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  Chapter 1


Alex Smith's bedroom looked like the aftermath of a poltergeist exorcism staged by an obsessive librarian. Blackout curtains sealed in last night's insomnia. The monitor's blue glow bled across a half-eaten bag of Cheetos that had hemorrhaged orange dust onto a spiral-bound notebook, its edges curled and shadowed with grease. On the wall, pinned, eight Polaroids of what he insisted were spectral phenomena stared back at the room. In two of them, a formless white shimmer bruised the air—like reality developing a lesion. 
At this hour the subdivision lay anesthetized in summer break torpor. A garbage truck three blocks over. The barely audible click of a mechanical keyboard. Nothing else. The world outside had flatlined, but inside Alex's skull, something was waking up.
The email lurked in his inbox like a digital revenant. Subject line: "FAMILY ONLY: Exclusive Weekend Invitation!" Uncle Martin's signature reeked of cologne and desperation, even in twelve-point Arial.
He read it once. Twice. Lips moving.
Dear Family,
As you know, my dream project—the Overlook Grand Hotel—is ready for its soft opening. I'm inviting you to a private weekend event before the public opening. Enjoy the finest hospitality, all expenses covered. The hotel has been renovated, but the original charm is untouched. Please RSVP.
See you soon,
Martin Smith
Original charm. The words itched under Alex's skin like fiberglass. He could picture Martin's face—self-satisfied, lips too pink, that grin that never quite reached his eyes. All expenses covered meant the bar would be rationed and the Wi-Fi would choke. Nobody in the family would call out the irony of inviting relatives to a place with a body count and then acting shocked when things went sideways.
Below the text, a cluster of photos. Alex opened the first, and his jaw tightened. The hotel squatted on a wooded rise, its brickwork bruised with age, turret windows staring down like the black eyes of a moray eel. Someone—Martin's new wife—had Photoshopped the sky to a sterile blue, but the tree line remained hunched, as if the trees had long since stopped pretending.
He cycled through the others. The lobby: glass chandeliers thick with teardrop prisms, Victorian velvet in shades of ulcerous green. A grand staircase snaking up three stories, its carpet frayed but tenaciously red. Even through a screen, the building vibrated with old malice. It reminded him too much of the Adams house. And nothing like it at all.
On the desk beside the keyboard: a salt shaker, its Morton's label nearly scrubbed off; a dog-eared paperback of Hauntings of the American Midwest.
He checked the time—9:15—and called Sam.
Two rings. Voicemail. The same recording since they were twelve.
He tried again.
This time Sam picked up. "Hey." Low and flat. A car engine somewhere in the background.
"You got the invite, right?"
A rustle. "Yeah. Mom printed it and left it on the fridge."
"Classic." Alex drummed his fingers, counting three beats at a time. "You in?"
"I guess I have to be." Sam never said I want to.
"I thought your mom had a thing. Some teacher seminar."
"Cancelled. She's coming too." Sam's sigh vibrated down the line. "So is Cara."
"Sweet," Alex said and tried to believe it. Cara would act like she was fine, and then you'd find her picking her knuckles raw in the corner. But she'd never back down—not once, not from anything. That was the trouble with brave people who couldn't stop being afraid.
"I'll see if Mom can drop me at your place."
Silence ticked out.
"Are you bringing the kit?" Sam asked.
Alex glanced at the pile on the dresser: the EMF meter, the UV flashlight, the digital recorder with its cracked casing. "Already packed. I'm not trusting Martin's 'fully renovated' for one second."
Sam's exhale carried the ghost of a laugh. "You think it's haunted?"
Alex tongued the scab on his lower lip where he'd bitten through the night before. "The last time Martin bought a 'fixer-upper,' you got a concussion and I got scratched. So, yes. Haunted as shit."
"Let's not do that again." Sam's voice hardened, the warmth draining out like water from a cracked pipe. "This time we go in, document, and get out. No séances. No chicken blood. No playing Ghostbusters."
Alex bristled. "No one's playing." Then softer: "I won't do anything you don't want."
A pause. The hum of thought at the other end, heavy and considering.
"Bring salt," Sam said finally. "A lot."
He hung up first.
Alex set down the phone and opened the email again. He zoomed in on the hotel photograph, examining each floor, each row of blank windows. He wanted to see someone there—a pale face leering from the third story, an impossible silhouette near the cupola. Nothing. Just pixels and bad lighting.
He tried the ballroom photo. Empty, but the mirrors reflected a darkness the camera should have missed. A pocket of black where the geometry said there should be wall.
At the bottom, past the RSVP link, a note tacked on:
> P.S. The hotel is strictly off-limits for amateur ghost hunting. This is a family event. Please respect the staff and our guests.
Uncle Martin knew him too well.
Alex closed the email, but the image of the hotel had already burned a small, perfect hole in the back of his skull. The air vent rattled—a metallic cough—and a strange, sweet smell seeped in: burnt sugar and attic mold, threaded with something older, something organic and wrong. Alex held his breath, counting to three before releasing it.
He imagined the hotel's corridors. The silence that deepened the farther you went. The way old buildings inhaled your footsteps and never exhaled them.
He should have gone for a walk. Should have cleared his head at the river before lunch. Instead, he stayed hunched over the desk, eyes fixed to the sullen blue rectangle of the monitor, until his vision blurred and the hotel was just a dark bruise at the edge of sleep.
Somewhere in the walls the air vent rattled again.
It sounded, if you listened long enough, like breathing.






  
  Chapter 2


The car—Sam's dad's old Civic, the color of overcast—wasn't built for three-hour drives, but it had a working AC and could reliably deliver them from suburb to nowhere in under two and a half. Sam drove, always ten percent over the limit, hands at ten and two. The windshield buzzed with insect carcasses, and every pass of the wipers left a greasy afterimage of summer's death toll. 
Alex rode shotgun, one foot on the dashboard, laptop balanced on his knee, thumb scrolling, wrist flicking every few seconds to keep the screen alive. He talked in starts and stutters, as if he could only process the world by overloading it.
The Civic smelled like old upholstery and whatever Sam's dad used to clean the dashboard—something sharp and lemony that never quite masked the underlying scent of heat-baked plastic. The vents rattled when the AC kicked higher. Every so often the engine made a noise that caused Sam's jaw to tighten, just a fraction.
Alex noticed. He noticed everything. He just didn't always comment.
"Dude, listen," Alex said, and Sam braced for whatever came next. "If we're serious about this—I mean, really serious—we should get a brand. A name. Ghost Hunters, LLC, or something. There's at least fifty blogs about haunted hotels, but none of them have actual experience. We do. We're legit."
Sam grunted, eyes locked on the endless ribbon of Route 60. "I'm not wearing matching T-shirts."
Alex didn't hear, or pretended not to. "After the Adams job—after what we did for Bruno's parents—we could charge real money. You have the tech, I have the research. People pay more for teams."
"Yeah, but most teams don't almost get killed."
Sam kept his tone light, but his stomach clenched. The Adams house rose up in his mind without invitation: the temperature plummeting so fast his breath fogged, something heavy dragging itself across the ceiling, the exact moment Alex stopped responding to his voice. Sam adjusted his grip on the wheel, grounding himself in the texture of worn leather.
The Adams job—a shadow that stretched long behind them, even in daylight.
Alex shifted, drawing his knee up. "That's why we're good," he said, a little too quiet. "We know how bad it can get."
Sam said nothing. He drove.
Mile after mile, the world outside changed in slow, malevolent increments. Strip malls gave way to single gas stations with sun-bleached signs. Houses thinned, then vanished, replaced by long stretches of trees that leaned inward like eavesdroppers. Cell service dropped from four bars to one, then flickered uncertainly. The sky lowered, clouds thickening until the light turned flat and metallic—the color of a headache about to break.
The air inside the car grew heavy despite the AC. Sam rolled his shoulders, trying to shed the sensation that the road was narrowing when it wasn't. Nerves. Anticipation. Memory pressing its thumbs against the backs of his eyes. His body cataloged threats whether he wanted it to or not.
"Do you think it'll be like last time?" Alex asked.
Sam squeezed the steering wheel until his tendons popped. "Martin's not the type to research the history. He probably thinks 'haunted' is just a Yelp keyword."
Alex grinned. "He would do that."
"Doesn't mean it's safe." Sam's voice sounded thin, even to himself. Already he was mapping exits in his mind, measuring the width of imagined hallways, wondering if the hotel's fire alarms worked or had been left ornamental, like everything else Martin touched.
Alex went back to scrolling. The only sounds: the Civic's engine and the thump of tires over poorly patched road. Somewhere deep in the trees, a bird screeched—sharp, abrupt—and Sam flinched before he could stop himself.
Eventually Alex broke the silence.
"There's a story," he said, turning the laptop so Sam could see. "This blogger, back in 2003, tried to spend the night in the old hotel before it was renovated. Heard footsteps all night, even though he was alone. He left at three a.m. and never posted again."
Sam glanced, just long enough to catch the headline: "The Grand Hotel and the 3 a.m. Curse." A hollow ache opened beneath his ribs.
"You think that's real?"
Alex shrugged. "Everything is, until proven otherwise."
Sam snorted. "You're full of shit."
But Alex only smiled—that small, conspiratorial twitch at the corner of his mouth. "That's why you keep coming."
A little after one, they hit the turnoff for the Overlook Grand. The road narrowed, asphalt cracking at the edges, hemmed by trees so old their roots bulged from the earth like ossified veins. The temperature inside the car dropped—or Sam imagined it. The air turned raw, the way it got right before a storm that never quite arrived.
The GPS recalculated every mile, its calm synthetic voice increasingly useless. No alternate routes. No suggestions. Just a single thin line stretching forward into green-black nothing.
Sam noticed that the farther they drove, the quieter Alex became. Still scrolling, but with a new kind of urgency—like someone searching for a word they could almost remember. At last he shut the laptop and set it carefully at his feet.
"I saw something," Alex said, voice almost lost under the hum of tires.
"Yeah?"
"In the email. One of the hotel photos—from the front. There's a blur in one of the upper windows. Like a person standing there." He hesitated, fingers worrying at the seam of his jeans. "I thought it was a compression artifact. But it's been stuck in my head all night."
Sam kept his eyes on the road. The trees pressed closer. The light dimmed another notch.
Neither of them spoke for the last three miles. The road curved uphill, each twist lifting them farther from the world behind until it disappeared entirely. Trees crowded close on both sides, branches knitting overhead into a canopy that swallowed the sky. The Civic's headlights caught nothing but trunk after trunk after trunk, an endless colonnade of bark and shadow.
Then the trees fell back, sudden as a curtain drawn, and the Overlook Grand rose into view.
Not all at once. In pieces—first the upper floors, then the wide shoulders of brick, then the full weight of it, hunched above the treeline like something that had dragged itself to this spot and decided never to leave. Even from the bottom of the drive, Sam could see the compromises: new brick stitched awkwardly into old, fresh mortar too clean against weathered stone. Someone had tried to make it whole again. Someone had failed.
Alex leaned forward, both hands on the dashboard, his reflection ghosting across the windshield. His mouth hung open, the way it did when he was too excited or too afraid to distinguish between the two.
Sam killed the engine. The silence that rushed in was not the silence of an empty place. It was the silence of a place that was listening.
He stared at the hotel through the bug-smeared glass. The turret windows stared back—black, blank, patient. A breeze stirred the treeline and died. No birdsong. No insects. Just the tick of the cooling engine and the vast, held breath of a building that had been waiting for them long before the invitation was sent.
It looked, Sam thought, like a mausoleum built for secrets.
"Ready?" Alex said.
Sam was not. He opened the door anyway.
The heat hit him first—thick, southern, pressing down like a palm
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