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  Dedication


For the ones who keep showing up when it would be easier not to. For the quiet protectors who do the hard work without applause, who carry what they’ve seen and still choose kindness. 
And for anyone who’s ever learned the truth the painful way: sometimes the rules don’t keep you safe. Sometimes you do.
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  Prologue: The Baseline Noise


The city screamed. That was the only word for it. 
Ro Malloy sat in his rig, parked at the corner of 5th and Broadway, and let the noise wash over him. It wasn't just one sound; it was a layered geology of sonic violence. The jackhammer tearing up the pavement twenty feet away provided the percussion—a relentless, rattling thud-thud-thud that vibrated in his molars. Above that, the soprano screech of a taxi braking too late. The baritone honk of a delivery truck. The human chorus of a thousand people shouting into phones, at each other, into the void.
It was 2:00 PM on a Tuesday, and the decibel level was probably illegal, if anyone in this city actually enforced code.
"You want half?" Miguel asked.
Ro looked over. Miguel was holding out a sandwich that looked like it had been involved in a traffic accident. "What is it?"
"Meatball. I think. The wrapper said 'Italian Surprise'."
"I'm good."
"Your loss. The surprise is heartburn." Miguel took a bite, chewed, and gestured at the windshield with the sandwich. "You hear that?"
"Hear what?"
"Exactly. The quiet."
Ro looked at him. "Miguel, there is a guy jackhammering concrete ten feet from your ear. A siren just went by. There is a mariachi band playing on the subway steps. What quiet?"
"The radio," Miguel said. "Dispatch hasn't squawked in twelve minutes. It's the calm before the storm, hermano. The universe is holding its breath."
As if on cue, the radio crackled. The static cut through the ambient roar like a knife.
"Unit 7, Unit 7. Priority 2. MVA at the overpass. Two vehicles, possible entrapment."
Miguel sighed, re-wrapping the mutilated sandwich. "And... exhale."
Ro put the rig in gear. He flicked the siren switch. The wail joined the chorus, just another voice screaming for attention.
They spent the next six hours in the friction.
The MVA was a mess of shattered glass and arguing drivers. The extraction took forty minutes because the driver's side door was fused to the guardrail. The noise was constant—the hydraulic whine of the Jaws of Life, the shouting of police directing traffic, the spectators honking because their commute was delayed by someone else's tragedy.
By 8:00 PM, Ro's head felt like a pressurized cabin.
He dropped Miguel at the station and drove home. His apartment building was in a neighborhood explicitly zoned for "mixed use," which apparently meant "nobody sleeps, ever."
He walked up the three flights of stairs. The hallway smelled of curry, stale beer, and cat litter. From 3B, the sound of a televised soccer match was loud enough to rattle the door frame. From 4A, a couple was having an argument about money that had been going on, consecutively, for three years.
Ro unlocked his door. He stepped inside.
He didn't turn on the lights. He just stood there for a moment, listening.
The refrigerator hummed—a broken, rattling cycle he'd been meaning to fix for months. The radiator hissed. Outside his window, a car alarm started chirping, a rhythmic whoop-whoop-whoop that sliced through the walls.
There was no off switch. Not here. Not anywhere.
Ro walked to the window and looked out at the street. The lights were a blur of neon and halogen. The city was a machine that turned electricity into noise, and he was just a gear grinding in the center of it.
He rubbed his temples. He imagined a place where the sound didn't reach. A vacuum. A white room where the only sound was his own breath.
His phone buzzed in his pocket.
He pulled it out. Unknown number.
"Malloy," he answered.
"Ro Malloy? paramedic, badge number 492?"
"Yeah. Who's this?"
"This is Eidolon House Intake," a voice said. It was smooth. Polished. It sounded like expensive fabric. "We have a request for a private contract. High priority. The shift starts tomorrow."
"I'm on rotation tomorrow."
"We've already cleared it with your supervisor," the voice said. "Does the name Lila Kincaid mean anything to you?"
"No."
"She's a guest of ours. She requested a medic on standby. She's... anxious."
"I don't do babysitting," Ro said. "Call a concierge doctor."
"The rate is triple your union overtime," the voice said. "And Mr. Malloy?"
"What?"
"It's quiet here. We have strict protocols. You won't hear a siren for forty-eight hours."
Ro looked out the window. The car alarm was still going. The couple in 4A was throwing plates. The city was screaming.
Triple overtime. And silence.
"Where is it?" Ro asked.
"The mountains," the voice said. "Just follow the silence."
Ro hung up. He looked at the street one last time, then pulled the blinds down.
It was a lie, of course. He knew that even then. Silence wasn't something you found; it was something you bought. And usually, the price was higher than you thought.
But god, he wanted to buy it.
His phone buzzed again—dispatch. One address. One note: RECOVERY SUITE—SEALED. Ro zipped the bag and headed for the door.






  
  Chapter 1: Intake


The first thing Ro Malloy noticed about Eidolon House was the smell. 
Not incense or lavender or whatever these places usually pumped through the vents to mask the scent of desperation. Just air. Clean, neutral, expensive air that didn't commit to anything. It smelled like the absence of biology. It was a stark contrast to his apartment hallway, which permanently smelled of stale beer, boiled cabbage, and the specific, metallic sharp scent of his neighbor's argument from 4A.
This air cost money.
Ro had been a paramedic for thirty-one years. He knew what cheap air smelled like: exhaust, bleach, and fear. This was different. This was the smell of a vacuum.
He stepped through double doors that whispered shut behind him, soft as a confession. No chime. No click. Just controlled, calibrated silence. The entry hall stretched wide and pale: white stone floors, cream walls, blond wood accents that looked like they'd been blessed by a minimalist monk. Everything soft-edged. No sharp corners, no raised voices, no alarm bells to jar the guests back into reality.
It felt less like a hotel and more like the waiting room for a very expensive afterlife.
"EMS?" A woman materialized from a side corridor. Midthirties, loose linen tunic, name badge that read Callie Rusk, Guest Steward. Her voice stayed low despite the question mark. Library volume.
"That's me." Ro shifted the medkit on his shoulder. "Got a call about a guest with chest tightness?"
"She's fine now." Callie glanced past him like she expected a camera crew. "We probably should have called it off before you drove out. Her Apple Watch said her heart rate spiked during meditation, and she panicked. It resolved."
Ro kept his face neutral. "I'm here. Might as well check vitals."
"Of course." Callie's smile didn't reach anywhere important. "Follow me. And—just so you know—we ask visitors to silence devices while on retreat property. House policy."
Ro pulled his phone from his pocket. It was already on silent—he'd learned that lesson the hard way during a funeral mass in '98—but he thumbed the switch anyway. He held it up for inspection.
"Silence practiced," he said.
"Thank you." She turned and led him down a corridor lit by recessed fixtures that cast no shadows. Her footsteps made no sound on the stone. His boots, department-issue and honest, announced every step.
They passed a woman in her fifties standing in front of a glass case mounted on the wall. Inside: rows of small locked compartments, each with a printed number. The woman wore a fabric wristband—deep blue, woven, with a small embedded chip. She was staring at one compartment in particular like it held her firstborn.
Callie paused. "Ms. Chen, can I help you?"
The woman blinked. "I just… I wanted to check if my phone was safe."
"It's very safe." Callie's tone went soft and firm at once, like a kindergarten teacher redirecting a tantrum. "The lockers are biometric and monitored. You'll get everything back at checkout."
Ms. Chen nodded, still staring. Then she turned and walked away without another word, wristband catching the light.
Ro watched her go. "No talking allowed?"
"Silence is encouraged during program hours," Callie said. "Guests sign an agreement at intake. Most find it liberating."
"And if they don't?"
"They adjust." She smiled again. Same smile. "This way."

      ***The guest with the chest tightness was in a small consultation room off the main hall. Early forties, expensive athleisure, blood pressure hovering at textbook normal. She apologized four times while Ro checked her pulse. He walked her through a breathing pattern, asked about caffeine and sleep, logged the refusal of transport. She signed the form with a pen Callie handed her from a drawer full of identical pens.
"You're fine," Ro told her. "But if it happens again, call your cardiologist. Not a retreat."
She nodded, grateful and embarrassed in equal measure, and left the room still holding her wristband like a talisman.
Callie walked him back toward the entrance. They passed the intake desk—a low, elegant counter made of the same blond wood, no computer monitors visible, just a slim tablet and a stainless tray holding more wristbands in different colors. Behind it sat a younger staffer with a fixed, benevolent expression.
A quiet hum filtered through the space. Not mechanical. Human. Somewhere deeper in the building, voices rose and fell in a rhythmic chant. Group session, probably. Ro had responded to a yoga studio once where someone hyperventilated during breathwork and face-planted into their mat. The instructor had called it "energetic release."
Ro had called it a concussion.
The front doors opened. Two women entered: one in her early sixties, tall and sharp-shouldered in a charcoal cashmere coat; the other late twenties, trailing a roller bag and radiating anxiety like heat shimmer off asphalt.
The older woman walked straight to the intake desk. No hesitation. The younger one stopped three feet back and gripped her bag handle.
"Ms. Kincaid, welcome back." The intake staffer stood, smile warm and rehearsed. "We're so pleased to have you with us again."
"Mara said my suite was ready." The older woman's voice didn't ask; it confirmed.
"It is. I'll just need your signature on the updated participation agreement, and then—"
"I know the drill." Lila Kincaid pulled reading glasses from her coat pocket, scanned the tablet screen, and signed with two sharp strokes. "Juniper will need a wristband."
The younger woman—Juniper—stepped forward, fumbling with her phone.
"Of course." The staffer gestured to a small basket on the counter. "Devices first, please. We'll lock them in your personal compartment. You'll receive the code at checkout."
Juniper hesitated. Her thumb hovered over the phone screen like she was trying to remember something important. Then Lila turned, just slightly, and Juniper dropped the phone into the basket. It landed with a clatter. The staffer didn't flince.
Lila placed her own phone in next. No hesitation. No ceremony. Then car keys, a smartwatch, wireless earbuds still in their case.
"Excellent." The staffer retrieved a wristband from the tray—deep green, sleeker than the blue ones Ro had seen on other guests. She tapped it against a small reader, and a soft chime sounded. "Ms. Kincaid, you're coded for Priority Access. All retreat areas, including the Recovery Suites and the upper meditation hall. Ms. Holt, you'll have Standard Access." She handed Juniper a pale gray band. "Dining hall, group session rooms, and garden paths. If you need entry to a restricted area, please see a steward."
Juniper took the band like it might bite.
Lila was already turning toward the corridor. "My suite?"
"West wing, second floor. Same as last time. Someone will bring your bags."
Lila walked, coat still on, posture military-straight. Juniper glanced back at the basket holding her phone, then followed.
Ro caught the look on Juniper's face. He'd seen it before: people in the back of ambulances who'd just realized they couldn't call anyone to say they were okay.
Callie appeared at his elbow again. "All set?"
"Yeah." Ro shifted the medkit. "You get a lot of these calls?"
"Panic responses? Occasionally. Guests aren't used to disconnection." She walked him toward the exit, her tone light and unhurried. "But that's why they're here. Nervous systems need space to recalibrate."
Ro nodded. "And if something real happens?"
"We have protocols." Callie opened the door for him. "Eidolon House is a very safe space, Mr. Malloy."
"Ro."
"Ro." She smiled. "Safe spaces don't usually need paramedics, but we appreciate the quick response."
He paused at the threshold. "That woman who just checked in—Lila. She a regular?"
Callie's smile stayed in place, but something shifted behind it. "Ms. Kincaid has been a guest before, yes."
"She seemed tense."
"A lot of our guests arrive carrying stress. That's what we're here to help them release." Callie's hand rested on the door frame, a polite cue. "Drive safe, Ro."

      ***The parking area sat behind a Privacy Hedge—actual name, according to the small brass plaque—tall enough to block the road view. Ro's rig was parked next to a Tesla and a Land Rover that looked like it had never seen dirt.
He tossed the medkit into the passenger seat and checked his phone. Two texts from dispatch, one from his supervisor asking if he wanted to pick up an extra shift tomorrow. He sent back a maybe and pocketed the phone.
Behind him, gravel crunched.
A man in dark jeans and a fleece pullover approached from the main building, moving with the kind of purposeful efficiency that said management. Midfifties, close-trimmed beard going gray, an ID badge clipped to his chest: Gideon Pax, Operations.
"You're EMS?" Gideon's voice was clipped, professional. Not unfriendly. Just busy.
"Yeah."
"Everything resolved?"
"Vitals normal. Signed refusal. No transport."
Gideon nodded, already pulling a tablet from under his arm. "Great. I'll need you to log the call in our system. Defensibility requirement—audit week. Just a few questions."
Ro raised an eyebrow. "I already logged it with dispatch."
"I understand. But retreat policy requires internal documentation for any outside responder access." Gideon tapped the screen, pulling up a form. "Won't take long. Name of the guest you saw?"
"Can't tell you that."
Gideon blinked. "HIPAA?"
"HIPAA."
"Right. Of course." Gideon adjusted his grip on the tablet. "Okay. Time of arrival, time of departure, nature of the call—general terms—and confirmation that no controlled substances were administered on property." He rattled it off like he'd done this a hundred times.
Ro gave him the times. "Chest pain evaluation. Nothing administered. She's fine."
Gideon tapped notes. "Excellent. Last thing: did you access any restricted areas during your visit?"
"Just the consultation room. And these hallways."
"Good." Gideon turned the tablet toward Ro. "Sign here."
Ro scanned the screen. The form was dense, formatted like a contract. Disclaimers. Liability waivers. A section about photographic and recording restrictions. He scrolled down. More boilerplate.
"This is a lot of paperwork for a refusal call."
Gideon's smile was thin but genuine. "We take documentation seriously. Especially this week."
"Audit week."
"State licensing review. We're a licensed wellness facility, so every 'i' gets dotted." Gideon's tone suggested he was personally responsible for each dot. "Eidolon House has a perfect compliance record. We'd like to keep it that way."
Ro signed with his finger, the stylus dragging slightly. "You always this locked down?"
"We prefer 'intentional.'" Gideon took the tablet back, scanned the signature, then looked up. "Eidolon House sells privacy and safety. Guests come here to detach. That only works if the infrastructure is airtight." He gestured back toward the building. "Time-locked corridors during quiet hours, access-tiered wristbands, sealed suites at night. Everything trackable, everything verifiable."
"Sounds like a prison with better furniture."
Gideon laughed, short and surprised. "I'll take that as a compliment." He tucked the tablet back under his arm. "Thanks for coming out. Hopefully we won't need you again."
"Hopefully." Ro opened the driver's door.
Gideon hesitated, glancing back at the building. "Actually—quick question. You ever work fatality calls?"
Ro straightened. "Why?"
"Just curious. We had a guest a few years ago—medical emergency, natural causes. Older gentleman, history of heart issues. EMS response was... let's just say it was less professional than yours." Gideon's expression stayed neutral, but his knuckles whitened slightly on the tablet. "There was talk of an investigation. It got messy."
"Messy how?"
"Family raised questions. Threatened a lawsuit. It was all unfounded, but it made the news for a week." Gideon shook his head. "We've been extra careful since then. Hence the paperwork."
Ro studied him. "The guest who died—was he in one of those sealed suites?"
"Recovery Suite, yeah. Why?"
"Just wondering how you verified he was alone when it happened."
Gideon's face went carefully blank. "The seal was intact. Door logs showed no entry after lights-out. It was thoroughly investigated." He shifted his weight, professional mask sliding back into place. "Anyway. Thanks again, Ro. Drive safe."
He walked back toward the building, phone already to his ear.
Ro climbed into the rig, started the engine, and pulled onto the access road. In the rearview mirror, Eidolon House sat pale and still against the mountain backdrop, wrapped in silence like a held breath.
He thought about sealed doors and perfect compliance records and the way Gideon's hand had tightened on that tablet.
He thought about Juniper's face when she dropped her phone into the basket.
And he thought about Lila Kincaid, walking into that building like she owned it or intended to burn it down.
The access road wound down through pines, narrow and poorly lit. Ro had worked these mountain routes long enough to know which turnoffs hid summer cabins and which led to nothing but trailheads and black bears. Eidolon House sat at the end of a private spur, isolated by design. No neighbors. No through traffic. Just silence and seclusion and guests who paid for the privilege of pretending the world had stopped.
His phone buzzed in the cupholder. A text from his partner, Miguel: You still breathing or did the rich people smother you with a meditation pillow?
Ro smiled and pocketed the phone without answering.
By the time he hit the main highway, the retreat had disappeared behind the ridge. He passed a gas station, a shuttered roadside diner, and a pull-off where a pickup sat idling with its hazards on. Normal people. Normal problems.
Eidolon House felt like another planet.

      ***He made it back to the station by 4:47 p.m. Miguel was restocking the pediatric kit, humming something off-key.
"How'd it go?" Miguel asked without looking up.
"Panic attack. Thought her Apple Watch was gonna call the coroner."
"Did you tell her to delete the app?"
"I told her to call a cardiologist."
Miguel grinned. "You're a people person, Ro. It's your best quality."
Ro tossed his jacket over a chair and started his shift notes. The form asked for patient age, chief complaint, treatment rendered, refusal signature. It didn't ask about wristbands or seals or the way a place could make silence feel like a threat.
He saved the report and logged out.
The rest of the shift was quiet: one transfer to county medical for a dialysis patient who told Ro the same story about his granddaughter three times over, and one lift assist for a regular who kept forgetting his walker existed. No lights. No sirens. Just the slow, steady rhythm of a Thursday night in a town where most emergencies peaked at "moderately inconvenient."
Ro liked quiet shifts. They meant nobody was dying.
He restocked the rig, checked fluids and oxygen levels, and clocked out at 11:04 p.m. Miguel waved from the breakroom, still watching a rerun of some cooking show where contestants cried over soufflés.
Ro headed for his truck, keys in hand, thinking about cold pizza and whether he'd remembered to pay the water bill.
He was three miles from home when the radio crackled.
"Medic 7, you still on?"
Ro picked up the handset. "Technically off-shift, Dispatch. What's up?"
"Possible medical at Eidolon House. Repeat caller. Requesting ALS response."
Ro slowed at a stoplight. The street was empty, residential lights dimming block by block as the town settled into sleep.
"They call it in themselves?"
"Affirmative. Caller ID shows retreat main line. Reported as 'urgent but stable.' Requesting you by name."
The light turned green. Ro didn't move.
"By name?"
"That's what they said. Operations manager—" There was a pause, the sound of keys clicking. "Gideon Pax. Said you were already familiar with the facility and asked if we could route you back."
Ro stared at the empty intersection. Behind him, no headlights. Ahead, just the glow of a 24-hour pharmacy and the dark ribbon of road leading toward the mountains.
"What's the nature of the call?"
"Dispatch notes say 'unresponsive guest, unknown etiology.' Caller stressed it's contained but urgent. They've got staff on-scene providing care."
The light cycled yellow.
"Medic 7, you want me to assign another unit?"
The light went red again.
Ro thought about sealed doors and audit weeks and the way Gideon's voice had gone flat when he talked about that prior death. The seal was intact. It was thoroughly investigated.
He thought about Lila Kincaid's sharp shoulders and Juniper's phone clattering into the basket.
And he thought about the word contained, which was a polite way of saying we don't want this spreading.
"No," Ro said. "I'm ten minutes out."
He flipped the lightbar on and turned the rig around.
Behind him, the quiet residential street slipped back into darkness. Ahead, the mountain road climbed toward Eidolon House, where the rules were sacred and silence was the brand.
And somewhere inside, behind a time-locked door and a privacy seal, something urgent but stable was waiting.
Ro had been a paramedic long enough to know: nothing urgent ever stayed stable for long.






  
  Chapter 2: The Rules


Detective Elise Marlowe had been to exactly three wellness retreats in her career, and two of them had involved fraud investigations. 
The third had been a DUI arrest in a hot tub.
So when the call came in at 6:47 a.m.—"unresponsive guest, possible natural causes, Eidolon House"—she already knew the kind of cooperation she'd get. Lawyers before coffee. Liability clauses before facts. And a whole lot of expensive calm wrapped around whatever messy thing had actually happened.
She pulled into the gravel lot behind the Privacy Hedge just after seven. The ambulance was still there, lights off. Ro Malloy stood next to the rig, arms crossed, staring at the building like he was waiting for it to explain itself.
Marlowe parked her department sedan—which needed a muffler and a wash—next to the pristine Land Rovers. She stepped out, bringing the smell of stale Dunkin' Donuts coffee and city exhaust with her. She slammed the door. The sound cracked like a gunshot in the morning air.
"Ro," she said, walking over.
"Marlowe." He didn't look away from the building. "Body's still inside. They're calling it natural causes."
"Are they."
"Yeah." Ro's jaw tightened. "They called me back at eleven last night. Guest found unresponsive in a Recovery Suite. Door sealed, logs clean, no signs of distress. Staff insisted it was medical. Wanted me to pronounce and clear the scene."
Marlowe pulled out her notebook. "You didn't."
"I don't pronounce staging."
She stopped writing. "Staging."
"Something's off. Body position, room setup, the way staff keeps saying 'contained.'" He finally looked at her. "This place runs on paperwork and policies. Everything documented. Everything trackable. But the scene doesn't match the story."
Marlowe studied him. Ro Malloy didn't call staging lightly. Thirty years in EMS, most of it in the field. If he said a scene was wrong, it was wrong.
"Who's the victim?"
"Lila Kincaid. Early sixties. Benefactor, repeat guest. I saw her check in yesterday afternoon. She didn't look sick. She looked pissed."
Marlowe wrote the name down. "Family notified?"
"Retreat's handling it. Through their legal team."
"Of course they are." Marlowe zipped her jacket against the morning cold. "Let's see what we've got."

      ***The front doors opened before they reached them. A woman stood in the entryway, tall and centered, hands folded in front of her like she was about to lead a meditation. Early fifties, silver-streaked hair pulled into a loose knot, linen tunic in soft gray. Her face was serene in a way that looked practiced.
"Detective Marlowe?" The woman's voice was low, unhurried. "I'm Sage Wren, head facilitator. We spoke briefly on the phone."
Marlowe shook her hand. Firm grip, warm palm, no rings. "This is Senior Paramedic Ro Malloy."
"We've met." Sage's smile didn't quite reach her eyes when she looked at Ro. "Thank you for your care last night. This is a tragedy for our community."
"Community," Ro said. "That what you call it."
Sage's expression didn't shift. "Eidolon House is more than a retreat. Our guests form deep connections through shared silence and intentional practice. Lila was a cherished member of that circle."
Marlowe stepped in before Ro could respond. "I'll need to see the scene. And I'll need to speak with whoever found the body."
"Of course. Gideon Pax, our operations manager, will walk you through the facility protocols. He's waiting in my office." Sage gestured toward a corridor. "If you'll follow me."
They walked through the entry hall—same pale stone, same controlled quiet Ro had described. A few guests moved through the space, wristbands visible, expressions carefully neutral. Nobody spoke. Nobody made eye contact.
Marlowe caught Ro's look. He shrugged, one shoulder. Told you.
Sage led them down a hallway lined with closed doors, each marked with a small brass nameplate: Reflection Room 1, Bodywork Suite, Consultation. Everything labeled. Everything intentional.
They passed a large window overlooking an interior courtyard. A group of people stood in a circle, eyes closed, hands raised in some synchronized movement. Silent. Synchronized. Unsettling.
"Group practice," Sage said without being asked. "Movement meditation. Non-verbal communication builds trust."
"Looks like a cult rehearsal," Ro muttered.
Sage stopped walking. Turned. Her serenity cracked just enough to show steel underneath. "Mr. Malloy, I understand last night was difficult. But Eidolon House provides a sanctuary for people seeking transformation. We take our responsibility seriously. If you can't respect that, I'll need to ask you to wait outside."
Ro met her eyes. "Lila Kincaid's dead in a locked room. Respect's got nothing to do with what I saw."
Marlowe cleared her throat. "Let's keep moving."
Sage held Ro's gaze for one more second, then turned and continued down the hall.

      ***Sage's office was small and ruthlessly organized. A single desk, two chairs, a shelf of books with titles like The Architecture of Stillness and Consent in Community Spaces. A window overlooked the forest, trees pressing close like they wanted in.
Gideon Pax stood when they entered. Same fleece pullover from yesterday, same tired efficiency. He nodded at Ro, then extended a hand to Marlowe. "Detective. Thanks for coming."
"Start with it," Marlowe said.
Gideon pulled a tablet from the desk. "Lila Kincaid checked in yesterday at 4:32 p.m. Priority Access guest—she's funded several of our programs and has stayed with us four times in the past two years. She was assigned Recovery Suite 3, west wing, second floor."
He swiped the screen, pulling up a floor plan. "Recovery Suites are our premium accommodations. Soundproofed, climate-controlled, enhanced privacy features. Guests use them for deep rest and restoration work."
"Enhanced privacy features," Marlowe repeated. "Meaning?"
"Meaning the suites lock from the inside during quiet hours—10 p.m. to 6 a.m.—and we place a tamper-evident seal on the exterior door frame. The seal proves the door wasn't opened after it was applied." Gideon zoomed in on a photo of a door with a thin adhesive strip across the frame. "It's part of our safety protocol. Guests know they won't be disturbed. They can fully surrender to rest."
Ro leaned against the wall. "Or die without anyone noticing."
Gideon's jaw tightened. "The system worked exactly as designed. No one entered Ms. Kincaid's suite after the seal was placed at 10:04 p.m. When she didn't appear for the dawn session at 6 a.m., a steward checked on her. The seal was intact. The steward used the emergency override to open the door and found Ms. Kincaid unresponsive in bed."
Marlowe made notes. "Who placed the seal?"
"Callie Rusk, night steward. She follows a checklist—every suite, every night. Time-stamped and logged."
"And the emergency override?"
"Requires manager authorization. I approved it remotely at 6:14 a.m. The system records all overrides."
Marlowe looked up. "You said the door locks from the inside. So the guest controls access?"
"During quiet hours, yes. Standard guests can unlock manually if needed—medical emergency, fire alarm. But Recovery Suite guests often use the full lockdown feature. It's optional, but Lila requested it."
"Why?"
Gideon hesitated. Sage answered instead. "Lila had difficulty surrendering control. The lockdown feature helped her commit to rest without the temptation to check her phone or leave the suite."
"She didn't have her phone," Ro said. "You confiscated it at intake."
"We secure devices," Sage corrected. "For the guest's benefit."
Marlowe tapped her pen against the notebook. "I'll need to see the suite. And I'll need the seal photographed before anyone touches it."
"Already done." Gideon swiped to a gallery of photos. "EMS protocol. We documented everything before Mr. Malloy entered."
Marlowe scrolled through the images. Door frame, intact seal, close-ups of the adhesive strip. It looked clean. Unbroken. Exactly like Gideon said.
But Ro had called it staging.
She handed the tablet back. "Show me the suite."

      ***The west wing corridor was narrower than the main halls, doors spaced farther apart. Thick carpet muffled their footsteps. Recessed lighting gave everything a twilight feel, even at seven in the morning.
Gideon stopped at a door marked Recovery Suite 3. Crime scene tape stretched across the frame—county sheriff's department, already here and gone. Marlowe made a mental note to call them for their report.
The seal was still in place, a thin strip of paper across the door and frame, printed with a serial number and the Eidolon House logo. It looked undisturbed.
In practice, stewards verified the seal was present and unbroken during rounds. The serial existed for vendor and batch tracking, not for nightly cross-checks, and the torn edges were routinely discarded during cleanup.
"Can I touch it?" Marlowe asked.
"It's your scene now," Gideon said.
She pulled on gloves, leaned close, and examined the edges. The adhesive looked uniform. No tears. No signs of lifting or reapplication. Just a clean, institutional seal doing exactly what it was designed to do.
She took her own photos, then carefully peeled the strip away. It came off in one piece.
The door unlocked with a soft click—Gideon entering a code on a wall-mounted keypad. The door swung inward, and Marlowe stepped inside.
The suite was dim, blackout shades still drawn. A king bed dominated the space, linens white and smooth except for the center, where a body lay on its back. Lila Kincaid, gray hair fanned on the pillow like a halo, hands folded on her chest, eyes closed.
It didn't look like a death scene. It looked like an installation art piece titled Peaceful Exit.
The air in the room was motionless. Scrubbed. No scent of sickness, no voided bowels, no sweat. Just the faint, chemical smell of ozone.
"Peaceful. Too peaceful," Marlowe muttered.
Marlowe felt Ro step up beside her.
"See it?" he asked quietly.
She did.
The hands. Folded just so, fingers laced, positioned over the sternum like a funeral director had arranged them. The bedside table: water glass, book, reading glasses, all aligned at right angles. The pillow: no crease, no compression inconsistent with natural sleep.
Someone had staged this.
Marlowe pulled out her camera and started shooting. Wide angles, close-ups, details. The room, the body, the too-perfect arrangement.
"When's the coroner coming?" she asked.
"En route," Gideon said from the doorway. "ETA thirty minutes."
Marlowe crouched next to the bed, studying Lila's face. No visible trauma. No petechiae. No obvious cause of death. Just a woman who looked like she'd gone to sleep and never woken up.
Except for the hands. And the room. And the sense that someone had tried very hard to make this look like nothing at all.
She stood, turned to Gideon. "I need a list of everyone who had access to this wing last night. Staff, guests, maintenance. And I need the door logs for every access point."
"I'll pull them." Gideon's fingers moved across his tablet. "Audit week. Everything's current, local logs and the support mirror."
"Audit week," Marlowe repeated. "County licensing?"
"State. Every two years. They're due at 7:00 a.m." Gideon still didn't look up from the screen. "If they walk into a homicide scene, they shut us down on the spot."
Ro didn't blink. "Then you should hope your truth is better than your paperwork."
Sage appeared in the doorway, expression carefully composed. "Detective, our guests are waking. I have a scheduled briefing in ninety minutes, and the press scanner will pick this up before lunch. I need to manage the narrative before panic spreads."
Marlowe turned. "The narrative is that Lila Kincaid died under suspicious circumstances and this is now a death investigation. You'll keep your guests contained until I clear them."
"Contained." Sage's voice went cold. "This is a retreat, not a prison."
"It's a crime scene," Marlowe said. "And until I know how she died and who was here when it happened, no one leaves."
For the first time since they'd arrived, Sage's serenity fractured completely. "You're saying someone killed her."
"I'm saying the scene doesn't match the story," Marlowe said. "And I'm going to find out why."

      ***Marlowe spent the next two hours processing the suite. The coroner arrived—Carl Yates, county ME, same tie he'd worn to the last three scenes—and confirmed no obvious cause of death. Autopsy scheduled for Monday. Body bagged and transported by 9:30 a.m.
By ten, Marlowe had photographed every surface, bagged the water glass and book, and sketched the room layout. The suite was clean. Almost too clean. Like someone had wiped down surfaces, straightened edges, erased evidence of actual living.
Ro had been right. This was staging.
She found him in the hallway, leaning against the wall, scrolling through something on his phone.
"Press got it yet?" she asked.
"Not yet. But they will." He pocketed the phone. "What do you need?"
"Interviews. Starting with whoever found the body."
"Callie Rusk. Night steward. She placed the seals."
"Her first." Marlowe checked her notes. "Then I want to talk to anyone who interacted with Lila yesterday. Staff, guests, anyone who saw her after she checked in."
"That'd be Juniper Holt. Lila's assistant. They checked in together."
Marlowe wrote the name. "Where is she now?"
"Guest suite, west wing. Sage has her 'resting' under supervision." Ro's tone made it clear what he thought of that.
"Let's start there."
They walked back toward the main building. The retreat was waking fully now—guests moving through hallways in that same eerie silence, wristbands glinting, faces carefully blank. A few glanced at Marlowe's badge, but no one asked questions.
Near the intake desk, Marlowe spotted a woman in a dark blazer and slacks, mid-forties, auburn hair pulled into a low bun. She was speaking quietly with Gideon, tablet in hand, posture radiating control.
Gideon saw Marlowe and waved her over. "Detective, this is Mara Ellison. She's our legal and compliance consultant."
Mara extended a hand. "Detective Marlowe. Terrible circumstances. I've been coordinating with our insurance carrier and preparing documentation for your investigation."
Marlowe shook her hand. Firm, cool, efficient. "Appreciate it. I'll need access to all facility records—door logs, access codes, staff schedules."
"Of course. I've already pulled the relevant files." Mara tapped her tablet. "Everything's organized by timestamp and access tier. I can send them to your department email, or provide hard copies if you prefer."
"Both," Marlowe said.
"Done." Mara's fingers moved across the screen. "I've also drafted an incident summary and victim profile for your review. And I've advised staff to comply fully with all investigative requests."
It was smooth. Professional. And just a little too prepared.
Marlowe studied her. "You do this often?"
Mara's expression didn't change. "Ensure compliance? It's my job."
"Manage death investigations."
"This is the first fatality we've had during my tenure." Mara's voice stayed level. "But every wellness facility should be prepared for medical emergencies. It's part of responsible operations."
Marlowe made a note. "How long have you worked here?"
"Three years. I consult on regulatory compliance, liability management, and policy development."
"Policy development," Marlowe repeated. "Like door seals and access tiers?"
"Among other things." Mara's gaze was direct, unhurried. "Eidolon House operates under strict safety protocols. Those protocols exist to protect our guests and our staff."
"And your liability."
"Protection and liability often align, Detective." Mara's smile was polite, professional, empty. "Which is why I'm here to ensure this investigation has everything it needs."
Before Marlowe could respond, movement caught her eye. Down the corridor, near the west wing entrance, a young woman stood frozen—late twenties, dark circles under her eyes, hands twisting a gray wristband. Juniper Holt. She was staring at something.
Marlowe followed her gaze.
Mara. Turning away from Gideon, walking toward the west wing corridor with her tablet under her arm. Her path would take her past the Recovery Suites.
Juniper's face went pale.
Marlowe looked back at Mara, then at Juniper. By the time she turned back, Mara had disappeared around the corner.
"Detective?" Gideon was watching her. "Do you need something else?"
Marlowe closed her notebook. "Just wondering why your compliance consultant needs access to a crime scene corridor."
Gideon blinked. "She's auditing our response protocols. Standard procedure."
"Is it."
"Yes." Gideon's tone went careful. "Mara ensures we're following proper documentation procedures. She's not interfering with your investigation."
"Good," Marlowe said. "Because if she were, we'd have a problem."
She walked toward Juniper, who looked like she wanted to sink through the floor.
"Ms. Holt? I'm Detective Marlowe. I need to ask you some questions about Lila Kincaid."
Juniper nodded, mute, eyes still fixed on the corridor where Mara had vanished.
"Ms. Holt?"
Juniper finally looked at her. "She was there last night."
"Who?"
"Mara." Juniper's voice was barely a whisper. "I saw her. In the west wing. After quiet hours started."
Marlowe's pen stilled on the page. "What time?"
"I don't know exactly. Late. Ten-thirty, maybe? I couldn't sleep, and I opened my door just to—" She stopped, swallowed. "Just to see if anyone else was awake. And I saw Mara. Coming out of the corridor near Lila's suite."
"You're sure it was Mara?"
"Yes." Juniper's hands twisted the wristband tighter. "I asked her what she was doing. She said she was checking suite readiness for the audit. But Lila was already in her room. The seals were already placed."
Marlowe wrote quickly. "What did Mara say when you asked?"
"She told me to go back to bed." Juniper's voice cracked. "She said quiet hours were sacred and I was violating protocol. And then she just—walked away. Like it was normal."
Marlowe looked back toward the west wing.
The corridor was empty now. Quiet. Controlled.
But somewhere in that silence, a compliance consultant had been walking through sealed hallways at a time when no one should have been there.
Marlowe closed her notebook and caught Ro's eye.
He nodded once. Told you.
Something was wrong at Eidolon House. And it was bigger than a staged death in a locked room.

      ***





  
  Chapter 3: The Benefactor


The mountain road was darker at night than Ro remembered. 
No streetlights. No reflectors. Just the rig's headlights cutting through pine shadows and the occasional flash of animal eyes in the underbrush. Eleven-fifteen on a Thursday night, and the world had gone silent except for the diesel engine and the quiet crackle of the radio.
Ro took the turn onto the Eidolon House access road and felt the grade shift under him. Steeper than it looked during daylight. The kind of road that would ice over in winter and strand guests until spring, assuming they could tear themselves away from their wristbands and sealed suites long enough to notice.
It was a road designed to keep people out, or keep people in. It depended on how much you paid.
The rig's headlights swept across the Privacy Hedge, and Ro pulled into the lot. Two other vehicles sat in the darkness: Gideon's Land Rover and a compact sedan with a Staff parking tag. No lights on in the main building except for the entry hall and a few scattered windows on the upper floors.
Contained. Controlled. Quiet.
Ro killed the engine and grabbed his kit. The silence out here wasn't natural. It was engineered. The air was cold and sharp, carrying the scent of pine resin and something floral he couldn't name. Probably intentional. Even the landscaping here had a mission statement.
The front doors opened as he approached. Gideon stood backlit in the entry hall, phone in one hand, tablet

      ***
      ***
      ***






