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Cochico Village


Book One

The Panthera Hotel


Chapter 1

​


 


ASHER

 


I close the door behind the movers and turn.
“I’m back,” I whisper to the empty apartment. After being away for
nearly ten years, I moved back to Cochico Village, my hometown.

 


Ten years ago, I was an ambitious young man
who wanted to be the best private investigator in the country. I
achieved much but wasn’t and never will be the best PI in the
country. Now, at thirty-three years, I have come to the conclusion
that even though my career is successful, my private life
sucks.

 


I lived in the Big Apple for a decade before
the stress and loneliness got to me. No steady relationship, but
one-night stands, instead. Casual, meaningless sex, was that really
the life I wanted? Was that all life had to offer? I had been
asking myself these questions for some time now. The answer was no;
I deserved more. In fact, I deserved everything life had to offer.
That’s when I decided to return to my hometown, Cochico Village,
hoping I wouldn’t regret it.

 


I didn’t leave much behind when I moved back
to the village because it’s tough to find and maintain friendships
while living in the Big Apple. As a private investigator, I worked
long hours, which left no time to make friends. Many come to the
city, where their dreams turn into nightmares fast. I was lucky
that I was in the right place at the right time when I got my first
case.

 


Don’t laugh, but I was hired to find a dog, a
very expensive one, I might ad. She had unleashed her small dog,
and then it had disappeared. It turned out she had befriended a
stray dog, and together they had wandered off out of Central Park.
I found both dogs, managed to catch them, and brought the stray dog
to the animal rescue shelter. Then, I delivered Bernie, the small
dog, to her owner.

 


The woman was ecstatic and had many
influential friends who came to me for help. It was why I got the
case of Rosa Delgato, the missing movie star. And now, after nearly
ten years, I’m back, and hopefully, I will find some much-needed
peace and quiet.

 


I look around and walk into the living room
because I need to unpack the boxes holding my life of ten years as
a successful PI. Ten boxes; I know it’s sad, really, but it is what
it is. So, I grab the first box with my clothes in it and walk into
the bedroom.

 


It’s late in the afternoon when my phone
rings. I don’t recognize the number. “Hello? This is Asher Miller,”
I say when I answer the call. The caller turns out to be the
governor of New York himself. He knows my reputation as a private
investigator and wants to hire me to find his daughter.

 


After a conversation of nearly thirty
minutes, he finally ends the call. I switch on my laptop and open
my email. Sure enough, there’s a mail with an attachment from the
governor. He wants to keep his daughter’s disappearance out of the
newspapers, which is understandable. He’s a high-profile person,
and God knows what idiots will claim of having his child.

 


Most of my stuff is unpacked now, and the
living room, as they say, is livable. So even though I didn’t plan
on taking a new case for at least six months, I can’t let this one
pass. I don’t like Governor Wilson because he’s an asshole, but I’m
fond of his daughter, Charlotte. She’s one of the reasons I’m
taking the case. The second reason is that she was last seen in
this area.

 


I save the picture of Charlotte on my phone
and will start to ask around tomorrow. It’s already late afternoon,
and most residents are already home, so I’d better wait until
tomorrow. At noon many people are heading out for lunch, which is
the best time to start asking around. I hope at least some
residents remember her and can point me in the right direction.

 


I know Charlotte, and she’s not the type to
wander off without letting her parents know. This knowledge makes
me fear the worst. I have had my share of high-profile cases, many
of which didn’t end well. I hope and pray that Charlotte is still
alive.

 


One of my one-night stands, who became my
friend, invited me to accompany him to a charity event, organized
by Governor Wilson’s wife; it’s where I met Charlotte. The governor
and his wife are snobs and told me to stay away from their
daughter. I was only a simple PI and, thus, not good enough for
Charlotte. Hell, I met too many of them during my time in New
York.

 


Contrary to what you see on TV, New York is
lonely. Everyone is busy with their careers and showing off at
parties. No one cares about the other except for a few people. So,
it’s a miracle I lived for ten years in a city I don’t even like.
Well, I love New York; it’s only the rush and the stress I detest.
I love Central Park, especially on a quiet Sunday morning, with
coffee and a newspaper.

 


So, after I told Charlotte about the warning,
we laughed our asses off. Charlotte immediately knew that I was gay
and not a danger of becoming the governor’s son-in-law. She told me
about her parents chasing away her boyfriends, and she wanted to
get out from under their wings. Governor Wilson had been furious
when he found out I helped his daughter find a nice apartment. The
governor had managed several times to prevent Charlotte from
renting an apartment, using his influence.

 


However, I knew that Peter, a friend, was
about to move out, and I arranged a meeting between Charlotte and
Peter. He talked to the landlord on Charlotte’s behalf, and she got
the apartment. And let me tell you that her parents were not happy.
Watching Governor Wilson lose his cool when he came to
inspect the apartment was fun. The best thing was that
Peter’s apartment was in my building, so Charlotte and I were
practically neighbors.

 


The governor is a bully and, on top of that,
a homophobe, and that he called me to find his missing daughter
shows how much he loves her. It must have been difficult for him to
make the call and ask for my help. So, here I am, hoping to find
peace and quiet in my hometown, and instead, I have another
case.

 


Even though I manage to unpack all the boxes,
the apartment is still a mess. The furniture is not where it should
be. My art has yet to be hung on the walls. However, my TV is in
the right place and connected, ready to use. The kitchen is a mess;
plates, pans, and other cooking utensils are still on the counter,
waiting to be put away. So, for now, I’ll concentrate on bringing
order into the chaos by cleaning up the kitchen and placing the
furniture where I want it.

 


It’s after eleven, and I’m ready for bed when
I feel a shiver going through my body. What the hell? A wave of
cold rushes through me, like ice flowing through my veins. But
then, the feeling is gone a moment later, and all seems normal
again. The strange experience is leaving me reeling, though. It was
weird as fuck.

 


I decide to stay up for a while longer
because I need to get warm. Walking into the kitchen, I take almond
milk from the refrigerator and pour some into the small pan. While
the milk is heating up, I put two teaspoons of cocoa in a mug and
add a spoonful of sugar. I add the hot milk and stir as I walk into
the living room.

 


I sit in the comfortable overstuffed chair
I’d placed near the window and wonder how long it has been since I
made myself hot cocoa. In all of the ten years I lived in New York,
I had never made myself hot cocoa. It’s my first evening in my
hometown, and drinking homemade hot cocoa is saying a lot. This is
how it should be, feeling comfortable, feeling home.

 


Anyway, as expected, the hot beverage is
doing me good, and soon I feel warm again. It’s after midnight when
I crawl into bed. I think of Charlotte and hope she’s still alive.
Against all odds, I fall asleep almost immediately.

 


Rays of sunshine wake me, and I make a mental
note not to forget to hang curtains that keep the light out, so I
don’t wake up so God damn early.

 


I use the morning hours to hang my art on the
walls, and at noon I leave to have lunch in town, which gives me a
chance to question the residents about Charlotte. I hope Susan, who
works behind the counter where I have lunch, recognizes
Charlotte.

 


“Asher? Asher Miller? Is that really you?”
Susan almost yells when she sees me enter the diner. “Yep, it’s
really me,” I chuckle as she steps from behind the counter and hugs
me fiercely. “What brings you to Cochico Village?” I smile because
Susan is always the cheery type. She had a crush on me when we were
teenagers until I told her I liked boys. She took it well, and we
have been friends ever since.

 


“You are famous, did you know,” she says.
That makes me frown because I’m a lot of things, but being famous
is not one of them. “Oh yeah. It was big news over here when you
solved the case of the missing movie star, Rosa Delgato,” she
explains. I nod because what can I say? I solved many cases, but I
mainly kept a low profile. However, when I took the case of Rosa
Delgato, it was hot news all over the country.

 


I need a topic change and show her the
picture of Charlotte. Susan studies the photo, looks up at me, and
says, “Yes, I remember her; she and her boyfriend had dinner here
four days ago.” “Her boyfriend? Are you sure?” I ask, and she must
have seen the confused look on my face because she laughs. “Oh,
yeah, of that, I’m sure. Talk about two lovebirds,” she
chuckles.

 


I find it strange because I don’t know
anything about Charlotte having a boyfriend. But, then again, we
haven’t seen each other much in the previous months. I was busy
trying to solve what should be my last case, and Charlotte had been
traveling.

 


“Did they, by any chance, tell you where they
were heading?” I question. Susan shakes her head. “No, they only
had eyes for each other and didn’t talk much,” she answers. I thank
her, finish my lunch, and she makes me promise to have coffee with
her one of these days before I head outside.

 


Lost in my thoughts, I stroll down Mainstreet
and turn right on Park Lane. While walking down the lane, I pass
The Panthera Hotel. Looking up at the hotel entrance, I wonder when
the hotel was built. It sure wasn’t here ten years ago. Plus, the
hotel looks, well, old. A prickle tingles my neck in warning; what
the hell? It makes me think of the prickling I felt the previous
night; it was the same tingling. I know strange things happen in
the small town, and I wonder if this is a warning.

 


I stop and stare at The Panthera Hotel when a
thought comes to mind. Can it be that Charlotte and her boyfriend
checked into this hotel? Well, only one way to find out. I push the
door open and step inside. When I enter the hotel, a feeling of
unease ripples down my spine; God dammit. I come to an abrupt halt.
I’m eyeing the counter and am stunned by what I see.


Chapter 2

​


 


AUSTIN

 


When I wake up, I feel broken after a night
of strange noises that kept me from getting a good night’s rest.
For a moment, I think of complaining, but since I only spent one
night here, I dismiss that thought. So instead, I shower, dress,
take my small suitcase, and close the door behind me.

 


I’m looking forward to seeing my brother and
his family. I’m lost in my thoughts about seeing my family again as
I descend the stairs. But the moment I reach the bottom of the
stairs, I freeze. I blink a few times and shake my head because I
must not see correctly. It’s like I landed in a bad movie or
something. Where there was a counter with a friendly woman when I
checked in last night, all I see now is dust and cobwebs. That
can’t be right. Am I still sleeping while having a weird dream? The
lobby looks like it was abandoned some fifty years ago.

 


After recovering from a mild shock, I move
slowly toward what was once the hotel’s check-in. Everything is
covered in dust, and taking a closer look; I notice that the
scenery has changed as well.

 


Behind the counter, I see large numbers; each
number has a nail in it, with large ancient keys hanging on it, as
you only see in old movies. The register is ancient as well; hell,
the complete lobby could be a movie set. “What the hell is going
on?” I muttered to an empty hall.

 


I pinch myself, and it hurts, so I’m not
sleeping. If this isn’t a bad dream, then what did I get into? Ah,
well, I’ll call Detective Declan Campbell; he’s my older brother
and will know what’s going on and what to do.

 


I’m surprised when I notice I don’t have
reach. I shouldn’t be because I’m in Cochico Village and not in the
middle of nowhere. Since the hotel seems abandoned, I can’t pay for
my room. My only option is to head outside, hail a cab, and get the
hell away from this freaking place.

 


I have a pretty layback personality and don’t
panic easily. However, when I can’t reach the doors leading to the
street, I slowly start to panic. It’s like the hotel put an
impenetrable barrier in place and won’t let me pass. I can’t tell
how long I’ve tried to leave the damn hotel. And I have come to the
conclusion leaving the hotel the usual way, through the front
doors, isn’t an option.

 


I am about to turn to investigate the hotel,
hoping to find a way out, when I feel a prickling that makes the
hairs on my neck stand on end. I stare at the front doors and feel
someone’s presence. “Don’t enter,” I shout as loud as possible.
There’s no need for more people to get caught in this
nightmare.

 


For a moment, I’m not sure what to do. I need
to prevent people from entering the hotel, but I must also
investigate and look for another way out of this hell. Ah, choices,
choices.

 


I try, for the last time, to breach the
invisible barrier to escape, but the hotel won’t budge. It looks
like it doesn’t want to let me leave. Still, I sense the presence
of someone else. Can it be a ghost? I’m so confused right now. Does
limbo exist? Am I in limbo? Jesus, I hope not.

 


I glance at the hotel’s entrance. “Hello? Is
someone there?” I call out. I’m certain someone is there, watching
me. However, all is quiet, so I decide to return to my room and put
together a plan to escape the hotel. The thought makes me chuckle,
but I’m not happy. In fact, I’m slowly starting to freak out. When
I’m nervous, I chuckle; I have done so ever since I was a kid.

 


I’m positive someone was at the hotel
entrance, only I couldn’t see them. If I’m right, I need to ask
myself, is it friend or foe? I’m not that big, but if I need to, I
can defend myself because I’m a black belter, among other things. I
hate violence and won’t start a fight easily, but if they don’t
leave me any other choice, I will kick ass.

 


I’m not someone who easily panics, and I’m no
coward, but this situation is creeping me out. Then, I hear a woman
scream, and the sound seems to come from the hotel’s back, the
kitchen, maybe? Dare I go deeper into the hotel? Will it eat me
alive if I do? “Oh, Austin, get a grip,” I admonish myself.

 


Alright, if someone is in danger, I can’t do
anything else but help. So, I move through the restaurant on my way
to the kitchen, and surprise, surprise, no invisible barrier is
trying to stop me. The restaurant looks like the foyer; everything
is covered in dust and cobwebs. Damn, did I say I hate spiders?

 


I enter the kitchen and see that everything
is covered in dust and cobwebs as well. What the hell is going on,
and will I ever be able to leave this damned place? That thought
hits me hard. Shit, what if I’m not able to find a way out of the
ghost hotel? No, I won’t go there because I will find a way
to escape this freaking place.

 


 


ASHER

 


I blink a few times because I must not be
seeing correctly. It’s like I’m back in time; just how old is this
hotel, and why have I never seen it before? I was born and raised
in Cochico Village but never crossed The Panthera Hotel. Come to
think of it; I can’t remember what building stood here before the
spooky hotel rose seemingly out of nowhere.

 


The desk and register are covered in a thick
layer of dust. Behind the counter, I see old large room keys
hanging on nails behind the desk. I hesitate because I’m not sure
if going further into the hotel is such a good idea. I love a good
mystery case, but I also know that being alone in a spooky hotel
can get dangerous. No one knows where I am, so if something
happens, then I’m on my own.

 


Just when I’m about to turn and leave, I feel
a presence. I must be mistaken because the dust and cobwebs tell me
no one has been here in at least a decade. Still, it’s an odd
feeling. I look around, but no footprints or other traces
indicating someone has been here recently. A look at my watch makes
me realize it’s already late in the afternoon, which makes me
decide to go home. My stomach is already protesting because it’s
empty. I’ll have dinner and do some research on the Internet about
the hotel. Maybe I’ll get lucky and find some valuable
information.

 


I really need information about The Panthera
Hotel because something isn’t right, I can feel it. On my way to my
apartment, I remember the village has an information center. But
it’s getting late, so that will have to wait until tomorrow, and
hopefully, they can tell me more about this mysterious hotel.

 


“Hello,” a man greets me when I enter the
apartment building. He smiles. “I’m Michael; I live across the
hall,” he explains at the confused expression I give him. “Oh, hi.
I’m Asher; I just moved in,” I return. “I know,” he winks; the man
actually winks. “It’s nice to meet you,” I say as I continue to my
apartment. “It’s nice to meet you too,” he calls after me.

 


I turn on the lights, grab a frozen dinner
from the freezer, and put it in the microwave. While my food heats,
I grab a beer, uncap it, and take a few swigs before putting it on
the coffee table. The microwave beeps, letting me know that my
gourmet dinner is ready. I’ve been so long in the Panthera Hotel it
leaves me no time to ask more residents about Charlotte. Well, I
will continue tomorrow.

 


As I eat, my thoughts wander off to The
Panthera Hotel. Growing up in the village, I know that strange
things sometimes happen. But I also know that even though you can’t
see it, magic does exist. When I was about six or seven, my cat
died. Then, a few days after losing Snowball, a woman stopped me on
my way home from school; she smiled and told me that Snowball was
waiting for me.

 


I yelled at her not to joke about my dead
cat, but she was adamant and insisted that Snowball was waiting for
me. And lo and behold, Snowball sat on the porch when I arrived
home. It was like she never died. Things like that happen in the
village; everyone knows that, and strangely, no one questions
it.

 


Years later, when I left home for college,
Snowball disappeared, never to return. Maybe she died of old age.
Cats retreat when they feel death is near, or perhaps it was
because I left home? However, I have never really believed that.
Every time I got home for the holidays, I expected to see Snowball
sitting on the porch, waiting for me. Unfortunately, it never
happened. So, I like to believe she died of old age. I finish
dinner and fire up my laptop for some online investigation about
The Panthera Hotel.


Chapter 3

​


 


ASHER

 


When I wake up, I notice it’s still dark
outside, so it must be early. Glancing at my phone, I see that it’s
freaking five o ‘clock in the morning. Well, I turn and close my
eyes again because five really is too early, way too early. When I
open my eyes again, the sun is blinding me. It’s eight thirty, time
to get up and start the day.

 


My online search for The Panthera Hotel was a
bust. There was no information whatsoever, which is strange. So, I
let my laptop for what it is and make breakfast, well, coffee and a
piece of toast.

 


An hour later, I walk up to the hotel, and a
feeling of dread comes over me. A minute later, I know why because
the hotel doors are locked, and it won’t let me in. While walking
around the building, I try to look through the windows, hoping to
get a glimpse of the interior other than the lobby. But it’s like
someone painted the windows to prevent passersby from looking
inside. This is getting weirder and weirder.

 


Since the freaking hotel refuses to let me
enter, I decide to visit the community center and hope they can
tell me about the hotel’s history. The center isn’t far from the
hotel, only a few blocks if I remember correctly.

 


On my way to the center, I pass the bakery,
and the smell that hits me draws me inside for coffee and a slice
of apple pie. I smile when I see Nancy behind the counter; she
looks up and smiles warmly when she sees me enter. “I thought you’d
never come by,” she teases. As a kid, I visited the bakery nearly
every day, and Nancy always seemed to be there; she must be what,
over a hundred by now? “Hi Nancy, how are you?” I ask because I
haven’t forgotten that she often gave me apple pie for free.

 


Suddenly, Nancy’s smile disappears, and she
looks at me strangely. But before I can ask if she’s alright, Nancy
motions for me to come closer. “What’s wrong?” I whisper. “I don’t
quite know how to explain, but something big is going on in the
village. Something isn’t right. I feel it in my bones,” she
whispers back. Then she adds, “Asher, please, watch your steps
because you are in danger.”

 


“Why do you think that? I just moved back
here; how can I be in danger?” I ask because I really don’t see it.
“Someone is after you, someone powerful,” she whispers, eyes big
and a worried expression on her face. “I will be careful,” I
promise as I order a cappuccino. Nancy nods, “And a slice of apple
pie,” she laughingly interrupts me. “You haven’t forgotten,” I
chuckle. “Of course not; how can I forget what my favorite customer
likes?” she returns, still laughing.

 


She then motions for me to sit at the table
by the window and places a cappuccino and a slice of apple pie in
front of me. “Thank you, Nancy,” I say as I smile at her. But my
smile disappears when I see her serious expression. “I meant what I
said. Please, please, be careful,” she warns me again.

 


A thought hits me. “Nancy? What aren’t you
telling me?” I question carefully. She doesn’t answer but shakes
her head and turns to help another customer who enters the bakery.
Nancy is behaving strangely, but she is a bit, well, odd. Nice, but
odd, she always was. When I wave goodbye to her, Nancy smiles, but
I still see the worried expression in her eyes.

 


I step into the community center, and the
woman behind the counter greets me with a bright smile. “Asher
Miller. I heard you moved back. How are you?” she asks, beaming at
me as she approaches me from behind the counter. She looks
familiar, and I need a few seconds before the light is switched on.
“Eleanor Smith, Elly,” I smile as we hug.

 


“It’s Eleanor Campbell now,” she chuckles.
It’s a familiar name. Then it dawns. “You married Declan?” I gasp.
“I did indeed. And don’t look so surprised,” she laughs. “Well,
that’s because I am. I never thought Declan would ever settle down.
Let alone with the most beautiful girl in the village,” I answer.
Eleanor hugs me again. “That’s so sweet of you,” she says.

 


“Do you have plans for tonight?” she
immediately questions. I shake my head because tonight it’s frozen
dinner and TV like all the other nights. “You must come and have
supper with us. I’m sure Declan wants to see you. Plus, Austin is
coming as well,” she informs me while she beams at me again.

 


She looks thoughtful and says, “Declan is
worried because Austin should have arrived two days ago. He called
to let us know when he would arrive, but that’s the last we heard
from him. I know he’s an adult, but still, we worry.” “Austin?” I
echo. “Yes, Declan’s baby brother, although he’s not a baby
anymore,” she chuckles. I make a mental note of Austin being
MIA.

 


“Okay, what time is convenient?” I ask
because I don’t know what time people have supper. Because of my
job as a private investigator, I always eat whenever it suits me.
“I would say, around six,” Eleanor answers, smiling. “I will be on
time; it’s like forever since I had a homecooked meal,” I tell
her.

 


“Oh, I’m delighted; you must meet Yara and
Dean. Yara is fifteen, and Dean just turned eight.” She starts
laughing at seeing my blank expression. “They’re our kids,” she
laughs even harder now. “Oh God, you should see your face,” she
snickers. “Yeah, well, in my defense, I just can’t imagine you two
as a couple, let alone have children,” I say.

 


I remember Eleanor from school, even though
we weren’t in the same class, because she’s older than me, just
like Declan is. I’m thirty-three, while Declan is forty-two, and
Eleanor is forty. However, I don’t know Austin’s age because I
can’t remember him at all.

 


“Just, how old is Austin? Because I don’t
remember him,” I say apologetically. “Austin is twenty-nine, so
that makes him four years younger than you,” she answers, still
smiling. “You remember my age?” I ask in disbelief because I didn’t
even know she remembered me. “Sure, you must be thirty-three now,
right?” “I am. But woman, you’re eerie,” I laugh. “I know,” she
winks.

 


“But tell me, what brings you to the center?”
she asks, reminding me why I’m here. “There’s a hotel on Park Lane.
Can you tell me anything about it?” Eleanor cocks her head. “On
Park Lane? Are you sure?” she questions, frowning. “Yes, I am. I
noticed the hotel yesterday,” I insist. “Well, if there’s a hotel,
and I don’t doubt you, then that’s news to me. What’s the name of
this hotel?” she asks. “The Panthera Hotel,” I reply.

 


Eleanor looks even more confused. “I was born
and raised here in the village, but I don’t know a hotel named
Panthera,” she says. “Well, the strange thing is, I went into the
hotel lobby, and it was like going back in time,” I say, explaining
what I saw and telling her about this morning when the hotel was
locked. Also, the windows were painted so that I couldn’t look
inside.

 


“Hmm. Sounds very interesting,” Eleanor says,
and her eyes light up. “Then, there’s another thing. Yesterday,
when I stepped into the lobby, everything was coated in a thick
layer of dust. It was like no one has been inside for at least a
decade,” I inform her.

 


“Oh, goody. I need to see this hotel. Do you
think it’s still there?” she questions. “I believe so, yes. Well,
at least it was there just an hour ago. Since I couldn’t get
inside, I came here after I stopped at the bakery,” I smile. “Ah,
Nancy’s Bakery, I remember. She always gave you apple pie for
free,” Eleanor chuckles. “She did, but how do you know?” I’m really
curious now. Hell, the woman is eerie. Eleanor just chuckles but
doesn’t answer.

 


Then she looks thoughtful. “I’m a historian;
if this hotel is old, I should know about it, right?” she says. I
nod because then she should know about it. “Now, I’m
intrigued, and I need to see it,” she says, sounding very serious
suddenly. “Since you can’t tell me anything about the hotel, I will
take you there. What about tomorrow?” I offer.

 


Eleanor looks thoughtful. “I need to work
tomorrow morning, but I’m free after one o ‘clock,” she informs me.
“Alright, I’ll be here at one, then we’ll go over to the hotel, see
if we can enter this time,” I say. Eleanor’s eyes light up again,
and I can tell that the idea of exploring a spooky hotel excites
her.

 


“You’re actually looking forward to take a
look at The Panthera Hotel, do you?” I chuckle. Eleanor nods. “Of
course, after all, I’m a historian, remember?” she smiles. Suddenly
I feel that now familiar tingling that makes the hairs on my neck
stand on end. I’m sure I’m being watched. “What’s wrong?” Eleanor
asks, a worried expression on her face. Damn, the woman is
perceptive.

 


For a moment, I debate what to tell her
because I’m not sure myself, so I go for the truth. “I ‘m not quite
sure, but I feel I’m being watched,” I tell Eleanor. “Hell. Is that
someone here?” she asks, and I hear no fear in her voice. What I
do hear is curiosity. “I’m not sure, but I think so,” I
answer while slowly scanning my surroundings.

 


Eleanor also glances around but can’t find
anything out of place. “Maybe it’s just the tension; I don’t know,”
I say after a few minutes. Eleanor shakes her head; she says, “I
don’t think that’s it. No! If you think someone is watching you,
you are probably right. It means that we need to be careful,” she
cautions.

 


“I have time to accompany you to the
basement; It’s where the center keeps its most precious and ancient
documents. Maybe we find something about the hotel,” she says. I
smile because this might be a chance to learn about the hotel’s
history.

 


The basement is well-lit and not the catacomb
I expected. We immediately start searching for documents that might
have information about the hotel. I don’t know how long we’ve been
searching when Elly shows me some old papers. “It’s about The Black
Panther Inn. The document is dated 1649, but I don’t see a
connection with our hotel,” I say. “Me neither,” Eleanor says as
she takes the paper and puts it back. We search for another hour or
so, but there’s absolutely nothing that even remotely points in the
hotel’s direction. I sigh because it’s like the hotel blocks us
every step of the way.

 


Eleanor looks at her wristwatch. “I’m sorry,
but I have a meeting in ten minutes. And even though I haven’t
heard of The Panthera Hotel, we will find out about its history.
I’m sure every building has a history, so the hotel should also
have one,” she apologizes. I smile and say it’s alright because I
know she really wants to investigate the mystery hotel. “But I’ll
see you at six, then we can put a plan together about how to
approach the building and find out all there is to know,” she
smiles.
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