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	I The Glass Key

	The glass key arrived just after sunset, wrapped in midnight-blue paper that felt too heavy for something so small. There was no letter, no explanation—only the faint engraving along the key’s spine: an address, a date, a time. The kind of en

	graving made for someone who was never meant to ignore it.

	Julian stood by the window of his apartment, the city lights beginning to bloom like distant galaxies against the deepening twilight. The key felt cool against his palm, impossibly smooth, yet its edges held a sharpness that promised consequence. It was made of smoked glass, dark enough to obscure the inner workings of the lock it might fit, yet transparent enough to reveal the intricate teeth pattern when held to the light—sharp, deliberate, asymmetrical.

	He turned it over and over, the weight of it disproportionate to its size. The engraving was precise, each letter a whisper against the glass:

	13 Rue des Ombres

	23:45

	Tonight

	A street he had never heard of, in a district he had only ever passed through at a distance. The kind of address that existed only in margins, in whispers between buildings. The kind of place one found only when one was meant to.

	His fingers traced the address. 13 Rue des Ombres. The Street of Shadows. Of course, it was. The sort of name that belonged in a story, not on a city map. He pulled out his phone, typed it in. Nothing. No results. He tried variations. Nothing. It wasn't just obscure; it was erased. Non-existent.

	And yet, the key in his hand was not.

	Julian placed the key on the polished surface of his desk beside the window. Its darkness seemed to drink the ambient light of the room. He watched it for a full minute, as if expecting it to do something—melt, or float, or whisper. It did none of those things. It simply was. A perfect, silent object of intent.

	Logic, as he understood it, dictated caution. An anonymous object, an untraceable address, a midnight hour. Every primal instinct he possessed should have been screaming trap. But the screams were quiet. Muted. Beneath them, something else stirred. A different kind of alarm. Not warning, but recognition. As if a part of him had been waiting for exactly this kind of impossible thing.

	He walked away from the window, poured himself two fingers of whiskey, and let the burn settle in his chest. From the kitchen, he could still feel it. The key. Its presence filling the room with a quiet gravity. He returned to the desk, the glass untouched. He picked it up again.
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