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​Chapter 1: The Cold Room
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The key was cold in his hand. Steven Cook unlocked the steel door and pushed it open. The freezer exhaled a cloud of white air that curled around his ankles and dissolved against the concrete floor. Inside, the light was pale and flat, the kind that made everything look washed out and older than it was. He stepped in. His boots squeaked on the damp floor. He checked the delivery sheet—six boxes of chicken wings, two bags of frozen fries, a crate of beef patties. Everything matched. He stacked the boxes on the metal shelves, working fast. The compressor hummed overhead, a low mechanical drone he had long stopped noticing. He had done this a hundred times. Nothing ever felt wrong in here.

He remembered the first time he'd been given the keys. The owner, a heavyset man named Frank, had handed them over with a shrug. "Two locks," Frank had said. "Don't lose 'em. Only set we got." Steven had nodded, slipped the keys onto his ring, and thought nothing of it. That was three years ago. Three years of afternoon deliveries, three years of stacking boxes and checking invoices, three years of locking up and walking out. He knew every crack in the floor, every rattling shelf, every flicker of the overhead light. He knew the way the cold settled into his bones after twenty minutes inside. He knew the way the door groaned when it swung shut. He knew this place the way a man knows his own kitchen. There was nothing mysterious about it. It was just a freezer.

He finished the last box—a heavy crate of beef patties that he had to hoist onto the top shelf—and wiped his hands on his jeans. The fabric was damp from the condensation that coated everything in here. He looked around one more time, scanning the shelves out of habit. Everything was in order. The way it always was. The way it always would be.

He pulled the wooden latch from the doorframe. It was a piece of scrap wood he'd cut himself, about eighteen inches long and two inches thick, just wide enough to keep the door from closing all the way. He'd made it six months ago when the door's hydraulic closer started acting up. Without the latch, the door would seal shut and the lock would engage automatically, and he'd have to use the key to get back in. It was a hassle. So he'd found a piece of old pallet wood in the alley, sawed it to size, and wedged it into the frame every time he went inside. It worked perfectly. He'd never had a problem with it.

He stepped out into the hallway and pulled the door toward him. The latch came free with a soft scrape. He tossed it onto the metal shelf just outside the door—his usual spot—and let the door go. It started to swing closed on its own, the way it always did. The hinges groaned, a long, slow sound that echoed off the concrete walls. He turned away, already reaching for the light switch.

Then he heard it.

A soft sound from inside the freezer. A slap—like a bare foot stepping onto wet cement. Another one. A pause. Then another. He froze. His hand stopped halfway to the switch. The sound had come from inside. He was sure of it. He turned around. The door was still moving, its gap shrinking to about six inches. Through that gap, he could see nothing but pale white light and the edge of the nearest shelf. The sound had come from beyond that gap. From deeper inside the freezer. He stood there, one hand still on the latch, the other gripping his keys. The door kept closing.

He told himself it was nothing. It had to be nothing. The building was old. Pipes made noises. Refrigeration units made noises. He'd heard all kinds of sounds in here over the years. But he'd never heard footsteps. He'd never heard anything that sounded like someone walking. His heart had started to beat faster. He could feel it in his chest. He took a step back toward the door. He reached out and stopped it from closing completely.

He shoved his hand into the gap and pushed the door back open. The light inside was still on. He stepped through and scanned the room. Shelves. Boxes. The floor was wet but empty. No footprints. No water tracks. No sign that anyone had been in here. He walked the length of the freezer, checking between the shelves, looking behind the stacks of boxes. Nothing. The compressor hummed. The cold air bit at his face. He crouched down and looked at the floor closely. A thin film of condensation covered the cement. No prints. No marks. He stood up and turned in a slow circle. Empty. Everywhere. He called out—"Anyone in here?"—and the words fell flat against the steel walls. No answer. He stood there for a long ten seconds, listening. The freezer made no other sounds.

But something felt different now. The air seemed heavier. The light looked off—too white, too still—though he couldn't explain why. There was no logical reason for it. But standing there, surrounded by frozen boxes and metal shelves, he had the feeling that he was not alone. Not in a way he could prove. Not in a way he could point to. Just a feeling. A pressure at the back of his neck. A weight in the air. He shook his head and told himself to stop it. He was a grown man. He didn't believe in ghosts. He didn't believe in anything that couldn't be explained. He'd said it a hundred times. "People see things that aren't there. They hear things that don't make sense. It's always got a reason." That was what he told other people. That was what he told himself. He looked around one more time. Still empty. Still nothing.

He walked back toward the door and paused. His hand rested on the frame. The metal was cold. Colder than it should have been. He pulled his hand back and stepped out into the hallway.

He switched off the light. The freezer went dark behind him. He pulled the door closed and it sealed with a metallic thud that vibrated through the floor. The sound traveled up through the concrete and into his boots. He locked it, both locks, and stood in the hallway for a moment. The air outside the freezer was warmer but not warm. It was the kind of lukewarm that did nothing to chase away the cold that had settled into his skin. He could feel his heart beating in a way it didn't usually beat. Not fast. Not hard. Just different. A little too present. A little too aware of itself. His hand stayed on the key for a few seconds longer than necessary. He didn't want to let go of it.

He told himself it was just the pipes. The old building had steam pipes that ran through the walls, ancient things that clanked and hissed and sometimes made sounds that traveled through the structure in unpredictable ways. That was all. He knew that. He'd heard those pipes before. They made all kinds of noises—groans, rattles, sharp metallic clicks that sounded like someone knocking. But the sound he had heard was not metal. It was not mechanical. It was a foot. A wet foot on a wet floor. Someone walking. He couldn't get that out of his head. The image of it. The sound of it. Slap. Slap. Pause. Slap. Like someone was walking toward the door. Like someone had been in there with him and he hadn't known it. But there was no one. He checked. He checked twice. He checked three times. There was no one in there.

He started walking back toward the front of the building. His boots echoed in the empty hallway. The sound bounced off the concrete walls and came back to him, too loud, too sharp. He did not look back. He kept his eyes forward. He told himself he wasn't scared. He wasn't. He was just unsettled. There was a difference. Scared was irrational. Unsettled was reasonable. He was a reasonable man. He walked faster. His keys jangled in his hand. He reached the front door and pushed it open. The afternoon light hit his face and he squinted against it. The street was busy. Cars honking. People walking. A woman pushing a stroller. A man talking on his phone. Normal. Everything was normal. He stepped out into the sunlight and let the door close behind him.

He stood there for a moment, breathing. The air was warmer out here. It smelled like exhaust fumes and food and all the ordinary smells of the city. He told himself it was nothing. Maybe he'd imagined it. The old pipes made strange sounds all the time. That had to be it. But in his head, the sound played again. Slap. Slap. Pause. Slap. He had never heard that kind of sound in the freezer before. And he had been opening that door for three years. Three years of standing in that room. Three years of listening to that compressor. Three years of believing there was nothing there. He walked away from the building and did not look back. He almost believed it was nothing.
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