motion, eyes wide but instantly focused. There was no startle in the motion, only the velocity of someone already on alert.

Naomi sat at the edge of the other bed, one knee over the other, hands flat against her thigh. She waited until Maya had blinked herself all the way back to wakefulness, then started.

She listed the facts:

“There is a staff-only access door in the west corridor. It was left ajar.”

She waited for Maya to nod—she did, curt, lips pinched, like she was suppressing commentary.

“Inside is a room with a wall of live video feeds. Thirty or more, covering every public and private area. Bedrooms included. Ours. You were visible. The cameras are tagged with guest names.”

Another pause. Maya exhaled once, shallow, but did not interrupt.

“There are two staffers in the room. Both engaged. They monitor, record, and annotate. There’s a printout, on a desk. It logs guest behavior under the header ‘Baseline Deviation.’ Every row is timestamped, with short notes. Yours and mine included. I only caught two rows before one of them moved.”

She finished. She kept her voice even, kept her gaze fixed on Maya’s face, searching for the first drift of shock, or fear, or even anger. Instead, she found calculation, the eyes narrowing a fraction, the chin dropping, the muscles at the base of the jaw tightening and then letting go.

Naomi waited. She knew the value of silence; she waited longer than was comfortable, just to see what filled the gap.

Maya said, “Did they see you?”

“Unclear. I closed the door as I left. Their awareness was still internal, not external, when I exited.”

Maya shifted, not in the bed, but internally. Naomi could sense it: a realignment, a vectoring of options.

Maya said, “We need to be careful.”

Naomi said, “We need to get out.”

Maya was still for a long moment. “We need more information first,” she said, and the phrase landed with the density of a verdict.

Naomi did not react. She let the sentence hang, allowed the pressure of the silence to compress everything else in the room. She felt the urge to push, to press the advantage of evidence and adrenaline, but she held. Maya was a system unto herself; she needed time to reconfigure. Naomi watched as the other woman ran the scenarios behind her eyes, her breathing slower now, shoulders squared, hands gripping the blanket tight but otherwise motionless.

They sat in parallel, the room so quiet it might have been soundproofed, the only movement the amber line of corridor light slowly swelling as someone, somewhere, nudged a dimmer up by one increment.

Naomi folded her hands, interlaced the fingers, and set them in her lap. She said nothing.

Maya’s gaze came up to meet hers, and for a moment, neither blinked. Naomi saw the afterimage of her own urgency reflected in Maya’s eyes, but distorted, made rational, repurposed for the calculus of survival.

The space between them was neither friendship nor alliance, but the pause before an action that would define both.

Neither moved. They waited, with all the patience the room could hold, until the next necessary thing revealed itself.

The light under the door brightened a shade, and both watched it.


Chapter Ten: Confiscated

Scene 1

Jules had always been good at reading a room, but this one fought back. The group reflection on the third morning—scheduled, compulsory, bloodlessly titled—was held in an amphitheater built for acoustics and psychological exposure. Rows of concrete benches fanned out under a glassy half-dome, the whole thing visible from every angle, no place to hide except by making yourself unworthy of notice. Jules had that part down to a science: cultivate a slouch that wasn’t quite laziness, make eye contact exactly once per hour, laugh on cue but at half-volume, let your hands be busy enough to signal energy without signaling intent. The others, including Maya and Naomi and Evan, did the performance too, but with less technical finesse. Maya’s smile was a mask she wore until it turned real, then wore it longer; Naomi had a way of turning perfectly still, which made every staffer’s eyes tick back to her just a beat early. Evan, always ready to volunteer, answered questions in a tone that blended sincerity with plausible deniability. 

The exercise was an hour. Jules made it twenty-three minutes. They had spent the previous day tracking the staffers’ movements, the rhythm of their appearances and the logic of their vanishing. Charcoal uniforms were always either arriving from nowhere or evaporating mid-route, which, if you looked, always corresponded to a particular corner in the service corridor near the guest suites. Jules had mapped it in three recon passes: the first to get the lay of the doors (four, not three), the second to see who held the keycards (not all staffers, only the ones with the black lapel pin), the third to time the swing of the door so they could slip in as the latch disengaged and be gone before the negative pressure even finished sighing.

When they slipped out of the amphitheater, it was in the middle of a scheduled breakout, while the group was busy with colored cards and the staffers were leaned in for “facilitated sharing.” Jules walked with the slow-jog urgency of someone en route to a nicotine fix, hands in pockets, head down, hoodie zipped. They crossed the threshold into the public corridor, turned the first right, then another, and at the next intersection paused just long enough to hear the click and thunk of the staff door being opened by a passing staffer. They trailed her at distance, watched her disappear through the “STAFF ONLY” panel, and counted five Mississippi before the latch relocked. By then, the echo of her shoes had faded down the back corridor.

The service corridor was not like the rest of the resort. There was no moss, no art, no evenness of light. The floor was poured concrete, the walls the same, scored with seams where the forms hadn’t quite married. The air was colder, and the only illumination came from a strip of fluorescent overhead, the light pitched just below comfort, a hum that scratched at the base of the skull. The place smelled of nothing. Not even cleaning product. Not even air. Jules felt the temperature drop as they moved forward, a pressure gradient that made each step feel like a small trespass.

Hands out, they let their fingertips drift along the seam where wall met wall. Texture: a roughness, a cold that pulled heat from the skin instantly. Every few meters, there was a door. Most were marked with embossed codes (“ELEC,” “LIN,” “SEC”), all set flush with the wall and so precisely painted the only clue of their existence was the faint, circular wear of a fingerplate near the handle. Jules tried them in sequence, keeping their body at a tangent to the wall, listening for alarms, for the hiss of a gasket flexing, for any hint they were being followed. Every door was locked, except the last on the left, which had a frame just a hair wider than the door itself, enough that you could see the shadow line if you looked for it.

Jules stopped, hand on the latch, and put their ear to the seam. Nothing. Not even the hum of machinery. They pressed, gentle at first, then with their shoulder, and the door gave with a soft, wet pop.

Inside, the first thing that hit was the smell: a saturation of paper, metal, and the faintly chemical note of ozone, like the innards of a printer or the bank of a river after lightning. The room was narrow, but tall, and every wall was lined with shelving, the shelves fitted with trays of stainless steel, each tray labeled with a date range in a font so sterile it seemed computer-generated. The light in here was blue-white and unkind, and it revealed a floor so clean it could have been staged for a pharmaceutical ad.

Jules closed the door behind them with the same, slow care. Then they crossed to the first shelving unit, reading the labels on the trays as they went.

The oldest dates started in the late 90s, the font on those trays older, uneven, the ink sometimes faded at the edges. Each tray was shallow, and inside, a neat row of maroon and navy booklets, stacked upright like patient soldiers. The passports. Jules’s mind did a quick cartesian product: the number of trays, the number of years, the visible count per shelf. Four shelves on the near wall, five on the far, three along the short side—each shelf held maybe a dozen trays, each tray probably sixty or seventy passports, minimum. Jules ran the numbers in a murmur, lips barely moving. The volume was incomprehensible, more so for how invisible it was. 

On the table nearest the door was the most recent tray, this one only half-full. The first thing Jules saw was a shock of blue, the standard-issue color of the American passport, then another—Canadian, by the gold leaf on the emblem. There were others, a red, a green, even a dark gray, none of which Jules recognized. They picked up the blue, thumbed through the edges, and stopped when they saw their own face staring back. 

The photo was five years old. The haircut was a mistake. The signature at the bottom was not the one they would have signed now. Still, it was theirs, their name in capital letters, their history compressed to two square inches of page. They set it down, reached for the next, and found Maya’s. Then Naomi’s. Then Evan’s, grinning in a way that now seemed like a joke. All four, together in the tray, filed as if the archivist understood exactly which narratives belonged side by side.

Jules’s hands, which never stopped moving, went still. They closed around the edges of the booklet, thumb tracing the ridged gold of the crest. For a moment, everything else—the cold, the smell, the hum of the light—flattened into a single, featureless now.

They set the passport down. Picked it up again. Opened it, thumbed through the stamps. None recent, all before this. There was an urge, childish and panicked, to check the others for evidence of alteration, to look for marks of erasure or replacement, but the documents were untouched, perfect, just as they had been when surrendered.

Jules exhaled through the nose, a slow leak of air. Then, methodically, they took Maya’s and checked every page. Then Naomi’s. Then Evan’s. Satisfied, or exhausted, they lined them up edge to edge on the table and looked at the name labels on the tray itself. The labels were printed in the same way as the room’s signage—thin, clinical, formatted for a database, not a person. At the bottom of the tray was a slip with the word “HOLD—ACTIVE.” No other note. No names.

The far wall was a gallery of scale. Jules ran their eyes down the trays, reading the dates and watching the size of the batch increase as the years went on, the most recent two rows thicker, each tray dense with navy and maroon. The numbers did not make sense, but they were irrefutable. Even if only half the trays were full, it was a warehouse of lives suspended in administrative limbo, no exit, no re-entry.

Jules counted the trays again, slow and silent. Their mouth moved at the last digit, and the calculation finished with a fractional tilt of the head. Years of arrivals. Years of this. 

They put the passports back in the tray, three of them, and then picked up their own one last time. This time, they slid it into the inside pocket of their jacket, pressing it flat so the cover was flush with their own skin.

They closed the tray, not with care but with a decision. Then they backed to the door, hand on the latch, and waited, listening for the memory of their own heartbeat. 

The room felt colder than before, or maybe just emptier.

Jules knew what came next, but they did not move. They let the silence have its moment. Then, as if time had never passed, they slipped back into the corridor and vanished.

Scene 2

He was already in the room. Or maybe he always had been, waiting in the blind spot of the world’s best periphery, a hinge in the moment you only noticed once it closed. Jules turned, expecting a shadow or a sound, but Adrian Vale simply existed in the doorway—hands at his sides, jacket sharp, hair threaded with steel and styled to betray nothing of the hours or elements. He did not knock. He did not say “excuse me,” or “may I,” or “is this a bad time.” He just waited, and the waiting was an answer in itself.

For a second, neither moved. The only animation was the pulse of blue-white fluorescent, humming at a frequency that drew out every flaw in a person’s skin or intent. Jules had seen people try to hold a stare like that: headmasters, parole officers, a psych major once who thought “radical honesty” was the only way to win arguments. They all lost, eventually. Adrian Vale did not even play.

He looked at the tray of passports, then at Jules’s hands, and the corners of his mouth tipped up—not into a smile, but into the suggestion of one, as if the notion of amusement was too intimate to show in public.

“I see you’ve found the archive,” he said. The voice was even, soft as a downbeat, no hint of being winded or perturbed, like this was exactly the meeting he’d planned for this hour, this instant. “Most guests make it at least to the fifth day.”

Jules rolled the passport in their hands, let the edge of the cover cut a line across the pad of their thumb. “You going to take it back?”

Adrian stepped in, just far enough for the door to close itself behind him, with that same hydraulic hush. The effect was not menace, not even dominance, just an architectural inevitability: once inside a room, he owned it.

“You’re welcome to keep it,” said Adrian, and here he let the word hang in the air. “If you wish.”

Jules watched his face for a tell, some weakness in the mask. “Doesn’t change the fact that we’re still on this island. Or whatever the hell it is.”

“No,” Adrian said. “But you understand the rules better now. That’s always a good start.”

Jules set the passport down on the table, then picked it up again, then tucked it into the jacket’s interior pocket, fingers slow, never leaving the paper’s surface. “You ever get tired of this little experiment?”

Adrian tilted his head, not in thought, but in the way a cat sizes up a bird just out of reach. “What would be the experiment, Jules?”

“The part where you watch people lose their shit and call it wellness.”

Adrian let that hang. “People lose much less than you think. Or perhaps,” and here the smile was almost real, “they simply come to value what they still have. The act of seeing it laid out—the extent of it, the scale—helps clarify what one values most.”

Jules felt an anger, small and precise, lodge behind the breastbone. “This isn’t therapy. It’s a fucking hostage situation with room service.”

“If that is how it feels, then I invite you to imagine how much stranger it could be,” said Adrian, with a lightness that made Jules want to break something, or break for the door.

Jules’s mind ran the scenarios: vault for the exit, use the chair as a weapon, scream for help and let the staff come running. All useless. The man would not flinch, and every option had already been gamed, costed, settled.

Adrian said, “May I share a thought?”

“Seems like you’re going to anyway.”

He moved to the table, fingers grazing the top edge of the tray, but never touching the passports themselves. “You see the number of trays, the number of years. You do the math—how many guests, how many stories, how many never returned. You might wonder: what is the value, in all this repetition?”

Jules looked at the wall, at the trays stretching out in time, in implication. “You get off on it, I guess. Or someone does.”

Adrian shook his head. “No. I have no such luxury. My role is to ensure the process works. It always does, in the end. The only question is how much of yourself you wish to recover, and what you are willing to trade for it.”

Jules hated that the words made sense. Hated that there was a logic underneath the condescension, a kind of mercy as long as you didn’t look too closely.

“I don’t want your mercy,” Jules said, quiet but level.

Adrian let the silence collect, then said, “Then keep the passport. It won’t open any doors, but it might remind you that you can leave, if you want. Most guests, even the angry ones, decide not to.”

He stepped back, nodding as if the conversation had concluded on the correct note. “I hope you’ll join me for a conversation tomorrow. Noon. The glass room above the atrium. You’ll know the way.”

He left, the door closing softer than before, footsteps unhurried, no backward glance.

Jules waited, long enough to be sure the man was not coming back. The room was the same: cold, bright, and layered with the aftersmell of ozone and old paper.

They took the tray from the table and slotted it back in the shelf, exactly where it belonged. The arithmetic was different now. The experiment wasn’t about escape or revelation. It was about compliance, about who could survive the logic of the place long enough to see what lay at the end.

Jules gripped the passport with both hands, the edge digging into the skin, and looked around the room one last time.

The answer was obvious. The question was what to do with it.


Chapter Eleven: Evan's Return

Scene 1

The dining hall was a box with a view, but the fog outside reduced it to four walls and the theater of breakfast. Maya arrived early and found the table already set for four, each place precisely aligned, the silverware in formation, the napkins folded with the starchy discipline of a military hospital. She slid into her seat and let her eyes wander the room—empty, save for one staffer at the far window and the faint clatter of dishes in a kitchen she could not see.

She waited for the others. The waiting was different today.

Naomi entered first, posture angular in her blue sweater, eyes not on Maya but on the periphery: the staff, the ceiling, the floor. She chose the seat with her back to the far wall, scanned the exits, then focused on the table’s center, as if inspecting the grain for weaknesses.

Jules followed, less kinetic than usual, hoodie zipped to the chin. They dropped into their chair and immediately started tearing at a bread roll, disassembling it into perfect halves and then quarters. The pile grew under their hand, untouched.

The fourth seat stayed empty.

Maya watched it, as if Evan’s absence might reverse itself under sustained observation. She traced the rim of her glass, then flattened her fingers to the edge of the table, grounding herself against the grain. She waited for the staffer to notice, to explain.

He did not.

She counted two more staffers, one by the buffet and another at a sideboard, both in the same charcoal uniform and the same impossible calm. They moved with the silence of animals adapted to a habitat, invisible unless directly addressed.

Naomi was the one to speak first. “He’s not late.” No question in it.

Maya nodded, eyes on the door. “He didn’t come back last night, either. I checked.”

Jules shrugged, but the motion was incomplete, a shoulder up, then arrested. “Maybe he needed a break from the program.”

“He’s not in his room,” Maya said, voice smaller than she liked. “I tried after lights out. There’s nothing. The bed hasn’t been touched.”

Naomi folded her hands on the table, every finger aligned. “He could be in a session.”

Jules looked at the window, then at Maya. “All night?”

No one answered.

The breakfast buffet was the same as every morning—fruit in segments, yogurt in glass, eggs in a ceramic trough that steamed slightly under the lamps. The scent was all ozone and citrus, the comfort food of a dietician’s hallucination. Jules loaded their plate with nothing but eggs, then let the fork idle against the surface, unmoved.

The fourth setting stayed untouched. Not even a water glass shifted.

They waited, and time split into increments marked by the staffer’s methodical rounds: refilling carafes, replacing the bread, adjusting a serving spoon by one degree. Each pass skirted their table with the practiced warmth of the experienced concierge. Maya clocked the microexpressions: the briefest glance at the empty seat, the smile that never reached the eyes, the almost-there apology.

Eventually, Maya had enough. She stood, moving her chair back with a deliberate scrape, and walked to the nearest staffer—young, precise, with a neck so pale the veins read as blue. She waited for the woman to finish aligning a tray before speaking.

“Hi,” Maya said. “Our friend Evan—he didn’t come to breakfast. Is he all right?”

The staffer smiled, her teeth perfectly parallel, and inclined her head by the exact degree that denoted customer service and nothing more. “He is currently participating in an immersive session. He will return to the group when he’s ready.”

Maya held the staffer’s eyes. “What kind of session?”

“Each guest’s program is individually tailored,” the staffer said. The smile did not change. “I assure you, he is in good hands.”

Jules appeared behind Maya, arms crossed. “That’s not an answer.”

The staffer turned the smile on Jules. “It is the answer I’m permitted to give.”

Naomi, still at the table, said, flat: “It is exactly an answer. Just not the kind we want.”

The staffer’s expression didn’t move. “I can bring you more coffee if you’d like.”

Maya shook her head, feeling the heat rise into her cheeks. “No. Thank you.”

She returned to the table. Jules sat with a thump, the legs of the chair skidding on the polished floor. Maya pressed her hands to her temples for a moment, then let them drop. She looked at Naomi, who seemed to be watching the entire exchange from a great distance, eyes unblinking.

“He’s not coming back, is he,” Maya said, half to herself.

Naomi did not answer.

*

The day unspooled in segments, time divided not by clocks but by the tempo of surveillance and the movement of light in the corridors.

At mid-morning, Maya wrote a note—folded and refolded until the crease nearly split—and slipped it under the door of Evan’s suite. She pressed her ear to the wood, hearing nothing but the white noise of HVAC and the distant, bone-vibrating hum that she had come to recognize as the infrastructure’s heartbeat. She left the note anyway, and walked away fast, as if she might catch her own shadow in the act.

Jules did not sit still long enough for any experiment to take. They prowled the service corridor, retracing the path from the breakfast room to the archive and back. At one point they paused outside a staff room, hands jammed in pockets, and just stood there, watching the movement behind the smoked glass. When Maya caught up with them, they were tapping a foot so fast it was almost invisible, their face knotted with a frown that looked permanent.

“What if he just opted out?” Jules said, not looking at Maya.

“He didn’t,” Maya replied, and surprised herself with the certainty.

Jules picked at the skin around their thumb, until a crescent of red broke the surface. “You think they did something to him?”

Maya swallowed. “I don’t know.”

They walked together, the silence between them more toxic than comfort. Each time they passed a staffer, the conversation paused, then resumed only once the staffer was out of range.

At lunch, the table was set for four. The staffer poured water into the fourth glass, then removed it five minutes later, as if correcting a math error.

Naomi spent her hours at the small desk in their suite, writing in a notebook that grew denser by the page. Maya glanced over her shoulder once and saw the columns of text: name, activity, time, deviation, note. There were sidebars, arrows, cross-references. The handwriting was so small and sharp it looked printed.

“What are you tracking?” Maya asked, voice at the threshold of hearing.

Naomi’s eyes did not move from the page. “Correlation between the schedule and staff rotation. Testing if the gaps mean anything.”

“Do they?”

Naomi considered. “Too soon. But I think they’re shuffling us to see what we’ll do.”

Maya sat on the edge of her bed, hands locked in her lap. “It’s like we’re already gone. They just haven’t told us yet.”

Naomi said, “Don’t let them see you believe that.”

*

By evening, the thin comfort of routine was gone. The amber lighting, which had been soft as butter on the first night, now glared down from every fixture, harsh and close as the heat from a confession booth. Shadows pooled at the corners. The hum of the vents grew louder, or else the world grew quieter.

Maya’s composure eroded in layers: first her smile, then her posture, then the fine control of her voice. She stopped asking staffers about Evan by name, and instead resorted to simple questions—“Is there mail for me?” “Can you confirm my next appointment?”—but the answers, always smooth, always correct, only confirmed the lack of any real information.

Jules abandoned even the fiction of engagement. They ate nothing at dinner, instead picking apart a napkin until it disintegrated in their hands. Their eyes tracked every staffer in the room, not with the hope of catching a slip, but with the certainty that the performance would never break.

Naomi went still again, back straight, arms crossed over her chest, watching the surface of her water glass as if it might transmit a message from below.

The fourth place at the table was cleared without a word.

They sat together for a long time, the three of them, not moving, not speaking, not even making eye contact. The room filled with the kind of silence that accumulates before a breaking point.

Above them, the amber light flickered once, then steadied. The window showed nothing but the dense gray of the fog, as if the world outside had been erased.

Maya pressed her nails into her palm until she felt pain.

She waited for the next absence, and wondered whose it would be.

Scene 2

Evan returned at dinner.

He walked in as if he had never left: the same smooth gait, the casual scan of the room, the hint of mischief at the corners of his mouth. His shirt was unwrinkled, his hair freshly combed, his face bright with the particular ease that made him the nucleus of any group he joined. Maya clocked every detail before she let herself believe he was really there.

He slid into the fourth chair, across from Maya, and only then did he look at her directly. The eye contact landed hard. It held a beat too long, the smile just a little too slow in forming. For a moment, she thought he might be about to apologize for worrying them, but the words that came were a script she didn’t recognize.

“Hey, guys,” he said. “Sorry I missed you at breakfast.”

Jules did not reply. Their hands stilled, the knife poised over a half-dismembered beet, the tip gouging a neat line in the wood of the serving board.

Naomi inclined her head, the barest acknowledgment.

Maya said, “Are you okay?”

Evan laughed, the sound bright but without echo. “I’m good. Really good, actually. I had an extraordinary session. I think maybe we’ve been misreading what they’re doing here.”

Maya folded her hands on the table, as if bracing for impact. “What happened?”

Evan let the silence spool, as though deciding how much of the story to tell. “It was… an immersive. All night. I don’t even know how long. The staff running it were—” he searched for the word, “—incredible. They saw right through me. I didn’t expect it to actually matter, but it did.”

Jules put the knife down, aligning it exactly with the fork, then looked up. “What did they do to you?”

Evan smiled, but this time it was different. The warmth was there, but the temperature had been adjusted—set to match the room, or the audience, or the desired outcome. “That’s the kind of framing that keeps people from getting anything out of these things,” he said, and the delivery was measured, almost professorial. “It’s not about what was done to me. It’s about what I learned. About myself.”

Jules snorted, but said nothing.

Evan looked around the table, seeking some response. “It’s not a cult. It’s actually the opposite. The idea is to strip away everything you use to protect yourself—sarcasm, distraction, whatever—until what’s left is just the signal, not the noise.” He gestured, almost apologetically, at Jules. “You know how you always say I float above everything? They nailed me on that. Made me sit with it until I figured out why. The staff—Vale especially—they’re next-level. I honestly think if you just let the process work, you’d see what I mean.”

The silence that followed was clinical, dissected by the clink of glass and the distant, hydraulic hush of the building.

Naomi ate, head down, eyes lifting every so often to take a precise reading on Evan’s face. Her chewing was slow and regular, a metronome. When she spoke, it was so flat it felt like static. “Did you sleep?”

Evan smiled. “Not really, no. But I feel great.”

“Did they feed you?” asked Maya, the question out before she could pull it back.

“Not food,” Evan said. “Just… the work. The conversation. They want you off balance, so you actually pay attention.”

Jules stared. “And now what? You’re converted?”

Evan shrugged. “There’s nothing to convert to. I’m just saying—I see it differently now.”

Jules picked up the knife, then put it down again.

Maya tried to keep her own face still, but the tension had nowhere to go; it pooled in her hands, in the set of her mouth. She watched Evan as if he were a painting she’d only just realized was a forgery.

He seemed to sense it. “You can ask me anything. It wasn’t brainwashing. It was… almost embarrassing, honestly. They had me do this exercise where I had to recite everything I hated about myself, then defend each one. Then do the same for everything I liked. It was excruciating, but after a while it felt… clean, somehow.”

He made a gesture with his hand, slicing air. “You should try it. I know you think you’re above it, but you’d be surprised.”

Naomi met his gaze, eyes gray and unblinking. “When did you last see a clock?”

Evan grinned, more Evan now. “No idea. That’s the point, right?”

Naomi logged the answer. “Do you remember anything from last night?”

He thought. “Bits and pieces. I know I was with Daniel for a while. Vale came in at some point. There was a lot of talking. Some… weird prompts, like story games. Some guided memory stuff. Nothing scary. I know I slept, but it wasn’t in my room. I woke up on a couch with a blanket and a bottle of water.”

“Were you ever alone?” Jules again, sharp and quick.

Evan shook his head. “Not once.”

The conversation shuddered, then died. The only sound was the hum of the amber lights, tuned now to a higher frequency that made everything look slightly sepia, as if the world was being staged for an afterimage.

Maya watched Evan’s hands, the way they moved without rest: adjusting the bread, smoothing the napkin, making small, precise calibrations to the items in front of him. She saw how his eyes kept returning to hers, looking for something, but she was not sure what.

Jules broke the standoff. “So that’s it? You go into a hole for a day, get reprogrammed, and now you’re the poster child for VIA?”

Evan’s smile thinned. “That’s not fair.”

Maya said, quietly, “But is it true?”

He looked at her, and the answer was slow in coming. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I just… I feel like I finally get it. Like I’m actually here, instead of pretending to be here.”

Jules set down their fork with a noise that was almost violent, then pushed the plate away.

Naomi ate the last bite of her food, chewed, swallowed, then said, “Thank you for the information.”

No one spoke for a long time.

The staffer cleared Evan’s untouched plate with the same perfection as always, never once letting the surface of her expression flicker. She refilled the glasses, wiped the condensation from the decanter, and retreated, steps absorbed by the engineered silence.

The four of them sat in the haze of light, the balance of the table forever changed.

Maya listened for a sign in Evan’s breathing, for any hint of a return to baseline. But the calibration was off now, and she did not know if it would ever reset.

They finished the meal without saying anything else that mattered.

Outside the window, the world dissolved into gray.


Scene 3

The lamp cast a small moon on the wall above Naomi’s bed, and the rest of the room receded into gradients of shadow and insufficient air. The clock in the suite was an abstraction: there were no numerals, just a slow brightening and dimming that gestured at the hour. It was late, though, in the way that made every conversation thinner and every thought a little rawer at the edge.

Naomi sat on the edge of her mattress, back straight, both feet flat on the floor. Her hands were locked together, as if bracing for turbulence. She looked at Maya, who had not changed out of her clothes, who sat on her own bed cross-legged and very still, as if waiting for the room to tell her what to do.

Naomi said, “He was offered something.”

Maya looked up. The skin below her eyes was blue. “What do you mean?”

Naomi did not blink. “It’s the only way to explain the shift. The session he described was a pressure test—extended, high-intensity, total immersion. They don’t do that for compliance, or even for therapy. They do it to get you to accept a premise you would otherwise reject.”

Maya waited. Naomi watched the tension spiral in her shoulders, then in the way her hands gripped her knees.

“What kind of premise?” Maya said, after the silence had calcified.

“I don’t know yet. But I know his affect changed. His language was re-sequenced, like they taught him a new model and he’s still running diagnostics before deploying it. The eye contact is different. Evan used to mirror, but now he’s forcing the loop—it’s deliberate, not reflexive. Same for the cadence. He pauses before he answers, even when the answer should be instantaneous.”

Maya flinched, and Naomi watched it. “Maybe it’s just stress,” Maya said, but the words didn’t travel far.

Naomi shook her head, once. “If it was stress, he’d revert to baseline. This is something else. Like he’s waiting for us to catch up.”

Maya uncrossed her legs, one foot pressing into the cold of the floor. “You think they broke him?”

Naomi hesitated. “No. I think they made him a deal.”

The room shrank around them. The ceiling, always too low, now felt present at the top of Maya’s skull. The sound of the ocean was gone, or had never existed, replaced by the perpetual hum of the building’s breathing.

Maya said, “Did you see the way he looked at us?”

Naomi nodded. “Yes. I didn’t recognize it, but I recognized the intention.”

The quiet went on, long enough that Maya considered standing just to break it.

Naomi said, “He’s not a threat. Not yet.”

Maya laughed, a thin sound that collapsed on the first syllable. “Comforting.”

Naomi kept her eyes on Maya’s. “I’m telling you because I don’t want you to be surprised.”

Maya hugged her arms around her ribcage, rocking once. “I won’t be.”

They sat in the sphere of amber light, both of them shadowed to the collarbones, the rest of their bodies a rumor. The suite was the same as ever—raw concrete, the smell of dust and ozone, the whisper of the vent—but it felt smaller now, as if the air had been drained to make room for something heavier.

Naomi did not offer comfort. Maya did not ask.

After a while, Maya asked, “Do you think he chose it?”

Naomi stared at the wall, where the light pooled and then went flat. She thought for a long time.

Then she said, “I think that’s the wrong question.”

She stood, turned off the lamp, and lay back on her bed, arms rigid at her sides.

Maya watched the absence of light, and listened for the sound of the ocean, or for anything that might announce itself as a warning.

Neither of them slept.


Chapter Twelve: What VIA Sells

Scene 1

The air in the service corridor was colder than it had any right to be, its moisture clinging to the concrete in a way that made every step feel trespassed. At this hour, the only illumination was the amber of emergency LEDs, dropped to a pulse so weak it barely lived up to the name. Naomi moved in intervals calibrated to the flicker, letting the darkness have its regular dominion between islands of weak light. She kept her hands in the pouch of her sweatshirt, but the left one gripped the wire with enough force to score the flesh.

She took the corridor’s turns with eyes down, navigating by the subtle rise in pressure and the incrementally sharper taste of ozone. Two nights ago, this path had led to a door left fractionally ajar; now, it was shut, but not alarmed, the seam around it glowing faintly blue from the inside, a sign of occupancy or the oversight of a night-shift tired enough to cut corners. Naomi leaned into the cool of the metal, ear pressed to the seam, and listened: nothing but the subsonic hum of racks running at idle, and the sigh of fans drawing heat off processors too expensive to sleep.

The wire was the length of a chopstick, stiffer and with a point ground on the linoleum of the laundry room. Jules had demonstrated the technique on a lesser door, a parlor trick with a two-second learning curve, but Naomi had memorized the sequence of torques and wrist angles. She inserted the wire just above the latch, pressed with the right thumb, and worked the mechanism with her left. The tension was subtle—an interplay of spring and resistance—and she knew by the microgive when the lock decided to yield. She caught the handle before it could rattle, and eased the door open in a sweep measured to the breath.

Inside: a room the color of dying pixels, lit only by the monitors lining the wall. Two chairs were pushed back from the desk, each slightly askew, one still spinning a half-degree per second, as if a body had just vacated it. The screens—dozens, maybe more—displayed live video in stacked arrays: the main dining area, the moss atrium, the amphitheater, the challenge course, guest corridors, the gym, the guest suites, all time-stamped and labeled in a font that had never known human preference. The labels cycled at the corner of each frame: “M. CHEN,” “J. PHILLIPS,” “E. BRUCE,” “N. WATERS,” and the others. One screen in the bottom right cycled through a set of empty suites; one showed the blacked-out window of what must have been the cold storage or “archive” room Jules had described.

Naomi closed the door with a calculated absence of sound, then crossed to the desk. The surface was metal, edged with rubber, and covered with the debris of monitored existence: a mug ring, two capped pens, a stack of blank incident forms. Nearest the keyboard sat the folder she had glimpsed on her first reconnaissance—the top sheet still creased, “Baseline Deviation” in sans-serif block, with a date and time in the right-hand corner. She slid the whole stack toward her, careful not to disturb the dust around the edges, and flicked the pages with the pad of her thumb.

The contents were not just incident logs. Each section began with a profile, formatted as if for an executive summary, but too detailed, too intimate. The heading: “M. CHEN (MAYA).” Below: a summary of professional history, social media handles, psychological risk factors (“Approval-dependency index: 2.2 std above cohort mean”), social connectivity scores, then a block of text titled “Absence Model.” Naomi read it twice before it made sense: a projection of how long it would take for anyone to notice Maya missing, how many days before work, friends, or family would escalate the silence into action. “Estimated Absence Window: 14 days (95% confidence interval: 10-21).”

The next section: “J. PHILLIPS (JULES).” Less detail, fewer professional ties, a raft of risk assessments marked “noncompliant” or “high-volatility.” The “Estimated Absence Window” was shorter—nine days—but Naomi read the math: high friend churn, low digital footprint, no live-in partner, family disengaged. She realized then that each of these numbers was not just an abstraction; it was a metric that shaped the entire system’s tolerance for error.

She flipped to her own. “N. WATERS (NAOMI).” The profile was a mirror held too close: “high cognitive resilience, low empathy externalization, optimal for stress-testing.” The absence window: “22 days.” There was a list of contacts at the end, marked “LOW INTERVENTION RISK,” and as Naomi scanned the names, she felt the perverse satisfaction of seeing her own predictions confirmed by the enemy’s model.

She found herself scanning the list for Evan, but there was no “E. BRUCE” in the guest sequence. She checked the trash, the folders under the desk, but found only a binder labeled “TRANSITIONAL PERSONNEL.” She opened it to the first tab: Evan’s name, now rendered in the same font but with an overlay: “Reassignment: Provisional. Current status: Evaluative.” The notes beneath were clinical to the point of violence: “Subject demonstrates adaptive compliance. Recommend further integration.” The dates matched the day he had disappeared from the table.

She left the file open, letting the evidence sit there, and moved to the next stack—a set of stapled sheets marked “CLIENT COMMUNICATION.” She skimmed the first page, expecting corporate fluff, but what she found was ledger: account numbers, wire transfer dates, session codes, and a log of remote access times. Each line corresponded to a “Viewer ID,” anonymized but traceable by frequency and pattern. The next page mapped these IDs to a schedule of guest appearances, with annotations for “Peak Emotional Response,” “Anomaly Detected,” “Replay Requested.” She understood, with a kind of physical nausea, that the surveillance was not just insurance, but product: someone was paying to watch, not in aggregate, but in the granular, the way a person might subscribe to a single channel for the promise of blood.

At the bottom of the stack, a single-page summary: “Product Model: The experience is the raw material. The human is the product.”

Naomi sat for a long time without moving. The room was cold, but her face ran hot, a flush that crept up from collarbone to ear. She could taste the salt of it.

She pulled from her pocket the camera she’d assembled from craft room scraps—a lens housing, a chip soldered to a memory card, the battery taped on with electrical tape stolen from the gym supply closet. She powered it up and started at the top: first the profile headers, then the absence models, then the annotations under “Transitional Personnel.” She shot every page of the client communications, making sure the account numbers and transfer dates were in frame. For the screens, she photographed the cycling feeds with her own name and Maya’s in the upper left corner, then a wide of the full array, so dense with faces it looked algorithmic.

Her hands shook as she worked, not from fear but from the effort of containing it. The only time she stopped was when she reached a page in Maya’s profile, not present in her own or Jules’s: a subheading, “Recruiter Compensation.” There was a number, five digits, then the phrase “Disbursed, less standard withholding.” Naomi stared at it, the camera idle in her lap, and let the implication pour over her.

She photographed that page twice, once with flash, once without.

She did not cry, and she did not destroy anything.

She set the files back in their order, aligning the edges so precisely that no one would guess they’d been touched. She closed the Evan folder and slid it back to the corner. She spun the chairs exactly as they had been, then killed the blue light on the desk with a quick press to the power key. The monitors continued their vigil; she left them cycling.

When she exited, she closed the door behind her and listened for the click of the lock.

In the corridor, she let her breath out. She thumbed the camera, counting the images by feel, then dropped it into her hoodie and walked the path back to the suite. The amber lights pulsed at her ankles, the cold concrete drank every step, and the only thing she carried that was new was the evidence of what had always been true.

She moved without haste. There was no one to notice her absence. Not for twenty-two days, at least.


Scene 2

The walk back was a repeat of the path in, but the corridor seemed to have tightened, or else her body had swelled to fill its dimensions. The camera was heavy in her hand, its battery still warm from the run of the flash. She kept her fingers around it in a grip so tight it stung the skin at the knuckle.

The building was alive. The servers behind the wall ran hot and loud, their fan banks humming at a frequency that set the teeth on edge. Through the ductwork, the air recirculated in slow cycles, sometimes interrupted by the soft click of a relay or the sharp contraction of a pipe cooling. Twice, as she crossed the junction between staff and guest wings, the floor shifted under her feet—a mechanical settling, or the echo of a step somewhere else in the architecture.

She keyed into the suite, taking care to let the handle catch before the door shut. Inside, the world was undisturbed. Maya slept, the line of her body canted toward the wall, one arm extended over the covers, fingers curled like she was holding a conversation with her own pulse. Naomi watched, counted the breaths—four per every three seconds, then a brief gap, then back on pace. There was no movement from the other suites, no noise but the filtered air and, beneath it, the tremble of Naomi’s own blood making itself known in her ears.

She sat on her bed, not bothering to undress. She set the camera in her lap, the lens pointed at her knees, and looked at her own hands until the tremor resolved. On the nightstand, the amber wristband caught a trickle of light from the corridor, the VIA logo reduced to two prongs of black. Naomi considered it, then the camera, then the ceiling.

She did not open her notes. She did not lie down. She let the minutes run through her like coolant, dropping her temperature a degree at a time.

Maya murmured in her sleep, a sound like disagreement or the aftermath of a bad joke, but did not wake. The slow wash of sodium light from the corridor drew a bar across the carpet, then crawled up the far wall as the building rotated into morning.

Naomi rehearsed the sentences she would need. She split the knowledge into units, assembled them in the only sequence that made sense, and committed them to memory: the number of days, the product model, the file on Maya, the truth about Evan. She would have to be careful with the first reveal. She would have to be cruel, if only for the clarity of it.

She sat with the camera in her lap and the knowledge in her head and did not sleep, not even a little.

The building’s breath changed at 4:20, then again at 5:00. At 6:15, a staffer made the morning sweep of the hallway, heels soft on the carpet. The glow under the door brightened, then faded, then returned.

Maya turned in her bed and exhaled, a sigh that spooled out for a count of seven.

Naomi watched the line of light, the line of her own leg, and the sharp black triangle of the camera. When the clock on the wall nudged into the next hour, she stood, stretched her hands to drive the numbness out, and waited for the other woman to wake.

She did not need to plan her words. They were already queued. The only variable left was the reaction.

She sat, composed and silent, as the day announced itself in increments. The camera in her lap held the evidence; she did not need to look at it again.

She waited for the right moment, and nothing else.


Chapter Thirteen: The Recruitment

Scene 1

The air in the suite was already dense by the time Naomi finished her morning calibration: four counts to inhale, six to exhale, hold at the top for the difference between what you know and what you’re able to say. The sconce above Maya’s bed ran at 10%, casting the room in old gold and flattened shadow. Jules’s door was shut and still, the edge sealed tight against the lintel, no vibration to indicate movement inside. The window was a single sheet of clouded glass; outside, the fog leaned against it with the total indifference of the uninhabited world.

Naomi sat on the edge of the spare bed, posture geometric, arms locked at her sides as if any excess articulation might betray her. The camera rested, inert, in the pouch of her hoodie. She had not yet spoken to Maya, not since last night, not since the evidence had reset her sense of scale for what mattered and what could wait.

Maya sat upright against the headboard, knees drawn to her chest, hands splayed flat on the navy blanket. She watched Naomi with the kind of attention that Maya usually reserved for clients or delicate negotiations. Not evaluation—more like a brace against anticipated impact.

Naomi ran the protocol once more, then began.

“I entered the service corridor at 2:12. It was unalarmed.”

Maya did not blink.

“There is a surveillance room. Two workstations, three rows of monitors. Each feed is labeled with guest name or location. Every common area, all corridors, and every suite are under live video. There is no privacy anywhere in the building.”

She paused, checked for effect. Maya’s face was controlled, but the skin below her right eye had gone tight.

“The monitors are time-stamped. At the desk: a stack of log sheets titled ‘Baseline Deviation.’ Every guest is logged by behavioral variance. They track wake/sleep, location, compliance, even nonverbal cues.”

Naomi’s voice, already clinical, tightened a half-degree. “There’s an archive room, as Jules described. The passports are kept by arrival date, not by current status. The oldest tray is from 1997. The most recent includes ours.”

She allowed three seconds for that to land. Maya’s jaw tensed, then unlocked, but her hands did not move.

“There is a separate file system for ‘Transitional Personnel.’ That’s where Evan’s folder is now. It lists him as ‘Provisional,’ under review for permanent staff integration. There is no exit status listed for him, or for any guest in the last year. Some are simply marked as ‘Unaccounted For.’”

A silence unspooled, dense and fibrous. Naomi watched Maya’s shoulders draw in, then widen. She waited for the standard interruption, the deflection or the offer of comfort that usually followed any grim account, but Maya kept her hands where they were, fingers pressed flat enough to whiten at the knuckles.

When Naomi spoke again, it was quieter, but more pointed. “There was a profile on you,” she said. “On all of us. The files are detailed. Yours included data that isn’t public. It isn’t even brokered. Specifics that could only come from someone inside the network.”

She watched the small twitches in Maya’s face: a narrowing of the lids, a dip of the chin. A pause at the edge of a reaction, then the effortful swallowing of it.

Naomi let the silence go on. She could outwait anyone.

Maya broke first. Her hands curled once, then released. She said, “What did it say?”

Naomi gave her the summary: “Relationship history, professional details, cash flow over the last three years. Quotes from messages not in the public domain. Health records. Family contacts. An absence model: how long before anyone would notice you missing. Who would escalate it.”

Maya was still for the duration. Then, finally, she closed her eyes and let out a single breath. It ended ragged.

The seconds that followed were a mineral silence, cold and sedimented.

Naomi waited for a denial, or even a question. Instead, Maya reached with one hand and rubbed the center of her forehead, a gesture so deliberate it looked like a rehearsal for grief.

When she spoke, the voice was nothing like Maya’s usual one. It was hollowed out, stripped of all its usual moderation.

“They contacted me in January,” she said. “Not last month. Three months ago.”

Naomi did not nod.

“They said it was an opportunity for my network—people with potential, high resilience. They never called it a study, but it was obvious. I was told if I recruited a group, we’d be comped for the trip and paid a stipend. The language was all NDA and privilege. I thought it was just—” Here she made a thin sound, not laughter, not self-pity. “I thought it was the usual start-up shit. Data collection, social mapping. They said all the right things. I didn’t think it was—”

She stopped, searching for the correct word, then gave up.

“I was behind on the mortgage,” Maya said, even quieter. “I was out of work, but I hadn’t told anyone. The money was real. It was significant.”

Naomi registered the specifics. She said nothing.

“I didn’t know about any of this,” Maya said, now looking directly at Naomi. “I didn’t know what they’d do. Or what they’d take. I thought it was a week on an island, some kind of focus group with a wellness angle. I thought I was being clever.” She swallowed, and the motion was visible all the way down her neck. “I didn’t think anyone would get hurt.”

Naomi regarded her for a long time, long enough that the sconce above them flickered once, then re-stabilized.

She said, “They selected you because you’re the glue. You keep people in orbit. That’s the only way this works.”

Maya nodded, then shook her head, then did nothing at all.

Naomi turned her hands over on her knees, palms up, as if weighing the finality of the gesture.

“They would have found someone else,” Maya said, but it was obvious she didn’t believe it.

Naomi let her mouth rest in a neutral line. She said, “You should tell Jules before they read it from me.”

Maya nodded. “I will.”

The room was still except for the wet static of the world beyond the window, the fog sheeting over the glass in patterns that erased all trace of horizon.

Naomi stood. She crossed to the window, put her hand against the pane, felt the cold transmit into her bones.

Behind her, Maya said, “Naomi?”

She did not turn.

The suite was silent, the weight redistributed forever. Naomi kept her eyes on the white wall of nothing outside, letting the cold numb her hand, while behind her Maya’s mouth remained open, each word now a liability.

They stayed like that, at polar ends of the room, until the fog thickened enough that even the world inside started to vanish.


Chapter Fourteen: Adrian's Philosophy

Scene 1

The summons was written in ink so black it left a gloss on the paper, a single sentence and a time. Maya read it twice—her name, the location, the signature scrawled at a slant that seemed almost like a dare. It was not the request for presence she’d expected after a week of passive monitoring and slow-burn intimidation. It was an appointment. A performance review, in the language of corporations, or the first phase of confession, in the language of faith.

She dressed with care. It mattered, or she thought it should, even if the only witness was a man who had probably seen through every costume before the fabric met the skin. The elevator hummed up, no chime, no confirmation, only the compression of gravity as it ascended. The staffer who led her did not make eye contact, did not even wear a badge, only the uniform in a new permutation: no visible seam, no color at all, just black on black, even the soles of her shoes matched to the floors. 

She said nothing. The walk was silent except for the faint click of Maya’s own heels, which she regretted with every step, each footfall a miniature alert to the world that she was on the move.

The upper floor was rawer than the others: the concrete left unpainted, the ceiling so high it faded into a gray oblivion, the glass at the end of the corridor admitting not light but the colorless saturation of the fog, pressing flat against the window like it wanted to enter. The staffer opened the door to the office—no knock, just a pivot and an extension of the arm—and Maya stepped through without pausing, though her heart did an extra contraction as she crossed the threshold.

Adrian Vale was already on his feet. He stood to the left of the desk, hands together at his back, gaze fixed on the view but shifting to her with the efficiency of someone who had been practicing the movement his entire life. The desk was a single slab of glass, the legs so narrow they looked unfit to bear its weight, and on it, only a white legal pad and a pen. The light in here was not the soft amber of the main spaces; it was lower, almost medical, tuned to make the whites sharper and the shadows more exact.

“Maya,” he said, and it was not an address so much as a restoration of her name to its place in the world.

She stopped a meter from the desk. He gestured to the chair across from him—not the one set at the desk, but the one off to the side, next to the window. She sat. Her hands settled in her lap, palms down, fingers perfectly parallel.

Adrian waited until the silence formed a structure around them, then said, “Thank you for coming.”

He sat, not across the desk, but beside it. This was the first move, and it was not lost on her: equals in audience, not adversary and supplicant.

“I know you and Naomi have been talking,” he said, with the smile of a man confessing to a minor breach of etiquette. “This is not unexpected. In fact, it is a normal part of the process. We design for it.”

She did not answer. Her jaw was locked, but her eyes were steady, focused on the line where his cuff met his wrist.

“I want to assure you that there is no disciplinary element to this conversation,” he continued. “You are not in trouble. Nor is Naomi. She is, as I’m sure you have realized, well above the mean in curiosity and tenacity.”

A breath caught in her throat; she let it out slow, in a way she hoped read as unimpressed.

“I prefer transparency,” Adrian said, and the word transparency landed with the density of something denser than air. “That is, in fact, the whole point of VIA. It is the only thing we offer.”

He waited. She could see the calculation in the pause, the small tilt of the head as he watched for her reaction, the way he filled every gap without so much as a visible inhale.

“I believe you already know most of what we do here,” Adrian said. “But I suspect you don’t yet know why.”

She blinked once. The urge to say “because you can” came and died in the space between their chairs.

He saw it anyway. “You’re thinking this is just a more refined kind of cruelty,” he said. “That is a fair reading. But it is incomplete.”

He leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped with the knuckles up. “I would like to explain.”

Maya nodded, a fraction. She watched the way he lined his words up, the order of them, the slight delay at the start of each phrase.

“Every system you have ever participated in commodifies human beings,” he said. “Your school ranked you, your job rated you, your relationships bartered affection against time or validation or status. Even the algorithms that populate your feeds are not neutral—they are weighted, they optimize for engagement, for loyalty, for a particular shape of desire.”

He smiled, not with the mouth but with the set of the jaw. “VIA is no different. We simply admit it.”

She opened her mouth, then shut it, her lips pressed so tight the color left them.

Adrian continued. “You know that insurance companies assign a monetary value to every human life. That courts, when forced, will calculate the cost of a death down to the cent. That every market, even the market for virtue, runs on the principle that what cannot be measured does not exist.”

He waited for that to land, and when it did, he went on. “Our clients are not monsters. They are, in some sense, the only honest people in the chain. They pay for the privilege of observing the transformation of a self, a soul, without the interference of the usual filters. They want to see something real, not the copy of a copy.”

He looked out the window. The fog on the glass was so dense it could have been a wall, a screen, a privacy shade deployed against the possibility of any other world.

“You and your friends,” he said, “were recruited because you were already halfway to this realization. You understood, at least in the abstract, that authenticity is manufactured through friction, through removal of the easy options, the easy lies.”

He turned back to her. “You are here to see what you become when you are not able to perform for an imagined audience. You are here to see if the result is something you can live with, or something you will run from.”

Maya’s hands were shaking. She stilled them by pressing her left thumb into the palm of her right, digging a crescent of pain that was both proof and denial.

He smiled, small, as if he’d noticed. “Do you want to ask about the deaths?”

She did not mean to, but the words came: “How many?”

He did not hesitate. “Far fewer than you think. And almost all were choices. There are, as you have probably guessed, rooms not on the map. But there are no cells, no locked doors. You can leave anytime.”

She stared at him. “What about the files? The ones marked unaccounted for.”

Adrian’s face did not change. “That is the price of the process. Sometimes people choose not to return to the world. They are not buried here, Maya. They are simply… converted.”

She said, “Like Evan.”

He nodded. “Exactly like Evan. He is one of our best. He came out of it with a sense of purpose, a clarity of self I wish more people could achieve. He’s happy. Or as happy as anyone is allowed to be.”

She looked at her own hands, the white moons at the base of each nail.

“What about the rest of us?” she said, her voice thin, but even.

“You will finish the week,” Adrian said. “You will have the option to return to your life. You will carry the knowledge that someone, somewhere, saw the core of you and did not flinch. Most people find that liberating.”

She shook her head. “You’re justifying it. All of it.”

He nodded, slowly. “Of course. That is my role. You would do the same, if you had designed this place.”

She wanted to deny it, but the effort it would take was more than she had.

They sat in the silence, watching each other. The fog outside pressed harder, and the line of the glass vibrated with the pulse of some distant, massive machine.

Adrian stood, smooth as if he’d never been sitting. “You are not a prisoner,” he said, voice softer now. “You are a participant. The difference matters, even if it does not yet matter to you.”

He held the door for her, hand on the latch.

Maya rose. Her knees wobbled once, then locked. She crossed the office, felt his eyes on her the entire way.

He did not say “goodbye,” only let the door close behind her with a click that was both soft and absolute.

In the corridor, the world was empty.

She flexed her hands until the shake stopped. She walked until the elevator opened, then stepped inside and let it swallow her.

She did not look back. 


Chapter Fifteen: Secrets Made Public

Scene 1

The room was smaller than Maya expected, which was saying something, given how the building so far had alternated between cathedral and bunker, never quite settling on a philosophy of space. This one had no windows, no art, no ambient sound but the steady thread of air through a vent somewhere above the light. The walls, poured concrete, bore the marks of their manufacture—shallow pocks, lines where the formwork had failed to mate perfectly, traces of a hand that insisted on control even as it admitted imperfection. The table at the center was oval, pale wood, not the showy grain of oak or walnut but the washed anonymity of birch, edges rounded to a dullness that suggested meetings, not meals. Four chairs, identical in their severe upholstery, each set at mathematically equal intervals. Overhead, a single pendant lamp, its amber glass the only warmth in the room, made the table’s surface glow as if from within.

Dr. Laila Sørensen was already seated at the far side. Her hair was even shorter than Maya remembered, the cut gone from precision to austerity, as if she’d run out of interest in self-decoration. The dress was charcoal, same as the staff uniform, but with sleeves that stopped just shy of the elbow, exposing sinew and the shadow of a tendon that ran straight from wrist to knuckle. On the table in front of her: a leather folio, zipped closed, and across it, a black pen, lined up so exactly parallel to the edge it might have been measured by laser.

She did not stand when the group entered—she looked up, placed each face, and said the names in order: “Naomi. Maya. Jules.” The voice was, as ever, a soft instrument, no unnecessary amplitude, every syllable occupied with intention but never with hurry. She gestured at the three vacant seats. “Please. Take whichever you like.”

Jules went first, choosing the chair closest to the door, and sat with both forearms on the wood, posture half-defensive, half ready to bolt. Their hoodie sleeves pushed up to the elbow, hands open but fingers spread, as if marking territory. The eyes did not settle on Sørensen but instead made a tour of the corners, ceiling, then back to the vent, and only then, reluctantly, to the doctor’s face.

Naomi took the seat at the opposite end, as far from both Sørensen and the door as possible, her back as straight as the furniture allowed, hands flat on the upper thighs, wrists exposed, as if demonstrating the absence of weapons. She did not look at Maya or Jules, only at the tabletop, where a faint scratch marred the otherwise perfect finish—a line maybe five inches long, curved, like a page torn from a notebook.

Maya took the middle chair. The seat was cold, the vinyl clinging a fraction as she lowered herself. She put her own hands in her lap, below the line of the table, where they would not be visible, then thought better of it and drew one hand up to the edge of the table, arranging her fingers in a natural, nonchalant fan. She let her eyes move from Sørensen to the light above, to the pen, to the line of Jules’s forearm, the small white scar at the base of the thumb, then to Naomi, whose hair had come loose and now hung in a single, immobile sheet against her cheek.

When everyone was seated, Dr. Sørensen folded her hands above the folio, the left covering the right. She let a silence build, the way a good host does, then said, “I appreciate you coming on short notice. This is not, I assure you, an intervention.”

Maya watched the doctor’s eyes: not quite blue, not quite gray, and rimmed with something lighter than either, like the interior of a shell. The effect was not hypnotic, exactly, but it gave every glance the feel of a diagnostic tool run over a surface until it found a flaw.

“Before we begin,” said Sørensen, “I’d like to clarify that this session is not evaluative. There are no points to be earned, nothing to be lost. It is an opportunity, as you might call it, for convergence. For the experience to become shared, rather than siloed.”

The way she said the word “shared” made Maya want to leave the room, but she kept her posture loose and watched as Jules repositioned both hands to the edge of the table, thumb and forefinger forming a near-circle around the base of the lamp. Naomi’s gaze remained fixed on the scratched arc, but her jaw moved once, a dry swallow.

The doctor smiled, the barest narrowing at the corners of her mouth. “This is the only session all three of you will attend together. I hope that, by the end, it will be apparent why that is.”

She uncapped her pen with a twist, the cap rolling soundlessly across the folio before coming to rest exactly at the midpoint. She picked up the pen but did not write.

“Let’s begin with a question,” said Sørensen, looking not at any of them, but at the space just above the table, as if addressing the concept of the group rather than its members. “What has this week asked of you that you weren’t expecting?”

The question, which in another setting might have sounded like a party prompt, here landed with the force of an injunction. The room’s silence, already thick, became a substance in its own right—a medium through which every breath and micro-movement was magnified and recorded.

Jules broke first, their foot beginning an insistent, silent tap under the table, but said nothing. Naomi’s jaw tensed and relaxed, tensed again, but her lips remained closed. Maya felt her own pulse in the hollow of her throat and imagined it was visible, an amber throb in the reflected light of the lamp.

Dr. Sørensen waited, her patience weaponized. She made a single, small note on the pad, the sound of the pen on paper the only proof that time was moving. She looked at each of them in turn, not pressing, not prompting, but letting the question hang in the air like humidity, until someone either absorbed it or broke beneath it.

No one answered. The silence, being more honest than language, answered instead.

Maya focused on the corners of the folio, where the leather had begun to fray, and wondered how many hands had turned its pages, how many stories had been captured and compressed and archived there. She wondered how long the doctor would let this phase of the ritual persist.

The room was warm, but the air had no smell. The lamp above them hummed, but only when you listened for it. Every line of the table, every grain in the wood, every detail of the arrangement suggested a version of comfort that was both true and false, engineered and yet somehow more real for the effort.

The question hovered. No one moved to answer.

At length, Dr. Sørensen set the pen down and folded her hands again. “Thank you,” she said, as if something valuable had transpired.

Maya looked at the doctor and at her friends, at the space between their bodies, and understood that this was not a session at all. It was a measurement. The only variable was how long it would take to realize it.

The light above them pooled on the table, soaking into the wood, and the room continued to warm, or else the people in it were cooling, becoming less and less distinct from the concrete, the table, and the air.

The session, such as it was, had begun.

Scene 2

The protocol had a rhythm. Even in silence, Sørensen’s eyes orchestrated the tempo: from Naomi, to Maya, to Jules, and back. She did not lean forward or do any of the theater of empathy Maya associated with such sessions. There was no mug of tea, no props, no personal anecdote as lubricant. Just the lamp’s hemisphere of light and the architecture of expectation.

Dr. Sørensen waited a full minute, by Maya’s count, then set her pen aside and said, “Some of the most methodical people I’ve worked with carry grief they’ve never put language to. I wonder if that resonates for anyone here.”

The question was a scalpel, not a saw. It didn’t ask; it opened.

Naomi’s jaw set, a flex along the muscle, but otherwise nothing changed. Her eyes, which had been busy with the scratch on the table, now tracked the length of it as if reading a diagram for escape. She did not speak, and Sørensen did not prompt.

Jules cleared their throat—an almost sound, not a sound—and fidgeted with the sleeve of their hoodie.

The silence extended.

Naomi exhaled through her nose, once, audibly. Then, in a voice that was not clipped but pared to the necessary, said: “My mother died two years ago. Cancer. I didn’t tell anyone outside my family. It didn’t seem relevant.”

She did not lift her eyes from the table. Her hands, still flat on her thighs, now showed white at the joints, fingers pressed down with force.

Maya wanted to say something—she knew the protocol, the etiquette of response—but the force of Naomi’s containment was such that any reply would have felt like an incursion. She looked instead at Sørensen, who nodded, a slow, single dip of the chin.

“Thank you, Naomi,” said the doctor, and for a moment Maya thought she saw a micro-expression, a flicker of something in the eyes, but it vanished, replaced by the act of writing a note: one word, maybe two, rendered in the kind of hand that leaves no impression.

She turned to Jules. Not with the directness of the first intervention, but with the same absence of transition. “Some people move before they’re ready to move,” she said. “That impulse can be a strength, but also a liability. Often, the people who love you pay for it. Would you agree?”

Jules, who had been bracing with both hands now, left them in place. The answer, when it came, was so unlike their usual register that Maya almost missed it.

“Yeah,” Jules said. “That tracks.”

Sørensen did not let the moment go slack. “Has someone paid for it, recently?”

Jules let out a short, mechanical breath. “My last relationship. I ended it because I thought I was saving her trouble, but I didn’t really ask what she wanted. Just… bailed. Didn’t talk for a year after.”

There was more to say, Maya could feel it, but the doctor did not dig. She let the answer sit, then said, “Would you do it differently now?”

A pause. “No. But I would have warned her. Or tried to.”

Maya felt a tremor in her own leg—a sympathy vibration. She’d known Jules for seven years, thought she’d catalogued every story, but never heard this one with the charge removed. The wound was old, but the confession was new.

Jules, having nothing else to do with the energy, reached for the pen in front of them, twirled it once between the index and middle finger, then set it back down with a click so crisp it could have scored a scene.

The doctor said, “Thank you.” Then nothing.

Sørensen let the silence repopulate. She looked at Maya last.

The air was denser here. Maya saw the way Naomi’s hands were now slightly curled, the way Jules’s shoulders had dropped a centimeter, the way every word was being recorded in the scratch of pen on page. She felt, for a second, the urge to sabotage the session—to throw a joke, to reset the tension—but that would only serve the architecture of the process. She kept her hands in her lap, the left curling slowly into the right, and waited.

The question, when it came, would not be a question at all.


Scene 3

The question did not come for a long time. Instead, the doctor let the air thicken, allowed the sounds of the room—ventilation, the scratch of pen on folio, the micro-shifts of posture and breath—to create a texture that was both familiar and foreign. Maya watched the lamp, the way its shade bisected the air above her, and tried to imagine what she looked like from Dr. Sørensen’s side of the table: half-lit, half in shadow, all features rendered in the same comforting, traitorous amber.

When the doctor finally spoke, it was not a question at all. “A transformative experience,” she said, “often reveals the gap between the role one plays for others and the choices one makes when alone.”

She let the statement echo, untroubled by the possibility of banality.

Then, as if appending a footnote, she added: “Maya, your intake session touched on something I’d like to bring into the room, if you’re open to it. You mentioned feeling responsible for the people you brought here. I’m curious what that responsibility looked like before you arrived.”

Maya felt herself freeze, not in body but in mind: the reliable flicker of her index finger along the rim of her glass stopped mid-cycle. The urge to reframe, to steer the conversation into safer waters, rose and died before it could cross her lips.

She said, “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Dr. Sørensen gave the smallest tilt of her head, as if inviting Maya to try again, then rephrased: “The circumstances of your invitation to VIA. The role you were asked to play in assembling your group.”

The silence this time was not merely dense; it was engineered, a vacuum in which all the other silences of the week found their echo. Maya saw, in the periphery, the way Jules’s eyes locked onto her, pupils a pinprick against the bloom of the lamp. Naomi, who had already rehearsed this, found the scratch on the table again, hands still braced to the bone.

Maya opened her mouth and closed it. In the end, what came out was not a confession, but a failure of evasion.

“I was contacted in January,” she said, “by a recruitment firm, supposedly—except it wasn’t, not really. They said it was an opportunity for people with strong networks. They wanted to identify candidates who could… set a tone, maybe. I was told if I put together a group, we’d be comped for the week. And there was a stipend. For me.”

She stopped, but the doctor did not fill the space. The room required her to go on.

“I needed the money,” Maya said, quieter. “It wasn’t like I thought it would be dangerous. I thought it would be…” She tried on a word, then discarded it. “I thought it would be what it looked like.”

She let her hands rise to the surface of the table, fingers splayed. There was nothing to hold.

Jules did not say a word. Their body, always so full of motion, stilled. The hands that had animated the pen now pressed flat to the wood, palms down, as if bracing against a sudden drop. The line of their shoulders dropped, the whole skeleton folding in on itself.

Naomi did not look up. Maya could see the color leave her knuckles, the blue-white of veins standing out against the skin.

Dr. Sørensen said, “Thank you, Maya.” There was no sarcasm, no performance. She closed the folio with a precise motion and set the pen across it, perpendicular this time.

She turned to the group. “You have all done very well. This is not easy. But honesty never is, at first.”

She stood. The rest of the group rose as if on cue, chairs scraping a chorus of small, helpless sounds.

Maya followed, moving by inertia rather than intent. At the door, she looked back once and saw the lamp, the table, the folio—all as before, nothing out of place, as if the disclosures had been swallowed whole by the architecture.

Outside, the corridor was the same as ever: raw concrete, the glow of amber glass, the faint susurrus of the building’s respiration. Nothing had changed, not here. But behind her, Maya felt the echo of the room—felt it settle, molecular, under her skin.

She walked with the others, the light flattening their shadows against the wall, each figure distinct, each a different density of darkness.

No one spoke. They just moved, guided by the logic of the place, back toward the rooms that had not been changed by the truth at all.


Scene 4

The corridor outside the session room was colder than the one they’d entered, though Maya knew it was a trick of the nerves, not the building. The door, which she thought she’d pulled closed, now stood open a hair, the rectangle of amber inside stretched into a parallelogram by the angle. Jules was already moving, not running but with a cadence that admitted no interruption, their shoes making a dull thud on the poured floor. The shape of their back, squared and unyielding, receded at a perfectly constant velocity, as if they’d practiced this exact exit and were determined to get the walk right.

Maya watched Jules go. She did not call out. There was nothing to say that would not fracture the air further.

Naomi was two steps behind, but when she reached the corridor she did not move. She stood, arms at her sides, eyes tracking Jules until they hit the T-junction at the end. She waited, as if expecting them to turn around, to shout, to do anything that would make the sequence less inevitable. When Jules did not pause or look back, Naomi relaxed her jaw, just enough to make it visible from the side.

The air around them vibrated with the hum of the building, the vent above pushing out its measured dose of climate. In the distance, the echo of footsteps—Jules, still moving.

Naomi still did not look at Maya. She just stood, letting the world catch up to the loss of mass at their table.

Maya said, “Naomi.”

The sound was not loud, not plaintive, but it entered the corridor like an apology. Naomi let the silence build, then, with a gentle rotation of the torso, looked over her shoulder. The eyes were gray and absolute, the look a scalpel that had already made its incision and was waiting for the pain to register.

Maya wanted to ask for forgiveness, or failing that, to explain, but the script was gone. She had no lines.

Naomi, in her own time, turned and walked the opposite direction from Jules. Not hurried, not angry—just a return to the vector that had brought her here in the first place. Each step was measured. Maya listened to the footfalls until they resolved into the baseline of the architecture.

She remained, just inside the threshold, watching the empty corridor. The door to the session room behind her whispered open another millimeter in the recycled air. The lamp inside made a glow that did not reach the walls.

She placed both hands on her thighs, the skin beneath her palms gone cool. For a long time, she did not move.

Down both ends of the corridor, the amber light never flickered. The building’s engine ran on, untouched.

Maya closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was still there, still watching the place where her friends had been, still listening to the hum.

She was not sure if she was supposed to wait for someone to return. But she knew, with the clarity of air in a vacuum, that no one was coming back for her.

The corridor had decided its shape. All that remained was to inhabit it.


Chapter Sixteen: The Offer

Scene 1

The library was longer than it was wide, the kind of ratio that turned perspective into a weapon. Shelves rose from floor to ceiling, poured-concrete uprights studded at regular intervals with slabs so thick they could have supported a bridge, the color a deliberate gradient from weathered limestone at the base to a near-black at the top. The books—only hardcovers, no dust jackets, the spines uniform in navy and oxblood—were arrayed not alphabetically, not even by subject, but by size and the uniformity of the type on their spines. Someone had curated the collection for optical effect. No one expected the guests to read.

Maya ran her thumb along the shelf, not pulling a book, just tracking the minor variations in grain and the sharpness at each corner. The air here was colder, but carried the low note of ozone, the kind that came off new electronics or hospitals. At the far end, a reading table bisected the room, its legs and top a single carved slab, surface so polished it reflected the two amber sconces on the wall and the single lamp that sat, unlit, at the center. 

She walked the length of the table, left her fingertips on the wood as she passed. There were chairs enough for twelve, but only one was pulled out. She set her hands on its back, but did not sit. The window behind the table looked out on a viewless rectangle of fog. Her breath left a ghost on the glass, and she tracked it until it vanished.

There was no clock in the room, but she felt the minutes pool.

When Evan arrived, it was with the soft shuffle of sneakers on composite flooring, a sound that signaled his presence before he entered the line of sight. He wore the same clothes he had left in, but the hang of them was altered: his posture now loose, the tension in his shoulders collapsed to a casual geometry, as if someone had melted him and then poured him back into the same container. He made no preamble, just walked to the table, drew out the chair opposite Maya, and sat, folding his hands on the glass-dark surface. He did not tap or fidget; he did not glance at the shelves. He watched her in a way that should have been familiar, but the familiarity was incomplete—a patchwork of remembered warmth and something new, a calibration that she could not resolve.

“I thought I’d find you here,” he said, and his voice was exactly as it had always been: calm, capable, pitched for the room and the moment. The only difference was in the cadence: a slight delay before each phrase, a precision to the rhythm, as if the words had to clear a checkpoint before being allowed into the air.

Maya did not sit. She placed her palms on the table, knuckles forward, and leaned in a fraction. “Why?”

He smiled, not with the mouth but with the skin around the eyes, a movement she had seen on the old Evan during countless nights at bars, or the low-energy decompression after conference panels, or the thousand times he’d let a room know that he was not taking it seriously. But this time, the smile served a purpose.

“I thought you’d want to talk,” he said, “after last night.”

Maya glanced at the window, then back to him. “It’s not last night anymore.”

He accepted the correction. “You’re right. Time here doesn’t work the way it should.”

She watched the space between his hands—no ring, the pale skin of the left fourth finger still indented from a band he hadn’t worn in years. His watch was gone, which was not like him.

“What happened,” she said. Not a question.

He watched her, weighing the question, then said, “I had a session. It was nothing sinister. I thought it would be more intense. It was… clarifying.”

Maya felt the muscles in her jaw flex, then let them go. “They did something to you.”

He shook his head, slow, as if teaching a child. “No. I think they just let me see where this was all going.”

She drew the chair and sat, her hands folded in her lap. “Where is it going?”

Evan met her gaze, and this time the smile reached the mouth, though it barely dented the surface. “I wanted you to hear it from me before anyone else. They’ve offered me a job.”

Maya felt her body react first—chest tightening, breath not quite catching but changing register, the way a chord in a song will suddenly shift and not resolve. Her voice, when it came, was even. “You’re staying.”

Evan nodded, and now the expression was gentle, almost a mercy. “It’s not what you think. I wouldn’t be a guest. It’s guest relations. The front end. Orientation, onboarding, making people feel seen. Apparently, I have a knack for it.”

He said the last with a wry note, almost self-mocking, and for a second she thought the old Evan was fighting to surface.

She said, “You want to work for them. After everything.”

Evan shrugged, a movement both complete and incomplete, like a shrug played at half-speed. “It’s not ‘for them.’ It’s with them. The way they do things here—it’s not perfect, but it’s honest. The outside world isn’t. I think I like this better.”

The words hung there, and she counted the beats before the next. She heard, in his cadence, the echo of someone else—a cadence that reminded her of a conversation with Adrian Vale, a way of arranging words so that the argument never allowed for opposition.

She said, “Do you understand what they’re doing to us?”

Evan’s reply was immediate, but gentle: “Yes. I think I understand it better than you do.”

She leaned in, voice low. “Do you know that people have died here?”

He did not flinch. “I do. But so have people in every system we ever built. At least here, the risk is acknowledged. Nobody’s pretending otherwise.”

Maya registered the word “acknowledged.” She remembered Vale’s voice, the way he’d used it as a shield and a lever, both. The realization landed with a physical force, her fingers flattening against the table so hard she felt the flex of the bone beneath. 

He watched her, but did not press the advantage. Instead, he said, “I’m not saying you have to like it. But you do have to choose.”

She kept her hands steady. “Are you going to help us get out?”

Evan considered, or seemed to. He looked past her, into the shelves, then back. “I don’t think you’re thinking about this the right way,” he said. “If you want to leave, you can. But the world isn’t going to be different. Not after this.”

He stood, the motion so smooth it was like the chair was moving around him instead of the other way. He smoothed the front of his shirt, as if preparing for a photograph, then turned to go.

She did not call after him. She watched as he walked the length of the table, never hurrying, never checking over his shoulder. When he reached the archway, he paused, a silhouette in the amber from the sconces, then disappeared.

Maya kept her hands on the table. The surface was cool and very slightly damp; the condensation from the window was now collecting in a puddle under the lamp. She watched it form, bead, and merge, the physics of it predictable, every drop obeying a law.

She waited for the sense of loss to pass. It did not.

Instead, what settled in her chest was not grief, but a mineral heaviness: the awareness that she had done this, that she had carried him to the door of it, and that no matter how many times she exhaled, the weight of it would not lift. She thought of the shelves, the books curated for effect, the amber light that had never warmed a single page, the function of the library as a room where knowledge was arranged, not accessed.

She did not move. The air grew colder, the light deepened, and the space between her hands became a gap she could not bridge.

She sat there, breathing around the shape of what she had made.


Chapter Seventeen: The First Scream

Scene 1

The scream started low, as if the world needed time to clear its throat before announcing itself. It arched up, sustained, the kind of sound that bypasses language, the kind people make when language has been taken from them. It held its note just long enough for the body to recognize the threat as real, and then it cut out, the silence left behind more obscene than the noise.

Maya was in the corridor already, back pressed to the poured concrete, her breath catching in her chest. Naomi stood three meters down, hands out of her pockets for once, the knuckles blanched to marble. Jules had just closed their suite door and now hovered in the amber penumbra, frozen mid-step. All three of them stared down the hallway, toward the origin of the sound. None of them spoke. 

The architecture of the guest wing funneled every echo; the walls and ceiling colluded, amplifying the event into a shared reality. The air shuddered. Overhead, the HVAC system stuttered, then settled into its usual drag, pumping the corridor with conditioned air that smelled faintly of salt and nothing else. 

Lights flickered once, then held. The amber fixtures cast the walls in sepia, but the effect was not comfort. It was a trick of temperature: warmth layered over a skeleton that wanted only to be cold. 

The scream did not return. Instead, it became a ripple of motion down the corridor, the doors opening in sequence, heads poking into the hall, then withdrawing with animal speed as the first staffers arrived. Two from the left, one from a side passage Maya had never noticed; they wore the same charcoal uniform, moved with the confidence of people who knew no one would question them. Their faces held no urgency. They checked each door in order: a sharp knock, a pause, a few words at low volume, and then on to the next. 

A guest further down the corridor, a woman with hair still wet from the shower, hesitated in her doorway. A staffer approached, touched her elbow, spoke with a smile that bared too many teeth. The guest blinked, nodded, and let herself be led back into her room. The door shut with a hush that was almost apologetic.

Other doors closed with varying degrees of haste. Soon the only people in the corridor were staff, and the three of them—Maya, Naomi, and Jules—each trying to look like they belonged, each failing in their own way. 

Then Marcus Hale appeared at the far end. He was taller than Maya remembered, or perhaps the bulk of his presence inflated him beyond his dimensions. His hair was a military crop, salt heavy at the temples, and his face could have been a before-and-after in a trauma ward: weathered, slightly asymmetrical, all the lines of a man who lived by making other people regret decisions. The uniform was black, not charcoal, sleeves rolled to the forearm, the only decoration a small pin above his left breast. In his right hand he held a radio, not to his mouth but at his side, the antenna parallel to his leg. He walked the corridor like he was the only one allowed to.

As he moved, the staffers shifted position, not running, but aligning their bodies to optimize for witness and control. One stood at the junction, hands folded in front. Another took up position near the suite doors, watching but pretending not to. The last kept walking, making small calibrations to the physical space, always maintaining a line of sight.

Marcus stopped six meters away from them. His eyes moved from Maya to Naomi to Jules, then back to Maya. It was not a look of recognition. It was the calculation of a man clocking all exits before he sat down in a restaurant. 

He spoke into the radio, voice low and even. “South wing secure. All clear.”

The response was immediate, tinny. “Copy. Proceed with reassurance.”

He hooked the radio to his belt and, without looking at the staffers, said, “Return to your rooms. There’s no ongoing risk.”

Jules, who had been winding a loose thread around their finger, said, “What happened?”

Marcus fixed them with a look that was neither hostile nor friendly; it simply made clear that the question was not interesting. “A guest had an adverse reaction. They’re being cared for.”

“Can we see them?” Jules again, the voice flat, no emotion in it.

“No.” The syllable hung in the air, perfectly shaped, unchallengeable. 

Naomi, who had been tracking the positions of the staffers with side-eye, said, “You’re not even going to check if we’re okay?”

Marcus let the question fall to the floor and die. “If you’re able to stand in the corridor, you’re fine. If you weren’t, someone would have notified us already.”

He waited, arms at his sides, the calm of a man who considered every possible outcome already priced in.

Jules held his gaze for three full seconds, then shrugged and looked away, the universal gesture of not picking a fight you couldn’t win.

Maya felt the blood in her palms, her hands pressed so hard against her thighs she wondered if the skin would bruise. She said nothing, but the tension must have radiated, because Marcus’s eyes flicked to her one last time.

“Suite. Now,” he said, and it was not a threat, or even an order. It was just gravity.

They complied. Naomi led the way, her stride jerky at the start, then smoothing out as she put distance between herself and the man in black. Maya followed, steps careful, the urge to look over her shoulder almost unbearable. Jules waited a beat, as if to prove some private point, then trailed the others. 

The staffer at the suite door opened it for them. Her smile had less teeth, but none of the muscle around her eyes engaged. 

Inside, the air felt warmer, the light more suffocating.

Through the door, Maya watched as Marcus remained in place, radio at his side, not moving, not even a millimeter, until the door closed and the world was partitioned again.


Scene 2

Inside the suite, the air was already re-settling, molecules of warmth spinning off the adrenaline with nowhere left to go. Jules went to the bed closest to the door, sat on the edge, and balanced elbows on knees, hands dangling between. They stared at the floor, as if checking for defects, but the floor had no defects; the architects had seen to that. 

Naomi crossed to the window, braced her arms on either side, and leaned in, forehead almost touching the glass. Outside: only the reflection of the room, a negative image of themselves rendered in grayscale and shadow. She closed her eyes, then opened them again, searching for a flaw in the pane or a suggestion of landscape beyond.

Maya remained in the middle. She was too tired to pace, but too adrenalized to sit. She stood with arms folded, right hand buried in the left elbow, the pose of someone holding themselves together not for comfort, but to prevent a spill.

The suite’s amber light was unchanged, but the scream had calibrated it into a different spectrum. The color now read not as warmth, but as a chemical treatment, a stain meant to trick the nervous system into compliance.

No one spoke. Even the ambient noises—the rush of HVAC, the distant clunk of pipes—faded into a new kind of silence, denser than before. The three of them existed in it as separate entities, each trying to dissipate their own static without creating an arc.

Jules broke first. “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

There was no sarcasm in it. The voice was stripped of every layer of performance, each syllable flat as glass. They said it like someone who had already decided, and only needed the world to catch up.

Naomi didn’t turn. “We need one more night.”

Jules didn’t react, just kept their eyes on the floor. “We don’t.”

Naomi let her hands slide down the window frame, palms flat against the ledge. “I haven’t gotten what I need. If we leave now, we don’t have proof. No one will believe us.”

“People will believe a lot,” Jules said. “If they see us alive.”

Maya watched the words travel between them, like charges from a dead battery. The silence after was not empty, but full of all the things they could not afford to say.

Naomi said, “You told me to let you know when I was ready. I’m saying it now: I’m close. One more night and I can get the last set of files. We have to be able to show them something.”

Jules raised their head, looked at Maya, then at Naomi’s back. There was nothing in their face—no heat, no anger. Just a readiness to move.

Naomi turned then, just enough for her profile to register against the reflection. Her eyes went to Maya, gray and absolute. “Do you think you can do one more?”

Maya nodded. “I can do one more.”

Jules pressed the palms together, then flexed the fingers, as if reacquainting themselves with their own body. “Fine. One more night.” The phrase was a dismissal, not an agreement. 

The room held the new equilibrium, all its edges sharper. 

None of them mentioned the scream. None of them speculated about the guest, or asked what kind of care was being administered, or whether care had anything to do with it. There was nothing to say that could compete with the sound itself, still vibrating somewhere in the hollow of each chest. 

Maya finally sat, not next to Jules, but on the arm of the other chair, spine straight, hands folded. The three of them formed a geometry—points on the perimeter of a shape that could collapse or hold, depending on what pressure was applied next.

Somewhere in the building, footsteps echoed, light and irregular, moving in a corridor that was not theirs.

The concrete walls drank up every sound, but nothing made the suite feel less permeable. Even the illusion of privacy was gone now; there was only the door, and beyond that, the certainty that none of them would ever be the ones to make a sound like that.

Jules closed their eyes. Naomi watched the window for movement. Maya looked at the line of the door, waiting for the world to change again.

The light overhead hummed. The night, such as it was, began.


Chapter Eighteen: Evidence

Scene 1

The storm had arrived in the night, not as spectacle, but as pressure. By breakfast, it was a low-frequency presence beneath the resort’s foundations, a vibration that made each footfall heavier, and turned the glass of the windows into taut membranes, ready to pulse or fracture. The dining hall’s walls, always the color of old teeth, now wore streaks of condensation, and the bulb-lit air inside was dense with the exhalations of strangers who no longer tried to whisper.

Jules was first to the table, earlier than usual, jacket zipped to the throat. They took the chair closest to the interior wall, the one with the least view, and set their tray down without looking at the contents. Naomi followed, hair tied off-center, sweater sleeves rolled high enough to expose the veins in both wrists. She took the chair beside Jules and started pouring coffee before Maya even entered. Maya arrived last, face scrubbed blank, hands steady, posture immaculate even as she set the tray and herself down in the seat opposite Naomi.

The trio had not spoken since the previous night. The events had been summarized, digested, set aside as if by mutual contract. They did not look at each other now, only at the landscape of breakfast: fruit in geometric cubes, eggs that shimmered, coffee so black it could double as paint. No one reached for the silverware.

The dining hall was more populated than the day before, the guests now clumping in islands, not at random, but by the logic of shared affinity: the couple in athletic wear, two men from the executive cohort, a woman with hair cut so blunt it looked intentional. The only sound was the mechanical hiss of the kitchen and, above it, the wind, which battered the exterior glass in intervals of three, as if knocking to be let in.

At 07:41, the air changed. It was not a sound, but the absence of one, as if the storm outside had drawn a single, necessary breath. Marcus Hale entered through the far door. His steps were silent, or else the concrete refused to report them. The black uniform was
Chapter Nineteen: Willing Workers

Scene 1

The black uniform was a shape cut from negative space, the insignia above the heart reduced to two prongs of matte metal. Marcus Hale did not break stride. He walked the perimeter of the dining hall, boots leaving no echo on the poured floor, then stopped at a column near the entrance and surveyed the room as if it were his property. No one else in the hall looked up, not even the guests who had started the meal with laughter. The staff moved with the chill of systems in shutdown, gliding from table to table with a silence that defied the logic of their shoes.

He watched the guests for a count of five, then turned and left through a service door. No performance, no drama; only the violence of attention and its removal.

Jules was the first to move. They abandoned the tray, jacket still zipped, and cut a path along the wall, shadowing the exit Marcus had used. Maya watched the trail of their movement, then looked at Naomi. Naomi was already pushing her chair back, the legs barely skidding on the polished concrete, the coffee untouched. She gave Maya a small, dry nod and followed after. Maya hesitated, then rose, leaving her own cup unmarked.

They caught up in the corridor, out of range of the dining hall’s surveillance but not out of range of the building itself. The air was denser here, the geometry of the hallways designed to swallow sound and dispense it only in measured doses. They walked three abreast until the hallway narrowed, then fell into single file, Jules in the lead, Maya at the center.

At the end of the corridor was a door marked “Staff Only.” It was the same color as the wall, the handle perfectly flush. Jules reached for it, expecting resistance, but the latch gave with a soft snick, and the door opened inward, revealing a stairwell that dropped into darkness.

Jules did not wait for a vote. They entered, letting the others decide if they would follow. Naomi went next, then Maya, who closed the door behind her with a care she had never before applied to such a small motion.

The stairs descended in a square spiral, the walls bare and unpainted. The only light came from a sequence of amber bulbs caged in wire, spaced irregularly along the landings. They walked in silence, the only noise the grit under their soles and the low, thrumming baseline that seemed to rise from beneath the floor itself.

At the second landing, Jules stopped. They crouched, hand out, palm to the concrete, feeling for the vibration.

Maya said, “Do you feel that?”

Jules nodded, but said nothing.

They continued. At the fourth landing, the temperature dropped. The air grew wet, and the bulb here flickered, casting strobing shadows on the wall. Naomi said, “We’re near the HVAC core. Maybe twenty meters off.”

Jules said, “You think it’s a power plant?”

Naomi: “It’s a server room. Probably under the guest suites.”

Maya watched the interplay, the way Jules and Naomi communicated in short, almost telegraphic bursts, the language compressed but somehow more complete for its lack of wasted syllables.

They descended two more flights. The stairwell ended in a short, narrow hallway, lit only by the last bulb in the sequence. The walls here were unfinished, the seams of the forms visible, the floor marked by the scuff lines of what looked like supply carts or wheeled bins. There was no signage, but three doors: one steel, one plywood, one of the same wall-painted variety as above.

Jules went to the plywood door first, tried the handle. Locked.

They moved to the steel door. No handle, only a badge reader set into the wall at chest height.

Naomi said, “Backtrack. Try the painted door.”

Jules obliged. This one gave, with less resistance than expected. It opened onto a service corridor that ran perpendicular to the main hallway, stretching out in both directions, vanishing into dark at either end. The light was worse here, bulbs set at what must have been twenty-foot intervals, the space between thick with shadow.

They entered, Maya last, and the door swung shut behind her on a spring. In the corridor, the hum was stronger, a persistent electrical current that seemed to run through the walls, the ceiling, even the air itself.

They walked.

It was a different building here, a different philosophy. The corridor was a spinal column, with service doors on either side, some marked with stenciled codes (“LIN,” “ELEC,” “OPS”), most unadorned. The floor was unfinished, poured with a rougher aggregate, and dust pooled in the creases where wall met baseboard. The smell was a mix of ozone, solvent, and the faint decay of wet concrete.

They passed a door that was slightly ajar. Jules paused, then nudged it open with a foot. Inside: a closet, stacked with bins of cleaning supplies, boxes of nitrile gloves, and a row of charcoal uniforms hung on wire hangers. Naomi lingered at the threshold, eyes scanning for surveillance.

Maya said, “It’s not monitored down here. Not like upstairs.”

Jules looked at her, the left eyebrow cocked. “How do you know?”

She shrugged. “No incentive. No one is supposed to be here.”

Naomi said, “It’s still a trap. Just a different kind.”

They kept moving. The corridor took a dogleg left, then a sharp right. At the intersection, they heard voices ahead—two, maybe three, pitched low, not arguing, but in the deep rhythm of people who shared a workplace and a vocabulary. The voices drew closer, then passed, the footfalls light but regular. Maya flattened herself to the wall, as did Jules and Naomi, holding their breath.

The staffers moved past without noticing, three men in their late twenties, all in the same black jumpsuit, the fabric stained at the knees and elbows, the faces unreadable in the near-dark. They walked with a confidence that said they had never once been questioned, not in this place.

After the staff had passed, Maya whispered, “They’re not front of house. They’re residents.”

Jules: “You mean they’re like the old guy in the archive?”

Naomi: “Worse. They’re invested.”

They kept going, picking up speed. The corridor began to slope slightly, the floor at a shallow but perceptible grade. The air thinned out, the temperature dropping another two degrees. At the next junction, they saw a bank of three cameras mounted to the ceiling, each aimed at a different angle, the lenses lit with a faint red dot.

Jules stopped, then waved at the nearest camera. “Smile,” they said.

Maya said, “Don’t.”

Jules: “What are they going to do? Kick us out?”

Naomi: “That’s not the threat. The threat is they don’t need to kick us out.”

Maya kept her focus on the walls, the labels on the doors, the patterns of wear on the floor. She recognized the territory, the way a person recognizes a childhood neighborhood in a bad dream: the details were off, but the logic of the place was hers.

At a corridor junction, they saw a staffer walking toward them, not with urgency, but with the ease of someone returning from a routine task. He was young, hair neatly parted, carrying a plastic tray of linens. He had a name tag: Callum. He did not expect to see anyone else in the corridor. When he noticed the three, he startled, then composed himself.

“Hi,” said Callum, the voice automatically calibrated to neutral.

Jules: “Hey, Callum.”

The staffer nodded, then tried to pass.

Jules blocked the corridor, not aggressively, just a half-step to the right, arms folded. “You live down here?”

Callum: “No. I just run supplies.”

Jules: “How long have you been here?”

Callum blinked. “Eight months.”

Jules: “Is it what you thought it would be?”

A pause. “It’s better.”

Jules: “You could leave, though, if you wanted?”

Callum did not answer.

Jules: “Have you tried?”

Callum’s gaze flicked up, over Jules’s left shoulder, toward the camera at the junction. Then back. “No,” he said. “I haven’t wanted to.”

Maya watched the exchange, watched the posture of the staffer: the way his left hand tightened on the tray, the way his stance shifted so his weight was on the back foot, the micro-movements that indicated a plan for flight. She saw herself in him, years ago, learning how to manage unpredictable elements. She watched Jules watching her, too, the recognition passing between them and then away.

Jules stepped aside. “Take care, Callum.”

He did not look back as he walked, his steps perfect in rhythm, his back impossibly straight.

Jules let out a breath, then said, “Some of them chose this.”

Maya said, “Choice doesn’t mean the same thing here as it does outside.”

Jules gave her a long, flat look. “That’s the most honest thing you’ve said since we arrived.”

They kept going.

The corridor grew narrower as they moved, the concrete walls now less finished, the amber bulbs spaced further apart, so that entire stretches of hallway went black except for the faint red glow from the camera lenses. The hum of the building grew louder, the air vibrating with the pulse of whatever machine ran beneath.

They came to a dead end. A concrete wall, with a vent near the top, too small even for a child to crawl through. To the left, a door. The placard read: “Network Infrastructure.” The frame was threaded with thick cables, bundles zip-tied and vanishing up through the ceiling.

Jules went to the door and tried the handle. Locked. The lock was mechanical, not electronic—a type Maya recognized from the archive room.

Jules looked at Maya, then at Naomi, then back. The three of them stood at the threshold, the hum of the building saturating the space.

No one spoke. Naomi placed her hand flat against the door, feeling for vibration.

It was alive on the other side.

They stood there, in the amber dark, and let the reality of the place seep in.


Scene 2

The next morning the corridor was colder, or maybe it was just the absence of adrenaline. The three of them walked in single file, Maya in front, then Jules, then Naomi bringing up the rear. The dust that settled on the floor overnight had not been disturbed by any staff, but the ambient sound of the building—a deep, slow oscillation, like a generator on the far side of a concrete wall—was louder than before.

They reached the Network Infrastructure door without encountering anyone. The only difference was the morning light seeping under the edge of a vent somewhere above, turning the air into a series of sharp-edged stripes. Naomi paused before the door, her habitual frown set at full.

She looked at the placard first, then the lock, then the cabling threaded through the frame. Her hand hovered over the seam, fingers splayed, as if she could read the current with her skin alone.

“Is it the same?” said Jules.

Naomi did not answer. She crouched to the lock, inspecting the cam, then ran two knuckles along the wall at elbow height, tracing the hidden course of the wiring.

She stood, pinched the bridge of her nose once, then said: “This is the backbone.”

Maya said, “Explain.”

Naomi’s eyes moved over the walls, cataloguing the distances. “This corridor runs parallel to the monitoring room. The way the walls are built, the sound carries—it’s not for privacy, it’s so you can hear if anything fails. The staff doesn’t use keys or RFID, not for this door. It’s serviced from the inside, or during scheduled maintenance. That means the only way in is destructive.”

Jules’s hands went still at their sides.

Naomi: “If you breach the door, you kill the feeds. If you kill the feeds, you blind the client interface. Not just surveillance—everything. The predictive engine, the scheduling, the guest tracking. This room is the system.”

Maya watched the way Naomi spoke, each sentence measured, no inflection wasted.

Jules: “So if we take it offline—”

Naomi: “—we take the entire operation with it. But only as long as it stays down. They can run on backup, maybe for an hour, tops.”

Maya asked, “How sure are you?”

Naomi: “Certain enough.”

Jules: “What do you need?”

Naomi listed it without hesitation: “Cable saw, electrical tape, denatured alcohol, something to wedge the door. If we want to slow them, we need to short the main rack and ignite the insulation. The tools are in the craft workshop and the east maintenance closet.”

She turned to Maya: “You have to time it. Once the feeds go, every staffer will converge here in less than five minutes. Maybe three.”

Maya nodded, the answer already queued.

Jules flexed their fingers, the knuckles creaking. “You sure you can do it?”

Naomi: “I’ve been thinking about it since day two.”

They stood together in the half-dark, the only light the amber bulbs and the white line from the vent. Naomi set her hand flat on the door, feeling the low throb of the servers behind it. The vibration went up her arm, into the bones.

She looked at Maya, then at Jules, then back at the door. The silence hung, a vacuum around their breath.

Maya said, “We’ll get the tools.”

Naomi nodded once, sharp. Her palm pressed harder to the surface.

They let the hum of the building fill the space.


Chapter Twenty: Jules

Scene 1

The corridor ran cold. Even the light was thin, the fluorescents overhead throwing sharp shadows that made the floor into a war of gray and white. It was nothing like the soft lighting of the guest floors, or the curated gloom of the main spaces. This was utility space, never meant for guests, never meant for anyone to do more than pass through. The poured concrete walls carried a chill that seemed to go deeper than temperature.

They stood at the junction, Maya nearest the wall, Naomi braced with her shoulder to the seam where corridor met corridor, and Jules exactly in the center, arms at their sides, hands finally at rest. There was nothing to mark the moment except the sound, a high-frequency tremor that ran through the wire conduits overhead—a sound you would only notice if you were trying not to think about what came next.

Jules looked at the floor, then at Maya, then at Naomi, then at Maya again. “I’ll do it,” they said.

Maya started to speak, but Jules beat her to it: “No. I’ll do it. You’ll have a better chance if you’re not with me.”

Naomi said, “That’s not untrue.”

Maya shook her head. “There’s another way. I can—”

“There’s not,” said Jules, voice flat, so flat it was a surface with nothing to cling to. “We all know it.”

They let the silence stand, not as a pause, but as the shape of the thing that had to be done.

Naomi spoke, her voice the old version, the one she used before all of this: “Marcus Hale runs his corridor check every forty minutes, give or take two. The last one was at nineteen after. He’ll circle back around at fifty-nine, but he’ll be in the east quadrant in—” she checked her watch, thumb against the face, “twenty-nine minutes. That’s our window. The cameras cycle on a ninety-second loop. The two feeds covering the approach are on the same circuit. If you cut them together, you’ll have at least six minutes before the next anomaly alert.”

Jules nodded. “Six is plenty.”

Naomi raised an eyebrow, but did not disagree.

Maya shifted, left heel lifting, then setting back. Her hands were steepled in front of her, thumbs pressed together hard enough to pale the skin. She said, “You don’t have to—”

“Yeah, I do.” Jules kept their eyes on hers, not letting go. “You’d do the same, if it was me.”

Maya looked at Naomi, but found nothing there except a confirmation of the same logic.

Naomi said, “If you don’t make the cut, the backup protocol will lock the feeds and flag security in thirty seconds. If that happens—”

“I know,” said Jules, not waiting for the end.

They ran it again, just to be sure: Jules would take the east corridor to the junction box, the one they’d found on the first recon pass, cut both the primary and the backup lines. Maya and Naomi would use the dead camera span to get to the monitoring room. If Jules made it, they’d double back and wait at the service exit on the east side, the one with the magnetic release Naomi had already popped with her fake ID badge. If Jules didn’t—no one finished the sentence.

Jules rolled their shoulders, shook out their hands, and then, for a second, all the motion stopped. They looked at Maya, the way people look at something they are about to leave behind. The line of their mouth was flat, but the eyes did something Maya wasn’t ready for. There was no sarcasm in them, no joke ready to detonate. Only the thing beneath.

“I know you didn’t know what VIA was when you took the money,” said Jules, and there was a strange lightness to it, as if the words had been waiting in a room by themselves for a long time and were relieved to be let out. “I’m not sure it changes anything, but I didn’t want to leave it unsaid.”

Maya felt the punch of it, and something tried to surface—a protest, or a plea—but she kept her hands pressed together and her mouth closed. Her breath went out on a small, involuntary shudder.

Naomi, eyes averted, watched the seam in the wall, counting seconds.

Maya managed, “Jules—”

But they shook their head. “If you want to say sorry, you can do it when we’re out.”

Maya nodded. The bones in her neck felt brittle.

Jules smiled, the old version of it, just a flash, and then it was gone.

“Let’s go,” said Jules.

No ceremony. They split. Naomi and Maya took the right-hand corridor, the one with the painted line for maintenance carts, and Jules went left, toward the place where the concrete walls pinched together, barely wide enough for a single person to pass.

Maya watched as Jules’s back receded, the way the shoulders squared, the stride steady. The motion didn’t look like bravado, or even courage. It looked like what it was: something that had always been inside them, just waiting for the right shape of problem to fit into.

The utility light above Jules flickered once, then steadied. There was no echo of footsteps, only the sound of the low hum growing quieter as the distance increased.

When Jules hit the first turn, they didn’t look back. They just went, and the last thing Maya saw was the blur of motion as they rounded the corner.

The sound vanished. The silence came back, bigger than before.

Maya stood for a second longer, the air vibrating in her ears, then turned to Naomi.

Naomi was already moving, her face a mask of calculation, but her left hand reached out and touched Maya’s shoulder, the touch brief, then gone. Not a gesture of comfort, but of solidarity. Or maybe just a reminder that the next move was hers.

They started down the corridor, the path ahead narrowing to black. Behind them, the echo of what they’d left did not catch up.

They walked, and the world, for the first time, did not seem like it was watching.


Scene 2

The corridor was the absence of all design, the bones of the building laid bare. The concrete here was raw, the seams imperfect, the floor unpolished and bearing the marks of wheels, soles, and the inhuman treads of janitorial carts. There was no color, only the merciless sodium wash from a line of bulbs overhead. The air was stale and sharp, as if each breath was a trade: take in the hope of oxygen, give back a molecule of yourself.

Naomi led, her stride steady, her attention split between the intervals of light on the floor and the cold ticking of her own wristwatch. She did not look back at Maya, not because she doubted Maya was there, but because nothing in her design allowed for the inefficiency of redundancy. The plan was a string of steps; you ran the algorithm, or you didn’t.

Maya trailed at one pace’s remove. She watched the texture of the walls, the tiny pocks where the formwork had failed, the numbers stenciled above the service doors: 17C, 17D, 18A. Each number a kind of countdown, the meaning private, the pressure accumulating in her blood.

The corridor curved, narrowing. Here the camera housings were spaced at perfect intervals, each a black dome with a single red dot lit at the base. Maya kept her head down, face turned toward the ground, but watched them in the periphery.

At the fourth dome, the red light went out.

It was not dramatic; just a soft extinction, the indicator blipping to black as if its only desire in the world was rest.

Naomi slowed, barely, the length of a heartbeat, and then picked up the pace. The next dome followed suit, and then the next, until the corridor ahead was a path of darkness punctuated only by the sodium pools on the ground.

Maya felt the chill on her arms. Every hair stood up.

She said, under her breath, “He did it.”

Naomi answered without turning. “Yes.”

They moved.

Every sound was a liability now, every motion a risk. Maya kept her hands in the pockets of her jacket, pressing her fingers into the lining to keep them from shaking. Naomi had both hands at her sides, fingers curled, the left hand closed around the black wire they’d prepped for the door lock.

At the end of the corridor, a gray metal door: “MONITORING / GUEST TRACKING,” stenciled in block. Naomi stopped, then turned, pressing her back to the wall to the left of the door.

Maya copied her, left side, so they formed a silent parenthesis around the threshold.

Naomi whispered: “On three.”

Maya nodded, felt the movement in the bones of her neck.

Naomi did not count out loud, just tapped three fingers to the doorframe, once, twice, then on the third, a flick of the wrist. The wire came out. She had the lock picked in less than two seconds, the click so soft that Maya wasn’t sure she’d actually heard it.

Naomi looked at her, then twisted the knob, and they went in.

*

Inside, it was a world apart.

The bank of monitors covered the wall opposite: an array of square and rectangle, every feed labeled in a tight sans-serif font. Most showed real-time footage of the corridors, the amphitheater, the guest rooms, the library. A third of them now showed only static, white-noise patterns or the black rectangle of signal loss. Maya felt a lurch of elation, then terror.

The desk beneath the monitors was occupied by two people: one man, one woman, both in the charcoal uniform, both with the posture of people trained to ignore the passage of time. The woman had her hand on a keyboard, eyes flicking between two screens. The man had a headset on, listening to a voice Maya could only hear as a faint hiss. 

Neither turned until Naomi and Maya were halfway across the room.

Naomi did not slow. She went directly to the right edge of the desk, hands visible, no aggression. She said, “There’s a fire in the service corridor. You need to get out, now.”

Maya watched the words land. The woman’s eyes widened, then flicked to the monitors, then to the man, then back. The man took off the headset, confusion on his face.

He said, “That’s not possible. There are—”

Naomi, eyes level: “I’m with guest relations. Your safety protocol is to evacuate. Now. If you don’t, you’ll be sealed in.”

The woman stood, uncertain. The man started to reach for the radio at his belt.

Maya was at the left end of the desk. She moved without thinking, knocking the radio to the floor. The man lunged for it, but Maya’s foot was already on it, pinning it flat. She looked at him, and said, “Go.”

The man hesitated, but the woman was already moving. “Come on,” she said, grabbing his arm. He went.

Naomi was at the server room door before the desk chairs had even stopped spinning.

Maya joined her, adrenaline making her hands tremble so badly she had to clasp them behind her back.

Naomi was in the process of picking the next lock when the sound came: footsteps, running, not from the corridor they’d entered, but from the far side, the staff-only access. The steps were heavy, measured, but closing fast.

Naomi worked the lock. Maya braced herself against the wall, the world narrowing to the geometry of the door, the line of Naomi’s jaw, the sound of pursuit.

The footsteps rounded the corner. Marcus Hale, in the black uniform, filled the doorway.

He saw them, took in the scene with a single glance. There was no violence to his movement, no threat in his posture. He just looked at them, then at the bank of monitors, then at the empty desk chairs.

“Stop,” he said.

Maya could not move. Her body had locked itself in place, some deep script having taken over. Naomi did not stop. She finished the lock, turned the handle, and pushed the server room door open.

The air inside was freezing.

Hale took one step forward.

Naomi looked at Maya, and for the first time, Maya saw fear on her face. Not panic—something more like the realization that the puzzle had changed its shape, that the solution she’d held in mind was now obsolete.

Maya did not look back at Marcus Hale.

She stepped into the room after Naomi, the door closing behind her with a sound that was softer than she’d expected.

For a moment, there was nothing but the hum of servers, the cold white light, the metallic taste of her own breath.

It was the sound of all escape routes closing at once.


Chapter Twenty-One: System Failure

Scene 1

The server room was colder than any room Naomi had entered in her life. Not just the temperature—the sensation, the unrelenting arterial chill that came off the banks of equipment in waves, turning the air into something not meant for skin. Her breath was a fog in the light, a signal of heat being stripped from her, molecule by molecule. She registered this, filed it, and moved.

She had laid the tools on her left thigh: the screwdriver, the copper wire, the utility knife. Each one placed exactly as she’d rehearsed, so the muscle memory would take her through the sequence with no room for improvisation. Naomi believed in improvisation only as a last resort. She believed in plans, in protocols, in what the world could be made to yield if you brought the right leverage.

The cooling systems ran so loud the floor vibrated, a mechanical bass note that had no top or bottom. The racks themselves—the storage arrays, the network trunks, the switches—stood floor to ceiling, black and bare except for the blinking of status lights: green for live, amber for caution, red for terminal. She kept her body close to the cold aisle, knowing that the air here would be even colder, the sensors hypersensitive to any variation in heat signature. Maya stood guard at the entry, her silhouette unmoving, but Naomi trusted her to be a wall if required.

She started at the primary storage array. This was the backbone: if you crippled it, the rest would die on the next heartbeat. The faceplates were designed to be removed without tools, but she used the screwdriver anyway, because it made the process silent. Two turns per screw, fingers braced against the vibration so she wouldn’t drop them. The chassis came free in a single motion, revealing the drive bays. The ribbon cables were old-school, analog even, the kind of redundancy you added when you didn’t trust digital alone. She took the utility knife and sliced down the gray plastic of each cable, the sound lost in the cooling system’s roar. Each one, once cut, was pulled with a short, angry tug. There was satisfaction in the way they gave—no fight, just an end. She repeated it until every bay was dead, the status lights on the front now shifting from green to nothing, one after another, like stars dying in a sky too fast for cosmology.

Next was the network infrastructure, a wall of switches and routers cabled so meticulously it looked less like wiring and more like a vascular system. Naomi had traced the lines the day before, mapping every run, learning which segments would shunt data to backup and which would black out an entire zone. She started at the bottom, working up, because this was where the redundant paths lived. She used the wire first, stripping the insulation with her teeth and looping both ends across the port pair. She counted to four, then used the flat edge of the screwdriver to wedge the ends into the terminals. There was a brief, chemical smell—ozone and hot plastic—and then the segment went dead. She repeated the process on the next trunk, this time savoring the tiny arc that jumped when she made the connection. The equipment was built to take this, to fail gracefully, but she knew if she cut enough lines at once the diagnostic system would be too busy triaging itself to alert security.

She worked up the panel, each action a single line in her algorithm. She did not look over her shoulder, not even once. If Maya said nothing, then nothing had changed.

The breaker sub-panel for the surveillance and monitoring lived by the door, its access plate a silver square no bigger than her hand. It was secured with two Phillips screws, already half-ruined from staff overuse. Naomi pressed her palm flat against the cold of the panel, feeling for vibration—there, a pulse, and another, perfectly in rhythm with the generator’s cycle. She twisted the screws with the tip of the utility knife, then popped the cover with the heel of her hand. The sub-breakers were labeled with plastic tape: CAM 1, CAM 2, CAM 3, INTERIOR, EXTERIOR, and at the end, a strip labeled GUEST. She recognized the logic—cameras first, then mics, then guest-room feeds. She started with CAM 1, pulling the breaker down. There was a snap in the air, like a knuckle popping. She repeated for CAM 2 and 3. With each, the room got darker: not in actual light, but in the sense of being unwitnessed, as if a set of invisible eyes had just been blindfolded.

She hesitated a second at GUEST. This would do it. Naomi looked at the labels, then her hand, then at the interior window to the monitoring room next door. She saw the wall of screens beyond, every feed a small universe in grayscale, time-stamped and perfect. She saw the two staffers at the desk, hunched and conferring, one with a headset half-off, the other turning to look at something outside the field of view. She wondered if they knew, at this exact instant, that the story was about to change.

She pulled the last breaker.

The effect was not dramatic—a soft click, a relay tripping, then nothing. But on the other side of the glass, every screen went instantly black. The staffers reacted as if a gunshot had gone off, both lurching in their chairs, one knocking over a half-full cup that fanned out across the desk. Maya was at her side now, watching with her. Naomi waited, counting off seconds in her head. One, two, three. No power, no feeds, no way to know what came next.

Then the amber light died, everywhere at once.

In its place, the emergency strip lighting engaged: cold, white, utterly without comfort. The world reconfigured in the white light, all pretense of luxury gone. The concrete was no longer softened by the glow; it was just concrete, hard and indifferent.

For a moment, Naomi stood in it, catching her breath, feeling the sweat chill on her spine.

She looked at Maya. Maya was pale, eyes wide but not panicked.

Naomi said, “Done.”

She straightened up, pocketed the tools, wiped the sweat from her lip with the sleeve of her hoodie.

The air was so cold it hurt to breathe, but Naomi welcomed it. It was the only thing that felt like proof she was still alive.

She watched the last green status light fade to nothing, then reached for Maya’s hand. Not to hold, but as a signal: move.

They left the server room together, and behind them, the entire architecture of control went silent.

Scene 2

Maya stood at the server room door for eleven minutes, not moving, not even a shift of weight from left foot to right. She braced her back to the concrete and set her right palm flat to the edge of the doorframe, fingers wide, as if the pressure alone could keep the world in place. Her left hand hung loose, numb from the cold but alive with the tingle that followed adrenaline. She focused on the corridor, eyes on the angles, every meter of gray with its own potential for trouble, or for escape.

The emergency white was the only light now. It made the corridor a different corridor than the one they’d walked in the hour before. Every pour line in the concrete, every misalignment in the cove base, every rebar pock and patch was visible—no illusions left to sand them smooth. The color was leached from the world. Maya catalogued the imperfections, let her gaze crawl over them like a blind hand. She did not think about Jules.

She counted the seconds between her own breaths. At first, five. Then, as the air cooled and thickened, six. She measured her pulse in the swell of blood at her wrist, counted that too. She ran the numbers on the backup power—how long it would last, how quickly the system would re-boot, how little time they’d have if anyone in the building was still competent enough to improvise. She did not think about Jules.

Somewhere in the guts of the building, the chaos started. The change in lighting was the trigger: a guest voice, high and unmodulated, carried down the hall. Then another, sharper, “What happened?” then “Is anyone there?” then the clatter of a door, a rush of uncertain feet. A staff member’s voice, tight and clipped, failed to resolve the situation—Maya heard only the edges of the words, but the tone was enough to tell her the protocol had not accounted for this. The sounds multiplied: more doors, more voices, more footfalls. The building filled with the particular noise of a system that had just lost its management.

Maya pressed her palm harder to the doorframe, grounding herself against the oncoming static.

When Naomi said “done,” the word was almost lost in the new noise. But Maya heard it, because she’d been waiting only for that. She pulled her hand away from the doorframe, flexed her numb fingers, and turned.

The server room behind Naomi was already dying. The once-living hum of the racks had dropped an octave, the air stagnant and chill. Naomi was smaller in this light, hair flattened to the skull, eyes ringed in shadow. Her hands were empty now, all the tools put away.

Maya said nothing. They moved into the corridor as a single organism, each taking a side, each covering the other’s blind.

The transformation of the world was total. The resort was no longer a resort: it was just a concrete box in an unnumbered ocean, built by people who thought they could arrange misery into a product and then contain it. The amber was gone; the hallways were barren, the soft carpet now just a thin membrane over subfloor, the art on the walls unreadable in the new light. It was a place that did not believe in comfort anymore. Maya moved through it, every sense peeled raw by the collapse of routine.

The noise was everywhere. They passed the gym—lights inside strobing, a guest inside on a treadmill, running with the speed set to full, oblivious to anything but the sound of his own body. They passed a guest lounge where three women huddled by a window, eyes wide, arguing in whispers about whether to go or stay. A staffer tried to herd them, hands raised in empty gestures. No one listened.

The line between guest and staff had broken. The only true line was the one between those who adapted and those who didn’t. Maya and Naomi adapted.

They found the maintenance corridor by the east exit. The fire door was as Jules had described it: industrial, unpainted, a red bar that ran the width of it with a yellowed sticker that read ALARM WILL SOUND. Maya hesitated only for a breath, then pushed. The door gave, heavier than expected, and opened onto a dead corridor, eight meters of gray concrete and then a sharp left out of view.

The door swung back. The corridor beyond was empty.

Maya let the door close slowly, so the latch would not echo. She waited.

“She’s not here,” said Naomi.

Maya nodded, not as agreement, but as placeholder for the panic that wanted to climb up her throat and find a way out.

“She said she’d be here,” Maya said, voice so soft that Naomi had to lean in to hear it.

Naomi watched the corridor. “There’s time,” she said. “Jules always cuts it close.”

Maya knew the numbers. Six minutes was plenty—unless you got caught, unless you decided to change the plan, unless you decided to improvise because improvisation was your only real talent.

Maya pressed her back to the wall and waited. The cold of it traveled through her jacket, into the meat of her shoulder.

They waited for one minute, then two, then three. The alarms did not sound. The world on the far side of the door did not fill with security. No one came.

Naomi paced the length of the corridor, then came back. She did not check her watch; she counted internally, and Maya saw the numbers in the small muscle flicks of her jaw. Naomi was the opposite of Jules—she never made the same mistake twice. Maya tried to draw comfort from that.

Five minutes.

A gust of air shifted through the corridor, the negative pressure from some HVAC system that still ran on instinct alone. Maya tasted the air; it was different, sharper, like the metallic tang of fresh blood.

Six.

The plan had allowed for six. Maya willed her body to hold still, to not give up on a plan just because her nerves were brittle.

Seven.

Naomi looked at her. “We have to go,” she said.

Maya shook her head. “She’ll be here.”

Eight.

The voices outside the corridor changed pitch. There was shouting now, not close, but urgent enough to make Maya’s heart clench and unclench in double time. She imagined the guests turning on the staff, the staff on each other, the hierarchy gone to rot in less than a quarter hour.

Nine.

The emergency white was still on, but Maya could feel it dying—each interval slightly dimmer, each minute a little closer to blackout. She watched the air move in the corridor, the dust motes backlit in a way that made the world seem both beautiful and uninhabitable.

Ten.

Naomi put a hand on Maya’s arm, and this time, it was not for protocol.

“She’s not coming,” said Naomi, very soft.

Maya shook her head again, but her whole body did it, not just her neck.

The clock was done. There was no more time to give.

Maya stepped away from the wall. Her knees buckled at first, then caught. She walked to the end of the corridor, the heavy door behind them now a memory. Naomi followed, just out of reach.

They turned the corner, and the world kept going.

They did not look back.


Chapter Twenty-Two: Adrian at the Dock

Scene 1

The world beyond the last door was not a world. It was cold and particulate, a wind that took every open surface of skin and set it burning. The path to the water had changed overnight; what had once been a carpeted incline and then the hard right angle of poured stone was now a gradient of debris, grit tracked from the service corridors and blown in by the teeth of the storm. The sky was somewhere above, but the only evidence was the way the air dropped in colorless shears, slicing the old ocean smell into pieces.

Maya and Naomi did not run. The body had its own pace in this new world, a stepwise calculation of how much to trust the friction underfoot, how much to cede to the wind. The soles of Maya’s shoes found every slick spot, every misaligned plank in the boardwalk, and she catalogued each one, the way her mind had always done: data points in a system that had never before failed to yield to careful observation. The system was now entropy, the only model left.

At the edge of the dock, the water looked like metal, but the dock was wood, and it moved with every wave, the surface notched with pale rectangles where prior feet had sheared away the sealant. The storm’s tail battered the world in cycles, and each time, the dock flexed a centimeter, then resettled with a moan so low it might have been the voice of the island itself. Maya wondered, with the removed precision of someone auditing her own panic, whether the dock would last even five minutes under the next phase of wind. She adjusted her stride, placed her foot at the midpoint of each plank, and willed herself not to calculate the load limit.

Ahead, a single boat. It was not the same one that had ferried them in—the hull was smaller, the paint a layer of rough white, streaked with impact marks along the waterline. The motor canted at a slight angle, propeller already wet with spray from the chop. The boat’s bow knocked again and again against the bumper, an impatient rhythm that felt close to familiar, until the wind reversed and the sound cut out mid-beat.

Between them and the boat, at the far end of the dock, Adrian Vale stood with both hands inside the pockets of his coat. The coat was black, and it did not move in the wind. The man inside the coat did not move either. Maya tried, as she always had, to read him for intent, but there was only the perfect stillness of someone who had trained himself to anticipate any possible motion and choose, at every juncture, not to make it.

Naomi, walking just ahead of her, never broke stride. She set her gaze three meters past Adrian, as if the possibility of his presence was less interesting than the coordinates of the escape. She drew even with him, then stopped, a distance of two meters maintained by the silent contract of people who have spent their entire lives constructing the right shapes for their own survival.

Maya reached the spot and stopped too. Adrian watched them both, not a smile, not even a twitch of the mouth, only the cold mathematics of the gaze, which lingered on Maya for a second longer than it did on Naomi.

The air trembled with the violence of the surf; the only thing that did not move was the man in the coat.

Adrian said, “It is always the two of you.”

The cadence was undamaged, unhurried, the same voice that had orchestrated every session, every negotiation, every moment of false safety. He did not speak up to compete with the wind, but somehow every syllable landed.

Naomi said, “Move.”

Adrian did not.

Instead, he looked at Maya. “You sabotaged the network. You did well. There are not many who would have executed it as cleanly.”

Maya felt the heat rise in her chest—not pride, not shame, only the animal urge to put distance between herself and this voice. “You’re not going to stop us?”

Adrian considered. “There is nothing left for you here,” he said. “I prefer to let outcomes play out, rather than interfere.”

Naomi: “We’re leaving. Now.”

He nodded, as if she had confirmed an equation rather than a threat.

Adrian shifted, a pivot of the entire body, so that he now faced them both directly. His eyes were black in this light, the pupils wide, or maybe the color was just gone from the world. “You should know,” he said, “what you accomplished tonight will not be undone, but it will not change the system. The redundancy is global. The next cohort will be here in two weeks. The client network is distributed and resilient. Your absence will be noted, but not mourned.”

Maya heard herself say, “We have the evidence. We’ll tell them.”

Adrian’s mouth moved, a shadow of a smile, not real. “You will find, in time, that the outside world does not care. It will be difficult to place the evidence, even harder to make it stick. What you experienced here is not unique. It is simply honest. That is why it endures.”

Naomi’s hands were at her sides, the right one clenched so hard the veins stood up under the skin. She said, “If you try to stop us, I will put you in the water.”

Adrian said, “I believe you.” And he stepped to the side, a movement so efficient it felt planned for years.

The air went colder. Behind Adrian, the amber of the emergency lighting bled through the fog, turning his silhouette into a cutout, the kind of negative space that lived in the afterimage of closed eyes. Maya found that she could not look away from him, even when Naomi took her by the elbow and moved her toward the boat.

The dock flexed under their weight. The wind bit at their hair and faces. At the edge, Maya hesitated; the drop to the boat was a meter and a half, the water below alive with white. Naomi went first, a single motion, landing in the stern and catching herself with a hand on the aluminum seat. She turned, braced the boat, and held out her arm.

Maya stepped down. The boat rocked, then stabilized.

She turned to look at Adrian, but he was not looking at her. He was looking at the fog, at the place where the dock vanished into blankness.

Naomi pulled the starter on the outboard. The engine caught on the second try, the sound as violent and as human as anything Maya had heard in days. Naomi set the throttle, guided the nose of the boat away from the dock, and Maya watched as the gap between them and the island widened, centimeter by centimeter, until the boards were nothing more than a horizontal line behind them.

Adrian remained, a black stitch on the edge of the world, the only thing that persisted in the fog.

Maya set her hands on the side of the boat. Her jaw was tight, the muscles locked; her breath came in through the nose, out through the mouth, regular and cold. She kept her gaze on Adrian as the boat made its arc into open water, the wake a froth of white and gray, the sound of the engine muffling every other reality.

When the fog thickened, Maya did not know if the world behind them had vanished or if it was simply waiting for her to return.

Naomi steered by feel, the water a plane of shifting violence under the hull. She did not look back. The wind forced her hair flat against her head, her face set to the forward, always the forward.

Adrian’s silhouette held until the last, until the amber glow behind him went blue, then gray, then erased.

Maya looked for him in the blankness, the way you look for a phantom limb, and found that she could still feel the weight of his eyes, somewhere at the base of her skull.

The world was cold and featureless, and the boat was the only line drawn across it.

They did not speak. They let the engine do the talking, let the air and the water grind the past to powder.

And in that terminal stillness, Maya let the silence fill her, and thought, for the first time, about what it would be to become nothing at all.


Chapter Twenty-Three: The Water

Scene 1

The boat left the dock without any last look behind. Naomi set the outboard to three-quarters and the hull squatted, resisting, then lifted and planed as the slipstream found its edge. Maya crouched at the bow, both hands around the gunwale, knuckles almost translucent in the light from the little compass set beside the throttle. The dock was gone instantly, consumed by fog and distance, the island not even a rumor.

The air was denser here, wet with atomized salt and the cold that lived only in the half-meters above open water. The world consisted of: the concussive slap of the bow meeting oncoming, the engine’s metallic shriek, the exact geometry of Naomi’s back as she hunched over the tiller. There were no other things. Not even the horizon.

In this absence, Maya inventoried what could be known. The bone-shaking bounce as the hull skipped from trough to crest, sometimes airborne. The noise—unbroken, brutal, making speech impossible even if either of them had thought of something worth saying. The taste in her mouth, iron and ozone, the salt from her lips now indistinguishable from the blood at the corner. The way Naomi’s hair went flat and stringy in the spray, pressed to her skull by the wind, and the way each muscle in her forearm trembled with the act of keeping them oriented against the chaos.

They had no light except what the compass gave, and the ghost-lumen from the resort behind, already reduced to a memory of amber.

Maya let herself go slack at the joints, letting the boat’s violence take her, not fighting the oscillation. It made the pain more diffuse. She focused instead on the cycles of Naomi’s movement—how she would brace her knees to take the next impact, how her eyes flicked once to the compass, then to the pale gray of the fog, then back again. The only time she ever broke rhythm was to adjust the throttle, a minuscule correction to keep them from pitching sideways when a lateral chop tried to turn the bow.

Maya’s hands began to cramp in their grip. She tried to loosen, but each time the hull dropped into a trough the inertia flung her forward, and the instinct to hold on snapped back harder. The cold was absolute, the wet already in her shoes and at her wrists, and with every mile the blood pooled away from her skin toward her core, leaving her arms and legs meatless, inert. She did not count the minutes. She let them accumulate, like silt at the bottom of an unmoving ocean.

There was a moment, maybe five minutes in, when a wave, taller than the rest, rose out of nothing and took them full on the side. The impact spun the hull, the engine whining in protest. Naomi leaned her full weight into the tiller, correcting, and Maya caught the move with the edge of her vision, matched it, shifting her own body to counterbalance. The wave collapsed over them, a sheet of water so cold that for a second Maya’s vision strobed. Her lungs locked and unlocked. Naomi’s grip never faltered; she wrestled the boat back on course, and Maya felt a brief, savage joy at the competence of it, the reminder that Naomi was built for this exact moment and no other.

After, there was no more shock left to the cold. Just the working of bone and muscle. Maya felt the ache in her calves, the burning in her hands where the salt had split the skin at the knuckles. Her jaw clenched so hard she was sure her teeth would splinter, but the sound of their collision was lost in the engine’s endless lament. The fog closed around them, a compression of reality so complete it became comfort.

She did not look back. She did not look at Naomi except in the periphery, because the act of looking away from the water was now the only thing that could kill them.

The engine’s pitch changed as they entered a cross-current. Naomi cut throttle, the hull slamming down and dragging, then opened it up again to full. The G-force pressed Maya into the deck, but the pain of it was easier than the pain of anticipation. She let her hands become something other than her hands. She let her body become only the sum of the inputs: cold, wet, vibration, hunger, fear. There was no room left for anything human.

They ran this way for another eternity—maybe five minutes, maybe an hour. Time had not been allowed in the boat; it waited elsewhere, possibly on the shore ahead, possibly not at all.

Eventually, the fog changed. It went from wet opacity to a thinner, granular soup, and the sound of the water changed with it: less echo, more slap, the return of a boundary somewhere not far off. Maya risked a look up, saw nothing but gray. But Naomi’s body went from hunched to almost upright, and Maya read it as both relief and the onset of new pain.

Her own body was now all tremor and fatigue. Her feet no longer communicated with the rest of her. Her hands were claws. She heard nothing but the static of motion.

When the hull finally cut its speed and the engine dropped to a whine, the change was so abrupt Maya thought for a second that they’d struck something and were sinking. But it was just the approach—Naomi had throttled down, guiding the boat by instinct or memory, or by some faculty that had never belonged to Maya at all.

There were no words exchanged. They let the silence stand. In it, Maya felt the exhaustion mutate into a kind of euphoria, the relief of having not died.

Naomi held them steady, and for a moment neither moved. The world returned, in increments: the sound of Maya’s own breath, the chemical taste of her tongue, the weight of her soaked jacket. The absence of wind.

She let her hands unfreeze, one finger at a time, and laid them on her knees.

She looked at Naomi, not for instruction, but just to verify she was still alive.

Naomi was alive. She looked back, her own hair pasted flat, lips white with cold, but eyes clear.

They did not need to speak. The boat floated, and they did with it.

The fog was thinner now, and the water calmer, but the effort to reach this point had not left either of them whole.

They sat, in the absence of everything except each other, and let the cold do what it would.


Scene 2

When the fog did break, it did so at the level of Maya’s kneecaps, first thinning, then dissolving into a damp, stinging air. The sky was a sheet of zinc, without seam or mercy. Naomi let the engine idle, steering them toward the soundless outline of a shore that only slowly resolved into the contour of land. It was not a beach so much as an aggregation of rocks, low and slick and black with wet.

The boat drifted, the wake fading fast, and then they were simply stopped. The motor spat once, then died, the noise replaced by the ticking of metal as it cooled. There was no one to greet them; the world here was only the gray, and the rocks, and a sparse whine of wind off the water.

They sat in it, waiting for their blood to believe the escape.

Naomi said the first word: “Jules.” She said it to the air, not to Maya, not to the memory of anyone. The sound of it was almost lost in the water’s slap.

Maya, whose hands would not unbend from their hold on the gunwale, said, “I don’t know.”

Naomi turned her head, just enough to let the bones at the back of her neck show. “You do,” she said.

Maya tried to conjure an alternate. “We heard Marcus’s voice. We heard them running. That could mean—”

Naomi: “It doesn’t.” She did not elaborate. Her jaw was locked in a new architecture, and her eyes did not search for any corroboration. The discussion was already dead, and Maya knew better than to try and resuscitate it.

They left the boat by increments, first one leg then the other, both of them moving as if the cold had fossilized their joints. The bottom of the hull scraped hard against rock as Naomi jumped down. Maya followed, boots skidding, nearly falling as she tried to steady the bow rope with hands that would not listen. The slope of the rocks made even standing a problem. The first four meters were a war of friction and gravity.

They did not speak as they hauled the boat. The rope was synthetic, and it bit into Maya’s palms, the skin already abraded from the crossing. Each pull was a negotiation between her own mass and the inertia of the boat, which seemed, now, to weigh four times what it had at the dock. Naomi took the stern, using the leverage of the incline, and when the boat finally grounded above the high-tide line, both of them just let go and let it lurch to rest.

The engine, still hot, steamed in the salt air. The smell was oil and old rubber.

Maya slumped onto the rocks, the wet soaking through her pants in seconds. The stones were dark and oddly warm under the cold of the air. Naomi stood above her, arms loose at her sides, looking down the shore as if there might be something else to do next.

There wasn’t. There was just the nothing of exhaustion, the confirmation that even when you survived you had to keep surviving.

Naomi sat, eventually, but she did not let her body rest against the incline. She braced herself with both hands, feet planted, eyes still forward. Maya watched her for a while. The fog lifted more, and the contours of the new shore became visible: a thin band of stones, then a crust of salt grass, then the beginning of a tree line so bare it looked like the bones of failed architecture.

They could have talked about Evan, or about what would happen next, or about how the evidence in Naomi’s hoodie was now the only witness to anything that had happened. But there was no language for that. The body had to recover first.

Maya’s jaw hurt. She rubbed it, surprised at the tenderness there, then let her hand drop. Her fingers left a residue of blood on the back of her wrist; she did not bother to wipe it.

She tried to remember the last thing she’d said to Jules, but all that surfaced was the blur of running feet, the noise of a locked door, the certainty that some equations solved to zero regardless of the work put in. She let her eyes close, just for a second, and in the afterimage saw a thousand variations of what might have happened, each more plausible than the last, all of them equally lost.

Naomi exhaled, a sound more like an exorcism than a sigh.

After a time, Maya tried to stand. Her knees folded at first, but then held. She looked at Naomi. “We need to go,” she said.

Naomi nodded, got to her feet. She took one last look at the water, the fog already closing back over it, then started toward the grass.

They left the boat behind. The engine ticked, slower and slower, until it became a memory.

The rocks gave way to sand, then to dirt. The going was easier here, and Maya felt her blood move again, the cold less a threat and more a background condition. She did not think about the past. There was only the future, thin as the seam of light above the trees.

At the edge of the tree line, Maya turned, once, and looked back. The water was invisible now, erased by mist. There was no sign of pursuit, no evidence that anything had ever happened except for the two of them standing, battered, on a new continent.

Naomi stopped beside her, silent.

They stood that way for a long moment, then walked into the trees.

They did not look back again. The world closed over the path, and the rest of it was theirs alone.


Chapter Twenty-Four: The World Absorbs It

Scene 1

At dawn, the world was colorless and granular, the sky indistinguishable from the battered stucco of the police station that hunched at the end of the street. The windows glowed a muted orange, as if the bulbs inside were dying by increments. A single fluorescent tube above the entrance flickered in a three-beat pattern, sometimes going dark for whole minutes, the plastic cover filmed in salt. The glass in the door was scored with the scratches of a thousand keys and a hundred nights’ worth of failed entry.

Maya stepped inside first. She had expected warmth, but the air was the temperature of standing water, and the only greeting was the sound of a distant electric kettle and the unconvincing resonance of a building that had never been required to welcome anyone. The lobby was narrower than a corridor, floored in linoleum so cheap its patterns had no relation to anything found in nature. Against one wall: a bench, the kind you could buy from a municipal surplus catalog, three seats connected by a chrome bar, all three cushions split down the center, each split sealed with the same off-brand tape. Above the bench, a bulletin board. Maya registered it first as color, then as content: the paper had faded to the point that all the missing-persons flyers were variants on the same two shades—sunburned red and the jaundiced yellow of printer toner gone bad. Names and faces blurred, time-stamped by dates that spanned years, none more recent than last summer.

She sat, then thought better of it and stood, the bench’s chill already leaching through her jeans. Naomi hovered behind, both hands wrapped tight around the plastic bag that held her notes and the camera. She looked, for once, smaller than Maya—her hair was limp and sweat-plastered, her windbreaker splotched dark and heavy at the sleeves, the cuffs still dripping onto the tile. Naomi’s left hand, the one with the three small scars, pressed the folder flat to her chest as if protecting something living.

The desk officer appeared from an office at the end of the hall, a heavyset man who wore his age as a series of progressive compromises. Glasses up on his forehead, not over his eyes; tie knotted two buttons lower than standard; the shirt a blue so pale it barely registered as color. He looked at them with the expression of a person asked to identify an object fished up from the bottom of a reservoir, unsure if he was dealing with evidence or with contamination.

He said, “Can I help you?” His voice was lower than the rest of him, and so was the expectation that anything urgent would ever walk through these doors.

Maya started: “We need to file a report.” Her voice was smaller than intended, and she hated herself for it.

Naomi: “It’s urgent. We have evidence.”

The man’s eyes flicked to the folder, then to Naomi’s face, then back to Maya. “Take a seat, I’ll get the morning log.”

He turned and disappeared, his shoes making a sound like uncooked dough against the linoleum. Maya watched the play of shadow down the hallway. The building was silent except for the radiator, which hissed with the effort of pretending to function.

She turned to Naomi. “You okay?”

Naomi nodded. Her hands did not relax. She kept her eyes on the floor, following a crack in the tile to its endpoint at the wall.

A minute later, the officer returned with a spiral-bound ledger and a ballpoint. He set the book on the counter, opened it to a blank page, and said, “Names?”

Maya: “Maya Sattler.”

Naomi: “Naomi Ecker.”

He wrote the names down, pen barely denting the paper. “And what’s the nature of the complaint?”

Naomi looked at Maya, but Maya was not ready. She drew a breath, set her jaw, and said, “We just escaped from a—” she stopped, the word “facility” catching in her mouth “—from an island. Off the coast.”

The officer wrote “island,” then made a parenthesis and wrote “see notes.”

Naomi said, “It’s a black site. It’s not on the map.”

The officer looked up, something faintly hopeful in his face, as if for a moment he’d imagined this was a prank, or a misunderstanding. But Naomi’s expression did not move, and Maya watched the hope die.

He said, “Do you need medical attention?”

Both women said “no” at the same time.

He took it as truth.

“Come through,” he said, and he unlocked the door beside the counter. It released with a sticky, static-laden snap.

The room beyond was smaller than expected, which by now should not have surprised Maya. It was just big enough for a table, two plastic chairs, and a radiator the size of a toaster. The radiator was on, but contributed nothing. The laminate of the table was pocked and bubbled where someone had left a cigarette burning, years ago. The chairs, blue plastic, were embossed with the logo of a bottled water company that no longer existed.

The desk officer took the chair closest to the door, leaving the women to pick their own side. Maya sat facing him, posture ramrod, hands folded on the table. Naomi dropped into the chair beside her, unspooling her arms just long enough to slide the folder onto the table and open it, her fingers trembling only once before she stilled them.

After a minute, a second officer entered: a woman, maybe thirty, hair tied in a bun so tight it flattened the skin at her temple. She carried a legal pad and a pen, which she uncapped and set, parallel to the edge, in front of her. She did not smile, not even a gesture at it.

“Detective Denault,” she said. “Let’s start at the beginning.”

The desk officer said, “Go ahead.”

Maya inhaled, then began.

She recounted everything: the invitation, the blind itinerary, the arrival at the resort, the names of her friends, the staff, the host. She gave the name of the company, spelled it, repeated it, and watched as the detective wrote it three times in three different notations. She described the interior of the building: the cameras, the architecture, the session rooms. She tried to explain how the corridors had felt, the way the light never quite made it to the floor. When she got to the first incident, her voice changed, and she felt her throat tighten, but she kept talking.

The desk officer asked for clarifications: the name of the airline, how long the flight had taken, how she’d gotten from the airport to the dock. Each answer Maya gave was a guess, a recollection built out of nothing more than sense impressions and exhaustion. Each time, the officer wrote down what she said, then looked up to see if she was going to recant.

Naomi supplied the details Maya could not: the sequence of events, the layout of the guest suites, the first time they saw Marcus Hale. She spoke with the flat delivery of someone who had already run the numbers and was prepared for the odds of disbelief.

The young detective, Denault, took notes in a tight, upright hand. Her pen moved at a steady rate, but paused at intervals that tracked perfectly with the parts of the story that strained credulity. The first major pause: “They took all our passports.” A longer pause: “The staff weren’t guests; they were—” here Naomi fumbled for the right word and landed on “converted.”

When they got to the night of the escape, Maya faltered. She could see herself from above: a woman at a cheap table, in a bad room, with nothing but a dead friend’s passport and a sheaf of unproven accusations. For a second, the silence made the whole thing seem absurd, a fever dream spun out of equal parts terror and inertia.

She looked at the table. At her own hands, the lines of her knuckles whiter than anything else in the room.

Naomi broke the silence by sliding the first piece of evidence across the table: a stack of photographs, printed on office paper, edges curled from the damp. “These are from the monitoring room,” she said. “You can see the dates.”

The officers handled the stack as if it might be contagious. The top sheet was a photo of the server rack, wires stripped and frayed, the time-stamp a string of numbers that meant nothing out of context. The next was a screen capture: a spreadsheet of guest names, some highlighted, others crossed out. At the bottom of the stack, a printout of the building’s blueprints, annotated in Naomi’s block capitals.

The desk officer shuffled the sheets, not as a performance, but with real confusion. “Where did you get these?”

Naomi: “We took them. I had the camera.” She held it up—a battered Sony, the lens ring held in place by black tape. “We thought there would be more time to collect evidence, but the window was closing.”

Detective Denault asked, “Did you contact anyone once you reached shore?”

Maya shook her head. “We came straight here.”

Denault: “No phone calls, no messages?”

Maya: “No.”

The officer wrote this down. The pen made a different sound when it hit the next line.

The man—his nameplate read “Bray”—said, “Do you know if there are still guests on the island?”

Naomi said, “There are. We left people behind. Some might be alive.”

Bray made a note, then looked at her, waiting for a number.

Naomi: “Seven, maybe eight. Not including staff.”

Bray: “What about this—” he checked the notes “—Adrian Vale?”

Maya: “He’s in charge. He’s the reason it exists.”

Bray set the pen down, laced his fingers. “What do you think will happen to the people still there?”

Maya looked at Naomi, then back. “I don’t know.”

Detective Denault asked, “Did you witness any violence?”

Naomi: “Not directly. But we heard it. There was a scream the night before we left. We don’t know if—” she let it hang.

The room was silent except for the faint, asthmatic wheeze of the radiator.

Bray cleared his throat. “We’ll need to keep the camera. And the photos.” He made a folder from his hands and placed the stack in it, careful not to bend the pages.

Naomi did not object.

Denault said, “Do you need food? Water?”

Maya, suddenly aware of her own hunger, said, “No.”

Naomi shook her head, but her eyes had gone glassy.

Bray: “If you think of anything else—anything at all—call the number on the card. We’ll be in touch.”

He tore a card from a pad, handed it to Maya. The number was handwritten, the ink feathered at the corners. “We’ll follow up,” he said, but Maya heard it as “You’ll never hear from us again.” She could see the closing of the file, the quick shelving of the evidence, the slow fade of memory until even the names stopped sounding like names.

He stood, the chair scraping the tile. Denault did the same.

Maya and Naomi gathered their things—there was nothing left to gather except the evidence now boxed and on the far side of the table.

They walked out together, the corridor emptier than before. The fluorescent at the entrance was still flickering, but now the intervals seemed longer, as if the bulb was struggling to remember how to be light.

Outside, the sky was unchanged: a sheet of unyielding gray, with no suggestion of sun behind it. The street was empty except for a single gull, which stood on the curb picking at a scrap of old food. Maya and Naomi stood on the steps, the wind slick against their faces, neither of them sure what to do next.

They stood there for a long moment, both hands empty, looking not at each other, but at the world that had not noticed they’d left or returned.

Then, without speaking, they started walking.

The light behind them flickered once, then stilled.


Scene 2

For the next forty-eight hours, Maya ran reconnaissance on her own life.

She set up camp at the kitchen table, a plastic tumbler of cold coffee as her perimeter marker and her laptop, phone, and notepad arranged in an arc that mapped exactly the field of her suspicion. Outside, the weather was the texture of milk glass; inside, the glow of the screen made her apartment feel like a burrow dug into the side of a digital landfill. She checked the VIA site every half-hour. It did not time out, or load a shell company, or redirect to a self-help forum as she half-expected. Instead, it simply returned a clean white: “404 — Page Not Found.” No colors, no fragments, no logo. The absence was total.

The email address she used to contact the concierge—her recruiter, in retrospect—now responded only with a delivery error, the failure notification written in a grammar that sounded as if it had been translated twice by opposing armies. When she dialed the number on the original itinerary, the call connected, then played a brief recording in a language Maya could not even assign to a hemisphere, then cut to silence. She dialed again, waited for the full message, then tried to search for the number itself, but her queries returned only a three-year-old message board thread about robocalls in the Pacific Rim.

She opened her notes, cross-referenced everything, built timelines, checked cached pages, screen-grabbed every result for the file she kept on a thumb drive. She ran “Adrian Vale” through a dozen search engines. Once, it returned a LinkedIn page: his headshot in grays and blues, not as she remembered him but as a focus group would prefer him, with the title “Director, Hospitality Consulting” and no company, no listed skills, no activity. The page went down two hours later. When she refreshed, it was gone.

The photographs survived. Naomi had loaded them onto her own laptop, then copied them to the cloud and two SD cards, then printed them in color at the 24-hour print-and-ship down the street. Maya kept a set by her pillow, as if the images themselves could serve as a firewall against forgetfulness. But the photographs, separated from their context, looked less like proof and more like a documentation of empty rooms: server racks, rows of white beds, a spiral staircase so clean it seemed rendered. Even the spreadsheets and the labeled folders, captured by Naomi’s camera in pixel-precise clarity, were just lists of names with no testimony. She understood, on the level of the nervous system, how easy it would be to call this a hoax.

On the morning of the third day, her phone rang. She did not recognize the number, but answered on the second ring.

A man’s voice: “This is Detective Rourke from the city police. I’m following up on a report filed by yourself and a Naomi Ecker. Is this Maya Sattler?”

She confirmed.

The voice was even, practiced. “Ms. Sattler, we’ve conducted initial inquiries based on the information you provided. I need to advise you that the facility and island described do not correspond to any registered private holdings in the region. The location you indicated is, according to our maritime registry, uninhabited.”

He paused, as if waiting for her to contest this, but Maya said nothing.

He continued, “We have reviewed the materials submitted. They are being processed by our cybercrime unit, but I want to set expectations. The documentation you provided does not match any current or historical corporate filings, and the guest names have not been connected to any active missing-persons cases.”

He paused again, more formally this time: “The investigation is ongoing. If there are any developments, we will contact you directly. Is there anything else you wish to add at this time?”

Maya could hear the air behind the voice, the click of a keyboard or a pen in motion.

She said, “No. Thank you.” It came out clipped, each syllable cut square.

Rourke said, “Thank you for your time.” The call ended.

She set the phone on the table, face down. Her hand did not leave it. The palm pressed so hard to the glass that for a second she imagined she could feel the battery’s heartbeat, a faint animal warmth through the inert plastic.

She stayed like that for a long time.

When her fingers finally moved, they curled around the phone, and she dialed Naomi.


Scene 3

Naomi kept her workspace in strict perimeter: left quadrant for evidence, right for action items, center for the problem that would not resolve. The notes were arranged by time and topic, their pages each annotated in the upper right corner with a coding system only she could parse. The photographs—Maya’s handwriting in the margins, sometimes a thumb at the edge of frame—sat stacked in the exact orientation they had been printed, not shuffled, not re-sorted. On her monitor, the most recent email from Detective Rourke waited, subject line: “Update on Case #23-0487.” It was short and formulaic, the kind of message sent out of obligation rather than belief. She read it three times in a row, eyes moving line by line, jaw set so hard it clicked when she swallowed.

The message said: “We have not identified any relevant activity at the coordinates provided. Review of satellite imagery for the stated time window is ongoing, but preliminary results are negative. Please contact us if you remember anything further.”

Below it, her own notes from the call with Maya were bulleted and dated, every new uncertainty logged with a time stamp and a parenthetical for possible error. The world outside her apartment was silent except for the intermittent wind against the glass, the sky having refused all color for the third day in a row. She had not changed out of her black t-shirt, which now stuck to her back where she’d sweated through it in the night.

She was not reading the email anymore, but staring through it, mind running the cycle of what had happened and what had been left unprovable.

Her phone vibrated. The sound was a muted, insistent buzz—one ring, a pause, then a second, clipped short. Maya. No other calls would come at this hour.

Naomi answered, no greeting. They spoke in the language of survivors, which was mostly omission.

Maya: “They said the investigation is ongoing.”

Naomi: “The case is a dead end.”

A silence. Maya breathed, a sound like a machine learning to imitate a human.

Naomi: “Adrian told us the world would absorb it.”

Maya: “I know.”

There was nothing more to say, but the connection held open, as if both were unwilling to be the first to accept the silence as a conclusion.

Naomi stared at the desk. Her hand rested on the stack of photographs, palm flat, the edges of the pages aligned so precisely that the stack looked manufactured, not hand-cut at a print shop. She had read each line of each page a dozen times, catalogued the sequence and the errors, the memory of each moment so bright it was as if it were still happening, running on a loop in a server that had survived the blackout.

Maya finally spoke. “It’s not just that they erased it. It’s like it never needed to be real in the first place.”

Naomi closed her eyes. “That’s the point. It always was.”

She waited for Maya to say something else, but the line went quiet except for breath.

After a long interval, Maya said, “Are you okay?”

Naomi considered the question, then said, “Not sure.”

“Me either,” said Maya, the words carrying a weightless quality, as if the voice were coming from the bottom of a dry well.

Naomi wanted to say: It wasn’t your fault. Or: We did what we could. Or: This is what survival looks like. But all the sentences died before they reached her mouth.

She pressed her fingers into the stack of photos, feeling the texture of the paper, the raised edge of the ink. Next to her hand was the VIA wristband, the silicone faded where it had once gripped her arm, its QR code still visible, its meaning now reduced to an artifact. She had not put it away. She had not thrown it out. It just stayed there, witness and warning.

The call ended not with a goodbye, but with the silence of people who had already said it.

Naomi did not move for a long time. Her hand rested on the photos, the wristband an inch away, the center of the desk still empty, the problem unresolvable but also, in a way, finished.

Outside, the light did not change. The email stayed open on the screen. The notes stayed aligned. The only thing that moved was the second hand of the wall clock, tracking time that would never return.

When she did finally move, it was only to close her eyes, and to listen, for a while, to the world running on the last of its backup power.

The wristband stayed on the desk. The notes stayed around it. Naomi’s hand did not touch either, but the space between them was smaller than before.


Chapter Twenty-Five: What Came Back

Scene 1

They met at a café so familiar it had left its grooves in their reflexes. Corner table, left of the door, chipped porcelain cups stacked two at a time by the window. The glass fogged at the corners, refracting the morning so that every face or passing coat on the street was rendered into a smear of color and intent. Maya arrived first, as always, but this time the moment of arrival did not register as arrival. She was already there, and the rest was just the body following instructions.

She set her phone face-up on the table, screen woken with a fingertip, then went back to watching the window. The phone’s only purpose was the relay of absence: no messages, no missed calls, no updates. Maya counted the seconds, each one a clotted bead of silence, until Naomi entered—hair half pulled back, jacket zipped high, the frown already set in its day-long position.

Naomi nodded at the man behind the counter. She did not need to order; the woman in the kitchen would have the cups ready, the coffee already portioned in the familiar thimble-sized pots. When Naomi sat, she did it with a motion that displaced no air. She set her hands flat on the table, palms down, fingers pressed together as if anticipating some kind of diagnostic.

The window made a dull glow of the outside, a plane of grayness broken at intervals by the passing of trams and the shudder of rain on the awning. Maya picked up the phone, checked it again, set it down.

Naomi said, “You’re not expecting anything.”

The tone was not accusation or comfort. It was observation, delivered with the gentle finality of a blood test result.

Maya shrugged. “It’s a habit.”

“Habits are what keep people alive,” Naomi said. She let her hands cup the mug when it arrived, rotating it on the table a full circle before lifting it to her mouth. She did not drink, just held it there, letting the heat climb into her knuckles.

Maya looked at the mug, then at the phone, then at Naomi. “It’s been three weeks.”

“Long enough for a new protocol.”

Maya did not smile. The man behind the counter looked up, saw nothing worth noting, looked back down.

For a while, they conducted themselves as people do, speaking first of the weather, then the trams, then the way the city’s wetness could find any material weakness in a shoe or a jacket or a spirit. There was no urgency in it, but there was no comfort either.

When the first round of coffee had thinned to residue, Maya said, “I’ve drafted seven messages to Evan.” She did not look up. “Didn’t send any.”

Naomi’s jaw flexed once. “Would it have mattered?”

Maya considered. “Probably not.”

Naomi watched the window, eyes focused not on the traffic but on the waver of reflected light near the edge of the glass. “He made a choice,” she said. “That’s not an error. It’s what he is.”

Maya set her phone face-down, not forceful, but with enough intent that the device registered it as a command. “He wasn’t always like that.”

Naomi exhaled in a way that did not produce a sound. “The thing about VIA,” she said, “is that it doesn’t create what it exploits. It just finds it. That’s why it works.”

Maya’s jaw went rigid. She tore the corner from a sugar packet, but left the paper on the table, contents untouched.

They let it hang, the only sound the patter of rain on the window and the faint clink of someone stacking clean glasses behind the bar.

Maya said, “What about Jules?”

Naomi’s hands stilled around the mug. “I don’t know,” she said. “I went over the timeline, the corridor, the sounds I heard.” She looked down at her hands, as if the answer might be hiding in the geometry of her own bones. “There was a voice, but it could have been anything. I can’t conclude.”

“You always need evidence,” Maya said, not quite softly.

“Yes.” Naomi did not smile, did not look up. “I know it’s a flaw.”

She said it with none of the usual self-mockery or remove; her eyes stayed on the street, where a man with a dog walked past, the animal’s paws splashing water onto its own legs with each step.

Maya said nothing. The fog on the window was thicker now, obscuring the shapes on the other side. She watched as a tram passed, the orange of its livery blurring into a brief segment of light before vanishing down the block.

Naomi said, “They called it survivor’s bias, in the old experiments. The ones who made it out always thought it meant something. The ones who didn’t—” She did not finish the thought. “I won’t say we’re lucky, but we’re still here.”

Maya watched the line of condensation run down the window. She thought about saying something—about fate, or statistics, or the shape of loss—but found there was nothing in the world that wanted to be made language. She looked at the empty chairs at their table, two of them, both aligned in such a way that it seemed they were waiting for more people to arrive.

Outside, the rain did not pause. A woman walked past with a black umbrella. Behind her, a man pushed a cart of vegetables, the wheels grinding against the rough of the street. None of it was remarkable.

Naomi drank her coffee, finally, a small sip that left the line of the cup undisturbed.

Maya reached for the sugar packet, set it on top of the phone, and folded her hands together.

Neither of them spoke again. The silence was not uncomfortable, but it was not comfortable either. It was a space they allowed, because the alternative was to fill it with things that had already been said, or things that could never be.

The morning inched forward, the world outside recalibrating for whatever would come next.

Inside, the coffee went cold. The window fogged over, then cleared, then fogged again.

And between them, on the table, the sugar packet stayed unopened, waiting for a hand that would never reach for it.


Chapter Twenty-Six: The Package

Scene 1

The parcel waited on Naomi’s doorstep, an object so nondescript that for a second she believed it was a neighbor’s mistake. The dimensions were civilian: thirty by fifteen by five centimeters, white carton with the texture of grocery-store privilege, but what held her attention was the label—her name, her address, printed with the bloodless efficiency of a font that had never belonged to anyone. No return address. Not even a bar code.

She stood with one foot inside the threshold, one on the mat, and the air between them pressed her forward as if this were a delivery she had ordered, or at least deserved. She picked up the box. The weight was negligible, but there was a give to it—whatever lived inside was insulated, not meant to jostle. She held it under her arm, closed the door behind her, and walked down the corridor of her apartment building, each step a negotiation with the brittle daylight. The stairwell was lit by a single halogen that had outlived both its bulbmates and maybe its own will to emit. The hall outside her door was unchanged: the smell of overboiled cabbage from the ground floor, the hum of someone else’s television tuned to the wrong channel. She keyed herself in and entered the apartment.

The world inside was on pause. She set the package on the kitchen counter, next to the mug of tea she had poured before leaving that morning. The tea was now a cold, olive-colored bruise in the bottom of the cup. She did not touch it. The kitchen was dim, half the overhead bulbs burned out, the rest radiating a faint orange that made every surface look jaundiced. The tile under her shoes was cold—she had not fixed the draft in the weeks since her return, and the chill seemed to migrate up her legs, a parasite in the bone.

Naomi shrugged out of her jacket, then stood over the package with both palms on the counter, fingers splayed as if ready to pin it down. She waited a moment before opening it, watching for any sign that it might be an error, a misfire of the universe’s intent. There was none.

She pulled at the tape, which peeled away in a single clean strip, revealing the subtle drag of static against the cardboard. The flaps gave with the exhausted sigh of cheap glue. Inside: a nest of white tissue paper, unpatterned, the kind used in boutiques where nothing is ever really at risk. She folded back the top layer.

Her own wristband, from VIA, sat in the center. The plastic was unmarked, the clasp closed. It had the look of something sanitized, processed, prepared for reintegration with the person it had once catalogued. Naomi did not touch it immediately. Instead, she looked for something else, a document, a threat, even an invoice—something to give the act context. Beneath the wristband, between two folds of tissue, was a card the size of a credit slip. The font was matte black, the cardstock rigid, the kind of minimalism that signaled maximum expense. On the card, four words:

Thank you for participating.

There was no signature. There was no logo.

Naomi let the words settle in the air. She looked at the band, at the card, then at her own hands. The skin on the backs was dry and flaking at the knuckles, an irritation that had returned as soon as the weather turned. She picked up the wristband, held it between thumb and index, and ran her other thumb along the groove where the clasp met the band. The surface was smooth, frictionless. Faintly cold.

She set it back in the box.

Naomi reached for her phone and held it over the package, thumb poised above the camera icon. She took a picture of the wristband in its nest, the card alongside. She rotated the box, captured a shot of the tissue paper, the inside of the lid, the printed address label. She then lifted the band out, placed it flat on the counter, and photographed the clasp, the inside of the band, the part where the QR code had once been stickered, now blank. Each photo was precise, the evidence collected not in hope but out of a reflex older than hope. The act was not for memory; it was for the audit.

When she finished, she placed the phone face-down on the table. The action left a small tremor in the air, as if the world had been gently reminded it was being watched.

Naomi looked at the wristband again, now lying on its side, the curve of it identical to the shape it had left in her skin. Her jaw set. The muscles at the base of her neck tingled with the first flush of heat, a pulse of anger or anticipation she could not, even now, assign. She reached for the phone, tapped it on, and for a moment scrolled through the images, verifying each one as if it might have changed in the instant since she shot it.

She closed the camera app and stared at the call screen. The last number dialed was Maya’s, and for a second Naomi considered the gap since their last conversation: forty-two hours, seventeen minutes. Not so long, but long enough for the event horizon of new disaster to have closed over.

She tapped the contact, held the phone to her ear, and listened to the ring.

In the cold kitchen, under the dying light, Naomi counted the beats between each pulse of the ringtone. She watched the wristband, and the card, and the lines her own fingers had left in the tissue paper. The world did not pause, but it did not move forward either. She waited for Maya to answer, and when the call connected, she let the silence do the work.

It was all that ever could.


Scene 2

Maya arrived in less than an hour. Naomi heard the four staccato knocks of her shoes up the stairwell, the pause at the landing, the click of the door as it was nudged open, not forced but certain. Maya entered without preamble, as if the trip between her own apartment and Naomi’s kitchen were just a corridor in a much larger building. The coat stayed on, the scarf a black line coiled at the neck. Her eyes went immediately to the table, registering the wristband, the card, the splayed architecture of evidence.

Naomi sat at the table, hands still flat against the laminate, left thumb pressing a crescent into the nailbed of the right. She did not greet Maya. Maya did not expect greeting. She set her bag on the floor and came to stand across from the table, looking at the arrangement in silence.

For a while, this was the entire scene: two bodies, a band of silicone, a slip of card stock, and the weight of all the things that had not been erased.

Maya broke the stalemate by pulling out the chair, the leg dragging once on the tile before it acquiesced. She sat, posture perfect, hands in her lap. The kitchen was colder than the corridor outside. The tea from the morning sat, unaltered, on the counter. Neither of them reached for it.

“Did you open it?” Maya said, eyes on the package, not on Naomi.

Naomi nodded once. “It was on the doorstep. No courier, no tracking.”

Maya exhaled, a measured thing, almost inaudible above the hum of the fridge. She reached toward the wristband, stopped short of touching it. “Is it the same one?”

“Yes,” Naomi said. “I checked for the serial. The scratch is still on the inside.”

Maya drew her hand back, as if the confirmation carried a current. She looked at Naomi, the gaze flat, then at the card.

“Thank you for participating,” she read. The syllables had no affect, but Naomi saw the way the corners of Maya’s mouth bracketed inward.

“They want you to know it isn’t over,” Naomi said.

“I never thought it was.”

Another silence. The light over the table trembled, a filament somewhere inside working to justify its remaining hours. The whole room felt as if it were waiting for a verdict.

Maya opened her bag, produced a laptop. The casing was scuffed, the screen’s bezel cracked near the hinge. She set it on the table, powered it up. The fan whined, a miniature imitation of the server rooms they both remembered. Naomi watched her hands, the way the left pinky hovered just above the keyboard until it was needed.

Maya said, “I want to check something.”

Naomi did not ask what. She watched the reflection of the screen on the skin of Maya’s face. In the cold light, Maya’s complexion went blue, the eyes starker, the small scar at the chin more evident. She typed for a while. Her lips did not move, but Naomi knew she was searching for VIA, for any artifact, for the evidence that had been so perfectly scoured from the net.

Maya’s jaw tensed. “Nothing,” she said. “No site. No cached version. Not even a mention in the complaint logs.” She clicked and scrolled, the browser’s tabs multiplying. “I could find them three weeks ago. Now it’s a whiteout.”

Naomi said, “That’s what they do.”

Maya kept at it. She tried new terms. “Adrian Vale.” Nothing. “VIA retreat.” Nothing. “Wellness experiment.” A slurry of unrelated junk.

She sat back, the screen still throwing light onto the card, the wristband, the edge of the table. For a minute, she said nothing.

Then she tried something else, a last-ditch search for hashtags, for viral gossip. A single link came up—a social platform thread, less than two days old, growing by the hour.

She clicked. The posts lined up in chronological order:

Just got back from the “experience.” Don’t ask where. Still processing. It’s like a piece of you gets left behind. Would do again. #VIA #transformation

The next:

They said it would change everything. They weren’t lying. I thought it was a joke, or a cult, but I’ve never felt more awake. Or more scared. Not for everyone.

Another:

It’s hard to describe. Most real I’ve ever felt, and also the most disposable. No regrets. If you get the chance, you go.

The avatars were new. The city locations spanned continents. None of the names were familiar, but the language was identical to the first wave, the wave Maya had studied before she ever picked up the phone to call Evan, before she’d called Jules, before any of it had become real.

Maya and Naomi sat on either side of the table, the cold drawing in around them, the wristband and card sitting at the center like the remains of some animal sacrificed to ritual. The screen kept spooling the posts, each one a small echo, each one ratifying that the system had not only survived their sabotage, but had metastasized. The “Thank you for participating” was not a message for Naomi alone, but a global communiqué.

Maya closed the lid. The kitchen was darker now, the only light from the distant window, blue and thin. She pushed the laptop aside, looked at Naomi.

“They’re going to keep running it,” Maya said. “No one is going to stop them.”

Naomi nodded. “That was always the point.”

Maya set her elbows on the table, leaned in. For a moment, her expression cracked—something like loss, or betrayal, or the simple fatigue of being right about how the world would fail to care.

“I can’t decide if we should warn them, or just let them burn,” Maya said.

Naomi’s answer was slow. “We’re not the first to try. We won’t be the last.”

They stared at the wristband, then at the card. In the fridge, the compressor kicked on, rattling a bottle against the shelf. The rest of the world outside the window did not move.

After a while, Maya stood. She left her laptop on the table, her hands at her sides. She did not reach for the objects, did not ask if Naomi planned to keep them. She looked at the tea on the counter, then back at Naomi.

“Can I have water?” Maya asked.

Naomi got up, crossed to the sink, filled a glass. She handed it to Maya, who drank it all at once.

When Maya left, she did not close the door behind her.

Naomi stayed at the table for a long time after, both hands on the surface, the card and band exactly where they’d been.

She watched the door, waiting for something to change.

The air in the kitchen never warmed.

On the table, the wristband held its curve, a perfect memory of the body it had once measured.

Below, in the dark, new notifications began to pile up.


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Another Group

Scene 1

They sat around the table because that’s what you did, even when nothing needed to be resolved and there was no food, just the cold residue of daylight pooled in the seam where wood met plaster. Four of them: the Cautious one, the Excited one, the Watchful one, the Laugher. The table was unremarkable except for its weight; it had taken all four of them to drag it up the stairwell when they moved in, and it had remained, a geometric promise of permanence, long after the rest of the furniture had thinned or migrated.

The Excited one set her phone flat in the center of the table and said, “You have to listen to this. Not just listen, but really hear it.” Her nails tapped once, then three times, then stopped, as if punctuation would improve the signal. “It’s not like other things,” she said. “I know you’re going to think it’s a scam, or a pyramid thing, or some gross brand-ambassador shit, but it’s actually—” She searched for the word, came up empty, and left it suspended.

The Cautious one had her arms folded so tightly the elbows made small mountains in the knit of her sweater. She watched the phone, but not the screen. Her eyes tracked the hands of the Excited one, then the Watchful one’s thumb as it grazed the condensation on the water glass, then back. “Just read it,” she said, but not unkindly.

The Excited one smiled, the kind of smile you only see in group photos. She cleared her throat with a performative cough. “Okay. But you have to promise not to—” She glanced at the Laugher. “You know what, just—never mind. Here.” She unlocked the phone. The subject line was short, the sender address impossible, but the message itself was long, and she read it in the voice of someone already half in love with the offer.

Dear [Recipient Name],

Your presence in our system is not a coincidence. You were selected for your potential to reimagine. To participate in an experience of total reinvention, curated not only for you, but by you, from the moment you say yes.

This is not a survey, not a prize, not a sweepstakes. It’s a project of the self, and you have already been chosen to take part. All we require is your assent. Details will arrive only when the journey begins, but you will not travel alone.

We understand this raises questions. That is by design.

The anticipation is part of the experience.

If you wish to decline, do nothing. If you are ready to become the next version of yourself, reply. The rest is taken care of.

Yours in anticipation,

VIA

The last line hung there, the phonemes of “VIA” vibrating in the closed air of the apartment.

The Laugher broke first. “What, like a cult?” The laugh started low, then cut off, and she looked around, as if the joke had not landed and might try again in a better climate.

The Cautious one unfurled her arms and reached for the phone, turned it, and read the message again. “That’s it?” she said. “No details, no company, nothing on duration, nothing on cost?”

The Excited one shrugged, but it was a deliberate, cultivated shrug, a gesture that said she’d already rehearsed every possible angle of skepticism. “There’s a link, but it just goes to a white page with a single sentence. ‘The anticipation is part of the experience.’ That’s it. No ads, no tracking, not even a consent dialog.” She said it like this was a virtue, a sign of authenticity.

The Cautious one scrolled. “It could still be a bot. Or phishing. Or just data harvesting.”

“It’s not,” said the Excited one. “I checked the headers. It’s real. It’s just—minimal.”

The Watchful one said nothing. Her hands were flat on the table, the fingers slightly splayed, as if she were measuring the width of the world by haptic feedback alone. Her gaze tracked each face in turn, as if calibrating for emotional variance. When the Cautious one finished reading, the Watchful one’s eyes didn’t move. She looked at the Cautious one as if something important had just been said in a language only the two of them shared.

The Cautious one slid the phone back across the table, careful not to smudge the screen. “If it’s not a scam, it’s a marketing thing. And if it’s not that, it’s—” she didn’t finish.

The Laugher did it for her: “Organ harvesting. Or a black site. Or a startup that wants you to beta-test their new cryo-chamber.” The laugh again, this time thinner.

The Excited one said, “You’re missing the point. It’s not about the specifics. It’s about the possibility. When’s the last time any of us did anything without knowing exactly how it would end?”

“Never,” said the Watchful one, so quiet the word almost didn’t register.

The Excited one smiled, emboldened by the response. “Exactly,” she said, and her hands animated, fingers flexing above the phone. “It’s the oldest thing in the world, but we’re not allowed to want it anymore. Everything is pre-ordered, pre-curated, reviewed, star-rated, focus-grouped to death. This is the only interesting thing I’ve seen in years. And they picked us.” The “us” was soft, but it landed.

The Cautious one’s jaw tensed. She looked at the Watchful one, then at the Laugher, then back to the Excited one. “It’s just an email. It’s not even addressed to you specifically.”

“It is,” said the Excited one. “The link was personalized. And the photos—” she hesitated, then turned the phone around again and scrolled to an image. “Look.”

It was a candid, taken at some party neither the Cautious one nor the Watchful one could remember, but the four of them were there, aligned like spokes around a small circular table, each looking in a different direction. The photo was unremarkable except that none of them had any memory of it being taken, or of the night that it purported to document.

“See?” said the Excited one. “They know us. Or at least, they know how to find us.”

The Laugher said, “Okay, but what do they want?” The tone was half-mock, but the question lived.

The Excited one shrugged again, smaller this time. “Maybe nothing. Maybe they just want to see what happens. Maybe it’s an experiment in curiosity. Isn’t that enough?”

The Cautious one’s eyes narrowed. She said, “You can’t actually want to go.”

The Excited one held the gaze. “I do. Don’t you?”

The Cautious one looked at the Watchful one, searching for alliance. “You’re the only sane one here,” she said. “What do you think?”

The Watchful one watched. “I think,” she said, “that the Cautious one will say no unless the rest of us want it enough. But that once she decides to go, she’ll commit harder than anyone.”

The Cautious one tried to protest, but the Watchful one held up a hand, silencing her.

The Watchful one said, “I also think the Excited one knows this, and that’s why she keeps pressing.”

The Excited one smiled, a flash of canine.

The Laugher: “What about me?”

The Watchful one turned to her, held the gaze. “You’ll go because you don’t want to be the one left behind.”

The Laugher made a sound, a snort or a cough, but did not dispute it.

The Excited one said, “So? Are we doing this?”

The Cautious one’s hands went to the phone again. She studied the screen, as if a new clue might appear in the pixels. “Give me a day,” she said.

The Excited one nodded, satisfied.

The Watchful one: “It won’t change in a day.”

“I know,” said the Cautious one. “But I still want it.”

The Watchful one nodded, as if this was the only honest thing anyone had said all night.

Outside, the dusk had deepened, the lines of light on the table nearly erased. The phone’s glow was the only illumination now, casting all four faces in the same unreproducible shade.

They sat in it, the possibility and the terror of it, none of them ready to move first.

The Excited one broke the silence. “If it is a scam, we’ll know right away.”

The Laugher: “If it’s not, we’re already part of it.”

The Cautious one said nothing, but her hands had relaxed. The Watchful one watched the hands, and smiled.

The anticipation was part of the experience.

They let it live in the room, unchallenged, until even the phone’s light faded, and all that remained was the certainty that none of them would ever be able to say exactly how it had started.


Scene 2

The knock was not loud, but it was not tentative either. A code, not a request. They looked at each other—Excited one’s face set in anticipation, Laugher’s mouth already twitching, Cautious one’s chin raised as if bracing for an audit, Watchful one’s eyes on the door before the sound had finished propagating.

Excited one said, “It’s them.” The “them” was plural, but everyone heard it singular.

No one got up right away. The hallway beyond the apartment was usually a vacuum, only punctured by the sounds of neighbors or the periodic thud of packages dropped at the wrong door. This was different. The knock had the quality of inevitability.

Cautious one stood, wiped both hands down the legs of her pants, and crossed to the door. She checked the peephole, but it was fogged, so she opened the door the regulation three inches and looked out.

The person on the other side—neither tall nor short, neither old nor young, dressed in a navy shirt and slate pants that matched no known company uniform but also failed to look accidental—smiled with exactly the right amount of teeth. “Good evening,” they said, and the vowels slid past the consonants like a hand along silk.

Cautious one hesitated. “Can we help you?”

“I believe it’s the other way around.” The voice was a pleasant baritone, or maybe a low mezzo; the gender was irrelevant. “I’m here for the consultation. As per your confirmation.”

Excited one was already at her shoulder. “Come in,” she said. “Please.”

The rep stepped inside, shoes soundless against the floor. They surveyed the room in one sweep, then let their gaze rest on the table. The table was set with nothing except four water glasses, one of which still carried a lipstick ghost from an earlier argument. The light in the room had shifted from dusk to the raw blue of post-sunset, but no one turned on a lamp.

The rep took the seat across from Excited one, folding both hands in their lap. They set nothing on the table, did not even bring a bag. The body language was not submissive, not dominant—just clean.

Excited one said, “We got the email.”

The rep smiled. “Of course.”

Cautious one returned to her seat but did not sit; she stood behind the chair, both hands gripping the backrest. Laugher had already started to grin, watching for the cracks in the performance.

“Can I ask what this is?” said Cautious one.

The rep inclined their head. “It is whatever you need it to be.” The reply was gentle, but it rendered the question inert.

Cautious one tried again. “Where would we be going?”

“The destination is part of the experience,” said the rep. “Revealing it would diminish what you receive.” The eyes did not blink.

“And how long does it last?” Cautious one’s fingers flexed against the wood, the knuckles blanched.

“The journey takes as long as it needs to,” said the rep. “Most find it surprisingly brief.”

Laugher: “So it’s a timeshare.”

The rep’s smile did not move, but their attention flicked, just for a second, to the Laugher. “Only if you want it to be.”

Excited one, undeterred: “We’re in, right?” She looked at the others, but no one met her eye. The room held a current.

Cautious one said, “What are the safety guarantees?”

The rep’s hands, still in the lap, made a small steeple, then relaxed. “VIA operates under full compliance with international hospitality standards. Your security and comfort are paramount to us.” The sentence was soft, but each word was a node that held the rest in tension.

Watchful one had not spoken, but her eyes were fixed on the rep’s face. Not a stare, but a calibrated pressure. She was looking for the place the mask slipped, but there was nothing to see.

Cautious one’s voice, thinner: “If we change our minds?”

The rep’s smile went smaller, which made it more real. “Consent is ongoing. You may withdraw at any point, and the process will conclude immediately, with no penalty. However—” the pause was almost imperceptible “—I have never known anyone to opt out, once it begins.”

Excited one’s hands had started to make small, involuntary motions, as if conducting a music only she could hear. “We don’t have to decide right now, do we?”

The rep shook their head, slow. “Only when you’re ready. But readiness is often a surprise.”

They all sat, the room a geometric diagram of desire and caution, the math unresolvable by normal means.

After a minute, the rep said, “I would like to offer something.”

From the inside pocket of the jacket, they produced a single sheet of paper. It was blank except for a line of text at the top: “Agreement of Participation.” The font was simple, almost military, but the paper itself was heavier than copy stock. The rep set it on the table, then repeated the move three more times, until each place at the table had its own.

The rep said, “These are preliminary, non-binding. You can read them, you can ask any question. Nothing happens until all of you say yes. This is not a trick.”

Cautious one moved first. She picked up the contract, scanned it, then flipped it over. The back was blank.

“It’s standard,” said the rep. “No assignment of rights, no transfer of data, just acknowledgment of interest. We don’t keep any information after the fact.” The voice was so pleasant it almost disguised the oddness of the claim.

Laugher reached for her own contract. She read the first two lines, then made a show of examining the fine print. “If we die, do our parents get a refund?”

The rep’s smile did not flicker. “There is no cost to you. The cost has already been paid.”

Excited one laughed, but the sound was less than its shape. “I like that.”

Watchful one did not touch her contract. She looked at the rep, then at Cautious one. “If we sign, what happens next?”

The rep met her gaze, and for the first time a new note entered the voice, something close to respect. “You will receive further instructions by encrypted message. A car will arrive. You will not need to pack; everything required will be provided. You will not need to make arrangements for work, or pets, or family. All contingencies are covered.”

Laugher: “It’s like jury duty, but with snacks.”

The rep: “If that’s how you’d like to frame it, yes.”

Cautious one looked at Excited one, then at Watchful, then back to the rep. “What is this really?” Her tone was flat, the resistance almost gone, replaced by a tired curiosity.

The rep leaned forward, just enough to shift the axis of the conversation. “It’s what you hope it is,” they said. “And also what you fear it is. The difference is in the doing.”

Excited one signed first, not even waiting for a pen to be offered. She produced her own, from the inside pocket of her jacket, a blue-ink Pilot with the clip snapped off. She pressed hard enough to indent the paper through to the table.

Laugher went next. She made a show of signing with her off-hand, the signature an illegible scribble.

Cautious one hesitated, but only long enough for the rep to look away, then signed. Her handwriting was neat, the letters pinched, as if they were bracing for what came after.

Watchful one picked up her contract and held it. “I don’t need to sign,” she said, but she did it anyway, and when she did, she looked at the rep and waited.

The rep gathered the contracts, stacked them, and tucked them back into the jacket pocket. The movement was precise, unhurried, as if it mattered how the paper was held.

The rep stood, smoothing the front of the shirt with both hands. “Thank you for your trust,” they said. “You will not regret this.”

Excited one smiled, almost giddy. “What’s your name?”

The rep tilted their head. “You can call me Vale,” they said. “Everyone does.”

The Laugher, this time, did not laugh.

The rep nodded at each of them, then walked to the door. The latch clicked with the same gravity as the knock.

For a moment, no one moved.

Cautious one said, “That was so weird.”

Excited one said, “I can’t wait.”

Laugher said, “I’m going to be murdered and you’ll all get matching tattoos in my honor.”

Watchful one said nothing. She watched the door, her expression unreadable.

Outside, the city had gone dark. The only light was the residual blue, reflected off the glass in the table.

They sat that way, all four of them, until the feeling passed, or until it was time to go.

The anticipation, as promised, was part of the experience.


