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	SLOTH'S DESPAIR

Book Seven of The Hotel California Chronicles

By J.E. Kane

PROLOGUE

The Desert Never Sleeps

The Hotel California stood like a mirage against the burning desert sky, its Spanish Colonial facade gleaming with an otherworldly light that seemed to exist outside of time. To the casual observer, it was a place of luxury and respite—a sanctuary for weary travelers seeking refuge from the harsh realities of the world beyond its walls. But those who knew its secrets understood that the hotel was something far more sinister: a living entity, a feeding ground for darkness that had existed for nearly a century, consuming the souls of those who fell prey to its seductive embrace.

The hotel had always been a place of contradictions. Its architecture spoke of warmth and welcome—arched doorways, terracotta roofs, fountains that sang in the dry desert air. Yet beneath this inviting exterior lurked a hunger that could never be sated. Each room held stories of guests who had checked in seeking escape and found instead a prison of their own making. Each corridor echoed with the whispered regrets of those who had surrendered their wills to the shadows that dwelled within.

For Mia Thorne, the hotel was both inheritance and curse. A descendant of the Thorne family that had built this monument to darkness, she had spent years fighting against its influence, struggling to break the chains that bound her bloodline to the Shadowlord who ruled from the depths of the establishment. She had faced Pride in the grand ballroom, where Elias Thorne—the butler who was also her ancestor—had sought to inflate her ego until she burst. She had resisted Lust in the chambers where Elara Nightshade wove webs of desire that trapped the unwary. She had survived encounters with Gluttony, Envy, Greed, and Wrath, each sin manifesting as a member of the hotel's sinister staff, each testing her resolve in ways she had never imagined possible.

But now, as she stood at the threshold of the hotel's eastern wing, Mia felt a different kind of dread settling into her bones. This was not the sharp fear of immediate danger, nor the hot panic of confrontation. This was something subtler, more insidious—a creeping sense that none of it mattered, that her struggles were futile, that the wisest course was simply to surrender to the emptiness that seemed to permeate every stone of this place.

"The Garden of Oblivion," she whispered, reading the words carved into the archway before her. The letters seemed to shift and breathe, as if the stone itself were alive with some ancient, slumbering consciousness. "Morpheus's domain."

Behind her, she heard footsteps. Alex, her husband, approached with the wary tread of a man who had learned to trust nothing in this place. Their marriage, already strained by years of supernatural conflict, had reached a breaking point in recent months. The hotel had a way of amplifying every doubt, every resentment, every unspoken grievance until they became walls between people who had once been inseparable.

"Are you sure about this?" Alex asked, his voice carrying an edge of exhaustion that Mia had never heard before. "We've been fighting for so long. Maybe... maybe we need a rest."

Mia turned to look at him, and what she saw made her heart ache. Alex had always been her rock, the steady presence that grounded her when the supernatural world threatened to sweep her away. But now his eyes held a hollow quality, as if the light behind them had dimmed to a mere ember. His shoulders sagged under a weight that seemed to have nothing to do with physical burden. The lines around his eyes, etched by years of worry, seemed deeper than she remembered, and his skin had taken on a grayish pallor that spoke of sleepless nights and endless stress.

"That's exactly what it wants us to think," Mia said, though even as she spoke the words, she felt their power diminished. "Sloth isn't just about being lazy, Alex. It's about giving up. It's about losing the will to fight, to care, to hope. And once that happens..."

She didn't need to finish the sentence. They both knew what happened to guests who surrendered completely to the hotel's influence. Their souls became fuel for the Shadowlord's endless hunger, their life energy sustaining the dark entity that had transformed Robert Thorne's desperate pact into an eternal nightmare.

"I know," Alex said quietly. "But Mia... I'm so tired. We're both so tired. How much longer can we keep this up?"

It was a fair question, and one that Mia had asked herself countless times in the dark hours of the night when sleep wouldn't come and the weight of her family's legacy pressed down upon her like a physical force. The Order of the Ancient Light, the ancient society that opposed the Shadow Syndicate, had provided support and guidance, but the burden of the fight fell heaviest on those with Thorne blood in their veins. Mia's unique connection to the hotel made her both its greatest threat and its most vulnerable target.

"We keep going," she said finally, reaching out to take Alex's hand. His fingers felt cold against her palm, lacking their usual warmth. "We keep going because the alternative is letting this place win. And I won't do that. Not while there's still breath in my body."

"Your stubbornness has always been one of your most admirable qualities."

"And one of my most frustrating, or so you've told me."

"That too."

They stood there for a moment, two people bound by love and trauma, facing a challenge that threatened to unravel everything they had built together. The Garden of Oblivion waited beyond the archway, its secrets hidden behind walls of foliage that seemed to pulse with a life of their own. Within its boundaries, Morpheus the Gardener tended his enchanted plants, cultivating apathy as carefully as any horticulturist might nurture a rare orchid.

"Together?" Mia asked, squeezing Alex's hand.

"Together," he agreed, though the word lacked its usual conviction.

They stepped through the archway, and the garden closed around them like a mouth swallowing prey.




PART ONE

THE GARDEN OF OBLIVION




CHAPTER ONE

The Weight of Nothing

The garden was not what Mia expected.

After all they had seen in the Hotel California—the blood-red carpets that seemed to absorb light, the mirrors that reflected not what was but what might have been, the endless corridors that shifted and changed when no one was looking—she had anticipated something overtly sinister. A jungle of thorns, perhaps, or a wasteland of withered vegetation. Something that announced its danger clearly and unequivocally, something that would trigger her instincts and prepare her for battle.

Instead, she found beauty.

The Garden of Oblivion spread before her like a painting come to life, every detail rendered with impossible precision. Pathways of crushed white stone wound between beds of flowers in colors she had no names for—shades that seemed to exist at the edge of human perception, neither entirely natural nor obviously artificial. Trees with silver bark and leaves that chimed like bells in the faint breeze provided dappled shade. Fountains bubbled with water that caught the light and broke it into rainbows that danced across the pathways like living things.

And everywhere, the scent. Not the cloying perfume of Elara's chambers or the rich aromas of Gaston's kitchen, but something subtler and more pervasive. It smelled like childhood summers and forgotten dreams, like the moment before sleep when the world seemed full of possibility. It smelled, Mia realized with a chill that ran down her spine, like surrender.

"It's beautiful," Alex breathed beside her, and she heard in his voice the same dangerous wonder that she felt in her own heart.

"It's a trap," she replied, but the words sounded hollow even to her ears. How could something this lovely be harmful? The thought came unbidden, and she recognized it immediately as the garden's first whisper. The most dangerous lies were the ones that contained a kernel of truth, and there was truth in the garden's beauty. That was what made it so effective.

They followed the white stone path deeper into the garden's embrace. The sounds of the hotel—the distant clatter of Gaston's kitchen, the occasional burst of laughter from guests in the lounge, the ever-present hum of machinery—faded until they might as well have been in another world entirely. Here, the only sounds were the musical rustling of leaves and the gentle murmur of water.

"Do you hear that?" Alex asked, tilting his head. His eyes had taken on a distant quality, as if he were listening to something far away.

Mia listened. Beneath the natural sounds of the garden, she could make out something else—a soft, rhythmic pulse that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. It was almost like a heartbeat, but slower, more deliberate. The heartbeat of the garden itself.

"The plants," she said, realization dawning. "They're not just plants. They're... alive. In a way that plants shouldn't be."

She approached one of the flower beds, moving carefully, every instinct screaming at her to stay back. The flowers here were unlike any she had seen before—tall stems bearing blooms that opened and closed in slow, hypnotic rhythms. As she watched, one of the flowers turned toward her, its petals spreading to reveal a center that seemed to contain depths she could fall into and never escape.

"Don't touch it," a voice said from behind them.

Mia spun around, her hand automatically going to the protective charm she wore around her neck—a gift from the Order of the Ancient Light that had proven effective against lesser manifestations of the hotel's darkness. But the figure who emerged from behind a silver-barked tree was not a threat, at least not in the immediate sense.

Morpheus the Gardener was a tall man with skin the color of weathered bark and hair that fell to his shoulders in tangled locks threaded with leaves and small flowers. His eyes were the green of deep forest pools, and they held a sadness that seemed to extend back through centuries of sorrow. He wore simple clothes—rough-spun trousers and a tunic that might have been woven from the garden's own vegetation—and his hands were stained with earth that seemed to glow faintly in the dim light.

"The Somnus Bloom responds to touch," he explained, his voice as soft and soothing as the garden itself. "One brush of a finger, and you'll sleep for three days. Pleasant dreams, of course. The bloom is not cruel. But three days is a long time to be vulnerable in this place."

"Who are you?" Mia demanded, though she already knew the answer.

"I am Morpheus," he said, bowing his head slightly. "Gardener of this sanctuary. And you, I presume, are the Thorne child who has been causing such disruption in our quiet establishment."

"I'm not a child," Mia snapped, bristling at the condescension in his tone. "And I'm not the one causing disruption. This place—this hotel—it feeds on people. It destroys lives. I'm trying to stop that."

Morpheus regarded her with those ancient, sad eyes. "Do you know what the garden grows, Mia Thorne?" he asked, and the way he said her name sent shivers down her spine. "It grows peace. It grows the absence of pain. In a world that demands so much, that takes and takes until there's nothing left, the garden offers rest. Is that truly so terrible?"

"It offers death," Mia said. "A slow, peaceful death while the Shadowlord feeds on everything you are."

"Death comes for us all," Morpheus said simply. "The garden merely makes the journey pleasant. But you did not come here to debate philosophy. You came for something else. Everyone who enters the garden comes seeking something, even if they don't know what it is."

He turned and began walking down the path, gesturing for them to follow. Against her better judgment, Mia found herself moving after him, Alex close behind. The garden seemed to shift around them, paths rearranging themselves to guide them deeper into its heart.

"What do you want from us?" Alex asked, and Mia heard the weariness in his voice more clearly now. It wasn't just physical exhaustion—it was something deeper, a spiritual fatigue that came from fighting battles that never seemed to end.

"I want nothing from you," Morpheus said. "The garden, however... the garden wants what it always wants. To give you peace. To take your burdens. To let you rest."

"And in exchange?"

"In exchange, you simply... stop. Stop fighting. Stop struggling. Stop trying so hard to be something you're not. The garden asks nothing more than your surrender to the natural order of things."

Mia felt the words working on her, their logic seeming more reasonable with each passing moment. She was tired. They were all so tired. What would be so wrong with resting, just for a little while?

She shook her head, trying to clear the fog that seemed to be settling over her thoughts. "No," she said firmly. "We're not here to surrender. We're here to stop you. To stop all of this."

Morpheus stopped walking and turned to face her. For a moment, something flickered in his eyes—was it respect? Regret? "Then you have a difficult road ahead of you," he said. "The garden does not release those who enter easily. And the longer you stay, the harder it becomes to leave."

He gestured, and the path before them split into three directions. "Choose your way," he said. "But know that whichever path you take, the garden will be waiting. It has all the time in the world."

With that, he seemed to dissolve into the foliage, leaving them alone in the heart of the Garden of Oblivion.

Mia stood at the crossroads, studying the three paths that stretched before her. The left path wound through a grove of silver-barked trees, their leaves chiming softly in a breeze she couldn't feel. The center path led to a clearing where a fountain bubbled with water that seemed to glow from within. The right path disappeared into a thicket of flowering vines, their blooms pulsing with a gentle, bioluminescent light.

"Which way?" Alex asked, his voice sounding distant, as if he were speaking from underwater.

"I don't know," Mia admitted. "But standing here isn't helping. The garden's influence... I can feel it working on me. Making me want to just sit down and forget everything."

She was right. The air itself seemed to carry a weight, a heaviness that made every movement feel like an effort. It wasn't the sharp, aggressive assault of Viktor's Wrath or the seductive pull of Elara's Lust. This was subtler, more insidious. It whispered that rest was deserved, that they had earned a break, that no one would blame them for taking a moment to breathe.

"The center path," Mia decided, forcing her feet to move. "If there's a fountain, maybe we can find some clue about how the garden works. Water is often a focal point for magical energies."

They walked toward the clearing, each step requiring more effort than the last. The garden seemed to resist their progress, the air growing thicker, the path seeming to stretch longer with every step. But they persevered, and eventually, they reached the fountain.

It was beautiful in a way that hurt to look at. The water rose from a central spout in a column that never seemed to fall, defying gravity as it twisted and danced in impossible patterns. The basin below was carved from stone that shifted colors—now blue like the depths of the ocean, now gold like the heart of the sun, now silver like moonlight on snow.

"It's enchanted," Alex said, reaching out to touch the water.

"Don't!" Mia grabbed his hand, pulling it back. "We don't know what it does."

"It's just water," Alex said, but he didn't sound convinced. "It looks... inviting."

"That's the point. Everything in this garden looks inviting. That's how it traps you."

Mia studied the fountain more carefully, looking past its beauty to the magic that powered it. She could see it now—the faint traces of energy that flowed through the water, connecting it to something deeper, something that pulsed beneath the garden like a vast, slumbering heart.

"This fountain is connected to the garden's core," she said. "If we can trace the energy flow, maybe we can find where Morpheus draws his power from."

"And then what?"

"And then we find a way to disrupt it. To wake up everyone who's fallen under the garden's spell."

It sounded simple when she said it like that. But Mia knew nothing in the Hotel California was ever simple. The garden had existed for decades, maybe longer, feeding on the apathy of countless guests. Breaking its hold would require more than just finding the right spot and waving a magic charm.

They spent the next hour exploring the clearing, searching for clues about the fountain's nature. Mia found inscriptions carved into the base of the basin, ancient words in a language she didn't recognize but somehow understood. They spoke of rest, of peace, of the sweet release of surrender. They promised that those who drank from the fountain would find oblivion from their pain, a permanent escape from the burdens of consciousness.

"It's a suicide pact," Mia realized, her blood running cold. "The fountain doesn't just make you sleep. It offers permanent escape. Drink deep enough, and you never wake up."

"How many people?" Alex asked, his voice hollow. "How many have come here looking for rest and found death instead?"

"Too many," Mia said. "Far too many."

The weight of the hotel's sins pressed down on her. Each room they had explored, each staff member they had encountered, represented countless lives destroyed by the Shadowlord's hunger. And now, in this garden of false peace, the toll seemed even higher. At least the other sins offered something in exchange—pleasure, power, satisfaction. Sloth offered nothing but the slow erosion of everything that made life worth living.

"We need to find the others," Mia said, turning away from the fountain. "Jasper, Alyssa, Maxwell, Zenobia, Anya—they're somewhere in this garden, and every minute we waste, they fall deeper under Morpheus's influence."

"How do we find them? The garden is huge, and the paths keep changing."

Mia thought for a moment, reaching for the connection she had always felt to the hotel. It was weaker here, in the garden, as if the plants themselves blocked her senses. But it was still there, a thin thread she could follow if she concentrated hard enough.

"I can feel them," she said finally. "Faintly. There's a concentration of... of something... in that direction." She pointed toward the thicket of flowering vines. "I think that's where Morpheus keeps his most precious plants. And where he keeps his victims."

They set off down the right path, pushing through the vines that seemed to reach for them with gentle, insistent tendrils. The flowers brushed against their skin, leaving trails of pollen that sparkled in the dim light, and Mia had to fight the urge to stop and admire their beauty.

"Don't let them touch your face," she warned Alex. "The pollen... I think it's part of the enchantment. It makes you want to stay."

They pressed on, the thicket growing denser with each step. The vines wove themselves into patterns that seemed almost architectural—arches and domes and alcoves that created a labyrinth of living green. And in the heart of that labyrinth, they found the first of the garden's prisoners.

Alyssa lay in a bed of soft moss, her eyes open but unseeing, a faint smile playing across her lips. She looked peaceful, happier than Mia had ever seen her. But when Mia knelt beside her and took her hand, it was cold and unresponsive.

"Alyssa," Mia said, shaking her gently. "Alyssa, wake up."

No response. Alyssa's chest rose and fell in slow, shallow breaths, but her consciousness was elsewhere, lost in whatever pleasant dream the garden had woven for her.

"She's gone," Alex said quietly. "Not dead, but... gone."

"Not gone," Mia corrected, though her heart ached at the sight. "Trapped. There's a difference. And if there's a way in, there's a way out."

She examined Alyssa more carefully, looking for whatever magic held her in its grip. It didn't take long to find it—a thin vine wrapped around her wrist, its tendrils sunk into her skin like the roots of a parasitic plant. The vine pulsed with a soft, rhythmic light, feeding on Alyssa's life force even as it fed her dreams of peace.

"Help me," Mia said, drawing a small knife from her belt. It was silver, blessed by the Order of the Ancient Light, and it should be able to cut through magical bindings. "Hold her arm steady."

Alex did as she asked, and Mia carefully sliced through the vine. It parted with a sound like a sigh, and for a moment, Alyssa's eyes fluttered. But then the vine reformed, knitting itself back together as if it had never been cut.

"It's no use," Mia said, frustration rising in her chest. "The garden heals itself faster than I can damage it."

"Then we need to find the source," Alex said. "Cut off the magic at its root, and maybe the vines will wither."

"The source is Morpheus," Mia said. "Or whatever power he serves. And finding him won't be easy. He's had decades to learn this garden, to weave his magic into every leaf and petal."

"Then we'll just have to be smarter than he is."

Mia looked at her husband, really looked at him, and saw something she hadn't expected to find in this place of despair—determination. Despite everything, despite the weariness that dragged at his every movement, Alex hadn't given up. He was still fighting, still believing that they could win.

It gave her hope. And in the Garden of Oblivion, hope was the most precious thing of all.

"Okay," she said, standing up. "We find Morpheus. We find out what powers this garden. And then we find a way to destroy it."

They left Alyssa in her bed of moss, promising silently to return for her. The garden seemed to watch them as they walked, its beauty now tinged with menace. Every flower was a potential trap, every path a potential dead end. But they kept moving, kept searching, refusing to surrender to the apathy that pressed down upon them.

The sun was setting—if the garden even had a sun—when they finally found what they were looking for. The path opened into a vast clearing, and in the center of that clearing stood a tree unlike any they had ever seen.

It was enormous, its trunk wider than a house, its branches spreading out to cover the entire clearing in a canopy of silver leaves. But it was not the tree's size that made it remarkable. It was what grew from its branches.

Cocoons. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, hanging like obscene fruit from the silver limbs. They ranged in size from small ones that might hold a child to massive ones that could contain a grown adult. And inside each one, Mia knew, was a person. A guest who had sought rest and found imprisonment. A soul being slowly consumed by the garden's endless hunger.

"The Tree of Oblivion," a voice said from behind them. "My masterpiece."

Morpheus stood at the edge of the clearing, his sad eyes now gleaming with something that might have been pride. "Every soul that surrenders to the garden becomes part of it. Their dreams feed the tree, and the tree feeds the garden. It is a perfect cycle, eternal and self-sustaining."

"It's monstrous," Mia said, her voice shaking with rage. "These are people. They have families, lives, hopes, dreams. And you've trapped them here, feeding on them like... like parasites."

"I have given them peace," Morpheus said, and for the first time, there was an edge to his voice. "Peace that the world outside could never provide. They wanted rest, and I gave it to them. Is that so wrong?"

"It's wrong when they can't choose to leave," Mia said. "It's wrong when you take everything from them and give nothing back."

"They can leave anytime they want," Morpheus said. "All they have to do is choose to wake up. But they don't. Because the dream is better than the reality. Because rest is sweeter than struggle. Because, in the end, everyone wants to surrender."

He looked at them with those ancient eyes, and Mia saw the truth in them. Morpheus believed what he was saying. He had convinced himself that he was helping people, that his garden was a gift rather than a prison. It was the same delusion that gripped all the hotel's staff, the same twisted logic that allowed them to destroy lives while believing they were providing a service.

"We're going to stop you," Mia said, raising her hands. She could feel the power within her, the Thorne blood that connected her to the hotel's magic. It was weaker here, in the garden, but it was still there. "We're going to free every soul you've trapped, and we're going to burn this place to the ground."

Morpheus smiled, and it was the saddest thing Mia had ever seen. "You can try," he said. "But the garden has been waiting for you, Mia Thorne. It knows your weaknesses. It knows your fears. And most of all, it knows how tired you are."

He gestured, and the ground beneath their feet began to shift. Vines erupted from the soil, wrapping around their ankles, their legs, climbing higher with every passing second. Mia tried to fight, tried to summon her power, but the garden's influence was too strong. She felt her will fading, her resistance crumbling, her desire to struggle giving way to a profound, overwhelming need to rest.

"Sleep now," Morpheus whispered, his voice coming from everywhere and nowhere at once. "Sleep, and find the peace you've been seeking."

The vines covered Mia's chest, her shoulders, her neck. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. The last thing she saw before the darkness took her was Alex, similarly entangled, his eyes closing as the garden claimed him.

Then there was only oblivion.




CHAPTER TWO

The Dreaming Deep

Mia floated in darkness.

It was not the darkness of closed eyes or shuttered rooms. It was a deeper darkness, a primordial void that existed before light and would persist after it faded. She had no body here, no form to anchor her to reality. She was pure consciousness, adrift in an endless sea of nothing.

At first, there was fear. The panic of a mind confronted with its own dissolution, the terror of existence without boundary or limitation. She tried to scream, but had no voice. She tried to run, but had no legs. She was nothing, and nothing was all she would ever be.

But then, slowly, the fear began to fade. The darkness was not hostile, she realized. It was simply... there. Neutral. Indifferent. It didn't want anything from her, didn't demand anything of her. It simply allowed her to exist, without judgment, without expectation.

And in that allowance, Mia found something unexpected. Peace.

The struggles of the past years—the battles with the hotel's staff, the strain on her marriage, the weight of her family's legacy—seemed distant now, like memories of a movie she had watched long ago. They had no power here, no ability to touch her. She was free.

"Is this what you want?" a voice asked, and the darkness rippled like water disturbed by a stone.

Mia tried to locate the source of the voice, but the darkness had no direction, no dimension. It came from everywhere and nowhere, inside her and outside her, part of her and separate from her.

"Who are you?" she asked, though she wasn't sure how she spoke without a mouth.

"I am the garden," the voice replied. "I am the dream. I am the peace you seek, Mia Thorne. I am the rest you deserve."

"I don't deserve rest," Mia said, and even as she spoke, she felt the truth of the words. "Not while people are suffering. Not while the hotel feeds on innocent lives."

"Why must you carry that burden?" the garden asked. "Why must you be the one to fight? Others could take up the cause. Others could bear the weight. You have done enough. You have suffered enough. Let go, Mia. Let go, and be free."

The words were seductive, more seductive than anything Elara had offered, more tempting than any pleasure Gaston could provide. They spoke to a part of Mia that she had suppressed for years—the part that wanted to quit, to surrender, to stop fighting battles that seemed unwinnable.

"I can't," she said, but her resolve was weakening. "If I stop, the Shadowlord wins. The hotel keeps feeding. More people die."

"And if you continue?" the garden asked. "Will you win? Can you win? The Shadowlord has existed for a century, sustained by powers beyond your comprehension. You are one woman, Mia. One tired, broken woman. What can you possibly do against such darkness?"

Mia had no answer. The garden was right. She was one person, fighting against an entity that had consumed countless souls before her and would consume countless more after she was gone. Her resistance was futile, her struggles meaningless. The best she could hope for was to delay the inevitable, to buy a little time before the darkness swallowed her too.

"Rest now," the garden whispered. "Rest, and let others worry about the shadows. You have earned your peace."

The darkness began to shift, taking on form and substance. Mia felt herself being shaped, molded into something with boundaries and definition. She had a body again, she realized—a body that lay on soft grass beneath a sky full of stars.

She sat up, looking around. She was in a garden, but not the Garden of Oblivion. This was a different place, a memory given form. She recognized it immediately—the backyard of her childhood home, the place where she had played as a girl, before she knew about the hotel, before the weight of her family's legacy had fallen upon her shoulders.

"Mom?" she called out, and her voice was a child's voice, high and clear and innocent.

"I'm here, sweetheart."

Her mother stepped from the shadows of the house, and Mia felt tears spring to her eyes. Elena Thorne had been dead for five years, taken by cancer that had consumed her with ruthless efficiency. But here, in this dream, she was alive again, whole and healthy and beautiful.

"I've missed you," Mia said, running to her mother and burying her face in her familiar embrace. "I've missed you so much."

"I know, baby. I know."

They sat together on the grass, watching the stars wheel overhead. Her mother stroked her hair, just as she had done when Mia was small, and for a moment, Mia allowed herself to believe that this was real. That the hotel, the Shadowlord, the endless battles—all of it was just a bad dream, and this was the reality.

"You don't have to go back," her mother said, as if reading her thoughts. "You can stay here, with me. Forever."

"Is it real?" Mia asked. "Any of it?"

"It's as real as you want it to be," her mother said. "That's the gift of the garden, Mia. It gives you what you need. What your heart desires most."

"What I desire most is to stop the hotel. To free the people it's trapped. To end the Shadowlord's reign."

Her mother was silent for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was sad. "That desire will destroy you, Mia. It will consume you, just as the hotel consumes its guests. You cannot win this fight. No one can. The Shadowlord is too powerful, the hotel too entrenched."

"Then what should I do?" Mia asked, and she hated how small her voice sounded, how defeated.

"Stay here," her mother said. "Stay with me. Let the world take care of itself. You've done enough. You've suffered enough. It's time for you to rest."

Mia wanted to say yes. The word was on her lips, ready to be spoken. Yes, she would stay. Yes, she would rest. Yes, she would let go of the burden that had crushed her for so long.

But then she thought of Alex, trapped somewhere in this same darkness, fighting his own battles against the garden's seductive pull. She thought of Jasper and Alyssa and all the others who had fallen prey to Morpheus's enchantments. She thought of the Tree of Oblivion, with its hundreds of cocoons, each one containing a soul being slowly consumed.

And she knew she couldn't stay.

"I'm sorry, Mom," she said, pulling away from her mother's embrace. "I love you. I miss you. But I can't stay here. There are people who need me. A fight that needs to be fought."

"You'll die," her mother said, and now her face was changing, shifting into something less human, more like the garden itself. "You'll die, and no one will remember you. Your sacrifice will mean nothing."

"Maybe," Mia said. "But at least I'll have tried. At least I'll have fought for something, instead of surrendering to nothing."

She closed her eyes, reaching deep within herself for the power that had always been there. The Thorne blood, the connection to the hotel, the magic that ran through her veins like fire. It was weak here, in this place of dreams, but it was not gone.

"I reject this," she said, and her voice was strong again, sure. "I reject your peace, your rest, your oblivion. I choose to fight. I choose to struggle. I choose to live."

The garden screamed, a sound like tearing metal and shattering glass. The world around her—the childhood home, the stars, the grass—began to dissolve, melting away like wax in a flame.

"You cannot escape," the garden's voice howled. "No one escapes the dreaming deep."

"Watch me," Mia said.

She opened her eyes.




CHAPTER THREE

Awakening

Mia gasped, sucking in air that tasted of earth and pollen and something else—something sharp and metallic that cut through the fog of the garden's influence. She was back in her body, she realized, lying on the ground in the clearing where the Tree of Oblivion stood. The vines that had entrapped her lay withered around her, their magic disrupted by her rejection of the dream.

She sat up, her head spinning. The clearing looked different now, stripped of its enchantment. The silver leaves of the great tree had dulled to gray, and the cocoons hanging from its branches seemed less like beautiful fruit and more like the prison cells they truly were. She could see faces through the translucent membranes—faces frozen in expressions of peace that was really paralysis, contentment that was really consumption.

"Alex," she called out, scrambling to her feet. "Alex, where are you?"

She found him a few feet away, still wrapped in vines that pulsed with faint light. His eyes were closed, his face peaceful, lost in whatever dream the garden had woven for him. Mia knelt beside him, taking his face in her hands.

"Alex, wake up," she said, shaking him gently. "Alex, please. Come back to me."

No response. The vines held him tight, their magic stronger than what had bound her. Of course they were—Mia had the Thorne blood, the connection to the hotel that gave her some resistance to its enchantments. Alex had no such protection.

"I
















































