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It came in a plain white envelope. No return address. No stamp. Just her name, written in handwriting she didn't recognize.

Inside, there was a single key. Old. Brass. Heavy. Tarnished green around the edges.

And a note:

"Room 6. The Sterling Hotel. It's waiting for you."

Clara turned the key over in her palm. She should throw it away. She knew that. But the metal was warm against her skin. And the words—it's waiting for you—they stayed in her mind all night.

By morning, she had made the worst decision of her life.

She decided to go.
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Chapter 2: The Hotel
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The Sterling Hotel sat at the end of a forgotten street.

Clara stood outside, looking up at the building. It was old. Victorian, maybe. Three stories of dark red brick, with windows like empty eyes. A neon sign buzzed above the entrance. Half the letters were dead.

ST RLING H TEL, it read.

She checked the key in her pocket. Still there. Still warm.

The lobby smelled of dust and cigarettes. An old man sat behind the front desk, reading a newspaper that was yellow with age. He didn't look up when she entered.

"I'm here for Room 6," Clara said.

The man's hand stopped. Slowly, he folded his newspaper and raised his head. His eyes were pale blue. Watery. And for just a moment, Clara thought she saw something in them. Fear? Pity?

"Room 6," he repeated. His voice was dry, like leaves. "No one stays in Room 6."

"I have a key."

She placed it on the counter. The old man stared at it. Then he did something strange. He pushed it back toward her, without touching it. Without wanting to touch it.

"Then you already know," he whispered. "The door is at the end of the hall. Top floor. I won't take you up."

Clara picked up the key. It was definitely warm now. Almost hot.

"Know what?" she asked.

But the old man had already opened his newspaper again. The conversation was over.
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Chapter 3: The Sound
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The stairs creaked under her feet.

Each step made a sound like someone whispering behind her. Clara kept turning around, but there was no one there. Just shadows. Long and thin, stretching up the walls.

Room 1. Room 2. Room 3.

She passed them on the second floor. All closed. All silent. But under the doors, she saw something strange. Light. Flickering, like candlelight. In every room.

No. Not every room.

She stopped at Room 4. The door was slightly open. Clara leaned forward, just for a second—

A hand grabbed her ankle.

She screamed and jumped back, her heart pounding against her ribs. She looked down.

It was a shoelace. Her own shoelace, untied, dragging on the floor. Nothing else.

Stop it, she told herself. You're being ridiculous.

She tied her shoe with shaking fingers and kept walking.

Room 5. And then—

Room 6.

The door was old. Dark wood, chipped paint. The number was brass, but it was tarnished almost black. And on the door, scratched into the wood at eye level, there was a word:

RUN.

Clara stared at it. Her hand went to the key in her pocket.

It was burning hot now.

But instead of running, she inserted the key into the lock.

It clicked open.
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