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Chapter 1 — Arrival at Money Hungry Corp.

Ethan arrived at Money Hungry Corp.-MHC, as everyone reluctantly called it-promptly at 7:30
a.m., carrying his laptop bag and a thermos of coffee already lukewarm. The lobby was large,
glass-fronted, and bright, but brightness here meant nothing. The fluorescent lights hummed with
a mechanical insistence that made everything feel smaller than it was. People moved about like
drones, distinguished only by small differences in tie colors and handbags.

“Morning, Ethan,” said Laura, a junior analyst, as she passed him. Her eyes flicked to his badge
and away. No smile. She was already on her phone, scrolling.

“Morning,” Ethan replied. His voice sounded louder than he expected. There was no reply.

The cubicles stretched in endless rows. Each one identical: a gray partition, a desk, a chair, a
computer. Above every cubicle hung a motivational poster. Teamwork Makes the Dream Work.
Synergy: The Key to Success. Ethan had stopped reading them years ago. Words without
meaning, a permanent background hum of irony.

He settled into his cubicle, carefully arranging his pens in a straight line. The computer beeped as
emails piled in. Some were reminders of meetings that had already happened. Others flagged
client accounts mishandled by someone else. It was always someone else.

“Ethan,” called Mr. Caldwell, a senior promoter who had somehow survived three decades at the
bank, “circle back with these reports and make sure you’re leveraging the deliverables. We need
to move the needle before EOD. You understand, yes?”

“Yes, Mr. Caldwell,” Ethan said, suppressing the irritation that always rose at this sentence.
Leveraging deliverables. Moving the needle. Words that said nothing and demanded everything.

He began checking the reports. Already, a glaring error in a client’s portfolio leapt out at him. A
misplaced decimal, the kind of mistake that could cost someone thousands if not corrected
immediately. Ethan frowned. He knew he would have to fix it. He knew no one else would.

From the cubicle behind him, another analyst muttered loudly into a headset, “Per my last email,
that’s not my problem. I’m just touching base.” The words hung in the air like smoke from a
burned-out candle. They were meant to assert responsibility, but the reality was the opposite.

Ethan glanced at the clock. Eight minutes past eight. Only eight more hours before the endless
cycle of meetings, emails, and unqualified instructions began again. And tomorrow, it would start
all over.

He sighed, opened the client file, and began correcting the error. It was the same every day, and
he knew it would be the same tomorrow. And yet, he worked, because bills did not pay
themselves, and leaving was not an option.



Somewhere in the office, a promoter laughed at a joke no one else understood. Ethan continued
typing.



Chapter 2 — The Weight of Others

Ethan sat at his desk, staring at the morning’s stack of client files. Each one represented a
potential mistake, a small disaster waiting to happen, usually caused by someone else. By eight
thirty, he had already corrected three errors-two from new hires trained by the senior promoters
and one from a colleague who claimed to have completed the work the day before.

Across the office, people moved at their own pace. Some were still brewing coffee. Others were
scrolling through notifications on their phones, pretending to read charts on their screens.
Occasionally, someone would laugh at a Slack message, a sound entirely disproportionate to the
content. It was easy to see why competent employees left within months; the atmosphere
rewarded mediocrity and tolerated incompetence.

“Ethan,” called Mr. Caldwell, from the far side of the office, “don’t forget to circle back on the
Henderson portfolio. And make sure you’re leveraging synergies before the afternoon meeting.
Touch base with everyone if you need clarification.”

Ethan nodded. He knew what this meant: he would have to redo half the work others had already
botched, and he would do it alone. The promoters who trained the staff had no real knowledge
themselves; they relied on memorized phrases and clichés, handing them down like a broken
instruction manual. It created a ripple effect: every new employee made the same mistakes,
compounded over time, until the office operated like a well-oiled chaos machine.

By ten, Ethan had already gone through four emails from management. Each one was a mix of
urgent requests, reminders to “stay aligned,” and encouragement to “maximize output and
engagement.” The phrases meant nothing, yet they carried an unspoken threat: failure would be
punished, no matter how minor.

A young analyst approached him hesitantly. “Hey, Ethan... can you help me with the Walker
account? The promoter said I should... but I’'m not sure I’'m doing it right.”

Ethan looked at the spreadsheet. The numbers were wrong, the formulas broken, the comments
nonsensical. He sighed, tapped a few keys, and corrected it. “Here,” he said quietly, “this is how
it should look. Just follow the steps exactly.”

The young analyst nodded, grateful and embarrassed. He would probably last a few weeks,
maybe a month, before leaving. Ethan had seen it happen countless times: competent, intelligent
people driven out by the endless workload and absurd culture. The money was just enough to
scrape by, cover bills, and nothing else. No one stayed for long; only those willing to sacrifice
sanity for security remained.

At lunch, Ethan sat in the break room. The fluorescent lights above cast a cold glare over the
half-eaten sandwiches and stale coffee. He listened to coworkers gossip about meetings they
hadn’t attended, promotions they didn’t understand, and office politics he didn’t care to follow.
The conversation was endless, meaningless, and draining.
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Returning to his desk, he opened the Henderson portfolio. A small error in a client’s investment
allocation stared back at him. Another mistake from someone else’s work. He corrected it. By the
time he looked up, the clock read 3:45 p.m. He had handled his own workload and everyone
else’s. Still, emails were piling up, reminders of meetings he would be forced to attend, and more
errors that needed fixing tomorrow.

He glanced around the office. Some employees sat back in their chairs, arms crossed, doing the
minimum. Others scrolled endlessly through market news, not applying themselves. The
promoters roamed the office occasionally, throwing jargon at anyone who asked questions,
reinforcing the culture of “fake competence.”

Ethan realized something: the system was designed to crush those who cared, reward those who
did not, and keep the whole machine running on low-level fear and fatigue. And he was trapped.
Bills had to be paid. Rent, loans, utilities-they demanded his presence. He could not leave, not
yet.

And so he kept working, silently correcting, silently bearing the weight of others’ failures,
wondering how long he could hold on before the system finally broke him.



Chapter 3 — Small Recognition, Big Disappointment

By nine that morning, Ethan had already corrected two major errors in client portfolios. The first
was a misallocated fund that could have cost the client tens of thousands if left unchecked. The
second was a series of mismatched figures in the Walker account, carried over from weeks of
sloppy work by new hires trained by one of the senior promoters.

He leaned back in his chair for a moment, letting the tension drain from his shoulders. Then he
checked the emails. One from management: “Great job on the Walker account! Keep leveraging
synergies and maximize output. Your efforts do not go unnoticed.”

Ethan allowed himself a small, tired smile. Then he remembered the footnote: the email also
reminded him to prepare reports for the afternoon meeting, where executives would scan his
work in ten seconds, nod politely, and move on. Recognition at MHC came only in the form of
hollow phrases and endless jargon. It was never real, never meaningful, and never followed by
action.

Across the office, he noticed a young analyst, bright and eager, staring at her screen in confusion.
The promoter had trained her to “align client expectations with deliverable outputs,” but no one
had actually explained what that meant. She glanced at Ethan for guidance. He sighed and
walked over.

“Here,” he said, pointing at the numbers, “this is how it should look. Make sure the formulas
match, and double-check the allocations.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly. Her relief was immediate, but fleeting. She would likely face the
same mess again tomorrow, and the next day, and the next.

By late morning, a crisis arrived. One of the senior promoters had submitted a report with critical
errors to a high-value client. The account would have lost significant money if Ethan hadn’t
caught it. He stayed late, correcting the errors, documenting the fixes, and preparing a clean
report for management.

At 4:30 p.m., he submitted it. A few minutes later, Mr. Caldwell appeared at his cubicle.

“Excellent work, Ethan,” he said. “We really appreciate your dedication. Let’s circle back
tomorrow on the Henderson portfolio, and remember to leverage all deliverables.”

Ethan nodded. The words sounded genuine, but he knew better. They were meant to placate him,
keep him productive, and avoid questions about why the errors happened in the first place. He
would hear nothing about the promoter responsible. No one ever took responsibility at MHC.

As he packed up his things that evening, he saw another coworker escorted out by HR. Fired,
with no warning, no explanation beyond the official statement: “Performance not meeting
standards.” Ethan knew the reality: arbitrary rules, favoritism, and luck determined who stayed
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and who left. People who had worked hard could vanish overnight, while others coasted through
the office with barely a glance from management.

He left his cubicle, walking past rows of gray partitions, fluorescent lights, and silent monitors.
He glanced at the clock: 6:15 p.m. Tomorrow, the same grind would begin again. The office that
day had chewed up another employee, and he had narrowly survived another round.

Outside, the sun was setting behind the city buildings. Ethan exhaled. He had done everything
asked of him, corrected everyone else’s mistakes, and kept the clients from discovering MHC’s
flaws. And yet, he felt no victory. Only exhaustion. Only the quiet knowledge that no matter how
hard he worked, the system would not reward him.

He knew the pattern: good employees left. People who cared could not survive. He stayed
because he had no choice. Bills, rent, obligations-they demanded his presence. He was trapped in
a system that neither respected him nor anyone else willing to work, and the realization pressed
down on him with every step toward home.



Chapter 4 — Patterns Emerge

Ethan arrived at MHC at his usual time, coffee in hand, but something felt heavier today. The
office already smelled faintly of reheated lunches and stale energy drinks. Cubicles stretched
endlessly in all directions, each one a little world of its own, partitioned enough to cut off vision
but not the constant noise: phones ringing, printers spitting out sheets, colleagues muttering
instructions, and the occasional laugh at some joke lost on everyone else.

“Ethan! Over here!” called a promoter, waving a hand without looking up from a spreadsheet. “I
need you to... uh... align these deliverables with the projections, ASAP.” He shrugged, clearly
not sure what he wanted but confident someone else should fix it.

Ethan moved over, noting the usual errors: mismatched numbers, comments that made no sense,
and formulas that contradicted themselves. He corrected them silently while the promoter leaned
against the desk, tapping away at his phone, sending messages full of corporate jargon.

Nearby, a coworker muttered to another, “Per my last email, that’s not under my responsibility.”
The other nodded, grateful for the excuse, and returned to scrolling news sites instead of
checking client accounts. Ethan recognized the ritual. It was repeated every day: avoid work,
pass blame, hide behind phrasing, and survive.

By mid-morning, another young analyst approached, holding a folder with the Henderson
account. “Ethan... they told me to adjust these projections, but I think the training I got... |
mean, [’m not sure it’s right.”

He sighed, setting down the folder. “Show me,” he said, and guided her through correcting the
calculations, rechecking the figures, and drafting a coherent report. She nodded, relieved. But
Ethan knew she would repeat the same mistakes tomorrow. The promoters’ methods were a
pattern, a flawed doctrine passed from one employee to the next.

At the other end of the office, a meeting broke out in a small conference room. The attendees
spoke in circular phrases: “We need to synergize deliverables with touchpoints to move the
needle forward.” Ethan could hear the words drift through the cubicle walls. No decisions were
made. No one left the room with clarity. Yet the meeting would be cited in emails as “critical
alignment,” and the employees outside would scramble to apply what had never been explained.

By lunch, Ethan noticed another familiar scene: a competent employee he had worked with for
months had cleared out their cubicle. A farewell card pinned to the wall read: Good luck! Don t
let them break you. A small group lingered near the exit, nodding, whispering, some with visible
exhaustion. Ethan knew why she had left. The work was endless, the culture hollow, the pay
barely enough to survive.

He returned to his desk, scanning emails, noticing the errors accumulating from those left behind.
Promoters wandered by intermittently, giving instructions in half-formed sentences, jargon flying
like smoke.



“Don’t forget to leverage your assets and circle back with the client before EOD,” one said,
tapping his tablet. “We must maximize touchpoints to ensure deliverables align with
expectations.”

Ethan shook his head. Every word was meaningless. Every directive a test of patience. Every
day, competent employees left. Every day, mediocrity survived. And every day, the weight of
their mistakes fell on him.

By late afternoon, he had corrected errors from at least four coworkers, guided two interns
through impossible tasks, and attended a brief meeting where management praised efficiency but
offered no solutions for the systemic failures he had spent the day fixing. The pattern was clear:
MHC did not care about skill, diligence, or sanity. Only appearances mattered. Only profit
mattered.

Ethan leaned back, exhausted, watching another young analyst glance at the door. He knew some
of them would follow the trail of good workers already gone. And he realized, once again, that he
stayed not because of loyalty, ambition, or recognition-but because he had no choice. Rent, bills,

obligations-they waited for no one. Leaving wasn’t freedom; it was a risk he couldn’t afford.

And yet, every day he worked, he carried the errors of the incompetent, the indifference of the
lifers, and the empty praise of management. The patterns were everywhere, unbroken, impossible
to ignore. MHC was a machine, and everyone else was just feeding it.
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Chapter 5 — Breaking Point

Ethan arrived at MHC before eight, already feeling the familiar tightness in his shoulders. The
fluorescent lights were on, the cubicles alive with low-level chaos. Phones rang. Printers spat out
pages endlessly. Slack notifications pinged with the urgency of tasks that had no real deadline,
yet demanded immediate attention.

He sank into his chair, staring at the first file. Errors stacked upon errors, most caused by
colleagues trained by incompetent promoters. Each mistake was a domino, threatening to topple
client trust if not corrected. Ethan worked methodically, but the weight of others’ failures pressed
down on him.

At ten, another employee approached him hesitantly. “Ethan... I don’t understand these
allocations. I tried to follow the promoter’s instructions, but...” She trailed off, clearly
exhausted, and he nodded.

“Show me,” he said. Another stack of spreadsheets, formulas, and broken links. Ethan fixed
them, quietly muttering to himself. The young analyst looked at him with a mixture of relief and
guilt. Tomorrow, she would make the same mistakes again, because no one had actually taught
her anything.

By noon, Ethan’s phone vibrated with messages from his landlord, reminders for bills, overdue
utilities, and other obligations. The truth pressed against him like a physical weight: he could not
leave. Not yet. The salary at MHC was barely enough to survive, nothing left for comfort,
savings, or relief. The very money that chained him to the office was minimal, and yet essential.

A meeting broke out in the small conference room. Management read through slides, offering
praise and buzzwords, asking no questions, making no decisions. Ethan sat through it silently,
listening to phrases like “touch base,” “pivot,” and “maximize deliverables.” It was all noise.

Everything he had fixed, everything he had carried, was invisible to them.

Afterward, he returned to his desk to find yet another error-a client’s portfolio misreported by a
lifer who coasted through every day, contributing nothing but surviving without notice. Ethan
corrected it, again, his mind already tired, his fingers moving almost automatically. The office
around him carried on, oblivious.

By four in the afternoon, Ethan felt the edges of his resolve fraying. His eyes ached from
spreadsheets, his head ached from constant notifications, his chest ached from invisible pressure.
He realized, with a clarity that was both terrifying and illuminating, that he was just another cog
in the machine. A cog that worked harder than everyone else, a cog no one noticed, a cog the
machine depended on.
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And yet, he stayed. Because bills had to be paid. Rent, utilities, loans, the cost of basic survival-
all demanded his presence, his labor. Leaving was not freedom; it was impossible. The machine
would continue with or without him, and he would be left destitute if he walked away.

He looked around the office. Some coworkers were relaxed, lounging in chairs, checking social
media, or gossiping about promotions they did not deserve. Others scrolled through emails,
pretending to be busy. Promoters wandered by, offering half-explained instructions in phrases
that sounded impressive but meant nothing.

Ethan’s stomach tightened. He knew he was burning out. He knew the work would never end. He
knew management did not care. And yet, he stayed. The machine demanded it, and survival
demanded it.

He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling tiles, counting fluorescent lights like bars in a
prison. He understood, finally, what it meant to be a cog in MHC: replaceable, invisible,
indispensable. He could keep going, but at what cost? And he knew, deep down, that one day he
would have to make a choice.
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Chapter 6 — The Lifers of MHC

Ethan arrived at MHC later than usual, not because he wanted to, but because he had stayed up
past midnight fixing errors from the day before. The office was already awake, bathed in the
harsh light of the fluorescent tubes, cubicles buzzing with half-effort and empty chatter.

He noticed them immediately: the lifers. Employees who had somehow survived the revolving
door of MHC for years without doing more than the bare minimum. One leaned back in his chair,
scrolling through news sites, coffee in hand, not a spreadsheet corrected in sight. Another
hummed along to a song only she could hear, tapping out responses to Slack messages in a
rhythm that suggested work but achieved nothing.

Ethan watched them with a mix of envy and disgust. They did not overwork. They did not panic
at client errors. They existed inside MHC’s system like ghosts, tolerated by management for
reasons that had nothing to do with competence. They were untouchable. Invisible. Safe.

Across the office, a promoter handed a stack of mismanaged reports to a young analyst. “Just
follow the previous instructions. You’ll figure it out.” He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. That
was MHC in microcosm: instructions without understanding, work without purpose,
responsibility passed like a poisoned baton.

Ethan realized he could choose to become one of them. To coast. To attend meetings, nod at
buzzwords, and ignore errors. He could do his own work, maybe less, maybe more carefully, and
leave the rest to rot. He could protect himself from burnout. Survival didn’t require excellence
here; it required obedience and invisibility.

But he couldn’t. Not yet. The bills, rent, and obligations demanded that he keep working at full
capacity. He could not abandon the errors piling up, could not let clients suffer because he
refused to carry the weight of the incompetent. Money Hungry Corp. needed him—even if they
didn’t know it.

By lunch, Ethan saw another competent employee quietly packing up her things. She had lasted
six months. She had tried to balance effort with sanity, and MHC had chewed her up anyway. He
knew the path that lay ahead: burn out, leave, or join the lifers.

Sitting back at his desk, Ethan watched the office around him. Lifers moved like shadows, taking
up space but leaving no trace. Promoters roamed, repeating the same empty phrases to anyone
who asked questions. The interns scurried, trying desperately to be useful in a system that offered
no guidance. And he, Ethan, carried it all on his shoulders.

He corrected errors, tutored the young analysts, and cleaned up the mess left behind. The lifers
observed from their chairs, untouched by the weight. It was tempting to join them, to stop caring,
to protect himself. But every time he considered it, the thought of leaving clients in jeopardy
made his stomach twist. He was trapped by necessity and morality alike: too poor to leave, too
principled to coast.
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By the end of the day, the office felt heavier than usual. Emails piled up. Phones rang. Printers
spit out more mistakes than they had paper. The machine moved relentlessly, and Ethan moved
with it. A cog, yes. But for now, the cog that kept the wheels turning, carrying the weight no one
else would bear.

And deep down, he wondered how long he could keep going before the pressure broke him-or
before he decided to stop being part of the machine entirely.
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Chapter 7 — Testing the Machine

Ethan arrived at MHC the next morning, feeling heavier than usual. The weight on his shoulders
was no longer just the errors he had corrected or the client accounts he had saved-it was the
knowledge of the system itself. The machine ran smoothly without him, but only at a slow,
sloppy pace. Mistakes piled up. Mediocrity thrived. And the lifers, untouchable, moved through
it all without consequence.

He decided, cautiously, to test something new. To stop overextending. To do just his work and
nothing more.

At first, it felt unnatural. A colleague approached, holding a mismanaged report. “Ethan, could
you look at this? I... I don’t know what to do with the allocations.”

He paused. He wanted to help, as always. But he remembered the lifers, their ease, their safety,
their invisibility. Instead of correcting the errors, he said, “Check the formulas. Make sure they
match the guidelines. I have my own work.”

The colleague blinked, uncertain. Ethan returned to his own files. It felt like stepping off a cliff, a
little terrifying, but freeing. The hours passed. For the first time in months, he wasn’t drowning
in the mistakes of others. He completed his assignments. He double-checked the clients he was
responsible for. That was all.

By mid-afternoon, relief began to settle in. His shoulders loosened. The tension in his jaw eased.
The emails were still there, the phone still rang, but the suffocating pressure of everyone else’s
failures had lifted. It was a glimpse of freedom, small and fleeting, but tangible.

And yet, the guilt came quickly. A client’s portfolio contained errors he would normally correct.
A young analyst struggled to apply a promoter’s nonsensical instructions. Ethan caught himself
staring at her cubicle, torn between doing the work and respecting his new boundaries. He
looked away. This was survival. This was the way of the lifers.

Across the office, the lifers glanced at him knowingly, almost smugly. Some offered quiet
encouragement: a nod, a small smile. They understood the decision he had just made. It was a
choice between endurance and burnout, between morality and sanity, between carrying the world
and carrying only what one could bear.

By the end of the day, Ethan felt both relief and shame. The machine had continued without him
overextending. Mistakes persisted, yes, but the pressure on him had eased. And still, the bills, the
rent, the obligations loomed large. Survival demanded his presence, yet part of him wondered if
survival demanded more than just existing in the system.

As he left the office, fluorescent lights fading behind him, he walked past the lifers, the
promoters, the interns, the employees who had already packed up or been escorted out. He
realized something bitter and quiet: the system did not reward care, diligence, or conscience. It
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rewarded endurance, obedience, and invisibility. And if he wanted to survive, he would need to
navigate that truth carefully.

For the first time, Ethan truly saw MHC for what it was: a machine designed to grind out
productivity, indifferent to morality, effort, or human fatigue. And for the first time, he felt the
weight of being a cog that had the option, maybe for the first time, to disengage entirely.
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Chapter 8 — The Revolving Door

Ethan arrived at MHC that morning to find another cubicle empty. A young analyst he had
quietly mentored for weeks was gone. Her chair pushed in neatly, a farewell card pinned
awkwardly to the cubicle wall: “Good luck! Don t let them wear you down.”

He sighed. Another talented, capable person chewed up and spat out by the machine. It was a
pattern he could no longer ignore. Employees came in bright-eyed, eager to contribute, and
within weeks-or months-they were gone. Burned out, demoralized, or simply too principled to
survive in a system that rewarded mediocrity.

Across the office, the lifers moved through their tasks with practiced indifference. Promoters
wandered aimlessly, spouting jargon and half-formed instructions to anyone who asked
questions. Management floated past in their glass offices, unbothered, occasionally nodding at
reports they never read. Meetings were held for appearances, decisions made in silence or
ignored entirely.

Ethan realized the truth in stark detail: the system was not broken. It was designed this way.
Errors were invisible unless they threatened a client. Mediocrity was tolerated, diligence
punished with exhaustion. Recognition existed only in emails full of buzzwords, never in action
or reward.

At his desk, he began to tally the workload for the day. Half of it was his responsibility, the other
half belonged to coworkers who either could not or would not do it. The weight was familiar
now, but it felt heavier. Every mistake he corrected, every report he saved, reinforced the reality:
the machine could not function without cogs like him, but it would never acknowledge them.

A meeting with management broke the morning monotony. Words flew: “maximize
deliverables,” “leverage assets,” “pivot to new touchpoints,” “optimize synergies.” Ethan
listened, unmoved, thinking instead of the employees who had left, the young analysts
struggling, the promoters clueless, and the clients he protected silently.

99 ¢

By lunchtime, he overheard gossip about yet another competent employee giving notice. “I just
can’t take it anymore,” she whispered to a colleague. “It’s too much, and they don’t care. They
don’t even see it.”

Ethan felt a chill. She had tried, she had cared, she had been excellent. And she was leaving
because the system crushed excellence. He looked around the office. Lifers, untouched.
Promoters, oblivious. Management, indifferent. And him, the cog who kept everything moving,
yet trapped by necessity. Bills, rent, the cost of survival-they demanded his presence. He could
not leave, not yet.

He sank into his chair and stared at the endless rows of cubicles. He was part of the machine, and
the machine relied on him. But for the first time, he considered something dangerous: maybe it
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was possible to stop being part of it entirely. Maybe it was possible to leave, to refuse, to stop
feeding the system.

The thought terrified him. Survival demanded staying. Necessity chained him. But the vision of
freedom, even if impossible now, burned quietly in the back of his mind.

By the end of the day, Ethan had corrected multiple errors, guided interns through impossible
tasks, and saved a client account again. But unlike before, he left his cubicle with a sense of
unease. The revolving door continued to turn, more capable people leaving, more incompetence
spreading, more lifers floating along untouched.

And he realized that staying was no longer just about survival. It was about deciding whether to
continue being a cog-or to refuse entirely.
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Chapter 9 — The Tipping Point

Ethan arrived at MHC before eight, though his body protested. The usual gray cubicles, the hum
of computers, and the low murmur of pointless conversations greeted him like a cruel repetition.
Every day felt identical, yet heavier. Every day reminded him of the endlessness of his labor, the
unrelenting mistakes he had to fix, the incompetence he had to tolerate, and the lifers he could
not understand.

By mid-morning, he had corrected five separate errors in client accounts. Each one was a disaster
waiting to happen: a misallocated fund, a formula reversed, a portfolio incorrectly summarized.
He worked quickly, methodically, quietly. Every keystroke a battle against exhaustion. Around
him, the office carried on as though nothing mattered. Promoters wandered aimlessly, tossing
jargon at anyone who would listen. Management floated past, occasionally offering empty praise:
“Great work, Ethan. Keep leveraging your deliverables.”

He had stopped being surprised. Hollow words had replaced genuine recognition years ago.
Emails from HR reminded him of his “importance to the team” while the company hired and
fired at whim, barely keeping employees competent enough to maintain appearances.

By lunch, Ethan noticed another employee’s cubicle empty. She had lasted barely six months.
Her farewell note, taped crookedly to the partition, read: “Don t let them burn you out. They
dont care.” A chill ran through him. That could have been him. That could have been anyone
who tried to do the work correctly.

He returned to his desk, staring at spreadsheets stacked high, client emails piling up, and Slack
messages pinging endlessly. Every time he thought about leaving, his stomach tightened. Bills,
rent, utilities-they demanded his presence. The salary at MHC was barely enough to survive. To
quit without a plan was to invite chaos into his life. He was trapped, bound by necessity.

By mid-afternoon, exhaustion had taken root. His shoulders ached, his eyes burned, and his mind
felt like a fogged mirror. The mistakes he corrected all morning had multiplied. A young analyst
approached timidly, holding a file. “Ethan... I don’t know how to fix this.”

He stared at her for a moment. Normally, he would have taken it from her, fixed it, and guided
her through the process. Today, he paused. He thought of the lifers, the people who coasted
through the office without consequence, untouched by responsibility. He thought of the
employees who had already left. And he thought of himself: the cog that kept the machine
running, weighed down by everyone else’s errors, yet invisible to those who controlled the
system.

“Check the formulas carefully,” he said finally, forcing himself to step back. “Follow the
instructions exactly. I can’t do it for you.”

The young analyst nodded, hesitant but grateful. Ethan turned back to his work, realizing the
small act was both relief and a betrayal. Relief because he finally refused extra labor; betrayal



19

because the client could suffer if she failed. But for the first time in months, he felt a flicker of
control.

By the end of the day, Ethan was physically drained. He watched the office around him: lifers
moving like shadows, promoters spouting jargon without consequence, management floating in
their glass offices, blind to the work sustaining them. Emails stacked up, phones rang, and the
printers spat out error-laden reports, waiting for someone to fix them. He had carried the weight
for years, and now it felt unbearable.

Walking to the elevator, Ethan’s mind raced. The reality of MHC was unavoidable: the system
did not reward competence, diligence, or moral effort. It rewarded endurance, invisibility, and
the ability to ignore mistakes. And he had been doing more than his fair share, surviving on the
bare minimum of pay, the bare minimum of sleep, the bare minimum of sanity.

He realized something terrifying, and yet liberating: he could leave. He could refuse to be a cog.
The thought was dangerous, reckless, and thrilling. Bills and obligations tethered him, yes, but
they did not erase the fact that staying meant being consumed. One day, he could walk out,
refuse to feed the machine, and reclaim what little agency remained.

For the first time, leaving no longer seemed impossible. It seemed necessary.

As he stepped out of the building, the city sprawled before him, smoggy and indifferent. The
hum of traffic, the distant sirens, the flicker of neon signs-everything reminded him of the world
beyond the gray cubicles. A world where he could exist without carrying the weight of
mediocrity, incompetence, and hollow praise.

And for the first time in years, Ethan felt a spark of clarity. The cog could stop turning. The
machine would continue, but he did not have to.
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Chapter 10 — Walking Away

Ethan arrived at MHC that morning with the usual weight pressing on him, but something had
shifted. The exhaustion, the frustration, the constant corrections of other people’s mistakes-all of
it had brought him to a point of clarity. The machine would not reward him. Management did not
care. The lifers thrived. And the employees who tried to do right—who tried to be competent,
diligent, human-left, burned out, or were consumed.

He sat at his desk, staring at the Henderson account one last time. Errors stared back, waiting for
someone to fix them. Normally, he would have bent over backward to correct them, to protect the
clients, to hold the office together with invisible labor. Today, he did not.

Across the office, promoters roamed, clueless and untouchable. Lifers scrolled lazily through
social media. Management ignored the chaos entirely, except for occasional nods and hollow
words in emails. Ethan watched them all, his chest tight but his mind sharp. The decision had
settled in him like a stone: he would no longer feed this machine.

He picked up his phone, opened a blank email to HR, and began typing. Effective immediately, 1
resign from Money Hungry Corp. I will no longer participate in this system of endless errors,
hollow praise, and exploitative expectations.

He hesitated for a moment, thinking of bills, rent, obligations. The minimal pay he had relied on,

the tiny cushion of survival-everything that had kept him chained to the office. Then he shook his
head. Necessity had demanded compliance for too long. Survival had become a cage. It was time
to step out.

He hit “send.”

For a moment, silence filled his cubicle. The office continued around him, unchanged,
impervious. Lifers sipped coffee. Promoters barked instructions in jargon. Management floated
in their glass offices, blind to the small chaos below. And he, Ethan, stood up, removed his ID
badge, and walked toward the elevator.

At the doors, he paused and looked back. The rows of gray cubicles, the endless monitors, the
hum of meaningless activity-all of it a machine he had once carried on his shoulders. He had
been a cog. He had been indispensable. And he had been invisible.

Now, he was none of those things.

The elevator descended, the doors opened, and he stepped out into the city. The air smelled
faintly of exhaust and rain, but it was alive. People moved, indifferent and unaware, but free in a
way the office could never replicate. Ethan exhaled, feeling tension leave his shoulders for the
first time in years.
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He did not know exactly what lay ahead. Bills still existed. Survival still demanded attention. But
for the first time, he had choice. He had agency. He would no longer sacrifice sanity for a
company that did not care, for a system that consumed those who tried to do right.

As he walked away from the building, the glass tower of MHC shrinking behind him, Ethan felt
a lightness he hadn’t known in years. The machine would continue, but he would not. He was
free.

And for the first time, he realized the truth: the cog could refuse to turn.

He stepped into the streets, into life outside the cubicles, into a world where effort was his own,
where mistakes were his own, where freedom began.
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Author’s Thoughts

This story explores the tension between survival and self-respect, between being a cog in a
machine and reclaiming your own agency. Ethan’s journey reflects a reality many face:
workplaces that exploit diligence, reward mediocrity, and burn out the competent. It asks readers
to consider the cost of overextending themselves in systems that don’t value them-and the
courage it takes to step away.

At its core, the story is about recognition, choice, and freedom. It’s a reminder that work should
support life, not consume it, and that sometimes the bravest act is refusing to participate in a
system that diminishes your worth.



