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Mind the Thirteenth Floor

The door slammed
open, rebounding off the wall hard enough to cause dust to fall
from where it hung from the ceiling. The hotel hallway was dark,
even when I hit the lights the area seemed a bit too dim and a bit
too yellow, giving off an air of stale age.

Floor thirteen of the WestCreek Hotel was the
unused floor thought haunted and cursed by its own superstitious
owners and half the small city of WestCreek Texas. It’s a good
thing as the CEO of MatthewsCorp’s American division I was a man of
science, not blind belief and superstition.

A deep voice cleared behind me and I turned
to see two brawny young Half Humans, bear variety, staring at me in
question while they attempted to balance a giant wolf head that
seemed to stretch out of a picture frame. Half Humans where normal
in this city, it was the one city in Texas they seemed comfortable
in after the wars not being the most acceptable place when it came
to people who were not rich white humans.

I am a rich white human, but I didn’t count
myself of that crowd.

Flashing a thin smile at the two young men I
waved them in, “Sorry, if it fits through the door take it to the
back of this hall where it’ll watch from the shadows till the
unsuspecting get too close.”

One of the guys flashed a sharp toothed grin
back at me while the both of them, brothers for a local movers
company, struggled to get the giant thing through the door and down
the hall, trailing the electrical and pneumatic cords and tubes
that would cause hydraulics to move the beast.

While they worked I took a small tour around
the dusty corridor, the main hall was long, a good forty or fifty
feet, with an intersection every dozen feet or so that broke off
into six foot long hallways surrounded by dozens of rooms. The
interior was up to date with the rest of the open hotel, but its
dusty walls and yellowing lights kept it feeling old and unused

I opened a single rooms red front door,
inside was a small, cozy, bedroom with a queen sized bed and a
television. On the far wall was a white door that was chained shut
which could be opened up into another hotel room to connect rooms
for multiple parties staying together. During the party all of the
red and white doors would be propped open allowing me for one giant
sectioned party room.

It was good to be rich, you could afford a
dozen friends, lavish parties, and to pay an elderly Half Human
couple who owned a hotel so much that they reluctantly granted you
use of a floor they were sure was going to kill you. I tried to
feel unsettled about the allegedly haunted room, it was how I
wanted my guests to feel, but the feeling escaped me.

The lights buzzed and flickered rapidly,
which was a good way to make someone feel unsettled. There was a
loud, long hiss, like steam escaping, and a low growl over the high
pitch whirr of something small and mechanical moving. My
imagination was able to conjure up a werewolf, a killer cyborg, and
the boiler room of a certain sharp clawed child killer.

That was better, it wasn’t even dark and I
was already improving the room’s atmosphere. Turning I watched one
of the movers walk towards me while the other walked side to side
at the end of the hall watching the wolf creature follow his
movements precisely.

“It’s hooked up boss,” the older bear said,
constantly smiling, it was the smile of someone hoping they had
pleased their boss, but Half Humans sure did have some sharp
teeth.

“Good, get the lights ready to go but keep
the real ones on, we’ll set the mood after catering has
arrived.

***

The halls where dark, lit sparsely by the
original yellow lighting down the halls in just the right areas,
the D.J. booth, the snack bar full of Halloween themed snacks, like
ground ham molded to look like sections of throats covered in
bar-b-q sauce, and of course the rest rooms. The rest of the halls
and the rooms where lit by red and green track lights, keeping it
dark enough to be spooky, and dangerous to walk. It was a party
stocked with alcohol of different kinds I’m sure was meant to numb
you from the music with base that thrummed so loud about an hour
into it I was sure my brain was going to melt right out of my
ears.

The place was packed, especially for a party
in this tiny town, made mostly of my own employees, their adult
relatives and friends. It was a loud, fun, and friendly party.
Every few rooms people where engaged in various activities, horror
video games where in quite a few rooms, other’s displayed cheesy
horror flicks you’d balk at while watching yet fear while trying to
sleep later. A rabbit man with big white shoeless feet, one of the
many employees I didn’t know the names of, at a pong table playing
beer pong with his friends, only judging by the state of their
inebriation and stench of the table, they were playing with
something stronger than beer. Somewhere under all of the party
noise, in the only closed room of the entire joint, somebody was
wailing to Karaoke, I could barely make out the words to a famous
Halloween ballad, though the singer couldn’t hold a candle to the
recently dead pop star.

On the front of the D.J. booth where a crow
woman was currently shuffling through records while her booth auto
played a digital track I eyed the time, it was just turning eleven,
one hour till we sprung the surprise. The D.J. chose her next
record, I couldn’t read it well in the dim lighting but I
recognized the robotic helmeted artists, the cheeks at the sides of
her beak pulled up while she went to work, her version of a smile I
had admired many times.

***

I first expected something amiss when I saw
someone that didn’t belong. Busy drinking a cola and whiskey near
the D.J. booth, where I and the few knowledgeable people with me,
the two movers, the D.J., and my assistant manager who was keeping
a close eye on the front door for me, would most likely hide during
the chaos I was about to unleash.

Suddenly the few hotel lights flickered, each
second they were off I noted that none of the other lighting let
out enough glow to be safe, throwing the party into near darkness.
No one seemed to have noticed the lights, but after the last blink
I saw him. He was just shy of six feet, in dark leather and
jeans with long curly hair that was bald at the top and muscles
bulging under sun baked arms. He was human, which was such a rarity
in my company that I was supposed to be the only full human at the
party.

I blinked, watching him walk down a stretch
of hall, catching only a glimpse of his face in the shadows, his
downturned frown pulled hard at his muscle toned face. He looked
like a hells angel about the beat the shit out of somebody.

I turned to the D.J., who was reading a manga
about assassins while her booth blared out scream rock featuring a
woman singer, “Don’t start the party without me.”

She nodded but I doubted she heard me, still
I had to find that man, find out who he was and why I didn’t know
him. Walking away the list of people coming in what they wore
played through my head, making sure I wasn’t just about to harass
some guy legitimately at my party. Some half humans looked human
enough to pass, maybe he was a guest and under all that black
material that screamed either Harley, or hurt me, he was hiding a
friendly puppy tail.

But what I had seen of that face hadn’t
seemed friendly at all.

Turning down the hall he had I had fallen far
enough behind him to lose track. Along the wall just to my right
was a Dalmatian lady who giggled while her mostly human looking
boyfriend, with floppy golden dog ears himself, sucked on her neck.
Clearing my throat got the reaction of them jumping to a stand and
turning towards me, the human skinned one blushing, like they were
kids caught necking in the high school highway.

Rolling my eyes at them with a smirk I looked
around the otherwise vacant hallway, there were four doors, two on
each side of the hallway, and each room opened into another room,
the man had many ways to escape, “Did either of you see a large
human looking guy in a bikers jacket walk past here?”

The more human one, Frank, or maybe Fred,
shook his head, still blushing “I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Obviously,” I said arching an eyebrow at his
date, she wasn’t one of my employees so she must have been his plus
one, betting money said fling for the night or recent girlfriend,
no one in a long relationship paid that much attention to their
loved one at a party.

She shook her head, around us the music
roared into a full death metal track with orchestral backing,
forcing her to shout to be heard, “I saw a few people when I
wasn’t… distracted, but no one that looked like that. Sorry.”

Shrugging I made my way past them, hoping the
young lovers would keep to the no sex policy for the party, and
chose the left door at random, coming upon the scene of a hero
being decapitated by a chainsaw welding psycho with a paper bag
over his head. A tuxedoed feline, his fur was black and white, he
wasn’t way over dressed, cussed and threw his controller to the
next in line. I would’ve asked if they noticed the man but once
gamers where in their little world they noticed nothing else but
it.

Flowing through the next room back into the
main hall I came out just in time to see a jean clad leg attached
to a black boot disappear into the deep darkness at the end of the
hall. Whoever he was he didn’t seem to catch much of the red or
green lighting throughout that area.

Staring after him in thought, an uneasy
feeling rising in my chest, it didn’t take much for my second in
command to make me jump by placing a hand on my arm.

“You ok boss?” The mostly cougar half human,
dressed in a white dress shirt under a blue vest that sported white
pinstripes, asked as I tried to still my heart.

“Yeah, did you let in a guy who looks like he
belongs riding west on a hog?”

He squinted at me, “You mean a biker?” I
nodded, Bridges did his best attempt to purse his lips around his
feline muzzle, his brows lowering in thought, “Not that I know of,
you welcomed everyone in with me and no one’s been in since.”

“You haven’t left your spot?” He shook his
head, “Even to take a piss?”

“No sir, I’m not snacking or drinking and I
went before I came.”

I felt my eyebrows rise in disbelief, “At
all? It’s a party man.”

My assistant manager shrugged, “The moment
those in charge start getting drunk all hell breaks loose. That
plus we apparently have biker party crashers, I don’t want to face
that drunk.”

I nodded, squinting into the darkness, damned
my human eyes, “What do you see at the end of the hall.”

Bridges squinted, “It’s hard, the multiple
color lights are screwing with my night vision, I see maybe four or
five people in the hall, none of them are very clear but I don’t
see your biker, and I see that creepy fucking thing watching them
like its hungry.”

I smirked ,”Maybe it ate him.”

Bridges frowned at me, “Not funny, I
seriously hate that thing. Hey, if you need help radio me, and I’ll
rush right over.” His brows creased in worry “Less it ate him, then
I’m staying put.”

Shaking my head at him with a smile I started
my way back, passing the D.J. again still deep in her book, the red
LED clock read five minutes to midnight and this biker jackass was
going to ruin my fun. Heading past the great smelling gore food I
passed out of the bright yellow lighting into the horror section of
our halls, I could hear the beast on the far wall growl as hissing
hydraulics turned it to watch my approach.

It took a moment for my human eyes to adjust,
throwing me into complete darkness filled with echoing voices, bad
singing, and a monstrous growl. When finally shapes faded out of
the nothing I looked around the six before me, a group of costumed
people, the only group that seemed to have come in Halloween
costume, and the dark mass on the far wall which watched me with
hungry illuminated yellow eyes.

A black cat ironically dressed up as a witch,
carrying a wooden straw broom, and a flat human face dotted with a
pink nose, turned to me.

“Mr. Derricks,” she said walking over to me,
her gate was a little loose giving her a sway which was a little
past seductive, leaving me to assume like most others here she had
drank her fair share, “it is a bit creepy isn’t it?” She glanced
back at the barely visible wolf on the wall, now that my vision had
become the best it would I could see the nearby red track light
shining off its black fake fur and its sharp white teeth.

“Yeah,” I said blinking, “Look, have…”

And it happened, we were thrown from somewhat
dark into pitch black. Not a beam of light broke that darkness, the
pretty co-worker in front of me gasped in both fright and surprise,
which was, I’ll admit, a kind of erotic thing to hear. What drove
otherwise sane men to want to hear women like that make whimpering
sounds?

Shaking the sudden lust from my head I waited
it out, any moment now it’d happen, the lights would flood on and
the troop of actors I had hired would be here to scare the crap out
of my guests with bloodied fake knives and a collection of horror
movie masks.

Only the lights never came back on, for the
longest it was just dark. Though I didn’t walk I felt as if the
walls were closing in on me, my breath felt close, as if I was
breathing onto one and it’s heated stink was blowing right back
into my face.

Needing company to break this claustrophobic
feeling I reached out without thinking for the woman I had just
been speaking too, but folded my fingers around nothing but air.
“Debra?” my voiced echoed in the silence of nothing, I couldn’t
hear her or her friends chatting, shifting, or breathing. There
were no sounds of feet stomping around, tails swishing, dishes
clinking, or anyone at all.

“Hello!?” The hall echoed emptily, my heart
seized the fear in my chest and fed it, cold welled up and
stretched through my neck, becoming scrambling panic in my mind.
Turning, my hand outstretched for anything I cursed loudly when it
crashed knuckles first into the very nearby wall, then palmed it
with both my hands while trying to feel my way around.

There was a whisper behind me and I turned,
leaving the safety of the wall to face the pitch darkness, “This
isn’t funny guys,” I said, my voice panicked edging with anger at
the thought of having my prank turned about on me. “Ha ha, ok, it’s
a little bit funny,” I conceded, “but I’ve had enough to drink and
I’m about to throw up if I can’t get my bearing.”

Silence, the whisper had been short and
didn’t continue, I waved in front of me, hoping to slap some
jackass who was laughing quietly at me, but found nothing. Instead
I backed up, into the familiar wall, missed half of it, and fell
through a doorway onto my right temple on the carpeted floor.

I don’t care how plush carpet is, hitting the
floor head first hurts like hell. Palming my head and cursing my
luck I rose and crawled on my hands and knees until my face mashed
into something firm and leafy. That wasn’t right, this place was
unkempt and had no living foliage.

Pushing on it, the brush gave way and I fell
through right into a dimly lit dirt path. The dirt path was damp
and something that was half mud clung to my hands. “The fuck,” I
muttered rolling back to my knees but keeping crouched, ready to
take defense should someone come at me.

How had I gotten outside? My only plausible
explanation was some jerk, maybe the biker, had slipped me
something and out of my mind I raved right out of the party and
right into a forest. Guess I was lucky I hadn’t raved right into
someone’s bed to lose my anal virginity.

Something was wrong with the forest, it had
the quality of irregularity, like a small piece of reality was
stretched over a large area of space. The distance was blurry and
too magnified, fucking drugs.

Standing I turned, and faced four trees like
none of the others. I was in the Tall Tree forest north of the
city, on the hill that rose over the city and held Old Town. Most
of the trees around me were ponderosa, out of place naturally these
pine trees with mud brown bark grew here for a reason no one knew,
and they had flourished to become a thick forest, the trees on the
dirt path ahead of me where not the same.

Equally as tall with cream colored wood and
knots every few inches up, they held no foliage at least until
their length disappeared into the rest of the thick foliage above
me. They were spread in an odd equal distance, a pair about two
feet apart from each other, the first pair about four or five feet
before the second pair, between the back pair swung what appeared
to be an ineffective wind chime, a spiral shaped wooden spindle
hung on some kind of rope like string.

I shook my head, looked back towards the
warped distance, which made my head spin and stomach churn, then
looked back upon the trees, which gave me a start. Stumbling to my
butt and quickly rising to my feet I backed up a good yard, which
was still closer than I had been before. The trees had come upon
me, yet aside from the spinning, swinging decoration there was no
evidence of their movement. Instead, glancing back towards the
disorienting distance, I noticed my own tracks walking up to this
point.

Turning back as I stood I slammed right into
one of the trees, spun into a fall and hit the damp earth with my
side, watching the wooden spindle swing above me. “My face,” I
croaked, between the floor earlier and this I was going to have a
shiner on each side in the morning, people would say someone beat
me.

Sitting up groggily, facing the blurred
distance but no longer capable of walking since I was on my ass, I
tried to organize my drug addled brain. These where trees, fuck the
trees, the trees where no danger to me if I could keep myself from
beating myself to death on them, the only danger to me was
myself.

Then I heard something scrape behind me and
turned.

The spindle was lying on the ground, a good
inch of its rope loosely playing in the dirt. It was an odd and
beautiful wooden thing for being so simple, domed at the top and
coned at the bottom it was shaped not that different than some
Christmas ornaments.

I picked it up, handling it with my right
palm. It was warm, like a living thing, it held weight and
moisture, and suddenly there was wooden creaking from all the trees
around me. My eyes grew wide, realization dawned on me too late,
before I could toss the bait away it spun with an impossible
strength of its own, breaking my pinky as it spooled around my
right hand.

I screamed, in both pain and fear, it wasn’t
a macho scream either, I’m not sure anyone would have screamed like
a man at this point. I tried to pull my hand out as its thread
began to become taught, in an instant it dragged me between the
back two trees from which the spool hung and began to lift me
without a hint of effort.

I wanted to curse, I wanted to fight, but
found myself frozen by fear, my heart beat loudly in my ears, all
of a sudden my bladder cried for relief. Then I fainted, but only
for a fraction of a second, still that sudden looseness in my body
caught the thing off guard, my damaged hand slipped from its
spindle and I hit the ground, waking myself from my fear fed
nap.

Without a second thought I leapt to my feet,
beating the path towards the brush I had come from as I cradled my
injured hand, and fell through. I fell into clothing, out of a
closet door, and hit the ground again.

The three guys playing the horror game leapt
to their feet, one shouted in surprise, the lady in the room
screamed like a masked killer had just gutted her.

I cursed at the pain in my pinky.

“Derricks?” the shouter, a mostly human man
who looked fresh out of high school said, “I-I mean Mister
Derricks?”

“Present,” I groaned on the floor.

The lady screamer helped me up, “What are you
doing in the closet?”

“Getting lost, apparently.”

The group looked at each other, then the
shouter looked back at me, “Are you on something?”

Laughing I shook my head, “I wish, it’d hurt
less.”

The woman brushed my pinky with her hand and
I brought it back with a hiss, “You hurt your hand?”

“Just jammed a finger in the fall, I’m ok, go
back to your games.”

Without waiting to further my embarrassment I
walked out of the room, nodded to my Assistant manager who glanced
at me oddly, and walked back to the D.J. booth, where my feathered
D.J. was still reading the manga.

“Manga aren’t that long,” I stated, “Are you
reading it or sleeping?”

She glanced at me, arching a brow, looked at
where I had been an hour ago, then back at me, “Where did you go?
Why are you covered in dirt?”

I grinned, “Went to go get some fresh air,
hit the dirt instead.” I wasn’t sure why I lied to her.

My best friend rose the cheeks behind her
beak again, “Clumsy ass, did you hurt your finger?”

I showed it to her and she reached for it,
the hand under her arm length wings, covered in soft feathers and
softer skin, was careful, “Must have fallen on straight on it.”

Her right brow rose “Looks out of joint, not
broken, your hand looks pretty beat up though. Here,” she grabbed
the pinky and pulled, I heard things snap and had to stop myself
from soiling my already dirty jeans.

“Shit!”

She rolled her eyes at me, “Don’t be such a
big baby, it’ll be swollen for a day or so but it won’t keep you
from playing… whatever instrument you might play.”

Grimacing in pain I decided to sit, glancing
around, keeping an eye out for the biker, wondering if he too had
been an illusion, but if it had all been an illusion why where my
pants covered in dirt?

“How’d it go?”

She arched her brow at me again.

“Midnight, the surprise?”

“Are you on something?” she said shaking her
head and returning to her book.

“I’m beginning to suspect so,” I said
blinking at the repeated question.

“It’s only eleven dork, you went out and hit
the dirt but you didn’t land in a coma.”

I blinked at her, leaned over the counter to
glance at the clock which read eleven thirteen, and sat. Was the
entire party having me instead? Had the seemingly inter-dimensional
trip through closeted forest been a trick or a hallucination of
something slipped me?

I watched my best friend, still in the early
pages of her book, and kept an eye out for our mysterious biker to
make his play.

***

The biker never came back, instead a new man
who hadn’t been on the list and I hadn’t seen earlier caught my
eye. He was a good seven feet, at least, with gelled down hair that
swirled up in the front like a bad nineteen eighties leather clad
gang member. Only his outfit didn’t match his style, the tall
strange man wore a white suit with grey pinstripes and a pink
undershirt, I couldn’t decide if he was unfashionable or ahead of
trends.

The first time I eyed him he just stood in
the middle of the room, his hands in gloves as pink as his shirt
fidgeting with a toothpick he was chewing to splinters, sign of a
smoker. Like the biker he seemed to be fully human, though he
seemed more bored than upset. He swept his brown eyes around the
room, across me without pausing for a moment though I was staring
directly at him, before moving down the hallway towards the closet
I had spilled out of.

Checking the time I noted it was eleven
fifty, ten minutes.

Turning to my best friend, and part time
D.J., I found her asleep, something she hadn’t been doing last time
I’d gone through this. Deciding against waking her I made my way
for the hallway he had gone down. Of course the hallway, thought
lit better than the lengthy end past the DJ booth was still dimly
lit, and there was no sign of the intruder.

The couple where here necking again, but I
ignored them, assuming they weren’t going to be any more help than
before, backtracking in hopes of catching the guy.

I did, sort of. I ran into him and he pushed
me down with one long arm, then he reached in his coat and produced
something like a gun, but not. It was long, with a curved handle
and curved slimmed nozzle, and seemed to be made of obsidian. I
should have made my move, but I just waited for him to shoot
me.

Instead he moved on, towards the darkened end
of the hall past the DJ booth and into the shadows. Leaping to my
feet, seeing that nobody else had noticed our altercation, I ran
for him, afraid of catching him too late.

I was, the party’s lights shut down just on
time, throwing me into complete darkness in which I tripped over a
soft, furred, warm form. Touching the body it felt normal until I
tried to touch its face, which was just bone, bone that, I thought
as I touched it, felt like dry teeth.

I hadn’t heard him fire, assuming that this
was a gun we were dealing with, and I couldn’t hear him walking,
but I did hear something. I guess the best way to describe it was
the hum of electricity an old refrigerator would make. With nothing
else to lead me I crawled towards that sound, passing over more fur
covered bodies and one that felt human.
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