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Chapter 1 – The Courtesy of Wolves
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The first knock came through my headset at 7:07 p.m., which should have been impossible.

I was doing my rounds on the third floor of Harrow House, checking that Mrs. Chen had remembered to actually close her door this time—she hadn't—when the sound crackled through the earpiece. Three measured raps, perfectly spaced. The kind of knock that announces itself without apology, like a doctor entering an exam room.

"Base to Kira," Danny's voice followed, tinny and confused. "You hearing this?"

Danny worked the desk downstairs, though "worked" was generous. Mostly he watched YouTube videos about cryptocurrency and ate gas station taquitos. But even Danny knew our security system didn't pick up audio from outside the building. The cameras, sure. The lobby door buzzer, obviously. But not random knocks.

"Where's it coming from?" I pulled Mrs. Chen's door shut, testing the handle twice. The lock clicked like a promise. The sound made my hands twitch—muscle memory from that December night three years ago, the ambulance doors sealing behind me, Morrison's still chest under my frozen palms. I forced myself to test the handle a third time, grounding myself in the present, in this simple task I could complete.

"That's the thing. Channel's showing apartment 5B, but—"

Three more knocks interrupted him. Same rhythm. Same weight. Like knuckles against good wood, not the hollow-core doors we actually had.

I was already moving toward the stairwell. "But what?"

"But I'm looking at 5B's door on the monitor right now. Nobody's there."

The stairwell smelled like someone had tried to cover up cigarette smoke with vanilla Febreze. My footsteps echoed off the walls—industrial beige paint over cinderblock, the kind of surface that remembered every scuff. Harrow House had been built cheap in the seventies, all right angles and narrow corridors, designed to pack in as many units as legally allowed. The developers had kept the footprint of the old Gilded Age mansion that used to stand here, but none of its grace.

"Maybe the mic's picking up something from inside," I said, though that made even less sense. "Tenant might be—"

"Mr. Garrett's in Boca until Thanksgiving. Asked me to hold his packages." Danny's chair squeaked. "Kira, the knocking... it's getting louder."

Fifth floor. My knees reminded me that thirty-four was not twenty-four, and night shifts weren't getting any easier. The hallway stretched ahead, flickering fluorescent every third fixture to save money. The building's owners—some LLC in Delaware that nobody had ever met—were all about saving money.

Apartment 5B sat in the middle of the hall, door as blank as all the others. Beige on beige, with brass numbers that had tarnished to brown. I stood there listening, one hand on my flashlight even though the halls were lit.

Nothing.

"Danny?"

"Still showing on the channel. Still knocking." His voice dropped. "You should see this."

I pressed my ear to 5B's door. The apartment beyond was silent—that particular quality of empty that spaces get when nobody's lived in them for a while. No hum of a refrigerator. No tick of a clock. Just the kind of quiet that made you aware of your own heartbeat.

Then I heard it. Not through the door, but through my headset again. Three knocks, patient and precise.

"Is someone in the lobby?" I asked.

"No. Nobody. But Kira—" Danny paused. "The system's showing those knocks are coming from outside 5B. Like, from the hallway. Where you're standing."

I looked down at my feet. The carpet was the color of old coffee, worn down to the backing in front of each door from years of tenants coming and going. A single white card lay on the threshold of 5B, placed precisely parallel to the door's edge.

It hadn't been there ten seconds ago.

I picked it up. Heavy cardstock, the kind that came from actual stationery stores. The text was handwritten in ink so black it seemed to pull light into itself:




MR. SIMON GARRETT
Seat 5B
Table for Thursday Evening
Regrets Only


"Kira?" Danny's voice made me jump. "You okay?"

"Yeah." I turned the card over. The back was blank except for a small symbol in the corner—a skeleton key crossed with a soup spoon. "Yeah, I'm fine. Someone left a... dinner invitation."

"At 7:07 at night? Who does that?"

Good question. I pocketed the card and started checking the other doors on the floor, looking for any sign of whoever had left it. Mrs. Varga in 5F had a mezuzah on her doorframe and a welcome mat that said Bless This Mess. The Nguyen family in 5D had shoes lined up outside—tiny sneakers next to work boots. 5C had nothing but a noise complaint taped to the door from last Tuesday.

All normal. All quiet.

I made it back to the stairwell before my headset crackled again.

"Kira." Danny sounded different now. Smaller. "Someone's at the front door."

"Okay? So buzz them—"

"No, I mean... at the door. Not buzzing. Just standing there. Facing the camera."

The stairwell felt colder on the way down, though that might have been the sweat cooling on my back. Harrow House had one main entrance—glass doors that looked out onto Meridian Street, where the bus line ran until midnight and the bodega across the way never turned off its neon OPEN sign. The lobby beyond was trying its best: fake potted plants, a wall of brass mailboxes, two chairs that no one ever sat in.

I could see Danny at his desk as I descended, blue light from his monitor washing over his face. He was twenty-two, still had acne, wore the same Metallica hoodie every shift.

He was also completely frozen, staring at his screen.

"Danny?"

He pointed.

I came around the desk to look at the monitor. The security camera showed the front entrance in grainy black and white. A figure stood on the other side of the glass doors, centered in the frame like they knew exactly where the camera was.

It was a wolf.

No—that wasn't right. It was shaped like a person. Stood like a person. Wore a charcoal gray suit that looked better than anything I'd ever owned. But the head...

The head was all wrong. Too long. Too sharp. Covered in fur that the camera rendered in static-soft grayscale. And when it lifted one perfectly normal human hand to knock—three measured raps against the glass—I saw it was wearing white evening gloves.

"What the fuck," Danny whispered.

The wolf's head tilted slightly, as if it had heard him. Then it did something worse than any horror movie jump scare.

It waited.

Patient. Still. Like it had all the time in the world.

I found myself walking toward the doors. Behind me, Danny made a sound like a squeaky toy being stepped on, but I kept moving. There's something about impossibility—when you see it in person, some part of your brain just gives up and decides to treat it like any other Tuesday night problem.

The wolf watched me approach through the glass. Up close, I could see details the camera missed. The suit was expensive, perfectly tailored. The white gloves had pearl buttons at the wrists. And the eyes—the eyes were warm amber, intelligent, tracking my movement with polite interest.

It knocked again. Three times. Then it did something that made my stomach drop into my shoes.

It spoke.

"Good evening." The voice was cultured, pleasant, with just a hint of an accent I couldn't place. It came through the glass clearly, as if there was no barrier at all. "I apologize for the late hour. I was hoping to speak with Mr. Garrett in apartment 5B. Would you be so kind as to invite me in?"

Every security training I'd ever had said the same thing: Don't open the door for strangers. Call the cops if someone seems threatening. De-escalate from a position of safety.

But this didn't feel threatening. It felt like something else. Like a test I hadn't studied for.

"Mr. Garrett is out of town," I said.

The wolf nodded, as if this was expected. "How unfortunate. Perhaps you could invite me in to wait? I've come quite a long way."

"I don't think so."

Another nod. No anger. No frustration. Just acceptance. "Of course. I understand completely. A very pleasant evening to you."

It reached into its suit jacket and pulled out another white card, identical to the one I'd found upstairs. With precise movements, it bent down and slipped the card under the door. Then it turned and walked away, footsteps measured and unhurried, until it disappeared past the edge of the camera's range.

Danny and I stood there for a full minute before either of us moved.

"Did that just happen?" he asked.

I picked up the card. Same heavy cardstock. Same impossible black ink. But this one had a different name:


MS. KIRA SALCEDO
Security Desk
Table for Friday Evening
Regrets Only




My mouth went dry. I hadn't told it my name.

I pulled out my notebook—the little Moleskine I'd carried since my EMT training days, when I'd needed to write everything down to remember it. My hand was steadier than I expected as I wrote:

Rule 1: We decide who is welcome.

Outside, Meridian Street looked exactly the same. Late dinner crowd heading home. Bus pulling away from the stop. The bodega's neon bleeding pink light onto the sidewalk.

But something had changed. Something had knocked, and we had answered by not answering.

I had the feeling that mattered more than I knew.
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Chapter 2 – The Guest-Master
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I made it through the rest of my shift by doing what I always did when reality got too sharp: I focused on small, fixable problems. The broken exit sign on the second floor (needed new bulb). The recycling bins someone had mixed with trash (separated them). Mrs. Chen's door (checked it twice more).

Danny left at eleven, still jumpy. "You're not going to tell anyone about the—" He made a vague gesture that somehow meant wolf in a suit.

"Tell them what? That we saw someone in a costume?"

"Yeah." He looked relieved. "Yeah, a costume. Probably some YouTube prank thing."

We both knew better, but knowing and acknowledging were different creatures.

I got home at midnight to my apartment on the second floor—one bedroom, windows facing the airshaft, rent-controlled since 2018. The place card with my name on it sat on my kitchen counter like an accusation. Under the weak light of the overhead bulb, I could see the paper had a watermark. A building. No—a house. The old mansion that used to stand where Harrow House squatted now.

Sleep came in pieces, broken by dreams of knocking. Always three raps. Always patient.

The next evening, I started my shift at six-thirty instead of seven. Told myself it was to check the cameras, make sure everything was working. Really, I wanted to be ready.

Mrs. Varga was in the lobby when I arrived, all four-foot-eleven of her, silver hair pinned up in a bun that could deflect bullets. She had a plate covered in foil.

"Kira, drágám, you look tired."

Mrs. Varga had lived in Harrow House for fifteen years, which made her practically royalty. She knew everyone's business, remembered every birthday, and had a way of showing up when you needed her most. She also had hearing aids that she claimed could "pick up the devil's whispers," though I'd always assumed that was a joke.

"Long night, Mrs. V. You heading out?"

"No, no. These are for you." She peeled back the foil to reveal kifli—crescent-shaped cookies dusted with powdered sugar. "My mother's recipe. You're too skinny."

I wasn't, but I took one anyway. It dissolved on my tongue like sweet butter and memories.

"Mrs. V, can I ask you something weird?"

Her eyes sharpened. "At my age, szívem, everything is weird. Ask."

"Last night, we had a... visitor. Someone in a suit, but with—" I hesitated, wondering how to describe it without sounding insane. "Wrong features. Like wearing a mask, but not a mask." The plate rattled in her hands. Just once, a tiny tremor, but I caught it. 

"A wolf's head," she said. It wasn't a question. 

"You've seen it?" 

"Not seen. But I know what you speak of." She set down the kifli carefully, as if the plate might shatter. "The Guest-Master. That's what we called him at the old house." 

"Guest-Master?" 

"The one who decides who eats and who doesn't. Who is worthy of hospitality and who must be turned away." Her voice had gone distant, remembering. "He managed the soup kitchen at the Harrow Mansion, before the fire." 

I pulled out the place card. Mrs. Varga took it, holding it far from her face to read without her glasses. Her lips moved silently over the words. When she handed it back, her fingers were cold. 

"Come. We sit."

She led me to the lobby's two chairs that no one ever used, probably because they were orange vinyl from the eighties and made unfortunate sounds when you moved. Mrs. Varga settled in like a queen on a throne.

"When I was young—seventeen, maybe eighteen—I worked at the Harrow Mansion. Not this building, the old one. Before the fire." She touched her hearing aid, adjusting something. "It was 1962, '63. The family ran a soup kitchen from the back entrance. Every evening at 7:07."

"Why 7:07?"

"Old Mr. Harrow, he was particular. Said seven was God's number, but seven-oh-seven was God paying attention." She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "We served anyone who came to the door. Good food, hot food. But there were rules."

The lobby felt colder. The fluorescent lights hummed their broken tune.

"One night, a man came to the kitchen door. Very polite, very well-dressed. Beautiful suit, white gloves. But..." She touched her temple. "Wrong in the head. Like someone had described a man to something that had never seen one, and it did its best."

My stomach tightened. "What did he want?"

"To be invited in for supper. That's what he called it—supper. But the cook, she knew. Some knowledge lives in your bones, yes? She refused him. Three nights in a row, he came. Three nights, she said no."

"Then what?"

"The fourth night, he was already inside."

The exit sign's buzz seemed very loud.

"Six people disappeared from the soup line that night. Poof. Like smoke. Left nothing but place cards at their seats." Mrs. Varga pulled a tissue from her sleeve, dabbed at nothing. "The mansion burned down three weeks later. Everyone said it was electrical, but I knew. The family knew. Fire was the only way to break the invitation."

"Mrs. V—"

"Listen." She grabbed my wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. "If it comes to your door, you don't let it in. You understand? Never let it in. But also—" She looked around, as if checking for eavesdroppers. "You can't just refuse. It knows the old rules. Three refusals, and it finds another way."

"What do you mean, another way?"

"The building, drágám. It stands on the same foundation. Same address. Same bones." She released my wrist, patted my hand. "Salt at your door. Mirrors facing out. And if it speaks to you—" She stood, gathering her dignity around her like a shawl. "Be polite. Always polite. Rudeness gives it power."

She started toward the elevator, then turned back.

"The kifli. Eat them all. Food made with love, it helps." A pause. "And Kira? Move the chairs."

"What?"

"The lobby chairs. They're facing wrong. Should face the door, like sentries. Like a table waiting for guests." She smiled, and this time it was real. "We decide who is welcome, yes? But we also decide how they are welcomed."

The elevator doors closed on her, leaving me alone with two ugly orange chairs and a plate of Hungarian cookies.

I was just starting to move the first chair when Noah Park walked in from the street, carrying a toolbox and looking like he'd wrestled with some wiring and lost. He lived in 4C, right above me, and was the kind of neighbor everyone wanted—quiet, helpful, fixed things without being asked, never played music after ten.

He was also kind of beautiful, in a rough-hands, soft-eyes way that I tried not to notice. Tried and failed.

"Hey, Kira. Need help?"

"I'm good, just—" I gestured at the chairs. "Rearranging."

He set down his toolbox. "Danny texted me about some electrical weirdness last night? Said the security system picked up sounds it shouldn't?"

Danny and his big mouth. But Noah was already helping me move the second chair, and I found myself grateful for the company.

"Yeah, something like that. Probably just interference."

"From what? We're not near any radio towers." He positioned the chair facing the door, creating a weird little conversation area that somehow looked more intentional than before. "There. Like a reception committee."

That was too accurate for comfort.

Noah studied me for a moment. He had this way of looking at people like he was checking their wiring, making sure all the connections were good.

"You okay? You seem worried about something."

I almost told him. Almost pulled out the place card and asked if he'd ever heard of a wolf in a suit. But 7:07 was coming, and I didn't want him here for that.

"Just tired. Thanks for the help with the chairs."

He picked up his toolbox. "If you need anything—electrical or otherwise—you know where I am."

After he left, I sat in one of the newly positioned chairs and ate another kifli. The lobby did look different now. Less like a pass-through space and more like... what had Mrs. Varga said? A table waiting for guests.

At 7:00, I pulled out my notebook and wrote:

Rule 2: The threshold is ours to guard. 

Rule 3: Hospitality has rules. Learn them.

At 7:05, I went to the supply closet and found a box of salt—the industrial kind we used for the sidewalks in winter. I poured a thin line across the inside of the front door, careful to make it unbroken.

At 7:06, I turned the chairs slightly, so they faced the door but also each other. Like a place where you'd receive someone. Where you'd decide what they deserved.

At 7:07, the knock came.

Three measured raps on the glass.

The Wolf stood in the same spot as yesterday, same charcoal suit, same white gloves. But tonight, it carried something. A bottle of wine

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
j THE
ATCHKEY
' 'WOLF

JEAN PIERRE BAZINET






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





