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      The notification chimed through the silence of Ryan Matthews' apartment at 2:47 AM. He'd been awake anyway—these past three months, sleep had become a negotiation rather than a given. The blue glow of his laptop screen cast sharp shadows across the dark circles under his eyes as the new email populated his inbox.

      Subject line: DAYBRIDGE MERCY HALL - DOORS STILL OPEN.

      Ryan's fingers paused above the keyboard. Three months since Daybridge Max had changed everything. Three months of professional consultations that had replaced dwindling subscriber counts with actual credibility. Three months of academic research requests, ghost hunting professionals seeking advice, and—most significantly—2.3 million views that had legitimized their work in ways their previous investigations never had.

      But also, three months of trolls, copycats, and desperate attention-seekers flooding their inbox with fabricated stories.

      He clicked anyway.

      The email body contained GPS coordinates, a date from 1897, and a single line: "What Malcolm Caldwell began didn't end. The binding holds. They still wait."

      Ryan's hand moved unconsciously to his neck, fingers tracing the raised scar tissue—a permanent reminder of Portland. The coordinates resolved on his mapping software: Daybridge Poorhouse, officially designated as Daybridge Mercy Hall. Three miles from Daybridge Maximum Security Hospital.

      His pulse quickened.

      "Not a coincidence," he murmured, pulling his worn leather notebook from the desk drawer. Inside, he'd mapped connections between paranormal hotspots across the country—a web of relationships that had only grown more complex since Portland. He traced a new line between Daybridge Max and the poorhouse coordinates.

      The apartment door opened with its familiar creak. Jojo Lang entered, her prosthetic left leg creating its distinctive rhythm against the hardwood—a sound Ryan had learned to distinguish from any other footfall. She carried her custom-built EMF detector, which emitted soft, irregular beeps.

      "You're sensing it too?" Ryan asked without turning from his screen.

      Jojo nodded, adjusting her thick-rimmed glasses with one hand while checking her detector with the other. "Equipment's been acting up all morning. Picking up frequencies it shouldn't be able to detect." She set the modified camera on his cluttered table, her movements precise and economical—a scientist's efficiency. "Something's bleeding through again."

      Ryan gestured to his laptop screen. "Daybridge Poorhouse. Three miles from Max."

      Jojo moved closer, her analytical mind already processing the information. The pendant she wore—a gift from her late research partner—grew noticeably cold against her skin. She touched it absently; a gesture Ryan had seen countless times since they'd started working together.

      "After what happened at the hospital..." she paused, choosing her words carefully. "Are we ready for this?"

      The memory settled between them like a third presence. Daybridge Maximum Security Hospital, three months earlier. Distorted voices on the EVPs that seemed to answer questions before they were asked. Equipment failures in patterns that suggested intelligence rather than malfunction. And seventy-two hours afterward, that remained frustratingly fragmented in all their memories, like trying to recall a dream after waking.

      The nightmares, though—those remained vivid.

      "We survived," Ryan said, his voice steady. "Others didn't."

      The doorbell chimed twenty minutes later. Jason Reeves stood in the hallway, his young face marked by exhaustion that had nothing to do with the early hour. At nineteen, he was their newest team member, but Daybridge Max had aged him in ways that transcended calendar time. He dropped his backpack on the floor and pulled out his phone, glancing at the screen before deliberately silencing it and shoving it into his pocket.

      "Your cousin again?" Jojo asked, recognizing the tight expression around Jason's eyes.

      "Third text today." Jason's jaw clenched slightly. "'I'm fine, busy with a new project, talk later.' Same response as always."

      "Ethan's worried about you," Ryan observed, noting the way Jason's hand moved to his pocket—a tell he'd identified weeks ago.

      "He's probably just checking up on me after seeing our subscriber count plateau." Jason's fingers found the small metal object in his pocket—a family heirloom he kept carefully hidden but constantly touched. "Wants to make sure his little cousin isn't embarrassing the family name."

      Jojo pulled up their YouTube analytics on her tablet, her expression neutral but thoughtful. "Shadows Uncovered" had shed forty percent of its followers since the Daybridge Max video had been demonetized for "disturbing content." The irony wasn't lost on any of them—the investigation had gone viral, generating millions of views, but the platform had deemed it too intense for monetization. Their later episodes —safer locations, more conventional hauntings—had barely broken a thousand views each.

      "Speaking of the famous cousin," Jason said, his voice carrying an edge he couldn't quite suppress. He turned his phone screen toward them.

      The headline read: "Supernatural Investigator Ethan Reeves Solves Century-Old Colorado Mystery."

      The accompanying photo showed Ethan standing before a mountain cabin, surrounded by local authorities and media crews. His stance radiated confidence—the easy assurance of someone who'd never doubted his abilities.

      "Another career-making case," Jason muttered, pocketing his phone. "He's out there solving mysteries that make headlines, while we're filming dust particles in abandoned farmhouses and calling them orbs."

      Ryan studied the younger man carefully. He'd first noticed the phenomenon at the hospital—subtle changes in shadow density around Jason when he was agitated or deeply focused. The patterns had grown more pronounced over the past three months, though Jason seemed determined to ignore them.

      The Reeves family's sensitivity. Jason denied it with the same fervor others might deny an addiction.

      "We need something real," Ryan said, turning his laptop so they could all see the email. "Something that matters."

      As Jojo and Jason read the cryptic message, Ryan began pulling up his research on Daybridge Mercy Hall. His fingers moved with practiced efficiency across the keyboard, years of investigation experience clear in how quickly he assembled relevant information.

      "Daybridge Poorhouse opened in 1897 under Director Malcolm Caldwell," he explained, displaying scanned historical documents. "Officially designated as a care facility for the indigent, mentally ill, and what they termed 'socially undesirable.' Closed in 1951 after a state investigation found evidence of systemic abuse—though the details were sealed."

      He brought up architectural blueprints alongside those of Daybridge Hospital. "Notice anything?"

      Jojo leaned forward, her analytical mind immediately spotting the patterns. "Same geometric configurations. The angles of the buildings, the positioning of the wings relative to the central structures..." She pulled up a measurement tool on her tablet. "These aren't just similar—they're mathematically identical at scale."

      "Could be the same architect," Jason suggested, though his tone indicated he didn't believe it.

      "Different firms, according to records," Ryan replied, revealing a photograph of a carved symbol. "But this appears in both locations. I've seen variations of it in Portland too. These places weren't just built—they were engineered. Designed to focus consciousness in specific ways."

      Jason's phone buzzed again. Another text from Ethan: "Whatever you're planning, be careful. Some doors aren't meant to be reopened."

      Jason switched his phone to silent and slipped it into his pocket, his jaw tight. "He always does this. Acts like he knows everything, tells me nothing. Like I'm still a kid who needs protection." His hand moved to his pocket, fingers curling around the metal object he kept hidden there. "I've seen things too now. I've earned the right to make my own choices."

      Ryan observed the subtle shift in shadows around Jason—a phenomenon that had become more frequent and more obvious since their return from the hospital. "We do this ourselves," he said carefully. "We investigate Mercy Hall, document everything properly, and restore the channel's credibility."

      "Without telling Ethan?" Jojo asked, though she already knew the answer.

      Jason's expression hardened with determination. "Without telling Ethan. We solve this one on our own. Prove we're more than just his amateur relatives playing with equipment we don't understand."

      Outside Ryan's window, the setting sun stretched long shadows across Daybridge. In the distance, barely visible through the urban sprawl, the silhouette of the abandoned poorhouse rose against the darkening sky like a pointing finger.

      "Pack the van," Ryan said, closing his laptop with decisive finality. "We leave at first light."

      None of them noticed the small symbol etched into Ryan's windowsill—identical to the one in his research photographs. None of them saw how it gleamed briefly in the fading light, pulsing once like a heartbeat before going dark.

      But in the deepest shadows of Ryan's apartment, where the last rays of sunlight couldn't reach, something ancient stirred. It had been waiting. Watching. Learning their patterns, their fears, and their desires.

      And now, finally, they were coming.

      

      Historical Background: Daybridge Mercy Hall

      Daybridge Mercy Hall rose from the ground in 1897, a monument to what its creators called progress. Director Malcolm Caldwell oversaw every detail of its construction—from the placement of foundation stones to the angles of corridor intersections. He claimed to be following the latest theories in institutional design, creating an environment optimized for healing and reform.

      The Gothic Revival structure dominated six acres on the outskirts of town, funded by several prominent Daybridge families whose names still adorned buildings throughout the region. These benefactors spoke publicly of their charitable intentions, their desire to provide dignified care for society's most vulnerable. What they didn't mention were the private meetings held in Caldwell's office, where blueprints spread across his desk showed symbols that had nothing to do with conventional architecture.

      For twenty-six years, Caldwell directed operations with meticulous precision. Patients arrived—the indigent, the orphaned, the mentally ill—and many never left. Official mortality rates remained within expected parameters for institutions of that era, though careful analysis of the records revealed curious patterns. Deaths clustered around specific dates, concentrated in certain wings, affecting particular demographic groups with statistical improbability.

      Then came October 17, 1923.

      The fire started in the east wing at 3:17 AM. Seventeen patients died, trapped in a dormitory where the doors had been locked from the outside. Malcolm Caldwell disappeared that same night. His body was never recovered, though the official report attributed his death to the blaze. The east wing's remains showed evidence of extreme heat—temperatures far exceeding what a normal structural fire could generate.

      His office, however, survived intact. So did his journals.

      The state investigation that followed uncovered enough irregularities to justify immediate closure, but the full findings were sealed by court order. Surviving patients were transferred to state facilities, many bearing psychological scars that transcended their original diagnoses. Several reported recurring nightmares about the basement, about rooms that didn't appear on any blueprints, about Caldwell's voice continuing to echo through hallways long after he vanished.

      Local folklore claimed the land itself was wrong—that indigenous peoples had avoided it, that early settlers reported strange lights and inexplicable sounds. Archaeological evidence discovered during construction included unusual stone formations and artifacts that Caldwell kept for his private collection rather than surrendering to authorities.

      Over the decades, several attempts were made to renovate or repurpose the building. All failed. Construction crews reported equipment malfunctions that defied troubleshooting. Workers developed unexplained symptoms—severe headaches, disorientation, disturbing dreams that persisted long after they'd left the site.

      The most recent attempt, in 2018, ended when three workers were hospitalized with identical psychiatric symptoms. All three described the same hallucination: children's voices calling from behind the walls, speaking in languages they'd never heard but somehow understood.

      Since then, Daybridge Mercy Hall had stood empty. Official records existed in fragmentary form at the Daybridge Historical Society, though crucial documents regarding Caldwell's research and patient treatments had gone missing years ago. Rumors persisted that Caldwell's descendants had removed these records before the state investigation, though no one had ever confirmed which family members existed or where they might be found.

      What remained was the building itself—three stories of Gothic Revival architecture slowly succumbing to time and weather. Teenagers occasionally broke in on dares, though most didn't stay long. The structure had a presence, locals said. A weight to it that settled on your shoulders the moment you crossed the threshold.

      And at its heart, in the chapel that formed the geometric center of the complex, carved symbols waited in the floor. The same symbols that appeared in Daybridge Maximum Security Hospital. The same symbols that could be found in buildings across the country, in cities where Malcolm Caldwell had never officially set foot.

      A pattern was emerging. The question was whether anyone would recognize it in time.
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            ARRIVAL AT DAYBRIDGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn broke reluctantly over Daybridge, as if the sun itself hesitated to illuminate what waited at Mercy Hall. Ryan Matthews pulled their dented white van to a stop at the edge of the overgrown property, headlights catching the morning mist that clung to the grounds like something living.

      "Jesus," Jason whispered from the back seat.

      The three-story Gothic Revival structure loomed against the pale sky; its limestone facade stained with more than just decades of neglect. Ornate cornices and gargoyles—their features eroded by time and something less easily defined—scowled down at the intruders. The central dome sagged precariously to one side, its copper roof green with verdigris. Most windows were boarded up, though several on the upper floors gaped open, their glass long shattered. They looked like empty eye sockets.

      "Looks worse than the satellite images," Jojo said, adjusting her prosthetic leg after the long drive. Her modified camera was already in her hand, capturing preliminary footage. "Those aren't normal weathering patterns on the stonework."

      Ryan nodded, noticing the unusual striations in the limestone—vertical lines that seemed to flow downward like tears. Or blood. "The building's bleeding," he murmured, touching the scar on his neck without thinking.

      The property sprawled across six acres, surrounded by the skeletal remains of an iron fence. What had once been manicured grounds was now a tangle of wild vegetation that seemed to avoid certain areas while clustering densely in others. A partially collapsed greenhouse stood to the west, its broken glass catching the morning light. Behind the main building, barely visible through the morning haze, was what seemed to be a small cemetery.

      "You ready for this?" Ryan asked, already mentally cataloging the architecture's similarities to other sites he'd investigated. The perfect symmetry broken by seemingly random additions. The unusual angles of the rooflines. The precise orientation to cardinal directions—north, south, east, west.

      Jason pulled his equipment bag from the van, the metallic family heirloom heavy in his pocket. "This place feels wrong already," he said quietly. Despite the warm June morning, his breath misted in the air.

      "Temperature's dropping," Jojo confirmed, studying her detector. "We're reading forty-eight degrees here but look—" she pointed to the temperature display on the van's dashboard. "Seventy-two degrees ambient. We've got a fifteen-foot radius of cold air around the building."

      Jason decided, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the small chain he'd kept hidden. In the morning light, the geometric symbols etched into each link seemed to catch the light strangely, as if they were slightly more real than the metal they were carved into.

      "What is that?" Ryan asked, noticing the object for the first time.

      "Reeves family tradition," Jason explained, unwinding the chain and letting it dangle from his fingers. "My grandfather gave it to me before he died. Said it was supposed to enhance connections. 'Bridge gaps between worlds' when properly aligned. Always sounded like superstition." He paused, watching the chain slowly rotate. "Until now."

      "May I?" Jojo extended her hand.

      Jason hesitated, then passed her the chain. The moment it left his fingers, the surrounding shadows seemed to thin slightly, becoming less defined.

      Jojo held it close to her modified detector. The device's readings spiked immediately, then settled into a rhythmic pattern she'd never seen before. "This is emitting some kind of frequency. Not electromagnetic exactly, but close. The symbols are arranged in a mathematical sequence—each one building on the previous pattern."

      "It gets warm sometimes," Jason admitted. "When I'm stressed, or when we're investigating. I thought it was just body heat, but..."

      "But it's responding to paranormal activity," Ryan finished, understanding dawning. "That's why Ethan has been so successful. It's not just natural sensitivity—he has tools. Technology we don't understand yet."

      Jason took the chain back, winding it around his wrist instead of hiding it. The shadows around him immediately deepened again, almost imperceptibly. "If we're doing this, no more secrets. This is what I've got. I don't know exactly what it does or how it works, but it's ours now."

      As they worked to unload their equipment, a dusty sedan pulled up behind their van. A thin, elderly man in a tweed jacket emerged, carrying a leather portfolio. His smile didn't reach his eyes.

      "You must be the film crew," he called, approaching with practiced friendliness. "Gerald Thornfield, Daybridge Historical Society. The mayor asked me to provide background for your program."

      Ryan shook the offered hand, noting the unusual firmness of grip. "Ryan Matthews. We appreciate your time, Mr. Thornfield."

      "Fascinating structure, isn't it?" Thornfield gestured toward the building. "One of the last poorhouses built in the region. Quite progressive for its time."

      "Progressive?" Jojo questioned, her detector beeping erratically as Thornfield approached.

      "Indeed. Director Caldwell was renowned for his innovative approaches to mental healthcare. Believing in treating the indigent with dignity, unlike many of his contemporaries." Thornfield opened his portfolio, revealing sanitized historical photographs. Smiling staff. Orderly patient dormitories. Children playing in a sunny courtyard. "The hall operated for over fifty years, providing care for those who had nowhere else to go."

      Ryan nodded politely, though his research told a different story. "And the closure in 1951?"

      Thornfield's smile tightened slightly. "Changing social priorities. The state asylum system expanded, making local facilities redundant."

      "Nothing to do with the state investigation?" Jason asked innocently, adjusting his equipment.

      Something flickered across Thornfield's face—annoyance, or perhaps concern. "Bureaucratic overreach. Unfortunate timing after a particularly harsh winter led to some maintenance issues." He checked his watch. "I've prepared a historical overview packet for your production. Will you need anything else?"

      Ryan accepted the thin folder. "Actually, we'd be interested in any information about Director Caldwell's disappearance in 1923. Or the experimental treatments conducted in the basement ward."

      Thornfield's pleasant demeanor cooled noticeably. "I'm afraid those records are incomplete. Many documents were lost in the east wing fire." He gestured toward the poorhouse's eastern section, where the stone seemed darker than the rest. "The Historical Society maintains what survived, but significant gaps remain."

      "Of course," Ryan said. "And the cemetery behind the building?"

      "Patient burials. Mostly unmarked, I'm afraid. The indigent rarely received proper monuments." Thornfield took a step back toward his car. "I would caution you about the building's structural integrity. The Historical Society cannot be responsible for injuries during your... exploration."

      "We'll be careful," Jojo assured him, though her attention was on her detector, which had begun emitting a high-pitched whine.

      As Thornfield left, Jason muttered, "He was lying about something."

      "About most things," Ryan corrected, watching the historian's car disappear down the winding access road. "Notice how he kept calling it a 'hall' instead of a poorhouse? Sanitizing the history. And those photos—I'd bet anything they were staged for publicity."

      The team finished setting up their base station in the van, establishing communication protocols and contingency plans. The morning sun now fully illuminated the poorhouse, though the building seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it.

      "We'll split up for preliminary reconnaissance," Ryan decided, checking his equipment one final time. "Daylight only, stay in radio contact, document everything. We'll meet back here in two hours regardless of what we find."

      "I thought you said, 'no splitting up' after the hospital," Jason reminded him, nervously touching the chain now wrapped around his wrist.

      Ryan hesitated. The hospital. The seventy-two hours they couldn't fully remember. The dreams that still woke him at 3 AM, drenched in sweat and unable to shake the feeling that something had followed them out.

      "Daylight only," he finally said. "And we're not going inside yet—just exterior assessment and outbuilding check." He tapped his watch. "Two hours, no exceptions."

      They divided the property: Ryan would examine the main entrance and western wing, Jason would survey the greenhouse and outbuildings, and Jojo would document the eastern wing and cemetery.

      Jojo adjusted her prosthetic leg, which had begun to ache with a familiar phantom pain. She'd felt this before—at the hospital, in Portland when she'd worked with Ryan previously, and at three other sites with similar features. Her pendant was already cold against her skin as she approached the eastern wing.

      The stonework here told a different story than Thornfield's sanitized history. Deep gouges marked the limestone near boarded windows—scratches from the inside, as if something had desperately tried to claw its way out. The air grew noticeably colder with each step.

      Her detector's pattern changed; the erratic beeping settling into a rhythm almost like a heartbeat.

      Through her camera's viewfinder, she noticed something the naked eye couldn't see—subtle distortions in the air around the eastern wing, like heat waves in reverse. The temperature continued to drop. Forty-five degrees now. Forty-two.

      Then she heard it. Faint but distinct. A child weeping.

      "Ryan, I'm getting unusual readings at the east wing," she reported into her radio. "Temperature drop of eighteen degrees in the last thirty feet. And there's—" she paused, listening. "Do you copy that?"

      Through her viewfinder, for just a moment, a small pale hand pressed against one of the few unboarded windows on the second floor.

      Then it was gone.

      "Please tell me someone else heard that," she whispered into her radio.

      Only static answered, though she stood less than a hundred yards from their base station.

      Behind her, the cemetery's weathered headstones stood in uneven rows. Through her camera's viewfinder, the seemingly random arrangement revealed a pattern. The same symbol Ryan had shown them in his research—the seventeen-pointed star that appeared in buildings across the country.

      From the other side of the building, Jason's voice suddenly broke through the static: "Guys, you need to see this. The greenhouse—there's something growing inside. Something that shouldn't be alive at all."

      Jojo lowered her camera. In the eastern wing window where she'd seen the hand, there was only darkness.

      But as she turned to head toward the greenhouse, her camera captured one more frame—an image stored between the visible moments.

      In that frozen instant, a figure stood in the window. A man in early 20th-century formal attire, watching her with eyes that reflected the camera's light like a nocturnal animal's.

      Director Malcolm Caldwell, exactly as he appeared in the historical photographs.

      Smiling.

      
      The greenhouse stood in the western quadrant of the property, its skeletal frame still partially intact after decades of neglect. Broken glass littered the surrounding ground, and what remained of the structure was covered in climbing vines and aggressive vegetation. Ryan and Jojo found Jason standing at what had once been the entrance, his face pale.

      "Tell me I'm seeing this wrong," Jason said without turning around.

      Inside the greenhouse, pale vegetation grew in defiance of botany and common sense. The plants—if they could be called that—were translucent, almost luminous in the shadowed interior. Vein-like structures pulsed visibly beneath their surface, and they moved with a rhythm that had nothing to do with the wind.

      "They're growing without sunlight," Jojo observed, her scientific training struggling to process what she was seeing. "No water source I can detect. And the root systems," she zoomed her camera in. "They're not in soil. They're embedded directly in the concrete foundation."

      Ryan approached the nearest plant carefully. As he got within three feet, it turned toward him. Not quickly, but with unmistakable deliberation.

      "Okay," he said, taking a step back. "That's new."

      Jason pulled out his phone, filming the phenomenon. "This shouldn't be possible."

      "Add it to the list," Jojo muttered, her detector going wild. "The energy readings here are off the charts. Whatever these things are, they're generating some kind of field."

      Ryan studied the greenhouse's foundation, noting how the plants seemed to cluster around specific points. "Look at the pattern. They're not random—they're positioned in the same geometric arrangement we saw in the cemetery."

      He was right. The translucent vegetation formed a seventeen-pointed star, with a larger concentration of growth at the center.

      "The building is just one component," Ryan said, his mind racing through the implications. "The entire property is designed as some kind of system. The greenhouse, the cemetery, the main structure—they're all connected."

      A sound from the greenhouse made them all freeze. Not the plants—something else. Footsteps on broken glass, slow and deliberate, though nothing visible moved inside.

      "Time to go," Ryan decided. "We've got enough for a preliminary assessment."

      As they backed away, Jason kept his phone camera trained on the greenhouse. Through the lens, he could see something they'd missed with the naked eye: faint blue light emanating from the center of the plant formation, pulsing in the same rhythm as the veins beneath the translucent surface.

      "The whole thing is alive," he said. "Not just the plants. The entire structure."

      Back at the van, they compared findings. Jojo's photographs from the east wing. Jason's footage from the greenhouse. Ryan's documentation of architectural anomalies in the main building's exterior.

      "This isn't a haunted building," Ryan concluded. "It's a machine. Caldwell didn't just run experiments here—he built something. And I think it's still running."

      "The question is what it does," Jojo said.

      Jason's chain grew warm against his wrist. The surrounding shadows darkened perceptibly. "I think I might know."

      He pulled up more photos on his phone—images he'd taken of certain architectural features. Windows that didn't align with the interior room configurations he could glimpse through broken boards. Support structures that violated basic engineering principles yet somehow held up the building. Symbols carved into stone at precise intervals around the foundation.

      "It focuses on something," Jason said. "All these design elements—they're not decorative or structural. They're functional. Like the chain." He held up his wrist. "It's a tool built to channel energy."

      "Consciousness energy," Ryan finished, the pieces falling into place. "That's what all the research pointed to. Caldwell believed consciousness could be manipulated, directed, and stored. The whole poorhouse is a consciousness engine."

      Jojo's pendant grew colder. "And we just activated it by showing up."

      The van's radio crackled to life, though none of them had turned it on. Through the static came a voice—male, cultured, with a slight accent that could have been from any century:

      "Welcome to Daybridge Mercy Hall. Director Caldwell regrets that he cannot greet you personally. Please proceed to the main entrance for your orientation."

      The radio fell silent.

      For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Ryan reached for his equipment bag with steady hands.

      "Well," he said. "I guess we're going inside after all."

      The main entrance doors stood slightly ajar—an invitation neither subtle nor reassuring. As they approached, the temperature dropped another ten degrees. Their breath clouded in the June morning air.

      "Standard protocol," Ryan said, though they all knew the protocols weren't designed for this. "Document everything. Trust your equipment but trust your instincts more. And if something feels wrong⁠—"

      "Everything feels wrong," Jason interrupted. "Has since we got here."

      "Then if something feels worse than the baseline wrong," Ryan amended, "we fall back immediately. No heroics. No investigating strange sounds. We're here to document, not to become part of the documentation."

      Jojo activated her camera's night vision mode. "Radio check."

      "Check," Ryan confirmed.

      "Check," Jason added.

      They stepped through the entrance together.

      The interior was exactly as wrong as the exterior had promised. Where decay should have rendered the space uninhabitable, there was instead a kind of preserved wrongness. Dust covered every surface, but it lay in patterns that suggested recent disturbance. The ornate tilework on the floor, cracked and stained, still hinted at the building's original grandeur. A wide staircase dominated the center of the entrance hall, leading to an upper gallery that encircled the space.

      But it was the silence that was most disturbing. Not the quiet of an abandoned building, where wind and settling structures create ambient noise. This was an active silence, as if sound itself was being absorbed by the walls.

      "Temperature's holding steady at forty-eight degrees," Jojo reported quietly. "But the air pressure keeps fluctuating. It's like the building is breathing."

      They moved methodically through the first-floor administrative wing, documenting peeling wallpaper, abandoned furniture, and the accumulated debris of urban explorers who had come before them. Graffiti covered some walls—mostly the usual teenage rebellion and crude drawings. But among the spray paint were older markings. Symbols that matched those in Ryan's research. Warnings scratched into plaster: "STAY OUT." "IT SEES YOU." "THE DIRECTOR IS STILL HERE."

      In what had once been Caldwell's office, they found a large portrait
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