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Chapter 1: The Rule
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Mara Vance knocked three times on her own apartment door before opening it.

One. Two. Three. Her knuckles rapped the wood in even rhythm, like a heartbeat she could control. She waited two seconds. Then she turned the key.

Inside, nothing had changed. The same empty kitchen counter. The same single chair facing the same blank wall. The same lock on the inside of the door—three deadbolts, all checked twice before bed.

She dropped her bag on the floor and stood in the center of the room. Counting. One, two, three. Three seconds of stillness. Then she moved.

The phone was ringing.

Mara picked it up on the fourth ring. She didn't say hello.

"Vance."

"It's Calloway." Her former partner. The one who still spoke to her. "I have something you'll want to see."

"No, you don't."

"A house. Sycamore Street. Three owners in seven years. All dead."

Mara sat down in the single chair. "Accidents."

"All classified that way, yeah. First one—gas leak. Second one—fall down the basement stairs. Third one—carbon monoxide. Different causes. Different investigators. Different years."

"So?"

"So all three died on the eleventh night after moving in."

Mara's fingers found the doorframe of the kitchen entry. She tapped it three times without thinking. "That's not a pattern. That's a coincidence."

"That's what I said. Until I saw the police reports." Calloway paused. "All three called 911 on the tenth night. All three said the same thing."

Mara waited.

"'Someone's knocking,'" Calloway said. "'Three times. Every night. And tonight, I think I'm going to open the door.'"

The line went quiet. Mara could hear her own breathing. One breath. Two breaths. Three.

"None of them opened the door on the tenth night," Calloway continued. "They were too scared. But the eleventh night—"

"The eleventh night, they opened it."

"No. The eleventh night, they didn't call anyone. The neighbors found them. Doors wide open. No signs of forced entry. No signs of anyone else."

Mara stood up. Walked to the window. Checked the lock. Once. Twice. Three times.

"Where's the house?"
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Chapter 2: The House on Sycamore
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The house was a lie.

That was Mara's first thought when she saw it. A two-story colonial with white siding and black shutters. A porch swing that moved slightly in the wind. Flower boxes under the windows—dead now, but once tended. It looked like something from a catalog. Dream Home. Family Ready. Move-In Condition.

No one mentioned the deaths.

Mara parked across the street and sat in her car for eleven minutes. She counted. She always counted.

The key was under the mat. Calloway had arranged it. The current owner—a bank that had repossessed after the third death—wanted the place sold. They didn't care who looked at it. They didn't know about Mara. They just knew a detective wanted to "review the scene."

She walked to the front door. Three steps up. Three planks on the porch that creaked. Three seconds before she raised her hand.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

She waited.

Nothing.

She turned the key.

The smell hit her first. Not death. Not decay. Something older. Dust. Paper. Cold air from a basement that had been sealed too long. And underneath it—something sweet. Like flowers pressed between the pages of a book that no one had opened in years.

Mara stepped inside. The door swung shut behind her. She didn't turn around to check it. She already knew it would close. Doors always closed.

The living room was empty. No furniture. No curtains. Just bare floors and walls painted a pale blue that might have been cheerful once. A fireplace at the far end. A mirror above it.

Mara walked to the mirror. Three steps. Three floorboards that didn't creak.

Her reflection looked back. Same tired eyes. Same scar. Same key on the black cord around her neck. But something was wrong. It took her a moment to see it.

The reflection's hand was on the left side of the mirror frame.

Mara's hand was on the right.

She pulled her hand back. The reflection did the same—but a half-second late. Like an echo.

Mara didn't blink. She didn't move. She counted to three in her head. Then she turned away.

"Just a trick of the light," she said out loud. She didn't believe it.

The basement door was at the end of the hallway. Closed. Three black iron hinges. Three locks—all on the outside.

Mara touched the top lock. Cold. The second lock. Colder. The third. Warm.

Someone had opened this door recently. From the inside.

She knocked three times on the wood.

One. Two. Three.

No answer.

She unlocked the three locks. Opened the door. The stairs went down into darkness. No light switch at the top. No railing. Just concrete steps that disappeared into black.

Mara took out her flashlight. Clicked it on. The beam cut a white circle into the dark.

At the bottom of the stairs, something reflected the light. Something metal. Something that shouldn't be there.

She took one step down. Then another. Then she stopped.
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