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Prologue: The Miners Who Never Left
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The canary died first.

It always did. That was the only warning the men of the Mizpah Mine ever got — a small yellow body going still on its wire perch, and then the rush of boots on timber as the shift scrambled for the shaft. But on the morning of January 4th, 1900, the canary's cage hung empty. Someone had forgotten to hang it. Or hadn't bothered.

Thirty-two men descended into the earth that morning. The Nevada desert stretched flat and indifferent above them, baking under a sky the color of bleached bone. Tonopah was a boomtown then, barely a town at all — a scattering of canvas tents and raw-lumber saloons perched on a silver seam that men had crossed oceans to reach. The ore didn't care about the men. Neither did the gas.

The explosion came at half past nine.

Those above ground said it sounded like the earth clearing its throat. A low, percussive thud, and then a column of black smoke rising from the shaft head like a signal fire to no one. The men who ran toward it found the cage mechanism twisted, the shaft timbers burning, and the dark below giving back nothing but heat.

Seventeen were pulled out. Some lived.

The others stayed.

That winter, the surviving miners refused to work the Mizpah's lower levels. Not from superstition, they said — from something worse. From certainty. The men who came back up spoke of sounds in the deep drifts: the rhythmic strike of a pick, the creak of a loaded ore cart, footsteps moving through passages that had been sealed with the bodies still inside.

The town grew up around its dead. Saloons. A post office. Eventually, a motel — built, some said, on the very edge of the old claim, where the ground still ran hollow beneath the desert floor.

The clowns came later. But the miners were always there first.
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​Chapter 1: Arrival at the Clown Motel
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The Clown Motel materialized out of the Nevada desert like a fever dream — squat and sun-bleached against a bruised twilight sky, its roadside sign flickering with two dead letters so that it simply read: CLO N MOT L. Andrea Vale pressed her face against the passenger window, fogging the glass, then pulled back.

"It's perfect," she said.

Caleb glanced at her from the driver's seat, one hand loose on the wheel. He was eighteen, same as her, though he carried himself like someone who'd been thinking seriously about things for much longer than that — a quality she'd loved about him from the beginning and suspected would either serve him very well or eventually exhaust him entirely. "It's something," he agreed.

From the backseat, Jace Thornwell groaned with theatrical commitment. "I want everyone to know I looked this place up on four separate websites before we left. Every single review used the phrase deeply unsettling." He leaned forward between the seats. "One guy wrote — and I'm quoting directly — 'I haven't slept correctly since.' That was his whole review."

"How many stars?" Caleb asked.

"Three."

"Three is passing," Andrea said.

"He couldn't sleep correctly, Andrea."

"What does that even mean?"

"I don't know, and that's the part that bothers me most." Jace dropped back against his seat. "I'm just saying. Multiple people, independently arriving at the same conclusion — "

"That's actually the methodology we're studying," Andrea said pleasantly.

Jace pointed at her. "You're doing that thing where you use the program against me."

Delaney Rourdan turned from her window long enough to say, "He has a point," then went back to watching the motel grow larger through the glass. She said it the way she said most things — dry, precise, and timed just right — but her knees were pulled to her chest and she hadn't uncrossed her arms since they'd turned off the highway.

They'd been on the road since seven that morning — four of them in Caleb's aging Civic, a cooler of gas station snacks wedged between Jace and Delaney's feet, two duffel bags and a hard case of recording equipment in the trunk. Andrea and Caleb were eight months into their online parapsychology program through the university's psychology and neuroscience department. Most of their relatives described the degree at family gatherings by trailing off mid-sentence. The program was legitimate. The research was legitimate.

The Old Tonopah Cemetery sat less than a hundred yards from the motel property. It held over three hundred graves — mostly miners from the early 1900s — and had a documented history of reported phenomena that made it significant fieldwork territory. The Clown Motel was also the cheapest lodging within forty miles, which made the decision simple.

They had been married six weeks. Andrea still thought about that fact the way you'd press a bruise — not because it hurt, but because it kept surprising her to find it real. They'd known almost immediately it was the permanent kind of thing, had made it official before the semester started because the university offered a joint enrollment discount for married couples. Caleb's mother had cried at the courthouse. Andrea's had taken seventeen photographs.

Jace had come because he and Caleb had been inseparable since sophomore year and Jace treated every invitation like a contract. Delaney had come because Andrea was her closest friend, and also because she'd thought — with the particular confidence of someone who had never actually been to Tonopah, Nevada — how bad could it actually be.

She was revising that assessment as Caleb pulled into the lot.

They climbed out into dry desert air, the day's heat still rising from the asphalt even as the sun dropped below the ridge and the sky shifted from orange to a deep, unsettled purple. Andrea stood beside the car and tilted her head back. Stars were already appearing in the east. Across a narrow strip of scrubland, the iron fence of the cemetery caught the last of the light and threw it back dull and gray.

The exterior of the motel was painted a faded cream trimmed in circus red that had gone pink in the sun. Every window that wasn't boarded had something propped in it — clown dolls, most of them, arranged facing outward as though keeping watch, though a few were turned inward as if they'd lost interest in the parking lot and preferred the dark of the rooms behind the glass. A hand-lettered sign above the entrance read WELCOME FRIENDS (AND SKEPTICS), and beneath it, a smaller laminated card: Est. 1985 — Come for the History, Stay Because You're Curious.

"I love it here," Andrea said.

Delaney looked at her. "You would."

It wasn't mean. It was just true, and they both knew it — Andrea had always been drawn to places that had accumulated weight, spaces where something had happened and left a residue. Delaney had known this about her for three years and had made her peace with it, mostly.

"Let's get checked in before it's fully dark," Caleb said.

Jace was already pulling bags from the trunk. "Completely on board. Let's go."

The lobby stopped all four of them at the threshold.

It wasn't that they hadn't expected clowns. The name had prepared them for clowns. But expectation is a container, and the lobby exceeded the container entirely — and for a long moment, none of them moved or spoke.

They were everywhere.

Hundreds of them, covering every surface in a dense arrangement that had clearly been accumulating for decades, added to and rearranged and never subtracted from. Glass display cases lined the walls floor to ceiling. Freestanding shelves stood in rows like library stacks, each one packed. Clowns in sequined jumpsuits. Clowns in hand-painted porcelain whose glazed surfaces caught light from unexpected angles. Clowns in soft velvet with hand-stitched mouths. Clowns whose smiles were wide and uncomplicated. Clowns whose smiles had cracked with age into something that could no longer be described by a single word.

A few of them were staring too directly. Andrea wasn't sure how a doll achieved that quality — something in the angle of the head, the particular set of the painted eyes — but those ones she catalogued without touching.

"I need everyone to know," Jace said quietly, "that I am completely fine."

Delaney said nothing. She had gone still in the way she went still when something required her full attention and she hadn't decided yet what to do about it.

Caleb stepped inside first. Andrea followed. After a moment of visible internal deliberation, Jace and Delaney followed too.

The lobby smelled of old wood and stale cigarette smoke, and underneath both, something faintly sweet and dry — like flowers kept well past their time. A single bulb in a clown-shaped ceiling fixture cast warm yellow light over the room, and the effect was not comforting. The effect was that every face in the room existed in half-light, lit from one side and shadowed on the other, so that the smiles read differently depending on the angle you caught them from.

Behind the reception desk, almost camouflaged by the cluster of larger dolls arranged on the counter in front of him, sat a man watching their entrance with the patient amusement of someone who had observed a great many first reactions and found them, collectively, more interesting than any individual one.

He was somewhere past sixty, deeply sunburned, with white hair that stood out in several directions. A red foam clown nose sat on top of his head at a slight angle, as if he'd placed it there hours ago and simply never thought about it again. His eyes were pale and sharp.

"First time?" he said.

"Is it obvious?" Caleb asked.

"You stood in the doorway about fifteen seconds before you came in. Most people it's closer to thirty." A small smile. "So you're beating the average."

Jace made a sound that was almost a laugh.

"Vale," Caleb said, stepping to the desk. "We have a reservation. Two rooms."

The man opened a spiral-bound ledger — paper, handwritten, no computer visible anywhere — and ran a finger down the page. "Vale. Yep." He set two key cards on the counter, each attached to a clown-face keychain, then two more beside them. "108 and 110. East hall, side by side." He tapped the ledger. "Checkout at eleven. Ice machine's around the side — it knocks when the compressor kicks on, so don't let it catch you off guard in the middle of the night. Diner down the highway does a good breakfast if you're out before eight."

Caleb reached for the key cards.

The man raised one finger. Not urgently. Just the small, practiced pause of someone arriving at the part of the exchange they found most worth having.

"One more thing." He said it lightly, in the tone of a joke he'd told before and still found genuinely funny — or something structured like a joke and dressed like one. "If you hear footsteps coming from the empty rooms on your hall — " he gestured toward the corridor with his pen, loose and general, " — don't open your door."

Silence settled over the lobby. Somewhere in the rows of clowns, something reflected light that it hadn't been reflecting a moment before.

Delaney's hand found Jace's arm.

"Empty rooms," Caleb said, in the careful, even voice he used when deciding whether to engage with something or set it aside.

"East wing doesn't fill up like the front rooms. Few of them have been vacant a while." The man set down his pen and leaned back. "Old building does what old buildings do. Pipes knock. Structure settles at night when the temperature drops — and it drops fast out here, twenty-five degrees sometimes between afternoon and midnight." His expression stayed pleasant and unconcerned, which was, Andrea thought, its own specific category of unsettling. "Nine times out of ten, that's all it is."

Jace, reliably, could not leave it alone. "And the tenth time?"

The man looked at him. His expression didn't change exactly, but something behind it shifted — a small rearrangement, like furniture moved an inch in a room you thought you knew.

"Best not to open the door," he said, and returned to his ledger.

The hallway was narrow and low-ceilinged, lit by fluorescent tubes that buzzed at a frequency just below conscious annoyance — the kind of sound you didn't notice until you stopped moving and then couldn't stop noticing. Two fixtures had small foil stars stuck to their covers, a decorative choice so incongruous it was somehow worse than if they hadn't been there at all.

The wallpaper ran a repeating pattern of balloons and streamers and cascading confetti in faded reds and yellows. In the lobby it might have read festive. In the hallway, with the ceiling close and all the doors shut on either side, it felt more like insistence. This is cheerful. Keep walking. Don't stop.

Each door had a brass number and, stenciled into the wood beneath it, a different clown — a harlequin, a sad-faced Auguste with painted tears along one cheek, a grinning ringmaster with eyes rendered slightly too large for the face beneath them. Their footsteps were muffled by the thin carpet runner. Somewhere ahead, something settled in a wall with a low, wooden sound.

"He said nine times out of ten," Delaney said, from the back of the group. Not frightened, exactly. Precise. "What's the tenth time?"

"He didn't say," Andrea told her.

"I noticed that."

"For the record," Jace said, "I also noticed that."

Room 110 came first. Jace took that key card and stood for a moment looking at the stenciled clown beneath the number — a harlequin with one hand raised, frozen in something between a wave and a warning. He slid the card. The door opened on a room that was small and low with a mural on the far wall and curtains drawn against the desert dark.

"We'll take this one," he said, with the confidence of someone who had already decided and didn't want to discuss it.

Delaney moved past him into the room. "Lock it," she said, which wasn't something she'd planned to say before this evening. Jace followed her in, and the door clicked shut behind them.

Room 108's door had a red-nosed clown stenciled beneath the number, its painted grin wide and slightly uneven — as if the artist's hand had hesitated mid-stroke, reconsidered, and continued anyway. Caleb slid the card. The lock clicked, and the door swung open onto a room that smelled of sealed air and something beneath it, older and harder to name.

He found the wall switch. A lamp clicked on near the bed and threw amber light across the room.

It was small. A queen bed with a faded quilt. A nightstand. A dresser with a mirror whose silver backing had gone dark at the corners. A bathroom door standing ajar on a room that was fully dark beyond it. The curtains were thick and dusty red and pulled completely shut. On the wall opposite the bed, covering nearly its full width, someone had painted a circus mural — sweeping arcs of color, faded now but once vivid, acrobats and flag banners and a big top rendered in careful perspective. At the center, taking up the full middle third of the image, was a clown's face.

The mouth was a wide red arc. The rest of the mural was loose, impressionistic — painted with confidence but not obsession. The eyes were different. Someone had returned to the eyes multiple times, building them up in careful layers, giving them a depth and specific quality of attention that made them sit differently in the image than everything surrounding them. They were the most finished thing in the room.

Andrea stood in the center of the room and looked at the mural. The mural looked back.

"Well," Caleb said.

"Yeah," she said.

He moved to the window and pulled the curtain back an inch. The cemetery was right there — closer than she'd remembered from the parking lot. The iron fence just across the scrubland, the oldest stones pale and tilted in the last thin seam of light at the horizon. He let the curtain fall.

When Andrea turned from the mural, her attention settled on the nightstand.

A clown doll sat on it.

Small and old — the kind of thing purchased somewhere decades ago, passed through several hands, and never quite thrown away. Its porcelain face was cracked across one cheek, a single main fracture with fine hairline breaks radiating from it the way ice cracks from a central point. The painted smile was chipped at one corner, which changed its meaning in a way that was hard to articulate but impossible to ignore — technically still a smile, but one that had lost something. One button eye was properly anchored. The other had come loose from its thread and hung at a small angle, giving the face an expression less of happiness and more of attention. Like it had heard something from the next room and was still deciding what to make of it.

It was dressed in a small sequined jumpsuit, red and gold, the fabric soft and slightly flattened with age and handling.

Andrea crossed the room and stood in front of it.

"You're not going to pick it up," Caleb said.

"I'm just looking."

"I know what just looking means when you say it like that."

She left the doll where it was. The lamp's amber light held steady across the room. The doll sat on the nightstand with its one good eye and its one crooked one, its chipped smile caught somewhere between an expression and the memory of one. The mural's painted eyes were patient in the way of things that don't need to wait for anything in particular.

Only for whatever comes next.
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​Chapter 2: Room 108
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They unpacked with the focused, wordless efficiency of people who had shared small spaces before — two duffel bags arranged without negotiation, toiletries distributed, the hard case of recording equipment set on the dresser where there was room. Andrea had learned early in their relationship that Caleb unpacked completely, every time, even for a single night, as if putting things away was how he established that a place was real and temporary problems could be managed. She did not, as a general rule, but she also did not point this out. Compromise, their program's paired counseling module had explained, was not the elimination of difference but the accommodation of it.

The mural watched them do all of this.

From across the room it was easy to treat it as wallpaper. Up close it was harder. Andrea kept finding herself angled toward it without having decided to turn. The acrobats and banners in the peripheral regions were loosely rendered — the work of someone who knew what they were doing and did it fast. But the face at the center held every brushstroke it had ever received. It was overworked in the specific way of something a painter had returned to compulsively, building the paint up until it sat differently than everything around it. More present. More finished.

The eyes, most of all.

Caleb had gone quiet beside her, which meant he'd noticed it too. He did that — went quiet when something required him to think rather than react, settling into the stillness of someone deciding whether a thing was interesting or a problem, and whether those were the same.

"Do you want the side closer to the wall?" he asked.

She looked at the bed, then at the mural, then understood what he was actually asking. The far side faced away from it. "Yes," she said, without pretending otherwise.

He smiled — small and brief, the one she'd catalogued as I know, and it's fine — and moved his bag to the near side without another word. She turned back to the mural so he wouldn't see her face doing something embarrassing.

In the amber light from the nightstand lamp, the painted face had shifted from what it was in the overhead light. The wide red smile was the same. But the shadows the lamp threw found the built-up places in the paint and settled there, giving the face a contour — a roundness, a dimensionality — that hadn't been there before. She stood still and waited for it to resolve into something explicable. A trick of sheen. A reflective compound in the glaze.

It didn't resolve.

She moved closer. The brushwork up close was layered and deliberate, the paint thicker in places than it should have been, worked beyond any practical need. And there — along the line of the painted mouth — something the distance had hidden. A seam. Thin and nearly invisible, not a crack in the paint but something structural behind it: an edge the mural had been applied over without fully concealing. It ran the length of the painted grin, horizontal and straight in a way that wasn't accidental.

She pressed her fingertips against it. The wall was solid on either side. Where the seam ran, the resistance was different — not hollow, not exactly, but not quite the same as the plaster surrounding it.

"Caleb," she said.

He came and stood beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him in the room's sealed air. He pressed his own fingers to the seam, expression shifting through the small calibrations she'd learned to read. He didn't say anything for a moment, which meant he was genuinely uncertain. That was rarer than he'd ever admit.

"Something's back there," she said.

"Something or nothing," he said carefully.

"Those aren't the same thing."

"No," he agreed. "They're not."

They turned off the lamp and lay down in the dark, Andrea facing the window with its thin orange line of parking lot light along the curtain's edge, the mural at their backs. She was almost asleep when she felt his hand find hers under the quilt. He didn't say anything. She turned her hand over and held on.

The scratching started at eleven forty-three.

She knew the time because she was still awake when it began, listening to the building settle. She had been cataloguing sounds methodically — the water hammer from somewhere down the hall, the low percussion of the ice machine, the creak of something structural in the ceiling at irregular intervals. The documentation of baseline sounds against which anomalies were measured.

The scratching was not baseline. She knew it immediately — not because it was loud, but because it was directed. It came from the mural wall. Low and rhythmic and specific, moving along a lateral path she could follow: tracking leftward, about two feet from the floor, then stopping, then returning. Not random. Not structural settling. The way a finger traced a line.

She lay still and listened. Caleb's breathing beside her was steady. Deep. She decided to wait — to gather the data first, to be certain before she called it.

The sound came again. Left to right. Along the line of the painted mouth.

She reached over and touched Caleb's shoulder.

He came awake the way he always did, without disorientation — some constitutional refusal of the liminal state. "Hey," he said quietly.

"Listen," she said.

Silence. The ice machine, distant and rhythmic. Nothing from the wall. She waited. He waited beside her, breathing patient and even, asking nothing.

It came again. Softer. Moving right to left.

Caleb sat up.

They sat together in the dark and listened to it move. It went on for about twenty seconds and stopped. Then — after a pause long enough that she'd almost talked herself into the available explanation — it resumed. Closer to center. Right behind the painted face.

"Rodent," Caleb said. The careful voice, the one that meant I'm proposing an explanation and evaluating it as I say it.

"Maybe," Andrea said.

"Old building. Desert. The walls in places like this — "

"I know."

"If it's following insulation, it could move in a straight line."

He was quiet. Then: "It's very straight."

"Yes," she said. "It is."

The scratching resumed, and this time it didn't stop cleanly — it dragged, a long lateral pull from one end of the seam to the other, from the left corner of the painted mouth to the right. Deliberate in a way that landed somewhere in her chest and stayed there.

Then Caleb's arm came around her.

Not tentatively. Fully — his arm across her back, his hand at her far shoulder, drawing her in against his side with the quiet certainty of someone who had decided and was acting. She let herself be drawn. She turned her face into his shoulder and felt him press his mouth to her hair.

"Hey," he said quietly. Not to the room. To her.

"I'm fine," she said, which was mostly true.

"I know you are." His arm stayed where it was. "I've got you."

She exhaled. The tension in her shoulders released by degrees. She was aware that no field methodology covered hold your wife in the dark while something scratches the wall — but she was also aware she didn't particularly care. Six weeks of marriage, and the intense, whirlwind year before it, had clarified something: that competence and comfort were not mutually exclusive, and that wanting the second didn't compromise the first.

"We're not opening the door," she said.

"No," he agreed.

"And we're not turning on the light. Because if we turn on the light it stops, and then we have less data."

"That's one reason," he said. The warmth appeared in his voice when she made the practical argument for the thing they were both already going to do anyway. His arm tightened. "And we stay together. Whatever happens in this room, we're in it together. All right?"

She looked up at him in the dark, close enough to see that his eyes were already on her. She put her hand against his chest.

"All right," she said.

He kissed her forehead, slowly, the way he did when he meant it and wasn't in a hurry. She closed her eyes and held onto the solid fact of him — his heartbeat under her palm, steady and real, the most baseline thing in the room.

The scratching moved to center. Right behind the painted face.

Neither of them spoke. They sat together and listened and did not move and did not open the door, and after a while it stopped — sometime around half past midnight, when the temperature outside had reached its lowest point and the building contracted into itself and went still. Andrea lay back down, and Caleb lay beside her and kept his arm around her, and she stayed tucked against him with her eyes toward the window, the mural at her back.

Caleb found the doll at twelve fifty-eight.

He'd gotten up for water, moving carefully, his phone screen dimmed so as not to wake Andrea. He filled his glass in the bathroom, came back, and stood in the doorway letting his eyes adjust.

The doll was on the dresser.

It had not been there when they checked in. He was certain of this in the way he was certain of things he'd actively catalogued — he'd set the hard case on the dresser himself and found the surface clear. The nightstand doll he'd noticed and filed as original furnishing, something placed by management in keeping with the motel's overarching logic.

This was not that doll.

It was larger. Eight or nine inches, dressed in a romper of faded yellow fabric — the color gone almost white in some places and still stubbornly yellow in the creases where it had been protected from light. Its face was cloth: soft, printed, old enough that the printing had blurred at the edges. A simplified clown face, red and white, two black dot eyes still centered, smile wide and clean and intact.

It was sitting upright, facing the bed.

He picked it up. Lighter than it looked — the stuffing gone thin and settled over decades of handling, the fabric worn smooth with the texture of something held a great many times by hands he could not account for. He turned it over. On the back of the neck, in black marker faded to brown but still legible: ROOM 108.

He stood in the dark for a long moment. He looked at the recording equipment case, which had been moved six inches to the left to accommodate the doll's placement. He looked at the doll. He looked at Andrea's sleeping shape under the quilt, one hand open at the edge of the pillow.

He set the doll back on the dresser, facing the wall. Got back into bed. Decided, with the deliberateness of someone who had learned there were things worth thinking about in daylight that did nothing useful in the dark, that he would tell her in the morning.

He did not mention the case. He was still deciding what to do with that detail.

Sleep, when it came for Andrea, came fast and total — the deep, pressurized sleep of a body that has been braced against something for hours and finally releases. For a long time there was only the dark and the distance of it.

Then the room came back.

It came back the way rooms did in dreams — recognizable in every particular and wrong in the way that wrongness sat below the level of the visible, in what you understood without having been told. The lamp was off. The mural was on the wall. Caleb was not beside her. The bed was just a bed, empty on his side, and she was in the room alone in the way you were alone in dreams, which was absolutely.

The figure was at the foot of the bed.

She knew it before she turned. Felt it the way you felt a change in pressure — the room's weight redistributing, the air organizing itself around something substantial. She turned anyway. In dreams you always turned.

It was tall. That was the first and most dominating fact — the height, which was not a normal height but something that had required the ceiling to make an accommodation. Seven feet, maybe more. She understood in the specific way of dreams that it had been standing there for a long time. That it had been there before she fell asleep. That it would not have been visible in the amber light of the lamp, because it was the kind of thing that occupied the space that light stopped short of.

It wore white. She could not see where the white ended and the dark began. The face was painted. White grease. A mouth drawn wide and red. The eyes were wrong the way the mural's eyes were wrong: too worked, too finished, the only fully resolved thing in a surrounding world that kept losing its edges.

It was watching her with the patience of something that didn't need anything from this moment except to be in it.

She tried to move. The decision reached the body and dispersed, like water poured on sand. She understood that she was being looked at, and that this was the entirety of the thing. Not a threat. Not a performance. A fact, presented to her alone.

The room contracted. The ceiling came down an inch, and the figure was closer to it, the proportions more wrong, the smile unchanged.

She found her voice — the small part of it that dreams allow — and what came out was not a word but the shape her mouth made, and the shape was Caleb's name.

The lamp came on.

She sat up gasping and Caleb's hand was on her shoulder immediately, warm and real and present. The amber light cut across the room — the curtains, the mural, the dresser against the far wall — and the room was exactly the room. She looked at the foot of the bed. She looked at the corner where the shadow was deepest and found only the corner.

"Hey," Caleb said. His hand moved to her back. "You're okay. I'm right here."

He put his arms around her properly, and she leaned into him, her forehead against the side of his neck, and breathed. Once. Twice.

"There was something at the foot of the bed," she said.

He didn't tell her it was just a dream. He knew better than that, and she loved him for it. He held on and let her find her way back to the room at her own pace.

After a moment, she pulled back just enough to see his face. The lamp was still on, its amber reach extending all the way to the dresser, and she caught the moment his eyes moved there — briefly, involuntarily — before they came back to her. She followed his gaze. The dresser surface was clear except for the recording equipment case and, beside it, a shape she didn't recognize. Small. Fabric. Facing the wall.

"The dresser," she said. "Did you move something on the dresser?"

A pause. Brief, and controlled, and specific.

"In the morning," he said. "I'll tell you in the morning."

She searched his face. He met her eyes — the careful expression, the one that meant he was evaluating not whether to tell her but how, which order to put the facts in, which context needed to come first. She'd learned that expression over the course of their whirlwind year together, and learned to trust what lived behind it. She nodded. He pressed a kiss to her temple, long and deliberate, and kept his arm around her when he reached over and left the lamp on.

Outside, the desert was fully dark and fully cold. The building had gone still.

The lamp stayed on. She stayed in the circle of his arm. The doll sat on the dresser facing the wall. And the mural watched them both from across the room with the patience of something that was not done with them yet — something that had, perhaps, been waiting in this room far longer than either of them knew.
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​Chapter 3: The Trickster
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Morning came the way mornings did in the desert — suddenly, without the gradual warming that temperate places offered as preparation. One moment the window behind the curtain was dark. The next it was pale and absolute, the sun already a finished thing above the ridge, committed to the business of the day.

Andrea was already awake when it happened. She'd been awake since five, lying with the lamp on and the mural at her back, which she recognized as a small capitulation but had decided to accept. She was on her side facing the window when she felt the weight of the mattress shift behind her, and then Caleb's arm came around her waist — unhurried, still half in sleep, the automatic reaching of someone whose body had learned where to find her — and she settled back into the warmth of him without discussion.

They lay like that for a while. The curtain turned from black to gray to pale gold.

"You've been awake for hours," he said. Not a question.

"Since five."

He pressed his mouth to the back of her hair. "I know. You went very still." He always knew. She'd never decided whether that was comforting or slightly unnerving, and had concluded it was both and that was fine. "What are you working out?"

"The doll. The case being moved." She paused. "The dream."

His arm tightened slightly. Not dramatically — just the small physical acknowledgment of someone who had more to say about the previous night and hadn't yet determined the right order in which to say it.

"I need to tell you something," he said.

She turned over to face him. In the low morning light he looked the way he always looked just after waking — unhurried, unguarded, the version of him that existed before the careful thinking came fully online. She had decided, privately, that this was her favorite version, and that she would never tell him so because he'd probably start going to bed earlier on purpose.

"The dresser," she said.

He nodded.

He told her everything. She listened the way she always listened when Caleb was being precise — without interrupting, taking it in sequentially, filing it as he went. The second doll. The worn fabric. The case moved six inches to accommodate it. The writing on the back of the neck: ROOM 108, in marker faded to brown.

When he finished, she was quiet for a moment. Then she reached up and put her hand against the side of his face, which was not something she did when she was frightened and not something she did when she was analytical. It was something she did when she was both those things at once and wanted him to know she was glad he was there.

He turned his head and kissed her palm. "I should have told you last night."

"You were making a judgment call."

"I was wrong."

"You were protecting me from two facts at two in the morning that would have kept me awake until six," she said. "You were wrong about the method and right about the instinct."

He looked at her. The small smile, the one she'd catalogued as I know, and it's fine, appeared and was followed — unexpectedly, in the particular tenderness of the early morning — by something more open than that. He kissed her properly, his hand coming up to her jaw, and she let the mural and the dolls and the scratched seam in the painted wall exist somewhere outside this particular radius for the length of time it took.

When he pulled back his forehead was against hers.

"I love you," he said. Quiet, the way he said it when he meant it most — not performatively, not as punctuation, but as a statement of fact being delivered to the one person for whom it was relevant.

"I love you too," she said. "Now tell me what you think is behind the wall."

He laughed — actually laughed, brief and surprised — and she stored that away too.

They knocked on 110 at half past seven and were met by Jace in the doorway wearing an expression that suggested he'd been awake for a while and had thoughts about it.

"My wallet," he said, before either of them could speak. "I want to start there."

He'd had it the night before — he was precise about this, the particularity of someone who had spent the intervening hours reconstructing a timeline. He'd paid for gas outside of Tonopah, which meant he'd had it at approximately six forty-five. He'd set it on the nightstand when he got into the room, which he always did. He'd seen it there when they turned the lights off. This morning it was not on the nightstand, not on the dresser, not in any of his pockets, not in his bag.

"Did you check under the bed?" Caleb asked.

"I checked under the bed twice. Delaney checked under the bed once. It is not under the bed."

Delaney appeared at his shoulder, dressed and precise-looking in the way she became when she was not fine. She had her phone in her hand and was holding it with the careful attention of something she wasn't quite sure about anymore.

"The flashlight," she said.

She demonstrated without preamble. Opened her camera, locked the screen, waited. After approximately ten seconds the flashlight activated on its own — the bright flat white of it cutting across the doorframe in the morning light. She locked the screen again. They waited. It came on again. Not immediately. Not on any fixed interval. Just eventually, and then again.

"I reset the phone twice," she said. "It came back on twenty minutes after the second reset."

They stood in the doorway of 110, and Andrea noticed for the first time that the hallway light above them was doing something. Not flickering exactly — the tube was burning at steady brightness. But the one two doors past 108 was cycling slowly, a barely perceptible dimming and recovering, on an interval of about four seconds. And the fixture at the far end of the hall was doing the same. Not randomly. In sequence: near, then far, then near, then far.

"Look at the lights," she said.

They looked.

"That's a building thing," Jace said. Without conviction.

"They're alternating," Delaney said. "Near and far. Like — " she stopped.

Like something moving back and forth, Andrea thought, and did not say.

They ate breakfast at the diner down the highway because being in the building had become something that required breaks from, and also because none of them had thought to bring food beyond gas station provisions. The diner was warm and smelled of coffee and griddle grease, and the waitress called everyone hon and refilled cups without being asked, and for forty-five minutes they sat in a booth and ate eggs and said very little of consequence, which was a kind of collective agreement to be ordinary for as long as the eggs lasted.

Under the table, Caleb's hand found Andrea's and stayed there. It was a thing he did in public without thinking about it — an unconscious anchoring, the same reaching he'd done in his sleep that morning, his body's instinct to know where she was. She turned her hand over and laced her fingers through his and they held on in the way of people who had decided on each other and were still occasionally surprised by the solidity of that decision.

On the drive back, he was quiet in the particular way that meant he was working something out. In the room, while Delaney and Jace walked the parking lot perimeter to document the cemetery fence from multiple angles, Caleb opened his laptop and sat on the edge of the bed and read.

Andrea sat beside him, her knee against his, and let him read. The mural looked at them from across the room. The second doll on the dresser faced the wall where he'd turned it that morning.

After a while she leaned her head against his shoulder. He turned and pressed his mouth to her hair without looking up from the screen. She thought, not for the first time, that there was something specifically good about the comfort of him — not just that he was there but that he was him, the particular combination of careful and warm that she'd recognized almost immediately as the kind of thing she wasn't going to find twice.

"Okay," he said finally.

"Tell me."

He turned the laptop so she could see. Three sources: two academic, one from the program's supplementary reading database. "There's a category," he said. "Across a lot of traditions — indigenous American, Northern European, certain West African systems — the terminology varies but the underlying description doesn't change much. A presence that interacts with the physical environment. Moves objects. Interferes with technology — or, historically, with fire, with tools, whatever the equivalent technology was." He paused. "Usually minor. Disorienting rather than harmful. The specific signature is mischief — a word that keeps appearing across
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