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The fluorescent tube above booth six had been flickering for three minutes, and Carter Jameson was the only one who noticed.

Not because the others were unobservant. Evan had his laptop cracked open at the edge of the table, running signal diagnostics on a map of Acacia Springs he'd pinned to three browser tabs. Maddie's tablet threw blue light across her glasses while she scrolled through something dense with footnotes. Derek was halfway through his second plate of fries. Ava had commandeered a stack of paper napkins and was sketching with a ballpoint pen she'd stolen from the waitress's apron, her dark eyes focused somewhere past the paper. And Riley—

Riley was tracing the edge of her coffee mug with one finger, her other hand resting on the table with her wrist turned down. Hiding the tattoo. She always hid the tattoo.

Carter hadn't touched his coffee. He was too wired for caffeine, which was ironic, or maybe just fitting. The mug sat cooling between his elbows while he arranged his pitch in his head one more time, the way he'd arranged it in the mirror that morning, and in the shower, and at three a.m. staring at the ceiling with his phone playing back their subscriber count.

Twelve thousand. Down from eighteen. The algorithm had buried them three months ago and nothing. Not the lighthouse series, not the abandoned mall. Not even the railroad tunnel that Derek still wouldn't shut up about had clawed them back.

"Listen," Carter said, and the booth shifted. Not everyone looked up. Ava didn't. Riley didn't. But the air changed the way it always did when Carter started pitching, because Carter pitching was a weather event whether you wanted it or not. "I know the last three locations didn't hit. I know. But this one's different."

"You said that about the mall," Derek said through a fry.

"The mall didn't have a body count."

That got Ava's eyes up. Just for a second.

Carter pulled out his phone, swiped to the satellite image he'd screenshotted and cropped for exactly this moment. The Delightful Candy Co. spread across the screen like a bruise: massive brick complex, collapsed smokestack, parking lot being slowly eaten by kudzu. He slid it to the center of the table.

"Delightful Candy Company. Acacia Springs. Operational 1927 to 1963, when the whole thing shut down overnight. No warning, no severance, no explanation. Hundreds of workers showed up one morning and the doors were locked." He let that sit for a beat. 

"The disappearances," Maddie said, not looking up from her tablet.

Carter blinked. "Yeah. How did you—"

"Seventeen employees between March and October 1963. Official reports list industrial accidents, but the incident reports were sealed by the county and never released under three separate FOIA requests." She pushed her glasses up. "The production output numbers for that period are also anomalous. They actually increased during the disappearances, which doesn't track with a reduced workforce unless you account for—"

"Maddie." Derek waved a fry at her. "Breathe."

"—sorry. It's just. The numbers are actually significant."

"The numbers are great," Carter said, pivoting back, trying to hold the room. "This place has everything. Real history, real disappearances, local legends, and nobody's done a proper investigation with modern equipment. The urban exploration community has a hundred shaky flashlight videos and nothing usable. We go in with Evan's full rig, multiple cameras, and proper audio. We're the first team to do this right."

Derek nodded, too quickly. "I'm in. Obviously."

"You already said you were in yesterday," Evan murmured from behind his laptop.

"I'm saying it again. For the group." Derek leaned back, the vinyl squealing under him. His hand drifted up to the scar above his eyebrow, then dropped. "Place doesn't scare me."

Ava's pen paused on the napkin. She tilted her head at Derek the way she did; that specific angle, like she was looking at him from a frame to the left of where everyone else saw. Then she went back to drawing.

Carter watched Riley. He couldn't help it. She was the hinge and they both knew it. Her finger had stopped tracing the mug. Her other hand pressed flat against the table, and he could just see the edge of the tattoo beneath her sleeve. That strange candy wrapper design in faded color that she never talked about and he'd never asked the right questions about.

"Riles?" He kept his voice easy. Warm. The voice that worked on camera.

She looked at him, and something in her expression was older than twenty-three. "My great-grandfather disappeared there in '63."

The booth went quiet. 

"The official story was an accident." Riley's jaw tightened. "My grandma called it something else."

She didn't finish.

The pause that followed was the kind Carter lived for: raw, real, the sort of moment that made people stop scrolling. And before he could catch himself, before the better version of Carter Jameson could put a hand on his own mouth, he said: "That's incredible content."

The table flinched. Evan's typing stopped. Derek's chewing slowed. Maddie's mouth opened, then closed.

Riley just stared at him. Her hand moved to cover her wrist.

"I mean—" Carter started.

"I know what you mean." Flat. Not angry. Worse than angry.

Ava's phone buzzed against the table. The screen lit up, and for a half-second the notification was visible to anyone looking. A message from no contact, no app badge, just white text on black:


CandyMan_1963: We've been expecting you.


Ava's brow creased. She stared at the screen for two full seconds, then turned the phone face-down on the table and went back to her napkin without a word.

Nobody asked.

"Look," Carter said, reassembling himself, pivoting away from the damage, toward the horizon. "I'm saying this place matters. It matters to Riley, it matters to the community, and it's going to matter to our audience because it's real. That's what we've been missing. Something real."

He could hear how it sounded: half-rehearsed, a little desperate, the subscriber count bleeding through every word. But he believed it completely.

The light above the booth flickered hard. Once, twice, then a sustained brownout that dropped the fluorescent tube to a sick amber glow for three full seconds before it buzzed back to life. Carter glanced up, then around the diner. The other lights were fine. The counter, the pie case, the OPEN sign in the window. All were steady.

He made a mental note: good b-roll if they're filming.

"Okay, so—signal strength out there is actually workable," Evan said, turning his laptop around. "The cell tower coverage isn't great, but I can boost it with the portable repeater. Streaming should hold." He paused. "Probably."

"Probably," Derek echoed.

"Probably's fine," Carter said.

"My equipment's been doing something weird since yesterday, though." Evan said it casually. "Packet drops at regular intervals. I'm still working on it. Which is fine."

"The factory's been closed since '63," Maddie added, scrolling. "But the county power grid shows intermittent draws from the address as recently as—" She stopped. Pushed her glasses up. "2019. Which is actually significant because—"

"We can dig into the research on site," Carter said. He was losing the room to data and he needed bodies in a van. "What I need right now is a yes or a no. From everyone."

He looked around the table. Derek: already nodding, already performing. Evan: closing the laptop, which was his yes. Maddie: mouth working silently around a statistic she'd have to save for later, but her eyes were bright. That was a yes.

Ava said nothing. She was still drawing. Carter glanced at her napkin and saw an angular roofline. Industrial, sharp, with a smokestack that shouldn't have been familiar because he hadn't shown her the full architectural photos yet. Just the satellite shot. He almost said something, then didn't.

"Ava?"

"Hmm?" She looked up like she'd been somewhere else. "Oh. Yeah, I'm in. Obviously." A ghost of a smile. "You know I can't resist an empty building."

That left Riley.

The whole booth oriented toward her. She sat very still, and Carter watched her thumb press hard against the inside of her wrist where the candy wrapper tattoo sat under her sleeve. A habitual gesture. Years of practice.

"Yeah," Riley said quietly. "I'll go."

Carter exhaled. "Good. That's good. Tonight, then. We load the van at Evan's, hit the road by—"

"One condition." Riley's voice cut clean. "Whatever we find in there, you don't spin it. You don't turn it into a bit. If this is real—and Carter, I'm telling you right now it's going to be real—you show it straight."

"Absolutely," Carter said, already framing the shot.

A faint sweetness drifted through the booth; something warm and sugary, almost cloying. Carter's nose wrinkled. The pie case. Had to be. The burnt coffee smell had been sitting so heavy all afternoon that the sugar just hadn't cut through until now.

Except the pie case was behind him, and the sweetness was coming from the direction of the window.

He didn't think about it. He was already standing, already digging for his wallet.

Derek pulled the diner door open and the group filed out into the late afternoon. Evan cradled his laptop bag, Maddie was still scrolling, Ava tucked the napkin sketch into her jacket without looking at it. Riley last, shoulders slightly hunched, one hand pressed against her wrist.

They were loud in the parking lot. Performing normalcy for themselves and doing a decent job of it.

Carter hung back and lifted his phone. A test shot—the group walking across cracked asphalt toward their cars, golden hour light catching the dust they kicked up. Good framing. Natural. The kind of footage that opened a documentary when things went wrong.
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"—and we're getting signal," Evan said, not looking up from the laptop balanced on a stack of equipment cases. "Which is the good news."

Carter ducked under a cable Evan had strung between two light stands and nearly knocked a tripod into Riley's monitor array. The garage smelled like solder and concrete dust and the chemical tang of gear fresh out of packaging. Five screens glowed across the back wall, turning the whole space into something that looked like mission control if mission control operated out of a two-car residential unit with bad ventilation.

"What's the bad news?" Carter asked.

"I didn't say there was bad news."

"You said 'which is the good news.' That implies—"

"We're getting better signal than we should be at this address." Evan paused. His fingers stopped on the keyboard. "Significantly better."

Carter waited for the rest. It didn't come. Evan just stared at his readout for another beat, then typed something and moved on.

"Great," Carter said. "Strong signal, clean feed. That's what we need."

The pre-stream test was running on the main monitor. Camera two showed the garage interior in wide shot: the whiteboard on the back wall with its hand-drawn factory blueprint in red, blue, and green marker, the equipment cases stacked like Tetris pieces, Derek trying to mount a bodycam to his chest harness and getting the strap tangled. Camera one was Carter's A-cam, currently pointed at the floor. The feed was live to a private link. Test mode. Invite only.

Riley was on the far side of the garage, threading batteries into headlamps with mechanical efficiency. She hadn't spoken much since they'd arrived. Her eyes kept drifting to the whiteboard with the blueprint she and Maddie had roughed out from architectural records and satellite photos. Then her gaze snapped back to the batteries in her hands. Every time Carter caught her looking, she wasn't looking.

"Pre-stream chat's already active," Maddie said from her corner. She had her tablet propped against a toolbox, cross-referencing something on her phone simultaneously. "We've got... seven viewers on a private test link."

Carter's head turned. "Seven? Already?"

"Should be zero," Evan said quietly. He didn't look up.

"Could be bots. Or the link leaked." Maddie pushed her glasses up. "But the engagement pattern doesn't look automated. These accounts have viewing histories."

"That's organic interest," Carter said, and he felt the familiar spark that meant something was working, the algorithm might actually notice them this time. "That's good. This is already building."

He crossed to the main monitor and leaned in. The chat window was a thin column on the right side of the test feed. Mostly blank. A couple of messages:

StreamFan23: Is this the candy factory stream? When do you guys go live?

ViewerAlex: Found this through a reddit thread about Acacia Springs. When's the actual exploration start??

Carter grinned. "We haven't even promoted this yet. Chat, if you can hear me—" He waved at the camera. "Welcome. You're early and we love you for it."

"Carter, the test isn't miked yet," Evan said. "They can't hear you."

"They can see me wave. It's called engagement."

Derek got the harness sorted and straightened up, checking his reflection in a dead monitor. He adjusted the strap across his chest, then adjusted it again. "How do I look?"

"Like a guy who's about to enter an abandoned factory," Ava said from the floor, where she'd set up a small monitor of her own. She was replaying test footage; the brief clip they'd shot earlier as a camera check, just the interior of the garage from different angles. 

"That's what I'm going for," Derek said.

On the main monitor, the chat updated.


CandyMan_1927: The blueprint is missing the eastern sublevel.


Carter read it twice. Then he laughed. "Oh, we've got a superfan already. Someone's done their homework." He pointed at the screen. "CandyMan underscore 1927. Pre-stream superfan. Love it. Engage with them, Maddie. This is exactly the kind of viewer we want."

Maddie leaned toward the chat. Her mouth opened. Closed. She read the message again.

"Carter. The whiteboard isn't in the camera frame."

"What?"

"Camera two." She pointed. "Wide shot. The whiteboard is out of frame on the left. I checked the framing twenty minutes ago; it cuts off at the equipment stack. The blueprint isn't visible in the feed."

Carter looked at camera two's output. She was right. The wide shot captured the center of the garage with Derek, the gear and the lighting rigs. The whiteboard with its three-color blueprint sat a good four feet outside the frame edge.

"So they know the building," Carter said. "It's public record. The architectural plans are—"

"The eastern sublevel isn't in public records," Maddie said. "I found it in a county surveyor's addendum that was misfiled under residential permits. It took me two weeks to—" She stopped. Pushed her glasses up. "That sublevel isn't in any accessible record. I only found it because the surveyor numbered his pages wrong."

Evan had stopped typing.

The chat updated again.


CandyMan_1963: Correction noted. Records updated. Welcome to the preliminary assessment.


The username had changed. Carter blinked at it. 1927 was gone. Now it read 1963.

"The dates," Maddie said quietly, almost to herself. "1927 is when the factory opened. 1963 is when it closed."

Nobody picked it up. Derek was checking his harness again. Carter was already reframing.

"Okay, that's a committed fan account," he said. "Somebody's running an ARG. Alternate reality game," he added for Derek's benefit. "This is incredible for engagement. Evan, are you seeing the viewer count?"

Evan's expression said he wished he wasn't. The number in the corner of the test stream had been seven. Now it read nineteen. Now twenty-three.

"Climbing," Evan confirmed. His voice was careful. Measured. "Test session on a private link shouldn't be indexing to public search. I haven't pushed any metadata yet." He paused. Typed something. Typed something else. "Which is fine."

"It's better than fine," Carter said. "It's working." He clapped his hands once, the sound sharp in the concrete space. "Everybody feel that? This is what momentum feels like."

On the floor behind him, Ava replayed the test footage one more time. Carter caught it in his peripheral vision: the slight hitch in her shoulders, the way she leaned closer to the small monitor until its blue light filled her eyes. She played the clip frame by frame. He could see her finger tapping the arrow key. 

She stopped.

Her head tilted in that angle that meant she was seeing something the rest of them weren't. Her lips parted. She stared at the frozen frame for three full seconds, and Carter watched something move behind her expression. 

Then she turned the monitor off and set it face-down on the concrete.

"Ava? Everything good with the test footage?"

"Hmm?" She looked up. Those dark eyes, slightly too wide. "Yeah. Fine. Just checking white balance."

Carter almost pressed it. He could see the question sitting right there, waiting: What did you see? But Ava's face had already rearranged itself into something neutral, and he had viewer counts to think about, and the chat was—

"Okay. Wild question." Derek's voice came from across the garage, and it had a strange quality to it. Baffled, almost embarrassed. He was standing completely still with one hand on his bodycam harness and the other hovering near his mouth. "Does anyone else taste... fruit candies right now? Just me?"

The room paused.

Carter's tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth. There it was; faint, source-less and unmistakable. Sugar. brighter than the burnt-coffee sweetness from the diner. Artificial, like someone had held an open bag of candy under his nose for half a second and pulled it away.

Riley's hand went to her wrist.

The taste was already gone.

"Probably the gear off-gassing," Evan said, but he was looking at his signal readout, not at Derek. "New electronics. Chemical coatings."

"That tasted nothing like a chemical coating," Derek said.

"I said probably."

The viewer count on the test stream read forty-one.

Carter swept the garage one more time, cataloging: gear packed, batteries charged, cameras tested. He pulled out his phone and hit record for a little video diary moment, just him and the lens. "Alright. Pre-stream test complete, signal's strong, and we've already got viewers finding us before we've even promoted. Chat's active. Energy's right." He grinned. Performing confidence came easy when the numbers were climbing. "Tonight, we go to the factory. Tonight, we go live."

He panned the phone in a slow arc across the garage. Equipment cases, the light stands. The whiteboard with the factory blueprint, still annotated in Maddie's handwriting with the eastern sublevel circled in red.

He ended the recording and pocketed the phone without reviewing it. 
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The gravel was wrong.

Carter noticed it the second his boot hit the lot. The surface gave too much, sinking a quarter-inch like packed earth that had been recently disturbed. Not the solid crunch of decades-old industrial ground. He filed it somewhere behind the adrenaline and kept walking.

The Delightful Candy Co. rose against the low sky like something that had grown rather than been built. Massive. Mid-century brick the color of dried blood, darkened further by fifty years of weather and neglect. Two smokestacks punched upward, blacker than the clouds behind them. The perimeter fence was chain-link and rust, the warning signs bleached by sun and rain until the text was more of a memory. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE — the rest was gone.

Carter's A-cam was already rolling. The building was a perfect establishing shot.

"What is up, Explorers! Carter here, coming at you live from the gates of the Delightful Candy Company." He swept the camera in a slow arc, brick to smokestack to fence line, pitching his voice to be confident, conspiratorial, intimate. Like he was letting a hundred thousand people in on a secret, even though the viewer count had just crested ninety. "Abandoned since 1963. The heart of Acacia Springs, and the site of one of the most documented industrial disappearances in American history. Tonight, we're going inside. Tonight, you're coming with us."

The word live hung in the air a beat too long.

Behind him, Evan had the signal meter out. Carter could hear the faint clicking as he cycled through frequencies. "Okay, so — signal's structured," Evan said, half to Carter, half to his equipment. "I'm getting consistent handshake patterns I didn't set up. Like there's already network architecture here." He paused. "Which is fine."

"How's chat looking?" Carter called back.

Maddie had the tablet out, tilted against her hip. "First real wave coming in. Hundred and twelve. Hundred and twenty. They found us fast." She was scrolling, but her attention kept pulling away from the chat toward something else on the screen.

"Derek, you ready to make an entrance?"

Derek was already at the main door. Corrugated steel, industrial-gauge, the factory logo stamped dead center: a stylized candy wrapper with a smiling face that decades of oxidation had eroded into something leering. One eye had rusted through completely, leaving a dark socket. The mouth's upward curve had warped.

"Born ready," Derek said. His hands were in his jacket pockets. The night was mild, in the low sixties with barely a breeze.

To Carter's left, Ava stood motionless with a napkin pressed against the hood of the van, sketching with fast short strokes. She'd filled two on the drive over. Now a third. She wasn't looking at the building while she drew it.

"Ava, we need you on frame."

"One second." She didn't look up. Her pen stopped. Started again in a different spot. Stopped. "This building... Actually, never mind. One second."

Carter let it go. He swung the camera toward Riley.

She was ten feet from the door and not moving. Not performing hesitation — Carter had seen her perform for the camera, and this wasn't it. She was standing very still with her weight slightly back, like the ground itself was doing something she didn't trust. Her left hand pressed against her wrist. Not the casual trace he'd seen at the diner; pressing hard.

"Riles. You good?"

"Yeah." The word came out flat. Her eyes were on the building. Specifically on a window. High, upper right, third floor. "Yeah, I'm good."

Carter followed her gaze. The window held a faint amber glow. Warm without a source. It hadn't been there when they'd pulled in; he was certain of that because he'd scanned the building's silhouette from the road for exactly this kind of detail. No light then.

He chose not to think about it and turned the camera around instead.

Every phone in the group buzzed simultaneously.

Carter pulled his from his pocket. A notification: trending topic alert.

#SweetSilence

"Someone's doing our marketing for us," Carter said, grinning. He held the screen up toward the camera. "Chat, did one of you start this? Hashtag SweetSilence is trending."

He didn't check when it had started trending. He was already pivoting, already framing.

"Perfect," he muttered. "Cut to reaction... hold on this..."

"Carter." Maddie's voice. The quiet that meant she'd found a pattern. "Come look at this."

He crossed to her. The tablet showed a grid of photos; exterior shots of the factory taken by different people across different years. Forum posts, image uploads, a couple from an old online blog. Different cameras, different seasons, different times of day.

"What am I looking at?"

"Upper right window," Maddie said. "Every photo."

He looked. In the first image, daylight, a figure; dark and indistinct, but shaped like a person standing just behind the glass. In the second, dusk, same window and same shape. Third photo, fourth, seventh. All of them with the same window, same figure. Same position.

"Could be pareidolia," Carter said. "Pattern recognition in shadows."

"It could," Maddie agreed. She didn't sound like she agreed. She turned the tablet toward Derek.

Derek looked at the screen, then at the building. Then at the window on the third floor.

The glow flickered very slightly, and held.

"Yeah, that's a light," Derek said. "In a building with no power since 1963."

From somewhere inside — deep, muffled by brick and steel and distance — a sound. Rhythmic and metallic. The steady clank of machinery in motion.

They all heard it. The gravel-shuffle of six people going still at the same time.

"Tell me one of you planted a speaker in there," Derek said.

Nobody had.

Evan already had his meter up. He stood motionless for ten seconds, reading, then lowered it slowly. "Forty-seven BPM," he said. "Consistent. Mechanical." He put the meter away without further comment.

Carter was about to ask what that number meant when movement caught the edge of his vision. Loading dock, left side of the building, twenty yards out. A figure, standing in the shadow of the dock's concrete overhang.

"Hey!" Carter turned, camera tracking. "Hey! Excuse me —"

The figure stepped half into the lot's ambient light. Wrong clothes. Not wrong for the weather exactly, but wrong for now: high-waisted trousers, a collared shirt with the sleeves rolled in a way that looked period-specific. The kind of outfit Carter had seen in the factory's archived employee photos.

"You the film crew?" the figure called. Voice flat and conversational. Like they'd been waiting.

"We're a livestream," Carter called back, already moving toward them. "Are you, do you work for the property management? We have permission from the county to —"

He rounded the edge of the loading dock. Empty. The concrete platform, the rusted bay doors, the weeds pushing through expansion joints. There was no figure, no sound of retreating footsteps. No cover within thirty feet in any direction they could have reached in the two seconds Carter's eyes had been off them.

He stood there for a moment, camera still recording, and felt something cold settle into the space between his lungs.

Trespasser, he told himself. Curious local. Moved faster than you thought.

He walked back to the group. "Nobody there. Probably a local checking us out."

The chat had opinions.


ShadowWatcher99: that person's clothes are wrong. too wrong.

NightOwl_Explores: they were asking about a FILM crew. who films here?

CandyMan_1963: Welcome back. All crews accounted for.


Nobody on the team read the chat. They were all looking at the door.

Carter positioned himself beside Derek, camera angled to catch the group and the entrance in a single frame. Viewer count: a hundred and eighty-seven and climbing. He could feel the momentum like weather pressure.

"Alright," he said. "This is it. The Delightful Candy Company. Closed in 1963 under circumstances that have never been fully explained. Tonight we go inside, we go live, and we find out what this place has been hiding for sixty years."

Good. Clean. The kind of line that opened a trailer.

Riley was beside the door now. Carter hadn't seen her move. She stood with one hand trailing against the corrugated steel, and her face had that expression that was older than twenty-three.

"My great-grandfather used to call it the sweet silence," she said. Quiet and almost to herself, except the bodycam mic would catch it perfectly. "The moment right before the machines stopped." A beat. "He meant it as a warning."

Carter felt the hairs on his arms lift. He also felt the shot.

"Perfect title," he said.

Riley looked at him. Something was in her eyes that wasn't quite contempt and wasn't quite pity, like she'd known he would say exactly that and had decided to let it happen.

Derek gripped the cold metal of the door handle. Carter could see his fingers tighten, adjust and tighten again.

"On three, yeah?"

Nobody counted and Derek pulled. The handle resisted, then gave with a shriek of corroded metal that made Maddie flinch and sent a scatter of rust flakes drifting down like orange snow.

Warm air hit them; almost body-temperature, rolling out through the widening gap like an exhalation. And riding on it an artificial sweetness so thick Carter could taste it on his teeth. Sugar and machine oil and something underneath both. It felt organic and patient, like fruit left to ripen in a sealed room for decades past the point of sweetness.

The viewer count hit two hundred. The window on the third floor brightened, just slightly, in the same heartbeat.

Riley stepped through first.

She didn't pause, didn't announce it. One moment she was beside the door and the next she was past the threshold, her silhouette swallowed by the interior dark. She didn't look back.

Carter read it as courage. Behind him, Ava's pen stopped on the napkin. She watched Riley disappear inside and her expression said something else entirely.

One by one they followed. Derek. Maddie, tablet clutched to her chest. Ava, tucking the napkin into her jacket. Evan, eyes on the signal meter, walking blind.

Carter went last. He paused in the doorway for a single held breath, camera up and framing the interior dark. The stream was live and climbing. He stepped through.

The door swung shut behind him with a clang that traveled through the floor and up the walls and into spaces above them they couldn't see. The echo deepened, lengthened. It resolved into something rhythmic that might have been the machinery sound from outside or might have been the building settling around them like a jaw.

The stream was live with two hundred and fourteen viewers. Two hundred and nineteen.

Above the loading dock outside, a security camera hung from a rusted bracket. Analog and decades old. Its housing was angled toward the wall, pointed at nothing and capturing nothing. The small red light on its underside was on. In the footage it recorded, feeding to an archive no one was monitoring, the group was visible crossing the lot and entering the building.

The timestamp on the feed read: 1963.
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