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Oh, what the hell. Couldn’t be that bad.

The online application last week quoted a reasonable paycheck. And Esme desperately needed the cash to cover next month’s rent, although she’d have to figure out utilities and food later. Living without a cell phone and cable TV’s two hundred first-tier channels, though both a screaming, nail-biter thought, were doable.

An empty fridge? Not so bueno. 

Painful to do without? Perhaps. 

But if she broke it down between the categories of Need or Want, the essentials of Need won every time.

At thirty-eight years old and with nothing to lose, Esme had signed up for a Craigslist experiment to test a product and offer a review. She could only hope that the product was something she actually liked.

Hope. That fickle little liar.

The last time she’d trusted hope, it left her couch-surfing for three months after the bookstore she managed shuttered overnight. “Indi shops can’t compete with algorithms,” the owner had said, handing her a final check thinner than deli-sliced ham. Now here she was, trading dignity for dollar signs in an apartment building that looked like a prison designed by IKEA.

Typical for her, though. Esme did things on her own; no handouts, no favors. Just a single gal trying to get by.

After transferring twice on public transportation to a warehouse district in the industrial part of her metropolitan city, San Jose, she arrived, then double-checked the address given to her.

The flat gray five-story stood squat and nondescript. No cleverly painted wall logo to identify the business within or a billboard-type sign stating the same. As if someone had hefted a giant hunk of clay and splatted it down next to the street to take up an entire city block, the building’s rough-hewn brick facade rose from the ground without apology, its appearance unbroken by the extravagance of windows. 

Only a few hack-job bushes alluded to a single curbside entry and the location of the front door. 

The air smelled of asphalt and diesel, the kind of thick heat that clung to the back of the throat. Esme wiped her palms on her dress—thrifted, but tailored to look expensive—and ignored the twinge in her left heel. The shoes were a mistake. Three-inch stilettos might scream “professional”, but they also whispered “blister” with every step.

As her high heels tapped a static cadence down the shrub-lined walkway that led a visitor toward a gray metal door, she wondered if she’d gotten the address wrong. Or somehow missed a different—

Nope. Esme eyed the stenciled white lettering: ENTRANCE

How quaint. She would have laughed outright if it weren’t for the security camera pointing down at her from the right. No round knob to turn, no handle to pull. How in the hell could this be an entry when the very definition lacked the ability?

A decade ago, she would have walked away. But desperation had a way of sanding down edges, turning “sketchy” into “quirky” and “red flag” into “maybe it’s fine”.

A glance at her watch, and she arrived right on time. Nerves resembling butterflies took a twitchy wing inside her stomach, raising both her pulse and her anxiety. Not knowing what else to do, she lifted her hand and gave a few solid raps of the knuckles to a cold steel door.

After a pause, which she surmised put that camera into use, an electronic buzz sounded, and the door popped inward. 

Who the hell were these people?

Pushing inside to a small, well-lit room, a twenty-something blond man looked at her expectantly from behind a high-profile reception desk and smiled.

“Esme?”

“That’s me,” she answered brightly. False bravado being the fake-it-till-you-make-it ticket.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes. They were pale blue, the color of sidewalk chalk after a rain, and just as empty.

A surreptitious turn to the left and right, and the rest of the reception area was as void and exciting as the building’s exterior. Not a framed landscape print or fake plant in the corner, or a waiting room chair in sight. 

Minimalist much?

Not exactly a waiting room, then. 

A prickling sensation, like an army of ants, crawled up the back of her neck as she took in the light-gray concrete floor. Smoothly polished in modern warehouse style, the thought occurred that a messy murder would clean up in a breeze. 

Her eyes swept the room’s two corners behind her and to the left of the desk. No obvious drain hole in sight—

“This way, please.”

Shaking off the onset of nerves, likely the morbid thoughts brought on by too much couch time watching crime TV, she squared her shoulders to refocus.

As the young man, who hadn’t bothered to introduce himself, led her down a beige, undecorated hall, Esme thought how they must be laid back here, wherever here was. Which worked for her. The guy’s jeans and untucked plaid shirt were in-your-face Friday Casual, as were his soundless sneakers on the floor, which upgraded to glossy, green tile when they’d turned the corner out of the reception area.

The tile was unnervingly pristine. No scuff marks, no streaks from cleaning. Just a long, gleaming corridor that swallowed sound like a sponge. Her heels clicked once before she caught herself, then shifted to an awkward shuffle.

On both sides of her were gray metal doors at twenty-foot intervals. 

All of them closed. 

None of them named.

The place was eerily quiet for such a large building. No HVAC system blowing cool air, no voices behind the closed doors making deals of a lifetime. No clacks and grinds of mechanical equipment at work.

Just the whisper of her own breath and the faint, metallic tang of...ozone? Static electricity? Awareness pricked at her senses, a sensation like walking through cobwebs she couldn’t see.

Suddenly self-conscious, she didn’t so much hold as brace the purse to her shoulder, tucking the faux leather bag under her arm tight against her ribs with her elbow. To keep in compliance with all the non-noise, Esme figured she must look like a freak as she followed behind; up on her toes, working to tiptoe along, keeping the shoe’s sharp heel strikes to a minimum. 

Near the end of the long hall of overhead fluorescent lights, Mr. Casual cranked a knob and opened an unnamed door. With a sweeping arm flourish, he invited her to precede him inside. 

Other than a flat screen computer, mounted on a swing arm attached to the wall straight ahead, the room was another windowless ten-by-ten beige box. No surprise there.

What was a surprise, however, was the closed black door to the left of where she stood just past the threshold. Another of those solid panels without handles.

It wasn’t just the lack of a knob that unsettle her. The door’s surface absorbed light, matte as charcoal, with a faint seam around the edges. A door meant to keep something in, not out. 

“If you’ll touch the screen,” he instructed from the doorway, “you can follow the directions.” The young man gave another of his polite smiles, no doubt noticing her worried brow. “It’s an agreement to the conditions of the test, is all. Easy stuff.”
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