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Chapter 1 – The Roar of the Falls




Avery Ravenscroft heard Snoqualmie Falls long before she saw it.




The sound came first—low, constant, and immense, like the earth itself breathing in a steady, unbreakable rhythm. It rolled through the trees and over the winding road, vibrating faintly through the steering wheel of her aging crossover as she eased into the final curve. The mist followed next, a pale veil drifting across the windshield, catching the afternoon light and turning it pearlescent. When the falls finally revealed themselves, Avery instinctively eased off the gas.




Water thundered over the cliff in a wide, white curtain, plunging into the gorge below with a force that felt almost personal. It wasn’t just beautiful. It was commanding. Ancient.




“Well,” Avery murmured to herself, “you weren’t exaggerating.”




She pulled into the overlook parking area and cut the engine. The sudden quiet inside the car felt strange after hours on the road—Idaho behind her, Montana and Wyoming already folded into memory, and now Washington unfolding in layers of green she hadn’t expected to love quite this much. She stepped out, zipped her jacket against the damp chill, and walked toward the railing.




The falls dominated everything. Tourists stood silently, phones forgotten in their hands. Children who moments before had been loud now whispered. Avery rested her palms on the cool metal railing and leaned forward, letting the roar wash over her thoughts. Travel had always done this for her—cleared the static, sharpened her instincts. She’d learned long ago that moments like this often came right before something else entirely.




Something unexpected.




She didn’t know why the lodge had drawn her attention.




The historic Snoqualmie Falls Lodge stood just behind the overlook, its wide windows facing the cascade as if the building itself were watching. Timber-framed and dignified, it carried the quiet confidence of a place that had outlasted trends, owners, and secrets. Avery had planned to check in, rest, maybe write a few notes, and move on the next morning.




Instead, she found herself staring at the upper floor windows.




One of them—just one—appeared darker than the others. Not shaded. Not curtained. Dark, as though it absorbed the light rather than reflected it. Avery frowned slightly. She had no rational reason to focus on it, yet the sensation that followed was familiar enough to make her straighten.




That tug. That whisper of wrongness.




“Don’t start,” she muttered to herself. “You’re on vacation.”




Still, she couldn’t look away.




The lodge doors opened behind her with a soft thud. Laughter spilled out, followed by the scent of coffee and warm bread. Life moving on, unaware of whatever her instincts were trying to nudge into focus. Avery took one last look at the falls, then turned toward the lodge.




Inside, the air changed immediately. Warmth wrapped around her, carrying the comforting aroma of polished wood, stone fireplaces, and something sweet baking nearby. The lobby was spacious but intimate, its high ceilings crossed with exposed beams darkened by decades of care. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the falls so perfectly they looked like a living painting.




Avery paused just inside the doorway, letting her eyes adjust. Travelers clustered near the fireplace. A couple checked in at the front desk. A bell chimed softly somewhere to her left. Everything seemed normal. Too normal.




She approached the desk, offering a polite smile to the clerk, a young man whose name tag read Evan. He returned the smile, practiced and professional.




“Welcome to Snoqualmie Falls Lodge. Checking in?”




“Yes,” Avery said. “Ravenscroft. One night, possibly two.”




Evan typed quickly, nodded, and handed her a key card. “You’re in room 312. Best view in the house.”




Avery’s stomach tightened just slightly.




“Third floor?” she asked casually.




“Yes, ma’am.”




“Any reason one of the windows up there looks darker than the others?”




Evan blinked. “Darker?”




She watched his face carefully. Genuine confusion crossed it, followed by a shrug. “Not that I know of. Some rooms get more reflection depending on the light. The mist can play tricks on the glass.”




“Of course,” Avery said, accepting the card. “Thank you.”




She turned toward the staircase rather than the elevator, her curiosity already outweighing her fatigue. As she climbed, the sound of the falls filtered through the walls, muffled but persistent, like a heartbeat under everything else.




The third floor corridor was quiet. Plush carpeting softened her steps as she walked past closed doors, each identical save for the numbers. When she reached room 312, she hesitated for just a moment before swiping the card.




The door opened easily.




The room was spacious, warm, and inviting—exactly what one would expect from a lodge like this. A large bed faced the windows, which framed the falls in breathtaking detail. The water seemed closer from here, more immediate, its power undeniable.




Avery set her bag down slowly.




Something was off.




She moved toward the windows, scanning the glass, the frame, the heavy curtains pulled neatly to either side. That was when she noticed it—a faint distortion in the reflection. Not a crack. Not a stain. A subtle warping, as if the glass itself had been altered or replaced.




She pressed her fingertips lightly against it. Cool. Solid.




Behind her, a soft sound made her turn sharply.




Nothing.




Just the door closed, the room still. Avery exhaled, annoyed with herself. Long drives and too many mysteries had a way of sharpening instincts to an almost unreasonable edge. Still, she trusted those instincts. They had never led her wrong.




She unpacked quickly, then stepped back into the hallway, determined to explore the lodge properly before nightfall. Downstairs, she followed signs toward the lounge overlooking the falls. The room was quieter than the lobby, filled with low conversation and the occasional clink of glassware.




That was where she saw her.




The woman sat alone at a small table near the window, notebook open, pen moving quickly across the page. She had dark hair pulled back loosely, a pair of glasses perched low on her nose, and an expression of intense focus that made her seem almost unaware of the world around her.




Avery didn’t know why she noticed her. She just did.




As Avery approached the bar to order coffee, the woman looked up suddenly, their eyes meeting. For a brief second, something unspoken passed between them—recognition, perhaps, or shared curiosity.




The woman smiled first.




“First time here?” she asked, her voice warm and lightly accented.




“Yes,” Avery replied. “Is it that obvious?”




“A little,” the woman said, closing her notebook. “Everyone who’s been here before knows not to fight the mist.”




Avery laughed softly. “Guilty.”




“I’m Cecil,” the woman said, standing and extending her hand. “Cecil Oñativia. But everyone calls me Cess.”




“Avery.”




They shook hands, and Avery felt that subtle click of connection she’d come to recognize over the years. Not friendship—not yet—but potential.




“Mind if I join you?” Avery asked.




“Please. I was hoping someone would.”




They settled into seats by the window, the falls looming just beyond the glass.




“So,” Cess said, nodding toward the view, “what brings you to Snoqualmie?”




“Curiosity,” Avery said honestly. “And the road.”




Cess smiled knowingly. “Those are the best reasons.”




“And you?”




Cess hesitated, just a fraction too long. “Research,” she said finally.




Avery raised an eyebrow. “Research into what?”




Cess glanced around, lowering her voice. “The lodge.”




Avery felt the now-familiar tightening in her chest.




“Go on,” she said.




“They say the lodge was built over more than stone and timber,” Cess continued. “There are stories—disappearances, altered records, rooms that don’t quite behave the way they should.”




Avery leaned back slowly, studying her new acquaintance with fresh interest.




“Well,” she said, “this just became a much more interesting stay.”




Outside, the falls roared on, indifferent to the secrets gathering quietly within the walls of the lodge.


Chapter 1 – The Roar of the Falls – Part 2




The falls grew louder as evening settled in, as if darkness gave the water permission to claim more space in the world.




Avery noticed it while she and Cess sat near the window, cups of coffee growing cold between them. The daylight had softened, turning the cascade from brilliant white to a deeper, silver-gray rush, and the mist thickened, blurring the line between air and water. Lights inside the lodge flickered on one by one, casting warm reflections across the glass.




“So you’re really researching the lodge,” Avery said, keeping her tone light but her attention sharp. “Academic, or personal?”




Cess smiled faintly, tapping her pen against the notebook. “A bit of both. I study architectural history—especially places that evolve without fully erasing their past. Lodges like this one are fascinating. They’re meant to welcome people, but they’re also designed to hide things. Storage spaces. Service corridors. Old renovations that never quite match the original plans.”




“That’s an unusually specific interest,” Avery said.




Cess shrugged. “I grew up in places like this. Seasonal hotels. Resorts that depended on mystery as much as comfort. You learn to notice what guests don’t.”




Avery nodded slowly. “Such as?”




Cess leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Rooms that don’t align with the exterior. Windows that don’t match the floor plans. Staircases that appear on blueprints but not in reality.”




Avery felt a ripple of recognition. She hadn’t mentioned the darkened window on the third floor, yet Cess’s words brushed dangerously close.




“Have you found any of that here?” Avery asked.




Cess hesitated again. This time, the pause lingered long enough to draw Avery’s full attention. Finally, Cess closed her notebook.




“I think so,” she said. “But I haven’t been able to confirm it. Not alone.”




Avery studied her for a moment, weighing instinct against reason. She had learned, over countless cases, that partnerships formed quickly often did so for a reason. And this one—unexpected as it was—felt right.




“What exactly are you trying to confirm?” Avery asked.




“Come with me,” Cess said, standing. “I’ll show you.”




They left the lounge together, moving down a quieter hallway toward the older wing of the lodge. The carpet changed subtly beneath their feet, the pattern less crisp, the colors more muted. Avery noticed it immediately. Places like this always revealed themselves in small details.




“This wing was part of the original construction,” Cess explained. “Most guests don’t wander here unless their rooms are assigned nearby.”




“And yours?” Avery asked.




“Second floor,” Cess replied. “But I’ve been exploring.”




Avery smiled. “Of course you have.”




They reached a narrow corridor lined with framed black-and-white photographs. Early visitors posed stiffly beside the falls, men in heavy coats, women in long dresses, the lodge standing proudly behind them. One photograph caught Avery’s eye—a group shot from decades ago. Something about the arrangement felt off.




“Wait,” Avery said, stopping abruptly.




Cess turned. “What is it?”




Avery stepped closer to the photograph. “Count the windows.”




Cess frowned, then leaned in. Her eyes widened. “There’s one more in the photo than there is now.”




“Exactly,” Avery said. “And it’s on the third floor.”




Cess’s expression shifted from curiosity to quiet excitement. “That’s the one,” she said softly. “The one I’ve been trying to prove existed.”




They stood in silence for a moment, the distant roar of the falls filling the space between them.




“So why seal a window?” Avery asked. “And why leave no visible trace?”




“Unless it was never meant to be visible in the first place,” Cess said.




Avery glanced down the corridor. “Where would it have led?”




Cess gestured toward the far end of the hall. “That’s what I was hoping to find out.”




They continued, passing an unmarked door that Cess slowed near.




“This,” she said, “is supposed to be a storage room. According to staff.”




“And according to the original plans?” Avery asked.




Cess shook her head. “It doesn’t appear at all.”




Avery tried the handle. Locked.




“Expected,” she murmured.




A voice echoed down the corridor, making them both jump.




“Can I help you?”




They turned to see a woman in a staff uniform approaching, her expression polite but alert. She was older than most of the employees Avery had seen so far, her posture straight, her eyes sharp.




“Just admiring the history,” Avery said smoothly, nodding toward the photographs.




The woman’s gaze lingered on them both. “This area is closed to guests after dusk.”




“We’ll head back,” Cess said quickly. “Sorry.”




The woman nodded, but her eyes followed them until they turned the corner.




“Well,” Avery said under her breath, “that’s not suspicious at all.”




Cess exhaled slowly. “I was hoping to avoid that.”




They returned to the main area of the lodge, the warmth and noise washing over them. For a moment, everything seemed normal again—guests chatting, glasses clinking, the fireplace crackling softly.




But Avery knew better.




“Dinner?” Cess asked. “I think we have more to talk about.”




Avery smiled. “I was going to suggest the same thing.”




They ate in the lodge restaurant, choosing a table near the windows. As they talked, Avery learned more about Cess—her background, her fascination with forgotten spaces, her tendency to follow questions long after others lost interest.




“And you?” Cess asked between bites. “You travel alone, follow instincts, ask the right questions. That’s not just curiosity.”




Avery considered her answer carefully. “Let’s just say I’ve learned that places remember things people try to forget.”




Cess nodded, as if that explained everything.




After dinner, they parted ways reluctantly, agreeing to meet again in the morning. Avery returned to her room, her thoughts buzzing. She stood by the window, watching the falls in the dark, the water illuminated by subtle lighting from below.




That was when she saw it.




A light flickered in the reflection.




Not inside her room—but beyond it. A brief, unmistakable glow where the darkened window should have been.




Avery’s pulse quickened. She moved closer, peering out, but the light was gone. The glass reflected only her own silhouette and the endless rush of water.




Someone was there.




And they didn’t want to be seen.




She stepped back slowly, every sense alert. The lodge had settled for the night, the sounds muted, the atmosphere heavy with secrets.




Avery picked up her phone, typing a quick message to Cess.




Saw a light in the sealed window. You were right.




The reply came almost immediately.




So it begins.




Avery turned off the lights and lay down on the bed, listening to the falls thunder through the night. She knew sleep would be slow to come. Something had been awakened—by water, by curiosity, by two strangers who had stumbled into the same mystery.




And whatever hid within the lodge was watching them now.


Sleep came to Avery in fragments, broken apart by the constant thunder of water and the uneasy sense that the lodge itself was breathing around her.




She lay still in the darkness, eyes open, listening. The falls were no longer just background noise. They pressed against the walls, seeped into the floorboards, vibrated through the glass. The sound was so steady it felt intentional, as if it were masking something else—something softer, more deliberate.




A footstep.




Avery’s breath slowed instantly. She didn’t move, didn’t even shift the pillow beneath her head. Years of experience had taught her the difference between imagined sounds and real ones. This was real. It came again, faint but distinct, somewhere above her ceiling.




The third floor wasn’t the top floor.




She rolled carefully onto her side, glancing at the dim outline of the clock on the bedside table. Just past midnight. She reached for her phone, keeping the screen dark, and opened her messages. Nothing new from Cess. Avery considered texting, then decided against it. If someone was moving through the lodge where they shouldn’t be, broadcasting concern wasn’t wise.




Another sound followed—metal against wood. Not loud. Controlled.




Avery swung her legs off the bed and stood, easing toward the door. She slipped on her jacket, slid her feet into her boots, and paused with her hand on the handle. The hallway beyond was silent. Too silent.




She opened the door just enough to peer out.




The corridor was empty, softly lit by wall sconces spaced evenly along the length. The carpet swallowed sound. Avery stepped out, closing the door behind her with care. She moved toward the far end of the hall, where the darkness seemed deeper, more concentrated.




As she approached, the air changed. Cooler. Damp.




The sealed window.




Up close, it was even stranger than she remembered. The wall where the window should have been was covered with wood paneling that almost—but not quite—matched the rest of the lodge. The grain ran slightly off. The varnish reflected light differently.




Avery pressed her palm against the paneling.




Cold.




She leaned closer, scanning the edges. There—a faint seam. Perfectly straight, running vertically, nearly invisible unless you knew to look for it. She traced it lightly with her fingernail.




Behind her, the floor creaked.




Avery turned, heart pounding.




Cess stood a few feet away, her expression equal parts startled and relieved.




“I was hoping that was you,” Cess whispered.




“You too?” Avery murmured.




“I couldn’t sleep,” Cess said. “And then I heard something moving overhead. I figured if I was wrong, I’d rather look foolish than ignore it.”




Avery smiled faintly. “Good instincts.”




They stood side by side, studying the wall.




“I saw a light,” Avery said quietly. “Just for a second.”




Cess nodded. “That window isn’t just sealed. It’s concealed. Whatever’s behind it is still accessible.”




“From where?” Avery asked.




“That’s what we find out,” Cess said.




They examined the paneling together, fingers skimming the surface. Near the baseboard, Cess paused.




“Here,” she whispered.




Avery crouched beside her. A small notch, barely noticeable, cut into the wood. Cess pressed it gently. Nothing happened.




“Probably needs leverage,” Avery said.




They exchanged a look, then Avery slipped off her jacket and wrapped it around her hand. She pressed harder.




The panel shifted with a soft click.




They froze.




Nothing else moved. The lodge remained quiet, the falls roaring on.




Slowly, Avery pulled. The panel swung inward just enough to reveal darkness beyond—and the faint scent of old stone and moisture.




Cess’s eyes widened. “It’s real.”




Avery felt a familiar mix of exhilaration and caution. “Let’s not rush.”




They opened the panel fully. Behind it was a narrow passage, its walls rough and unpolished, lit only by the faint glow spilling in from the hallway. A steep set of stairs descended into shadow.




“Not on any blueprint,” Cess whispered.




“And not meant for guests,” Avery added.




They hesitated only a moment before stepping inside. Avery pulled the panel closed behind them, plunging the passage into near darkness. She turned on her phone’s flashlight, the beam slicing through dust-filled air.




The stairs creaked beneath their weight as they descended. The sound of the falls grew louder, closer, until it felt as though the water was just beyond the stone walls.




The passage opened into a small chamber.




Avery stopped short.




The room was unfinished, carved directly into the rock. A narrow window—the window—looked out over the falls, unobstructed and breathtaking. Moonlight spilled through it, illuminating a simple wooden table and a single chair.




And on the table lay a ledger.




Cess moved closer, her breath shallow. “This… this shouldn’t be here.”




Avery picked up the ledger carefully. The cover was worn, the leather cracked with age. She opened it.




Names filled the pages. Dates. Room numbers.




Her pulse quickened.




“These are guests,” Avery said. “But some of these dates… they don’t match the lodge’s official records.”




Cess scanned the pages. “Some of these people were reported as having left early. Others—” She swallowed. “Others were never accounted for at all.”




Avery turned another page. Near the back, entries became sparse, written in a different hand. Shorter. More deliberate.




And then—nothing. The final pages were blank.




“Why keep this?” Cess asked.




“Control,” Avery said. “Someone wanted a private record. Something separate from the lodge’s public face.”




A sound echoed behind them.




Both women spun around.




Footsteps—closer this time.




“Someone’s coming,” Cess whispered.




Avery snapped the ledger shut. “We need to go. Now.”




They retraced their steps quickly, the stairs seeming steeper on the way up. Avery reached the panel just as a beam of light swept across the chamber below.




“Hide,” she hissed.




They pressed themselves into the narrow space beside the panel, barely breathing. The footsteps stopped at the base of the stairs.




A voice echoed upward, low and irritated.




“I know someone’s been here.”




Avery’s muscles tensed. She recognized the cadence—not aggressive, but authoritative.




The lodge employee. The woman from the corridor.




A light climbed the stairs slowly, deliberately.




Cess’s hand found Avery’s, gripping tightly.




The beam paused just below the panel. For a heart-stopping moment, Avery was certain it would swing open.




Instead, the light moved away.




Footsteps retreated.




Only when the sound was gone did Avery dare to breathe again. She eased the panel open, peering into the empty corridor.




Clear.




They slipped back into the hallway and closed the panel carefully behind them, restoring the wall to its seamless disguise.




Neither spoke until they reached a safer distance.




“That ledger,” Cess whispered. “That’s proof.”




“Of something,” Avery said. “But not yet everything.”




They parted at the stairwell, exchanging a look that sealed an unspoken agreement. Whatever they’d uncovered, it wasn’t something to abandon lightly.




Back in her room, Avery locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed, the ledger heavy in her hands. She had tucked it beneath her jacket during their escape, unwilling to leave it behind.




Outside, the falls continued their relentless descent, uncaring, eternal.




Avery opened the ledger again, her eyes scanning the names.




One stood out.




A recent date.




A room number still in use.




And a name that had been scratched out so thoroughly it tore the page.




Avery closed the book slowly.




This wasn’t history.




It was ongoing.




And Snoqualmie Falls Lodge was very much alive.
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Chapter 2 – A Lodge on the Edge 




Morning arrived at Snoqualmie Falls Lodge not with silence, but with power.




Avery woke to the deep, unyielding roar of water pouring endlessly over stone. Sunlight filtered through the mist outside her window, diffusing into a pale glow that made the world beyond the glass feel unreal, like a dream that hadn’t fully released her yet. For a moment, she lay still, listening, letting the rhythm of the falls steady her thoughts.




Then memory returned.




The hidden stairway.

The ledger.

The scratched-out name.




Avery sat up sharply and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She crossed the room and checked the door—still locked, just as she’d left it. No sign of tampering. No note slipped underneath. If anyone suspected she had taken the ledger, they hadn’t made it known.




Yet.




She retrieved the book from where she’d hidden it inside her travel bag, wrapped carefully in a sweater. In the light of day, it looked even older—its spine cracked, pages yellowed, edges darkened by moisture and time. This wasn’t something recently planted. It had been waiting.




Avery opened it again, flipping back through the names she’d skimmed in the dark. Some entries were neat and methodical. Others rushed, almost frantic. Patterns emerged the longer she studied them—clusters of dates, repeated room numbers, gaps where guests should have been checked out but weren’t.




She paused at the most recent entry.




Three months ago.




Room 214.




The name—violently scratched out.




Avery closed the book. It wasn’t safe to keep studying it here. The lodge was awake now, staff moving through halls, guests heading to breakfast. She needed context, and she needed Cess.




She dressed quickly and slipped the ledger into her bag again before heading downstairs.




The dining room buzzed with low conversation and the scrape of chairs against wood floors. The scent of coffee was stronger here, grounding. Avery scanned the room until she spotted Cess near the windows, a mug in one hand, her notebook open but untouched.




Cess looked up, relief flickering across her face when she saw Avery.




“You made it through the night,” Cess said as Avery slid into the chair across from her.




“Barely slept,” Avery replied. “But I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”




Cess nodded. “Neither did I.”




A server approached, and Avery ordered coffee, then waited until they were alone again.




“We need to be careful,” Avery said quietly. “Someone knows about that room. And they’re actively protecting it.”




“The woman last night,” Cess said. “Her name’s Margaret. She’s been with the lodge for decades.”




“Decades?” Avery echoed.




Cess nodded. “I asked around. She’s part of the ‘institutional memory,’ as they like to say.”




“Which means she remembers things they’d rather forget,” Avery said.




“Or she’s the one making sure they stay forgotten,” Cess countered.




Avery studied her. “You’ve done this before.”




Cess smiled faintly. “Research has a way of turning investigative if you stay curious long enough.”




Avery reached into her bag just enough to let Cess glimpse the corner of the ledger. Cess inhaled sharply.




“You took it.”




“I didn’t trust leaving it there,” Avery said. “But we can’t keep it long. Not without understanding what it really represents.”




Cess leaned closer. “That book could expose something enormous. Or it could get us escorted out—permanently.”




Avery smiled thinly. “That’s usually how these things go.”




They ate in thoughtful silence for a moment, both watching the falls beyond the glass. Morning light transformed the cascade into something almost gentle, though the sound betrayed its true force.




“The lodge sits right on the edge,” Cess said suddenly. “Literally and metaphorically.”




Avery glanced at her. “What do you mean?”




Cess gestured subtly around them. “This place survives because it promises safety while flirting with danger. People come here to stand inches from something that could kill them if they slipped. That tension—it’s part of the appeal.”




“And you think someone’s using that,” Avery said.




“Yes,” Cess replied. “I think someone has been using this lodge to make people disappear without making it look intentional.”




Avery’s jaw tightened. “Accidents.”




“Or something close enough,” Cess said. “A fall. A misstep. A guest who checked out early.”




Avery thought of the ledger. Of the scratched-out name. “And the window.”




“Exactly,” Cess said. “A place to watch without being seen.”




They finished breakfast and parted ways briefly, agreeing to reconvene later. Avery wanted to walk the grounds, to feel the place in daylight. Lodges, like cities, told different truths depending on the hour.




Outside, the overlook buzzed with tourists again. Cameras clicked. Laughter rose and fell. Avery leaned against the railing, watching the water plunge into the gorge. It struck her how easy it would be for someone unfamiliar with the terrain to get too close, to misjudge the spray-slick stone.




She followed a path down toward the lower observation deck, her boots crunching softly on gravel. Halfway down, she noticed a man standing apart from the others, his attention fixed not on the falls but on the lodge above.




He was older, dressed neatly, his posture stiff with restraint. When Avery’s gaze met his, he looked away too quickly.




Interesting.




She lingered near him, pretending to admire the view. “It’s overwhelming, isn’t it?” she said casually.




He nodded without looking at her. “Power like that demands respect.”




“Or control,” Avery said.




His head snapped toward her. His eyes were sharp, assessing.




“You work here?” she asked lightly.




“No,” he said. “I used to.”




Avery’s pulse quickened. “When?”




“Long enough ago that they don’t talk about it anymore.”




Avery studied him openly now. “Do they talk about guests who never left?”




A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Be careful,” he said quietly. “This place protects itself.”




Before she could ask more, he turned and walked away, disappearing up the path toward the parking area.




Avery stood there for a long moment, the weight of his words settling over her.




By the time she returned to the lodge, Cess was waiting in the lounge, her notebook filled with fresh notes.




“I found something,” Cess said without preamble. “Staff schedules. Maintenance logs. There’s a pattern.”




Avery sat beside her. “Tell me.”




“Every time a name appears in that ledger,” Cess said, “there’s a corresponding maintenance request. Window repairs. Structural checks. Always logged within forty-eight hours.”




Avery exhaled slowly. “Cover stories.”




“And opportunity,” Cess added. “Someone has access. Someone trusted.”




Avery thought of Margaret. Of the authoritative voice echoing up the hidden stairs.




“We’re standing on a fault line,” Avery said. “And it’s about to shift.”




Outside, the falls surged endlessly onward, uncaring. Inside the lodge, secrets pressed against the surface, straining to break free.




Avery met Cess’s gaze, a new certainty settling between them.




They weren’t just uncovering the past.




They were interrupting something still very much in motion.


By midmorning, Snoqualmie Falls Lodge had fully slipped into its daytime persona.




The hush of early hours was replaced with movement—doors opening and closing, staff carts rolling softly over carpet, guests drifting between the lobby, the restaurant, and the overlook. The building felt awake now, alert in a way that made Avery uneasy. Night had concealed their exploration. Daylight exposed them.




Avery and Cess sat near the far end of the lounge, deliberately positioned with their backs to a wall and a clear view of the entrances. Avery had learned long ago that comfort was often the enemy of awareness.




“Let’s assume we’re being watched,” Avery said quietly.




Cess didn’t argue. “Then we assume they already know we’re asking questions.”




“Which means subtlety is out,” Avery said. “We need information fast.”




Cess tapped her pen against her notebook. “There’s one place I haven’t been yet.”




“The offices?” Avery guessed.




Cess nodded. “Administrative wing. Staff only, officially. But there’s a window of overlap when the front desk changes shifts.”




Avery smiled faintly. “Timing is everything.”




They waited until the lobby grew momentarily crowded—a tour group entering, voices rising, attention diffused. Then they moved.




The administrative corridor was narrower than the guest areas, less polished. The lighting was functional rather than atmospheric. Avery noted security cameras at the intersections, their lenses angled downward.




“Those are new,” Cess whispered. “They weren’t here ten years ago.”




“Another layer of control,” Avery murmured.




They reached a door marked Records and Compliance. Locked.




Cess crouched, examining the handle. “Electronic lock,” she said. “But outdated.”




Avery glanced down the corridor. Clear.




Cess pulled a small device from her bag—nothing dramatic, just a slim reader she connected to the lock. She worked quickly, her movements confident but careful.




“You do this often?” Avery asked under her breath.




“Enough,” Cess replied. “Architecture teaches you how buildings resist curiosity. Technology teaches you how to ask anyway.”




The lock clicked.




They slipped inside and closed the door behind them.




The room smelled faintly of paper and dust. Filing cabinets lined the walls, each labeled meticulously. A desk sat in the center, cluttered with binders and a computer monitor left in sleep mode.




Avery moved immediately to the cabinets. “Maintenance,” she said. “That’s our best bet.”




Cess joined her, pulling drawers open quietly. They scanned logs, flipping pages with practiced speed.




“There,” Cess said, pointing. “Window repairs—multiple entries over the last twenty years.”




Avery leaned closer. “Same contractor.”




“And same authorizing signature,” Cess added.




Avery straightened. “Margaret.”




Cess nodded. “She’s been signing off on structural changes for decades.”




“Without oversight?” Avery asked.




Cess grimaced. “Oversight requires questions. And this place doesn’t like questions.”




Avery moved to the desk and woke the computer. A password prompt appeared.




Cess sighed. “I can try—”




“No,” Avery said. “Too risky.”




She reached for a stack of binders instead, flipping through one marked Incident Reports. Most were mundane—slips, minor injuries, lost property. Then she found it.




An entry from five years ago.




Guest complaint. Room 214.




Avery’s pulse quickened.




“What does it say?” Cess asked.




Avery read silently, then aloud. “Guest reported hearing water inside the walls. Claimed the room felt ‘wrong.’ Requested relocation.”




“And?” Cess asked.




“Request denied,” Avery said. “Guest checked out early.”




Cess swallowed. “That room again.”




Avery closed the binder. “Let’s get out of here.”




They slipped back into the corridor just as footsteps echoed nearby. Avery pulled Cess into a recessed doorway, holding her breath as two staff members passed, chatting casually.




When the corridor cleared, they moved quickly back toward the public areas.




They didn’t stop walking until they reached the overlook.




Fresh air hit Avery like a release valve. She leaned against the railing, watching the water crash below.




“Room 214,” Cess said. “We need to see it.”




Avery nodded. “But not openly.”




They waited until early afternoon, when guests were out exploring and the hallways thinned. Avery took the stairs two at a time, Cess close behind.




Room 214 sat near the corner of the second floor, its door unremarkable. Avery pressed her ear against it.




Nothing.




She tried the handle.




Unlocked.




They exchanged a look and slipped inside.




The room was smaller than Avery expected, the layout subtly awkward. The bed sat slightly off-center, the window positioned lower than usual.




“That’s not standard,” Cess whispered.




Avery crossed to the window. It faced the gorge at an angle that felt… intentional.




“This room watches,” Avery said.




Cess scanned the walls. “And listens.”




Avery followed her gaze to the far corner. A faint outline marred the wallpaper—another concealed panel, expertly disguised.




Before they could investigate further, footsteps sounded in the hall.




Avery motioned sharply. They retreated into the bathroom just as the door opened.




Margaret entered the room.




She moved with familiarity, her expression calm, almost reverent. She crossed to the window and stood there for a long moment, watching the falls.




“People think beauty makes them safe,” Margaret said softly, as if speaking to the room itself. “It doesn’t.”




Avery’s heart pounded. Margaret knew.




Margaret turned, her gaze settling directly on the bathroom door.




“You can come out now,” she said. “I won’t pretend I didn’t expect you.”




Avery stepped forward first, her posture steady. Cess followed, tense but composed.




Margaret regarded them with measured interest. “You’ve been busy.”




“You’ve been careful,” Avery replied. “But not careful enough.”




Margaret smiled faintly. “Curiosity always believes it’s special.”




“Why?” Cess asked, her voice tight. “Why this place?”




Margaret’s eyes flicked to the window. “Because the falls erase noise. Because accidents make sense here. And because people come willingly to the edge.”




Avery felt a chill. “And the ledger?”




Margaret’s smile faded. “That was never meant to leave.”




“It already has,” Avery said.




Margaret studied her for a long moment. “Then you don’t understand what you’ve taken.”




Footsteps sounded again—more this time.




Margaret straightened. “This conversation is over.”




She moved past them, opening the door. Staff filled the hallway, alerted, uncertain.




Avery met Cess’s gaze. They had crossed a line.




And there would be consequences.




The lodge seemed to lean inward, the roar of the falls rising as if in response.




Whatever balance had existed here was gone.




And Avery knew—deep in her bones—that the lodge would not let them leave unchanged.




The hallway outside Room 214 filled with a sudden, unnatural stillness.




Staff stood frozen in place, unsure whether they had arrived to interrupt a problem or become part of one. Margaret remained near the doorway, her posture calm, her authority unspoken but absolute. Avery sensed it immediately—this woman didn’t raise her voice because she never needed to. The lodge listened to her.




“Everything’s fine,” Margaret said evenly, turning to the small group of employees. “These guests were momentarily disoriented. I’ll take care of it.”




One of the younger staff members glanced between Avery and Cess, uncertainty flickering across his face. “Should we call—”




“No,” Margaret said, not unkindly. “Return to your duties.”




They hesitated, then dispersed, footsteps retreating down the corridor until only the three women remained.




Margaret closed the door.




The click of the latch sounded far louder than it should have.




Avery folded her arms loosely, keeping her stance relaxed while her mind raced. “You’re very confident.”




Margaret smiled faintly. “Confidence comes from longevity.”




“Or from never being challenged,” Cess said.




Margaret turned her gaze to Cess. “You, especially, should know better. Studying spaces like this without understanding their purpose is… dangerous.”




Cess stiffened. “Purpose doesn’t justify harm.”




Margaret’s eyes hardened for the first time. “You think harm begins here?”




Avery stepped forward slightly. “Then tell us where it begins.”




Margaret studied her carefully, as though reassessing something she’d previously dismissed. “You’re not like the others,” she said. “You notice patterns.”




“That’s what keeps people alive,” Avery replied.




Margaret walked to the window again, resting her hand lightly against the glass. The falls thundered below, relentless, patient.




“This lodge exists because people crave proximity to danger,” Margaret said. “They want to feel small without consequences. But some people push too far. They step where they shouldn’t. They ignore warnings.”




“And you decide who deserves to fall?” Avery asked.




Margaret didn’t answer directly. “The ledger was meant to document inevitabilities. Not cause them.”




Cess shook her head. “You’re rationalizing.”




Margaret turned sharply. “I’m preserving balance.”




Avery felt the weight of those words settle in her chest. She had heard them before, spoken by people who believed order justified cruelty.




“This ends now,” Avery said. “One way or another.”




Margaret sighed, almost regretful. “You don’t understand what exposing this place would do. Lives depend on it.”




“Lives have already been lost,” Cess said quietly.




For a moment, something like doubt flickered across Margaret’s face. Then it vanished, replaced by resolve.




“You should leave,” Margaret said. “Both of you. Today.”




“And if we don’t?” Avery asked.




Margaret met her gaze. “Then the lodge will remind you where you stand.”




The implication hung heavy between them.




Avery reached into her jacket and withdrew the ledger, holding it where Margaret could see. “This goes with us.”




Margaret’s jaw tightened. “That book doesn’t belong to you.”




“Neither did those people,” Avery replied.




Margaret’s eyes flicked to the door. “You won’t make it far.”




Avery smiled thinly. “I’ve heard that before.”




She and Cess moved past Margaret and out into the hallway. This time, no one stopped them. The lodge felt different now—alert, almost tense, as if the walls themselves were listening.




They descended the stairs in silence.




Only when they reached the overlook did Cess speak. “We just made ourselves targets.”




Avery leaned against the railing, breathing in mist-heavy air. “Yes.”




“And you’re not backing down,” Cess said.




Avery shook her head. “Not when the truth is this close.”




Cess studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Then neither am I.”




Below them, Snoqualmie Falls plunged endlessly into the gorge, its roar swallowing secrets and echoes alike. Avery understood now why this place had been chosen. The water didn’t just erase sound—it erased certainty.




But not completely.




Avery glanced back at the lodge, its windows reflecting sky and spray. Somewhere inside, Margaret was already planning her next move.




So was Avery.




The edge had been crossed.




And the lodge would never feel safe again.








  
  
  Mist, Wood, and Whispers

  
  




Chapter 3 – Mist, Wood, and Whispers 




The mist thickened as afternoon slid toward evening, wrapping Snoqualmie Falls Lodge in a soft, deceptive calm.




Avery noticed it the moment she and Cess stepped back inside. Sound dulled. Light softened. The world beyond the windows blurred into impressionistic shapes of white water and green forest. It was the kind of atmosphere that invited reflection—and concealment.




“Places like this thrive on ambiguity,” Avery murmured as they crossed the lobby. “You can hide a lot when nothing is ever quite clear.”




Cess nodded, her eyes scanning the room with new intensity. “And now we know exactly how intentional that is.”




They didn’t speak of Margaret again, not yet. Some names needed space before being examined too closely. Instead, they fell into an unspoken rhythm, drifting separately through public areas of the lodge while staying within sight of each other. Avery had learned that people revealed more when they believed they weren’t being watched.




The lobby was busier now. New guests arrived, dragging suitcases, faces bright with anticipation. A family posed near the windows, laughing as they tried to capture the falls through mist-streaked glass. The lodge played its role perfectly—warm, welcoming, harmless.




Avery leaned casually against a pillar near the fireplace, observing.




Margaret moved through the space like a current beneath still water. She spoke briefly with the front desk clerk, nodded to a server, paused to exchange quiet words with a maintenance worker. Nothing about her movements suggested urgency, yet Avery could feel the lodge subtly recalibrating around her.




“She’s resetting the board,” Cess said quietly when she joined Avery.




“Yes,” Avery replied. “And she’s assuming we’ll either retreat or make a mistake.”




Cess’s mouth curved slightly. “Then we’ll have to disappoint her.”




They retreated to the lounge overlooking the falls, choosing seats angled toward the hallway rather than the windows. Avery opened her notebook—an old habit meant to signal harmless travel journaling—and began sketching the rough layout of the lodge from memory.




“Let’s map what we know,” Avery said. “Hidden stair from the third floor. Observation chamber carved into the rock. Room 214 aligned for surveillance. Maintenance logs tied to ledger entries.”




“And Margaret as the constant,” Cess added. “But she’s not acting alone.”




“No,” Avery agreed. “Systems like this don’t survive decades with only one person.”




Cess tapped her pen thoughtfully. “The staff trust her. Or fear her. Either way, she has loyalty.”




“Which means our leverage won’t come from confrontation,” Avery said. “It’ll come from exposure.”




Cess glanced toward the window, watching mist curl and vanish. “The lodge whispers,” she said softly. “You can feel it. Like it wants to tell its story but doesn’t know how.”




Avery followed her gaze. “Then we listen.”




They spent the next hour observing patterns. Who lingered near certain corridors. Which staff members avoided particular wings. Which guests seemed unsettled without understanding why. Avery noticed a woman arguing quietly with her husband near the elevator, gesturing sharply upward.




“Third floor,” Avery said under her breath.




Cess followed her line of sight. “It’s happening again.”




As if on cue, the elevator chimed. Margaret emerged, her expression composed. She spoke briefly with the couple, her tone soothing. The tension drained from their posture almost immediately.




“Damage control,” Cess said.




Avery’s jaw tightened. “She’s very good.”




Evening settled fully, and with it came a subtle shift in the lodge’s energy. The falls grew louder, the mist thicker. Lights dimmed in common areas, pushing shadows deeper into corners.




“Night is when this place speaks the loudest,” Cess said.




“And listens,” Avery added.




They agreed to regroup after dinner. Avery returned to her room briefly, checking that nothing had been disturbed. Everything appeared exactly as she’d left it. Too exactly. She tested the window again, tracing the faint distortion in the glass. For a moment, she thought she saw movement reflected behind her—but when she turned, the room was empty.




She exhaled slowly.




Downstairs, dinner unfolded beneath the murmur of conversation and clink of cutlery. Avery chose a table near the edge of the dining room, close enough to the windows that the falls dominated the view. Cess joined her moments later.




“You look like you’re listening for something,” Cess said quietly.




“I am,” Avery replied. “This lodge hums differently at night. Like it’s holding its breath.”




Their meals arrived, but neither ate much. Avery’s attention remained fixed on the room, cataloging faces and movements. Halfway through dinner, she noticed a man seated alone near the far wall, his posture rigid, eyes darting toward the hallway leading to the older wing.




The same man from the overlook.




“He followed us back,” Avery murmured.




Cess glanced subtly in his direction. “Or he never left.”




They waited. When the man stood and moved toward the hallway, Avery rose as well.




“Bathroom,” she said lightly.




Cess nodded, staying behind.




Avery followed at a distance, her steps unhurried. The man paused near the photographs, staring intently at one image in particular. Avery slowed, pretending to examine another frame.




“Looking for something?” she asked.




He startled, then recovered quickly. “History,” he said. “It has a way of repeating.”




“Only if no one intervenes,” Avery replied.




He studied her, then sighed. “You shouldn’t be here.”




“You’ve already told me that,” Avery said. “You also said the lodge protects itself.”




“Yes,” he said quietly. “And it’s very good at it.”




“Then help us understand how,” Avery said. “Before it claims someone else.”




His gaze flicked down the corridor. “Not here.”




“Where?” Avery asked.




“Outside,” he said. “Where the mist can’t carry words.”




They stepped through a side door and onto a narrow path overlooking the gorge. Night had fallen fully now, the falls lit from below, glowing like a living thing. The roar was deafening.




“My name is Thomas,” he said. “I was head of maintenance once. Before Margaret.”




Avery’s pulse quickened. “Why did you leave?”




“I didn’t,” Thomas said. “I was removed. I asked too many questions.”




“About the sealed window?” Avery asked.




He nodded. “And the chamber behind it.”




Avery leaned closer to hear him over the water. “Then you know what’s happening.”




“I know enough,” Thomas said. “Margaret believes she’s a steward. That the lodge demands sacrifice.”




“And you?” Avery asked.




“I believe she’s wrong,” he said. “And that she’s lost control.”




Avery glanced back toward the lodge. “Then help us stop it.”




Thomas hesitated, then nodded once. “Meet me here tomorrow night. I’ll show you what she doesn’t want anyone to see.”




Avery held his gaze. “We’ll be here.”




He left quickly, disappearing into the darkness.




When Avery returned inside, Cess was waiting, concern etched across her face.




“You were gone a long time,” Cess said.




“We just found our witness,” Avery replied. “And possibly our way in.”




Cess’s eyes widened. “Then this is bigger than we thought.”




“Yes,” Avery said. “And louder.”




The lodge creaked softly as they climbed the stairs, wood settling, mist pressing against glass. Avery felt it now—the sense of being watched not by a person, but by a place.




Mist curled along the windows. Wood whispered underfoot.

Night deepened its hold on Snoqualmie Falls Lodge, and with it came a subtle transformation Avery could feel in her bones.




The building settled—not into rest, but into awareness. Pipes whispered. Floorboards sighed beneath unseen weight. The constant thunder of the falls pressed against the walls like an unrelenting tide, masking smaller sounds that no longer felt accidental.




Avery lay awake in her room, lights off, listening.




She wasn’t waiting for sleep. She was waiting for the lodge to make a mistake.




Her phone vibrated softly in her hand.




Cess: You hear it too, don’t you?




Avery typed back immediately.




Avery: Yes. Don’t move unless you have to.




She slid out of bed and crossed the room, pressing her ear lightly to the wall shared with the corridor. Voices murmured somewhere beyond—low, controlled, unfamiliar. Not guests. Not housekeeping.




Avery exhaled slowly and cracked the door just enough to see out.




Two figures stood at the far end of the hall, partially obscured by shadow. One was Margaret. The other—a man Avery didn’t recognize—stood with his back to her, posture rigid, hands clasped behind him like a sentry.




“Tomorrow night,” Margaret said softly. “It has to be tonight.”




The man nodded once. “And the witnesses?”




Margaret’s tone sharpened. “I’ll handle them.”




Avery closed the door silently, heart pounding. Margaret wasn’t just reacting anymore—she was accelerating.




Avery grabbed her jacket and slipped into the hall, moving quickly but quietly toward the stairwell. She needed Cess—now.




Cess opened her door before Avery could knock.




“You saw them,” Cess whispered.




“Yes,” Avery said. “And whatever’s planned, it’s imminent.”




They retreated into Cess’s room, closing the door behind them. The room felt smaller than Avery remembered, the walls closer, the air heavier.




“Thomas wants to meet tomorrow night,” Cess said. “But I don’t think we have that long.”




Avery nodded. “Neither does Margaret.”




Cess paced. “If she’s planning something, it will involve the chamber. Or Room 214.”




“Or both,” Avery said. “And likely a guest.”




Cess stopped pacing. “Then we need to warn someone.”




Avery shook her head. “Without proof, we sound unhinged. And with proof, we become targets.”




Cess swallowed. “So what do we do?”




Avery considered the ledger, still hidden in her bag. “We interrupt the pattern.”




They moved together through the lodge, choosing routes that avoided the main corridors. Avery felt acutely aware of every camera, every reflective surface. The lodge didn’t just observe—it recorded.




They reached the third floor, stopping short of the concealed panel. Avery crouched, listening. Silence.




“Too quiet,” Cess murmured.




Avery pressed the notch. The panel opened smoothly.




They slipped inside and descended the hidden stairs once more, the sound of the falls growing louder with each step. The chamber greeted them with cold stone and moonlit water, the window framing the cascade in all its terrible beauty.




But something had changed.




The table was gone.




The chair lay overturned.




And the ledger’s absence was unmistakable.




“She’s been here,” Cess whispered.




Avery scanned the room, pulse racing. “And she knows we know.”




A faint sound echoed from deeper within the stone—a door sliding shut.




Avery spun toward the noise. “There’s another passage.”




They followed the sound to a narrow opening Avery hadn’t noticed before, half-hidden behind a rough outcropping. The passage angled downward, tighter, more claustrophobic.




“Do we go?” Cess asked.




Avery didn’t hesitate. “If we don’t, someone else will.”




The passage opened into a second chamber—smaller, lower, and closer to the falls. This window wasn’t framed. Water spray dampened the stone, the roar nearly overwhelming.




And someone stood there.




Margaret.




She turned slowly, unsurprised.




“You really don’t listen,” Margaret said.




Avery stepped forward. “You’re the one who won’t stop.”




Margaret gestured toward the window. “This place chooses. I merely guide.”




“You manipulate,” Cess said sharply. “You erase.”




Margaret’s eyes flicked to her. “You think the world is kinder without intervention?”




Avery moved closer. “You don’t get to decide who falls.”




Margaret smiled sadly. “Someone always does.”




Footsteps echoed behind them.




Avery turned just as the man from the hallway entered the chamber, blocking their exit.




“This ends tonight,” Margaret said.




Avery’s mind raced. Two exits—both compromised. The roar of the falls swallowed any chance of calling for help.




She reached into her jacket and pulled out the ledger, holding it high.




“Then it ends in daylight,” Avery said. “Because this leaves with us.”




Margaret froze.




For the first time, real fear cracked her composure.




“You don’t understand what you’re holding,” Margaret said.




“I understand exactly what it is,” Avery replied. “And so will everyone else.”




Margaret’s gaze darted between them, calculating.




Avery took advantage of the hesitation.




She hurled the ledger toward the window.




Margaret lunged, screaming—




—but the book struck stone, not glass, skidding to a stop inches from the edge.




The man stepped forward.




“Enough,” he said quietly. “This has gone too far.”




Margaret stared at him. “You swore—”




“I swore to protect the lodge,” he said. “Not become part of its crimes.”




Silence fell, broken only by the falls.




Avery didn’t move. Neither did Cess.




Margaret’s shoulders sagged, years of control slipping away in a single breath.




“You don’t know what you’ve undone,” she said softly.




Avery met her gaze. “We’re about to.”




Moments later, voices echoed from above—security, summoned by someone who had finally chosen conscience over fear.




As Margaret was led away, she looked back at Avery one last time.




“The lodge remembers,” she said.




Avery watched her go, heart pounding.




“Yes,” she murmured. “But now it tells the truth.”




Later, back in the safety of the main hall, Avery and Cess sat side by side, exhaustion finally setting in.




“That could have gone very differently,” Cess said.




“But it didn’t,” Avery replied. “Because someone broke the pattern.”




Cess smiled faintly. “Together.”




Outside, mist drifted and thinned. The falls roared on—not as an accomplice, but as a witness.




And Avery knew this wasn’t the end.




It was the beginning of something much larger.




And somewhere within the lodge, secrets shifted, uneasy at being seen.


The lodge did not sleep that night.




Even after Margaret was escorted away and security sealed off the hidden chambers, Snoqualmie Falls Lodge remained taut, like a held breath that had not yet been released. Guests were reassured with gentle words and practiced smiles. Staff moved with careful efficiency, avoiding certain hallways, redirecting questions, pretending nothing extraordinary had happened.




But Avery felt it everywhere—in the way the floorboards creaked just a second longer than expected, in the way the mist pressed against the windows as if searching for cracks, in the way the roar of the falls seemed sharper now, more insistent.




Truth had been spoken aloud inside these walls.




Places never forgot that.




Avery and Cess sat in the lounge long after midnight, untouched cups of tea cooling between them. The room was nearly empty now, the fireplace reduced to embers. Outside, the falls glowed faintly, illuminated from below, water surging endlessly into the gorge.




Neither woman spoke for a long time.




Finally, Cess broke the silence. “I keep thinking she’ll come back.”




Avery nodded. “Not her. But the consequences of what she started.”




Cess wrapped her hands around her mug. “She believed the lodge demanded it. That it needed… sacrifice.”




“People do terrible things when they confuse preservation with righteousness,” Avery said quietly.




Cess studied her. “You’ve seen this before.”




“Yes,” Avery replied. “Different places. Same logic.”




They heard footsteps approaching and both looked up instinctively. Thomas emerged from the hallway, his expression drawn but resolute. He stopped a few feet away, unsure whether to intrude.




“You should know,” he said finally, “Margaret didn’t act alone at first. But over the years, people either left or stopped asking questions.”




“And you?” Avery asked.




“I asked too many,” Thomas said. “And not loudly enough.”




Avery regarded him carefully. “You did tonight.”




Thomas nodded. “Because of you.”




He hesitated, then continued. “The board will arrive in the morning. There will be investigations. Audits. Things will change.”




“For a while,” Cess said.




Thomas met her gaze. “Long enough to save lives.”




He left them then, shoulders straighter than Avery had seen him before.




When Avery finally returned to her room, exhaustion hit her all at once. She sat on the edge of the bed, boots still on, listening to the falls thunder through the walls. The ledger lay on the desk where security had placed it temporarily, sealed inside an evidence bag.




She stared at it, thinking of the names inside. Of the scratched-out one. Of how close the lodge had come to claiming another.




Avery lay back and closed her eyes.




Sleep came at last—but it was shallow, threaded with dreams of water and wood and voices whispering just out of reach.




Morning arrived pale and quiet.




The falls still roared, but the lodge felt different—lighter, somehow, as if a pressure valve had been opened. Avery woke early and dressed, sensing that this place had given her everything it would.




Downstairs, she found Cess already waiting near the windows, her bag packed at her feet.




“Ready to leave?” Avery asked.




Cess nodded slowly. “Yes. But not ready to forget.”




Avery smiled. “Good. Neither am I.”




They walked the grounds together one last time, stopping at the overlook. The mist was thinner now, sunlight breaking through in soft beams. Tourists gathered again, unaware of how close the edge had truly been.




Cess leaned on the railing. “Do you ever think about staying somewhere after a case? Letting a place settle?”




Avery shook her head. “Places like this don’t settle. They adapt.”




Cess studied her thoughtfully. “Then where do you go next?”




Avery hesitated only a moment. “East. There’s a town that shouldn’t exist anymore. And yet it does.”




Cess’s eyes lit with interest. “That sounds like a story.”




“It usually is,” Avery said. Then, after a beat, “You don’t have to come.”




Cess laughed softly. “You’re terrible at pretending you don’t want company.”




Avery smiled, genuine this time. “I’ve learned better partners make better endings.”




They stood together in silence, the bond between them no longer tentative. Something had formed in the pressure of danger and truth—a partnership forged not by convenience, but by choice.




Behind them, the lodge loomed, quiet now, its secrets exposed to daylight. It would survive. It always had. But it would never be the same.




As they turned away, Avery felt it—a whisper, not of warning, but of release.




The mist lifted.




The wood stilled.




And the falls roared on, no longer hiding anything at all.








  
  
  The Room with the View

  
  




Chapter 4 – The Room with the View 


Avery stood alone in Room 312, watching Snoqualmie Falls assert itself against gravity and reason.


Morning light fractured through the mist, turning the water into a shifting veil of silver and pale blue. From this height, the falls no longer felt merely powerful—they felt intimate, as though the lodge had been built not beside them but for them. The room was quiet now, deceptively calm, as if the night before had been a shared hallucination rather than a confrontation that had cracked something open inside the building itself.


Avery didn’t believe that for a second.


She moved slowly through the room, attuned to details she had missed on her first night. The way the floor sloped ever so slightly toward the window. The faint difference in temperature near the glass. The way sound behaved—muted in the corners, sharper near the wall where the concealed passage lay hidden behind polished wood.


This room had been chosen.


Not for her, originally—but it had become hers the moment she noticed what others did not.


She set her palm against the window again. Cool. Solid. And yet, beneath it, something felt… wrong. The glass here was newer than the rest of the lodge windows. Replaced. Reinforced. Designed not just to frame the view, but to control it.


Avery stepped back, folding her arms. She’d learned long ago that rooms told stories if you gave them time. And this one had been speaking to her since the moment she arrived.


A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts.


Three sharp raps. Controlled. Familiar.


She opened the door to find Cess standing there, hair pulled back, jacket already on, eyes bright with that particular mix of excitement and caution Avery was beginning to recognize as her baseline.


“You’ve been pacing,” Cess said, stepping inside without waiting to be invited.


Avery smiled faintly. “How can you tell?”


“You do it when you’re thinking faster than the room can keep up,” Cess replied. She glanced toward the window. “Still staring at it?”


“It’s staring back,” Avery said.


Cess followed her gaze. “I had a feeling this room would matter.”


“It already does,” Avery said. “More than the others.”


Cess walked slowly around the space, fingers brushing the back of a chair, the edge of the dresser. “It’s positioned almost exactly above the chamber,” she said. “Vertical alignment. That’s not accidental.”


“No,” Avery agreed. “It’s surveillance.”


Cess stopped near the window. “For whom?”


Avery’s eyes narrowed. “That’s what we need to figure out.”


They stood in silence for a moment, listening to the falls thunder below. Daylight changed everything—made secrets feel less dangerous, more solvable. Avery knew better. Some things only hid because people preferred comfort to truth.


“I spoke with Thomas again this morning,” Cess said quietly.


Avery turned. “Before he left?”


Cess nodded. “He confirmed something I suspected. Room assignments weren’t random. Margaret approved certain placements personally.”


“Including mine,” Avery said.


“Yes,” Cess replied. “And others before you.”


Avery felt a familiar tightening in her chest. “So whoever stayed here was meant to see something.”


“Or be seen,” Cess said.


Avery exhaled slowly. “Let’s test that.”


She crossed to the desk and pulled out a small flashlight. Cess raised an eyebrow but said nothing as Avery knelt near the baseboard beneath the window.


“You’re thinking listening devices,” Cess said.


“Or structural modifications,” Avery replied.


She swept the beam slowly along the wall. At first, nothing. Then—a faint irregularity where the light bent strangely, absorbed rather than reflected.


“There,” Avery said.


Cess knelt beside her. “That paneling is thinner.”


Avery pressed gently. The wood gave slightly under her fingers.


“This isn’t load-bearing,” Avery murmured. “It’s concealment.”


Before they could investigate further, footsteps echoed in the hallway.


Both women froze.


Avery killed the flashlight and rose smoothly to her feet. “We need to look like guests.”


Cess nodded, moving to the chair and picking up a brochure from the desk just as a soft knock sounded at the door.


Avery opened it to find a young staff member holding a clipboard, his smile polite but strained.


“Good morning,” he said. “We’re conducting routine room checks today. Maintenance verification.”


Avery smiled back. “Of course.”


His gaze flicked briefly past her shoulder, lingering on the window before returning to her face. “It won’t take long.”


Avery stepped aside. “Please.”


He entered, glancing around quickly, eyes sharp despite his casual tone. He checked the thermostat, glanced at the bathroom, scribbled something on his clipboard.


“All looks good,” he said. “Enjoy your stay.”


As he turned to leave, Avery spoke.


“You get a lot of maintenance requests for this room?”


He stiffened—just slightly.


“More than most,” he admitted. “The view comes with… challenges.”


“Such as?” Avery asked.


He hesitated, then shook his head. “I’m not authorized to discuss that.”


“Of course,” Avery said gently.


He left quickly, closing the door behind him.


Cess exhaled. “They’re watching this room.”


“Yes,” Avery said. “Because it’s important.”


Cess glanced at the window again. “Then let’s stop pretending we don’t know why.”


They returned to the wall beneath the glass. This time, Avery removed the vent cover near the floor, working carefully until it came loose in her hands.


Behind it—darkness.


And a narrow aperture leading deeper into the wall.


Cess inhaled sharply. “That’s not standard construction.”


Avery angled the flashlight inside. The beam illuminated a shallow cavity running laterally behind the paneling.


“Sound channel,” Avery said. “Amplification or monitoring.”


“Someone could hear conversations in this room,” Cess said. “Or record them.”


“And watch,” Avery added, angling the light upward.


A thin slit angled toward the window, invisible from inside unless you knew exactly where to look.


Cess swallowed. “This room wasn’t just chosen. It was built.”


Avery straightened slowly, anger simmering beneath her calm. “Which means whoever stayed here wasn’t just a guest. They were a subject.”


“Or a threat,” Cess said.


Avery closed the vent and replaced it carefully. “We need to know who stayed here before me.”


Cess nodded. “I’ll check the records.”


“And I’ll check the view,” Avery said.


Cess frowned. “The overlook?”


“No,” Avery replied, eyes fixed on the window. “What this room can see that others can’t.”


She stepped closer, scanning the gorge, the railings, the lower observation deck. At first, it looked like the same spectacular view everyone enjoyed.


Then she saw it.


A narrow ledge. Partially hidden by mist. Just visible from this angle—and only from this angle.


“There,” Avery said quietly.


Cess joined her. “That ledge isn’t accessible from the public paths.”


“But it lines up with the chamber,” Avery said. “And the hidden stair.”


Cess’s eyes widened. “Someone could move between them without being seen.”


“Yes,” Avery said. “And from here, you could watch them do it.”


The room with the view wasn’t about beauty.


It was about control.


Avery felt the pieces beginning to align—not fully, not yet—but enough to know that this room was the keystone. Whatever had happened at Snoqualmie Falls Lodge, whatever had been erased or disguised as accident, had passed through this space.


And she was standing right in the middle of it.


Avery turned to Cess, resolve hardening in her voice. “We’re not sleeping in this room tonight.”


Cess blinked. “You’re
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