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The elevator lurched upward with a metallic groan that made Becca’s stomach drop. She clutched her leather portfolio—a graduation gift from her mother that still smelled new—and watched the floor numbers tick past. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.

The building didn’t match the job posting. She’d expected something corporate, all glass and steel. Instead, Meridian Solutions occupied three floors of a converted warehouse in Portland’s Pearl District, the kind of building that had probably housed textiles or grain before someone added drywall and called it modern. The lobby directory listed a yoga studio on two, a graphic design firm on seven, and Meridian on fifteen through seventeen. Nothing about it screamed “government contractor.”

The elevator dinged. Becca stepped into a hallway that smelled like coffee and old carpet. A frosted glass door at the end bore the company name in simple black letters. No logo. No tagline. Just the name.

She checked her watch: 9:58 AM. Two minutes early. Her criminology professor had drilled punctuality into his students like it was a moral virtue. “Show up on time,” he’d said, “and you’re already better than half the applicants.”

Becca pushed through the door.

The reception area continued the theme of aggressive normalcy. Beige walls. A fake ficus in the corner. Magazines on a coffee table that looked like they’d been there since 2019. Behind a desk sat a woman in her sixties, gray hair pulled back in a bun, reading glasses perched on her nose as she typed with the focused intensity of someone who’d been doing this job since before email existed.

“Rebecca Chen?” The woman didn’t look up from her screen.

“Yes. I have a nine-thirty interview with—”

“You’re late.”

Becca blinked. “My phone says—”

“We’re on building time. Building time runs three minutes fast.” Now the woman looked up, her expression unreadable. “James is particular about punctuality.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“Conference room B. Through that door, second left.” The woman returned to her typing. “He’ll be with you in a moment.”

Becca followed the directions, heart hammering. Late to her first real interview. Perfect. The hallway beyond reception split into a maze of identical corridors, each lined with doors bearing letters instead of numbers. She found Conference Room B and slipped inside.

The room was small, windowless, and contained a table with six chairs. Someone had left a coffee mug on the table, half-full and abandoned. A whiteboard on the wall bore the faint ghost of erased diagrams—circles and arrows that connected nothing to nothing.

She sat, positioning her portfolio in front of her like a shield. The clock on the wall ticked. 10:02. Building time, presumably.

The door opened, and a man entered carrying a tablet and looking like he’d forgotten to sleep for the past three days. Mid-forties, thinning brown hair, dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and coffee stains on the cuff. He dropped into the chair across from her and finally looked up.

“Rebecca Chen. Criminology degree from Portland State. 3.7 GPA. Internship with the DA’s office last summer.” He set down the tablet. “Why do you want this job?”

No introduction. No handshake. Becca recalibrated.

“I’m good at finding patterns,” she said. “The internship taught me that most crimes aren’t isolated incidents. There’s always context, connections that aren’t obvious at first glance. I want to do work that matters.”

“This work doesn’t matter.” He leaned back in his chair. “Let me be clear about what we do here, Ms. Chen. You’ll spend eight hours a day reading police reports from jurisdictions you’ve never heard of. You’ll scan local news sites for house fires and car accidents. You’ll build spreadsheets that no one will look at for months. It’s tedious. It’s boring. Most of what you find will be irrelevant.”

“Then why do it?”

“Because sometimes it isn’t.” He studied her. “I’m James Garrett. I run the research division. My job is to find people who can stare at static long enough to spot the signal. Most people can’t do that. They get bored, they get sloppy, they start seeing patterns that aren’t there because at least that’s more interesting than admitting they wasted their morning.”

“I’m not most people.”

“Everyone says that.”

The door opened again. A woman entered, and the energy in the room shifted. She was younger than James, maybe late thirties, with dark hair cut in a severe bob and the kind of posture that suggested either military training or years of classical ballet. She wore a gray suit that probably cost more than Becca’s entire wardrobe.

“Dr. Sarah Voss,” she said, extending her hand. Her grip was firm, brief. “I handle recruitment. James handles retention, which is why he’s trying to scare you off.”

“I’m setting expectations,” James said.

“You’re being dramatic.” Sarah sat down, crossing her legs. She opened a folder—paper, not digital—and scanned the contents. “Your application essay was interesting. You wrote about the Genovese case.”

Becca nodded. “Kitty Genovese. 1964. The story everyone knows is that thirty-eight witnesses watched her die and did nothing. But when you actually examine the evidence, the narrative falls apart. Witnesses heard different things at different times. Some did call the police. The story we tell about it says more about our need for simple explanations than it does about what actually happened.”

“And that relates to pattern recognition how?”

“Because the pattern everyone sees isn’t always the real pattern. Sometimes the absence of expected connections is more meaningful than the connections themselves.”

Sarah smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Good answer.”

James tapped his tablet. “Let’s talk specifics. You’d be part of a four-person team. Two senior analysts, two junior. Your job is intake and initial flagging. You’ll have access to databases—public records, news archives, social media monitoring tools. You’ll be looking for incidents that meet certain criteria.”

“What criteria?”

“Unexplained injuries. Survivals that defy medical probability. Witnesses who can’t articulate what they saw. Property damage inconsistent with reported causes.” James reeled off the list like he’d said it a thousand times. “You’ll flag potential matches, write a brief summary, and pass them up the chain. Senior analysts determine if something warrants deeper investigation.”

“Investigation into what?”

“Anomalous incidents,” Sarah said. “That’s the term of art. Incidents that don’t fit standard explanatory models.”

Becca waited for more. Neither of them elaborated.

“Is this for insurance companies?” she asked. “Fraud investigation?”

“We’re a government contractor,” Sarah said. “Our clients prefer we don’t discuss specifics of the work outside this office. You’d sign an NDA before starting.”

“But you can’t tell me what I’d actually be investigating.”

“Not until you’ve signed the NDA, no.”

Becca looked between them. James appeared resigned, like he’d been through this conversation too many times. Sarah watched her with the intensity of someone conducting a completely different evaluation than the one Becca thought she was taking.

“I need this job,” Becca said. “Student loans don’t pay themselves. But I’m not going to sign away my life to something I don’t understand.”

“Fair,” James said. “Here’s what I can tell you. The work is real. It’s legal. It’s occasionally interesting and mostly tedious. You’ll have health insurance, a 401k, and you’ll rarely work past six PM unless you choose to. You won’t make anyone rich, but you’ll make rent. And if you’re actually as good as your transcript suggests, you might find the work satisfying.”

“And if I’m not as good as my transcript suggests?”

“Then you’ll be very, very bored, and you’ll quit within three months like most people do.”

Sarah leaned forward. “What James isn’t saying is that we’re looking for a specific type of person. Someone who sees what others miss. Someone who trusts their instincts even when the data seems insufficient. You wrote in your essay about the importance of negative space—what’s missing from a narrative. That’s exactly the kind of thinking we need.”

“Because you’re looking for anomalies,” Becca said.

“Because we’re looking for things that don’t want to be found,” Sarah corrected.

The phrasing was odd. Things, not people. Becca filed that away.

“I’d need to start soon,” she said. “My lease is up in two weeks, and I can’t afford to renew without income.”

James and Sarah exchanged a glance that lasted half a second too long.

“We could have you start Monday,” James said. “Pending background check and NDA signature. The pay is fifty-eight thousand to start, standard government scale.”

Fifty-eight thousand. Becca had been expecting forty at best. She kept her expression neutral.

“What’s the catch?”

“No catch,” Sarah said. “We pay market rate because we need people who’ll stay. The work isn’t glamorous, but it’s important. We can’t tell you why it’s important, but if you trust us—just for the first ninety days—you’ll understand.”

Trust us. The two most dangerous words in the English language, according to Becca’s fraud investigation professor. But she thought about her dwindling savings account, the rejection emails from every firm she’d applied to, the gap on her resume growing wider with each passing week.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m in.”

Sarah smiled again, and this time it looked almost genuine. “Excellent. I’ll have HR send over the paperwork this afternoon. Read it carefully. Ask questions. But don’t take too long—the background check takes a few days, and we’d like you to start Monday morning if possible.”

James stood, gathering his tablet. “Welcome to Meridian Solutions, Ms. Chen. Try not to go crazy from boredom in your first week.”

“I’ll do my best.”

He left without another word. Sarah remained, studying Becca with that unsettling focus.

“Can I ask you something?” Sarah said.

“Sure.”

“Have you ever experienced something you couldn’t explain? Not in a mystical sense. I mean a gap in your perception. A moment where your memory doesn’t quite match the evidence.”

The question landed wrong, like a trap disguised as small talk. Becca thought about lying, then decided against it.

“Sophomore year,” she said. “I was in a car accident. Drunk driver ran a red light, T-boned the passenger side where I was sitting. I remember the impact, the sound of metal crumpling. But I walked away without a scratch. The EMTs said I was lucky, that I must have tensed up at the right moment, but…”

“But?”

“But I don’t remember tensing up. I remember closing my eyes and thinking ‘this is going to hurt.’ And then I was standing outside the car, and I didn’t hurt at all. My friend who was driving broke her collarbone. I didn’t even have a bruise.”

Sarah nodded slowly, like Becca had confirmed something. “Lucky,” she said.

“That’s what everyone said.”

“See you Monday, Rebecca.” Sarah stood, extending her hand again. “I think you’re going to fit in well here.”

Becca shook her hand and felt an odd chill run up her arm, like static electricity but not quite. Sarah’s grip lingered a moment too long.

Then she was alone in the conference room, staring at the empty chairs and the ghost-marks on the whiteboard, wondering what she’d just agreed to.

Her phone buzzed. An email from Meridian Solutions HR: “New Hire Paperwork - Please Complete Within 48 Hours.” Attached were seventeen PDF documents.

Becca gathered her portfolio and left, following the maze of corridors back to reception. The woman with the gray bun didn’t look up as she passed. The elevator groaned downward, and Becca watched



























