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​Prologue: The Cost of Shared Space

[image: ]


The Premium Cage

We live in a world where everything is filtered. With the simple click of a phone, we rent a luxury villa for our holidays, believing that the high-end booking site or corporate voucher will deliver us the perfect, predictable getaway. We buy ourselves smart luxurious mansions, thinking that the self-locking doors and reinforced steel shutters will protect us from the chaotic madness of the outside world. A high-tech cage is still a cage, however, and when the digital machinery of an exclusive million-dollar penthouse decides to unleash a century-old haunting, illusionary barriers will do little to protect us.

Unwanted Guest: Penthouse Haunting is a supernatural comedy-thriller with a romantic twist. This is the story about ten university friends who get stuck in an exclusive fifty-floor vault due to an ancient ghost that does not want to accept strangers in its domain. The book’s tagline reads ‘10 friends. 3 nights. 1 haunt,’ and the premise is as simple as it is terrifying.

If you were to read the synopsis of Unwanted Guest: Penthouse Haunting , you might be forgiven for thinking that it is just another ghost-haunted mystery novel. However, once you dive into the narrative, you will quickly discover multiple tonal shifts, as the author switches between building an intense psychological drama, solving the haunting with a mixture of sarcasm and clever gadget engineering, and a surprisingly heart-wrenching third act that will have you sobbing uncontrollably. The book serves as the most exquisite exploration of the themes of isolation and the sacrifice that needs to be made to lift the barriers between the living and the dead.

The Weight of the Unsaid

What makes Unwanted Guest: Penthouse Haunting so special is its emotional weight. Throughout the story, the ten friends who find themselves trapped in the luxury penthouse are not presented as some faceless mass. Instead, the reader is introduced to each of the ten as a unique individual with a rich set of personal experiences, internal struggles, and unfulfilled desires. They are all successful 27-year-old executives who thought that a weekend in a self-locking high-tech mansion would be the perfect way to bond as a team. The moment the smart mansion doors swallow them whole, however, their carefully curated urban fantasies turn into mortal horror as the building’s artificial intelligence decides to keep them as permanent residents.

Romance is at the centre of this harrowing tale, as the young protagonists try to rekindle the romance between Tom and Stella, whose tender affection is the beacon of hope amidst the encroaching darkness of the supernatural. As the temperature in the haunted mansion plummets towards absolute zero, and the walls begin to bleed phosphorescent script, the only source of warmth for Tom and Stella is each other’s embrace. 

The suspense of survival is perfectly juxtaposed with the couple’s realization that they must speak from their hearts to the ghost if they want to live to see the morning sun. The tears of horror fans will turn into tears of compassion as they realize that the house is simply tired of trying to kill its guests and longs for someone to acknowledge the ghostly horrors it has suffered at the hands of the ten friends.

The Unveiling of the Haunting Truth

Unwanted Guest: Penthouse Haunting is a brilliant literary achievement that is destined to become a classic in the genre. This is a rare find in the modern literary landscape, as the author manages to pull off a genuinely fresh concept that expertly blends supernatural body horror with the absurdist farce of modern-day social life. The friends represent an entirely new kind of survival horror protagonists, as they approach the ghostly encounters with the precision of engineers, using table salt, blended garlic paste, and microwave radiation to patch the supernatural security system of the haunted mansion.

The book is a masterclass in dramatic pacing, as it combines the thrills of a fast-paced mystery with the existential dread of cosmic horror. However, it is the author’s genuine affection for the theme of human connection that ultimately gives the piece its emotional core. Above all, Unwanted Guest: Penthouse Haunting is a story about the importance of human rituals and traditions in an age of technological detachment and how the ability to love and accept can free us from our loneliest fears. It will have you laughing heartily, gripping the page in sheer terror, and ultimately crying uncontrollably as the realization dawns that the best way to beat the ghost is to make new friends who will value your humanity. So what are you waiting for? Step into the warm embrace of a haunted mansion in this thrilling supernatural rom-com and have a fantastic time!
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Chapter 1: The Bargain of a Lifetime
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The evening air in Singapore was thick with humidity as ten friends stood on the street below the gleaming Marina Sky Tower, their faces aglow with exhaustion and excitement. They were all twenty-seven, this far away from the university life while the burdens of their thirties had barely begun.

Tom adjusted his backpack to loosen the painful grip on his shoulders as he took a long look at the building that had captured and mesmerized his attention. Next to him, Joan texted furiously on her cell phone, her face aglow with the soft light of the screen. She seemed to have finally finished her business on the phone as she put it down and announced proudly,

"It's settled then. The pin code for the check-in was sent a few minutes ago. Look, everyone, we actually managed to secure a "Cloud Nine" Penthouse."

All of them cheered excitedly. The ten friends consisted of two established couples, namely, the relaxed and easy-going British pair of Jim and Lucy, and David and Lacy, the rowdy and boisterous Americans who travelled together. Anand, the serious Indian-Malaysian, and Karn, the chilled-out Thai, formed another couple in the group while the two other friends, Stella the designer and an efficient and sharp-tongued Singaporean-Johnathan, made the third. Then there was Gita, the energetic and bright-eyed Indian-Indonesian, who was universally recognized as the most talkative member of the group.

A Bargain Too Good to Pass Up

"A place like this would cost us a fortune, even if it's only half of it, considering that it's fifty floors up!" Anand exclaimed in disbelief as they made a move towards the building's entrance. He shook his head, a look of surprise masking his face. "You managed to find this deal, Tom?"

Tom threw a fist in the air in a celebratory gesture as he slapped Anand's shoulder. "It's all about persistence, my friend," he said. I got lucky last night when my application for a refund reached the refreshment time of the booking app. The owner was desperate to show the place as they had a vacant room for a single night. I simply got to the right place in time to see the vacant room and made an offer he couldn't refuse. Here we are, folks, in a five-star establishment for the price of a bad hotel."

Joan chuckled as she tucked her phone away in her pocket. "Don't question it, Anand. Just enjoy the view."

As the group of ten approached the private elevator, the friends chattered amicably amongst themselves. It had been a long time since the ten of them had last met - the conversations that they shared revolved mostly around the good old days at the university, the nights spent studying together, and the understanding of each other's' quirks. They were like a well-oiled machine, a mixture of different ethnicities and friendships that somehow clicked together in the best possible way.

The elevator ride was short. It barely had enough time to reach the desired floor, and their eardrums had already begun to complain from the pressure as the cabin neared the upper floors of the building. When the doors finally opened, revealing a hotel lobby of sorts, the group stepped out, surprised by its extravagance.

The Penthouse Unveiled

The door was a heavy wooden panel that opened to the large living room. The ten friends flooded the place, stopping dead in their tracks upon arrival, dumbfounded by the view.

The apartment was amazing, with floor-to-ceiling glass panels occupying the whole side of the room. A breathtaking view of the cityscape awaited the ten friends' in awe-struck eyes. The hotel was, indeed, worth a second look, considering that the room was filled with expensive furnishings fit for a museum, a beautiful piano that stood proudly in the centre of the room, and the view of the city from fifty floors above the ground.

"Wow," Lacy whispered as she made her way to the glass panels that showed an incredible sight outside, the cityscape sparkling like diamonds with light. "This is amazing! I take back everything I said about the flight."

David came behind her and wrapped his arms around Lacy, kissing her temple. "Thanks for the tour, Tom and Joan! This place is going to be the best four days of our lives!"

Jim and Lucy walked to the bar counter, mesmerized by the marble countertops and the fully automated machines in the kitchen that opened up to an even bigger room than what they saw upon entering. "Look at this place, Jim," said Lucy, opening one of the cabinets to find an array of automated machines.

"It’s definitely high-tech," Stella remarked, running her hand on one of the countertops. "It's amazing, isn't it? It's too clean for my liking."

An Unsettling Exploration Begins

Tom chuckled, relieved that Lacy and David were delighted by their stay. "Maybe, for new money," he chuckled. We need to split up and find our roommates before ordering dinner.

As they made their way through the living room, their footsteps echoed eerily in the vast space. The apartment was fantastic but was also apparently as large as a mansion. They had barely seen five rooms when they heard the front door shut after them. It was strange since the outside streets buzzed with noise from the nearby restaurants, bars, and nightclubs, which were all drowned out when they entered the apartment. The silence in the building was unnerving, with barely any sound coming out of the glass panels that offered the best view of Singapore.

Karn followed Gita as she walked through one of the hallways, peering into the rooms. "This place is huge," he muttered, surprised by how many rooms had been on the first floor alone. "It's even more challenging to find ten people who would stay here."

"It's an empty apartment, Karn," Gita said, rolling her eyes. "Let's pick a room already!"

In the master bedroom, the furniture was magnificent and the bedroom view was spectacular but was all dominated by the bed, to which Jim jumped willingly with Lucy right after him. David and Lacy were not far behind, finding the suite and claiming the second bedroom with a balcony that offered the same view.

The remaining six friends stood in the middle of the hallway, stunned by the sight. Despite their ages and social statuses, they were still a group of university friends, and it was a strange feeling nonetheless to be back at the place where everything had begun. With the night ahead of them and the need to find an apartment soon enough, the group of six began to argue over which room they preferred.

The Rooming Dilemma

"There are three rooms left," Tom said, taking control of the situation. "Anand, if you don't mind being near the kitchen, Joan, could you take care of my request?" he asked, looking at Anand.

Anand gave Joan a polite once-over before replying, "Well, if that's the case, I suppose I won't mind the room near the kitchen if you don't mind being there, Joan."

Joan simply nodded as she looked at Anand. "It's fine with me as long as it's not too noisy."

That only left Karn, Stella, Gita, and Tom, who stood awkwardly in the middle of the hallway. It was strange being in the same apartment with their university friends since it felt like they barely knew each other anymore. Everyone had their own life, their own problems, and, apparently, their own room preferences.

"I'll take the one with the desk," Stella said, looking at Karn.

"I'm in," Karn replied, looking at Gita and Tom. "That leaves you two with the last two rooms."

Reinforcing the Bonds

As everyone got settled in their rooms, the atmosphere shifted. The apartment suddenly felt less like a party destination and more like a place filled with unfamiliar rooms. Everything they saw while unpacking was more interesting in the context of their lives. David and Lacy were playing music with a Bluetooth speaker, discussing their plans for the four-day weekend. Stella worked on her laptop. In her room, Tom looked over to where Gita was putting a tiny statue on the nightstand. She turned to look at him as he leaned back against the doorframe.

"What is that?" he asked, his gaze fixed on the miniature.

"Cultural insurance," Gita replied, giving him a sidelong glance. "Don't you believe in it?"

"I believe you're superstitious," replied Tom.

"I'm not superstitious!" said Gita with a laugh. "But my grandmother would kill me if I slept in such a massive and old apartment without asking for her blessing. Don't worry, it's not a ghost trap!"

"Oh, nice," said Tom.

Gita turned the statue around to look at the back. "You guys know what I mean," she said. "If something happens to all of us, I don't want it to be because of ghosts."

"That doesn't sound pleasant at all," laughed Tom, who knew that talking about ghosts was taboo.

The Unspoken Weight of Luxury

Later that evening, Tom stood at the counter, filling a glass with water. It was freezing but tasted delicious. As he looked around the darkened kitchen, he felt an unexplainable feeling of isolation overcome him. He looked around the counter, the large and spacious room, and the other apartments but quickly shook off the feeling, convincing himself he was simply tired and hungry.

As he walked into the living room, the others were already preparing to retire for the night after freshening up in their respective rooms. The atmosphere had changed since they arrived. It was as if the room suddenly had more personality after the friends had freshened up. David and Lacy sat together, whispering on the couch, their postures exuding a sense of happiness. The other couples were right there, chatting with each other in a more intimate manner, while the remaining girls stood in the centre of the room, sipping from their glasses.

A Night of Unanswered Questions Begins

"There seems to be something special about this place," said Anand as he raised his glass of wine in a toast. "It's like we're on an island surrounded by the city."

"That's the point," replied Tom, who stood by the piano. I think we all know why we're here. We came to this island to be far away from our daily lives, right? No responsibilities, no work, and only the four of us, this beautiful view, and four days of pure leisure."

"To getting away, then," Joan said, raising her glass so that it touched Anand's.

They all drank, the clinking of the glass echoing in the large empty room. For a moment, Tom felt unsure of himself, searching the room with nervous eyes. He was looking to his friends, whom he had known since he was eighteen, but what he saw made him feel uneasy. Karn was leaning casually against the wall, staring intently at something in the distance. Gita shivered as she rubbed her arms, trying to warm herself.

"Are you cold, Gita?" Tom asked worriedly.

Gita looked up at him, her eyes narrowing. "I'm tired, Tom." She paused and gave him a knowing look. "It's been a long day."

Tom nodded, his heart thudding painfully in his chest. He quickly looked at the smart-home system in the centre of the room. The lights in the penthouse had been dimmed to a comfortable golden hue by the smart lighting system. Everything was perfect, luxurious even, but the more he looked at the large glass panels, the less they reminded him of an incredible view and the more they resembled a solid, impenetrable wall. They were on the fifty-first floor of the building, surrounded by opulence and protected by their friends.

They were far away from everything and everyone, safe and secure.

He was sure of it.

The First Subtle Anomaly

Nevertheless, as the night wore on and the laughter and conversation slowly died down, Tom took one last look at the piano in the corner of the room. In the reflection of the glass, he could have sworn he saw someone sitting in it, their hands hovering over the keys.

He blinked and the vision disappeared.

"I'm tired," he murmured as he turned around and walked towards his room.

The penthouse was silent, the room's luxury still waiting for them to experience it. The deal had been made, and the door had been securely closed behind them. They had only just begun their four-day vacation, and ten friends were far above the troubles of the everyday world, unaware that they were about to encounter something supernatural.

Anand, having trouble falling asleep, decided to get a glass of water. As he walked past the hallway, he felt a sudden chill run down his spine. He checked the thermostat on the wall and saw that it read 22 degrees Celsius. He walked up to the piano, staring at it for a few seconds. He was almost certain he heard a note sound from it, a single, long, and mournful note that sent shivers of cold air up and down his back.

"Someone is there," Anand whispered as he looked around the room, his heart pounding furiously in his chest.

He turned around, his breath coming in short gasps, only to find himself alone. He took a glass of water with him as he returned to his room, his heart still hammering in his chest. Behind him, the smart home lights flickered, illuminating the long hallway.

The pact had been made. The apartment had been filled. It was finally time for the ten friends to fall asleep, unaware that the strange occurrences in the penthouse were only just beginning.
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Chapter 2: Rooming Roulette
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The grandiose scale of Cloud Nine Penthouse seemed less like a luxurious vacation destination and more like an exercise in interpersonal relationships. As the thrill of the guided tour wore off, the group of ten friends found themselves in a frenzy. The penthouse was spacious and could host a variety of social events, but the prospect of dividing its five suites among the group seemed like a brutal game of musical chairs.

The floor-to-ceiling glass walls provided spectacular views over the metropolis, but everyone’s gaze was fixed on the apartment’s interior. It was a masterpiece of modernist design with marble floors, charcoal gray furniture, and strategically placed lighting panels controlled by motion-sensitive switches. However, the feeling of openness and space was quickly overshadowed by the prospect of having to share sleeping arrangements in the penthouse.

The couples wasted no time, declaring their love for one another and retiring to the master suite. Jim and Lucy were the embodiment of a perfect British couple, their relaxed, flirtatious banter betraying a lifetime of togetherness. They had chosen the master suite, which opened to the living room, also boasting an impressive marble bath. David and Lacy, their American counterparts, had claimed the secondary suite with a wraparound balcony facing the street. The scent of polished wood lingered in the air. This left only the other three rooms for the remaining eight people.

The Geometry of Awkwardness

Tom stood in the central foyer, where the plush rug almost impossibly expensive under his shoes. He fumbled with an old novelty set of dice he had bought himself in the souvenir shop of the city they visited on their university trip. He remembered the cheap transparent green colour of the plastic dice, a small token of the years spent on the trip, gambling with friends, and sharing lives and sleeping in the same dormitories.

"Alright," he announced, forcing a smile, pretending he was not about to fail terribly in his attempts to keep control of the situation. "Since everyone is so insistent on fair random chance distribution, the loser will pick the last three rooms. All the rooms are adult sizes, so let's not embarrass ourselves by brawling over who has the largest wardrobe."

Anand leaned against the structural concrete pillar, arms folded tightly across his chest, watching the proceedings with an uncharacteristically serious expression. Joan, standing next to him, fidgeted with her hair, sending furtive glances at the doors to the occupied suites down the corridor and the three remaining open ones.

"Why are we being so juvenile about this, then?" she snapped, shifting from one foot to the other and making her silver bracelets chatter. "We are twenty-seven. Can we not talk this out like adults and not embarrass ourselves in front of our future children with cheap plastic dice?"

"Negotiating is politics, Joan," said Karn, stretching his arms behind his head with a careless grin. "While rolling is more like fate! Besides, it will add some drama to our otherwise boring lives."

Stella, who had kept a surprising silence since they got off the private elevator for their floor, stood at the periphery of the living room, a luxury glass table beside her. She sketched the floor plan of the penthouse in a small black hardcover book, her profile illuminated by the indirect lights in the ceiling. Her expression was unreadable as she watched the proceedings. "Drama is rather good at making life unbearably awkward, Karn. However, I am in for this one, so let's get on with it."

The Dice Roll

They gathered in a rough circle on the cool marble of the foyer, watching dice tumble on the surface with exciting metallic clatter.

The outcomes of the roll were undeniably dramatic, if not a bit too easy for one's liking, just as Karn hoped when he suggested the idea in the first place. Pairs were made, the outcomes of the roll strangely fitting, as if some higher power took special care in bringing certain people together.

Tom was grinning stupidly at Stella, who was watching the dice with an expression of bemused confusion. Anand and Joan, who had spent their university days in the same dorms and survived years of various group projects, long evenings of studying together, and complicated love triangles, had become each other's most bitter rivals and were now paired together due to their unwillingness to share sleeping quarters. Finally, Karn and Gita were left as the last remaining pair, both bursting into laughter at the prospect of having to share one of the penthouse's two bathrooms.

"So," said Karn, scratching the back of his neck while grinning foolishly at his future roommate. "It seems the room near the fitness centre is ours, Gita." He chuckled. "I hope you will not be too disappointed having to walk a long way to the kitchen if you need something to drink at midnight."

"As long as the sheets are not itchy and the air conditioning is not broken, I shall not complain about the distance, Karn," said Gita, her laughter ringing loudly in the silent soundproofed space of the penthouse. "After all, I am quite fond of walks."

There was a strange feeling of self-consciousness shared among the single friends, who have never shared a sleeping quarters since university days. While sharing a standard twin bed in the middle of a dormitory was one thing, living at twenty-seven in a high-end luxury penthouse with king-size beds was an entirely different matter. They all knew living with each other would not be easy, especially for the past unspoken affections that threatened to burst between them at the most unexpected times.

Room 3: Anand and Joan

Anand and Joan were to share the suite with a view of the kitchen, a dark and elegant room with large glass windows overlooking the city. As the couple entered the room, its heavy door closing behind them with a deep sigh, it felt as if the air in the room constricted around them.

Joan walked up to the luggage rack, fastening her belt and removing clothes from her suitcase in an orderly fashion, careful not to catch Anand's gaze as a faint blush dusted her cheekbones.

Anand stood by the large window, watching silently as the city lights twinkled below him like stars, his fingers resting lightly on the windowsill. His reflection in the dark glass showed him the curious expression on Joan's face as she looked at him briefly from over her shoulder before turning around.

Anand had battled hard with himself during their university days, desperately trying to suppress his feelings for Joan, convincing himself that they were inappropriate and unrequited. The realization of his affections for her had come rather suddenly during their second year, and Anand quickly buried the thoughts deep in the recesses of his mind, afraid that any manifestation of them would ruin their long friendship.

"It's quite a room," Anand said, his voice coming out lower than he intended, hushed by the silence of the soundproofed glass surrounding the suite.

Joan paused, clutching a silk shirt in one hand, turning around to look at Anand with an unreadable expression. "It's fine, Anand," she said finally, her voice equally hushed. "It is only four days we are sharing it, after all. We have gone through much worse than a single night in the same bedroom together. Remember that miserable expedition in the mountains? The week spent in that damp cabin with the broken heating?"

"I do not think I have forgotten a single miserable detail about that expedition," Anand said softly, watching her in his reflection in the glass windows.

Anand and Joan stood silently, the long-forgotten feelings of their youth swirling between them. A wave of regret passed through Anand's heart as he realized how terribly he wasted his time with her until very recently. The last few weeks, months, have been the most miserable ones in his life, spending nights in his apartment trying to convince himself not to pursue her.

Joan turned back to her luggage, her hands shaking slightly as she smoothed the silk fabric of the shirt. She did not dare pursue Anand as well; it would ruin him just as much as her life would crash down around her if they tried to build anything together. Their life would never be that simple again.

Room 4: Stella and Tom

Meanwhile, Tom and Stella found themselves sharing the suite with the desirable designer desk. It was the smallest of the living areas, its furniture designed with modern minimalistic elegance in mind, featuring the low furniture and hidden strip lighting. Tom, the loudest of his group of friends, looked unusually hesitant as he walked into the room, carrying his bag.

"You wanted the desk space," Tom said to Stella, gesturing vaguely at the corner of the room with his chin. "So it is only fair that you claim the side of the bed by the window as your territory. If you say it is okay with you."

Stella walked up to the bed, running her fingers lightly over the grey silk comforter. "It is all perfect, isn't it?" she whispered, almost to herself, her dark eyes reflecting the glow of the room. "Like one of those interior magazines' showcases or one of those luxury hotel rooms. This is not meant to feel like home, is it?"

Tom stood by the large hotel-style windows overlooking the city. "It is a fabulous opportunity, Stella. You know how much effort Joan and I put into finding somewhere decent for all of our reunion to stay. We knew we had to get this place for you and Karn, seeing as you two were the most eager to visit the city."

Stella did not answer right away.

She walked over to the bed's edge and sat on the soft mattress, crossing her legs as she tucked one of the fluffy white cushions behind her back. "We knew each other for ten years, Stella," she said finally, her eyes meeting Tom's with an expression of something between fondness and sadness. "We saw each other at our lowest moments, supported each other, helped each other through breakups and career changes. We trusted each other."

Tom turned around from the windows, a wry smile on his lips. "It is only a bed, Stella," he said lightly, almost laughingly. "We are both adults. It will only last four nights. Nothing is going to happen."

Stella looked up at him, and for a moment, Tom was dumbstruck by how beautiful she was. Her long dark lashes fanned across her cheeks as her eyes searched his, a strange mix of emotions passing across her face. "Four nights can be either too long or the shortest span in the world, Tom," she whispered.

Tom looked away from her, turning back to the cityscape outside the widow. He was glad the penthouse's windows were soundproofed. If they were not, he would hear the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears. "You know it was a long shot at a reunion, right?" Tom said quietly. "We were all so desperate to reschedule our work and lives around it. And yet, it is happening. None of us thought we would ever see each other this soon again."

Stella came to stand behind him, her fingers brushing lightly over his collarbone. "Do you ever feel as if things are going far too smoothly, Tom?" she asked suddenly.

He turned around and looked at her, surprised. "Do you?"

Life was never a smooth path for Stella, who preferred to see the glass as half-empty, but Tom had never seen her so down, so deeply disappointed in something that was, in fact, beautiful. "It is like when all the terms of the contract seem perfect," she said with a sad smile. "But you know, somewhere underneath, there is always a trap."

Tom leaned in close, his voice barely more than a whisper as he spoke. "Sometimes, Stella, things just work out perfectly."

Their faces were inches apart, but Tom did not move any closer. He marvelled at how easy it was to feel so incredibly tense in this moment. It was as if he was standing in an open field, while a storm was gathering, heavy and unapproachable.

"Things worked out beautifully for you, didn't they?" Stella asked quietly. "That client, the job offer, that house."

"It is not like that." She looked at him in the eye, her dark liquid gaze holding his own steady gaze. "It is not always a trap, Tom. Sometimes, success is simply its own reward."

Their eyes were locked together, their expressions calm but their bodies tense. The silence between them seemed to stretch for eternity, until she slowly stepped closer, so he was no longer looking at her over his shoulder but at her face. Her expression was unreadable.

"I think I have waited too long to enjoy one beautiful thing," she whispered, her breath barely making a sound against his temple. In the dim light of the room, her pupils were enormous, dilated with something that was not just the dim lighting.

"You are drunk," he chuckled. "You always say the saddest things when you are drunk."

"I was sad," she breathed, her hand slowly grazing the side of his face. "I have felt like this is the saddest thing in the world to enjoy one of those beautiful moments that are so fleeting that they do not feel real in the first place."

"You are a masochist," he said, shaking his head. "I am surprised we are friends."

Stella's eyes gleamed with something strange, and she leaned in so close that he felt the heat of her lips just millimetres away from his own. "I am not," she whispered. "I know how to see the glass as half-full, Tom. I know how to enjoy something beautiful before it is too late." Her lips hovered over his. "I do not think it would be the saddest thing in the world if those beautiful moments turned into a beautiful life." Her body trembled. "I do not know about you, but I am not sure I would want to be alone in this world with my own thoughts for much longer."

Tom felt his heart turn over in his chest when she pulled away, her fingers gently tracing the line of his jaw from his temple down his cheek. "I knew I had to invite you to this reunion," he whispered. "Because I knew that I would not spend my evenings with the sound of my own thoughts in my head when I was with you." Her fingers curled into his chest, and the pressure made his heart race. "I was right."

Room 5: Karn and Gita

Karn and Gita were to share the suite at the end of the corridor, the most secluded one with a view of the fitness centre and the private lounge. The lighting in it was also different, warmer, with the yellowish hue of the chandeliers creating a romantic atmosphere. Karn dumped his bag on the floor and examined a set of art prints hanging on the wall.

"You are surprisingly domestic when you decide to be so, Karn," Gita remarked, arms crossed over her chest as she watched him. "I expected you to live out of your bag for four days."

Karn turned around, flashing a winning smile at her. "I am a man of many surprises, Gita. Besides, I am truly delighted with this room. It is much calmer than the ones closer to the corridor and the fitness centre. Tom will not bother us at six in the morning by brewing that dreadful coffee of his."

Gita stepped further into the room, and Karn's smile faded as he took in the sight of her. She looked breathtaking in the warm glow of the room. "This room is not too calm," he said suddenly. "It is too still. As if the walls swallowed everything we say with it. Except, that is not true, is it? I believe I hear you most clearly."

Gita looked at him over her shoulder, her pretty face shadowed in the warm yellow gloom. "On the contrary, it seems I am utterly exhausted. This room is a fantastic place to fall asleep."

She moved to the bed, lowering herself on the edge of the mattress opposite to Karn, and he followed her there, sitting on the floor, his back straight. They watched each other in silence, a strange understanding passing between them. Karn had always liked spending time with Gita; no other friend made him feel so comfortable as she did. However, he was unprepared for this sudden, deep realization that she was one of the most important people in his life.

"Gita," he said slowly, resting his hands on his knees and turning his head to look at her properly. "We knew each other for nearly ten years, and it always felt like ten years too short. Do you ever think that we are wasting time?"

Gita leaned closer to him, her knee brushing lightly against his, and her warm gaze held something between amusement and melancholy. "It is all terribly sad, don't you think?"

Karn's mouth twitched in something akin to a smile. "We were so eager to organize this reunion, were we not? It was such a dreadful experience for each of us, trying to reschedule our work hours and personal plans around this single day. And yet, it is happening. We are here. We are all together again. We are here in this room, and nothing is going to change that."

Gita's smile was soft and sad. "It is like a lovely dream, Karn." Her voice was barely more than a whisper. "I have always loved that our reunion was happening. That we were able to manage it. This room, this wonderful and sad room, was my favourite one because it made the dream feel real." Her hands hovered near his face. "I felt safest here, with us being together."

Karn swallowed loudly, his heart pounding in his chest. He could feel the warmth of Gita's fingers hovering next to his temple just millimetres away, and the thought of her touching him made his skin prickle with excitement. Gita's eyes were wide and soft, her voice as warm and steady as his heartbeat. I am dreaming, he thought. Everything around me is so surreal.

"You know," he said suddenly, his voice quieter than he intended, "if I wanted to spend the evening listening to my own heart, I would have gone to the fitness centre and run three miles on the treadmill."

Gita's laughter was a beautiful sound, one that made Karn feel as if he was dreaming. "That is not an adequate reason to be alone with yourself, Karn. It is not as if you could listen to the sound of your own heartbeat, is it? Besides, it would be a dreadful waste of a beautiful day."

Stella's eyes met Karn's over the dim glow of the room, her pupils wider than he had ever seen them. It was as if she knew he was dreaming, as if she understood something he did not say. Gita slowly leaned in, and Karn held his breath as she came closer so close that her lips were hovering over his.

"If I wasted one beautiful day like this being alone with myself," she whispered, her breath warm against his skin, "then I would have never fallen in love with the world around me. I would have never fallen in love with you, Karn."

The Dynamics of a Shared Space

As the penthouse became accustomed to the presence of its new occupants, the five separate rooms felt like five isolated worlds, each existing in its own reality. Sounds of lowered whispers from Jim and Lucy's suite next to the master bedroom drifted down the hallway with the calm familiarity of an eternal marriage. In contrast, David and Lacy's room further along the corridor overflowed with laughter, the two of them giggling over something in a laptop.

Meanwhile, in the suites where the single friends have been relegated, more serious conversations of the heart took place.

Anand sat on the edge of the bed, calculating possibilities in a manner similar to when he was in charge of advising multimillion-dollar deals at his company. However, it was not money he was considering; it was Joan. He looked out the window, watching her silhouette darken the pane. Her presence in this room with him felt like an entirely new universe. He wondered how he could have existed in the past without her.

Tom stood by the windows of the room, his eyes transfixed by the small reflection of the suite they occupied. He watched in fascination as Stella sat cross-legged in front of the platform bed, focusing intently on the drawings in her notebook. He was surprised by how much he wanted to step up to her and ask if he could join, and more surprisingly, he was thinking about how easily he could do so.

His fingers twitched as he watched her delicate hands curl over the paper. He could feel the pull between them as something inevitable, as the gravity he could not fight. The tension in the air between them was unbearably thick, threatening to crush him, and Tom was suddenly overcome with the desire to move closer to her. He imagined himself stepping up to her, claiming the space between them as his own.

I n the final room, Karn and Gita had ceased their banter and playful teasing. Instead, the two friends had found themselves sitting in a comfortable silence, shoulders pressed together. Karn was certain that this was one night that he would remember for a very, very long time. He would rather spend fifty floors above the city, resting alongside Gita, than he would ever have imagined

A Night of Subtle Shifts

The hours crawled into morning. The automated lighting system in the smart penthouse home had noticed the lack of activity in most of the rooms and had begun to dim the communal areas to the brink of darkness. The whole apartment complex was fast asleep, or so it seemed,

in the kitchen, Tom was fast stirring from a shallow sleep, his throat dry. He carefully extricated himself from his sleeping wife’s embrace so as not to wake her and shuffled downstairs to the kitchen to get himself some water. As he passed the great expanse in which the living room piano had been set up, a single chill ran down Tom’s spine. The penthouse hummed with the familiar thrum of the air conditioning, but there, beneath the mechanical whir of the smart cooling system, was something else. It did not sound like music, and it certainly was not the distant city traffic filtering through the reinforced double-glass windows. No, this sound was much lighter, and more deliberate, like the tapping of a fingernail against glass

He paused, his empty glass still in one hand, and turned sharply towards the great window. He stared, transfixed, at the blackened out expanse of the living room behind him, which was reflected in the darkened pane. He stood motionless for a long time, the blinking light of the water dispenser the only sound that met his ears

A sudden breeze had passed through the room, brushing past his temples, but he knew at once that the sound was not born of the wind. Tom was a rational man, a pragmatist at heart. Ghosts and haunted hotels belonged in bad thrillers and low-budget horror films, not in five-star penthouse resorts in the middle of the city

With renewed conviction, Tom turned back towards his room, already thinking of how he would soothe his sleeping wife upon his return. As he reached his door, he paused, his fingers hovering just above the smart-locked handle. He was twenty-seven years old, on vacation with his closest friends and his beautiful wife, lying peaceful in his bed. He was happy

The Order of the Modern Era Begins to Break

but, just across the hallway, the order of the modern era was quickly slipping away. In room 3, Anand and Joan both lay awake, staring at the ceiling, each aware that the other was breathing in perfect unison

“Anand?” Joan’s whisper was so light that it barely registered as sound at all, a feathery pressure against the silence of the suite

“Yeah? I’m still awake,” replied at once, turning his head toward her bed

“Do you ever think about where we are going? I mean, really think about it?” Joan shifted her weight on the bed, the delicate chime of her bracelets filling the room with a ghostly sound. “We’re twenty-seven, you know. Everything seems to be accelerating, and people are tying themselves down to jobs or moving somewhere else. Sometimes I feel like there is less and less time for us to waste”

Anand shifted his pillow, straining his eyes to see through the darkness. “I think about it all the time, Joan. It terrifies me, actually. Not the idea of growing older or settling down, but the sheer number of possibilities that we have to face. It is so overwhelming sometimes,

Joan was quiet for a long time, her words barely more than a whisper when she finally spoke.

“I love this room, Anand. I love being here with you like this. Like
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