
  
    [image: Night Shift At The Shadow Bay Hotel]
  


  
    
      NIGHT SHIFT AT THE SHADOW BAY HOTEL

    

    
      
        KATE KRAKE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sylvan Star Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

    

    
      
        Reviews

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books By Kate Krake

      

      
        Want To Hear When The Next Magical Adventure Is Released?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Kam.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh. My. God.

      Did Penny Kittering just kill a man upstairs in room four?

      It was my first night working the night shift at the Shadow Bay Hotel. My first night in Shadow Bay period. I’d expected growing pains. I’d started enough new jobs in my time to know that a rough beginning is part of the learning curve. But murder?

      It had to be a mistake.

      Maybe I was just letting stress get the better of me? Jason had always told me I was too sensitive, that I was always assuming the worst and expecting doom. Was that what was happening here? What would he say if he could see me now?

      I scrunched up my eyes, tried to focus on my breathing like all the advice always said to do. My soon-to-be ex-husband wasn’t important anymore. He didn’t get to tell me what I was and wasn’t feeling.

      It was the middle of the night. I was exhausted, that was all. Anyone would be tired and wired, starting a new job and becoming nocturnal at the same time. I’d never been a night person, so what was I doing taking a job as the overnight concierge at a grand historical hotel in a town I’d never heard of until recently?

      Good question. I’ll answer it soon. But first, that scream.

      Maybe I’d imagined it. Did men even scream like that? It wasn’t exactly a scream. More of a high shout, a cry ripped out of surprise, terror, and pain. And then came frantic footsteps, a burst of running. A heavy thud. Scrabbling. Glass smashed. Another heavy thud. A dead weight falling.

      Room four was on the first floor, right above the reception desk, where I’d spent most of my first shift familiarizing myself with the hotel handbook.

      Rafael Robinson, the day concierge and hotel manager everyone called Raf, had given me my first tour of the place—a tour that had left out most of the building. He’d shown me the standard guest rooms and trained me on the basics, like answering the phone and where to find spare stationery, and handed me a binder of hotel protocol six inches thick, which he insisted I memorize. I hadn’t read all the handbook yet, but in the pages I had leafed through, there had been nothing about what to do if a guest commits a felony.

      That final thud had been heavy enough to shake the chandelier above my head. The faint tinkling now silenced, even though the crystals stayed trembling for almost as long as I did. Was it part of the shock that I’d spent the next few minutes wondering if they were real crystal or just glass?

      What should I do?

      “You’re jumping to the wrong conclusion, Shelley,” I told myself, muttering alone in the cavernous lobby.

      What other conclusions were there?

      

      Penny Kittering had checked in that night, right at six thirty, as the booking page had said she would do. She was a regular, and the instructions advised that she required a special level of privacy. Under no circumstances was I allowed to enter her room, or even knock, at any time during the night or day until she had checked out the following evening. Evening? It was then I noticed that most of the bookings had evening check-ins and checkouts.

      Penny hadn’t simply walked into the lobby when she’d first come in. She’d arrived. She’d presented. She’d stridden through the huge double doors in a sharp dark suit, heels like railroad spikes, hair so blond it was white, pinned up into a tight bun. She paused between the huge twin stone pillars on either side of the doors. Her arctic eyes flashed, her smile too, huge teeth, emergency-red lips. A man caught up behind her, wheeling a small valise. A suit to match hers, dark hair, just the right amount of stubble on his chiseled jaw to appear sexy and not too lazy to shave. Actually, there wasn’t much about him that wasn’t sexy. Apart from the aloof, too good to even look at hotel staff attitude he had about him.

      Penny sailed to the desk and offered me her hand. Her long fingers, with nails to match her lips, were frigid.

      “You’re the new girl,” she said, voice deep and polished to a perfect gloss like the rest of her. She reached over and tapped my name badge. “Shelley. Like Mary Shelley. I like that. What’s your last name, Shelley?”

      “Frost.”

      “Shelley Frost. How marvelously perfect. I guess you’re also now one to be acquainted with the night.”

      I swallowed, tried to hide my bewilderment behind a polite smile.

      “Don’t worry, Shelley Frost. I know where to go, what to do.”

      Her fingers closed over the shining brass room key on the desk.

      “You’ll find me one of your lowest-maintenance guests, part of the Shadow Bay family.” She bared her teeth at me again in that savage smile. My mouth hung open, and no words came out.

      I don’t know why she had such a hypnotizing effect on me. Was it her luxury? The intensity of her glamour in the face of my own awkward head-to-toe ordinariness? There was one thing I knew for certain, though. I liked her.

      I’d stared as she’d moved up the wide carpeted staircase with a grace I’d thought only existed in classic movies, her companion silent at her heels.

      There was one other conclusion as to what was happening in the room above me, I thought, still looking at the chandelier that was now still, even though my heart continued to quiver. I blushed.

      Maybe. He might have looked the type of man to hire an escort. Or maybe he was the escort? There was a city address on her file, and neither of them looked small town. Why would they come here for a tryst? There had to be hundreds of city hotels they could’ve used.

      An affair?

      That might explain why they’d come so far out to this little nowhere town.

      Shadow Bay was barely a mark on the map. There was hardly a word about it online when I’d been researching the place and trying to decide if I really was going to turn my life upside down (or at least more upside down than it already was) and take this job. There was no tourist bureau, no reviews for the hotel or any other Shadow Bay business. It was weird that a hotel this fancy, with its curious combination of The Addams Family and The Great Gatsby, would have so little about it online. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, Shadow Bay might not have even existed.

      I took a deep breath, still looking at the ceiling as if I was waiting for another thud.

      It was probably a sex thing. It had to be.

      I was no prude, but I wasn’t having an easy time imagining what might have been going on up in that room between the two of them that could explain those noises.

      Outside, the wind howled and waves rolled in the bay.

      Slow, muffled footsteps sounded from the service corridor that ran behind the lobby. The door behind me flew open, and I almost swallowed my tongue as I jumped out of my skin. The hotel caretaker, Mr. Joy, one of the most inappropriately named people I’d ever encountered, stood behind me in the same brown coveralls he’d been wearing when we first met, with the same miserable frown that seemed permanently fixed to his creased face.

      “I heard something weird,” I said. “Did you hear it? Like a scream and a loud thud?”

      He looked at his watch and sighed. Not saying a word, he dragged himself upstairs.

      Should I follow him?
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      The Shadow Bay Hotel was a massive seven-story mansion with sloping roofs and forests of chimneys, gabled windows and an intricate lacework of wrought iron twisting around every ledge. The grounds were impeccable, with vast lawns and garden beds with enough different plants to make the national botanical gardens jealous. A long driveway led to the main parking space from the road, lined with ancient oaks.

      I still didn’t understand how I’d even gotten this job. The interview had gone terribly. I’d fumbled over my words and dropped practically everything I touched, and Raf had scowled and tutted, making it quite clear he wasn’t impressed.

      “We do things differently from other hotels,” he’d said. “You can cope with different, can’t you?”

      “Of course,” I answered brightly. “Good. I mean, different is good. Fresh. Sure beats being boring, right?” I laughed nervously while my potential new manager just stared at me. “And I’ve got excellent adaptability skills, so I’m sure I’ll fit right in with whatever happens here.” It was a job interview for a gig I was all too desperate for. I would have told him I was cool with lion taming if it was required.

      Now, here I was, a short time later, wearing the name badge and company blazer and starting to wish lion taming was part of the job and not this weirdness. Was this the “different” Raf had meant? Different was themed dress Fridays and arcade games in the break room. Not creepy sounds in the dead of night and the question of murder.

      I had yet to even see the hotel owner, my actual boss, the mysterious William Williams. Never even met him on a video call or anything normal people go through when they’re interviewed for new jobs. Normal. In my four decades, I was still trying to decide if my life was terribly abnormal, or if it was too normal and that was the reason it was always falling to pieces. Still, this job had felt normal-ish until that scream.

      I stared at the staircase where Joy had disappeared onto the first floor.

      There was no reason for me to follow him.

      Mr. Joy seemed like he’d been doing his job since the late fourteen hundreds; he knew what he was doing. He didn’t need my help.

      And who knows? Maybe Joy hadn’t been headed up to room four at all. Maybe he’d been off on some completely normal hotel caretaker business. In the middle of the night.

      There was nothing for me to worry about.

      It was not impossible that no weird or dangerous or criminal acts were even happening. Penny and her designer man candy would be down in the morning, like any normal people would. Both of them. They’d go for a quiet brunch in the hotel restaurant, or in town, or have it brought privately to their room like any self-respecting adulterers would. They’d both be there, both alive.

      That was the normal thing to expect, so that was what I chose to believe.

      But if I really believed that, why was I making my way to the staircase with my heart in my throat?

      Under no circumstances was the instruction. Penny was not to be disturbed. Maybe these sounds were why?

      I wouldn’t disturb her, I thought, making that first step up to the next floor like something was holding me down with a heavy weight. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I was just checking on the safety of the hotel guests after a concerning incident. Perfectly reasonable part of a concierge’s job, right?

      The hallway on the first floor was long and dim, lit only by a small shell-shaped wall sconce glowing above the entrance to the stairs, and another at the other end of the hall that seemed like it was eight miles away. Room four was in the middle of the two. My shoes didn’t make a sound on the carpet runner.

      No one else was around.

      The Matres sisters, our trio of housekeeping staff, only worked the daylight hours (lucky them), and the guests were all behind their doors. Joy was nowhere in sight.

      I listened, hoping to hear two voices coming from her room. The silence was thick and foreboding. It was the middle of the night, a perfectly normal time for silence. If anything about this was normal, why were my instincts running on high-alert emergency frequency?

      I held up my hand, ready to knock on room four’s door.

      “C’mon, Shelley. You’re not doing anything wrong,” I whispered to myself. Was I more afraid of breaking the rules and losing my job, or what I might find on the other side of that door?

      I cleared my throat.

      My knuckles fell three times on the door in a quiet rap. “Ms. Kittering? It’s Shelley, from the lobby. Remember me? I’m just checking to make sure everything is alright.”

      The silence loomed from inside, crushing.

      Eventually, the lock rattled, and my breath froze.

      Penny’s flawless face appeared through a crack in the door. Her skin was aglow with a fresh coat of makeup. She wore a white hotel robe and her hair was still plastered in a bun. Her eyes shone in the dim light. She smiled, radiant and enormous.

      “Shelley? What can I do for you?” She didn’t sound annoyed that I’d broken the do-not-disturb instructions. Did this mean I could relax?

      “I… I was …,” I stammered. She blinked, still smiling. Those eyelashes had to be false. “I heard something. It sounded like someone was in trouble. Is everything alright?”

      “Oh, aren’t you a darling to check on me like that? I assure you everything is as it is meant to be, and there is no trouble.”

      “But the sound? I heard someone yelling, maybe falling over?”

      I tried to peer around her to glimpse him anywhere. A silhouette, a movement, anything. But the room was black, and she clearly wasn’t moving out of the way or inviting me in.

      She shook her head, looking puzzled. “Really? That must have been quite a shock. Not what you want on your first night on the job. I promise, everything is wonderful here. I do love this hotel and all her staff. I hope you’ll be part of the scenery here for a long time. But if you’ll excuse me, beauty sleep awaits.”

      She closed the door in my face.

      I wanted to believe her.

      “All normal, see?” the part of my brain still longing for a rational explanation insisted. The other part of me, the part that was still hearing the screams and the scrabbling, the dead weight falling, wasn’t so satisfied.

      But what choice did I have?

      I took my seat back on the high stool at the front desk. It was one of those always-wobbling seats that was supposed to be good for your core strength but offered no actual comfort for anyone whose job involved sitting, waiting for most of the night. Raf had seemed quite proud of it, but his pencil-thin waist didn’t seem like it needed a constant workout. My soft middle only resented it.

      I gnawed at the corner of my thumbnail until it was raw and tender. There was a bowl of peppermints on the desk for guests. I’d already eaten half a dozen of them but stuck another in my mouth before I nervously chewed off my own thumb.

      The cavernous lobby hadn’t looked so ominous in the daylight when I’d first arrived.

      That first morning, the three housekeepers had been busy dusting its many crevices, polishing the oak banisters, and vacuuming the plush rugs. It was a beautiful space by any standards. The masonry was masterful, with two huge ornately carved stone pillars on either side of the door. The walls hung with oil paintings of landscapes, and a huge old-fashioned tapestry of a lady and a unicorn hung, a copy of that famous image, over a mantel in a small lounge area arranged with sofas and a low table. A majestic grandfather clock ticked a steady pulse that at night seemed all the louder, like that telltale heart.

      The place was majestic, but once the sun set, shadows loomed and seemed to darken the more I looked into them, and the whole scene took on a sense that I had fallen into some horror movie plot and I would not be the one standing at the credits.

      But it could be worse, right? I could still be unemployed, never have stumbled upon that help wanted ad in that weird newspaper, totally by chance. I could still be married to Jason. I could still be naively going about my life, not realizing that not only was he giving away all our money to that EcoSparkle pyramid-selling scam, but he was also screwing Kirsten Lowe, the woman who was selling him all those shitty so-called organic cleaning supplies and the foolish dream that it would make him rich. Actually, I might have realized that. In the dark, quiet moments, something inside had told me he was cheating. Maybe it was women’s intuition—or maybe Jason had been right and it was only me once again assuming the worst. Either way, I’d refused to listen to that inner voice. Until it had all come screaming out and couldn’t be ignored.

      And then I’d turned forty.

      There’s nothing quite like finding yourself single, broke, and middle-aged all in the same year.

      How had this become my life?

      “You will have great things,” I remembered my mother saying to me when I was far too young to understand what it meant. Child me had assumed it meant she was going to buy me a Barbie camper van for Christmas, and I spent most of my childhood wondering why I never owned one. When my father left her, she moved us both to the other side of the country for no reason I could ever see except the distance and kept telling me it was part of our grand adventure, and I still didn’t understand anything. She changed her name and took on a counseling job at a local women’s center after taking night classes in psychology. Nothing like growing up with a walking, talking self-help book analyzing your every move. When I was older, my mother’s words shifted to “A child as fiery as you were—I expected you’d turn out different.” She said it with a sad smile and an assurance that it was never too late to change, and used herself as proof of that. Change into what, I didn’t understand either.

      At some point in my life, I’d resigned myself to my disappointing reality of a long string of shitty jobs and shitty men. No man shittier, as it turned out, than the one I’d settled for and married. The one I’d followed as his career moved us around the country, city to city, me always following what seemed safest for me and my family, letting him take care of all the money stuff and all our big decisions. I didn’t even have any friends, another thing I didn’t notice until it was too late. Friends came and went with towns, jobs, with the kid’s schools. No one stayed. Not even husbands.

      I had one son, Matty, who, on his eighteenth birthday, told us he was off to backpack around Europe, working bars, hostels, whatever else he could do to pay his way for another night. He’d been gone eight months when his father left me, and it was a month after that I finally got to speak to him on the phone, despite the long chain of emails and messages I’d sent him, begging him to call me back.

      When he did call me at long last, it was from Australia. The last I checked, Australia was pretty far from Europe. My baby boy had crossed the globe, and I’d had no idea. I let that slide, not wanting to be that parent, white-knuckling the phone as I tried to finally talk to him about his dad and me.

      “That’s rough, Mom,” he’d said. All I could think was, how did my son’s voice turn into a man’s? And who was that woman talking in the background?

      I couldn’t even let myself imagine the trail of girls he was leaving in his wake as he played out this endless adventure of his. Apparently not unlike his daddy.

      My husband didn’t want me, my son didn’t need me, and the rest of the world didn’t even know I was alive. I had two choices. Crawl into a ditch and wither, useless and alone, or pick myself up, dust myself off and resolve to make things different.

      Taking this job in Shadow Bay was supposed to be my turnaround of fortune. My first forty years on the planet hadn’t been a success, so hell knew I was due for one, and finding that job ad had sure felt like a nudge in the right direction from destiny.

      A fresh start with new promises.

      Promise one. A steady job I would cling to, no matter how bad it was. No more moving towns, no more moving jobs. This was it, the last time.

      Promise two. Get my finances in order and stop scraping from week to week.

      Promise three. No more men. Ever.

      I’d found the job, and it had come so simply it felt like it had found me. I was still broke, but that would change now that I had a steady income and a free cottage as part of the gig. And there were no eligible men around, so promise three took care of itself. A little spook on the first night was a small price to pay for finally reaching the basic life security most adults managed by my age.

      The hotel was quiet, no more sounds of bloody murder coming from any of the rooms. I went into the bathroom. A splash of cold water on my face to jolt me out of this stress cycle.

      I stood staring at myself in the huge, spotlessly clean mirror above the glistening basin. A row of tiny lights twinkled atop the mirror, casting dark shadows at weird angles across my face and making my green eyes look almost black.

      How long had I looked this old? I wondered. My dark blond hair hung straight to my shoulders, the same style for years. I’d never thought it was drab until the divorce. Maybe it was time for a change?

      I cursed myself. I was in there to wash my face, another proverbial dust-off before I got back to the job I was determined to keep for the long term, not lament my creased and sagging skin.

      A woman walked behind me, the tap of her heels echoing on the tiles. I turned, smiling, not wanting to be caught out of super-friendly-always-helpful concierge mode.

      No one was there.

      “Another trick of the witching hour,” I said, facing myself in the mirror, still wearing that fake smile.

      I’d read online that adapting to night shift work could do weird things to the body. I guess that included hallucinations and needless panic. That was all this was. That was all any of this was.

      I wet my face, wondering how much cold water it was going to take before I finally started believing my own justifications.
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      I came back to the lobby with a spring in my step and a lightness in my spirit. Sure, I cast a nervous glance toward the staircase, but I was almost feeling better about ignoring the whole thing and moving on. Or attempting to, at least. Just like I had been attempting to do with divorcing Jason, and that was working fine. Mostly. But this wasn’t like that. I just needed a good distraction. I could busy myself memorizing the handbook.

      “Think of this as your new Bible,” Raf had told me. I was about to tell him that I hadn’t put a lot of faith in the old Bible but thought that might not be the humor to land right with everyone, especially the manager at the new job I’d promised myself I would keep.

      I stopped short, staring at the desk. A single long-stemmed rose had been placed across the binder. A small smile crept onto my lips as I gently touched the crimson petals, so dark they were almost black.

      Who had left a rose on my desk?

      No one had ever given me flowers, not Jason, not any ex-boyfriend, not even a friend. The gesture caught in my heart, even though I didn’t know who had left it there or why. It was probably a mix-up—someone had left it there by mistake, or it was meant for someone else.

      A light on the phone next to me flashed orange before the phone began to softly ring, pulling my attention away from the mystery flower. The indicator said it was coming from room twenty-one.

      Room twenty-one was on the sixth floor of the seven-story mansion. No suspected deaths up there. Not yet, at least. I picked up the phone, clearing my throat and getting my professional on.

      “Shelley, this is lobby.” I squeezed my eyes at the screw-up. So much for professional. “I mean, lobby, Shelley. This is the lobby and you’re talking to Shelley.”

      “I need crabs,” came the voice through the phone. It was crackly, but it had nothing to do with the line.

      “Crabs?” I said.

      Holding the receiver with my shoulder, I opened the reservation book. Room twenty-one, one of the large suites, was currently occupied by a Mrs. Hendricks. There was no note, no instructions like there had been for Penny Kittering’s room. No mention of what to do about midnight requests for shellfish. All it said was that she was a long-term guest.

      “I don’t care what kind of crabs, girl. As long as they’re caught fresh, still scrabbling.”

      I grabbed for the binder, my neck cramping as I flicked through plastic-sheathed pages to the kitchen information.

      The hotel kitchen usually ran all night—one of the first things Raf had explained to me, and with a strong sense of pride, but then he’d followed up with a strong emphasis on the “usually.” Chef Damon was away on extended personal leave, so the kitchen was closed for all but a limited menu by the fill-in staff. That didn’t include crab.

      “The kitchen doesn’t have any crab at the moment, Mrs. Hendricks. But maybe the shrimp marinara?” I tried to sound helpful. “Shrimp is close to crab.”

      “I need crabs. It must be crabs,” she said, her voice icy and slow. “Not cooked. Alive. It’s in everyone’s best interest it happens soon. The stars will turn and then it’ll be too late.”

      Sure.

      The Shadow Bay Hotel was not my first job in customer service. I’d worked a bunch of hospitality gigs, from waiting tables to mixing drinks. I’d worked retail, I’d staffed helplines, I’d sold cell phone plans on street corners dressed up as an oversized beaver (“Get a dam-ed good deal!”). If there was one thing working in all those different jobs, dealing with all those different clients, customers, and patrons, had taught me, it was that people can be real jerks and have no trouble asking the impossible of anyone in a service role without batting an eyelid. Hotel guests were apparently no different.

      “Give them anything and everything they want,” Raf had told me repeatedly. It was even written in the binder. In bold print on the first page, underlined.

      “Okay, Mrs. Hendricks. If you give me a minute, I’ll do my best,” I said.

      The phone clicked and then beeped in my ear as Mrs. Hendricks hung up on me. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding the phone so tightly until I tried to put the receiver back in the cradle and my fingers ached.

      Fresh crabs. Before the stars turn.

      I could do this.

      Whatever the hell this was.

      As Raf had left that evening, he’d stopped at the door and repeated for the third time, “The binder will answer any questions you might have before morning.”

      I’d replied with a determined nod and a confident smile and about a hundred questions swimming in my head that the binder hadn’t so far been able to answer. The newest of these, on top of my recent “What should I do if I suspect one of the guests killed someone?”, “Where do I get fresh crabs in the middle of the night?” also remained uncovered.

      “Think, Shelley,” I muttered to myself. “There has to be a solution.”

      Shadow Bay was a seaside town. That implied fishing. There might be a seafood restaurant, a fishmonger, even a late-night supermarket?

      I flicked to the “Dining Out” section in the binder and ran my finger down the list of local eateries.

      I dialed the number of Shadow Bay Ocean Waves. It rang out. I dialed again, trying to get through to Pete’s Fish, and again no answer. Obviously. No small-town business was going to be open at this hour.

      It was hopeless.

      There was one more entry, a handwritten note added to the bottom of the list of ads. “The Boat.” There was no phone number, but beside it was written, “End of pier eleven. Service day or night.”

      Pier eleven, if memory of my lightning-fast tour of the hotel served, that was the area where the hotel backed onto the far end of the bay.

      I wasn’t sure what the protocol about leaving the building in the middle of my shift was, but since the primary rule seemed to be whatever they want whenever they want it, I had to choose. Which was least likely to get me fired?

      Outside, it was cold and dark like I had never experienced dark before. Tiny garden lights sparkled over the grounds, but their glow didn’t reach to the rear of the hotel. I’d been out in moonless nights before, but there was something about this darkness that felt like it was about to swallow me whole.

      There was no time to freak out about it, though. The plan was to get down, find this boat, ask for crabs, hope it was a yes, and get back inside in less than twenty minutes.

      Guided by the light on my phone, a mere blip in this black void of a night, I made my way along the gravel path that wound down to the bay. There was a short pier at the end of the path, illuminated by a dim old-fashioned streetlamp. The eerie glow revealed a rough wooden sign that simply read “Boat” and pointed down the bay. The path turned into little more than a rutted dirt track running like a seam through the grassy embankment.

      I swallowed hard and shook my head. Couldn’t I have found a nice, simple, safe job like alligator wrestling or offering my body to bizarre chemical experiments?

      A wonky pile of planks and beams and a mast that together made a semblance of a boat (or something that might have once been a boat many decades before) was tethered to a short pier. The silence of the night was broken only by the lapping of the sea and the groan of maritime timbers that sounded like they were begging to be sunk to rest in a watery grave.

      “Hello?” I called out, lifting my phone light high, as if that might extend its light any. There was an ancient gangplank connecting the pier to the boat. I might have been out in the dark in the cold in the middle of the night on an insane mission that made about as much sense as anything else in my life right now (so, none), but there was no way in any universe that I would step foot on that thing.

      Jason had once wanted a boat. For a time, every weekend he would drag us off to the mariner to look at vessels and always come home in a dark cloud as he struggled to think of a way we could ever afford one. This was the style of boat that might have been in his price range. I smirked in the dark, but then a heavy sinking in my gut made me shake away the memory. Why was I still thinking of him at every turn? Even here, so far away from him and his world, he still had his grip on me.

      “Hello? Is anyone here?” I called.

      A rattling of chains broke the quiet. A door slammed. Footsteps.

      A figure appeared on the bow, stooped and shuffling, holding a gas lantern.

      “What’s happening?” he called, a voice that matched the creaking timbers of his vessel.

      “Hello, sir. My name is Shelley. I work at the hotel.” I pointed to the building looming behind us, dark against dark, as if there might have been some other hotel to confuse it with. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m hoping you can help me solve a problem.”

      The man held up his lantern. In the ghostly blue light I saw a hook nose and more wrinkles than I had ever seen gathered on a single face.

      His sternness broke into a crooked grin, and then a crackly chuckle. “Nice to meet you, Shelley. Let me guess. Crabs?”

      “Ah, yes, sir? How did you⁠—”

      “You can get along back inside, Shelley. Nice-looking girl like you shouldn’t be out in the dark all alone around here. And tell old Hendricks that Marty said you passed.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “None of those apologies now. You done your job, done it well. Off you go now. I gotta get back to watching my shows. I ain’t got any crabs tonight anyway, but she won’t care. You’ve given her what she needs.” He turned and shuffled back into the boat’s dark depths.

      What in the actual hell had just happened?

      I was too mad to care about how wet my shoes were getting in the dew-damp grass that overhung the excuse for a path as I stormed back toward the hotel.

      Had this whole thing been a prank?

      I’d taken bottom-of-the-food-chain jobs before. Hell, it was where I’d lived my whole life. But this? This was madness. How could someone do this? I was going to march straight back into that hotel and…

      I stopped.

      A man’s silhouette moved toward the main pier at the back of the hotel, dragging something large.

      He moved into the pool of yellow light. It was Mr. Joy.

      And he was dragging a body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to further adjust my eyes to the gloom, but I’d already been out there for a while, so, short of suddenly developing a night vision superpower, the shadowy forms were as good as I was going to get.

      If Joy wasn’t heaving a body bag off the end of the pier, then he was wrestling with an alligator. A dead alligator. The shape and size of a man.

      “Get out of here,” my mind screamed. “Pretend you didn’t see anything. Go back to the hotel, sit down and start scrolling Instagram like any normal night shift clerk would do.”

      The body tumbled into the bay with a heavy splash. In moments, the silence of the night returned, weighing all the heavier.

      Joy hunched his way back along the pier. It was only when he stopped a few feet away from me that I realized I’d forgotten about the whole getting out of there plan.

      He raised his hand. It was more of a slow, low salute than a wave, but I waved back. He looked up to the heavens, where the silver stars glowed against the inky night. He sighed, gave a little shake of his head and put his finger to his lips in the universal signal for shut the hell up.

      “What’s going on?” I said. I was trying for casual and cheery and most of all innocent, but my voice came out squeaky and strained and terrified.

      Joy shrugged again. “Dark moon,” he said and shuffled past me, back to the hotel.

      I had two choices. Go back to work. Or…

      I only had one choice.

      The fact I’d lived halfway through my life and still kept coming back to always having one choice must’ve meant that I’d made too many bad choices.

      

      By the time I got back to the hotel, my feet were sodden, my toes were numb, and tension wrenched at the back of my neck, the harbinger of a headache. I popped a couple of painkillers and phoned upstairs to Mrs. Hendricks’s room.

      As I waited for her to answer, I noticed the rose was gone. I sighed. Obviously, the rightful owner had claimed it. Obviously, it couldn’t have been for me.

      Hendricks answered. “Yes?”

      “Apparently, I passed,” I said without even bothering with the niceties of a hello.

      “I knew you would, dear. You’re in now, you can relax.” She hung up before I could ask what exactly I had passed.

      I was in? In where? In what? I was in deep shit, which was why I had no other option but to carry on with the rest of my shift despite what I’d seen down by the water.

      “Things will look different in the morning,” I told myself, sitting back on the wobbling stool and picking up the hotel manual again. “It’s a lot for the first night.”

      But the image of Joy heaving that body, the sound of that splash, deep and final, echoed in my mind.

      I couldn’t afford, financially or energetically, to get caught up in a crime. But if I did nothing, wouldn’t that make me as guilty as the one who’d actually committed the murder?

      I kept on turning pages I wasn’t reading.

      It took me a few moments for my brain to register the actual sound that was happening around me over the phantom sound of Joy disposing of a body in the bay.

      It was a tapping noise, coming from the stone pillars at the entrance. Tapping and scraping. Scraping and tapping. An old building like this, it was probably a rat in the walls.

      There had been roof rats in the first house Jason and I had lived in, an ancient bungalow we had once both entertained dreams of refurbishing. After I’d caught one in a trap, feeling like a safari hunter, Jason had smiled and dipped his head in the way I used to think was affectionate but now understood as grossly condescending. “You think there’s only one? That’s so cute!”

      He’d been right, though. It was rat city up there.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it,” he told me.

      One night I turned on the bathroom exhaust fan and chopped off one’s tail, only to have rat blood drip into the shower like something straight out of a horror movie. That was when I stopped putting up with Jason’s half-assed DIY extermination attempts and called the professionals. I should’ve known then that the rats weren’t the only rodents I should have been exterminating.

      The scraping and tapping sound continued. It was weirdly rhythmic for a rat. I would ask Joy about it when he next lumbered past the desk. I went back to not reading the binder and tried to ignore it. I was doing a lot of that tonight.

      When the sound stopped a few minutes later, the absence of it left a hole in the feel of the room. A gaping dark and cold hole that sent my skin into an eruption of goose flesh. I pulled my blazer tighter around me, folding my arms.

      I glanced up and got such a fright, my throat dropped past my stomach.

      Penny Kittering stood in front of me, smiling with those huge teeth and icy eyes, looking as fabulous as ever.
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