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Chapter 1: The Weight Of Winter
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The air inside the transport helicopter tasted of recycled oxygen and old copper, a metallic tang that clung to the back of Vance’s throat like a physical weight. Outside the reinforced plexiglass, the Alaskan wilderness was a jagged, monochromatic nightmare of white and slate-gray. The peaks of the Chugach Range rose up like the teeth of a dying beast, biting into a sky so heavy with unfallen snow it looked bruised. Vance gripped the armrest, his knuckles white against the cracked leather. Every shudder of the rotors vibrated through his spine, echoing the rhythmic thrum of a headache that had been blossoming behind his left eye since they left Anchorage.

He reached into his heavy wool coat, his fingers fumbling for the crumpled pack of cigarettes he knew he shouldn't light. His hand shook—just a tremor, a subtle betrayal of the nerves he usually kept under a suffocating lock and key. Beside him, Kaelen sat with a terrifying, statuesque stillness. Kaelen was younger, his face a series of sharp angles and unreadable expressions, his eyes fixed on a dossier that had been slapped with a "Classified: Medical" seal. The silence between them wasn't the comfortable quiet of partners; it was the pressurized silence of two strangers trapped in a metal bird hovering over an abyss.

Vance looked back out at the ice. He hated the cold. It was a slow, patient killer. It didn't burn like the fire that had taken Lyra; it just hollowed you out until there was nothing left but a brittle shell. He closed his eyes, and for a split second, he wasn't in the helicopter. He was standing in a hallway filled with orange light, the smell of charred cedar and melting plastic filling his lungs. He could feel the heat on his cheeks, the roar of the flames sounding like a freight train passing through his skull.

"Vance?"

Kaelen’s voice sliced through the memory. Vance opened his eyes, the orange glow replaced by the sterile, blue-tinted light of the cabin.

"You’re sweating," Kaelen observed, his tone devoid of empathy. It was a clinical observation, the kind a biologist might make about a specimen under a microscope.

"It’s the heater," Vance lied, wiping his brow with the back of his glove. "It’s blasting."

"The heater isn't on, Vance. We’re losing cabin pressure." Kaelen didn't look up from the folder. "We’ll be landing at Blackwood in ten minutes. The storm is moving faster than the forecast predicted. If we don’t get on the ground soon, the winds will swat us into the side of the mountain like a fly."

Vance nodded, though he wasn't really listening. He was focused on the sensation of his own heartbeat—a frantic, uneven tapping. He felt a deep, visceral wrongness about this assignment. Blackwood Sanitarium wasn't just a hospital; it was a fortress for the criminally insane, a place where the world sent its monsters so it could forget they existed. And now, one of those monsters—no, one of the doctors—had vanished. Dr. Sloane. A woman who lived behind three layers of biometric security had simply ceased to be.

The internal void within Vance began to widen, that familiar, yawning chasm of anxiety that had defined his life for the last two years. Since the fire, since the funeral, since the silence of his empty apartment had become a physical entity that sat on his chest at night. He had taken this case because he needed the noise. He needed a puzzle complex enough to drown out the sound of Lyra’s voice calling his name through the smoke. But as the helicopter banked hard, revealing the sprawling, gothic silhouette of Blackwood perched on a jagged cliff-edge, a new fear took root. This wasn't just a case. It felt like a trap.

He began to analyze the architecture of his own dread. It was a layered thing. First, there was the professional fear—the possibility of failure, of being exposed as the hollowed-out man he actually was. Then there was the sensory fear—the claustrophobia of the mountains, the isolation of the facility. But deepest of all was the existential fear: the suspicion that he wasn't here to find Dr. Sloane, but that he was being drawn toward something he had spent two years running away from. His mind was a house with rooms he refused to enter, and Blackwood looked like the key to every single one of them.

"What do you know about Thorne?" Vance asked, his voice gravelly. He needed to talk, to ground himself in the mission.

Kaelen finally closed the dossier. "Dr. Aris Thorne. He’s the Director of Clinical Research. He’s a pioneer in neural-mapping. They say he can map a man’s conscience like a topographical chart. He’s also the reason this place gets federal funding. The Department of Corrections wants his tech. They want to be able to 'edit' the impulse to kill right out of a prisoner’s brain."

"Sounds like a god complex with a medical license," Vance muttered.

"In this place, he is God," Kaelen replied. "And Sloane was his right hand. Her disappearance isn't just a security breach; it's a loss of intellectual property. That’s why we’re here. Not for the woman, but for what’s in her head."

The helicopter descended, the skids hitting the helipad with a jarring thud that rattled Vance’s teeth. The doors slid open, and the Alaskan winter rushed in like a physical blow. The wind howled, a high-pitched shriek that sounded like a thousand voices screaming in unison. The air was so cold it felt sharp, cutting into Vance’s lungs as he stepped out onto the ice.

A group of men in heavy, dark parkas waited for them. At the center stood a man who could only be Merrick, the Warden. He was broad-shouldered, with a face that looked like it had been carved out of the very granite the facility sat upon. His eyes were hidden behind dark goggles, reflecting the swirling snow.

"Special Investigator Vance? Agent Kaelen?" Merrick’s voice carried over the gale, deep and resonant. "I’m Warden Merrick. Welcome to the end of the world."

Vance didn't offer a hand. He was too busy trying to keep his footing as a gust of wind nearly knocked him sideways. "Where is the Lead Researcher’s suite?"

"Inside," Merrick said, gesturing toward the massive steel doors of the main entrance. "But I must warn you, Investigator. The facility is currently under a Stage 2 lockdown. The patients are... restless. The storm affects them. They can feel the pressure change in their bones."

As they walked toward the entrance, Vance felt the weight of the building pressing down on him. Blackwood was a monstrosity of Victorian stonework and modern steel reinforcements. It looked like a tomb. He glanced up at the high, narrow windows of the upper floors. For a fleeting second, he thought he saw a face—a pale, distorted mask pressed against the glass, watching them. But when he blinked, it was gone, replaced by the reflection of the gray sky.

"You okay, Vance?" Kaelen asked, his eyes narrow.

"Fine," Vance snapped. "Just the wind."

They passed through the first airlock, the heavy steel doors hissing shut behind them with a finality that made Vance’s stomach flip. The transition from the chaotic roar of the storm to the sudden, oppressive silence of the interior was jarring. The air here was different—sterile, smelling of industrial bleach and something sickly sweet, like rotting flowers hidden under a floorboard.

The lobby was vast, with a vaulted ceiling and a floor made of polished black stone. There were no decorations, no concessions to comfort. Only a high security desk and two armed guards who looked more like soldiers than orderlies.

"Dr. Thorne is waiting for you in the briefing room," Merrick said, stripping off his goggles to reveal eyes that were a piercing, unnatural blue. "He’s been... anxious to meet the men the Department sent."

"Anxious?" Vance repeated, picking up on the subtext. "Why? Does he think we’re going to find something he missed?"

Merrick smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "He thinks you’re going to find things that don't exist. This is a place of shadows, Investigator. Sometimes, when you stare into them long enough, you start to see shapes that aren't there."

Vance felt a chill that had nothing to do with the Alaskan winter. He looked at his hands; the tremor was gone, replaced by a rigid, death-like stillness. He was in the labyrinth now. He could feel the walls closing in, the geometry of the building shifting in his mind.

They were led down a long, white corridor. The lighting was recessed, casting long, overlapping shadows on the walls. Every few yards, they passed a heavy door with a small, reinforced observation port. Vance found himself avoiding those ports, afraid of what he might see looking back at him.

The briefing room was at the end of the hall. It was a circular room, dominated by a large glass table. Standing by the far window, looking out at the gathering storm, was a thin man in a pristine white lab coat. He didn't turn when they entered.

"Do you believe in the soul, Mr. Vance?" the man asked. His voice was soft, melodic, and terrifyingly calm.

Vance stepped into the room, his boots clicking sharply on the tile. "I’m an investigator, Dr. Thorne. I believe in evidence. I believe in things I can see and touch."

Thorne turned then. He was older than Vance had expected, with silver hair swept back from a high, intelligent forehead. His eyes were deep-set, glowing with a feverish intensity. "Evidence is a fickle thing in a place like this. Memory is even worse. Dr. Sloane was a woman of science, yet she spent her final nights talking to people who died decades ago. She claimed the walls were bleeding information. She claimed the mountain was screaming."

"Is that why she vanished?" Vance asked, moving toward the table. "Because she lost her mind?"

"She didn't lose it," Thorne said, walking toward him. "She was re-mapped. She found a doorway in her own consciousness and walked through it. Your job isn't to find her body, Investigator. Your job is to find out which doorway she used, and why she didn't want us to follow."

Vance stared at the doctor, the internal void within him screaming. This was the friction—the collision between his need for cold, hard facts and the shimmering, hallucinatory reality of Blackwood. He looked at Kaelen, but his partner was already taking notes, his face a mask of professional indifference.

"I want to see her suite," Vance said, his voice hard. "Now."

Thorne nodded slowly. "Of course. But be careful, Mr. Vance. Once you enter a room where a person has ceased to exist, you might find that the room doesn't quite know what to do with you."

As they left the briefing room, Vance caught his reflection in the glass table. For a second, his face looked unfamiliar—older, more haggled, his eyes hollowed out by a grief he couldn't name. He looked like a man who was already a ghost.

They moved deeper into the facility, toward Ward-D, the high-security wing. The air grew colder here, the ventilation system struggling against the storm. Vance could hear a distant sound—a low, rhythmic thudding, like a giant heart beating beneath the floorboards. Or perhaps it was just the wind hitting the side of the mountain.

"What’s that noise?" he asked.

"The geothermal generators," Merrick replied. "They’re our lifeblood. If they fail, we freeze in under an hour."

Vance didn't believe him. The thudding didn't sound mechanical. It sounded organic. It sounded like someone trapped behind a wall, desperately trying to get out. He felt the sweat returning, the itch of his wool coat suddenly unbearable. He wanted to scream, to tear the walls down, to run back to the helicopter and never look back.

But he couldn't. He was tethered to this place by a cord of invisible trauma. He needed to know what happened to Sloane, because if a woman could vanish from a locked room, then maybe—just maybe—he could vanish from his own life.

They reached the door to Sloane’s suite. It was a heavy, stainless steel slab with a digital keypad and a retinal scanner. Thorne stepped forward, the red light of the scanner bathing his face in a bloody hue. With a heavy clack, the bolts retracted.

The room inside was a stark contrast to the rest of the facility. It was filled with books, papers, and hand-drawn charts that covered every inch of the walls. There was no bed, only a reclining chair hooked up to a series of monitors. The smell was overwhelming—a mix of ozone, old parchment, and the sharp, acidic scent of adrenaline.

Vance stepped inside, his boots crunching on something. He looked down. The floor was covered in shattered glass. A mirror? No, dozens of small vials, their contents long dried into dark stains on the tile.

"She was self-medicating," Kaelen said, crouching to examine one of the vials.

"She was experimenting," Thorne corrected. "On the only subject she had left."

Vance walked to the center of the room. He felt a sudden, sharp spike of vertigo. The charts on the walls weren't maps of the brain; they were maps of a house. His house. The layout of the hallways, the position of the windows, the exact spot in the living room where the fire had started.

His breath hitched. He spun around, looking for Thorne, but the doctor was standing in the shadows of the doorway, his face unreadable.

"Do you see it, Vance?" Thorne whispered. "The map of the fire?"

Vance felt the world tilt. The smell of smoke returned, thicker now, choking him. He reached out to steady himself against the wall, but his hand sank into the paper, into the ink. The drawings seemed to writhe and pulse.

"This isn't real," Vance wheezed, his heart hammering against his ribs. "This is... this is a trick."

"Is it?" Kaelen’s voice sounded distant, as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well. "Or is it just the first doorway?"

Vance closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe. Five, four, three, two, one. The grounding technique the therapist had taught him. He opened his eyes. The charts were still there, but they weren't of his house. They were complex mathematical equations, neural pathways intertwined with gothic architecture. He had hallucinated the fire. He had projected his own trauma onto the evidence.

The realization was a cold splash of water. His mind was fracturing. The isolation, the altitude, the sheer Gothic weight of Blackwood was peeling back the scabs of his psyche. He couldn't trust his eyes. He couldn't trust his memories.

"Investigator?" Merrick’s hand was on his shoulder, firm and grounding. "Are you with us?"

"I'm fine," Vance said, though his voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. He pulled away from Merrick’s touch. "I need to be alone in here. I need to process the scene."

Thorne and Merrick exchanged a glance—a look of knowing, of quiet triumph.

"We’ll be in the observation room," Thorne said. "Take your time, Mr. Vance. The room has plenty of stories to tell. Just make sure you’re listening to the right ones."

The door closed, the heavy thud of the bolts echoing in the small space. Vance was alone in the room of the woman who had vanished. He stood in the center of the shattered glass, the wind howling outside, the mountain screaming, and the ghost of his wife standing in the corner of his eye, her dress made of ash, her eyes filled with the glow of a fire that would never go out.

He began to walk. Not to investigate, but to survive. He touched the books, the papers, the cold steel of the monitors. He was looking for a tether, a piece of reality he could cling to. But as he reached the desk, he saw a single piece of paper, weighted down by a heavy stone.

On it, in a frantic, jagged script, were five words that made his blood turn to ice:

They are watching you, Vance.

He looked up at the observation camera in the corner of the ceiling. The red light was blinking, a steady, rhythmic pulse. Like a heartbeat. Like a warning.

The descent had begun.
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Chapter 2: Whispers In The Walls
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The silence in Dr. Sloane’s suite was not an absence of sound, but a heavy, pressurized thing that seemed to push against Vance’s eardrums. Outside, the Alaskan storm clawed at the reinforced masonry of Blackwood Sanitarium, a low-frequency moan that vibrated through the floor and up into the soles of his boots. It was the sound of the world being erased by white light and freezing air, leaving this stone fortress as the only reality left in existence. Vance stood motionless in the center of the room, his eyes fixed on the blinking red light of the observation camera. It looked like a predatory eye, unblinking and devoid of soul, recording the minute tremors of his hands and the way his breath hitched in the cold.

They are watching you, Vance.

The words on the desk felt like a physical weight. He reached out, his gloved fingers hovering over the jagged script. The ink was dark, pressed so hard into the fiber of the paper that it had nearly torn through to the other side. It wasn't just a note; it was a desperate act of transcription. He looked around the room again, forcing himself to engage his investigator’s mind, the part of him that could categorize a crime scene while his soul was screaming in the background.

The air here was thick with the scent of ozone and something more primal—the metallic tang of dried blood and the sour, milky odor of prolonged human terror. He began to move, his boots crunching softly on the fragments of glass. He focused on the sensory details to keep the rising tide of vertigo at bay. The glass wasn't just from vials; there were shards of a shattered mirror tucked into the corner, as if Sloane couldn't stand the sight of her own reflection.

He knelt by the reclining chair. It was a brutal piece of furniture, upholstered in a medical-grade vinyl that felt like cold skin. Wires dangled from the headrest, tipped with EEG sensors that looked like tiny, multi-legged insects. He ran a finger over the armrest and found deep, gouged marks in the material—fingernail tracks. Someone had sat here while their mind was being dismantled, clawing at the chair as if trying to hold onto the physical world.

The Internal Void surged. Vance felt the familiar, sickening pull of his own fractured history. He thought of Lyra. He thought of the way her jewelry box had melted into a distorted lump of gold and slag on the bedroom floor. He saw the fire in the patterns of the frost on the windowpane. Stop it, he told himself. She’s not here. This is a hospital. This is a job. But the walls seemed to lean in, the hand-drawn neural maps pinned to the stone pulsing in time with his heartbeat. He felt like an intruder in a dream that wasn't his own, a ghost haunted by the living.

"Investigator?"

The intercom crackled, the voice of Dr. Thorne echoing through the small room. It sounded tinny and distant, yet it felt like it was originating from inside Vance’s own skull.

"I’m still here," Vance said, his voice sounding thin and ragged. He cleared his throat, trying to reclaim his authority. "I’m looking at the chair, Thorne. This doesn't look like medical research. It looks like an interrogation."

"The line between the two is often a matter of perspective," Thorne’s voice replied, smooth as silk over glass. "To understand the architecture of a broken mind, one must sometimes apply pressure to the foundations. Dr. Sloane was aware of the risks. She was a volunteer for the deeper mapping."

"Volunteers don't usually leave notes saying they’re being watched," Vance countered, his eyes scanning the charts on the wall.

"Paranoia is a side effect of high-altitude isolation and neuro-stimulation. We’ve seen it before. The brain begins to interpret its own internal monitors as external threats. She wasn't being watched by us, Mr. Vance. She was being watched by her own conscience. It’s a terrifying thing to face without armor."

Vance didn't respond. He moved to the wall, studying a specific chart. It was a complex diagram of the limbic system, but it had been overlaid with strange, geometric symbols that looked like occult sigils. Below it, in the same frantic handwriting as the note, were the words: THE BASEMENT IS THE ATTIC. THE ATTIC IS THE BASEMENT.

The Conflict Beat flared as the door hissed open. Kaelen stepped back inside, his face flushed from the cold of the hallways. He looked at Vance, then at the charts, his eyes narrowing.

"Merrick is getting impatient," Kaelen said, his voice low. "He wants us out of this wing. He says the lockdown protocols are tightening because of the storm."

"I don't care what Merrick wants," Vance said, pointing to the note on the desk. "Look at this."

Kaelen walked over, leaning down to read the script. He didn't flinch. He didn't show surprise. He simply nodded, as if he’d expected to find a message from the damned. "Standard psychosis. It fits the profile Thorne gave us. She was losing her grip."

"Or she was the only one who had a grip," Vance snapped. He turned to face his partner, the tension between them crackling like static. "Does none of this bother you? The sensors? The claw marks? The fact that she vanished from a room that requires a retinal scan to exit?"

Kaelen straightened up, his height intimidating in the cramped quarters. "My job is to secure the intellectual property and ensure there’s no breach of federal security. Your job is to find the woman. Don't let the atmosphere get to you, Vance. You have a history of... let’s call it 'imaginative' interpretation of scenes."

Vance felt a surge of heat in his chest, a flash of the old fire. "My history is none of your concern. I see a struggle here. I see a woman who was being hunted by the people who were supposed to be her colleagues."

"And I see a man who is one bad night away from being a patient in this facility instead of an investigator," Kaelen said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Look at yourself. You’re shaking. You’ve been staring at a blank wall for three minutes before I walked in. Thorne is watching us on that feed, and he’s not seeing a Special Investigator. He’s seeing a liability."

Vance took a step forward, his jaw tight. The two men stood inches apart, the air between them thick with unspoken accusations. Vance wanted to strike out, to shatter the professional mask Kaelen wore, but a sound from the hallway stopped him.

It was a scream.

Not a high-pitched cry of fear, but a long, low, guttural wail that seemed to rise from the very bowels of the building. It was followed by the sound of heavy boots running on tile and the rhythmic clanging of a baton against a metal door.

"Ward-C," Kaelen muttered, already reaching for his sidearm.

They burst out of the room, Merrick and two orderlies already sprinting past them. The hallway was a chaos of flashing red emergency lights and the scent of ozone. The sterile silence of moments ago had been replaced by a cacophony of madness. From behind the heavy doors of the cells, patients began to howl in response to the first scream, a domino effect of trauma echoing through the stone.

Vance followed them, his heart hammering. They reached a junction where the white tile gave way to older, unpainted stone. This was the transition to the high-security block. A man was pinned against the wall by two orderlies—a patient, dressed in a thin, white gown that offered no protection against the chill. He was small, his skin so pale it was almost translucent, and his eyes were wide, fixed on something only he could see.

"He got out!" one of the orderlies shouted over the noise. "He was in the vents! How the hell did he get into the vents?"

Merrick stepped forward, his presence massive and terrifying. He didn't use a weapon. He simply placed a hand on the patient’s forehead. "Soren. Calm yourself. The storm is outside, not in here."

The patient, Soren, stopped screaming. He began to whisper, a fast, rhythmic chant. Vance leaned in, his internal void narrowing until all he could hear was the man’s voice.

"The lady in the ice... she’s calling the fire. The fire is in the walls. The investigator brings the matches. He has the matches in his pocket. One, two, burn it blue. One, two, burn it blue."

Soren’s eyes suddenly shifted, locking onto Vance. A terrifying grin spread across his face, revealing teeth that had been ground down to nubs. "You smell like smoke, Mr. Match-Man. Did you bring her with you? The lady with the blackened skin?"

Vance recoiled as if he’d been burned. The hallway seemed to stretch, the walls melting into the orange glow of his memories. He could feel the heat. He could hear the crackle of the rafters breaking.

"Get him back to his cell," Merrick ordered, his voice booming. "And double the sedation. I want this wing silent in five minutes."

As the orderlies dragged Soren away, the patient continued to chant, his voice echoing back down the hall. One, two, burn it blue. One, two, burn it blue.

Vance stood frozen, his hand instinctively reaching for his pocket. He felt the small, rectangular shape of a box of matches he didn't remember carrying. He pulled them out—a generic white box from a diner in Anchorage. He hadn't bought them. He didn't smoke anymore.

"Vance?" Kaelen was watching him, his expression unreadable. "What did he say to you?"

"Nothing," Vance lied, shoving the matches back into his pocket. "Just gibberish. This place is a madhouse."

"It’s a sanitarium," a new voice corrected. Dr. Thorne was standing at the end of the hall, his lab coat gleaming in the red emergency lights. He looked entirely unbothered by the chaos. "And Soren is one of our more... sensitive residents. He has a way of picking up on the 'static' of others. I hope he didn't offend you, Investigator."

"He’s a patient," Vance said, his voice cold. "I don't take offense from people who think the walls are talking."

"But the walls are talking," Thorne said, walking toward them. "They are the record of every scream, every prayer, and every secret ever uttered in this place. A man with the right ears can hear the history of suffering. Is that what you hear, Mr. Vance? Or are you hearing your own history?"

The sensory layering of the scene intensified. Vance could feel the cold seeping through his boots, the vibration of the generators in the floor, and the oppressive, psychological weight of Thorne’s gaze. He felt like he was being dissected, his layers of trauma peeled back to reveal the raw nerve endings beneath.

"I want to speak to the last person who saw Dr. Sloane," Vance said, forcing the conversation back to the investigation. "The orderly on duty. Bastian, I believe his name was."

"Bastian is currently in the infirmary," Merrick said, stepping up beside Thorne. "He had a... disagreement with a patient shortly after the disappearance. He’s not in a state to talk."

"I’ll be the judge of that," Vance said.

They led him to the infirmary, which was located in the oldest part of the building. Here, the walls were damp, the stone sweating with condensation. The air smelled of menthol and old blood. Bastian was lying on a narrow cot, his head wrapped in bandages. His eyes were open, but they were glazed, staring at the ceiling.

Vance sat on a stool beside the bed. He could hear the drip of an IV bag, a slow, rhythmic plink-plink-plink that felt like a needle tapping against his skull.

"Bastian? I’m Investigator Vance. I need to ask you about Dr. Sloane."

The man’s lips moved, but no sound came out. Vance leaned closer, his nose inches from the man’s face. He could see the tiny broken capillaries in Bastian’s eyes, the yellowing of the skin around the bandages.

"She didn't leave," Bastian whispered, the words barely audible.

"What do you mean she didn't leave?"

"The door... it never opened. I was at the desk. I watched the light. It stayed green. But when I went in... the room was empty. She didn't go out. She went in."

"In where, Bastian?"

"The glass. She went into the glass. She said the reflection was more real than the room. She said the man in the mirror was waiting for her."

Vance felt a shiver race down his spine. The man in the mirror. He thought of his own reflection in the briefing room, the way his face had seemed like a mask.

"What man, Bastian? Did she give him a name?"

Bastian’s hand reached out, grabbing Vance’s wrist with surprising strength. His grip was ice-cold. "The man with the matches. The one who walks through the fire. He’s here, Investigator. He came with you. Or maybe... he was always here, waiting for you to come home."

Bastian’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his grip slackened. A nurse rushed over, pushing Vance away. "He needs rest! You can't be in here!"

Vance backed away, his heart thudding. He looked at his wrist; the red marks of Bastian’s fingers were already beginning to bruise. He felt a sense of profound isolation. Kaelen was standing by the door, talking to an orderly, his back turned. Thorne was nowhere to be seen. Merrick was watching him from across the room, his face a granite mask of suspicion.

Vance walked out into the hallway, his mind a storm of conflicting data. He needed air. He needed to get away from the smell of bleach and the sound of whispers. He found a side exit that led to a small, walled courtyard used for patient exercise.

He pushed the door open and stepped out into the night. The wind hit him like a physical blow, the snow blindingly white against the black stone of the walls. He leaned against a pillar, gasping for air that didn't taste of chemicals.

He looked up. The facility loomed over him, a dark, jagged silhouette against the bruised sky. He saw a light in a high window—the lighthouse-like structure at the very top of the peak. It was the only part of the facility that wasn't encased in stone.

As he watched, a figure appeared at the window. It was a woman. Even from this distance, he could see the lab coat, the dark hair. She was looking down at him. She raised a hand, her fingers splayed against the glass.

"Sloane?" he whispered, the word stolen by the wind.

The woman didn't move. She just watched him. And then, slowly, she began to write something on the frost of the window. Vance squinted, his eyes stinging from the cold.

RUN.

The light in the window flickered and went out, plunging the figure into darkness.

Vance stood in the snow, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He wasn't an investigator anymore. He was a survivor. He felt the matches in his pocket, a heavy, cursed weight. He thought of the patient’s chant: One, two, burn it blue.

He turned to go back inside, but the door was locked. He pulled at the handle, his panic rising. Through the small, reinforced window of the door, he saw Kaelen. His partner was standing in the hallway, looking directly at him. He didn't move to open the door. He just watched, his face as cold and unreadable as the mountain itself.

"Kaelen!" Vance shouted, banging his fist against the glass. "Open the door!"

Kaelen leaned in, his lips moving against the glass. Vance couldn't hear the words, but he could read the movement of the mouth.

You aren't supposed to be out there, Vance.

Kaelen turned and walked away, disappearing into the red-lit shadows of the corridor.

Vance was alone in the storm. The cold began to settle into his bones, a patient, hollow ache. He looked at the snow piling up against the walls, the way it looked like white ash. He realized then that Blackwood wasn't a prison for the patients. It was a prison for him. A place designed to mirror the architecture of his own shattered mind, a labyrinth where every turn led back to the fire.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the matches. He struck one, the flame a tiny, defiant spark against the Alaskan night. It burned blue.

The internal void opened up, and this time, Vance didn't try to close it. He let the darkness in, let the memory of the fire wash over him. If he was going to find Sloane, if he was going to survive this night, he had to stop being the investigator. He had to become the man in the mirror.

He began to walk through the snow, toward the base of the lighthouse tower. He didn't know how he would get in, or what he would find at the top. All he knew was that the lady in the ice was calling, and for the first time in two years, he was ready to answer.

The whispers in the walls were no longer distant. They were right behind him, a thousand voices joined in a single, terrifying truth.

Welcome home, Vance.
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Chapter 3: The Locked Suite Enigma
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The sub-zero air of the courtyard felt like a succession of needles driven into Vance’s exposed skin. The match he had struck—the one that had flared with that impossible, haunting blue—was now a charred sliver of wood between his gloved fingers. He dropped it into the snow, watching as the drift greedily swallowed the tiny black corpse. The cold was an invasive force; it didn't just chill the flesh; it slowed the thoughts, turning his logic into thick, viscous sludge. He turned back to the heavy steel door where Kaelen had stood just moments ago, but his partner was gone, replaced by the distorted reflection of the storm-lashed courtyard in the reinforced glass.

Vance began to hammer his shoulder against the door. The sound was a dull, metallic thud that was instantly devoured by the gale. "Kaelen! Open the damn door!"

Silence. Not even the hum of the electronic lock responded. The betrayal felt like a cold stone in his gut, but it wasn't entirely unexpected. In the world of high-stakes federal investigations, everyone was a potential asset or a potential liability, and Vance knew which one he was currently being categorized as. He stepped back, gasping, his breath blooming in the air like a ghost’s shroud. He looked up at the lighthouse tower again. The window where the woman had been stood dark, a blind eye looking out over the frozen wasteland.

He began to skirt the perimeter of the courtyard, his boots sinking deep into the fresh powder. The walls of Blackwood were not merely stone; they were reinforced with an iron lattice that seemed to pulse with the building’s internal rhythm. He found a service hatch near the base of the tower, half-buried in a drift. It was a heavy, rusted plate of iron held in place by a mechanical latch that looked decades older than the biometric scanners in the main lobby. Vance knelt, digging through the snow with his hands until the metal was exposed. He grabbed the handle, gritting his teeth as the cold of the iron bit through his gloves.

With a guttural groan, he hauled the hatch upward. It resisted, the ice sealing it shut, but then it gave way with a screech of tortured metal. A puff of warm, foul-smelling air escaped from the darkness below—a scent of oil, wet earth, and that same pervasive, sickly-sweet decay he had noticed inside. He didn't hesitate. He slid into the hole, dropping into a crawlspace that smelled of ancient soot.

The Internal Void expanded. As he crawled through the darkness, the claustrophobia of the tunnel began to merge with the claustrophobia of his own memories. He felt as though he were crawling back into the ruins of his house, through the collapsed rafters and the heaps of gray ash. The basement is the attic. The attic is the basement. Sloane’s words echoed in his mind. He wasn't just moving through a building; he was moving through a psyche. Every turn in the ductwork felt like a neuron firing; every vibration of the distant generators felt like the pulse of a sleeping giant.
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