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      Silvia didn’t remember what day it was until she was walking up the steps to The Palace, the hotel where she worked in downtown, San Francisco. Pumpkins, bats, spiderwebs, and witches’ hats decorated the windows of every shop along the street—so many that she’d stopped paying attention.

      But it was October thirty-first. Halloween.

      Silvia had asked for the day off two months earlier. But one of other members of the housekeeping staff had gone into labor three weeks early, so Francis, their supervisor, had changed all the schedules. If Silvia had remembered that today was Halloween, she would have called into work sick, despite how short staffed they were.

      Lots of the hotel staff called in sick on Halloween.

      Silvia paused on the broad marble steps, one of the many things that showed just how old the building was, along with the fancy art-deco tile that swooped around the windows. The motto for the hotel, “Where Every Guest Is Royalty,” was done in a pretty mosaic made out of blue-glass over the doors.

      Cold winds whipped down the narrow street lined with tall buildings, tugging at her short jacket and pressing the skirt of her beige uniform against her legs. She wore her black hair up in a tight, old-fashioned bun that made her look older than twenty-four. Like the other girls, she wore minimal makeup—her work face as her sister Angelina called it—with her broad lips tinted vaguely red, a little mascara and eyeliner around her dark brown eyes, and no concealer on her dark, Hispanic skin.

      It was still pre-dawn, not yet four AM. Maybe she could turn around, take the bus back to her tiny apartment in Daly City, and pretend she’d never come in?

      “Morning, Silvia!” came a cheerful greeting from just behind her.

      Greta, one of the cooks, came up the stairs. “Is nice, yes?” She took a deep nosefull of air, letting it out with a loud sigh. “Fresh today.” Greta’s pasty face shone in the light from the lobby, white and round, her eyes still incredibly blue, even in the darkness.

      Silvia nodded her agreement and walked the last few steps up to the revolving door. There was no escape. She couldn’t call in sick now. She had to go to work.

      But she had to admit that Greta was right. The air was crisp, like the first apples of the season, promising a perfect fall day, with cool air, blue sky, and fluffy white clouds.

      A day that Silvia wouldn’t get to enjoy while working in the basement of the hotel, washing the guests’ sheets and towels, and the linens used at the two restaurants. Or stocking all the carts for the maids and keeping the linen closets on the various floors well supplied.

      There were rumors that the owners of the boutique hotel were getting pressure from the chain that owned them to “modernize”: get rid of the basement laundry and use a service instead. But there were always rumors about new directives, people getting fired, what famous guests were staying there in disguise, and so on.

      Silvia and Greta nodded to the young woman standing behind the reception desk. She worked most nights, studying for the business classes she took in the morning. Silvia had toyed with applying for a position at reception, however, that would mean dealing with guests. Silvia knew herself well enough to realize she wasn’t, as the ads said, a people person. She was much better off dealing with cranky washers and dryers than disgruntled hipsters.

      A single guest sat in the reception area, waiting for the bus to take her to the airport. Silvia often wondered what it would be like to travel like the guests did. Step on a plane and fly across the country. She’d never even left California, though her family came from just across the border.

      Maybe someday.

      Greta waved cheerfully, then made her way past the elevators to the kitchens. Silvia used her keycard to let herself into the door marked STAFF ONLY just past the stairs.

      Staff elevators stood behind the guest elevators. They hadn’t been modernized very much. Scratched and age-darkened brass bordered the panel of pearlescent buttons for the floors. Old wood covered the walls. Modern carpet had covered over the original wooden floor, though that had been many years ago and it needed replacing again. A security camera watched her from a corner of the ceiling, looking like a small gray bowl glued upside down.

      Silvia paused for a moment on the threshold of the elevator. Everything looked normal. But it had all appeared perfectly fine last Halloween as well. None of the security cameras had shown anything wrong, even afterwards.

      She crossed herself, then, clutching the small silver cross she wore around her neck with one hand, stabbed at the button that would take her to the basement laundry with fingers of the other hand.

      The elevator started down immediately. Silvia let out a sigh of relief. It was going to be okay. She would spend the day safely hidden in the basement and send the other girls up to stock closets.

      And next year, maybe she wouldn’t even work at The Palace anymore. Maybe she could get a new job at that new hotel, just down the street. Her sister Angelina worked there and had hinted at getting Silvia a position.

      The doors slid open at the right floor. Silvia stepped out quickly. The smell of freshly dried sheets washed over her, mingled with the minty scent of the shampoo the hotel stocked. A cold concrete floor spread out in front of her. Long strips of florescent lights brightly lit the area. She took a deep breath, feeling right at home.

      Of course, the carts that lined the walls were a mess, and it was going to take her a couple hours to stock them. As she walked further in, she noticed that the big hampers holding the sheets were still full: whoever had worked yesterday’s shift hadn’t finished all the laundry, so she was going to be stuck with doing their work as well as her own.

      However, that just guaranteed that she’d have to stay in the basement today. Where it was safe.

      Away from the upstairs floors that were haunted at this time of year.

      Silvia put away her jacket and her purse in her locker and started in on the day’s tasks, humming contentedly.

      She could survive Halloween at The Palace. Everything was going to be just fine.

      [image: ]

      Silvia prided herself at being the fastest folder in the laundry room. When she’d first started, the muscles across her shoulders had ached from all the lifting and folding. However, now she could grab a sheet from the dryer, flap it once, and fold it neatly before most of the other girls had even found the corners on their sheet.

      The giant machine purred beside, tumbling the next load of linens. The basement heat barely worked, and Silvia had long ago earned her place standing in the warmest part of the room. That morning, only one other girl worked beside her, Catalina, a shy woman who had started at The Palace a few weeks before. They both folded towels on the long table in front of them.

      Despite the general noisiness of the laundry room, Silvia had been explaining how her cousin, Hector, had finally gotten a good gig for his band, when Francis, the supervisor, came striding into the room. Francis wore the dark blue uniform of the upstairs staff instead of the beige colored uniform of housekeeping. The darker color didn’t suit the supervisor at all, making her pale face look ghostly. Her golden curls appeared white in the harsh overhead florescent lights of the laundry room. Her dark eyes bore holes in Silvia as she came closer.

      “We need towels up on floor fourteen,” Francis announced brusquely.

      “Catalina can take them,” Silvia said, reaching for the pile closest to her.

      “No. You go,” Francis instructed.

      Silvia froze. She did not want to venture to the upper floors that day. Not on Halloween. Particularly not any of the floors above thirteen.

      “It would be good for Catalina to go,” Silvia said as she turned her head slowly toward her supervisor. “For her to learn the stocking closets better.”

      “It’s for a guest,” Francis said firmly.

      Silvia frowned. “But, ma’am—”

      “I know, it’s not your job to deliver linens. But we’re just too short staffed today,” Francis said. She shook her head. “So many called in sick today.” She handed Silvia an extra radio. “You’re going to have to handle guest requests today.”

      Silvia was proud of how her hands stayed steady as she took the radio and clipped it to her belt, then took the proffered Bluetooth headphone and slipped that over her ear so she could hear any calls that came in, even in the loud laundry room.

      She should have known that she wouldn’t be safe. Not today of all days. She didn’t have the sight, not like her grandmother had. Silvia still should have known.

      “What room?” Silvia asked, trying not to sound as defeated as she felt.  She must have succeeded, because Francis didn’t look at her funny.

      “1401,” the supervisor said.

      The furthest room from the elevator. Of course.

      “I will take them more towels,” Silvia told Catalina. “You keep folding and working down here.” She didn’t think she’d take very long, but on Halloween…she never knew.

      “Just remember—treat every guest like royalty,” Francis said, quoting the hotel’s motto, before turning and leaving.

      Silvia gathered up three fluffy bath towels, still warm from the dryer, along with two hand towels and two washcloths.

      Catalina gave Silvia a shy smile, then returned to her work.

      Silvia marched to the staff elevator, feeling as though she was going to battle. She crossed herself before she walked in.

      Was it just her imagination that the buttons glowed more brightly now? That the brass seemed less aged, more polished? Even the wood on the walls seamed lighter colored.

      Balancing her stack of towels with one hand, Silvia pushed the button for the fourteenth floor with the other, all the while praying to the Virgin Mary to deliver her.

      Instead of rising smoothly, the elevator lurched. The lights flickered. ¡Dios mío! Not an earthquake!

      Silvia clutched her towels to her chest. But the elevator smoothed out and she rose steadily.

      Like all Western buildings, there was no official thirteenth floor. It was bad luck, people wouldn’t stay in those rooms. Above the elevator doors, Silvia watched the buttons light up then click off as they reached each floor.

      L ,2, 3, 4…

      Silvia’s heart pounded hard as they climbed, as if she was walking up the stairs all these flights.

      9, 10, 11, 12…

      The elevator lurched again. Silvia watched in dismay as the light for the twelfth floor went out and the light for the fourteenth floor didn’t come on.

      Oh Mother Mary, protect me and deliver me…

      The elevator came to a stop. The doors slid open.

      Silvia continued her prayer.

      Keep me safe from evil spirits and demons. Let your light guide me protect me.

      The hallway leading from the elevator looked like the old pictures she’d seen of the hotel, in the 1930s, before it had been modernized. Dark paneling rose halfway up the walls and soft white-painted plaster rose to the ceiling. Light-colored wood made up the floor, covered with bright, red-and-gold Oriental style rugs. Soft white lights in frosted glass hung from the ceiling. Decorative molding ran along the edges of the ceiling, small flowers and vines.

      Silvia knew that no matter how long she stood in the elevator, or how many buttons she pressed, or how she prayed, the elevator wouldn’t move until
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