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The water reached the lip of the bowl at 6:14 in the morning.

Missy knew the time because the grandfather clock downstairs had started keeping honest hours three weeks ago, and its chime carried up through the stairwell like it had somewhere to be. She stood in the hidden room behind the tower wall, barefoot on the warm floorboards, and watched salt water bead along the ceramic rim, tremble, and spill.

It ran down the outside of the bowl, pooled on the desk, and dripped onto the floor.

She grabbed the bowl with both hands and carried it to the window. Tipped it out. The water hit the sill, ran down the outside of the glass, and vanished somewhere below in the dark.

By the time she set the bowl back on the desk, an inch of water already sat in the bottom.

“Okay,” she said.

She picked it up and dumped it again. Counted. One, two, three, four, five—

An inch and a half.

Missy sat down in the window seat and stared at it. The sun hadn’t come up yet. The desert outside was grey and cool, and the mountains were only a suggestion against the sky.

Three weeks she’d been emptying this bowl. Three weeks of carrying it down the stairs every morning, pouring it into the kitchen sink, watching the pipes swallow it without complaint. Three weeks of waking at odd hours to find it full again, as if something on the other side had all the time in the world and nothing better to do.

She’d stopped telling people about it after the first week. It felt too stupid to say out loud. My magic bowl keeps filling with water. Like complaining about a leaky faucet in a house that also happened to be alive.

Rae had asked once. Missy had said, “It’s a hotel thing,” and Rae had nodded like that meant something, and neither of them had brought it up since.

The pipes in the wall started to hum.

Missy sat up straight.

It wasn’t “Don’t Stop Believin’.” It wasn’t the lullaby the hotel had been humming since the ritual, the one that sounded like someone’s grandmother rocking a cradle.

This was slower. Rolling. It rose and fell in long, patient swells, and underneath it there was a creak and a groan like wood working against wood.

Missy knew that sound. She’d grown up on the coast of Maine. She’d fallen asleep to it for eighteen years.

The pipes were humming the ocean.




She carried the bowl downstairs, dumped it in the sink, and made coffee. The maker had already brewed a pot—it always did—and the smell filled the kitchen and pushed the salt smell back into the corners.

Mister Business sat on the counter beside the sugar jar, watching her.

“Don’t,” she said.

He blinked.

“I know that look.”

He kept blinking.

Missy poured her coffee and went into the lobby. The register lay open on the reception desk. Two guests checked in yesterday—a retired couple from Bakersfield, in Room 3, and a man driving a truckload of alfalfa to Yuma who’d asked for the cheapest room and hadn’t said a word since.

She wrote the date at the top of the page. Then she stopped, pen hovering, and read the entry above it.

Her own handwriting. From three weeks ago. The family from Barstow. Room 4.

Room 4 was the Desert Bloom room. The one with the wildflowers painted on the ceiling by a woman who’d been dead since 1962. The one the daughter had begged for.

Missy flipped back further. Clementine’s entries, going back years. Then the shadow’s entry, in that same hand. Then her own, in the front of the book, the day she’d arrived.

She closed the register.

Above her, in the stairwell, the pipes changed key. The ocean sound got louder. Then, from the second floor, a door opened and closed.

Missy looked up.

Rae came down the stairs in her scrubs, hair still wet, bag over her shoulder. She stopped on the fourth step.

“Something’s wrong with the upstairs,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“The hallway outside Room 7 smells like the beach.” Rae adjusted her bag. “I grew up in San Diego. I know what the beach smells like. That hallway does not smell like the beach.”

“I’m handling it.”

“Are you?”

“I’m handling it.”

Rae studied her for a moment. Then she came down the last four steps and went out the front door to her car, and the bell over the door rang behind her, and the lobby went quiet again.




Mrs. Pemberton would not come upstairs.

Missy found her in the Curio Shoppe, hovering three inches above the floor beside the crystal shelf, her spectral hands folded. She’d been there since breakfast. She hadn’t moved.

“You’re avoiding me,” Missy said.

“I’m avoiding the stairs.”

“The stairs are fine.”

“The stairs are wet.” Mrs. Pemberton turned, and her face—usually so composed, so Victorian, so certain of its own superiority—looked pinched. “I have haunted this hotel for one hundred and thirteen years. I have endured fires, floods, a very ill-advised séance in 1968, and a man who played the accordion in Room 9 for six straight weeks. I have never once felt the need to leave the building.” She paused. “I felt it this morning.”

Missy’s stomach dropped.

“You wanted to leave?”

“I stood at the front door for eleven minutes.” Mrs. Pemberton’s voice went quiet. “I couldn’t make myself go through. Something on the other side of it did not want me here. Or did not want me there. I genuinely could not tell the difference.”

The crystal on the shelf beside her flickered. Just once.

“Go up there,” the ghost said. “Fix it. Before it decides it likes the arrangement.”




The tower stairs creaked under Missy’s weight. The tower stairs had never creaked.

She climbed past the second floor, past the smell of salt that thickened with every step, past the landing where a small puddle had gathered in the corner and was spreading slowly toward the runner. She pressed her palm against the puddle. The water was cold. Cold the way the ocean is cold, down deep, where the sun doesn’t reach.

She went up.

The hidden door opened before she touched it.

The bowl sat on the desk, full to the brim. Water lay across the desktop in a wide sheet. It had reached the edge and was running down the legs, and from there along the floorboards, and from there into the seam between the boards, and down.

Missy knelt and put her hand flat on the floor.

The water was moving under her palm. Not seeping. Moving. With direction. Like a stream.

She followed it to the wall. To the corner. To the narrow crack between the floorboards and the baseboard, where the wood had gone dark and soft with moisture.

She knew that crack. She’d sealed it a week ago.

She’d used volume four. Page sixty-one. Minor Structural Restoration—for hearth, sill, and floor. She’d read it out loud three times, drawn the sigil with chalk, pressed her thumb into the seam. The crack had closed. She’d watched it close.

Now it was open again, twice as wide, and the wood around it had gone grey and swollen.

“Fine,” Missy said. “Fine. We’ll do it again.”

She fetched the chalk from the desk drawer. She read the words from memory—by earth, by grain, by seam, by sill, be whole—and drew the sigil, and pressed her thumb into the seam.

The crack closed. The wood lightened. The water stopped moving.

Missy sat back on her heels and let out a breath.

Then, from two floors down, the front door slammed.

She heard it through the whole building—the wood hitting the frame, the bell jangling, someone in the lobby shouting her name. Jo’s voice. Loud. Urgent.

Missy ran.

She took the stairs two at a time, salt water soaking through her socks, and hit the lobby at a dead sprint.

Jo stood in the middle of the floor, staring up.

Missy followed her gaze.

A crack ran across the lobby ceiling, six feet long, straight as a ruler. It hadn’t been there ten minutes ago. Water beaded along its length, gathered at the center, and dripped.

The first drop hit the floor. Then another. Then a steady, patient stream, right onto the reception desk, onto the open guest register, onto the page with yesterday’s date and the names of two people who’d paid for a night’s sleep in a hotel that had apparently decided to become a waterfall.

Mister Business sat on the counter beside the register, out of the splash zone, tail curled around his feet. He looked at Missy. Then he looked up at the ceiling. Then he looked back at her, and he made a sound she’d never heard from him before—not a meow, not a yowl. A low, rolling rumble, deep in his chest.

It sounded like the ocean, too.
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Jo found the shutoff valve in the basement, which didn’t help, because the water wasn’t coming from a pipe.

“It’s coming from the ceiling,” Jo said, standing in the lobby with her hands on her hips. “Ceilings don’t have shutoff valves.”

“Then what do we do?”

“We catch it.”

They caught it with buckets. Missy found four in the kitchen, two in the pantry, and one under the sink in the “Miner’s Rest” room. Jo dragged a plastic trash can up from the basement. They arranged them under the crack in a neat row, and the water drummed into them with a sound like applause.

The retired couple from Bakersfield came downstairs at nine and asked if everything was all right.

“Plumbing issue,” Missy said. “We’re on it.”

The husband looked up at the ceiling. “That’s a big crack.”

“We’re on it.”

They went to breakfast at Rosa’s. Missy stood in the lobby and watched them go, then turned back to the buckets. The water level in the trash can had risen two inches in ten minutes.

She climbed to the tower room and sat down at the desk.

The crack in the floorboards had reopened. She’d sealed it less than an hour ago. The wood around it was grey and soft again, and the water ran in a thin, steady sheet toward the baseboard and disappeared through the seam.

She reached for volume four.

Then she stopped.

The
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