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Chapter 1



Some locations felt unhospitable, even without good cause. James felt the old hotel may harbor some secrets. He didn’t believe in sentience of the material, but James did cater to the idea of auras and energies and history-soaked walls. The walls before him appeared well-saturated.

The small untidy lobby smelled of old books and burnt coffee and just a hint of rose perfume as it wafted from the older woman behind the front-desk. Not entirely unpleasant. Not entirely pleasant, either.

A glance out the window showed James a slew of white flakes which floated downward like confetti. He hadn’t heard any forecast of snow. Nothing to worry over, he guessed.

The white-haired clerk favored him with a smile, then returned to her tasks. She picked up a shiny metal object from a lower shelf, an item which looked suspiciously like a butcher knife. However, the item disappeared back down below so quick James couldn’t tell for sure.

Why on Earth?

As if to diffuse his concerns, the clerk flashed a glance at James, and he couldn’t help but notice her rather large shiny pupils. He winced. The woman’s abrupt furtive movements reminded him of a ferret. Even her dark eyes were positioned closer together than one would care for. This anomaly forced her bushy white eyebrows to bunch in the middle of her face. Her long-sloped forehead allowed for this possibility.

James imagined a second set of shiny eyeballs erupting from the rather large mound of flesh, just below where it disappeared into a tangle of wiry white locks. Perhaps even a slit would form there, its edges plumped with fresh blood, a pointy second set of white teeth inside.

Gross, James. That was his wife’s voice. Even now with her sitting at a long conference table of both established and wannabe writers at The Arizona Romance Writer’s convention. This table resided right down the hall from the hotel’s, and pretty much the town’s, only fine dining. Sure, one may find a burger joint or an ice-cream parlor if they looked hard enough, but nothing substantial enough to call an option.

Stop sounding off like an elitist. Also, his wife’s voice.

James’ smartphone chirped before he could give the thought further consideration, although he would never consider himself elitist. Just practical and, he compromised, just perhaps, the slight bit discerning.

Nothing wrong with being a high-end foody.

A white triangle with an exclamation point appeared at the top of the screen, the phone now in James’ right hand. Another chime erupted from the device. He clicked on the triangle to discover Jerome, Arizona beneath the blanket of a winter-storm warning which covered the entire Mogollon Ridge country. Twenty-four to thirty-six inches of snow possible, enough to make travel impossible. And this went double for Jerome, James figured. Nothing but the narrow road switchbacking to and fro, complete with thousand-foot vertical drops on the way back down. They’d close roads for sure. Even the city found itself built on a vertical cliff, each subsequent street higher than the next and looking down at the previous. The hotel sat perched like a bird-of-prey. Snow removal must comprise dumping the excess out into the abyss because no other place existed to push it. Even parking lots, out of necessity, were only small gravel alleyways.

James clicked to the radar. Good Lord. The band of bright blue snow appeared in the shape of a squid, reaching tentacles first, then a massive blob of blue that went on and on into California high-desert, Mojave territory. It would snow for at least forty-eight hours, so it appeared. Perhaps they should get out now.

His wife wouldn’t hear of it. James knew this. Not with a room full of her peers and literary heroes. Not a chance. Prudence be damned.

“In for a doozy,” the White Hair said. “Biggest storm in thirty years, they say.” James thought she looked unduly disturbed by this news.

Not wanting for idle chitchat, James checked for the butcher knife, grunted a noncommittal response, nodded, then picked up a notebook off the coffee-table in front of him. Ghost stories written by actual guests of the Grand. Experiences of the macabre. The tablet he held felt brittle and made little noises of discontent, like old bones and vinyl-covered chairs in disrepair.

“Paranormal activity ramps up in times of weather,” the lady said, as if this is what James wanted to hear.

He looked up. “What do you mean? Ghosts?”

“And then some.” She looked away then to dust a curio cabinet just to her right. She added, “Seems they enjoy the extra energy the storms bring into the atmosphere. Something like that.” James noticed a smirk play at her wrinkled lips. “Maybe they just like a captive audience.”

And then some? He refused to ask for clarification. He thought then, perhaps, she would prove the slightest bit insane, or quirky at the very least. Then he imagined, again, that second face blossom on her large forehead, the dark shiny eyes, and this required he look away before she got the idea he may want to discuss the topic at length.

As a distraction, James paged through the handwritten installments of sightings of apparitions in the halls, ghost-cats meowing and lying on beds just like their live counterparts, the sounds of gurneys rolling by rooms at three in the morning. He wondered why the Arizona Romance Writers would choose a hotel fashioned from an old hospital, known for hauntings, in the dead of winter at that. He supposed it had all sounded romantic as hell to the planner while sitting in a coffee-shop in downtown Tucson sipping an iced mocha latte.

“We keep the worst sightings out of the book,” the clerk said. “Not good for business. The name’s Marion, by the way.”

James’ smile flashed just for a moment, then his phone dinged, again. The giant squid had developed a mouth fashioned from an even darker blue than the rest of the body. And that mouth appeared just about to swallow Jerome like a piece of meat pulled from a skewer.

Shit.

Marion reached down and rubbed her knee as if she could feel the dark-blue mouth about to descend upon them. He’d heard older folks could sometimes predict the weather by the pain in their beleaguered joints. “Gonna be a doozy,” she repeated.

The elevator—one of an ancient variety that used a scissoring series of angles as a door—dinged and slid open. Nobody stepped out.

“So, it begins,” Marion said. She’d dropped her duster and stared at the door like something unseen might step out.

“Somebody playing a joke,” James said with confidence. “Probably kids playing upstairs and sent it down to the lobby for fun.”

“Naw,” she countered. “Needs a key inserted for that kind of thing.”

He remembered the second key on the ring he and Victoria received upon check-in and Vic used to gain access to the elevator. Another clerk explained how they must insert the key to operate it. This ensured visitors to the hotel and restaurant couldn’t access the floors which housed paying guests.

The door remained open for several moments, as if waiting for someone to enter, then closed in slow motion before clanging shut with authority. The elevator then fired up and traveled downward. Between the green and black striped carpet and the movement beyond the gate of the elevator, James felt he might get sick just from watching the flickering motion.

He closed his eyes and wondered why the thing would travel downward. No guest rooms were kept down there. Just a cement floor with a steam-boiler and several storage rooms. He knew this because he’d never found himself so bored in all his days. Exploration, such as it existed, provided his only outlet.

As if reading his thoughts, Marion said, “They claim the ghost of an old maintenance man who died down there enjoys riding the carriage. Suppose he fancies interacting with the land of the living now and then.”

“Died?”

“Yep,” she said. “Was working on the underside of the carriage when she broke loose and squashed his head like a rotten melon. Took ’em a while to clean him out of the gears and such. Poor man.” Then as an afterthought, “Inclement weather, they say, gets him all wound up.”

“And wound up entails what?”

Marion shrugged. “You know, just active. Rides the elevator. Sometimes he lets folks see his body down there. You know, how it looked…after…”

“Yes, no need to go into detail,” James said with a grimace. He’d seen some kids running about. He hoped they wouldn’t bear witness to any carnage.

Then he questioned the sanity of those thoughts, like any of this was real. Fairy tales from wishful guests who had nothing better to do save prowl the building’s bowels looking for activity such as this. Finding so-called evidence where none, in actuality, existed. Things readily explained by the active steam pipes, wind in the rafters, other guests, or even strange patterns in the poured concrete basement which appeared like the outline of a body if you looked at it hard and long enough. Scientists had a word for such patterns: Pareidolia. Seeing images and patterns in random surfaces which didn’t actually exist anywhere but in one’s mind. Not exactly a psychosis but certainly a mania or, at the very least, wishful thinking.

The elevator dinged, again, but didn’t begin an ascent, content to stay down in the dank basement which smelled like damp places usually do, with their contingent of pungent molds and moisture-laden drains. Upon his explorations below, he hadn’t run into the maintenance man and hoped he never would. Very much against his will, James’ mind fashioned an image of a man’s melon placed strategically beneath the carriage with nowhere to go but everywhere once pressure was applied. He shook his head to dispel the grizzly imaginings.

The romance writers must have broken off because several voices cascaded down the hallway. He picked out Victoria’s immediately. She then stepped out into the lobby while speaking with a robust man dressed in a suit and tie. No doubt one of the guests of honor for the conference, expected to teach the newbies something about the craft.

He said, “Your work shows much promise, Victoria.”

This made her smile, perhaps bigger than James had seen in a while. A small bit of jealousy flared up but settled down just as fast. No need for that. They were all professionals. Them as writers, and him a schoolteacher. Such people always needed to keep their shit together.

“Thank you,” she said in a quiet voice. The one she reserved for times she felt most humbled. Then she noticed James. “Hey, babe! Keeping busy?”

James shrugged and stood, understanding introductions were in order.

“James, please meet Jack Dowling. He’s written many successful novels, the most famous of which, and my personal fav, is When the Heart Calls Us Home.”

Home, yes, James thought. Exactly where they should head. When he glanced outside, he noticed more of the snowflakes already falling in lazy arcs. He reached out with a narrow hand with long fingers. “James Landes. A pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Jack said as he shook James’ hand. “Your wife is quite the upcoming talent. The next generation, so to speak.”

“I may be biased,” James said, smile large, “but I couldn’t agree more. She devotes time and effort to the craft.” For a moment, he worried Jack would take that last statement the wrong way. As in, perhaps, the craft took valuable time away from him.

Thankfully, Jack missed the moment and continued, “And that’s why we’re here in this paradise in the heights.” He spread his arms wide to encapsulate the entire Mogollon Ridge region. “We’re here to stretch our wings and fly.” He laughed in that social way people do when they’ve said something witty and want others to follow suit.

James did. And also, Victoria, he noticed. Her mouth couldn’t get any wider without splitting the corners. James couldn’t help but chuckle even more at her genuine enthusiasm. He wished he could fill his own students with the same. Her devotion ran deep and strong. Just as Jack looked about to heap on more praise, James said to Victoria, “A moment?”

“Of course,” Victoria said. Then she turned to Jack and said, “One moment, please. My husband requires an audience.” She laughed, again.

James smiled his good nature, hoping for a look of smooth contentment.

“Of course, my dear,” Jack said, already turning toward the rest of the crowd which just now began to pour into the lobby to look out the rather large plate-glass windows. Snow still curled down in tight spirals.

“What is it?” Victoria asked. Concern knitted her brow, James noticed, as if he harbored bad news. News that may dampen the spirit of the convention.

“Nothing Earth-shattering,” James said quietly. He attempted to sound calm and rationale. “Just that we’re in for a spot of weather. Over two feet, they’re saying. Came on sudden. One of their thirty-year storms if the counter-lady is correct.”

“Oh,” she said. “That seems like a lot of snow. Especially for—”

“Yes,” James agreed before she could even finish. “Travel is not recommended in elevations above five thousand feet. At least, not outside of the next hour.” He waited for this to sink in.

“And we’re at seven thousand.”

“Correct.” He shrugged. He didn’t want to influence her. This convention ranked high on her priorities, he knew. She deserved it.

Just then, the front door opened. An adventurous gust of wind entered ahead of the person who wore a tan uniform, a badge, and displaced several sheets of paper from the front desk. Marion dove for them like a woman half her age. James noticed with alarm that her white hair also fluttered like a graying bird and looked about to fly the coop. It stayed put with a surprising air of resiliency.

The elevator chose that moment to ding as if recognizing an audience when it saw one. Then it moved upward with flashes of reflective metal like an old movie transposing itself through the angles of the accordion-style door.

The sheriff, James presumed, closed the door the moment his narrow wiry body cleared the threshold. The ribbon of raucous wind ended as if cut. The sheriff possessed a dark and curly coif of hair and an angular stubbled jaw. Not a tough guy, per se, but carried an air of capability. His dark-blue eyes, almost violet in their way, glanced at the elevator as if he sensed a threat, but then turned their attention to Marion who still rummaged about on her hands and knees, a fist full of white and pink documents.

James walked the two steps to assist her with the papers, then to a standing position.

The Sheriff spoke to Marion, but the volume indicated a message for all to hear and heed. “I’m sure everyone’s seen it on their phones and tablets, but we got a big storm on the brew,” he said. “Gonna hit within the hour. Storms are a little different here than other parts of the country. Gotta make arrangements to leave now or prepare yourself to stay a spell.”

James wondered how long a spell would last.

The sheriff placed a palm, out of habit James suspected, on the grip of his service pistol—a Glock by the looks. He continued, “Could be days before a plow can open her up, again. Not many places to push snow to. And the road up here, and down, is narrow as a clothesline, as you know.” He shrugged. “Now or never.”

Marion looked disappointed, brow furled, mouth downturned, eyes still black and shiny. James wondered if she would pull the large knife and butcher the man. “Robbie, I have a full staff on for the convention. And somewhere around forty guests.”

James, after he was sure he wouldn’t giggle at the use of the sheriff’s first name, considered with near certainty that the Jerome Grand needed this influx of cash. Although tidy, the old place looked rough around her edges, neglected. He imagined he heard this reflected in Marion’s voice.

“I’m not saying anyone needs to leave, Marion,” Robbie said. “Just that they’ll need to decide if they can stomach the wait. Three days on the inside. Let ’em know.”

“I will,” Marion said. She didn’t sound excited about the prospect.

Robbie nodded at Marion, then turned to the others who hadn’t returned to their rooms or went to use the bathroom. “Folks.” He turned and opened the door. The ribbon of air began again until he closed the solid piece of oak behind him.

James noticed the few flakes of mere minutes ago had already turned to a light snow shower. He turned to Victoria with hope. “What do you think?”

“James, we’re on vacation, anyway,” Victoria said. “And even if the rest of the conference is canceled, I’d enjoy the opportunity to write in such an inspiring environment. I can feel my muse here, sweetheart.”

James nodded. Of course. “That’s just fine, Vic. Yes, we have the time to wait it out.” He believed, to a strong degree, in the adage of happy wife, happy life. He’d abide by it, now. And he wanted her happy. They didn’t have children. Vic’s children were her characters and plot devices and intricate storylines. So be it.

“Thank you,” she said and hugged him. Then she pressed her mouth to his ear and placed her tongue upon the cartilage within. “I shall make it worth your time. That’s a promise.” Then she discreetly flicked his right nipple.

James’ natural systems responded with an immediacy which shocked him. He grinned with a soft smirk. He whispered, “Why, Mrs. Landes, are you making a move on me?”

“Stop with your infernal platitudes for sex,” she answered. “I plan to boff you until we both cum explosively.”

James hesitated. “Romance conventions suit you.” Then, but only after he made sure nobody paid them any attention, he swatted her pleasant round ass. As an afterthought, he said, “On the other hand, your usage of a LY-adverb is appalling.”

Her turn to smack him while maintaining eye contact and a curt smile. “Smartass.”

“It’s why you love me.”

This is how the end began.


Chapter 2

Sheriff Robert Burk, forever known as Robbie, threw his black Jeep Wrangler into gear and considered the fact of his imminent return. A good number of the folks in this town who didn’t work down below in the copper refinery, idled about or worked various jobs inside The Grand. Yeah, he’d be back and didn’t think it would involve the enjoyment of a fine Cajun-rub fillet or a slab of the glazed salmon. It would involve pacifying well-meaning folk who should have gotten while the gettin’ remained good. He imagined the conversations about getting back to children and jobs and whether he could have them airlifted by an inexpensive helicopter service. When would they plow the road? Why wasn’t it open yet? The answer would be, of course, when pigs sprouted wings and hell froze over, because it was getting that bad fast.

Robbie rubbed a hand over his face as if washing it clean of his negative thoughts. In his five years since being elected, no storm had dumped more than a good foot on their town. This was venturing on into new territory for him. Thirty plus inches was a damn good mess of the white shit to deal with. But it wasn’t the snow he minded. People often confused him. There wasn’t a lick of common sense left in the world. He knew a bunch of those optimistic yet ignorant folks checked in at The Grand, at Seven Cleopatra Hill, would end up staying. An adventure, they’d think. What a fantastic vacation. We’ll just stay inside and visit about cultured things like books, drink until tipsy or worse, eat until heartburn sets in, then go soil the hotel’s linens with a few moments of sweaty grinding.

Robbie commanded the Jeep around the precarious city switchbacks that would soon become impassible. The sheriff’s office sat on Main Street, which was five streets straight down below. He’d long ago learned to keep his eyes on the road directly in front of him. If he ventured a look out into the valley, the abyss which dropped several thousand feet in a quick hurry, he’d have to pull over and curl into a fetal position. How a man scared of heights got himself elected to a town built on a sheer vertical cliff was beyond his comprehension. He guessed he’d wanted it, and he got it. Simple as that.

He maneuvered the Jeep through a tight hairpin turn, down onto the next street. The falling snow fell so fast he couldn’t see more than the next corner. For a moment, Robbie felt alone, just him, the Jeep and a lot of vertical rock and air. Then the jailhouse materialized in the snowy haze, and he wheeled into his reserved parking slot. Wouldn’t be long and they’d have to move their rigs for the snowplows, but Robbie figured he had a few hours. Most likely, he’d get called back out before that.

The moment he exited the Jeep, a gust of wind sent snow down his back. Robbie hunched rather broad shoulders and stuck his pronounced chin down into the neck of the tan service jacket. Not only heights bothered him, but cold too. Summer rocked here in the heights, even spring and fall often proved pleasant, but winter could go straight to Hell. Robbie would never understand high desert. From the Midwest, he’d seen his share of snow, but this took the cake. You knew what to expect in Iowa. Here, you never knew. A dry spell could last a year and kill every crop in the valley. Range animals needed rounding up and transport to somewhere with moisture. But then, out of nowhere, the area could receive a deluge, either rain or snow, so powerful the runoff alone would flood the valley and sweep everything away with it. One insurance company even went broke because of the Mogollon Ridge area.

With a shove, he heaved the barred metal door inward and crossed the threshold. The heat from the furnace vent directly above felt like Heaven, and Robbie stood beneath it with closed eyes. He sighed.

“Ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Robbie, with reluctance, opened his eyes and found Harold sitting on his desk-chair, feet up on the wood slide-out. He noticed the bottoms of Harold’s boots contained bits of gravel and other organic materials, some of which already had flaked down onto the wood of Robbie’s desk. “Kindly get your feet off my timber, Harold.” He kept a smile on his face, although he sometimes wished Harold had retired when he lost the election to Robbie. The older man had served decades as the sheriff, but the people wanted a change. They got it.

Harold sighed and made a production of heaving booted feet to the floor with a much louder thump than necessary. Like the very act of compliance stole his dignity. “Gonna get a lot worse before it gets better. And not just the weather.” He remained quiet a moment, but when Robbie didn’t take the bait because he knew better, Harold added, “I’ve lived through a couple of these storms. You haven’t.” When Robbie only stared, he said, “You’re a storm virgin.”

“Okay, Harold,” Robbie said, “okay. Impart your wisdom on me.” Harold loved nothing more, Robbie knew. He always tried to balance Harold’s old ways—the ways that stood the test of time—and his new ways that accounted for better metrics, accountability, and continuous improvement. All the things a modern sheriff always needed to remember or lose his job come election day.

“Better if everyone just stays put up to The Grand. That’s first off.”

Robbie wondered if Harold was stupid or if dementia had finally etched away at his gourd. “Are you serious? It’ll take days, maybe a week, to get them out of here.”

“Exactly,” Harold said, a smug smile exposing his semi-white dentures which looked too big for his mouth. “Captive audience. The Grand makes more dough, then pays more taxes. Taxes pay for new uniforms and such. You get it, right?”

“My first concern is for their safety,” Robbie said. “You know, the things a sheriff is supposed to be concerned with.”

“They couldn’t be safer than right up there at The Grand.”

Robbie supposed the old guy had a point, but also found it dishonest to manipulate people to stay only to part them from their money. Although, Robbie could admit, new uniforms would be nice. After a moment of reflection, Robbie said, “I already encouraged them to take off, but I’m sure plenty will stay.”

Harold donned a sour expression.

More to end the conversation than because the task needed doing, Robbie said, “Why don’t you call your crony, Jeb, and see if he has that old grader greased up and ready to go. Looks like we’ll need it in short order.”

“Gonna need more than that,” Harold said. Robbie couldn’t read the guy’s expression now, something between a resigned reluctance and anger. Harold stood, one hand on his sore hip, the other on his knee, then let out a pained breath while reaching for his jacket. “Want some fresh air, anyhow. I’ll go visit him in person.”

Robbie nodded.

The door burst open. An unhappy looking Angela ushered herself in with a hip thrust that sent the door banging against the plaster wall. Bits of said plaster sprinkled to the floor in a parody of the snow outside. She shook her mane of long black hair at the same time she slammed the door shut. Her dark brown eyes bore into Robbie’s as if daring him to call her out.

“You’re late,” Harold said.

Angela ignored him and brushed snow off her jacket. Robbie noticed the whites of her eyes harbored a litany of broken red veins. Her cheeks looked puffy and raw. He wondered what caused this, the cold or booze. Once, he would have assumed the former.

“Back in my time, you’d be sacked by now.”

“Well, it no longer is,” Angela whispered, took off her coat, then treaded with noisy clomp-strides to her desk. She settled in with an immediacy that always shocked Robbie—because she was much more organized than him—and began to scribble on a report as if she’d never gone home the evening before.

“Better stop babying her, Robbie,” Harold scolded and then the older man let it go before he ventured out into the winter wasteland. His last words filtered back in with a couple stray flakes, “We’re gonna need all hands, on deck and sober.” The flakes found their way in and floated about before succumbing to the furnace. The words lodged in Robbie’s head.

Yes, he’d been allowing Angela to recover in her own time. Times change, and much had since Harold’s child-raising years. Not that he ever raised any of his own. Harold didn’t understand grief, plain and simple. Thought folks should just get over things right away and move on. And Angela couldn’t, yet. Even after almost a year. An ongoing delicate situation in the old jailhouse.

“You drink last night?” He tried to sound casual.

“What do you think?” Angela pulled her Glock from its holster and slammed it on her desk. Robbie knew the piece, if left on her side, pushed against her ribs and made her uncomfortable.

“Easy,” Robbie said. “I’m not judging.”

“Sounded like it.”

“Hey,” Robbie said, louder than expected. “You were late, just for the record. No need to bite my head off.”

She glanced up at him, eyes ablaze. “Okay,” she said. Her head bobbed up and down. “I suppose you’re gonna lecture me about the odds of finding a new mate at the local watering hole and how bad booze is for my liver and that I shouldn’t use it as a crutch. Maybe you should tell me to find a good shrink.” Her chest heaved and tears formed in her eyes.

He wanted to tell her he loved her. That’s what he wanted but felt the sentiment inappropriate because she reported to him. He held the power in their relationship and that made dating off limits. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t, in a heartbeat, scoop her into his arms, make love to her, try to make her life better if she’d let him. Scatter all her demons to the wind. He would, too. Maybe he should quit and move away, take Angela with, if she’d go.

“What?” she asked through clenched teeth and lips pulled tight in a straight line by sheer force of will.

“Nothing.”

“That’s what you always say, yet I feel there’s something. Fire me if you’re going to.”

And there was the other option, Robbie thought. God, she was beautiful, and he knew he shouldn’t even let those thoughts into his mind. But here they were, all the same. He shook his head side to side knowing Angela would think he meant, “No, I would never do that fire you thing.” And it happened to be true. Angela performed her job better than any cop he’d ever worked with, both before and after her unfortunate incident. Coming in late for a shift occasionally didn’t negate that fact. Not even close.

“Then just let it be,” she whispered. Angela started to scribble on the form in front of her as if she’d never stopped. When Robbie continued to stare at her without speaking, she looked up and sighed. “I have no idea what’s going on here, but you’re starting to bother me. And just for the record, I would never date my boss. Now, shoo.”

Robbie understood right from wrong. And knew who stood on which side of that line at this moment. Sometimes that line could blur, and he would never find that gray-space acceptable. Neither would Angela. He respected her convictions. He nodded, because denying his feelings and thoughts, lying to her outright when she’d hit the nail on the head, would feel like a manipulation. He placed a hand, palm out, towards her in supplication. “You’re one hundred percent correct. No argument here. Back to work.” And I’m so sorry for even thinking of you that way. He needed to consider quitting.

As if reading his mind, Angela said, “You could always quit.” She stared at him for a moment—just long enough for Robbie to wonder if she meant because he sucked at being a sheriff or because he harbored feelings for a subordinate or because then they could be together. Robbie found he wanted to error on the former and allowed a small smile, then a grunt as if he found her humorous in an obscure kind of way.

Angela stared at him with no grin, then returned to scribbling on the form. Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized her work, right index finger tapping the barrel of the Glock in concentration. Then he watched as she picked up a picture of Emily off her desk and glanced at it before throwing the rectangle of cardstock back down on the desk. He wondered about that, too, but said nothing. Emily had been coming in and mentoring with Angela for weeks now, but Robbie couldn’t help but wonder if the girl possessed other motivations. The picture was article-of-evidence number-one. He turned away.

No, he’d leave her to it with no further preamble. Nothing else would prove healthy. Professionals—we’re professionals. Colleagues. Not colleagues. He held sway over Angela and should reprimand her for tardiness or counsel her on her responsibilities or ask her what her relationship with Em was. He wouldn’t do any of those, so he walked to his own desk and glanced at the map hanging on the plaster wall with gold thumbtacks. The map represented Jerome and the ridge on which it sat. Not much real estate. Just five cascading streets, the narrow blacktop road, the rest nothing save vertical rock face. Maybe a couple extreme hiking trails through small crevices in the rock but not for the average individual.

Sometimes looking at the map made for feelings of claustrophobia. That’s how Robbie felt. Some felt different—folks like Harold who were born here in Jerome. The tight confines helped them feel secure and snug. Robbie shivered. All of them being trapped here soon with nothing but snow and each other didn’t help him feel secure in the least. He’d best get back on his patrols while he still could navigate the narrow roads. After that, well, he didn’t know what he’d do.


Chapter 3



James lay in bed next to Victoria. True to her word, there would be no blue spheres for him. They hung empty yet satisfied, contents voided into a moist plush heaven. How naughty he had felt with Victoria on top, him finishing, then both of them glistening with sweat. They were attempting to stay quiet but failed as they fell into a desperate rhythm while others packed bags, slammed doors, yelled to each other mundane instructions, and otherwise prepared to hit the road. The world of those poor cold souls hadn’t existed to him and Vic, filtered through the thick haze of a building climax.

Now, the hotel lay bathed in silence. Everyone on their floor who planned to vacate likely had. Probably already on the switchbacks on the way down to the valley, a herd of sheep following each other down the mountain.

On impulse, James rose from the bed, careful not to disturb Vic because she loved her afternoon naps. He walked the three steps to the French doors, opened one with a quiet turn of the handle, and leaned out onto the narrow balcony. The view, although he’d seen it before, took his breath away. The immediacy of the vertical drop into the valley inspired awe and the feeling of free falling from an aircraft. Once he overcame the vertigo, he allowed his eyes to snake along the lonely road which switch-backed from the valley up several thousand feet to Jerome. As he’d visualized, a silver reflective thread of vehicles made their way downward to beat the weather.

Already, the snow had picked up and now cascaded down with more velocity than before. It wouldn’t take long for it to pile up at this rate. And this was just the tip of the iceberg.

Small sleepy snores cascaded from Vic’s semi-open mouth as James drew himself back inside. Her eyes fluttered as if in mid-dream. After the fresh air, he could smell the pungent results of their labors and relished it. Soon they’d shower to rid themselves of the sweat and fluids and head down for supper. It would be interesting to see who stayed and who didn’t. With any luck, Vic might remain in the mood and allow for some shower-play first. With a swell of emotion, he thought about how much he loved her.

Then a quiet sound broke his reverie. Vic continued to sleep, and he knew the answers to this small mystery would not be found inside their room. He brushed his bare legs against the mattress as he walked by—an uncomfortable mattress with broken springs which made noises of their own but not the noise in question—and strode across the green-carpeted floor. James thought a moment, then padded over to the thin door. He felt sure the noise originated from the hallway beyond. This wouldn’t normally hold his attention, but the sound was suspicious. It reminded him not of hotel guests but more of hospitals and cold clinical spaces. He remembered the stories written in the notebook from the coffee table in the lobby. Then he heard it again, nothing much more than a squeak, a rusty hinge perhaps. It reminded him of a gurney in a hospital.

Goose bumps formed on his arms which made James aware of his nakedness. Was he willing to risk a peek into the hall while nude? Risky, yes, but by the time he put on clothes, the source of the noise may elude him. He opened the door just a crack. He didn’t believe in ghosts or any other paranormal goings on, yet something told him caution may prove prudent.

The door opened with a small creak after he turned the knob. A waft of fresh air blew in and ruffled his hair as he glanced out into the hall. Just as he looked, a furtive movement captured his attention. James glimpsed a figure in white pushing a cart. Or was it a gurney? It moved out of James’ line of sight, but as if the visage wanted one more shot at validity, the wheels of the gurney made a last feeble rolling squeal before the hallway fell silent once again.

The air in the hall felt thick in his throat, and his skin pin-pricked and bathed with static. What had he just experienced? He wanted to rush out and find a logical explanation, but his nakedness prevented this. No rational explanation existed for such a thing. The hotel didn’t use nurses or keep gurneys on the premises. A hotel this small would not even harbor a first-aid station, let alone a full-service nurse. These were the things written about in the notebook. He’d seen an apparition. His rational mind wanted to discount this, but he could find zero justification to do so. The dense stillness seemed, if anything, to deepen in the hall. Not a single sound, as if this floor existed in a vacuum. He imagined air pressure building in his ears, although it seemed as real as Vic lying on the bed behind him.

More goose bumps formed, this time not only on his arms but down his ribcage and thighs. He needed to throw on a robe before he walked out into the hallway. James hesitated. He remembered what the lady at the reception desk said about the activity in relation to impending weather, the energy. And then some!

A cold wind blew past him as though someone turned on a rather robust fan. No explanation jumped out at him. No air vent existed to accomplish this. No other logical explanation. And then the chilly breeze dissipated, just like that. James remembered ghosts could theoretically make cold spots but couldn’t remember the circumstances or why they did it. Absurd! James didn’t believe in ghosts. But how else could he explain the events of the last several minutes? And the elevator, earlier?

With a quick yet quiet movement, not wishing to wake Victoria, James grabbed the fluffy white hotel robe off a hook in the small bathroom, adjusted it to fit, then stepped out into the hall. He walked with purpose toward the spot where he noticed the figure in white. He refused to let fear dampen his strides. Probably just a housekeeper with their cart.

The stairwell where he last saw the figure, sat near the end of the hallway, just down from the elevator. As he passed the possibly possessed contraption, James gave a wide berth for safety’s sake. When it didn’t spring to life, he hurried on down the green-striped hall. He barely noticed the antiques he passed, curio cabinets of the old hospital equipment, an old piano, a cabinet with information about the old hospital days.

And why did it feel so damn cold out here? Despite the comfort of the plush robe, James placed his arms around his torso. Just what did he hope to accomplish out here, anyway? He felt like an idiot, walking out here in only a hotel robe, looking for…What? An apparition?

When James reached the door to the stairwell with its original-mahogany casings, he leaned in to peek around the corner, just in case. Nothing loomed on the stairs, but the space felt even cooler than the hall. And why did his hair feel as if it stood on end, like a lightweight current of electricity passed through his split-ends? He ran a hand over his dome to make sure it still lay flat to his head.

Unsure what else to do, James took a tentative step into the stairwell but did not descend the staircase. He wouldn’t go that far dressed as foolish as this. He didn’t wish for anyone to see him in this robe, otherwise nude, and not feeling as clean as he’d prefer the world to see him. Some could just go out in public after sex. James found this difficult.

Ready to head back to the room, having chalked his vision up to an avid imagination, a guest-door directly across the hall from the stairwell burst open. Two children, a boy and a girl, spurt out into the hall, wild-eyed and amped up. They appeared early middle-school. James would know, as he taught tenth-grade American Literature

“Did you see the ghost?” the male child with wild brown hair asked him.

The ghost? James thought. Part of him felt disturbed that the children may know about the worst of the stories. He wondered how the kid knew he’d just seen something out here, whatever it was. Probably a figment of what he read in the lobby, or a trick of the eerie stillness, or even a leftover gas bubble from the burrito he’d filled his pie hole with at the convenience store.

The male child pulled out a device, a multicolored but mostly tan rectangle box with LED lights affixed near the top and a silver antenna poking out like a transistor radio. The lights lit up immediately upon which a hideous series of beeps chimed. The boy read something on a small LCD screen on the front.

The boy said, “Holy shit, Janey! K2 is through the roof and the air temp dropped over ten degrees.”

“Told you,” she said. A smirk broke out on her face, and James knew she took great pleasure in whatever little game they now played.

Then the boy noticed James again. “Oh, sorry! We get excited about ghosts and shit. Sorry if we’re too loud.”

“Stop cursing,” James said quietly, smirking, “and I can forgive you being loud.” He hoped his smile conveyed a light-hearted seriousness. It wouldn’t do for the kids to think him a tyrant or heavy-handed. Kids didn’t respond well to that kind of thing nowadays. Teachers like that ended up with a classroom full of paper footballs, spit-wads, and thirty to forty beeping and chiming cellphones.

“Yeah, sorry,” the boy said. “Sometimes I cuss when I get wound up.” The boy wrinkled up his brow. “Why you out here in a robe?”

“Mind your own business,” James said.

Janey took a step back. “You some kind of perv?”

James remained patient, however, he also donned an appropriate teacher-like scowl. Tweens could be assholes when not properly parented. He folded his arms and took a step away from her. “Glad to see you’re watching out for yourself. Can’t be too cautious these days, but you may want to refrain from calling every adult you see in a robe a perv. It’s disrespectful.” James bunched the material together at his neck to cover any exposed flesh and continued, “Anyway, I was about to shower when I thought I heard something out here.”

“The ghost!” the boy said. “You saw it, after all!”

“I saw something—” James started.

“Janey here,” the boy continued, “is clairvoyant and sensed the ghost and now my Mel Meter says the same thing, so she was right.” The kid could go from zero to twenty in about a second. Would probably make a great sports commentator or a politician. Perhaps even a barker for the carnival. James covered his mouth to avoid the child seeing his smile. “We like to confirm our findings that way, a double-whammy, you know.” He paused not even long enough for a breath. “Janey got possessed by a demon once.” He eyeballed James, testing the waters. “Tracey had to scry and wrap the Ouija board it lived in. Tracey got rid of the thing, but now Janey’s a little weird. You understand.”

Scry? James thought the term had something to do with the occult and mirrors. It didn’t matter. Either the kid was lying or was really messed up. Perhaps he was subjected to too much stimulation or allowed to watch horrible things on Netflix.

“I’m not weird,” Janey said, arms folded.

“Just special,” the boy agreed.
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