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For the quiet ones,

who have always known that the body of the story is in the footnotes,

that a locked room is just a process waiting to be mapped,

and that the most dangerous person in any meeting

is the one taking careful notes and saying nothing at all.

To the cozy mystery readers who keep a cup of tea within reach

for exactly this kind of evening,

and to the business analysts who have always suspected
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  Preface



Every cozy mystery needs a gimmick, and I will confess mine to you plainly, before we’ve even met Merit Sterling or her cat or the particular quality of light through a library’s stained-glass window: this is a murder mystery solved with a pivot table.

I have a theory about quiet people, which is really a theory about why this book exists at all. The traditional amateur sleuth is gregarious by design — she charms suspects over tea, she gossips her way into confidences, she is, structurally, an extrovert’s fantasy of detective work, all witty banter and dinner-party reveals. I love those books. I have read a shelf and a half of them. But somewhere around my eleventh cozy mystery, I started wondering about the person at the edge of every fictional office party who never gets interviewed, never gets a clever line, never gets to solve anything — the contractor with the headphones, quietly reconciling a spreadsheet nobody asked her to look at twice, who has, in fact, noticed everything.






I

Part One
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  Chapter One: The Sanctuary of Spreadsheet Cell A1

  
  






The Whispering Pines Public Library smelled like binding glue, lemon oil, and the particular hush of a place where nothing bad had ever happened.

Merit Sterling had decided this on her first visit, six years ago, and nothing in the intervening years had given her reason to revise the assessment. The reading room on the second floor — the one with the stained-glass window depicting a stylized mountain range in amber and cobalt, the one with the brass plaque that read STRICTLY NO TALKING in a font that had probably been chosen in 1953 and never updated — was, as far as Merit was concerned, the only truly rational square footage in the entire town.

She sat at her usual table, the one tucked into the curve of the floor-to-ceiling oak shelves where the local history section met the unloved expanse of agricultural almanacs nobody had checked out since the Clinton administration. Her laptop was open. Her noise-canceling headphones sat snug over her ears, the soft hiss of white noise dialed to a precise, comforting fourteen percent — not zero, because true silence made her hyperaware of her own heartbeat, but low enough that the occasional creak of the library’s ancient radiators didn’t register as a threat.

On the screen in front of her: a spreadsheet. Forty-two columns. Eleven thousand rows. And, in cell A1, in a small bold font she had selected herself, the words Q3 Fulfillment Variance — DRAFT.

She had been staring at cell A1 for eleven minutes.

This was not procrastination, not in the way most people meant the word. This was appreciation. Cell A1 represented the calm before the storm — the moment before she dove into eleven thousand rows of someone else’s chaos and began, slowly and methodically, to make it make sense. There was a kind of peace in that first cell, the same peace she imagined mountain climbers felt looking up at a summit they knew, with total confidence, they were going to reach. Not because the climb wouldn’t be hard. But because they’d done the prep work, and the prep work was the part that actually mattered.

Merit clicked her retractable pen. Once, twice, three times. A short staccato burst, the rhythm as familiar to her as breathing.

Click-click-click.

Then she began to type.




Three hours later, the light through the stained-glass window had shifted from the thin gray of late morning to the slightly less thin gray of early afternoon — Whispering Pines in early autumn did not believe in dramatic lighting changes, preferring instead the steady, mist-laden gloom that made the gas lanterns along Main Street flicker on by four o’clock regardless of what the actual sunset time claimed to be. Merit had moved through six pivot tables, identified a recurring error in how Q3 shipping costs had been miscoded as Q2 returns, and was halfway through composing an email to her client — a regional furniture retailer whose owner had personally thanked her, twice, for finding “the gremlin in the books” — when her phone buzzed against the table.

She didn’t look at it immediately. Phone notifications, in Merit’s experience, were rarely urgent and almost never improved by haste. She finished her sentence — the discrepancy appears to originate in the freight reconciliation step, specifically where Q2 returns were batch-processed alongside Q3 shipments due to a calendar misalignment in the ERP export — and only then turned the phone face-up.

Unknown Number: Ms. Sterling? This is Denise from HR at Verdant Core. We received your proposal for the inventory systems audit and would like to move forward. Are you available to start Monday? We can discuss terms via email if that’s more convenient.

Merit read the message twice.

She had submitted the proposal three weeks ago — a cold outreach, really, prompted by a small item in the Whispering Pines Gazette about Verdant Core’s “ongoing digital transformation initiative” and a LinkedIn post from someone in their operations department complaining, in suspiciously specific terms, about “inventory numbers that don’t reconcile no matter how many times we run the report.” Merit had recognized the shape of that complaint immediately. It was the shape of a company whose left hand had stopped speaking to its right hand sometime during a recent acquisition, and nobody had noticed because everyone was too busy congratulating themselves on the acquisition.

She had submitted a clean, three-page scope document. Stakeholder interviews. As-Is process mapping. Gap analysis against documented procurement workflows. A To-Be recommendation with a phased implementation timeline. The kind of proposal that made boring things sound inevitable, which was, in Merit’s opinion, the highest compliment a proposal could receive.

She had not, frankly, expected to hear back. Verdant Core was the kind of company that had a glass atrium and a wellness coordinator and a Slack channel — she’d seen screenshots — called #synergy-wins. Companies like that usually hired consulting firms with four names and a PowerPoint template featuring stock photos of diverse people pointing at whiteboards. They did not, as a rule, hire a twenty-nine-year-old independent contractor whose entire marketing strategy consisted of “being good at this and saying so, quietly, on a website with no animations.”

Email is fine, Merit typed. Monday works.

She set the phone down, then picked it back up and added: Thank you.

Then she set it down again, picked it up a third time, and deleted the Thank you and replaced it with Thank you. — this time with a period, because the version without the period had felt, on reflection, like it might be read as sarcastic, and Merit did not have the emotional bandwidth today to manage the fallout from an HR representative misreading her tone via text message.

She put the phone in her bag. She picked her pen back up.

Click-click-click.

Outside the window, a tour group was being herded past the library’s front steps by a guide in a forest-green vest, gesturing enthusiastically at the building’s “original 1887 brickwork, restored using historically accurate lime mortar.” Whispering Pines did this constantly — narrated itself, to itself, as if worried that without continuous reinforcement the town might forget it was charming and revert to being a regular place where people simply lived. Merit had grown up forty minutes away, in a town with no historic district and no gas lanterns and no tour groups, and she still occasionally found Whispering Pines’s relentless quaintness slightly exhausting, in the way that a beautifully decorated cake is exhausting if you actually have to eat the whole thing.

But the library was real. The library didn’t perform. The library just was, the way it had been for a hundred and thirty-seven years, and Merit loved it with the uncomplicated devotion most people reserved for childhood pets.

She finished the email to the furniture retailer, attached the corrected pivot table, and sent it. Then she opened a new browser tab and typed Verdant Core into the search bar, mostly out of habit — she liked to know the shape of a thing before she walked into it.

The website loaded with the kind of aggressive minimalism that cost real money to achieve. A looping video of wind turbines. A tagline — Growing Tomorrow, Today — in a sans-serif font so thin it looked slightly anemic. A photo of the building itself: glass and steel, all sharp angles, with a living wall of moss climbing one entire face like the building was trying to apologize for existing.

VERDANT CORE: Pioneering sustainable supply chain solutions for a circular economy.

Merit’s mouth twitched, very slightly, in a way that on anyone else might have been called a smile.

“Circular economy,” she murmured, the words barely audible even to herself, swallowed by the white noise in her headphones. “Sure.”

She clicked through to the “Our Team” page — a habit, again, not curiosity exactly, more like reconnaissance. Faces. Names. Titles. The CEO’s photo first, of course: a wiry young man with unruly curls and the slightly startled expression of someone who’d been told to look at the camera and had only partially complied. Alistair Finch, Founder & Chief Innovation Officer. Below him, a grid of executives in matching navy. Merit’s eyes moved down the row until they landed on a photo that had clearly been retaken several times until the lighting was perfect.

Gideon Thorne, VP of Operations.

He had the kind of face that photographed well from every angle, which Merit had noticed was statistically rare and, in her experience, correlated suspiciously often with people who’d had a lot of practice being photographed. Silver-streaked hair, swept back. A smile that showed exactly the right number of teeth. A watch — even in the small thumbnail, she could tell it was a watch that mattered — visible at the edge of the frame, like he’d angled his wrist on purpose.

She closed the tab.

It didn’t matter, really, who was who. She’d meet them all soon enough, and titles on a website rarely correlated with the people who actually held the answers she needed. In Merit’s experience — six years of contracts, eleven companies, one truly memorable incident involving a regional bakery chain and a deeply confused payroll system — the person who actually knew what was going on was almost never the person whose name was in large font on the homepage. It was the person in the small office near the loading dock who’d been quietly fixing everyone else’s mistakes for a decade and had given up mentioning it.

She made a note — an actual note, in the small notebook she kept beside her laptop, because some things deserved analog permanence — to ask, gently, who handled day-to-day inventory reconciliation. Not in the interview. Just… eventually. Casually. The way you might ask someone where the good coffee was.

She allowed herself, before returning to the email, one small indulgence: a glance around the reading room, the way other people might glance at a view. The afternoon crowd had thinned to its usual Tuesday composition — a retired schoolteacher doing the crossword in pen, two college students from the satellite campus across town sharing a single set of earbuds and a bag of pretzels they thought they were being discreet about, and, in the armchair by the radiator, Old Mr. Pemberton, who came in every day at eleven and left every day at three and had, as far as Merit could tell, not actually turned a page of his book in several years. He was simply there, the way the oak shelves were there, the way the stained glass was there — a fixture, a constant, something the room would feel wrong without.

Merit found this comforting in a way she rarely tried to articulate, even to herself. The library didn’t need anything from her. It didn’t ask how her week was going, or whether she’d “thought any more about that team-building retreat,” or make the specific face people made when she said she worked from home — a face that managed to convey, simultaneously, pity and faint suspicion, as though working alone were either a tragedy or a con. The library simply continued, day after day, in its quiet competent way, and allowed Merit to continue alongside it, and that was the entirety of the relationship, and Merit considered it one of the healthiest relationships she had.

She turned back to her laptop, opened the email she’d just sent to confirm it had gone through, and allowed herself a small, private sense of completion — one more thing moved from the “open” column to the “closed” column, one more loose thread tied off before the weekend properly ended.

Merit looked at the clock in the corner of her screen. 2:54 PM.

She closed the laptop — gently, the way she did everything — slid it into the padded sleeve of her bag, and gathered her things with the quiet efficiency of someone who had left libraries, offices, and rooms full of people enough times to have optimized the process down to under ninety seconds. Headphones around her neck now, resting against her collarbone like a recently removed crown. Notebook in the outer pocket. Pen clipped to the notebook’s spiral binding, where it lived when not actively clicking.

She nodded — a small, private nod, the kind you give a room rather than a person — to the reference librarian, Mrs. Okafor, who nodded back without looking up from whatever she was cataloguing, because Mrs. Okafor understood, on some fundamental level, that Merit’s presence in the library was a form of conversation that required no actual conversation, and Merit considered this one of the great friendships of her adult life.




The walk from the library to her apartment took eleven minutes, which Merit knew because she had timed it — not obsessively, just once, the week she’d moved in, the way some people might check the distance to the nearest grocery store. Eleven minutes was, in her professional opinion, the correct distance between a workplace and a home: far enough that the walk constituted a genuine transition, a decompression, the mental equivalent of closing one application before opening another; close enough that bad weather couldn’t be used as an excuse to abandon the routine entirely.

She walked the familiar route — past the bakery with the hand-lettered sign that changed its pun weekly (this week’s: KNEAD A REASON TO STOP IN?), past the bookstore with the orange cat who lived in the window and regarded Merit, every single day, with the exact same expression of profound indifference, past the little park with the gazebo where, in summer, a string quartet of local teenagers played for tips and, in autumn, nothing happened at all except leaves — and let her mind do the thing it always did on this walk, which was wander backward.

She had not set out to become a business analyst. Nobody, Merit suspected, set out to become a business analyst, in the way children didn’t dream of growing up to reconcile general ledgers — but somewhere around her second year of college, in a required statistics course she’d taken purely because it fit her schedule, something had clicked into place with an almost audible sound. The professor had put up a dataset — actual sales figures from an actual (anonymized) company — and asked the class to find out why a particular product line was underperforming. Forty-one students had groaned. Merit had felt something she could only describe, even now, as relief. Here, finally, was a problem with an answer. Here was a mess that wasn’t really a mess — it was just information that hadn’t been organized yet, and organizing information was something Merit had always been able to do, quietly, in the corner, without anyone needing to clap her on the shoulder about it.

She’d found the answer in forty minutes — a regional distribution error, product mislabeled in the warehouse management system, simple as that — and the professor had read her answer out loud to the class, not knowing or perhaps not caring that being read out loud to a class was Merit’s personal nightmare, and Merit had spent the rest of that lecture wishing, with the full force of her nineteen-year-old soul, that she could simply dissolve into her chair.

But afterward — after the mortification had faded to a dull, survivable hum — what remained was the feeling from those forty minutes. The quiet. The focus. The sense of a puzzle clicking into its final piece. She had gone home that night and, instead of doing the assigned reading, had spent three hours finding two more anomalies in the same dataset, just because she could, just because nobody was watching, just because the data didn’t care whether she was awkward or quiet or bad at parties. The data only cared whether she was right.

She’d built a career on that feeling, more or less. A series of contracts, each one a fresh dataset, a fresh mess, a fresh forty minutes (or, more realistically, forty hours) of quiet focus that ended — almost always — with an answer. An answer that made someone’s life slightly easier, that fixed something that had been broken for longer than anyone wanted to admit, that turned a vague, anxious feeling of something’s wrong here into a clean, specific, actionable sentence. The discrepancy originates in cell J47, where a manual override was applied in March and never removed. That sentence — or some close cousin of it — was, in Merit’s estimation, one of the most satisfying sentences in the English language. It was a sentence that ended things. And Merit, who found most conversations to be things that dragged on long past their natural conclusion, had developed a deep and abiding fondness for things that ended cleanly.

She reached her building — the converted carriage house, its brick the color of strong tea, its single second-floor window already catching the gray afternoon light — and climbed the narrow exterior staircase to her door, keys in hand before she’d even consciously decided to reach for them.

The apartment had slanted ceilings, exposed beams that the previous tenant had painted a regrettable shade of teal and that Merit had, over one very satisfying weekend, repainted a flat, forgiving white, and exactly one resident who had not paid a cent toward the rent and had no intention of starting.

Widget was draped across the arm of the couch in the specific posture of a cat who had been asleep for several hours and had recently, with great personal sacrifice, repositioned himself six inches to remain in a patch of sun that had since moved on without him. He was a substantial animal — “big-boned,” Merit’s mother insisted, though the vet had used the word “robust” in a tone that suggested some judgment was being withheld — with dense silver-grey fur and copper eyes that opened, very slowly, as Merit came through the door.

“Hello,” Merit said, to the room generally.

Widget blinked at her. Once. Slow and deliberate, the kind of blink that in cat-language apparently signaled affection but which Merit, on her less charitable days, interpreted as a performance review.

She set her bag down by the door — exactly where it always went, on the small bench that existed for no other purpose — and went to the kitchen, where the kettle lived in its designated spot beside the canisters of loose-leaf tea arranged in a row by, roughly, occasion. Chamomile for the bad days. Earl Grey for the focused days. A bright, citrusy green tea for the good days, of which there had been a satisfying number lately. And, at the end of the row, a small ceramic jar of Lady Grey that she reserved for days that required a kind of gentle optimism — the tea equivalent of putting on a slightly nicer sweater than the occasion strictly required.

Today felt like a Lady Grey day. New contract. New building full of new people she would have to, at minimum, make eye contact with. A small celebratory gesture seemed appropriate.

She measured the leaves with the small brass scoop that lived in the jar — one and a half scoops, always, the half scoop being the difference between “pleasant” and “you’ve made tea soup” — and set the kettle to heat. While the water came up to temperature, she sat at the kitchen table, opened her notebook, and began, in small precise handwriting, to make a list.

Verdant Core — Monday

Confirm start time

Bring: laptop, notebook, headphones (obviously), business cards (??)

Wear: the gray blazer

Ask Denise re: who handles inventory day-to-day

Do NOT agree to any “kickoff lunch” — propose alternative: written kickoff brief

She looked at the last item for a moment, then underlined it. Twice.

Kickoff lunches were a known hazard. In Merit’s experience, the phrase “let’s all grab lunch to kick things off!” was corporate-speak for “let’s spend ninety minutes in a loud restaurant where I will dominate the conversation and you will be expected to laugh at things that are not funny, and at the end of it nobody will have actually discussed the project.” She had learned, through trial and considerable error, that proposing a written kickoff brief instead — “I find I do my best initial thinking with a written overview I can review carefully — happy to send a few questions in advance so our conversation is as productive as possible!” — usually worked. People liked the word “productive.” It made avoidance sound like efficiency, which, Merit reflected, it frequently was.

The kettle clicked off. Merit rose, poured the water over the leaves in her favorite mug — a plain, heavy, dark green one, no slogan, no cartoon, the kind of mug that asked nothing of you — and set the timer on her phone for three minutes and thirty seconds, because anything less left the tea thin and anything more left it bitter, and Merit Sterling did not see the point in tolerating either when precision was free.

While the tea steeped, she scrolled, idly, through the email that had arrived from Denise in HR. It was longer than the text had suggested — an attached engagement letter, a building access form, a parking permit application (Merit didn’t drive, but filled it out anyway, because leaving fields blank on official documents made her uneasy in a way she’d never fully examined), and a brief paragraph of context that read, in its entirety:

We’re so excited to have you join us for this project! Verdant Core recently completed the acquisition of AeroBio Logistics, and as you can imagine, integrating two companies’ systems has created some — let’s call them “opportunities”! 😊 — in our inventory tracking. Gideon Thorne, our VP of Operations, will be your primary point of contact and can introduce you to the relevant team members. Looking forward to having some fresh eyes on this!

Merit read it twice. Then she read the phrase some “opportunities” a third time, separately, and felt something in the back of her mind — not quite suspicion, more like the very first, faintest flicker of a pattern beginning to assemble itself — register the gap between opportunities and whatever the actual word would have been if Denise from HR hadn’t needed to keep things upbeat in an email with an exclamation point and an emoji in it.

She didn’t write anything down. Not yet. It was nothing — companies always euphemized their problems, the way people described difficult relatives as “a lot” or bad weather as “interesting.” But Merit had learned, over six years and eleven contracts, that the gap between what a company said its problem was and what its problem actually was tended to be directly proportional to how bad the problem turned out to be. The bigger the smile in the email, the bigger the mess underneath it.

The timer on her phone buzzed. Three minutes and thirty seconds, precisely. Merit removed the infuser, set it in the small dish that existed for that purpose, and took her first sip of tea standing at the kitchen counter, looking out the single enormous window at the gray rooftops of Whispering Pines and the faint glow, even at four in the afternoon, of the gas lanterns flickering to life along Main Street.

Widget, sensing — with the unerring instinct of a cat who has never once missed a feeding — that Merit’s attention had settled into something approximating stillness, leapt down from the couch with a thud disproportionate to his apparent grace, padded into the kitchen, and sat directly on Merit’s feet.

“You’re not getting fed early,” Merit told him. “It’s not five yet.”

Widget looked up at her with the calm, unblinking confidence of an animal who had, in fact, gotten fed early on at least four occasions this month alone, and intended to continue the streak.

Merit sighed — not unhappily — and crouched down to scratch behind his ears, which he permitted with the gracious tolerance of a king accepting tribute. “I have a new client,” she told him, conversationally, because telling Widget things out loud was, as far as Merit was concerned, simply thinking, except with slightly better posture. “Verdant Core. Tech company. Big building, the one with the moss wall, you’ve seen it on the way to the vet.”

Widget’s tail moved, once, in what might have been acknowledgment or might have been an early-stage decision to bite her hand. With Widget, the line was frequently unclear.

“They acquired another company,” Merit continued, straightening up and returning to her tea. “AeroBio Logistics. And now their inventory numbers don’t reconcile, and they’ve called it an ‘opportunity,’ which is the corporate word for ‘fire,’ and they want someone to come in and figure out where the fire is.”

She took another sip.

“It’s probably nothing,” she added, mostly to herself now, the way she did when she was thinking out loud and had simply forgotten Widget wasn’t a person — or, more accurately, had decided he was a better audience than a person, because he never interrupted, never offered unsolicited advice, and never tried to make eye contact for longer than was strictly comfortable. “Mergers always create this kind of mess. Two inventory systems, two sets of SKUs, two different definitions of ‘received’ — half the time the discrepancy is just a unit-of-measure error that got copy-pasted into forty thousand line items before anyone noticed. I had a client last year whose entire ‘inventory shortage’ turned out to be the same eleven pallets of ceramic tile counted in three different warehouses under three different names, because nobody had standardized the naming convention after a regional rebrand.”

Widget yawned — a vast, pink, unimpressed yawn — and wandered back toward the couch, his interest in the conversation having reached its natural conclusion approximately ninety seconds ago, a fact he communicated with his entire body.

Merit smiled, faintly, into her tea.

“You’re right,” she said. “Probably nothing.”




She returned, after dinner — a bowl of leftover soup eaten standing at the counter, because sitting down for solo meals made the meal feel like an event, and events required energy she preferred to spend elsewhere — to her laptop, not for Verdant Core exactly, not yet, but for the quiet, specific pleasure of organizing her digital files for the week ahead.

She created a new folder. Verdant Core — Inventory Audit. Inside it, subfolders: Stakeholder Notes, Process Maps, Data Exports, Correspondence. Empty folders, all of them, waiting — but there was something deeply satisfying about the structure existing before the content did, like laying out ingredients before cooking. A kind of promise to herself that whatever chaos she walked into on Monday, it would, eventually, have a place to go.

She pulled up the engagement letter again and read it more carefully this time, the way she always did with new contracts — not for the dollar figure, though the dollar figure was fine, better than fine, actually, which was itself a small data point worth noting; companies that paid promptly and generously for audits were sometimes companies that wanted the audit done quickly and quietly, before anyone with a vested interest had time to interfere. She filed that thought away, not as a suspicion exactly, just as one more small fact in the growing collection of small facts she kept, instinctively, about every new engagement. Six years of contracts had taught her that the facts that mattered were rarely the ones anyone told you on purpose.

The scope of work was straightforward enough: a four-week engagement, stakeholder interviews in week one, process documentation and gap analysis in weeks two and three, a findings report and recommendations in week four. Standard. Comfortable. The kind of timeline Merit could map out, almost to the day, before she’d set foot in the building — Monday and Tuesday for interviews, Wednesday for the inevitable follow-up interviews that the first round of interviews always generated, Thursday and Friday for beginning the As-Is process map.

She thought, not for the first time, about how much of her job was simply listening — not in the way people usually meant the word, the warm, nodding, eye-contact kind of listening that exhausted her within minutes, but a colder, more useful kind. The kind where you let people talk, and talk, and talk, about their jobs and their frustrations and their workarounds, and somewhere in the talking — usually in an aside, usually in something said almost as a joke, usually prefaced with “oh, that’s just how we’ve always done it” — the actual problem would surface, glinting, like a coin at the bottom of a fountain.

People were terrible at describing their own processes accurately. Not because they were lying, but because familiarity bred a kind of blindness — the workaround that had been put in place eighteen months ago to solve a temporary problem had, by now, simply become the process, indistinguishable in everyone’s memory from the way things had “always” been done. Merit’s job was to notice the seams. The places where someone said “we just” — we just export it to Excel first, we just double-check that manually, we just ask Fiona — because “just” was, in Merit’s professional experience, very often doing the work of an entire broken system, propped up by one tired person who’d stopped mentioning it because nobody had ever asked.

We just ask Fiona.

She didn’t know yet that there was a Fiona. She didn’t know the name would matter. But somewhere in the back of Merit’s mind, in the quiet, pattern-seeking part of her brain that never entirely switched off, a small mental folder opened anyway — empty, for now, the way the folders on her desktop were empty — labeled, simply, People Who Hold The System Together And Don’t Know It Yet.

She closed the laptop with the same care she’d opened it that morning, made dinner — soup, eaten standing at the counter, because sitting down for solo meals made the meal feel like an event, and events required energy she preferred to spend elsewhere — and then, with nothing left on the agenda but the slow unwinding into evening, allowed herself the ritual that had, over the years, become her version of Sunday-night dread management: laying out tomorrow’s clothes.

The gray blazer, she decided, after a moment’s consideration in front of the closet. Structured enough to read as professional, soft enough that the seams wouldn’t dig in if she had to sit through back-to-back interviews. A plain cream sweater underneath — armor disguised as fashion, the way most of Merit’s wardrobe was, each piece selected for some combination of looks competent and doesn’t itch. She set the outfit over the back of the desk chair, where it would be waiting for her in the morning like a small, silent ally.

She thought about Monday again — not anxiously, exactly, Merit didn’t really do anxious in the conventional sense, but with the low, steady hum of pre-engagement awareness that she’d learned, over the years, not to fight. New building. New people. A full day, probably, of names and handshakes and the specific brand of small talk that opened every first meeting — how was your weekend, find the place okay, can I get you a coffee — none of which actually meant anything, all of which had to be navigated correctly anyway, like a series of small locked doors that only opened if you said the right three words to each one.

She would manage it. She always managed it. It would cost her, in the specific currency Merit had learned to think of as her “social battery” — a finite daily resource, depleting steadily from the moment she woke up to the moment she was finally, blessedly, alone again — but she had gotten good, over the years, at budgeting that currency. Front-load the necessary interactions. Find the quiet corners. Leave before the battery hit zero, because past zero, Merit Sterling stopped being charming-but-quiet and started being something closer to non-functional, and non-functional was not a look she could afford on day one.

She thought about Gideon Thorne’s photograph — the watch at the edge of the frame, angled just so — and found herself, unexpectedly, curious about him in a way that had nothing to do with the audit. Not curious the way she might be curious about a person she wanted to talk to; Merit was rarely, if ever, curious in that direction. More like the curiosity of a naturalist encountering a species she’d read about but never observed in the wild. She had met versions of Gideon Thorne before — every company had at least one, the person whose presence in a room was less an arrival than a weather event, who filled silences the way water filled the lowest available space, instinctively, without apparently noticing they were doing it. Merit had developed, over the years, an entire private taxonomy for people like this, filed away alongside her taxonomy of broken processes and unreconciled spreadsheets. She wondered, idly, which subspecies Gideon Thorne would turn out to be. The kind who was all noise and no substance, easily managed once you learned to nod at the right intervals — or the more dangerous kind, the kind whose noise was a deliberate instrument, finely tuned, aimed.

She suspected, without any real evidence, that it would be the second kind. But she filed that thought away too, unexamined, the way she filed everything, and let it go.

She thought, mostly, about cell A1. The clean slate. The summit she hadn’t climbed yet but already, somehow, trusted she could.

There was a particular kind of satisfaction, Merit had found, in the night before a new contract began — a feeling distinct from excitement, which she didn’t experience often, and distinct from anxiety, which she experienced more often than she let on but had learned to keep at a manageable simmer. It was closer to the feeling of standing at the very edge of a freshly vacuumed carpet, the lines still visible in the pile, nobody having walked across it yet. Everything ahead of her — the building, the people, the eleven thousand rows of someone else’s mess — was still, for one more night, theoretical. Tomorrow it would become real, complicated, full of half-finished sentences and contradictory accounts and the specific exhaustion of being looked at by strangers. But tonight, it was still just a name in her calendar and a folder on her desktop, clean and empty and full of promise, the way cell A1 always was, the way the first page of a new notebook always was, the way — Merit thought, though she would never have phrased it quite this way to anyone, even Widget — the world itself sometimes felt, late at night, before anything had gone wrong yet.

Merit closed the laptop, put on her headphones — no music, just the soft static hush, just the shield — and curled up on the couch with a paperback she’d read four times before, the kind of book where she already knew exactly what was going to happen and took comfort in the knowing, while Widget arranged himself across her lap with the heavy, deliberate weight of an animal claiming territory, his low rumbling purr settling into the same frequency as the white noise in her ears until the two sounds became, almost, indistinguishable.

Outside, the gas lanterns burned steady and orange along Main Street, and somewhere across town, in a glass building with a moss wall and a name that promised Growing Tomorrow, Today, eleven thousand rows of numbers sat quietly in a database, waiting for someone to notice that they didn’t add up. A woman named Fiona Croft was, at that moment, still very much alive — sitting at her own kitchen table, three miles away, chewing her thumbnail down past the point of comfort, staring at a different spreadsheet entirely, and arriving, slowly, at a decision that would not end well for her.

Merit didn’t know that yet.

But Monday was coming.

And Monday, as it turned out, was going to ruin her entire week.
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Verdant Core announced itself from two blocks away.

Merit had walked this stretch of Spruce Avenue dozens of times — it was the natural seam between the historic district and the newer development, the place where cobblestones gave way, abruptly and without apology, to smooth gray concrete, as if the town had run out of charm budget exactly at this property line and decided not to think about it further. She’d always known the building was there, a looming presence of glass and steel that caught the morning light at an angle that made it look, depending on the cloud cover, either sleek or vaguely threatening. What she hadn’t appreciated, until this particular Monday morning, was the sound of the place.

Even from the sidewalk, even through the heavy glass doors, she could hear it — a low, steady hum of activity that reminded her, unpleasantly, of the inside of a beehive. Not the hum of machinery. The hum of people. Dozens of them, all talking, all at once, all apparently under the impression that this was normal.

Merit stood on the sidewalk for a moment, adjusting the strap of her bag, and did the thing she always did before walking into a new environment: she took stock. Three exits visible from here — the main doors, a side door marked DELIVERIES that probably led to a loading dock, and, around the corner, what looked like a fire stair. A coffee shop directly across the street, the kind with exposed brick and a chalkboard menu, which she filed away as a potential retreat point if the building’s interior proved as loud as its acoustic signature suggested. And, hanging in the lobby just inside the glass doors, a banner — professionally printed, vibrant green, the kind of banner that had clearly cost real money — reading: WELCOME TO THE FUTURE OF SUSTAINABLE LOGISTICS! with three exclamation points’ worth of enthusiasm condensed into one.

She took a breath. Adjusted her headphones — not over her ears yet, just resting around her neck, ready, the way a surgeon might keep gloves within reach — and pushed open the door.

The lobby hit her like a wave.

It wasn’t just the noise, though the noise was considerable — a dozen overlapping conversations, the hiss and gurgle of an enormous espresso machine against the far wall, a television mounted near the ceiling playing what appeared to be a corporate hype video on a loop, the tinny audio just loud enough to be perceptible and just quiet enough that nobody could quite ignore it. It was the visual noise, too. The living wall — she’d seen photos, but photos hadn’t captured the sheer scale of it, two stories of moss and ferns and small potted trees climbing one entire side of the atrium, lit by strips of purple-tinged grow lights that gave the whole space the faint, otherworldly glow of an aquarium. Suspended from the ceiling, an enormous sculptural mobile of what looked like recycled bicycle parts spun, very slowly, in some current of air Merit couldn’t detect. Underfoot, polished concrete reflected all of it back up — the lights, the moss, the slow-spinning bicycle parts — so that even the floor seemed to be participating in the general atmosphere of look how much we care.

A young man in a forest-green polo — VERDANT CORE embroidered in small white letters over the heart — intercepted her before she’d taken three steps.

“Hi! Welcome to Verdant Core! Are you here for a meeting, or—” He paused, his eyes flicking, with the swift efficiency of someone who did this fifty times a day, from her face to her bag to the lanyard-shaped void where a visitor badge should already be. “Oh — are you the auditor? The BA contractor?”

“Merit Sterling,” Merit said, and held out her hand, because handshakes were a known quantity, a transaction with a clear beginning and end, and she could manage those even at eight fifty-two in the morning. “Yes.”

“Awesome!” The young man — his own badge read TYLER, FACILITIES — shook her hand with the slightly too-firm grip of someone who had once read an article about the importance of handshakes and never revisited the subject. “Denise said you’d be coming in. Let me get you checked in real quick — do you need wifi, a badge, all that good stuff?”

“That would be helpful, thank you.”

Tyler led her to a sleek reception desk — also concrete, also somehow lit from beneath, which Merit found both impressive and slightly disorienting, as though the desk itself might at any moment levitate — where a woman with an immaculate blowout and a headset murmured something into her microphone, smiled at Merit with the specific brightness of someone whose job included smiling, and produced, with surprising speed, a temporary badge on a green lanyard.

“Here you go!” the receptionist said. “This’ll get you through the turnstiles and up to the third floor — that’s Operations, that’s where you’ll mostly be. Gideon’s expecting you at nine, but he just texted to say he’s running a tiny bit behind” — she said this with the weary fondness of someone delivering news she’d delivered many times before — “so feel free to grab a coffee, there’s a whole setup right over there, oat milk, almond milk, the works.”

“Thank you,” Merit said, and meant it, mostly for the information about Gideon running behind, which gave her exactly the kind of buffer she liked best: an unplanned ten minutes in which nobody expected anything of her.

She didn’t get coffee. She’d had tea before leaving the apartment — Earl Grey, the requirements-gathering tea, chosen with some ceremony that morning — and the idea of navigating an unfamiliar espresso machine in front of strangers held no appeal whatsoever. Instead, she found a spot near the edge of the atrium, close enough to the living wall that she could pretend, if anyone asked, to be admiring it, and used the ten minutes to do what she always did in a new environment: watch.

It was, she had to admit, an effective piece of theater. The atrium functioned as a kind of crossroads — people moved through it constantly, in twos and threes, badges swinging, laptops tucked under arms, travel mugs in hand, every single one of them appearing to be in the middle of an extremely important conversation. Merit caught fragments as they passed.

“—so what I’m hearing is we need to circle back on the bandwidth question before we can really unlock the—”

“—no, totally, but from a thirty-thousand-foot view, I think the real opportunity here is—”

“—I just think if we’re not aligned on the core value prop by Thursday, we’re going to have a serious synergy gap going into the—”

Merit’s hand found her pen, in her bag, without her quite deciding to reach for it. She didn’t take it out. But her fingers found the familiar shape of it, and some small, automatic part of her brain — the part that had spent six years cataloguing the specific verbal tics of corporate environments — began, almost involuntarily, keeping a list.

Circle back. Thirty-thousand-foot view. Unlock. Synergy gap. Core value prop.

Five phrases. In under two minutes. None of which, as far as Merit could tell, had communicated a single piece of actual information.

She thought, with the small private amusement she rarely showed on her face, that if she’d had a dollar for every empty corporate phrase she overheard in the next four weeks, she could probably retire. She also thought — and this thought arrived with slightly less amusement — that a building this loud, this performative, this committed to the appearance of constant frantic productivity, was exactly the kind of place where something quiet could hide for a very long time. Noise was excellent camouflage. If everyone in a room was talking, loudly, all the time, about nothing — who would notice the one conversation, somewhere, that was actually about something?

She filed the thought away, the way she filed everything, and checked the time. 9:03.


Gideon Thorne arrived the way weather arrived — you felt it before you saw it.

Merit heard him before she saw him: a booming laugh, somewhere behind her, rising above the general hum of the atrium with the easy confidence of a man who had never once worried that he might be talking too loudly. She turned, and there he was, descending the open staircase from the second floor with the unhurried, expansive gait of someone for whom other people’s schedules were, at most, a polite suggestion.

He was, she had to admit, exactly as photogenic in person as he’d been on the website — more so, possibly, because in person there was more of him to be photogenic. He moved like a man who’d been told, at some formative point in his life, that he had Main Character Energy, and had spent every day since then proving it correct. Navy
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