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Part One: The First Daylight Room

[image: ]




The room appeared at 9:17 in the morning.

It was not there at 9:16.

Officer Mark Delaney knew that with a certainty that made his stomach tighten. He had walked the second-floor hallway of the municipal records building twice already that morning, clipboard tucked under his arm, eyes drifting out of habit rather than suspicion. Beige walls. Fluorescent lights. Closed office doors with neatly printed numbers.

Nothing unusual.

Then he turned the corner again.

And the door was there.

Mark stopped walking.

The door stood halfway down the hall, set neatly into the wall as if it had always belonged there. Dark wood. Old. The surface was scarred with shallow grooves, the kind made by decades of use. The brass handle was dull, worn smooth by countless hands.

It looked wrong in a way that was difficult to articulate. Not broken. Not damaged. Simply out of place.

Mark glanced behind him, then back again. The hallway was empty. The hum of the lights felt louder now, pressing against his ears.

He stepped closer.

The air around the door felt dense, almost resistant, as though he were pushing into a pocket of pressure. He glanced at the small plaque mounted beside the frame.

There was no number.

Every other door in the building had one.

Mark reached for his radio, fingers hovering just above it. His hand refused to move the rest of the way. A warning prickled along his skin, instinctive and immediate, like the moment before touching something hot.

The handle turned.

The door opened inward.

A woman stepped out.

She was barefoot except for thin hospital socks. A paper wristband circled her arm. Her hair clung to her face with sweat. Her eyes were unfocused, glassy, as though she had been staring at something too long.
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