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DEDICATION

For everyone who has smiled in the dark because screaming felt too predictable.

BOOK DESCRIPTION

June Bell knows how to handle demanding guests, impossible weddings, and disasters involving champagne towers. Ghosts were never included in her training.

After one spectacular career-ending catastrophe, June inherits the Halloway Grand, a decaying hotel in Morrow, Indiana, where the elevator stops at floors that do not exist and the dead staff still report for duty. The inheritance comes with one condition: reopen for Halloween weekend and earn thirteen five-star reviews—or lose everything to a charming developer who is far too eager to help.

The hotel has thirteen rules. June breaks the first before dinner.

Then a guest vanishes. Room 13 appears at the end of a hallway that should lead outside. And something beneath the hotel begins taking reservations in June’s name.

To survive the grand reopening, June must trust a suspicious fire marshal, reconcile with the brother she abandoned, manage a staff divided between the living and the dead, and uncover a century-old contract before the Halloway Grand fills its final vacancies.

Because the hotel does not want good reviews.

It wants permanent guests.
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June Bell — A disgraced luxury-hotel event director who inherits the Halloway Grand and discovers that competence is less useful when the building ignores physics.

Gideon Pike — Morrow’s fire marshal and restoration carpenter. His father vanished inside the hotel twenty-seven years ago.

Nico Bell — June’s younger brother, a paramedic who has not forgiven her for leaving when their mother was dying.

Priya Sen — A folklore podcaster whose careful skepticism survives exactly two nights at the Grand.

Hector Ruiz — The hotel’s former chef, loyal friend, and firm believer that panic should never delay dinner.

Dorothy “Dottie” Gresham — The Grand’s retired bookkeeper, keeper of old accounts, dangerous secrets, and aggressively stale peppermints.

Damian Crowe — The polished lawyer handling Cordelia Bell’s estate. Helpful men rarely arrive with demolition contracts already prepared.

Walter Chen — A nineteen-year-old bellhop who died in 1978 and has never accepted that his shift ended.

Beatrice Finch — The glamorous ghost of a 1920s lounge singer whose final song was interrupted by murder.

Mina Alvarez — A ghostly housekeeper with strict standards and no patience for the living.
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PROLOGUE
Opening Night
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The first rule of the Halloway Grand was that no guest should ever see the staff afraid.

Beatrice Finch broke it at eleven forty-three on Halloween night, 1926, when she stopped singing in the middle of “Blue Skies Over Morrow” and stared at the man who had no reflection.

The ballroom held two hundred people and enough gold leaf to shame a cathedral. Crystal light trembled over champagne fountains. Women glittered behind feathered masks. Men laughed too loudly because the stock market had been kind and prohibition had made everyone thirsty. Beyond the tall windows, the Morrow River dragged black water beneath a white moon.

Beatrice had designed the evening to look effortless. She had bullied a bootlegger into delivering before the sheriff’s patrol, made the brass section rehearse the bridge until Tommy threatened mutiny, and persuaded three drunken bankers that the swan centerpiece was not a hat. Every table had a sight line to the stage. Every waiter knew the tempo of the service. Even August’s wife, Eleanor, had appeared at the balcony rail long enough to give Beatrice a grave little nod.

That nod had bothered her. Eleanor Halloway never attended opening-night parties. She preferred the offices below stairs, where she kept the staff schedules in handwriting so neat it made a person feel morally untidy. Tonight she wore no mask. One hand rested over her heart, and the other held a folded sheet of hotel stationery. When Beatrice began the second chorus, Eleanor touched two fingers to her lips, then pointed toward the mirrors.

Onstage, Beatrice gripped the silver microphone.

The stranger stood beside August Halloway at the rear of the ballroom. Tall. Narrow. Dressed in evening clothes that belonged to no decade Beatrice recognized. His face was pleasant in the same way an empty plate was pleasant: clean, expected, and waiting to be filled.

The mirror behind him reflected August, the dancers, the chandeliers, and the waiter passing with a tray of illegal gin.

It did not reflect the stranger.

Beatrice’s pianist struck the next chord and winced at her.

“Sing,” Tommy whispered.

Beatrice lifted her chin and found the melody again. She had sung through bar fights, police raids, a kitchen fire, and one memorable funeral where the widow discovered the deceased had brought two other widows. She could sing through one rude impossibility.

Then the stranger looked directly at her.

His smile arrived before the rest of his expression.

Every door in the ballroom clicked shut.

The dancers did not notice. August did. He mopped his round, sweating face and led the stranger through the crowd toward the reception desk. A black book rested there, though Beatrice had watched the concierge set out a red leather register that afternoon.

The black book looked wet.

Beatrice missed another line.

Tommy stopped playing. “What is wrong with you?”

“Keep the band going.”

“You are the band going.”

“Then hum.”

She stepped off the stage before he could object.

Applause followed her, warm and mistaken. Beatrice smiled as though leaving the stage were part of the show. She moved between tables, accepting compliments while watching August open the black ledger.

The stranger placed one pale finger on the blank page.

Thirteen names appeared.

Beatrice saw them from twenty feet away because each name shone red before sinking into the paper.

Thomas Vale, pianist.

Marisol Alvarez, maid.

Eleanor Halloway, wife.

Beatrice Finch, singer.

Nine more.

Her own name moved like a worm beneath glass.

August handed the stranger a pen.

Beatrice reached the desk and closed the ledger hard enough to trap the man’s finger inside.

He glanced down.

“That was impolite,” he said.

His voice came from the elevator, the heating vents, and the dumbwaiter in the kitchen. It also came from directly behind her teeth.

Beatrice kept her smile because fear was private and because August Halloway had docked her pay twice for frowning where guests could see.

“Hotel policy,” she said. “The register is for guests.”

“I am a guest.”

“Then you require luggage.”

The stranger looked delighted. “Do I?”

August seized her elbow. His nails hurt. “Miss Finch, return to the stage.”

“My name is in that book.”

“A promotional list.”

“For what? Coffins?”

His eyes begged her to stop. That frightened her more than the stranger. August Halloway begged nobody. He charged his own mother for tea.

The stranger slid his finger free. The ledger had not marked him.

“Mr. Halloway has offered excellent terms,” he said. “A full hotel. A prosperous town. Protection from fire, flood, famine, and failure.”

“And what did you offer?” Beatrice asked August.

The chandeliers dimmed.

In the sudden hush, a bell rang at the front desk.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

August whispered, “Everyone who accepted my hospitality.”

August’s confession emptied the music from the room. Beatrice saw the evening as he did: not people, but signatures waiting to happen. The guests had eaten his food and surrendered their coats. The staff had accepted wages, rooms, and the private promise that the new Grand would make them respectable. Even the band had signed meal chits at the kitchen door.

“Hospitality is not ownership,” Beatrice said.

The stranger tilted his head. “It has always been a softer spelling of the word.”

Eleanor appeared at the edge of the crowd. She shook the folded paper open behind her husband’s back. Beatrice caught only fragments—NO PERSON ENTERS BY NEED ALONE and SERVICE REQUIRES CONSENT—before August saw her. Terror passed between husband and wife with the intimacy of a long marriage. He had made his bargain without her. She had already begun writing against it.

The ledger fluttered. Beside each red name, a small empty box appeared. When a waiter accepted a guest’s coat, one box darkened. When Tommy took a drink someone offered from the dance floor, another filled with black. The book was not recording kindness. It was turning every exchange into permission.

Beatrice looked at her fellow musicians. “Nobody accepts another thing,” she called. “Not a drink, not a tip, not so much as a compliment.”

The trumpet player lowered a glass halfway to his mouth. “I already accepted two compliments.”

“Return them.”

“To whom?”

“Pick somebody with low standards.”

A nervous laugh moved through the nearest tables. The stranger’s smile tightened. For one precious second, fear became ridicule, and the black boxes stopped filling.

Beatrice looked at the ballroom. Two hundred guests drank his champagne beneath his roof. Waiters carried his trays. Musicians played on his stage. The doors remained shut.

“How many?” she asked.

“Thirteen every twenty-five years.”

The stranger opened the ledger again. “Until the century is paid.”

Beatrice snatched the pen before August could take it. The metal was warm and pulsed in her grip.

“What happens if the entertainment is unsatisfactory?”

The stranger’s smile thinned. “I beg your pardon?”

“You are a guest. I am the singer. If I ruin your evening, perhaps you leave.”

“Beatrice,” August said.

She ran for the stage.

The ballroom stretched. One row of tables became three. The stage slid away like a raft on dark water. Guests began noticing the locked doors. Laughter sharpened into questions.

Beatrice kicked off her jeweled heels and climbed onto a table. Plates shattered under her feet. She leaped to the next, then the next, passing over masked faces as the floor below turned black and glossy.

Not water.

A mirror.

Something moved beneath it.

Tommy grabbed her hand and hauled her onto the stage. “What did you do?”

“I requested a new song.”

She shoved the pulsing pen into his breast pocket and faced the room.

The stranger stood where she had left him, though August had disappeared.

Behind the stranger, the elevator indicator climbed.

Ten.

Eleven.

Twelve.

The hotel had only twelve floors.

The brass needle moved to thirteen.

The elevator doors opened.

Darkness waited inside, patient and furnished.

Beatrice raised the microphone and began the only song her grandmother had forbidden her to sing indoors. It was older than Morrow, older than the river docks, a melody for opening a door without inviting what waited outside.

Her grandmother had taught her the melody beside a wash line and refused to teach the final verse. That part, she said, required a witness who chose to remember and a doorway that wished to forget. Beatrice had laughed then. Now she saw Eleanor at the balcony, mouthing words that were not part of the song, and understood why certain music survived without ever being performed.

Beatrice changed the third line. Instead of welcoming the traveler, she welcomed the names the traveler had tried to hide. The ledger snapped shut. A red thread of light ran from its spine across the floor and fastened itself to every service door in the hotel. Somewhere below, kitchen workers began shouting their full names. Maids answered from the upper floors. For the first time that night, the building sounded less like August Halloway’s monument and more like the people who kept it standing.

The stranger’s face lost its borrowed warmth. “Songs end,” he said through every vent.

“Only if the singer behaves,” Beatrice replied.

The stranger’s pleasant face cracked at the edges.

People screamed.

The band joined Beatrice because they were musicians and because terror, like jazz, demanded improvisation.

The lights burst one by one. The black floor rippled. Hands pressed up beneath the mirrored surface.

Beatrice reached the final verse.

The stranger lifted one finger.

Something in Room 13 screamed with the voice of the whole hotel.

The ballroom ceiling came down.

And Beatrice Finch never finished the song.
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CHECK-IN
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CHAPTER 1
The Bride, the Birds, and the End of June Bell
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On the morning June Bell lost her career, the bride’s doves escaped into the ventilation system.

This was not June’s fault.

It became her fault at 2:17 p.m., when the first dove shot from an air vent and landed in the groom’s soup.

By 2:21, six more circled the ballroom. One deposited a white opinion on the wedding cake. Another became emotionally attached to a chandelier. A third flew directly into the live stream being watched by nine hundred thousand followers and struck the bride’s lifestyle manager in the mouth.

June stood beside a five-tier champagne tower and spoke into her headset with the calm of a woman whose soul had already left the building.

“Engineering, shut down the west ventilation loop.”

“Can’t,” a voice crackled. “Fire code.”

“Banquets, remove the soup.”

“All of it?”

A dove rose from table twelve carrying a noodle.

“Burn the soup,” June said.

The Lakehurst Crown was Chicago’s most expensive hotel and June had been its event director for four years. She had managed a senator’s surprise second family, a child violinist who bit, and a winter gala during which the host discovered that decorative ice swans became anatomically suggestive when viewed from the mezzanine.

She could manage birds.

She could not manage the sprinkler system.

At 2:24, water exploded from every ceiling head.

June did not panic. Panic was for people without floor plans.

She sent the pastry team through the service corridor before the guests could stampede into it, ordered security to unlock the garden exits, and had banquets roll linen carts beneath the heaviest chandeliers to catch falling glass. When the bride slipped in frosting, June crossed the ballroom against the crowd, lifted her in a soaked silk avalanche, and delivered her to a bridesmaid with the authority of a battlefield medic.

“Nobody leaves through the east doors,” June called into her headset. “The stone steps are slick. Move the elderly guests through the library and put towels at both turns.”

“What about the doves?”

One bird paddled across a soup tureen.

“They have adapted.”

For three frantic minutes, the disaster almost became manageable. June located the groom’s missing grandfather beneath table nine, stopped an electrical cart from entering standing water, and convinced the string quartet to announce directions because guests obeyed anyone holding a cello. She knew exactly how many people remained in the room.

Then the floral moon began to groan above the cake.

The bride screamed. Guests surged from their chairs. The string quartet continued for eight heroic seconds before the cellist abandoned Bach and his instrument. Champagne glasses toppled in a sparkling chain. The groom’s grandmother punched a dove.

June ran for the control panel.

The double doors burst open. A technician in an unfamiliar gray uniform backed away from the wall with a wrench in his hand.

“What did you touch?” June demanded.

He dropped the wrench and ran.

That was when the suspended floral moon—three thousand white roses, six hundred glass stars, and one critically overworked steel cable—descended onto the wedding cake.

The live-stream cameras caught everything.

They also caught June standing in the center of the collapse, soaked to the skin, holding a fire extinguisher she did not remember picking up.

Someone shouted, “Do something!”

June aimed the extinguisher at the nearest camera.

In hindsight, that was the part the board objected to most.

At four o’clock she sat in General Manager Forsythe’s office wearing a kitchen uniform because her dress had become transparent. Her wet hair dripped onto a termination agreement.

Forsythe folded his hands. “The damage estimate is preliminary.”

“The suppression line was manually opened.”

“Your event, your vendors, your responsibility.”

“That technician wasn’t one of mine.”

“The bride’s family requires accountability.”

“They require an exorcist and several towels.”

Forsythe did not smile. He had been born without the necessary muscles.

“June, the footage is everywhere.”

Her phone vibrated on the desk. Then again. Then continuously, a small machine having a nervous breakdown. Messages stacked across the screen.

YOU MURDERED THE CAKE.

Was that bird okay?

Call me from Channel Eight.

LOL UR FIRED

The last message came from her landlord and contained no laughter at all.

“The hotel will issue a statement,” Forsythe said. “You may say you resigned.”

“Will the statement mention the stranger who opened the line?”

“Security found no one matching your description.”

June looked at the paused footage on his computer. In the blurred background, the gray-uniformed man stood near the control panel.

He faced the camera now.

His name tag read HALLOWAY GRAND.

June leaned closer. “Zoom in.”

Forsythe closed the window. “Sign the agreement.”

June’s phone showed the disaster multiplying faster than the water had. Short clips cut away every moment she had protected someone and kept only the extinguisher, the collapse, and her stunned face. A stranger had already added funeral music. The bride’s manager posted that June had ignored repeated safety warnings. Three vendors who had praised her that morning announced that they had always sensed instability.

Her assistant, Tasha, sent a private message: I told security the gray technician wasn’t ours. They deleted my statement from the incident file.

June looked up. “You’re blaming me before the investigation.”

“We are protecting the hotel.”

There it was—the sentence every hotel used when it meant sacrificing the person currently nearest the fire. June had spoken softer versions of it herself. She wondered how many housekeepers, servers, and engineers had swallowed blame so her events could remain seamless.

“Protection should include people,” she said.

Forsythe slid the pen closer. “Today, it includes the brand.”

She signed because rent was due, because lawyers cost money, and because fury was useless when printed on company letterhead. Then she carried her desk plant, two framed awards, and a mug that said GUESTS ARE ALWAYS RIGHT OUTSIDE THIS OFFICE through the lobby.

Rain hammered the revolving doors. A rideshare would cost forty-three dollars. June had thirty-eight in checking and a credit card that had begun sending messages with exclamation points.

She sat beneath the awning with the plant in her lap.

Her phone rang.

MORROW COUNTY CORONER.

June considered letting it ring. Nothing good had ever called from Morrow, Indiana.

She answered on the fifth vibration. “June Bell.”

“Ms. Bell? This is Deputy Coroner Latham.”

The rain seemed to move farther away.

“Is it Nico?”

“No. Your brother is all right. I’m calling about your aunt Cordelia.”

June closed her eyes.

Cordelia had survived three husbands, a ruptured appendix, a tornado, and the closing of her hotel. She had once chased a tax assessor down Main Street with a dead goose. Death had never seemed brave enough to approach her.

Cordelia had also taught June how to fold a fitted sheet, threaten a boiler, and judge a person by how they treated the staff entrance. After June’s mother died, she had appeared at every school function wearing hotel black, applauded too loudly, and refused to discuss grief unless grief first made a reservation. Then, when June chose Chicago, love between them had hardened into messages neither woman answered.

June had kept Cordelia’s last voicemail for eleven months without listening to the end. She knew only the opening: The Grand has started asking for you. She had assumed it was an old woman’s manipulation. Now the unread part waited on a phone full of strangers celebrating her ruin.

The plant in her lap shed one damp leaf.

“When?” June asked.

“Sometime last night. We found her this morning at the Halloway Grand.”

“She still went inside?”

“It appears she lived there.”

“That building has been condemned since I was a child.”

The coroner hesitated.

Behind June, the hotel’s brass luggage cart rolled three feet by itself.

“Ms. Bell,” he said, “your aunt was found behind the front desk.”

The luggage cart stopped.

“She was holding a room key with your name on it.”

June looked through the glass doors at the dark lobby.

In the reflection, a man in a gray bellhop uniform stood directly behind her.

When she turned, nobody was there.

Her phone whispered in Cordelia’s voice.

“You’re late.”

The call ended.
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CHAPTER 2
Home Is Where the Grudge Is

[image: ]


Morrow, Indiana, had one stoplight, two funeral homes, and a billboard that said PLEASE COME BACK SOON before visitors had technically arrived.

June drove beneath it in a rental car that smelled of artificial cherries and financial regret.

The town unfolded along the river exactly as she remembered: brick storefronts with tired awnings, sycamores leaning over cracked sidewalks, and Victorian houses dressed for Halloween with cotton cobwebs that the morning fog made disturbingly convincing. The old paper mill stood empty on the east bank. Church steeples rose above roofs like hands asking cautious questions.

At the hill’s highest point, the Halloway Grand watched everything.

June had spent fifteen years training herself not to look at that hill. In Chicago she could enter a ballroom and identify six kinds of lighting failure before anyone else noticed one. In Morrow, she became the girl who counted the Grand’s windows from the school bus and always found one more on the return trip.

The town had organized itself beneath the hotel’s attention. Main Street bent toward its drive. The oldest houses faced it instead of the river. Even the cemetery gates opened uphill, as if the dead were expected to report for work. A new coffee shop occupied the old pharmacy, but its sign used the Grand’s black-and-gold lettering. Morrow had been trying to forget the hotel for twenty-seven years and had accidentally made forgetting its principal industry.

As June passed the abandoned service entrance, the rental car’s navigation system went silent. Then a woman’s voice, too old and grainy to belong to the device, said, “Proceed to check-in.”

June unplugged the phone.

“Recalculating,” the dead voice replied.

Twelve stories of blackened brick. Narrow windows. Copper roof gone green with age. A central tower wearing a clock that had stopped at 1:13. Even from half a mile away, June could see one pale curtain lift in an upper window.

The hotel had been closed for twenty-seven years.

Something let the curtain fall.

June looked back at the road and nearly rear-ended an ambulance.

It pulled into the parking lot of Bell’s Family Funeral Home, because in Morrow even emergencies respected branding.

Nico stepped from the driver’s side.

He had grown broader since she had last seen him, though that had been only two Christmases and one spectacular argument ago. Dark curls escaped beneath his paramedic cap. He carried their mother’s tired eyes and their father’s unfortunate ability to look disappointed without moving any part of his face.

June parked beside him.

“You came,” he said.

“The coroner was persuasive.”

“He said you asked if I was dead first.”

“You drive an ambulance. It was a reasonable question.”

Nico glanced at the rental. “Where’s your car?”

“Chicago has it.”

“That sounds mutual.”

He had seen the wedding video.

Of course he had. Remote tribes without electricity had probably seen the wedding video.

June lifted her overnight bag. “How did Cordelia die?”

“Medical examiner says heart failure.”

“And you say?”

“Cordelia didn’t have a heart.”

It was the first joke they had shared in years. Neither smiled.

Once, jokes had been the language June and Nico used when adults became unreliable. They had named every debt collector after a cartoon villain and narrated their mother’s hospital elevators like nature documentaries. After the funeral, Nico stayed in Morrow and learned to drive an ambulance. June left and learned to make other people’s disasters invisible. Each believed the other had chosen the easier form of survival.

Nico’s gaze moved to the awards visible through the rental’s back window. “You brought the trophies.”

“They were already in the box.”

“Mom kept your high-school hospitality medal in the kitchen.”

“Mom kept expired coupons in the freezer.”

“She was proud of both.”

June heard the accusation beneath the memory: You were not here to see what she kept. She opened the funeral-home door before she could answer with one of her own.

Inside, the funeral home smelled of lilies and furniture polish. Their cousin Marlene hurried toward June, arms open, grief arranged perfectly on her face. Half the town followed. They hugged, patted, whispered, and looked at June with the bright curiosity reserved for celebrity criminals.

Mrs. Tibbett squeezed June’s hand. “Such a shame about those birds.”

“Cordelia would have loved them.”

“I meant your career.”

“So did I.”

Nico rescued her by steering her toward the viewing room.

Cordelia lay in a walnut coffin beneath a spray of red roses. She wore black silk and the expression of someone pretending to be dead in order to overhear useful information. Her white hair had been arranged into soft waves she would have considered weak.

June approached slowly.

The last time she had seen Cordelia, the old woman had been standing on the hotel steps, shouting that June’s mother was not the only Bell woman allowed to make a catastrophic decision. June had been twenty-one and leaving Morrow with two suitcases and a scholarship.

She had not understood the accusation.

She still did not.

Cordelia’s hands were folded over a brass room key.

A paper tag hung from it.

JUNE BELL — PROPRIETOR.

June’s skin tightened.

“That was in her hand when they found her,” Nico said behind her. “Nobody could get her fingers open until this morning.”

“You tried?” June asked.

“The coroner tried. Then Marlene tried because apparently death does not cancel her committee privileges. I told them to stop.”

“You protected a key.”

“I protected Cordelia from becoming a town demonstration.” His voice sharpened. “Someone should have protected Mom from becoming one too.”

The viewing room seemed to contract around them. Their mother’s final year lived between every sentence: June sending money from Chicago, Nico changing dressings and counting pills, both convinced the other had chosen the less painful duty. Cordelia had stood between them until the night she accused June of abandoning more than a sickbed.

June touched the paper tag. The word PROPRIETOR was typed in the same uneven capitals as the labels on Cordelia’s pantry jars. “Did she ever tell you why she kept going inside?”

“She said a closed hotel still had guests.”

“That sounds like Cordelia.”

“No.” Nico watched the coffin. “It sounded scared.”

“The coroner told me.”

“Did he tell you where?”

“Behind the desk.”

“Under the desk. Like she was hiding.”

June looked at Cordelia’s face. “From what?”

The dead woman opened one eye.

June jerked backward into Nico.

Cordelia remained still. Both eyes closed.

“What?” Nico asked.

“Nothing.”

“You made the face.”

“What face?”

“The one you made when Mom’s pressure cooker exploded.”

“That face saved your eyebrows.”

He stared at her, waiting.

June leaned over the coffin. Cordelia’s eyelids did not move. A faint dark stain marked the old woman’s right index finger, as if she had dipped it in ink.

Near the cuff of her dress, June saw four words written on her wrist.

DON’T LET HIM CHECK IN.

The lights flickered.

Across the room, the front door opened, though no one had touched it.

A handsome man in a charcoal coat stepped inside, carrying a leather case and an umbrella dry as bone.

“June Bell?” he asked.

He smiled with practiced sympathy.

“Damian Crowe. I represent your aunt’s estate.”

Behind him, the stopped clock over the reception desk began to tick backward.
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CHAPTER 3
Cordelia Refuses to Rest
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Cordelia’s funeral began at ten and went wrong at ten-oh-seven.

The Reverend Amos Pike—Gideon’s uncle, as June remembered too late—had reached the phrase “a woman of generous spirit” when every light in the chapel went out.

In the darkness, Cordelia’s voice said, “Liar.”

Several mourners gasped. Someone dropped a hymnal. Mrs. Tibbett whispered that she had always known the sound system was possessed.

June stood beside Nico at the front pew and stared at the coffin.

“You heard that,” she said.

“The speakers,” Nico whispered.

“There’s no power.”

“Battery backup.”

“Cordelia called Reverend Pike a liar.”

“That does not narrow the suspects.”

The emergency lights blinked on. Reverend Pike cleared his throat and changed generous to formidable.

The service continued beneath a rising October wind. Damian sat two rows behind June, immaculate and attentive. When she glanced back, he offered a reassuring nod. Beside him, Dottie Gresham sat rigid in purple wool, sucking a peppermint with the concentration of a sniper.

The chapel was filled with people who claimed Cordelia had frightened them and arrived early to prove it. Former maids occupied the left pews. Retired tradesmen filled the right. Three members of the historical society wore black armbands embroidered with the Grand’s old crest, though Cordelia had once banned the entire society for calling unpaid labor “local color.”

During the hymn, a stack of memorial cards slid from the usher’s table and dealt itself down the aisle. Each card landed in front of someone Cordelia had argued with. On the back, beneath her printed birth and death dates, a new sentence appeared in purple ink.

PAY MARISOL’S GRANDDAUGHTER FOR THE SILVER TRAY.

RETURN MY LADDER.

YOU KNOW WHAT YOU DID WITH THE CHRISTMAS FUND.

Mourners began pocketing the cards. Dottie watched them with satisfaction. Damian watched the cards with the wary interest of a man discovering that the deceased had retained counsel.

No one sat in the last pew.

The cushion sank anyway.

June faced forward.

At the cemetery, the wind became violent. Red leaves raced between headstones. The Halloway Grand stood on the opposite hill, its many windows reflecting a colorless sky.

Six pallbearers carried Cordelia toward the open grave.

The coffin bell rang.

Once, from inside the box.

The pallbearers stopped.

“Keep going,” Nico said.

Twice.

They set the coffin down with great care and little dignity.

Reverend Pike stepped back. “Perhaps something came loose.”

Three times.

Every clock in Morrow struck one thirteen.

The church bell. The courthouse clock. Phones, watches, kitchen timers, the antique mantel clock in the funeral home. The sound rolled across town and returned from the river.

Then the Halloway Grand’s tower bell answered.

The note struck June in the ribs. Dust jumped from the chapel rafters. Across the cemetery, every marble angel turned its face a fraction toward the hill. The river birds rose together and circled the Grand without crossing above its roof.

From beneath the coffin came a second sound: the faint rolling wheels of a luggage cart.

June crouched. No cart stood there. In the narrow shadow under the casket, a red carpet extended impossibly far, lined by closed doors with brass numbers. At the distant end, a bellhop lifted Cordelia’s suitcase and waited.

“Do not take her bag,” June said.

The bellhop looked up. His face was smooth where the features should have been.

Nico yanked June upright. The impossible corridor vanished. Her knees were wet with cemetery grass, and everyone still close enough to see her had acquired a new reason to gossip.

BOOOONG.

The mourners scattered.

Mrs. Tibbett climbed over a hedge. Damian caught Reverend Pike by the elbow. Dottie did not move at all.

June and Nico remained beside the coffin.

“Battery backup?” June asked.

Nico’s face had lost color.

“Cordelia used to tell me something,” he said. “When I brought groceries to the hotel.”

“You went inside?”

“Only to the lobby. She said if a bell rang three times after midnight, I should say no vacancy.”

“It is ten thirty in the morning.”

“Tell the clocks.”

The coffin lid shifted.

June grabbed Nico’s arm. Together they watched the brass latch rise, turn, and fall open.

“Absolutely not,” Dottie said.

She marched forward, slammed the latch shut, and struck the lid with her handbag.

The bell stopped.

“You,” June said. “Explain.”

Dottie adjusted her hat. “Your aunt disliked being buried before the reading of her will.”

“Cordelia scheduled her own funeral,” Dottie continued. “She selected the flowers, rejected the first coffin for looking optimistic, and left written permission to strike the lid if she became disruptive.”

“She anticipated this?” Nico asked.

“She anticipated everyone.” Dottie opened her handbag and showed them the hammer beside a packet of peppermints. “She also requested that Mrs. Tibbett not sing. We have honored one of her final wishes.”

From the scattered mourners, Mrs. Tibbett shouted, “I heard that.”

The coffin bell gave one offended ding.

June almost laughed. The sound rose unexpectedly through fear and landed as grief. Cordelia had filled every room by refusing to behave properly inside it. Even sealed in walnut, she had found a way to manage the service, embarrass the town, and issue an instruction no one could ignore.

Then the hotel began turning on its lights, and June understood that Cordelia’s performance had not been a farewell. It was an alarm.

“She’s dead.”

“She disliked many things beyond her control.”

Damian approached through the leaves. “Ms. Gresham, perhaps we should avoid upsetting the family.”

“The family is upsetting enough without assistance.”

Dottie turned her pale eyes on June. “Read the will before sunset.”

“Why?”

“Because Cordelia spent twenty-seven years preventing what you are about to do, and then arranged matters so you would have no sensible choice but to do it.”

“Do what?”

Dottie looked toward the Grand.

One by one, its windows lit from the ground floor upward.

“Open the hotel.”

Damian gave a soft, embarrassed laugh. “The property has no electricity.”

The top floor illuminated.

In the tower window, a thin figure raised one hand.

June’s room key pulled itself out of her coat pocket.

It hung in the air, pointing toward the hotel.

Then it dropped into the open grave.
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CHAPTER 4
The Will Has Conditions
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Damian read the will in Cordelia’s parlor while the dead woman’s portrait watched him with open contempt.

June sat on a horsehair sofa beside Nico. Dottie occupied the only comfortable chair. Reverend Pike had declined the invitation on spiritual grounds and because his trousers had torn on the cemetery fence.

Rain tapped the windows. The Halloway Grand loomed beyond the glass, dark again.

Damian opened a cream folder. “Cordelia Bell’s estate consists primarily of the hotel, its grounds, furnishings, mineral rights, trademarks, and a private investment account.”

“How private?” June asked.

“Two point eight million dollars.”

Nico coughed.

June’s debts rearranged themselves into a hopeful line.

“After taxes?”

“Approximately.”

“Cordelia had two point eight million dollars and wore the same winter coat for thirty years?”

Dottie’s peppermint clicked against her teeth. “It was a good coat.”

Damian continued. “The estate passes to June Amelia Bell, subject to four conditions.”

Hope sat down and crossed its legs.

“First, Ms. Bell must reside at the Halloway Grand for thirty-one consecutive nights beginning tonight.”

Hope stood up.

“No,” Nico said.

“Second, she must reopen the hotel for its centennial Halloween weekend.”

“No,” Nico repeated.

“Third, she must receive thirteen five-star reviews from thirteen living registered guests by sunrise on November first.”

“Living is specified?” June asked.

Damian’s smile flickered. “Your aunt was exact.”

“What is the fourth condition?”

He turned the page. “You must not sell, transfer, mortgage, or demolish the property during the conditional period.”

June took the will and read the conditions herself. Thirty-one consecutive nights meant that leaving the grounds between midnight and sunrise reset the count. Reopening required a valid temporary occupancy permit, food-service clearance, fire inspection, and at least twelve rentable rooms. The reviews had to be posted voluntarily, remain public until sunrise, and come from separate living guests who had completed a stay.

“This is not a will,” she said. “It is a hostage negotiation with zoning attachments.”

Damian indicated the signature page. “Your aunt wanted objective proof that the hotel could function.”

“Five-star reviews are not objective proof of anything. I once watched a guest give one star because rain was wet.”

Nico leaned over her shoulder. “And if anyone gets hurt?”

Damian’s prepared answer came too smoothly. “Crowe Renewal has offered liability coverage during the conditional period.”

Dottie clicked her peppermint. “At a premium payable from the estate, to a company controlled by Mr. Crowe’s cousin.”

For the first time, Damian’s composure showed a seam.

“And if I refuse?”

“Hotel and funds transfer to the Crowe Renewal Group for demolition and redevelopment.”

Nico stood. “Then refuse.”

“Two point eight million dollars,” June said.

“That building killed Gideon Pike’s father.”

“His father disappeared.”

“Inside the hotel.”

“People disappear in Las Vegas. They still have hotels.”

Nico stared at her. “You have been home three hours.”

“And you’ve said no enough for both of us.”

Dottie removed the peppermint. “The hotel does not require belief, only compliance.”

“You knew these conditions?” June asked.

“I typed them.”

“Then tell me why.”

“Cordelia believed you were the only one who could finish her work.”

“She barely knew me.”

“She knew you ran a thousand-room hotel without losing more than one guest.”

“He was found in the spa.”

June heard how small her defense sounded and hated that it remained true. She had built her career by knowing what happened behind every ballroom door. She understood occupancy codes, vendor contracts, emergency staffing, food costs, and the private mathematics by which rich people purchased the appearance of effortlessness. If the Grand could be opened at all, she was qualified to do it.

She was also unemployed, uninsured, and two months from losing the apartment she had once considered proof that leaving Morrow had worked. Nico’s ambulance wages had paid for their mother’s final equipment. June’s checks had paid for medications the insurance denied. The bills left behind had no interest in which sibling had loved better.

Two point eight million dollars would clear them. The hotel might kill them. Refusing would hand both the money and the property to the man whose company had prepared for demolition before Cordelia’s body was cold.

Damian rested one hand on the leather case. “You are permitted independent counsel.”

“Before sunset?”

“If you can find one.”

“Eventually.”

Damian placed a second document on the table. “The Grand is structurally distressed but salvageable. My company can provide contractors, financing, and operational support. If you fail, we take possession. If you succeed, we receive a fair repayment.”

“How kind,” Dottie said, making the words poisonous.

June picked up the agreement. Damian’s firm had already prepared a renovation budget, staffing plan, and demolition alternative. Photographs showed the Grand’s cracked lobby, ruined kitchen, and ballroom furred with dust.

On the last page was an image of Room 13.

June looked closer.

Black wallpaper. A narrow bed. A mirror facing the door.

“The hotel doesn’t have a room thirteen,” Nico said over her shoulder. “Cordelia skipped the number.”

Damian took the paper back too quickly. “Old archival photograph.”

“From when?”

“The records are incomplete.”

Dottie rose. “Records are never incomplete. People are.”

She crossed to Cordelia’s rolltop desk and removed a long envelope from a hidden drawer.

JUNE, Cordelia had written across the front.

Inside were thirteen typed rules and a note in black ink.

You will think these are nonsense. That is a Bell family talent.

Follow them anyway.

I am sorry about your mother.

Do not trust the lawyer.

June folded the note so Damian could not read it in the rain-dark window. He had the reassuring face of someone cast to explain a disaster after everyone responsible had left. His offer placed him beside her if she succeeded and over the property if she failed. Either outcome paid him.

“Why does Crowe Renewal want a condemned hotel?” she asked.

“Riverfront development. Housing, retail, public access.”

“And the two point eight million?”

“Absorbed by demolition, remediation, and outstanding claims.”

Nico gave a humorless laugh. “So Cordelia’s fortune becomes your invoice.”

Damian did not deny it. “Or June proves the Grand deserves to stand.”

That was the hook, and he knew exactly where to set it. June had spent the morning being told she could not protect a hotel. Cordelia had arranged a final, impossible event and placed June’s name at the top of the order. Refusal would be sensible. It would also let Forsythe’s version of her become the last one.

Outside, the hill disappeared behind rain. The room key in June’s pocket warmed against her thigh, not urging her toward the hotel so much as reminding her it already knew where she was.

June looked up.

Damian was watching the rain. Nico was watching her.

“What does it say?” he asked.

June folded the note beneath the rules.

“It says Cordelia believed in hostile customer service.”

Damian produced a fountain pen. “The acceptance must be signed before sunset.”

Lightning flashed. In Cordelia’s portrait, her painted mouth opened.

DON’T, it formed.

June thought of her empty apartment, ruined reputation, dying plant, and thirty-eight dollars. She thought of the gray bellhop at the wedding and the key in Cordelia’s coffin.

She signed.

The fountain pen bit her finger.

A single drop of blood struck the page.

From the hill, the Halloway Grand’s bell began to ring.

Damian smiled without sympathy.

“Welcome home, Ms. Bell.”
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INTERLUDE 1
Cordelia’s Last Night
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Cordelia Bell knew she would die before the lobby clock reached one.

At twelve forty-seven, she made tea.

The Halloway Grand had no electricity, but the kitchen stove lit when she struck the match. Hector had left the copper kettle polished before the hotel closed in 1999. Twenty-seven years of dust covered everything around it. The kettle remained bright, as if waiting for a shift no one had officially ended.

“Do not drink anything it heats,” Mina warned from the pantry door.

“I boiled the water.”

“It provided the gas.”

“After ninety-nine years, the least it can provide is utilities.”

Cordelia carried the cup to the lobby. Walter stood behind the desk in his gray uniform, turning pages in the red register though his fingers passed through paper. He had been trying to read the same page since Caleb Pike disappeared.

“June comes tomorrow,” Cordelia said.

Walter looked up. “You said she would not come.”

“She will be fired at two twenty-four this afternoon.”

“It is tomorrow already in Chicago.”

“Then she has been fired.”

Walter winced. “That seems unkind.”

“It is monstrous. Damian arranged the sprinkler line. The Patron arranged the rest.”

“Can we warn her?”

“Every telephone calls Room 13. Every letter returns with different words. I have tried.”

The tower clock moved backward from twelve forty-eight to twelve forty-seven.

Cordelia drank the tea. It tasted like the kitchen of her childhood, her mother singing badly, her sister Eliza stealing sugar. The hotel had heated memory instead of water.

She poured it into the dead palm.

The plant shivered.

Dottie entered through the front doors carrying the final will, three unsigned copies, and a hammer.

“Damian filed another version with probate,” she said.

“The five-star language?”

“Yes. He removed honest. He also named Crowe Renewal as alternate beneficiary.”

“Leave it.”

Dottie stared. “You want June to sign an altered will?”

“I want Damian to believe his plan works. If he knows the honest reviews free names, he will close every exit before the first guest arrives.”

“June will think you used her.”

“I did use her.”

Mina’s cold voice came from the stairs. “That is the first honest thing management has said tonight.”

Cordelia accepted the blow. She had spent twenty-seven years keeping the hotel empty, feeding the Patron her own memories, and refusing every bargain. Emptiness had weakened it. Emptiness had also taught it patience.

She had not spent those years waiting quietly. She had bricked over doors that returned by morning, salted thresholds until the floors wept rust, and carried every guest ledger into sunlight one page at a time. She mailed June birthday cards with warnings hidden beneath recipes, then watched the sentences rearrange themselves before the envelopes reached Chicago. When the Grand began whispering through hotel televisions across the state, Cordelia smashed every screen in the lobby and billed the Patron for damages.

None of it had broken the claim. At best, she had made the monster work for its meals.

Her deepest fear was
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