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    Dedication

For the whistleblowers and the archivists, those who trade their safety for the unvarnished truth.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs

"The Bellwether Memorial was never simply built on a ley line. It was built to harness one." — Dr. Alphon Turel (Journal Entry, 1951)

 "When you see the time you have left, the definition of 'necessity' becomes unforgiving." — Agent Rho Strix (Temporal Watcher Doctrine, Section 5)
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The New Routine

Linna had been living in the Chronos Ward for three long days, navigating a harrowing schedule that swung wildly between frantic research and the exhausting demands of patient care. The air down here was thick with dust, infused with the cold, damp smell of wet concrete—a reminder of the forgotten depths of Bellwether Memorial Hospital. This once-prominent institution had fallen into disrepair, its reputation marred by whispers of dark experiments and ethical breaches. Yet, here she was, tasked with tending to one of its most enigmatic patients: Henry Callen.

Henry, whose age now felt subjective at best—officially categorized as being in his late fifties but radiating an undeniable vitality that belied his years—was becoming an increasingly difficult patient to manage. The initial frailty he had displayed when Linna first met him had transformed remarkably. His renewed physical strength —the weight of a healthy man in the prime of his life —added a layer of complexity to her care. It made the simple chain and padlock securing the steel door to his room feel alarmingly flimsy and inadequate, as if it could be dispatched with ease should his impatience grow. 

Despite the unexpected vibrancy that had seemingly sprung back to life in him, Linna held her own concerns close. She had established a strict routine to keep both herself and Henry grounded amidst the chaos enveloping their lives. Each day began with the same harrowing tasks: check Henry's vitals, which now registered as terrifyingly healthy; verify the state of the heavily shielded Refraction Idol—a mysterious artifact brimming with unknown dangers, its yellow pulse still emanating a quiet, angry thrum; and then dive into the exhaustive world of research.

The Refraction Idol, a relic of some ancient and unknowable origin, loomed in the corner of the room. Its very presence felt charged with energy, as if it were whispering secrets that defied human understanding. Linna had barely scratched the surface of its history, but each answer she sought seemed viler and more complicated than the last. The idol was not just a physical object; it was a ticking clock that could unravel the very fabric of time itself, and it had become painfully intertwined with Henry's condition.

Her days blurred into a desperate cycle marked by the dual responsibilities of guard duty and information scavenging. Every second spent in that dimly lit room felt both like an eternity and a fleeting moment, teetering on the edge as she struggled to maintain clarity of thought. Linna's attention often flickered back to Henry, watching him sleep, his younger face occasionally contorting, twitching with anxiety—manifestations of the retrograde amnesia that plagued him, stripping him of the memories that defined his existence. 

He had been brought to the Chronos Ward under mysterious circumstances, and Linna had quickly grown attached to him. The man who lay before her was not merely a patient; he was a puzzle waiting to be solved. His past, as fragmented as it was becoming, was only a piece of the larger enigma surrounding the Refraction Idol. She felt an urgent need to uncover why this relic had been so carefully hidden within the walls of Bellwether Memorial and, even more critically, how she could halt Henry’s regression before he slipped entirely from adulthood into an abyss of childhood memories, lost in the liminal space between present and past.

Linna leaned closer, studying his features as he stirred slightly. Moments like these were precious; they reminded her of the man he could be, even though he was trapped within a labyrinth of forgotten experiences. She often wondered what went through his mind when he slept, what dreams haunted him, especially as the shadows of the past nipped at the edges of his consciousness. What did he perceive in those instances—fragments of his former life, fleeting memories that eluded his grasp? 

Pulling herself away from her thoughts, Linna returned to her meticulously organized notes scattered across a small desk—a chaotic yet crucial part of her life in the Chronos Ward. It was here that she had begun to catalog every detail she could unearth about the Refraction Idol —its properties, its history, and its potential implications for Henry's condition. She felt like an archaeologist uncovering a treasure trove of forgotten truths, each syllable of text she read adding to the larger story that had begun to unfurl.

She knew that amnesia itself was a condition with many facets, its roots steeped in the individual's cerebral makeup, but Henry’s case was singularly perplexing. The idol seemed to amplify his symptoms, making them more profound, as if it had somehow intertwined his fate with its own. When Linna retook her seat, she began reading fragments from ancient texts she had stumbled across—a mix of mythology, biology, and even whispered tales reflecting the origin of the idol itself.

What she found was terrifying and fascinating all at once. It whispered of timelines manipulated by those who sought power, suggesting the use of the idol’s energy to alter memories and even manipulate reality itself. This was not just some historical curiosity; it was a weapon. The implications of that reality sent shivers down her spine, for every myth spoke of not only the transformative potential that the idol represented but also the dire consequences that came with tampering with the natural order of time.

Hours ran into nights, punctuated only by the dim light overhead flickering in sync with her rising anxiety. Each hour brought the fear of failure closer, and she feared not just for Henry’s future but for her own. The knowledge that was slowly accumulating felt like a hailstorm in her mind—splintering clarity into chaos, each fact swirling around her in a frenzy, begging for her to piece it together. 

On the evening of the fourth day, as darkness settled around the hospital, Linna made a decision. It was a risk, but the need for answers outweighed her fears. She would confront Henry about the idol. Would he remember anything? Would he respond, or would he find himself lost in the recesses of time, locked away by the very force that enchanted him? She needed to guide him back—through the echoes of memory to rediscover who he was and what had brought him to this point.

As she stepped closer to his bedside, gently shaking him awake, she braced herself for a reaction, readying herself for anything from confusion to panic as she tried to piece together the narrative that had been shrouded in mystery. 

“Henry,” she whispered, her voice soft but steady, “I need you to talk to me. We have to understand what's happening.”

His eyelids fluttered, and for a fractional moment, fear passed through the depths of his gaze. Did he recognize her? Did he grasp the urgency of their situation? Linna gripped the edge of his bed, heart pounding.

“Linna,” he breathed, confusion lacing his voice. “What... what’s happening?”

She could hardly breathe as she fought to keep the tremor from her voice. “You’re safe here. I need you to focus. We need to talk about the idol.”

The name hung in the air, a loaded question poised between them. His expression darkened, suppressing whatever recollections might have sparked at the mention of the ominous artifact. The tension in the room prickled like static electricity.

“I don’t remember much, but...” he trailed off, his brows knitting in concentration. “There was something... a light, a feeling that I lost.” 

Linna held her breath, channeling every ounce of hope she had. Perhaps they would find a way through the shadows together, hand in hand, as they sought to unravel the tangled web of time and memory that had ensnared both of their lives. Desperate for clarity, they embarked on a journey that would forever change the course of their fates, threading their destinies into the challenging tapestry of the Chronos Ward, where time was the ultimate adversary and the quest for understanding lay ahead like uncharted territory into the unknown. 

With her resolve fortified, Linna knew that every moment counted, and it was time to delve into the remnants of Henry’s past to reclaim not just his memories but also her own future in a world overshadowed by the inexorable passage of time.

⏳

Digging in the Digital Dark

Linna needed the hospital's history. It wasn’t merely for her own curiosity— it was essential for the work she was trying to accomplish, a task she initially thought straightforward but had quickly turned complex and tangled. While she couldn’t access the central network due to significant security policies and protocols designed to prevent unauthorized users from breaching the system—an eventuality that would undoubtedly expose her location to those who might be searching for her—she knew there was another way. The sub-level maintenance terminals often held unsecured access to archival records, a potential treasure trove of information waiting to be uncovered. 

After making her way through the labyrinthine corridors of the hospital, Linna found herself in the dimly lit boiler room in the east wing. The air was thick with dust and the faint smell of antiquated machinery. Among the wreckage of parts and pipes, she spotted a dusty, decommissioned terminal tucked away in a dark corner, almost like a forgotten relic of a time long past. She approached it cautiously, her heart racing with a mix of fear and excitement. The screen flickered to life, reluctantly revealing the faded logo of the Bellwether Memorial Archives, a ghost of its former self. This terminal was old, probably a model that had been in use before the big upgrades, yet it was her only hope. 

She took a deep breath and typed in “Refraction Idol,” curious if this odd term—one that had haunted her mind since her initial briefing—would yield any results. But disappointment washed over her as the terminal returned no results; it was as if the term had never existed in the remnants of the hospital's storied past. “Fine,” she muttered to herself, refusing to let the setback deter her. She turned her focus to more specific queries. 

Next, she tried “Room 237.” The moment she hit ‘enter,’ dozens of recent logs appeared on the screen—mostly mundane memos from Dr. Tren detailing complaints about "inventory mismanagement" and “Nurse Gable's unscheduled leave,” which had likely snowballed into a major staffing issue for the hospital. These bland documents felt like irrelevant data points in her search, yet they offered a glimpse into the unsettling atmosphere that pervaded Bellwether—an institution plagued with problems both minor and severe. 

But Linna pressed on, unwilling to give up. She knew that there had to be deeper secrets lying beneath the surface of the sterile and clinical notes. Closing her eyes for a moment, she visualized what she had read during her early research about the hospital—fragments of scattered knowledge that had led her here, to this neglected corner of the hospital. 

With renewed determination, she typed in “Temporal Anomaly.” To her astonishment, the terminal returned two hits almost instantly, but as she read the brief summaries that flashed on the screen, her heart sank—the files she had found were both sealed and protected. The overlapping layers of bureaucracy and security that guarded this information felt insurmountable at the moment. Embedded within the digital fortress were the files of Dr. Alphon Turel. A barrier awaited her, but Linna felt a shiver crawl down her spine at the mere name. Dr. Turel. The name sounded familiar, like a ghost in the hospital’s foundation, a remnant of a research era stamped with controversy and debates. 

Pushing aside the troubling thoughts, Linna turned her focus back to the terminal. She felt the weight of urgency pressing against her heart—time was not on her side. The files were locked by an obsolete encryption, one that was intriguing yet maddening. Drawing on her expertise and the knowledge she had acquired during her brief time in the archives, Linna prepared herself for a challenging puzzle. 

For two agonizing hours, she remained hunched over the old terminal, fingers flying across the keyboard as she employed the old maintenance backdoors she remembered from her days as an archivist. She had learned the ins and outs of the hospital's digital landscape, had spent countless hours tracing old wires and mapping forgotten server pathways, hoping one of them would lead her to the truth. Her mind raced as she recalled the training manuals and the cryptic notes left by former employees—insider knowledge that could unlock the potential stored within that terminal.

The clock ticked away mercilessly as she circumvented security measure after security measure. She had learned to laugh in the face of archaic systems; they were like ghosts she could summon from their slumber, talking secrets only to her. But this time, the secrets were pivotal; they were the keys to untangling a mystery that had cast a long, dark shadow over the hospital's storied history. 

As she worked, her thoughts drifted to the stories she had heard whispered amongst the staff about Dr. Turel—a man once revered for his groundbreaking research but later haunted by his failures. Rumors of his oddities and the strange occurrences surrounding his experiments had made him a figure of intrigue and fear. The anecdotes about his projects varied—from incredible breakthroughs in medical science to tragic mishaps that led to irreversible consequences. 

Finally, just as her patience was about to break, the terminal beeped in a way that stirred her heart. A message flashed across the screen, indicating success: the files were accessible. A rush of adrenaline surged through Linna as she quickly navigated to the newly opened archives, her fingers trembling with anticipation. The digital documents unfolded like a door creaking open, revealing tantalizing snippets of information that promised to add much-needed clarity to the chaos swirling around her.

With each document she pried open, Linna’s mind raced as she absorbed the content. The files contained not just logs but detailed accounts, charts, and findings of Dr. Turel’s studies—layers of research that had remained hidden for far too long. Her eyes widened with horror and fascination as she skimmed through the data. It detailed experiments conducted on human subjects, the ethical implications, and attempts to manipulate temporal perceptions. 

Suddenly, the expedition into Dr. Turel's archives revealed not only facts but also a chilling narrative that explained the anomalies she had sensed within the hospital. Each entry was intertwined with unsettling outcomes, patient after patient who had experienced fallout from Turel’s experiments. Shadowy figures danced along the margins of the text, concealed dark realities that hinted at malpractice and a blatant disregard for human life in pursuit of science.

For Linna, the discoveries were both unsettling and illuminating. The files painted a picture of a hospital grappling not just with medical crises but with ethical breaches that had forever tainted its legacy. The evidence suggested a cover-up, a desperate effort to retain the hospital's reputation at the expense of disclosure. It was becoming increasingly clear that the hospital had much to hide. Yet within its walls lay the key to answering many of her questions.

As she prepared to log off, a line in one of the memos snagged her attention—a mention of "Project Elysium," a code name that echoed ominously in her memory. She knew she had to dig deeper; the implications were staggering. 

Just as she was about to extricate herself from the terminal, she heard a noise behind her—a subtle creaking that sent her instincts firing. Heart racing, she turned to see a shadow at the door frame, and before she could react, the quiet room erupted in chaos. 

Linna had uncovered the tainted history of the hospital, but the ramifications of her discoveries were just beginning to reveal themselves, and now she found herself not just a seeker of truth, but a target—a pawn in a larger game orchestrated by those wishing to keep the truth buried.

In the dim flicker of the terminal screen, she realized she had opened Pandora's box, and from now on, there would be no turning back.

⏳

The Architect's Name

The terminal beeped softly, breaking the heavy silence in the dimly lit room. Linna watched the screen flicker to life, and the first file opened with a satisfying yet unnerving ease. The document displayed was a scanned title page that read: **Project Chronos: Preliminary Schematics and Observations - Dr. A. Turel, 1951**. As her eyes roamed over the bold lettering, a shiver raced down her spine. The year jumped out at her, jolting her from her thoughts—1951. This date hovered in her mind like a specter, a point in time decades before her own existence. In her naïve understanding, she had always presumed the hospital to be a mere relic of the past, a structure that housed the whispers of time gone by. But now, in the fluorescent glow of the terminal, she began to unearth a terrifying possibility: Room 237 hadn’t just been a room; it had been a pivotal project. The Idol was not just an oddity; it was a deliberate inclusion in a design that transcended the ordinary.

Linna's heart raced as she quickly skipped past the lengthy architectural blueprints. They were intricate and full of detail, but her attention found itself drawn irresistibly to the journal entries that followed. The text within these pages was steeped in antiquity, rendered in an old-fashioned monospaced font that seemed to echo the bygone era of typewriters and ink smudges. The letters were faded but still somehow resonated with urgency. As she read, her focus sharpened on a critical passage, a phrase that reverberated in her mind and echoed back to her the epigraph of the book she had studied so fervently in recent weeks:

**“The Bellwether Memorial was never simply built on a ley line. It was built to harness one.”**  

— Dr. Alphon Turel (Journal Entry, 1951)

The weight of the words settled heavily upon Linna's shoulders. The implications of the statement began to unfurl within her mind like the petals of a night-blooming flower. The Bellwether Memorial was not merely a medical facility; it was a temple constructed upon the invisible threads of time itself, designed with sinister purpose. She leaned closer to the screen, her eyes narrowing as she continued to absorb Dr. Turel’s insights. **“We have found that temporal energy is not a uniform flow but a resonant frequency that can be channeled through specific, dense composites. The Idol is the focus. Room 237 is the aperture.”**

With those words, Linna felt a cold wave of realization wash over her—an epiphany so profound that it almost left her breathless. The hospital was not just situated near a temporal anomaly; it was the anomaly’s engine, a mechanism that had the power to distort and manipulate the fabric of time itself. Thoughts raced through her mind like a torrent: What kind of experiments had they been conducting in Room 237? What consequences had arisen from their reckless pursuits? And more importantly, what other secrets did the aged walls of the hospital conceal?

Suddenly, the shadows of the past began to stretch out before her, urging her to dig deeper. Tren’s fear of exposure, as she recalled from their previous conversations, was not merely about the risk to his reputation. No, it was about protecting a decades-old, terrifying secret—a secret that could unravel reality as they knew it. The weight of this knowledge drew her further down the rabbit hole of history concealed within the hospital’s halls.

As Linna continued to explore the digital archives, she came across other entries written by Dr. Turel. Each one painted a more vivid picture of the lengths to which he and his colleagues had gone in their quest for understanding. They had meticulously documented their experiments and the bizarre phenomena that transpired within the confines of Room 237. The title of each entry hinted at increasingly strange occurrences: “The Disruption of Chronal Frequencies,” “The Idol’s Resonance and Its Effects on Human Physiology,” “Case Studies: Subjects A through D.” Each title pricked at her curiosity, pulling her further into the depths of Turel's enigmatic mind.

One entry, in particular, caught her attention—a journal entry dated only a week after the initial findings. In it, Turel described an unsettling occurrence relating to the Idol. He mentioned something striking: “During our last session, we observed that the Idol seemed to respond to the emotional states of the personnel present. There were instances of disorientation followed by vivid hallucinations and, disturbingly, auditory dissonance.” As she read, Linna felt a chill crawl across her skin; the notion that emotions could interact with the fabric of time was both thrilling and terrifying. The implications were endless. 

Was it possible that their emotional states—fear, joy, desperation—could somehow alter temporal trajectories? The Idol was a focus, a point of convergence for these energies. Could it be that their own feelings were inadvertently drawing forth echoes from the past or glimpses of the future? Linna couldn’t help but wonder if Tren was experiencing these phenomena too, if his anxiety and fear had any link to her discoveries. As she contemplated the intertwining relationship between emotion and time, she felt a tingle of both dread and excitement. 

Suddenly, a realization struck her. If Dr. Turel had truly harnessed the ability to manipulate time, there could be monumental implications for reality as they understood it. What if they had uncovered a way to interact with the linearity of time itself? The past, the present, and the future could all be mutable—a concept that instilled a sense of wonder while simultaneously igniting a deep sense of foreboding. The responsibilities that came with such power were tremendous, and humans were notoriously ill-equipped to wield it with caution.

With a deep breath, Linna refocused on the text, her fingers trembling slightly as she explored further. The more she read, the more the realities of her surroundings began to materialize. She could almost envision Turel, hunched over his desk, pouring his intellect into these observations. What had driven him to such extremes? Had he foresaw the consequences of his research, or was he simply a brilliant mind overtaken by ambition? 

Eluding the captivating tendrils of her thoughts, Linna pressed on, determined to uncover as much as she could. The screen flickered with a new entry, one that carried the weighty title of “Incident Report: Failure of Subject B.” Her heart raced at the foreboding words. The entry detailed the catastrophic failure of an experiment involving one of the subjects in Room 237. Turel wrote about the subject’s inability to cope with the temporal distortions, an inability that manifested in both psychosis and physical deterioration. 

“This frightening experience has led us to conclude that exposure to temporal energy can have debilitating effects on human cognition and cellular integrity. The Idol champions a gravitational force, drawing individuals into the brunt of its capabilities. We must ensure that no entity is subject to these forces without complete understanding and preparedness.” 

Linna's muscles tensed as she absorbed the ramifications of Turel’s findings. It became clear that Tren’s fear was not unfounded; there were serious dangers associated with meddling in the flow of time. How many had paid the ultimate price for knowledge that perhaps should have remained undiscovered? 

As she navigated through the continually unfolding saga of experiments gone awry and the ethical dilemmas presented by playing god with time, Linna’s resolve strengthened. The walls of the hospital had echoed the voices of those who were once here, voices that had borne witness to the fantastical and the nightmarish. She was a part of this tapestry now, and she felt an urgency to ensure that the secrets being unearthed did not remain hidden within the pages of history. 

Just as her own thoughts began to solidify, affirmations swelling within her, an ominous noise broke through the stillness. It was a sound she recognized—footsteps resonating in the corridor outside, accompanied by hushed voices that murmured like an approaching storm. Panic surged within her as she realized that she wasn’t alone in her pursuit of truth. Others were on the prowl, perhaps searching for the very secrets she had uncovered. In that moment, fear intertwined with purpose; she would not allow herself to be silenced—or worse yet, captured. 

With a determined shove, Linna unceremoniously saved the file, her fingers dancing across the keyboard with practiced fervor. The journal entries, the architectural blueprints, and all the revelations of Dr. Turel must be safeguarded. She had to get this information out, to find someone who could help her make sense of the looming terrors tied to Room 237 and the Idol. 

With one last glance at the flickering terminal screen, a mixture of fear and hope surged in her chest, pushing her into action. The hospital loomed like a titan around her, concealing countless secrets, mysteries that had tantalized and entrapped so many minds before her. She would not join their ranks. Not today. Today, she would emerge into the light with the knowledge wrought from shadows, and along the way, she would ensure that the past—bound by threads she had only begun to comprehend—would neither ensnare her nor destroy the fabric of time as they knew it. 

Resolute in her mission, Linna pushed open the door to her confinement and stepped into the trepidation shrouding the dimly lit hallways of the Bellwether Memorial, ready to confront whatever awaited her. Her heart thrummed with rhythm, perfectly in sync with the enigmatic pulse of the past and the unpredictable cadence of the future. She would forge ahead, not just for herself but for all the lost souls searching for the truth that lay tangled in the very strands of time.

⏳

The First Echo

Suddenly, the old terminal screen glitched, creating a kaleidoscope of fractured text that scrambled her thoughts. An alarming flash filled the small, dimly lit room as a jarring image flickered on the screen for just a moment: a blurred face, a stern man in a dark suit, holding a device that emitted a single, aggressive beam of light. 

Linna Gable instinctively jumped back, the paranoia she'd been battling now fully validated. Her heart raced, the pulse in her ears drowning out the unsettling hum of the hospital's electrical systems. The image vanished as abruptly as it had appeared, and the screen settled into a stark command prompt: // TRACING ECHO: COMPLETE. CONTACT ESTABLISHED. //

Before Linna could fully process the message or the disconcerting face, a new pop-up materialized on the terminal — it seemed to override the entire hospital's local network with an unnerving efficiency. 

“Attention: Nurse Linna Gable. We know you possess the Refraction Idol. Stand by for containment protocol. - **Agent Rho Strix**. (Temporal Watcher, Section 5).”

The words hit Linna like a physical blow. The outside threat she'd dreaded had materialized right before her eyes. They weren't merely searching for Henry — they were hunting for the Idol with a ferocity that sent chills rippling down her spine. In that moment, the reality of her situation solidified: she was not just a nurse trying to protect a patient; she had unwittingly become the guardian of a powerful weapon from a shadowy, organized entity known as the Temporal Watcher. 

In a flurry of instinct and fear, Linna quickly shut down the terminal, plunging the boiler room into total darkness. She held her breath, listening intently, her heart pounding in her chest. Had her actions triggered something? Would the imminent search descend upon her location like a storm? The boiler room, usually a mundane space filled with the low rumble of pumps and machines, now felt like a sanctuary and a prison all in one.

Crouching low, Linna's eyes adjusted to the shadows, the remaining light from the terminal dimming almost entirely, making her feel more isolated and vulnerable. She could almost hear the blade of time slicing through the silence, taunting her with the implacable nature of destiny. What force had led her to this point? How had she come to hold something so powerful, so dangerous? 

The Refraction Idol wasn't just some unusual artifact; it was rumored to contain the ability to distort realities and manipulate timelines, passing through the fabric of existence itself. Such a potent object drew attention from factions that lived in the periphery of ordinary life, cloaked in secrecy and shrouded in shadows. That they had pinpointed her location was a testament to just how far they’d reach and how desperately they sought to reclaim this relic for themselves.

As fear twisted in her stomach, Linna thought of Henry, the patient whose survival she had battled for in this very hospital. The irony wasn’t lost on her: she had been so singularly focused on saving him, unaware that her own fate was as precarious as his. What would happen to him if the Temporal Watchers found their prized possession? She couldn't let them take it back. Not when its powers could be abused in ways she couldn’t fathom.

Her mind chased after possible escape routes as she crouched in the dark, clamoring to stay rational despite the chaos swirling around her. She remembered the layout of the hospital: the service corridors lurking behind the scenes, the fire escape that spiraled down the back of the building, and the empty patient rooms she could slip into unnoticed. But would it be enough? Could she trust her instincts to lead her to safety, or would the hands of the Temporal Watchers close around her before she could make her move?

Linna’s fingers grazed the pocket of her lab coat, where the icy surface of the Idol pressed against her hip. It was a stark contrast to her spiraling anxiety, its weight heavy with significance. She needed to decide — and quickly. Would she stay here and risk everything for a hopeless defense against an overwhelming force? Or would she run, taking Henry with her if she could, and searching for a way to hide the Idol where they would never find it? 

In the grasping darkness, Linna felt a flicker of resolve spark within her. She might have been scared, but fear had a way of sharpening one's instincts. She had spent years not only examining patients but also studying the anatomy of choices — how the right move could save a life, and the wrong one could cost everything. Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to stay calm and focused. 

Her heart raced as she edged toward the door, knowing that every second spent lingering was a second closer to their discovery. She could feel the perspiration building at the back of her neck as she gently turned the doorknob, the metal cool against the warmth of her skin. With a careful and deliberate motion, she opened the door just enough to peek outside.

The corridor was empty, eerily quiet except for the distant sounds of hospital machinery. Her senses heightened, she stepped into the hallway, casting cautious glances in either direction. Should she call for help? Would anyone even believe her if she explained what was happening? She clamped down on the impulse, knowing that revealing the truth to the wrong person could lead to dire consequences — not just for her, but for Henry as well. 

Poised on the edge of decision, Linna’s mind raced through potential allies. The few trustworthy colleagues she had in the hospital sprang to mind, but could she risk involving them? They would have no idea about the Temporal Watchers or the great danger that came with the Idol. The only option left was the nurse’s station on her floor. If she were lucky, Emily, who had shadows of shrewdness behind her sweet smile, might be more than just a friend. She might be able to help devise a plan or at least provide a second pair of eyes.

Linna edged along the corridor, her footsteps silent against the worn linoleum floor. As she approached the nurse's station, her heart sank; it was completely deserted. The faint glow of monitors cast ghostly light across the space, but there was no sign of Emily or anyone else. Anxiety coiled tighter around her as the stark realization set in: the silence felt wrong. 

Then, from the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of movement — a shadow slipping behind the corner. Linna froze, her instincts screaming at her to run, but she forced herself to remain still. She couldn't afford to panic now. This could be the very moment the Temporal Watchers made their presence known, the culmination of her fears materializing right before her.

The shadow reappeared, and the figure stepped into view — not armed agents from an enigmatic organization, but a familiar face: Emily, her colleague. Relief washed over Linna, almost displacing her anxiety. But as she moved closer, she noticed the tension in Emily’s posture, the way her eyes darted nervously.

“Linna,” Emily whispered urgently, glancing back down the corridor as if expecting someone to follow. “We need to go. Now.”

Suddenly, Linna felt the chilling grip of urgency in Emily's tone. Something was very wrong. “What’s going on?” Linna asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“They’re searching the building,” Emily replied, a quiver of fear breaking through her otherwise composed demeanor. “They’ve already started in the ER. I overheard them talking about the Idol.” 

The realization settled over Linna like a heavy cloak, binding her in place. They had been found, and the fight was no longer just about hiding. "We need to protect it. We need to get out," she urged. The stakes had escalated far beyond a simple escape; now lives were in the balance, pushing her into a role she never asked for but was undeniably pulled into.

With Emily beside her, Linna felt an ounce of strength return. “Do you have access to the emergency stairwell?” Linna asked quickly, formulating a plan.

“Yeah, it’s at the end of the hall,” Emily replied, her voice steadying. “But it’s not clear. They’re already in the building.” 

Linna felt a surge of frustration but tempered it with practicality. “Okay, we have to be quick and quiet. We can take the stairwell down and out through the back. If we can make it to the service docks, there’s a chance we might slip away unnoticed. We just need to stay out of sight.”

With a nod, Emily fell into step beside her. They moved cautiously down the hallway, the rhythmic beat of their hearts now the only thing resonating in the silence. But as they approached the end of the corridor, Linna caught movement from the corner of her eye — figures clad in dark uniforms stalked just ahead. 

“This way!” Linna hissed, her body moving instinctively as she took Emily’s arm, leading her back into a side corridor. They ducked into a nearby supply room, the air heavy with the scent of antiseptic and gauze. Linna glanced at Emily, her instincts crackling in the charged atmosphere. 

“Stay quiet,” Linna whispered, holding her breath as they perched behind an array of boxes. They could hear the faint conversations of the agents beyond, their voices cold and clipped.

“Find the Idol!” one voice commanded, sending chills through Linna's spine. “The Temporal Watchers do not tolerate failures.” 
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