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	The Hidden Door

	The building was breathing around me. A slow, deep rhythm of settling pipes and cooling stone, the sigh of a structure empty of all but me. And her presence, which was never truly absent. It lingered in the scented polish on the mahogany of my desk, in the precise alignment of the leather-bound books on the shelves, in the subtle, lingering warmth of the leather chair she'd prepared for me that morning. She had become the architecture of my world, unseen yet foundational.

	I had finished the final report, the ink still drying on the page. The city lights bled through the vast windows, a distant, indifferent galaxy. My reflection stared back, a shadow against the illuminated skyline, a man at the center of a kingdom he had not sought but now commanded. The silence was my custom, my domain. But tonight, it felt different. Charged.

	My fingers, tracing the rim of the crystal tumbler, stilled. There was a sound. Not from the city, not from the building. From below.

	A soft click.

	The kind of sound a well-oiled lock makes when it surrenders its last tumbler.

	I set the glass down, its bottom meeting the polished wood without a whisper. My body moved with the economy I had cultivated for years, a predator's grace honed in boardrooms and private rooms alike. No wasted motion. Each step was a measured beat in the building's slow pulse as I left the office, the door closing behind me with a solid, definitive thud that sealed away the world of commerce and led me into the world of her.

	The corridor was a cathedral of shadow and moonlight. The emergency lights cast long, distorted shapes on the marble floor. My shoes made no sound. I was a ghost haunting my own halls, drawn toward an unseen altar.

	She had left a trail before, but never like this. Never so direct.

	There, at the end of the corridor, near the service elevator I rarely used, was a point of light. A single flame, dancing in a draft. A single candle, set on the floor in a simple brass holder, its wax pooling in a perfect, still circle. It illuminated a section of the wall that was, to all appearances, just like any other. Paneled, expensive, seamless.

	But as I drew closer, I saw the anomaly. A thin, dark line, vertical, where the wood grain did not quite match. A door, hidden in plain sight. My architectural mind, trained to see stress and structure, recognized it instantly. A service access, likely sealed off decades ago.

	And before it, on the floor, lay two objects.

	A key. Not a modern, serrated piece of metal, but an old-fashioned, ornate thing of dark iron, heavy in the palm. It was cold, its surface worn smooth by a thousand imagined turnings.

	Beside it, a folded piece of cream-colored stationery. My paper. From the stock she managed with such meticulous care. I recognized the watermark even in the dim light. I did not pick it up yet. First, I took the key. The weight of it was a promise.

	Then I crouched, my movements fluid, silent. I unfolded the note. Her handwriting was a study in controlled elegance, every letter a precise, deliberate form. There were only two words.

	For you.

	No signature was necessary. Her devotion was in the choice of paper, in the precision of the ink, in the very act of creating this invitation, this secret.

	I stood, the key in one hand, the note in the other. I looked at the flame of the candle, at the dark seam in the wall, at the key in my palm. This was not a discovery. This was a summons. She had built a new space for our ritual, and she was waiting for me to find it. The click I had heard was not the lock opening.

	The click I had heard was not the lock opening. It was the sound of a new world being born, and I was its intended god. The note in my hand felt like a vow. I let it fall back to the marble floor, its purpose served. My focus was on the key, on the lock, on the door she had crafted for me.

	I knelt, the fabric of my trousers whispering against the stone. The keyhole was small, dark, a void waiting to be filled. I brought the iron key to it, the metal cool against my fingertips. There was no resistance. The key slid home with a smooth, oiled precision that spoke of her preparation, her forethought. Her hands had been here. Her oil had lubricated this mechanism.

	I turned it.

	The sound was a soft, metallic sigh, the quietest of admissions. A section of the paneling, no wider than my shoulders, recessed by a millimeter. I pressed my fingers to the edge and pulled. The door swung inward on silent, perfectly balanced hinges, revealing not a room, but a descent.

	A narrow stone staircase spiraled down into absolute blackness. The air that rose to meet me was different. Colder, but also stiller, carrying the scent of damp earth, old paper, and something else… something warm and familiar. The faint, sweet trace of beeswax. The candle she had lit was not the only one waiting below.

	The single flame on the corridor floor was my only guide. I took it from its brass holder, the metal warm in my palm. The light wavered, casting my shadow long and distorted against the wall, a giant poised at the mouth of the earth.
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