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Max Schaefer was nineteen and already certain he’d made a mistake.

The letter on his desk was stamped in thick government ink, the kind that bled through cheap printer paper. Department of Infrastructure and Spatial Anomalies. He’d never heard of the agency until a week ago, when an email showed up in his inbox: Congratulations! You’ve been selected for a paid internship.

He’d assumed it was some admin gig. Filing, coffee runs, maybe data entry. Something easy to stack on a resume. But now, sitting in the lobby of a squat, windowless government building that smelled faintly of mildew, he wasn’t so sure.

The receptionist didn’t help. She wore a smile that was too wide, too practiced, her fingers clacking against a keyboard that didn’t seem to type anything at all. Every time she hit Enter, Max swore he heard a faint echo from somewhere beneath the floor, like the building itself was processing her keystrokes.

“Mr. Schaefer?” she asked finally, sliding him a plastic badge with his name half-misspelled: Max Shaffer – Junior Research Associate.

Max blinked. “Research?”

“Basement level,” she said, ignoring the question. “Your supervisor is waiting.”

The elevator rattled like bones when it carried him down. The light above the doors stuttered between B1 and B2 for too long before it finally decided where to let him out.

Gary was waiting.

The man looked like he’d been exiled from the sunlight decades ago—sallow skin, eyes ringed with shadows, hair thinning in patches. He wore the standard government-issue button-up, sleeves rolled high on his arms, one of which bore a scar that looked too clean to be anything but surgical. In one hand he held a dented thermos; in the other, a clipboard stacked with forms.

When Max stepped out, Gary looked him up and down like he was inspecting a defective shipment.

“You’re kidding me,” he muttered.

Max shifted awkwardly. “Uh... Max Schaefer. I’m supposed to—”

“Supposed to be a researcher.” Gary’s voice was gravel and cigarettes. “I put in a request for someone with ten years field experience, top-level clearance, knows their way around the maps. And what do I get? A goddamn intern.”

Max opened his mouth, closed it again. “Maybe... there’s been a mistake?”

Gary shoved the clipboard into his chest. “No shit. But mistakes don’t get fixed around here. They just get filed under ‘Operating As Intended.’ Congratulations, kid. You’re mine now.”

The basement corridors looked less like an office and more like the underbelly of a dead mall. The carpet was gray, frayed in spots, and the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead with a pitch that made Max’s teeth hurt. Every office door they passed was shut, but he swore he heard whispers behind a few.

Gary walked fast, muttering under his breath. “Unbelievable. A nineteen-year-old with no training. What are they trying to do, get me killed?”

“I mean,” Max said, jogging to keep up, “if it’s really that dangerous, maybe I shouldn’t—”

“You’ll be fine.” Gary waved him off. “Or you won’t. Either way, I’ve put in my years. They won’t fire me. Too much institutional knowledge rattling around in this old head.” He tapped his temple and gave a short, humorless laugh.

They turned a corner, and Max caught sight of something that froze him in place.

An old door.

Not just old—ancient. It was built into the wall like the building had grown up around it, swallowing it whole. Dark wood, warped with age, bound in black iron bands that had rusted but not weakened. The air around it felt heavier, colder.

“That,” Gary said, noticing his stare, “is where your internship starts.”

Max swallowed. “What’s behind it?”

Gary looked at him for a long moment, his eyes flat, tired, but edged with something Max couldn’t name.

“The Backrooms,” he said simply.

And then, with a sigh, “God help us both.”
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Gary didn’t open the door yet. Instead, he jerked his head toward a side hall.

“Orientation first.”

Max followed, confused but too nervous to ask questions. His badge still swung awkwardly from his shirt pocket, the plastic cold against his chest. The hallway they walked down smelled of stale coffee, disinfectant, and something faintly sour that reminded Max of wet carpet left too long in a basement.

At the end of the hall, Gary pushed through a heavy metal door, and the atmosphere shifted immediately.

The employee breakroom.

It wasn’t much—a flickering vending machine stocked with expired candy bars, two mismatched couches sagging in the middle, and a microwave that looked older than Max’s father. The walls were lined with government-issue posters about “Safety Compliance” and “Mindfulness in Hazardous Environments.” Someone had drawn crude faces on the posters in Sharpie, turning every slogan into an inside joke.

Four people were scattered around the room.

“New guy is here,” Gary grunted, letting the door slam shut behind him.

The first to look up was Janine, a woman in her fifties with steel-gray hair pulled into a bun so tight it looked like it might snap. She wore a faded government polo and orthopedic sneakers. She sat at the table with a crossword puzzle spread before her, chewing gum so loudly it echoed in the sterile room. Her eyes slid over Max like he was a grocery item past its expiration date.

“This the replacement?” she asked flatly.

“Glitch upstairs,” Gary said. “They were supposed to send me a veteran. Got this kid instead.”

Janine snorted. “Figures.”

Slouched on the couch was Ramon, a broad-shouldered guy in a janitor’s uniform. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows, showing faded tattoos. He had a mop leaning against his knee like a shotgun. He didn’t look up from the bag of chips he was eating. “Another intern, huh? You’ll last, what, a week?” He licked his fingers. “Bet you cry by Thursday.”

Max flushed. “I don’t cry.”

“Good,” Ramon said, still not looking at him. “You’ll need that.”

On the other couch, half asleep with a book covering her face, was Claire, a young woman maybe five years older than Max. She stirred when Gary dropped his clipboard on the table and sat up, blinking. Her shirt was wrinkled, her hair was wild, and she had dark circles carved under her eyes. “Oh, great. Another rookie.” She stretched, yawned. “Hope you don’t get eaten on your first shift. It’s embarrassing when that happens.”

Max stared. “That’s... supposed to be a joke, right?”

Claire didn’t answer. She flopped back down, pulled the book over her face again.

The last was Franklin, sitting by the coffee pot. He was thin, wiry, maybe in his forties, with hands that never stopped fidgeting—tapping the counter, straightening mugs, adjusting the filter that didn’t need adjusting. He wore a pair of cracked glasses and kept glancing toward the far wall, as if listening to something no one else could hear.

When Max looked at him, Franklin spoke without turning. “You hear it too, don’t you?”

Max blinked. “Hear what?”

“The buzzing.” Franklin’s voice was a whisper. “It’s always there. You just don’t notice it yet.”

Gary clapped a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Don’t mind him. He’s been down here too long.”

Franklin smiled thinly. “We’ve all been down here too long.”

The silence that followed stretched too far, broken only by the hum of the vending machine.

Gary finally sighed. “Alright, kid. Welcome to the breakroom. These are the people you’ll see when you crawl out of whatever hellhole they send us into. Janine handles logistics—paperwork, files, making sure the right bodies go in the right drawers. Ramon’s maintenance—keeps the pipes running, clears the mess when they don’t. Claire’s a cleaner. Self-explanatory. And Franklin—” Gary hesitated, his jaw tight. “Franklin’s... Franklin.”

Franklin chuckled softly, too softly. “I keep track of things that don’t like being kept track of.”

Max shifted uncomfortably. He wanted to laugh, to dismiss it, but there was something about the man’s eyes—something hollow, hungry—that made him keep his mouth shut.
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