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​Chapter 1: Echoes of the Past
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The heavy oak door of the Grand Majestic Hotel groaned in protest as Sloane pushed it open, the sound echoing in the cavernous lobby like a sigh from the building itself. Sunlight, filtered through dust-laden stained-glass windows depicting scenes of academic triumph, cast a muted, sepia-toned light across the polished marble floor. It was a grandeur that spoke of a bygone era, a time when the Grand Majestic was not merely a hotel, but a beacon of prestige, the esteemed halls of St. Jude’s Academy for Young Ladies. Now, it was a relic, awaiting a new chapter, or perhaps, Sloane suspected, an epitaph.

She clutched her leather portfolio a little tighter, the smooth leather cool against her clammy palm. Sloane wasn't your typical real estate agent. Her listings were often grand, historic properties, imbued with more than just architectural significance. They held echoes, whispers of lives lived and stories untold. It was a secret she guarded fiercely, a nascent ability she called "echo-sensing," a sensitivity to the residual emotions and imprints left behind by intense human experiences. Most of the time, it was a low hum, a subtle awareness of the emotional residue of a place. But occasionally, like here, it intensified, a palpable thrumming beneath the surface of reality, a prelude to something more.
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THE AIR IN THE LOBBY was thick, not with the scent of stale cigar smoke or cheap perfume, but with something far older and more profound – the scent of aged wood, of forgotten libraries, of countless footsteps on creaking floorboards. It was a scent that spoke of memory, of the passage of time, and, Sloane sensed, of lingering presences. A faint, almost imperceptible unease began to coil in her stomach, a familiar sensation that always accompanied her entry into places with a strong, unresolved past. It was like stepping into a room where a heated argument had just concluded; the air still vibrated with the intensity of it, even if the participants had long since departed.
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A FIGURE EMERGED FROM a dimly lit office, a man whose suit was as impeccably pressed as his expression was tight. Mr. Silas Sterling, the hotel's manager, extended a hand that felt cool and unnervingly dry. “Ms. Thorne, welcome to the Grand Majestic,” he said, his voice a practiced, smooth baritone that barely masked a certain eagerness. “I trust your journey was uneventful?”
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“PERFECTLY,” SLOANE replied, her gaze sweeping over the lobby. The opulent décor – velvet drapes, ornate chandeliers, gilded furniture – seemed to be fighting a losing battle against the encroaching shadows. Dust motes danced in the slivers of light, like tiny spectral beings. “It’s quite a property, Mr. Sterling.”
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“INDEED,” HE AGREED, a tight smile playing on his lips. “A landmark. Filled with history. And ready for a new owner to breathe life back into it.” His eyes, however, darted around the lobby, as if scanning for unseen flaws, or perhaps, Sloane mused, for unseen occupants.
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AS STERLING BEGAN TO guide her through the hotel’s main public spaces, Sloane’s echo-sensing hummed louder. It wasn't just a general sense of history; it was a specific resonance, a tapestry of emotions woven from joy, sorrow, discipline, and something akin to fear. She could almost feel the phantom echoes of rustling skirts, the hushed tones of teachers, the nervous titter of young women, and the stern pronouncements of authority. The polished veneer of the hotel felt thin, a fragile shield over a deeper, more complex reality.
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THEY WALKED PAST A grand ballroom, its once vibrant tapestries now faded and worn. Sloane paused, her hand hovering inches from a heavy velvet curtain. A wave of intense sadness washed over her, a profound sense of loss so potent it made her chest ache. It was accompanied by the faint, disembodied sound of a single, heartbroken sob. She quickly pulled her hand back, a shiver tracing its way down her spine.
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“THE BALLROOM,” STERLING said, his voice carefully neutral. “Once hosted many prestigious events. Debutante balls, charity galas...” He glossed over the palpable sorrow Sloane had just felt, his focus solely on the property’s marketability.
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“IT FEELS... HEAVY,” Sloane ventured, testing the waters.
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STERLING’S SMILE TIGHTENED further. “Old buildings often have a certain atmosphere, Ms. Thorne. The weight of history, you could say. This place has seen nearly a century of life.” He gestured dismissively. “It’s to be expected.”
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THEY MOVED ON, THROUGH hushed corridors lined with portraits of stern-faced headmistresses and distinguished benefactors. Each portrait seemed to hold its own silent story, their painted eyes following Sloane as she passed. In one hallway, a child’s faint laughter, unnaturally high and clear, seemed to drift from an empty classroom. Sloane stopped, straining to hear. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, leaving behind only the oppressive silence.
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“DID YOU HEAR THAT?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
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STERLING’S GAZE FLICKERED towards the empty doorway of what was once a music room. “Hear what, Ms. Thorne? The wind? The old pipes can be quite temperamental.” He was adept at deflecting, at dismissing, at painting over any cracks in the hotel’s facade. “The engineers assure me all structural elements are sound, of course. But old buildings... they creak, they groan. It’s all part of their charm, wouldn’t you agree?”
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SLOANE DIDN’T ANSWER. Charm was not the word that came to her mind. The Grand Majestic was imbued with a different kind of presence, a residual energy that spoke not of charm, but of something far more potent and unsettling. It whispered of unfinished business, of secrets buried deep within its walls, of restless souls who refused to fade into oblivion. The building felt alive, not with the vibrant life of its current state, but with the lingering echoes of its past.
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AS THEY APPROACHED the grand staircase, a dizzying cascade of spectral images flashed through Sloane’s mind. A fleeting vision of a panicked face, the glint of firelight, the sensation of falling, and a chorus of terrified screams. It was overwhelming, a jumble of sensory input that left her reeling. She stumbled, her hand instinctively reaching out to steady herself against the banister. The cold, smooth wood sent a jolt of spectral energy through her, amplifying the fragmented images.
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“ARE YOU QUITE ALRIGHT, Ms. Thorne?” Sterling’s voice cut through the spectral haze, laced with a hint of impatience. “You seem... distracted.”
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“JUST... THE HISTORY of the place is very strong,” Sloane managed, forcing a smile. She needed to maintain her composure, to appear as a professional agent, not someone being buffeted by the emotional fallout of a century-old tragedy. But the whispers were growing louder, the unease solidifying into a chilling certainty. This was more than just an old building; it was a vessel of potent, unresting spirits.
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STERLING LED HER TOWARDS a series of rooms on the upper floors, formerly dormitories for the students. Each room, though stripped of its original furnishings, retained a distinct atmosphere. One room felt heavy with a sense of loneliness, another with the vibrant energy of friendship and shared secrets. In one particular room, at the far end of the corridor, the air grew perceptibly colder. Sloane’s breath misted before her. The echo-sensing flared, a sudden, sharp intensity that felt like a physical blow.
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SHE FELT A PROFOUND sense of terror radiating from the very walls, the phantom sensation of cold seeping into bone, of a desperate, futile struggle. It was the echo of pure, unadulterated fear, a feeling so raw it made her want to flee. But something held her rooted to the spot. A child’s voice, thin and reedy, seemed to whisper directly into her ear, a single, haunting word: “Fire...”
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STERLING, OBLIVIOUS to the spectral drama unfolding around Sloane, continued his spiel, detailing the room’s dimensions and potential as a boutique suite. “This room, Ms. Thorne, offers a unique vantage point overlooking the old school grounds,” he explained, gesturing towards a grimy window. “A prime selling point for potential buyers seeking... character.”

––––––––
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SLOANE BARELY REGISTERED his words. The word “fire” echoed in her mind, resonating with the fragmented images she had experienced. The profound sadness, the child’s laughter, the palpable fear – they were all coalescing, painting a picture of a tragedy that had been deliberately buried beneath the hotel’s polished exterior. The Grand Majestic wasn't just a property; it was a silent witness to a devastating event, its halls holding the echoes of restless souls. And Sloane, with her secret ability, was starting to hear their calls. The listing was just a formality; she was already being drawn deeper into the hotel's shadowed corners, into the heart of its unfinished business. The unease that had settled upon her was no longer a faint precursor; it was a chilling certainty. This place held secrets, and they were starting to whisper to her. The polished veneer of the hotel felt fragile, a thin veil separating her from a past that refused to remain dormant. She felt the palpable sense of unseen presences, a silent congregation of echoes that seemed to watch her every move, their collective sorrow a heavy shroud upon the once-proud institution. The manager's eagerness to sell, his hasty dismissal of any unusual occurrences, suddenly felt less like professionalism and more like desperation, as if he were trying to offload a burden he himself could no longer bear. Sloane knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that her job here was about to become far more complex than simply listing a property. The Grand Majestic had a story to tell, and it had just found its reluctant listener.

The hushed silence of the Grand Majestic, which had initially felt like the comfortable quiet of an old, respected institution, began to thin and fray at the edges of Sloane's perception. It wasn't a sudden onslaught, but a creeping intrusion, like mist seeping through cracks in a windowpane. At first, she dismissed it as the ambient noise of an old building settling – the groans of ancient timber, the whispers of wind finding its way through ill-fitting frames. But this was different. It was vocal.

It started as faint murmurs, the kind of indistinct chatter one might overhear from a distant room, easily lost in the hum of traffic or the rustle of one’s own clothing. Sloane paused in the opulent, yet faded, drawing-room, the plush velvet of a chaise lounge feeling strangely cold beneath her fingertips. She cocked her head, her attuned senses straining against the silence. There it was again. A whisper, high-pitched and undeniably childlike, seemed to brush past her ear. It was too soft to discern words, but the timbre was unmistakable: the sound of a child, lost and afraid.
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MR. STERLING, OBLIVIOUS, continued his practiced tour, his voice echoing slightly in the large space. He gestured towards an elaborately carved fireplace, its marble mantelpiece adorned with cherubs that looked unnervingly melancholic. "This fireplace," he announced, his tone resonating with forced cheerfulness, "was a focal point of many a lively gathering. Imagine the conversations, the laughter..."
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LAUGHTER. SLOANE HEARD no laughter. Instead, the whispers seemed to multiply, weaving a delicate, spectral web around her. They were no longer single, isolated sounds but fragments of voices, a chorus of sorrowful sighs and hushed sobs. They seemed to emanate not from a single source, but from the very fabric of the room – the faded damask wallpaper, the intricate patterns in the Persian rug, the dust motes dancing in the shafts of weak sunlight. It was as if the building itself was weeping.
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HER ECHO-SENSING, USUALLY a more subtle, intuitive awareness, was now a roaring tide. The residual emotions she typically picked up were amplified, sharpened into distinct auditory impressions. These were not the general echoes of a place; these were voices, carrying the weight of specific feelings. She felt a prickle of unease that was more profound than her usual premonition. This was the raw material of spectral presence, the first, undeniable whispers of souls trapped in an endless loop of remembrance.
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SHE CLOSED HER EYES for a moment, focusing. The whispers resolved, coalescing into a sorrowful melody of childlike voices. They spoke of fear, of confusion, of a desperate longing for comfort. There was a pervasive sadness, a deep, melancholic ache that resonated with the ghosts of innocence lost. It was the sound of children who had known hardship, who had perhaps been taken too soon from a world that offered them little solace.
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"ARE YOU QUITE ALRIGHT, Ms. Thorne?" Sterling’s voice, sharp and laced with a thinly veiled impatience, jolted her back. His eyes, narrowed and assessing, fixed on her. He clearly saw her momentary stillness as a sign of indecision, or perhaps, he was wary of her unusual sensitivity.
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SLOANE OPENED HER EYES, forcing a calm she didn’t feel. "Perfectly," she replied, her voice a little strained. "Just... taking in the ambiance. It’s a very... evocative space." She couldn’t mention the voices, not to him. He was the manager, the agent of sale, not a confidant for spectral encounters. He would dismiss it as an overactive imagination, a romanticization of an old building. But Sloane knew better. These were not figments of her mind. They were echoes, potent and heartbreaking, of lives that had once filled these now-empty halls.
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AS THEY MOVED THROUGH the hotel, the whispers followed, an ever-present, spectral entourage. In what had once been a grand music room, the faint strains of a child’s off-key piano playing seemed to mingle with the mournful chorus. Sloane paused, her hand instinctively reaching for her throat. The music was simple, repetitive, a child’s attempt to master a melody, but it was imbued with an almost unbearable sadness, a profound sense of isolation. And beneath it, the chorus of whispers swelled, a tide of lamentation.
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"THIS ROOM," STERLING stated, his voice a little too loud, as if to drown out the spectral murmurs, "was once the heart of the academy's artistic endeavors. Many a young lady honed her talents here." He gestured to the empty space where a grand piano might have once stood. "It's a perfect space for a recording studio, or perhaps a small concert venue for the new owner."
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SLOANE NODDED, HER gaze fixed on the bare, dusty floorboards. She could almost see the phantom image of a small girl, hunched over a keyboard, her face a mask of concentration and quiet despair. The whispers around her intensified, as if in sympathy with the ghostly child. They spoke of loneliness, of being overlooked, of a yearning for something more. It was a symphony of sorrow, played out in the spectral realm, unheard by the living, but painfully clear to Sloane.
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THE FURTHER THEY VENTURED into the hotel, the more insistent the whispers became. They swirled around her, a cacophony of spectral lamentations that threatened to overwhelm her senses. It wasn't just the sound; it was the feeling that accompanied it – a palpable sense of grief, a deep, abiding sadness that seemed to seep into her very bones. She felt the phantom touch of small hands, the ghost of tears on her cheeks, the echo of stifled sobs. It was a tapestry of lost innocence, woven from the threads of unspeakable tragedy.
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IN A LONG, DIMLY LIT corridor, lined with empty sconces that once held flickering gaslight, the whispers coalesced into something more defined. She could almost make out words, fragmented phrases snatched from the air like stray leaves in a gale. "...cold..." “...lost...” “...where is Mama?” Each utterance was a shard of heartbreak, a testament to the suffering that had occurred within these walls. It was a choir of the dispossessed, their spectral voices rising in a mournful plea.
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SLOANE FOUND HERSELF instinctively touching the walls as she walked, her fingers brushing against the cool, aged plaster. It was as if she were trying to ground herself, to anchor herself to the physical reality of the hotel and ward off the encroaching spectral tide. But with each touch, the echoes intensified, the whispers growing louder, more insistent. She felt a surge of phantom emotions – a child’s terror, a mother’s despair, a profound sense of abandonment.
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STERLING, MEANWHILE, continued his monologue, his voice a steady drone that seemed to bounce off the spectral chorus without truly penetrating it. He spoke of square footage, of potential renovations, of the property’s market value. His words, meant to reassure and impress, felt hollow and discordant against the backdrop of spectral sorrow. He was a man trying to sell a story, unaware that the building itself was already telling a far more compelling, and heartbreaking, one.
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SLOANE STOPPED ABRUPTLY outside a door at the end of a long, dark corridor. The air here was perceptibly colder, a frigid pocket of unnatural chill that raised gooseflesh on her arms. The whispers here were no longer faint murmurs but a desperate, overlapping chorus of fear. She felt a jolt, a sharp, piercing sensation that was both auditory and visceral. A single, clear voice, small and terrified, pierced through the cacophony.
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"MAMA! HELP ME!"
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THE PLEA WAS SO RAW, so filled with terror, that Sloane gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. The spectral images that had been swirling in her mind now slammed into focus with terrifying clarity. She saw fleeting glimpses of smoke, of flickering flames, of small figures trapped, their faces contorted in fear. She felt the oppressive heat, the sting of smoke in her eyes, the desperate scramble for escape. It was a visceral reenactment of a tragedy, playing out in the spectral theater of her mind.
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STERLING, PAUSING AT her sudden halt, turned with an exasperated sigh. "Is there something wrong, Ms. Thorne? You seem to be having trouble with this particular room." His tone suggested he was growing impatient with her perceived hesitations.
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"NO, NOTHING'S WRONG," Sloane managed, her voice barely a whisper, her eyes fixed on the door. The cold emanating from it was like a physical presence, an icy grip that tightened around her heart. The fear she felt was not entirely her own; it was a borrowed terror, an echo of what had happened here long ago. "It's just... a very strong presence. A sense of... distress."
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STERLING OFFERED A tight, unconvincing smile. "Indeed. Old buildings can hold onto memories, Ms. Thorne. The walls themselves seem to absorb the emotions of those who lived within them. It's a... quaint feature of historic properties." He clearly saw it as a quaint feature, something to be glossed over, not investigated.
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BUT SLOANE KNEW THIS was no mere "quaint feature." This was the heart of the matter. The whispers, the phantom sensations, the fragmented visions – they were all converging, painting a harrowing picture of a devastating event. The Grand Majestic wasn't just a grand old building awaiting renovation; it was a mausoleum of lost innocence, a monument to a tragedy that had been buried beneath layers of plaster, paint, and professional indifference. And the voices, the first tangible whispers of its spectral inhabitants, were calling out, their sorrowful chorus a testament to the unfinished business that lay dormant within its hallowed, and haunted, walls. The sheer volume of spectral energy was unlike anything she had encountered before in a single location, a testament to the intensity of the event that had imprinted itself so deeply upon the very structure of the hotel. It was a cacophony of the damned, a symphony of spectral sorrow that played on repeat, a mournful echo of lives cut short and innocence irrevocably lost. Sloane felt a profound sense of responsibility, an obligation to bear witness to these spectral cries, to give voice to the voiceless. The building was not merely an object of real estate; it was a living, breathing entity, or rather, a spectral one, its past clinging to it like a shroud. The manager’s haste, his dismissive attitude, now felt less like professional detachment and more like a desperate attempt to outrun a haunting he could no longer ignore. The Grand Majestic was whispering its secrets, and Sloane was now inextricably bound to its spectral narrative.

The air in the long corridor thickened, the spectral chorus of distressed children pressing in on Sloane. It was a suffocating blanket of sorrow, interwoven with the chilling echo of screams and desperate pleas. Yet, amidst this overwhelming symphony of spectral anguish, a single voice began to disentangle itself, gaining a sharp, focused clarity that cut through the general din. It was a child’s voice, undeniably, but it carried a different tone – not of fear or confusion, but of profound, ancient regret and a desperate, gnawing injustice.

Sloane’s breath hitched. The spectral impressions intensified, shifting from a generalized sense of a crowd to a distinct, individual presence. A boy began to coalesce before her, a shimmering, translucent figure against the backdrop of faded grandeur. He was small, perhaps no older than ten or eleven, his form flickering like a candle flame in a draft. His spectral eyes, large and wide, seemed to bore into her, filled with an earnest, heart-wrenching desperation. He wore the simple, almost somber attire of a bygone era, a roughspun shirt and trousers that seemed to absorb the faint light rather than reflect it.
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THIS WAS TOM FINCH. The name, an echo of a name whispered on the currents of spectral energy, settled into Sloane’s awareness with an almost undeniable certainty. He was not just another lost child; he was something more. The weight of years, of untold stories and lingering injustice, seemed to emanate from his spectral form. He was the eldest, the first, the one who carried the burden of a tragedy not of his making. His spectral presence radiated a sorrow that went beyond the immediate terror of death; it was the deep, abiding ache of being wrongly accused, of having one's very memory tarnished by a lie.
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HE STEPPED FORWARD, his translucent feet barely disturbing the spectral dust that seemed to coat the air. The child spirits around him, previously a swirling vortex of despair, seemed to momentarily recede, giving him space, their own spectral anguish momentarily subdued by the force of his singular plea. He raised a spectral hand, his fingers slender and impossibly pale, and pointed not at Sloane, but past her, as if accusing an unseen presence, a phantom witness to his torment.
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"IT WASN’T ME," THE spectral boy’s voice, though a whisper, resonated with a surprising strength, each syllable imbued with the pain of decades of wrongful accusation. "They said I did it. They said I started the fire." The words hung in the air, fragile yet potent, a desperate confession of innocence against a spectral storm of implied guilt. "But I didn't. I swear I didn't."
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SLOANE FELT A COLD dread seep into her bones, a dread that was not solely her own but amplified by the spectral energy surrounding them. The narrative of the Grand Majestic, as presented by Sterling, was one of elegant history and potential profitability. But Tom Finch’s spectral emergence shattered that illusion, revealing a deeper, more agonizing truth buried beneath the polished veneer. The whispers Sloane had been hearing, the fragmented cries of lost children, were now personified in this spectral boy, their collective sorrow now focused through the lens of his singular grievance.
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"THEY BLAMED ME," TOM continued, his spectral form flickering more intensely, as if the sheer force of his remembered anguish was threatening to dissipate him. "Because I was the oldest. Because I was... a bit of a troublemaker, I suppose. Always exploring, always getting into things. But not 
that thing. Never that." His spectral brow furrowed, a phantom echo of a child’s frustration and bewilderment. "I just... I saw it first. The smoke. Coming from downstairs. And I was scared. I shouted. I tried to wake everyone up."

His spectral gaze locked onto Sloane's, desperate for comprehension, for belief. "But no one listened. Or they couldn’t hear me over the... over the chaos. Then the heat. And the shouting. And the smoke. It was so thick. We couldn't see." He paused, his spectral eyes clouding over, a distant, haunted look descending upon his features. "I remember trying to find the stairs. Trying to help the younger ones. But they were... everywhere. Crying. So many crying."
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THE SHEER DESPERATION in his spectral voice was almost unbearable. Sloane felt an overwhelming urge to reach out, to offer comfort, to assure him that she believed him, even though she had no concrete proof beyond the palpable spectral energy and the undeniable truth of his spectral presence. This was the core of his haunting, the festering wound that prevented his spectral form from finding peace. The fire, a catastrophic event that had claimed the lives of so many innocent children and one young boy, had left an indelible stain not only on the history of the Grand Majestic but on the spectral plane itself.

––––––––
[image: ]

"THE STORIES... THEY said I was playing with matches," Tom whispered, his voice cracking with a spectral sob. "That I was careless. But that's a lie. A terrible lie. I never played with matches. My mother... she was so strict about it. She’d have my hide if she ever caught me." He looked around, his spectral gaze sweeping across the empty corridor, as if searching for his accusers, for anyone who could attest to his innocence. "They found matches later, I heard. Down the hall. Someone else’s. But by then... it was too late. The fire had already... taken hold."
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THE WEIGHT OF HIS SPECTRAL accusation hung heavy in the air. Sloane felt a profound sense of responsibility descend upon her. This wasn't just about cataloging spectral phenomena; it was about uncovering the truth, about giving voice to the voiceless, and perhaps, in doing so, helping them find their way to peace. Tom Finch's spectral plea was a tangible manifestation of the unresolved trauma that permeated the Grand Majestic, a testament to the fact that some echoes of the past refuse to fade, clinging to the fabric of existence with an unyielding tenacity.
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STERLING, WHO HAD BEEN waiting with a forced smile, his gaze flicking between Sloane and the empty space where Tom’s spectral form now stood, cleared his throat. "Ms. Thorne? Are you experiencing some... auditory hallucinations? I assure you, the acoustics in this corridor are quite remarkable, but perhaps they are playing tricks on your mind." His tone was patronizing, dismissive, his attempts to rationalize the spectral as mere figments of imagination growing increasingly transparent.
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SLOANE IGNORED HIM, her focus entirely on Tom Finch. The spectral boy’s spectral form seemed to flicker with renewed intensity as Sterling’s dismissive words registered. He turned back to Sloane, his spectral eyes filled with a raw, naked plea. "You can feel it, can't you? The truth of it. The wrongness. They just... moved on. Forgot about the fire, mostly. Just a tragic accident. But they needed someone to blame. And I was right there. The easy target."
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HE WRUNG HIS SPECTRAL hands, a gesture of profound distress. "I see them," he murmured, his spectral gaze drifting to the other, fainter spectral presences that still swirled at the edges of the corridor. "The others. They’re still lost too. Still confused. But they don’t know. They don’t remember being told it was my fault. They just remember the fire. The fear." He looked back at Sloane, his spectral plea intensifying. "But I do. I remember them saying my name. Pointing. And it’s always been there. In here." He pressed a spectral hand to his spectral chest, a phantom ache radiating from the gesture.
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SLOANE FELT A SHIVER course through her. This was more than just residual energy; this was a spectral being, trapped by a powerful, unresolved emotion. Tom Finch was not merely a ghost; he was a victim seeking vindication. His spectral presence was a living testament to the enduring power of injustice, a silent scream against the passage of time.
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"I WANT THEM TO KNOW," Tom Finch whispered, his spectral voice barely audible now, as if the effort of maintaining his spectral form was draining him. "I want my name to be cleared. It wasn't me. I didn't start the fire. I was just a boy. A scared boy, trying to get out. Trying to help." He looked directly at Sloane, his spectral eyes pleading. "Please. You have to tell them. You have to tell someone. Before... before I fade completely. Before they forget me again. Truly forget me."
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THE SPECTRAL BOY’S form began to shimmer, growing more indistinct, as if the weight of his confession and the fading hope of being heard were causing him to dissipate. The ambient spectral noise of the other children seemed to surge back, their mournful chorus threatening to engulf him once more. Sloane felt a pang of desperate urgency. She couldn’t let him fade. Not like this.
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"I BELIEVE YOU, TOM," she said, her voice firm, though it trembled slightly. "I believe you. I will help you."
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THE WORDS SEEMED TO hang in the spectral ether, a promise made in the heart of a haunted place. Tom Finch’s spectral form flickered, a faint, almost imperceptible change, as if her words had momentarily brought him a sliver of peace. His spectral eyes, still filled with a profound sorrow, seemed to hold her gaze for a moment longer, a silent acknowledgment of her vow. Then, as quickly as he had coalesced, his spectral form began to recede, dissolving back into the swirling currents of spectral energy, leaving only the lingering chill and the echo of his desperate plea.
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STERLING, OBLIVIOUS to the spectral drama that had unfolded, clapped his hands together, the sharp sound jarring Sloane back to the present reality, albeit a reality now irrevocably altered. "Well, Ms. Thorne? Shall we proceed? There are still several floors to cover before lunch." His tone was brisk, impatient, as if the brief pause had been an unwelcome interruption to his meticulously planned sales pitch.
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SLOANE TURNED TO HIM, her mind racing. Tom Finch’s plea was not just a story; it was a mission. The spectral boy, the eldest victim of the 1925 fire, had entrusted her with his truth, with the burden of clearing his name. The echoes of the past were no longer just whispers in the silence; they had found a voice, a singular, desperate voice that demanded to be heard. The Grand Majestic was no longer just a property; it was a crime scene, a tomb, and a place where a spectral soul yearned for justice. Her investigation had just taken a far more personal and urgent turn. She had come to document echoes, but she had found a plea, and she could not, in good conscience, ignore it. The spectral boy’s spectral plea was a siren song, drawing her deeper into the spectral labyrinth of the Grand Majestic, a labyrinth filled with sorrow, injustice, and the lingering specter of a boy named Tom Finch. The intensity of his spectral presence had been overwhelming, a testament to the power of his unresolved grievance. It was clear that this was not an isolated haunting, but a complex tapestry of spectral activity, with Tom’s case being the most immediate and compelling thread. She could feel the residual emotions radiating from where he had stood, a palpable sense of betrayal and a desperate longing for peace. This was no mere folklore; this was the raw, spectral residue of human tragedy, amplified by the passage of time and the silence of the living. She knew, with a certainty that settled deep within her soul, that her work here had only just begun. The spectral boy’s silent accusation was now her own burden, a spectral legacy she was compelled to honor.

The air in the Grand Majestic, once thick with the sorrow of spectral children, now seemed to acquire a different quality, a heavier, more insidious chill. Tom Finch’s desperate plea, a beacon of innocence piercing the spectral gloom, had served to illuminate a far darker corner of the hotel’s haunted history. His words, echoing with the raw anguish of a young life unjustly tarnished, had painted a stark picture of a scapegoat, a boy burdened with a blame he did not deserve. But as Sloane absorbed the truth of his spectral confession, a new, more formidable shadow began to lengthen, not of a victim, but of a perpetrator whose malevolence had transcended the mortal coil.

Tom’s spectral gaze, though fading, had flickered with a primal fear as he spoke of the true instigator. It wasn’t just the chaos of the fire, the smoke, the confusion that had claimed his life and the lives of the other children. It was the calculated, chilling design of a man named Walter Croft. The name itself landed in Sloane’s consciousness with a visceral thud, a stark contrast to the spectral boy’s fragile plea. Croft. The former janitor of the Grand Majestic. The man who had been there, ostensibly, to maintain the building, but whose spectral presence now loomed as the architect of an inferno, a phantom orchestrator of a tragedy that had stained the very foundations of the hotel.

––––––––
[image: ]

SLOANE COULD FEEL IT, a palpable shift in the spectral atmosphere, as if the very walls were exhaling a miasma of Rot. Tom Finch, in his spectral desperation to clear his name, had inadvertently awakened another, far more ancient and disturbing presence. It was a darkness that seemed to writhe at the edges of Sloane’s perception, a suffocating aura that pushed back against her own presence, not with the desperate wails of lost children, but with a chilling, territorial possessiveness. This was not the spectral residue of pain or confusion; this was a presence steeped in malice, a being that thrived in the shadows of injustice.
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TOM HAD WARNED HER, his spectral voice barely a whisper now, "He was the janitor. Walter Croft. He... he set it. I saw him. Just before the smoke. Near the basement stairs. He had something in his hand. And a look... a terrible look." The spectral boy’s form flickered violently, as if the memory itself was too painful, too horrific to sustain. "He didn't want us there. He always grumbled about the children. Said we were a nuisance. And then... he started the fire. He wanted to... to get rid of us."
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THE IMPLICATIONS WERE staggering. Tom Finch hadn't just been wrongly accused; he had been a witness to a deliberate act of arson, an act perpetrated by an adult entrusted with the care of the children, an act of unimaginable cruelty. And now, decades later, Walter Croft was not merely a historical footnote, a deceased janitor. His spectral presence, the summary suggested, was a tangible entity, a malevolent force still tethered to the scene of his heinous crime. This was a revelation that shifted the entire dynamic of Sloane’s investigation. She wasn't just dealing with the residual echoes of a tragic accident, but with the active, conscious haunting of a murderer.
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AS SLOANE PROCESSED this new, horrifying information, the oppressive aura intensified. It was a suffocating blanket, a tangible weight pressing down on her, making it difficult to breathe, to think. It felt like stepping into an icy river, the frigid water stealing her breath and numbing her senses. This was not the spectral chill of sadness; it was the spectral chill of pure, unadulterated hatred. She could feel Croft’s spectral attention, a cold, predatory focus that seemed to coil around her, seeking to ensnare her in its icy embrace. It was a presence that actively recoiled from her, not in fear, but in a furious, spectral disdain. It was as if her very presence, her quest for truth, was an affront to his dominion of darkness.
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TOM FINCH HAD BEEN clear: Croft wielded his own spectral abilities, not to bring solace, but to actively torment and obscure. The spectral boy’s spectral form had flickered with a renewed urgency as he explained. "He doesn't want anyone to know. He watches. He listens. And if he thinks you're getting too close... he makes things happen. He plays tricks. Makes you doubt yourself. Makes you see things that aren't there. Or makes you 
not see what is there." The spectral boy’s spectral hands clenched. "He tries to silence us. All of us. He wants the fire to be forgotten. Or just a tragic accident. He can't stand us... speaking. Even like this."

Sloane understood. Croft wasn't just a passive haunting; he was an active antagonist, a spectral entity using his dark abilities to maintain the lie, to perpetuate his control over the narrative of the Grand Majestic. He was the reason the truth had remained buried for so long, the reason Tom’s spectral plea had been lost in the cacophony of spectral sorrow for decades. Croft’s spectral power was not in manifesting grand illusions or dramatic poltergeist activity, but in subtle, insidious manipulation. He fed on fear, on doubt, on the very essence of human frailty. He would weave spectral illusions, not of grandeur, but of confusion. He could whisper doubts into the minds of the living, plant seeds of paranoia, and amplify existing fears until they became insurmountable obstacles.
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THE WEIGHT OF CROFT'S spectral influence was immense. Sloane felt an almost physical pressure against her mind, a subtle attempt to sow seeds of doubt, to make her question her own perceptions. Was the spectral boy truly innocent? Was this chilling presence truly malevolent? Or was it all just the product of an overactive imagination, of a mind too readily susceptible to suggestion? Croft's power lay in his ability to twist reality, to warp the spectral plane into a hall of mirrors, reflecting only what he wanted the living to see. He thrived on the confusion and despair of those who dared to investigate his dark secrets.
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SHE REMEMBERED STERLING’S dismissive tone, his insistence on the hotel’s “remarkable acoustics” and the potential for “tricks of the mind.” Was that Croft’s influence, even then, subtly at work, nudging Sterling’s natural skepticism towards outright denial? Was he always there, a spectral puppeteer, pulling the strings of the living who dared to question the established narrative? It was a chilling thought, one that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Croft wasn't just a ghost; he was a spectral saboteur, actively working to protect his dark legacy.
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THE SPECTRAL ENERGY around Sloane began to coalesce, not into a discernible form, but into a palpable wave of malevolence. It was a pressure that seemed to push at her, urging her to retreat, to forget what Tom had said, to simply move on as Sterling so eagerly desired. The shadows in the corridor seemed to deepen, stretching and contorting into unsettling shapes that danced at the periphery of her vision. A cold wind, seemingly without a source, swept through the seemingly sealed corridor, carrying with it a faint, acrid scent – the ghost of burnt wood and something else, something metallic and unpleasant.
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TOM’S SPECTRAL VOICE, now a faint echo, seemed to plead with her, "Don't let him win. Please. He feeds on the fear. If you're not afraid... he can't hurt you. Not really. He can only... make you 
think he can."

Sloane took a deep, steadying breath, trying to anchor herself against the rising tide of spectral dread. She focused on the image of Tom Finch, the spectral boy’s earnest eyes, his desperate plea for truth. She wouldn't be swayed by Croft’s spectral machinations. She wouldn’t let him continue to hold sway over the tragic events of 1925, or over the spectral remnants of the children he had so callously murdered.
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THE SPECTRAL PRESENCE of Walter Croft seemed to surge with a palpable fury at her resolve. The temperature plummeted further, her breath misting in the air. The spectral whispers that had previously been a chorus of sorrow now seemed to twist, becoming taunting and mocking, laced with Croft’s own spectral malice. They weren’t just the cries of lost children anymore; they were distorted echoes, warped by Croft’s malevolent intent, designed to sow discord and fear.
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"GO AWAY," HISSED A voice that seemed to emanate from the very shadows, a guttural whisper that clawed at Sloane’s sanity. It wasn't the voice of a child, nor was it the voice of a spectral entity seeking release. It was a voice steeped in age-old resentment, a voice that had known only darkness and malice for far too long. This was Walter Croft, his spectral form a palpable entity of pure, unadulterated evil, asserting his dominion.
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SLOANE REFUSED TO CEDE ground. She stood her ground, her own determination a small but potent shield against the encroaching darkness. She understood now that her investigation was no longer just about uncovering a past tragedy; it was about confronting a present danger, a spectral entity actively engaged in a war of attrition against the truth. Croft was not a ghost of sorrow; he was a ghost of malice, a spectral predator who had learned to feed on the lingering energy of his own atrocities.
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THE SPECTRAL BOY, TOM Finch, had been the key, the spectral living proof that the narrative Sterling presented was a carefully constructed facade. But revealing Tom’s innocence was only the first step. The true challenge lay in piercing the spectral veil that Walter Croft had woven, a veil designed to shroud his crime in an impenetrable darkness. Sloane could feel the spectral energy radiating from where Tom had stood, a faint plea for help, for validation, for an end to the spectral torment that Croft inflicted.
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SHE KNEW, WITH A CHILLING certainty, that Croft would not make this easy. He would fight. He would use every spectral trick at his disposal to discredit her, to frighten her away, to ensure that the truth remained buried alongside his monstrous secret. The spectral whispers intensified, swirling around her, a tempest of spectral malice, each whisper a tiny, sharp barb designed to penetrate her resolve. They spoke of her own fears, magnified and twisted, of her deepest insecurities, brought to the forefront by Croft’s spectral power.
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"YOU ARE ALONE," THE shadows seemed to hiss. "No one will believe you. They never believed the children. Why would they believe you?"
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BUT SLOANE HAD BELIEVED Tom Finch. She had seen the spectral truth in his eyes, felt the unshakeable weight of his innocence. And that belief was a weapon. It was a light that Croft, for all his spectral power, could not extinguish. His attempts to manipulate her, to instill fear, only served to strengthen her resolve. He was a spectral entity fueled by the negative emotions of the living and the spectral realm. By refusing to succumb to fear, by holding onto the truth of Tom’s spectral plea, she was denying him his very sustenance.
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THE SPECTRAL CHILL was no longer just an environmental factor; it was a manifestation of Croft’s spectral power, a tangible extension of his hatred. It was a warning, a promise of the torment that awaited anyone who dared to challenge him. But for Sloane, it was also a testament to the truth of Tom’s words. If Croft was this desperate to instill fear, it meant he had something truly terrifying to hide. He was the shadow that had fallen over the Grand Majestic, the spectral architect of a tragedy that had been left unpunished for far too long. And Sloane was now determined to bring his spectral darkness into the light, no matter the cost. The echoes of the past were no longer just whispers; they were a clarion call to justice, and Walter Croft stood directly in its path. His spectral presence was a formidable obstacle, a testament to the enduring power of evil, but Sloane was prepared to face it, to unravel the spectral lies he had so meticulously constructed. The game had changed, and the stakes had risen immeasurably. She was no longer just an investigator; she was a target, and the spectral janitor was her hunter.

The weight of Walter Croft's malevolence pressed in, a spectral fog that seemed to cling to Sloane’s very being. Tom Finch’s spectral form had dissipated, leaving behind an echo of his terror and a chilling certainty: the Grand Majestic was not merely haunted; it was actively defended by a malevolent entity. Yet, amidst this chilling revelation, a different kind of pressure began to assert itself, a reminder of the tangible world she inhabited, a world dictated by deadlines, commissions, and the relentless pursuit of profit.

Sloane’s phone buzzed in her pocket, a jarring intrusion of modern mundanity into the spectral fray. The caller ID displayed “Sterling – Grand Majestic.” She hesitated, her hand hovering over the screen. Sterling. The hotel manager, a man who exuded an almost aggressively polished veneer of professionalism, a man who had painted the Grand Majestic as a historical gem, a lucrative investment opportunity, and, most importantly, a property with a negligible spectral footprint. He was utterly oblivious, or perhaps more accurately, willfully blind, to the tormented souls who cried out from the very fabric of the building. He saw only dollar signs, not the spectral tears that stained the walls.
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SHE ANSWERED, HER VOICE a carefully constructed bridge between the spectral and the mundane. “Mr. Sterling?”
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“AH, SLOANE! EXCELLENT. Just the person I wanted to speak with. How are we progressing with the initial viewings? Any serious interest yet? I’ve had a few inquiries about the penthouse suite, of course, but I’m eager to see some concrete offers on the main floors. Remember, the market is ripe, and this property won't last forever.” Sterling’s voice was a rapid-fire cascade of business jargon, a stark contrast to the spectral whispers that still seemed to coil around her.
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SLOANE SWALLOWED, HER throat suddenly dry. How could she explain? How could she convey the seismic shift in her understanding of the Grand Majestic? The spectral children, once just residual echoes of tragedy, were now individuals, their spectral pleas amplified by the chilling presence of their tormentor. Tom Finch, his spectral innocence a beacon, had confirmed her deepest fears: this was no mere haunting, but a deliberate act of murder, and the perpetrator, Walter Croft, was still very much present, a spectral warden guarding his dark domain.
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“MR. STERLING,” SHE began, choosing her words with care, “I’ve had... some intriguing interactions with the property.”
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STERLING CHUCKLED, a sound devoid of genuine warmth. “Intriguing, you say? Wonderful! That’s precisely what we want. A property with character, with a story to tell. That’s part of its charm, wouldn’t you agree? The whispers of history. It’s what sets it apart from those sterile, soulless modern boxes.”
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SLOANE’S GRIP TIGHTENED on the phone. Charm? Character? He had no idea. “Yes, Mr. Sterling, it certainly has a story. A rather significant one.” She paused, trying to gauge how much she could reveal without sounding utterly unhinged. “I’ve encountered... aspects of its history that require careful consideration.”
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“OF COURSE, OF COURSE,” Sterling replied, his tone bordering on dismissive. “We’ve been entirely transparent about the fire in ’25. A tragic accident, as we’ve always maintained. Unfortunate, yes, but a closed chapter. The insurance report, the historical accounts – all readily available. Nothing to deter a discerning buyer, I assure you.”
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NOTHING TO DETER A discerning buyer. The words struck Sloane like a physical blow. He saw it as a minor inconvenience, a historical footnote, while she saw it as a living, breathing tragedy, a place where spectral children were still trapped, their cries of terror echoing through the halls, their innocence corrupted by the malice of Walter Croft. The commission Sterling had dangled before her was substantial, a sum that would significantly alleviate her financial burdens. It was the kind of opportunity she couldn't afford to pass up. Yet, how could she, in good conscience, sell this place, knowing what she knew? How could she facilitate the perpetuation of Sterling’s carefully constructed narrative, a narrative that shielded a murderer and silenced the pleas of the innocent?
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“MR. STERLING,” SHE said, her voice gaining a firmness she hadn’t expected, “the ‘accident’ of 1925 is... more complex than the official reports suggest. There are elements that need to be addressed, elements that might impact the property’s perceived value and desirability.”
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THERE WAS A BEAT OF silence on the other end, the jovial tone replaced by a subtle, almost imperceptible shift. “Perceived value? Sloane, we’ve had this property appraised, extensively researched. The market is strong. Are you suggesting there are... structural issues? Hidden defects?” Sterling’s voice took on a sharper edge, the veneer of cordiality cracking.
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“NOT STRUCTURAL, PRECISELY,” Sloane hedged, choosing her words like a minefield. “More... spectral. The hotel is... quite active.”
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ANOTHER PAUSE, LONGER this time. Then, Sterling’s voice returned, laced with a practiced, patronizing amusement. “Active, Sloane? My dear, you must remember the acoustics in this magnificent old building. The Grand Majestic is renowned for its echoes, its creaks and groans. It’s all part of the ambiance. We even have a booklet for guests detailing the ‘character’ of the hotel. It’s a selling point, not a deterrent.”
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SLOANE’S BREATH HITCHED. He was dismissing it, just as she’d feared. Just as Croft would want him to. “Mr. Sterling, I assure you, this is beyond mere acoustics. The presence of residual energies is significant. In fact, I believe the tragic events of 1925 were not accidental, and the parties involved may still have a... vested interest in the property.”
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STERLING’S SIGH WAS audible, heavy with exasperation. “Sloane, let me be clear. We are selling a building, a prime piece of real estate. We are not selling ghost stories. While I appreciate your... enthusiasm for the hotel’s unique history, I must remind you that your commission is contingent on a successful sale. And a successful sale requires focusing on the tangible assets: the prime location, the architectural grandeur, the potential for renovation and development. These spectral ‘vested interests’ you speak of are simply not part of the prospectus.”
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HE WAS CUTTING HER off, drawing a hard line between her professional duty and the undeniable spectral reality she was experiencing. Her paranormal investigation, a passion that had evolved into something far more profound, was now directly conflicting with her livelihood. The lucrative commission, the chance to finally get ahead, was tied to her ability to present the Grand Majestic as just another property on the market, a historical curiosity with no lingering spectral attachments. But how could she? How could she ignore the spectral pleas of the children, their desperate need for justice, for release? How could she pretend that Walter Croft was merely a figment of her imagination, a spectral boogeyman conjured by an overactive mind?

––––––––
[image: ]

“MR. STERLING,” SLOANE said, her voice tight with suppressed emotion, “I understand my role. However, as a real estate agent, I also have a professional and ethical obligation to ensure that all significant aspects of a property are disclosed to potential buyers. Concealing the true nature of the Grand Majestic would be... irresponsible.”
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“IRRESPONSIBLE?” STERLING’S voice climbed an octave. “The only irresponsible thing here, Sloane, would be to scare away legitimate buyers with tales of hauntings. This is a business transaction. We are dealing with facts, figures, and market demand. Not... apparitions. If you cannot professionally represent this property, perhaps we should reconsider your involvement.”
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THE THREAT HUNG IN the air, sharp and undeniable. Reconsider her involvement. That meant losing the commission, losing the chance to finally stabilize her finances. It meant walking away from the Grand Majestic, leaving the spectral children to their torment, leaving Walter Croft to reign supreme in his spectral kingdom. The dilemma was stark, brutal. Her abilities, her growing understanding of the spectral world, were now a liability, a dangerous secret that threatened to derail her career.
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SHE THOUGHT OF TOM Finch, his spectral form flickering with fear and desperation. He had warned her about Croft, about his ability to manipulate, to sow doubt, to make people disbelieve what they saw and heard. Was Sterling’s dismissiveness a result of Croft’s influence, even now, decades later? Was the spectral janitor subtly working to ensure that the truth remained buried, that the Grand Majestic was sold to the highest bidder, who would likely be too focused on profit to notice the spectral suffering within its walls?
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“I... I UNDERSTAND YOUR concerns, Mr. Sterling,” Sloane said, her mind racing. She couldn’t reveal the full extent of what she knew, not yet. She needed time, leverage. “I will certainly focus on the property’s tangible assets. I will prepare a comprehensive marketing strategy that highlights its historical significance and investment potential.” She swallowed again, the words tasting like ash. “However, I must insist on ensuring that potential buyers are aware of... certain atmospheric conditions. A disclaimer, perhaps, regarding the unique character of the hotel.”
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STERLING’S TONE SOFTENED, a tactical retreat. “A disclaimer, Sloane? That’s... an unusual request. But I suppose a brief mention of the hotel’s ‘vibrant historical ambiance’ might be permissible, as long as it’s framed positively. Nothing that would suggest anything other than a charmingly aged establishment.” He paused, as if considering. “Very well. Draft something concise, professional, and submit it for my approval. But remember, Sloane, the goal is to sell. And we sell properties by appealing to aspirations, not by dwelling on... spectral peculiarities.”
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THE CALL ENDED, LEAVING Sloane in a silence that felt heavier than before. She stood in the opulent, yet eerily quiet, hallway of the Grand Majestic, the weight of her dual reality pressing down on her. She was a paranormal investigator, now intimately aware of the malevolent presence of Walter Croft and the suffering of spectral children. Simultaneously, she was a real estate agent, tasked with marketing this very place, a place she knew was deeply flawed, a place teeming with spectral anguish. The commission represented a lifeline, a professional obligation she couldn’t easily discard. But the thought of facilitating a sale, of allowing a new family or business to unknowingly inhabit a place tainted by such profound darkness, such active malevolence, felt like a betrayal of the spectral souls who were trapped there, a betrayal of her own burgeoning connection to the unseen world.
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SHE RAN A HAND OVER the cool, polished wood of the banister, a faint tremor running through her fingers. Sterling wanted her to sanitize the truth, to present a polished façade that hid the rot beneath. But she couldn’t. Not anymore. The spectral pleas of the children, once faint whispers, were now a deafening chorus in her mind. Tom Finch’s spectral face, etched with fear and a desperate plea for justice, swam before her eyes. She couldn't, and wouldn't, be the agent of this deception.
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HER PROFESSIONAL OBLIGATIONS warred with her moral compass, a tug-of-war that left her feeling disoriented and conflicted. The lucrative commission was a powerful lure, a tangible solution to very real financial problems. But the spectral unrest of the Grand Majestic was an intangible, yet undeniable, presence, a force that demanded acknowledgment, a force that whispered of truths far more significant than market value. She was caught in a dilemma, a spectral tightrope walk between the world of spirits and the world of commerce, and the fall, either way, promised to be a painful one.
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SHE KNEW, WITH A CHILLING certainty, that Walter Croft would be watching, his spectral gaze a constant, unseen pressure, relishing her internal conflict. He thrived on doubt, on fear, on the compromises the living made. And Sterling’s relentless focus on the sale, on ignoring the spectral truth, was exactly the kind of fertile ground Croft would exploit. He didn’t need to manifest grand poltergeist activity; he had the complicity of the living, the blind pursuit of profit, to do his work for him. Sloane was now tasked with selling a property that was not just a building, but a prison, a tomb, and a battleground. And the agent who was supposed to facilitate its transfer was now caught in the crossfire, her professional life inextricably bound to the spectral echoes of the past. She had to find a way to navigate this, to honor the spectral pleas of the children without sacrificing her own future, a future that was now entangled with the dark secrets of the Grand Majestic in ways she had never anticipated. The lucrative commission had become a gilded cage, and the spectral denizens of the hotel were its silent, tormented wardens.
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​Chapter 2: The Contractor and the Clues
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The weight of Walter Croft’s malevolence pressed in, a spectral fog that seemed to cling to Sloane’s very being. Tom Finch’s spectral form had dissipated, leaving behind an echo of his terror and a chilling certainty: the Grand Majestic was not merely haunted; it was actively defended by a malevolent entity. Yet, amidst this chilling revelation, a different kind of pressure began to assert itself, a reminder of the tangible world she inhabited, a world dictated by deadlines, commissions, and the relentless pursuit of profit.

Sloane’s phone buzzed in her pocket, a jarring intrusion of modern mundanity into the spectral fray. The caller ID displayed “Sterling – Grand Majestic.” She hesitated, her hand hovering over the screen. Sterling. The hotel manager, a man who exuded an almost aggressively polished veneer of professionalism, a man who had painted the Grand Majestic as a historical gem, a lucrative investment opportunity, and, most importantly, a property with a negligible spectral footprint. He was utterly oblivious, or perhaps more accurately, willfully blind, to the tormented souls who cried out from the very fabric of the building. He saw only dollar signs, not the spectral tears that stained the walls.
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SHE ANSWERED, HER VOICE a carefully constructed bridge between the spectral and the mundane. “Mr. Sterling?”
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“AH, SLOANE! EXCELLENT. Just the person I wanted to speak with. How are we progressing with the initial viewings? Any serious interest yet? I’ve had a few inquiries about the penthouse suite, of course, but I’m eager to see some concrete offers on the main floors. Remember, the market is ripe, and this property won't last forever.” Sterling’s voice was a rapid-fire cascade of business jargon, a stark contrast to the spectral whispers that still seemed to coil around her.
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SLOANE SWALLOWED, HER throat suddenly dry. How could she explain? How could she convey the seismic shift in her understanding of the Grand Majestic? The spectral children, once just residual echoes of tragedy, were now individuals, their spectral pleas amplified by the chilling presence of their tormentor. Tom Finch, his spectral innocence a beacon, had confirmed her deepest fears: this was no mere haunting, but a deliberate act of murder, and the perpetrator, Walter Croft, was still very much present, a spectral warden guarding his dark domain.
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“MR. STERLING,” SHE began, choosing her words with care, “I’ve had... some intriguing interactions with the property.”
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STERLING CHUCKLED, a sound devoid of genuine warmth. “Intriguing, you say? Wonderful! That’s precisely what we want. A property with character, with a story to tell. That’s part of its charm, wouldn’t you agree? The whispers of history. It’s what sets it apart from those sterile, soulless modern boxes.”
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SLOANE’S GRIP TIGHTENED on the phone. Charm? Character? He had no idea. “Yes, Mr. Sterling, it certainly has a story. A rather significant one.” She paused, trying to gauge how much she could reveal without sounding utterly unhinged. “I’ve encountered... aspects of its history that require careful consideration.”
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“OF COURSE, OF COURSE,” Sterling replied, his tone bordering on dismissive. “We’ve been entirely transparent about the fire in ’25. A tragic accident, as we’ve always maintained. Unfortunate, yes, but a closed chapter. The insurance report, the historical accounts – all readily available. Nothing to deter a discerning buyer, I assure you.”
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NOTHING TO DETER A discerning buyer. The words struck Sloane like a physical blow. He saw it as a minor inconvenience, a historical footnote, while she saw it as a living, breathing tragedy, a place where spectral children were still trapped, their cries of terror echoing through the halls, their innocence corrupted by the malice of Walter Croft. The commission Sterling had dangled before her was substantial, a sum that would significantly alleviate her financial burdens. It was the kind of opportunity she couldn't afford to pass up. Yet, how could she, in good conscience, sell this place, knowing what she knew? How could she facilitate the perpetuation of Sterling’s carefully constructed narrative, a narrative that shielded a murderer and silenced the pleas of the innocent?
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“MR. STERLING,” SHE said, her voice gaining a firmness she hadn’t expected, “the ‘accident’ of 1925 is... more complex than the official reports suggest. There are elements that need to be addressed, elements that might impact the property’s perceived value and desirability.”
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THERE WAS A BEAT OF silence on the other end, the jovial tone replaced by a subtle, almost imperceptible shift. “Perceived value? Sloane, we’ve had this property appraised, extensively researched. The market is strong. Are you suggesting there are... structural issues? Hidden defects?” Sterling’s voice took on a sharper edge, the veneer of cordiality cracking.
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“NOT STRUCTURAL, PRECISELY,” Sloane hedged, choosing her words like a minefield. “More... spectral. The hotel is... quite active.”
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ANOTHER PAUSE, LONGER this time. Then, Sterling’s voice returned, laced with a practiced, patronizing amusement. “Active, Sloane? My dear, you must remember the acoustics in this magnificent old building. The Grand Majestic is renowned for its echoes, its creaks and groans. It’s all part of the ambiance. We even have a booklet for guests detailing the ‘character’ of the hotel. It’s a selling point, not a deterrent.”
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SLOANE’S BREATH HITCHED. He was dismissing it, just as she’d feared. Just as Croft would want him to. “Mr. Sterling, I assure you, this is beyond mere acoustics. The presence of residual energies is significant. In fact, I believe the tragic events of 1925 were not accidental, and the parties involved may still have a... vested interest in the property.”
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STERLING’S SIGH WAS audible, heavy with exasperation. “Sloane, let me be clear. We are selling a building, a prime piece of real estate. We are not selling ghost stories. While I appreciate your... enthusiasm for the hotel’s unique history, I must remind you that your commission is contingent on a successful sale. And a successful sale requires focusing on the tangible assets: the prime location, the architectural grandeur, the potential for renovation and development. These spectral ‘vested interests’ you speak of are simply not part of the prospectus.”
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HE WAS CUTTING HER off, drawing a hard line between her professional duty and the undeniable spectral reality she was experiencing. Her paranormal investigation, a passion that had evolved into something far more profound, was now directly conflicting with her livelihood. The lucrative commission, the chance to finally get ahead, was tied to her ability to present the Grand Majestic as just another property on the market, a historical curiosity with no lingering spectral attachments. But how could she? How could she ignore the spectral pleas of the children, their desperate need for justice, for release? How could she pretend that Walter Croft was merely a figment of her imagination, a spectral boogeyman conjured by an overactive mind?

––––––––
[image: ]

“MR. STERLING,” SLOANE said, her voice tight with suppressed emotion, “I understand my role. However, as a real estate agent, I also have a professional and ethical obligation to ensure that all significant aspects of a property are disclosed to potential buyers. Concealing the true nature of the Grand Majestic would be... irresponsible.”
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“IRRESPONSIBLE?” STERLING’S voice climbed an octave. “The only irresponsible thing here, Sloane, would be to scare away legitimate buyers with tales of hauntings. This is a business transaction. We are dealing with facts, figures, and market demand. Not... apparitions. If you cannot professionally represent this property, perhaps we should reconsider your involvement.”
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THE THREAT HUNG IN the air, sharp and undeniable. Reconsider her involvement. That meant losing the commission, losing the chance to finally stabilize her finances. It meant walking away from the Grand Majestic, leaving the spectral children to their torment, leaving Walter Croft to reign supreme in his spectral kingdom. The dilemma was stark, brutal. Her abilities, her growing understanding of the spectral world, were now a liability, a dangerous secret that threatened to derail her career.
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SHE THOUGHT OF TOM Finch, his spectral form flickering with fear and desperation. He had warned her about Croft, about his ability to manipulate, to sow doubt, to make people disbelieve what they saw and heard. Was Sterling’s dismissiveness a result of Croft’s influence, even now, decades later? Was the spectral janitor subtly working to ensure that the truth remained buried, that the Grand Majestic was sold to the highest bidder, who would likely be too focused on profit to notice the spectral suffering within its walls?
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“I... I UNDERSTAND YOUR concerns, Mr. Sterling,” Sloane said, her mind racing. She couldn’t reveal the full extent of what she knew, not yet. She needed time, leverage. “I will certainly focus on the property’s tangible assets. I will prepare a comprehensive marketing strategy that highlights its historical significance and investment potential.” She swallowed again, the words tasting like ash. “However, I must insist on ensuring that potential buyers are aware of... certain atmospheric conditions. A disclaimer, perhaps, regarding the unique character of the hotel.”
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STERLING’S TONE SOFTENED, a tactical retreat. “A disclaimer, Sloane? That’s... an unusual request. But I suppose a brief mention of the hotel’s ‘vibrant historical ambiance’ might be permissible, as long as it’s framed positively. Nothing that would suggest anything other than a charmingly aged establishment.” He paused, as if considering. “Very well. Draft something concise, professional, and submit it for my approval. But remember, Sloane, the goal is to sell. And we sell properties by appealing to aspirations, not by dwelling on... spectral peculiarities.”
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THE CALL ENDED, LEAVING Sloane in a silence that felt heavier than before. She stood in the opulent, yet eerily quiet, hallway of the Grand Majestic, the weight of her dual reality pressing down on her. She was a paranormal investigator, now intimately aware of the malevolent presence of Walter Croft and the suffering of spectral children. Simultaneously, she was a real estate agent, tasked with marketing this very place, a place she knew was deeply flawed, a place teeming with spectral anguish. The commission represented a lifeline, a professional obligation she couldn’t easily discard. But the thought of facilitating a sale, of allowing a new family or business to unknowingly inhabit a place tainted by such profound darkness, such active malevolence, felt like a betrayal of the spectral souls who were trapped there, a betrayal of her own burgeoning connection to the unseen world.
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SHE RAN A HAND OVER the cool, polished wood of the banister, a faint tremor running through her fingers. Sterling wanted her to sanitize the truth, to present a polished façade that hid the rot beneath. But she couldn’t. Not anymore. The spectral pleas of the children, once faint whispers, were now a deafening chorus in her mind. Tom Finch’s spectral face, etched with fear and a desperate plea for justice, swam before her eyes. She couldn't, and wouldn't, be the agent of this deception.
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HER PROFESSIONAL OBLIGATIONS warred with her moral compass, a tug-of-war that left her feeling disoriented and conflicted. The lucrative commission was a powerful lure, a tangible solution to very real financial problems. But the spectral unrest of the Grand Majestic was an intangible, yet undeniable, presence, a force that demanded acknowledgment, a force that whispered of truths far more significant than market value. She was caught in a dilemma, a spectral tightrope walk between the world of spirits and the world of commerce, and the fall, either way, promised to be a painful one.
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SHE KNEW, WITH A CHILLING certainty, that Walter Croft would be watching, his spectral gaze a constant, unseen pressure, relishing her internal conflict. He thrived on doubt, on fear, on the compromises the living made. And Sterling’s relentless focus on the sale, on ignoring the spectral truth, was exactly the kind of fertile ground Croft would exploit. He didn’t need to manifest grand poltergeist activity; he had the complicity of the living, the blind pursuit of profit, to do his work for him. Sloane was now tasked with selling a property that was not just a building, but a prison, a tomb, and a battleground. And the agent who was supposed to facilitate its transfer was now caught in the crossfire, her professional life inextricably bound to the dark secrets of the Grand Majestic in ways she had never anticipated. The lucrative commission had become a gilded cage, and the spectral denizens of the hotel were its silent, tormented wardens.
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THE SHEER WEIGHT OF it all – the spectral presences, the looming commission, the duplicity of Sterling – was beginning to fray her nerves. She needed a grounding presence, someone tethered firmly to the material world, someone who dealt with concrete problems. Her thoughts drifted to Caleb. Caleb, with his calloused hands, his no-nonsense attitude, and his uncanny ability to diagnose and fix anything mechanical or structural. He was her oldest friend, a steadfast anchor in the often-turbulent seas of her life. He wouldn’t understand the spectral aspects, not really, but he understood loose floorboards, leaky pipes, and crumbling plaster. And there were... things. Small things, perhaps, easily dismissed as the quirks of an aging building, but they were there. A persistent draft in a room that had no open windows, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor in the floorboards in the west wing, a peculiar settling sound from the grand staircase that didn’t seem to align with the building’s known architecture. These were the kinds of things Caleb excelled at.
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