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Chapter 1: The Key Under the Mat
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Mallory Bell never meant to become the unofficial keeper of the building's after-hours pulse, but some habits stick hard when you’re the last one out and the first one in. At 11:57 PM, the lobby of Leroux & Hart Consulting echoed only with the steady hum of vending machines and the tired shuffle of her sneakers on marble. The night security had long since switched shifts, and Frank, the guard who always smelled like mint and instant noodles, gave her the usual nod without looking up from his crossword.

She knew where the key was. Under the rubber mat beside the janitor’s closet on the third floor—a hideout for the forgotten things. It wasn't meant for her. Technically, it wasn’t meant for anyone anymore. But Mr. Hart, during one of his infamous scotch-soaked monologues, had dropped a hint too clearly: “That old closet... hell, I used to keep the good bourbon in there, back when men stayed late and the lights meant something.” She remembered because he was staring out the window when he said it, as if the city might whisper something useful back.

Mallory pushed the elevator button and waited. The lights flickered once, a cheap trick of the century-old wiring, and then settled. The ride up was slow, mechanical, almost reverent. The building didn’t like movement after dark.

The third floor was colder. Not from AC, just from emptiness. Her cubicle sat in the far corner, surrounded by hollow desks and muted monitor lights blinking like synthetic fireflies. She didn't go there yet. Instead, she walked straight to the closet, lifted the mat, and took the key from its hiding place. Brass. Worn smooth on the edges. It warmed quickly in her palm.

Inside the closet, the smell was dust and old lemon cleaner. The kind they used back when the company had been thriving, before remote work drained the heart out of the place. She stepped in. Clicked on the single bulb overhead. It buzzed angrily.

The folder was right where she left it the week before—wedged behind a stack of brittle finance reports and a broken paper shredder. Yellow file, no label. No digital trail. It was the kind of thing that made her stomach tighten and her mind race.

She opened it.

Project Halcyon. Names she recognized. Clients that no longer existed. A signature at the bottom of each document—Clara Leroux, dated ten years ago. Mallory felt something twist inside her. Clara had died eight years ago. Or, supposedly died. She remembered the eulogy. The slideshow. The roses.

But this—this was dated six months ago.

The bulb flickered.

Outside, something moved past the glass conference room door. A shadow.

Mallory froze. Waited. But nothing followed. She closed the file. Locked the closet again. Key back under the mat.

She didn’t go back to her desk. She left through the stairs, phone clenched in her hand like a weapon, heart thudding so loud it masked the soft click that followed her down two flights.

When she reached the lobby, Frank was gone. His crossword sat neatly on the desk, pen still uncapped, coffee half-drunk and steaming. The clock on the wall blinked 12:01 AM.

Mallory stepped out into the night and didn’t look back.
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Chapter 2: Fluorescent Silence
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Mallory didn’t sleep. She lay on her couch, the folder on the coffee table like a sleeping animal she was afraid might wake. Her apartment was silent except for the occasional groan of the radiator and the mechanical sigh of traffic far below. Outside, the city moved on, uncaring, but inside, everything had stopped. That signature—it couldn’t be forged. Not that kind of curve on the R, not that slant in the L. Clara Leroux had signed those papers, and if she had, then either she was alive, or someone was staging a ghost story with corporate letterhead.

She got up when the sky lightened, washed her face three times, skipped coffee. At 8:06 AM she stepped off the elevator at Leroux & Hart, a paper cup in hand just to look normal, hair tucked into a tight knot like armor.

Daytime didn’t erase the strangeness. The office was populated now, but oddly so. People drifted through their routines like wind-up toys, laughing too sharply, eyes flicking a little too fast. She passed Janine at the reception desk—lipstick always perfect, eyes a little glassy—and nodded. Janine returned the nod, but didn’t smile.

Back at her desk, Mallory opened her laptop. No new emails. No meetings scheduled. She refreshed. Still nothing. That was unusual—Tuesdays usually came with at least a dozen pings. She checked the company calendar. Blank.

She stood up, walked the perimeter. The conference rooms were empty, blinds drawn. Nora from Legal sat at her desk chewing her pen, staring at nothing. Kevin, two rows down, was clicking his mouse in a rhythmic pattern, his screen dark. Mallory frowned.

At 10:00 AM, she found herself back at the janitor’s closet. The mat was smooth. The key was gone.

She dropped to her knees and ran her fingers over every edge. Still gone.

“Looking for something?” a voice said behind her.

She stood up too fast, heart slamming.

It was Everett Cole, Senior Analyst, one floor up, always smiling like he knew a secret. Today he looked tired. His tie was loose, the knot pulled to one side.

“You ever open this thing?” he asked, nodding to the closet.

“No,” Mallory said too quickly. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Someone’s been in there. Smelled like old paper this morning. You can always tell.”

She swallowed. “I didn’t notice anything.”

He studied her for a moment. “You ever work nights?”

“Sometimes.”

“Strange things happen at night,” he said. “You know about Clara?”

Mallory froze.

“What about her?”

“They never found her body,” he said. “Just a wrecked car and a handbag. You know that?”

“No,” she lied.

Everett smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “She had secrets. Some people say she never left this building. That she’s still... managing things. After hours.”

“That’s just—office folklore,” Mallory said, turning away.

He let her go. Didn’t follow.

Back at her desk, she clicked open the shared drive. Nothing under “Halcyon.” She tried a keyword search: Leroux. Then: Clara.

Nothing.

She opened her personal folder and began creating a hidden directory. Password protected. Labeled it “Janitorial Invoices 2012.” Inside, she scanned every page of the yellow folder, each document crisp with the soft decay of age, each signature a quiet scream.

Her hands were cold.

At 2:47 PM, the power blinked.

Just a flicker. Lights dimmed. Computers whirred. Then everything steadied.

But when the lights came back on, her hidden folder was gone.
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Chapter 3: Ghosts in the Breakroom

[image: ]


At 6:03 PM, the office began its usual exodus. Monitors dimmed, chairs slid back, laughter echoed shallowly across the carpet as people peeled off in pairs or disappeared into elevators without a word. Mallory stayed seated, motionless, the hum of the overhead lights pressing into her temples. No one asked why she remained. They never did.

She waited until the final ping of the elevator signaled the last departure, then stood slowly and stretched, the act robotic. Her eyes flicked toward the camera bulb in the corner. Still red. Still watching.

The breakroom was at the far end of the floor, beyond a short hallway flanked by silent copy machines and untouched mail slots. Its automatic lights sputtered on as she entered. The stale scent of microwaved noodles still clung to the air.

Mallory moved to the fridge—not because she was hungry, but to feel normal—and opened it. Inside was the same sad collection of expired yogurts and forgotten takeout boxes. Except now, there was something new: a thermos, jet black, with a faded gold insignia pressed onto its side. L&H Private Client Division.

She hadn’t seen that logo in years. Not since the merger. That department didn’t exist anymore.

She reached for it. It was warm.

Behind her, the coffee maker gurgled. No one had turned it on.

Mallory froze. The light on the machine blinked green. Brew complete.

She turned, slowly, but no one was there. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MIDNIGHT
OFFICE HOURS

kelakkiyar siddhar





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





