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Among hundreds of thousands of similar hotels, one single detail set this one apart—it teetered on the very edge of my consciousness.
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Part I
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​​​Chapter 1.  The "Imperial" Pub Returns
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A gray ribbon of asphalt twisted ahead of my battered pickup truck, trying to slip out of the reach of its headlights. The sky was cloaked in low, heavy clouds. Beads of raindrops sparkled on the windshield like garlands of light from every passing car. Six hours of nonstop driving lay behind me, with at least three more ahead—if I got lucky and the pass remained open. If not, I'd have to find a place to stay for the night—and the prospect of spending it slouched in the driver's seat, high in the mountains in late autumn, didn't exactly thrill me.

On the left, the serpentine road clung precariously to the mountainside, occasionally dotted with pine trees. Just like my life—a sheer, unyielding climb on one side, an endless abyss on the other, leaving me alone on a narrow strip of asphalt, never quite prepared for the next challenge waiting just beyond the nearest curve. On the right, my gaze drifted across a wide valley where sparse lights were scattered along the winding river below. Somewhere at the far end of that valley, the ocean lay waiting. But seeing it through the rain this time wasn't in the cards for me.

Suddenly, I became aware of another sound joining the solo of my engine: my stomach. Perhaps it was time to pull over for a quick bite. Almost on cue, the imagined scent of bacon and freshly brewed coffee flashed through my mind, tugging out a memory of events from the recent past—already coated with the dust of other concerns.

THREE MONTHS EARLIER...

A few years ago, I had been a regular at this joint with the pretentious name "Imperial." But then business had taken me further north, and I'd been unceremoniously scratched off the "honor roll" of this fine establishment by the firm hand of Big Ben—its owner and eternal bartender rolled into one, earning his nickname thanks to his sturdy build and booming voice. C'est la vie!..

The events of the day, with a little help from the Almighty, had conspired to bring me back to the vicinity of this "fountain of inspiration" from my youth—starving and thoroughly baked under the merciless July heat. Well, fate had cast the die, and it had landed squarely in the direction of the "Imperial." 

My route took me across a small square in front of City Hall, where concerts, festivals, and fairs were often held. Today was exactly that kind of day—streams of people moved between tents and rides like volcanic lava, and loud music from different corners of the square drowned out their voices.

Weaving through those currents like a surfer, I pulled my smartphone from my back jeans pocket to check whether the pub had opened yet. But at that moment, a cheerful little girl with a bunch of balloons bumped my arm with her elbow. The phone slipped out and hit the asphalt about three feet away with a sound you never confuse with anything else. Someone’s foot punted it even farther, and a dozen other feet killed my hopes stone-dead.

Eventually I found what was left of my phone near the counter of one of the stalls. Bending down to pick up the pieces, I could literally feel someone staring at me.

When I straightened up, I met the eyes of the vendor behind the counter. It wasn’t a look of sympathy or curiosity—just for a moment, it felt like this nondescript man in his forties was flipping through the pages of my life inside my head. But the sensation vanished right away, and a polite smile appeared on his face.

“Looks like you’ll need a new smartphone. I’m sorry.”

“You’re very perceptive,” I replied dryly, and went on, “Guess I’ll have to change my plans...”

The vendor gave me another critical once-over before he continued.

“Maybe you won’t have to. Not long ago I had the same problem and had to order myself a new phone. But the shipment got lost, and that same day I bought a new one at my carrier’s office—at a discount. And this morning, out of nowhere, my order was delivered.”

He rummaged under the counter and produced a sealed box with a glossy picture and impressive specs printed on the packaging.

“Since they refunded me for the lost shipment, I’m ready to let you have it almost for free,” he offered, holding out the box, and concluded with a smile, “We’ve got to help each other out, don’t we?”

Back then I didn’t attach any special meaning to that last line. I paid, thanked him, and continued on my way, gripping my new purchase tightly in my hand.

The pub was tucked away on a narrow, cobblestone street, nestled in the basement of an equally old building made of natural stone. A massive oak door with rusty "medieval" hinges and a brass ring in place of a handle led into this sanctuary of nearly every sin known to humanity—and a couple more known only to me.

It's worth mentioning that back in the days when I was still "young and handsome," I was known as something of an extrasense healer within a small circle of healers and fortune-tellers of all sorts. It amused me at the time, and I played along with the "rules of the game" so as not to offend those I had grown fond of. 

But the moment my hand touched the door handle of the "Imperial," I was suddenly overcome by a wave of heat. Whether it was the searing heat of a hellish frying pan sizzling with the sharp sauce of my most scandalous sins or the anticipation of committing new ones—I couldn't say. But whatever it was, it wasn't enough to make me rethink my intentions.

A narrow staircase with wooden steps, well-worn by the feet and faces of countless patrons, steeply descended into the cool, dim space below, filled with the aroma of spices, tobacco smoke, and adventure. Eight steps, a small landing, a left turn, then four more steps...

It seemed as though nothing had changed since the last time I stepped through that threshold—or, perhaps, it had all been painstakingly restored for my return. But one detail did stand out. On the landing—the only spot wide enough for two people to pass—there used to be a chair where Spike would always sit, immobile, his glazed-over eyes fixed on a page from Penthouse or FHM.

The first time we met, Spike wordlessly answered a question that had plagued me for years: why the doors to places like this always opened outward instead of inward. He didn't even need to climb the stairs to do it. Over time, we actually became friends. He turned out to be a former special forces operative who had lost a leg somewhere in the Middle East. Big Ben, the owner of the "Imperial," had given him a job as a bouncer, relying on his peaceful nature and enormous biceps.

But today, the chair was occupied by some life-sized statue—a remarkably crafted figure clad in an elaborate, fantastical outfit.

At the bottom of the stairs, a mirror still hung on the wall. I glanced at it, out of habit, to assess my appearance and fix a strand of hair over my forehead. The strand was no longer there. My outfit didn't exactly match the "prestigious" vibe of this place either. Still, "What the hell?" I thought, pushing the door open and stepping inside.

Back in the day, there weren't too many people here at this hour. Now, there were even fewer—practically no one. As I moved toward the bar, I had already prepared a quip for Big Ben, but the counter was empty. I sat on one of the stools, scanning the rows of bottles, glasses, and mugs. Everything seemed to be in its place, just as I remembered. And yet, something felt... off.

"Well, look who's graced us with his presence! Where's the rest of your entourage?" A raspy voice came from behind me, somewhere in the far corner of the room.

"Trailing in the rear guard!" I replied instinctively, turning toward the voice. I already knew who it was.

In the dim light of the corner, a slouched figure with a mess of long, tangled hair sat at a table, hypnotizing an empty beer mug.

"Hey, Spike..." I said, sliding into the empty seat beside him.

"Alex..."

"I see you've changed stylists?"

"Yeah. The third one," Spike croaked without taking his eyes off the mug.

"Tell me, why the 'full house' today? Where's Big Ben?"

"There's no more Ben."

"What do you mean, 'no more'?"

A heavy pause hung over the table like a dark cloud.

"Spill it. Now."

"Not long after you took off, things went south for Ben. First, the crowd thinned out. Probably because of that Shopping Mall that opened two blocks north. Then Ben got sick. Three months later, he was gone. His daughter came from somewhere far away—East Coast, I think—for the funeral. She went straight from the cemetery to a real estate agency and put everything he owned up for sale. A week later, there was a new owner... a lady boss... and the Kalmyk."

"The what?" I asked, not catching the last part.

"The statue... the one sitting in my spot. That's what she called it. I've got no idea what it means."

"You didn't bother to ask her about it, I hope?"

"Not a chance! I've seen her type before—best to steer clear. Stunning brunette, ageless, dressed head to toe in black latex, with a stare that'll chill your spine. She looks right through you, like you're just dust at her feet, as if you don't even exist."

I didn't know what to say—I had never heard anything like this from someone who had seen plenty of truly terrifying things in his life. But before I could respond, the door behind the bar opened, and out stepped a petite brunette, probably in her thirties, moving leisurely into the room. She wore a tiny white apron and carried a notepad in one hand. A black blouse, a tight black skirt cut above the knees, and black stockings completed the ensemble, along with low-heeled black shoes.

"Who died?" nearly slipped from my lips, but got caught in my throat as her black eyes locked onto the bridge of my nose and froze there, as still as the statue at the entrance.

"Would you like a drink?" Her voice sounded like it might've belonged to a telephone operator in another life. "Sir?"

"Sir wouldn't mind starting with a solid meal. What's on the menu today?" I asked.

"Bacon and eggs, apple pie."

"And?"

"And drinks."

"Wow! I don't know if I can manage all that... Care to help me out?" I turned to Spike.

"I'm on a food break," he grumbled without shifting an inch.

"All right then, bring me what you've got and a double coffee, no cream. And make another double to-go. Oh, and repeat my friend's order, please."

"Hmm..." she murmured, her gaze still fixed on me. Then, in a deliberate sequence, her left eyebrow arched, one corner of her mouth curled into a mysterious smile, her head slowly turned to the right, and her body followed in a fluid motion. Like a "black widow" spider, her heels clicked gracefully across the floor as she disappeared through the door behind the bar.

"What the hell was that?"

"Sally. The waitress. On weekends and holidays, Harry shows up too—handles the bar."

"And that over there? Looks like a stage with a pole..."

"That was Ben's idea, trying to turn things around."

"Big Ben did that?! Must've been desperate. So, who's this new owner? Does anyone even know?"

"Nope. She's got a manager running the place for her."

"Got it. Sad."

The conversation fizzled out after that. I quickly finished my meal, said goodbye to Spike, and left him enough for another round, including a tip. As I climbed the stairs to the exit, I could feel the hypnotic gaze of the Kalmyk statue drilling into the back of my head.  

* * *
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The rain grew heavier as the road climbed higher, skimming the base of the clouds. Oncoming cars had all but vanished, and the lane markings on the road turned into rivers, flowing toward me under the glare of my headlights. The wipers strained at full speed against the deluge on the windshield. The broken white lines of the road and the rhythmic swing of the wipers—an infernal combination for an exhausted mind. Dashed lines... Wipers... Dashed lines... Wipers... Wipers...

An inner voice cleared its throat, as if to give me some advice, but never got the chance.  

Dashed lines... Dashed lines... Guardrail...Weightlessness... Void.​​​
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Chapter 2.  The Road to Nowhere
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"On the count of three, you'll wake up!" — a deep baritone buzzed directly into my ear. "One... Two..."

"Go to hell! Let me sleep!" — my own voice exploded in my head like a stick of dynamite.

I wasn't expecting to see anything with my eyes shut, but I had no desire to open them either. This was probably the first dreamless sleep I'd had in my entire life. No dreams where you live through months of travel in a single night — on trains, in hostels, in seedy dens, running from pursuers, or pulling strangers from the rubble while the last bullet jams in the chamber. No dreams so vivid that you can't tell them apart from reality, down to the shade of lipstick or the taste of blood. No dreams that leave you wishing you could just die without getting out of bed, while every muscle in your body screams for mercy.

But my disturbed paradise was slipping away, retreating to the back alleys of my subconscious, replaced by the sensation of something hard and wet pressing against my cheek. The rest of my body stubbornly refused to acknowledge the commands of my mind. 

Unexpectedly, my hand twitched on its own and brushed away a bright orange butterfly. It fluttered briefly before flopping onto the rocks like a soggy autumn leaf. Strange—how could I have noticed it with my eyes closed? Was I imagining things? Maybe the smell of the ocean was just a dream too.

"Farewell, Eden," I muttered as my left eyelid cautiously let in a few photons of light. They barreled through my retina, crashing into the rods and cones like a runaway train, setting off a tsunami of nerve impulses that detonated my brain from within. The shards of my consciousness exploded outward in a kaleidoscope of colors. Hovering above me like Saturn's rings, they slowly spiraled back into place, forming something entirely new—something "unseen before."

I was lying at the very edge of a rocky ledge. About forty feet below, my battered pickup rested on the shore rocks, its headlights staring lifelessly into the sky.

"Rest in peace, buddy. And you too, my phone," I sighed. "Guess coming down to say goodbye isn't in the cards."

Had this "unseen before" thing not been preoccupied with a deep dive into self-analysis, it might have thought to ask more practical questions, like "Where am I?" "What happened to the clouds?" "Who glued fallen leaves back onto the trees?" and other mysteries of that nature.

Instead, one particular question buzzed in my head like a relentless fly: "Now what?"

I took my time surveying the area. "Forward" meant a steep drop and certain pain. "Backward" was also steep, likely more painful, and definitely from a greater height.

"God, give me a sign!"

A barely audible pop echoed through the air, and a champagne cork tumbled down the slope, bouncing off the rocks until it landed neatly at my feet.

"Well, looks like You're having a good time up there, God! Mind if I join the party?" I sent up the thought as a mental dispatch. Spitting on my palms for grip, I didn't wait for an answer and began climbing up the slope.

After fifteen minutes of accelerated heartbeats and thoroughly scraped hands, I finally reached a relatively flat area. It was blanketed in green grass, surrounded by dense shrubs as tall as I was, and backed by a palisade of trees. 

Contrary to my naïve hopes, no one offered me champagne at the top, but at least no one objected when I kicked off my boots, shrugged off my leather jacket, and sprawled on the grass, letting my aching ribs soak in the meager warmth of the setting sun. For that, I was grateful.

Fruitless attempts to recall the events leading up to my current predicament only triggered waves of migraines and left me staring at a darkened sky strung with garlands of stars. Dusk crept in from the forest, accompanied by a thin veil of mist, urging me to make a decision before it was too late.

The sound of distant waves below blended with the rustling of leaves, forming an almost imperceptible melody. More than that—it felt strangely familiar. And it wasn't coming from the cliffside below, but rather through the green hedge from the direction of the forest!


"I kept a map in a matchbox, burned at the edges,

names I never should speak out loud.

If I open that door, we both fall through the floor—

so I smile, keep my secrets in the crowd...."





Trying to pinpoint where and under what circumstances I might have heard it before led me to a single plausible conclusion—it was highly unlikely to be a lullaby from my childhood.

Ideas on the matter emerged from my subconscious in flocks of soap bubbles filled with iridescent smoke. Yet before I could examine them, they burst, leaving only a fading haze that the ocean breeze promptly swept away over the green hedge. It beckoned me to follow, seducing me with a tantalizing trail of perfume, the fragrance of silky locks, and the intoxicating promise of impending adventure.


"Tell me you’ll take me as a question,

not an answer carved in stone.

I’m a room with the light left on,

not a promise to take home.



If I say I’m yours, I’m hiding...

one step closer than goodbye."



There was only one way to find out. Grabbing my jacket and sneakers, I set off immediately, following the sounds along the cliff's edge. The Milky Way above seemed to point me in the right direction.
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​​​Chapter 3.  The HOTEL

[image: ]



"When resistance is no longer an option, the predawn sleep seizes you in its relentless grip. Your consciousness, unable to hold on to the edge of reality, plunges into the dark abyss of nightmarish fears. And in that fleeting moment, you catch a glimpse of it at the very edge—THE HOTEL, glowing under the moonlight amidst tendrils of viscous mist."




What met my eyes shattered any lingering illusions I might have had about a Lost Paradise.  

It emerged from the dusk abruptly and out of nowhere. On the far edge of a wide clearing stood a building, two or three stories high, with a stone façade devoid of any protrusions or windows. 

One side merged seamlessly into a sheer cliff face, while the other stretched into the night, flanked by a solid stone wall roughly ten feet high. 

The only exception was the entrance, behind its glass wall, revealing a starkly lit, vacant lobby with a receptionist's desk and the unmoving silhouette of a person standing in the back. 

Above the gray wall at the entrance, a neon sign dotted every "i," proclaiming "HOTEL." The "O," however, playfully winked, as if to say, "Go on, try it! We've been waiting just for you." From beyond the wall came the faint strains of music, the clinking of glass, and the splash of water, laced with feminine laughter.  

Well, there wasn't much choice. I might as well give it a shot.

As I approached the entrance, a strange sense crept over me, a feeling that I had been to a place like this before, a place where I belonged. A place irresistibly alluring and sinister at once, one that stirred something dormant inside you—something that woke the moment your hand touched the door handle.  

To my right, closer to the cliff, was a parking lot. Glancing around, I was surprised to see there was no visible access road—just cliffs, the forest, and the void.  

"Must have forgotten to include the road in the budget," I mused while walking past the lot. "Or maybe they're not expecting anyone at all."  

The lot was empty save for a single, lonely broom, complete with a motorcycle helmet strapped to it, perched in parking spot number six. A set of peculiar, narrow tracks—almost like those of a chariot—accompanied by hoofprints, led off toward the edge of the cliff. They seemed to perfectly underscore the popularity and accessibility of this place. I made a mental note to check for reviews online later.

Approaching the building, I peered through the glass wall into the dimly lit lobby but saw no sign of movement. Odd. Yet, touching the handle to confirm my suspicions was out of the question—the door handle was only on the *inside*.  

"Fair enough. Stops random folks from wandering in... and keeps the handles from vanishing too. But I'm no 'random folk.'"  

I paced along the glass façade, first one way, then the other, searching for an entrance, a bell, a latch, or even a keyhole—anything that might let me in. Nothing. I waved wildly at the figure inside, miming everything from a puppet to a fly trapped against glass. I paced back and forth in a moonwalk, pounded the door with my foot, and made ridiculous faces in the hopes of getting the still silhouette's attention. Total failure. Even the acorns I considered throwing over the fence were too small to make a satisfying racket.  

For a few more minutes, I stood outside the glass like a mirror image of the figure within, staring down at the mosaic tiled into the ground before the entrance. The word spelled out in some unknown language simply had to be the key to solving the riddle of this place!  

"ǝɯoɔlǝʍ," it proclaimed with cold indifference—no more, no less.  

"You don't belong here," my inner voice summarized with smug finality.  

"Go to hell... philosopher," I muttered back, and off we went. Into the woods we trudged, following the fence line. No way was I sticking around the cliff until morning; even with the sea breeze as gentle as it was, catching a cold wouldn't be hard.  

"Can't see a damned thing!" I cursed each time a branch smacked my face or I tripped over roots. The deeper I ventured into the forest, the more I sympathized with Little Red Riding Hood. From the black, tangled trees, carnivorous, green-eyed monsters stared back at me, their glowing gazes tracking my every step. With every gust of wind, the ominous creak of their gnashing teeth grew louder.  

Even the goosebumps on my back seemed to sense trouble. I could feel them organizing an emergency evacuation.  

And yet, deep down, I clung to a strange hope—that at any moment, a voice would call out, "Cut! That's a wrap!" Spotlights would blaze to life, and a laid-back dude in a lounge chair would grimace and shout into a megaphone:  

"What the hell is this clown doing on set?! Who let him in?"  

Then a lovely blonde—the girl with the clapperboard—would flash me a sly smile, brush past me close enough to graze my chest with her shoulder, and...

"Oh, crap!" I barely had time to shout as I tripped over yet another treacherous root, lost my balance, and dove headfirst through a thicket of stubborn branches, snapping them with loud cracks.  

The moment I hit the ground, something hefty decided to demonstrate the laws of kinetic energy on the back of my head. Flattening my eyes against their sockets, I found myself lying face-to-face with one of those invisible, green-eyed beasts!  

Not waiting for it to say something like, "Yo, bro. What brings you here?" I instinctively jabbed my finger straight into its eye. My finger sank deep into a moist, sticky, uneven mass, all the way to the base.  

The creature didn't move an inch.  

I yanked my finger out and saw something that made the hairs on every part of my body—including places long bereft of follicles—stand on end. My finger was glowing pale green in the dark.  

"Dear God, I'm turning into one of them!" I cried out, my voice more like the creak of rusted door hinges than anything human. Even the wind froze for a second, as if obeying a silent command to "Hold!"  

Without much thought, I decided to wipe the disgusting stuff off me. I aimed for my clothes but stopped myself at the last moment—who knew which other parts of me might start glowing afterward? Sure, it might be useful on Halloween, but...  

Falling to my knees, I frantically rubbed my finger on the mossy ground. The moss began to glow too, but miraculously, my finger started to feel better!  

I looked again at my finger, the moss, and the "eye."  

"Holy chemiluminescence..."  

The forest was still now, no longer sinister. The wind slowly slithered away, putting some distance between itself and me, and only the pounding of my heart filled the air around me.  

Bidding farewell to thoughts of "the clapperboard girl" and holding my hands out like a blind man, I cautiously began to move in a random direction.  

This continued until I tumbled over a wooden bench, thoughtfully placed in my path by the kind hosts of this mysterious forest.  

"Well, there's your roof and your bed for the night!" I muttered, fumbling across the bench with my hands.  

"Oh, and look at this—comes with 'bedding.' Not quite 

'Five Stars'... but," I muttered, smoothing out a newspaper someone had left on the bench. I looked up through the canopy of trees at the smear of the Milky Way and added, "...definitely worth more. Sweet dreams, pal."  

I slipped off my sneakers, setting them beside me, rolled up my jacket as a makeshift pillow, and stretched out on the bench.  It seemed the night was ready to swallow me whole, without so much as chewing.  

Not that it mattered anymore. 
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​​​Chapter 4.  Cheerful morning
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The night fog, which had managed to disguise itself as morning dew, wasn't ready to part ways with me so easily. It clung stubbornly to every inch of my body, waging a losing battle against the rays of the rising sun. Meanwhile, my aching body protested against the "wooden mattress," demanding movement.  

The first to comply was my leg, slipping off the bench into the damp grass. That simple motion kickstarted a sluggish but determined awakening. Yet, in the background of my mind, a metallic female voice droned on persistently:  

"Five twenty-seven AM—systems nominal, all systems operational... operational... operati...onal..."  

"It's time," I muttered, swiping the newspaper from my face. It flopped unceremoniously onto the ground... right onto the spot where I'd left my sneakers the night before.  

At that precise moment, a solar glare caught me full in the face, a direct hit that left the referee in my subconscious starting the countdown.  

Carefully cracking open one eye, I spotted the Hotel about thirty yards away, just beyond the tall fence. And her! There she stood, right by the window, wearing nothing but the costume of Eve. She stretched languidly, letting the morning rays caress her bronzed body, glistening with a sprinkle of diamond-like droplets... Standing there, she smiled at me. Sweetly. Can you imagine?!! The sunbeam bouncing off her window continued to blind me, denying me a proper view of all the, well, finer details.  

"Alright, one-nil," I muttered, mentally chalking it up as a loss but savoring the prospect of a rematch.  

Digging into my jeans pocket, I found the aspirin tablet I'd thoughtfully prepared the night before, slid off the bench, retrieved the newspaper as a trophy, and ambled toward the lake, which was only a dozen steps away. Inwardly, I sent another thank-you to the kind hosts who had so thoughtfully placed the bench in my path, sparing me from a nighttime swim.  

There's definitely something special about walking barefoot through dewy grass... Despite the relatively warm weather, the lake remained untouched by algae bloom, its crystal-clear water kept fresh by several springs. I popped the aspirin into my mouth and leaned over the water.  

The reflection that stared back at me was vaguely familiar—a bearded face with red eyes, a scrape on the cheek, and what looked suspiciously like nail marks across the forehead. It glowered at me from the lake's surface.  

"Got off easy," a thought flitted through my mind.  

"Or did they get to me?" countered another.  

Okay, hold up. Two thoughts on an empty stomach? That's too much.  

Ugh, gross! Aspirin tastes terrible when you don't swallow it fast enough!  

Scooping some water with my hand, I washed down the bitter pill, then dipped my feet into the lake and perched on a nearby boulder, trying to focus on the newspaper.  

Alright, "Interlocutor," Issue No. 3, January 1985... Hmm... Practically fresh off the press! Page 13: "Women Choose Kimonos." Tch! What the...?!  

With a frustrated growl, I crumpled the newspaper and hurled it into the reeds with all my might.  

The reeds parted instantly, revealing someone in full camouflage gear. Well, to be precise—someone female, judging by the pristine strappy sandals mounted on what could only be described as anti-mine platforms. Decked out in Versace camouflage and latest camouflage perfume from Klein's, she cut quite the striking figure. A brand-new Uzi rested snugly in her hand, arrogantly eyeing my navel through its nearsighted barrel, while the machete on her hip sat temptingly close to, well, her hip.  

Deciding it was rude to stare at her gear for too long, I tore my gaze away from the machete and scrambled for coherent thought.  

"Fishing, sweetheart?" I ventured with a weak grin, hoping to lighten the mood. Her cold, merciless smirk left no room for hope—or a quick resolution.  

She reached into the cargo pocket of her military pants and pulled out some gadget that looked like a supermarket scanner, proceeding to wave it in front of my face and scan me like a suspicious grocery item. Her eyes meticulously swept over me, from head to toe, with the unrelenting focus of a CT scan. As her gaze dropped lower and lower, her smirk gradually morphed into curiosity and, finally, surprise.  

Another beat passed before she regained control of her expression.  

"You're coming with me. Don't even think about resisting," she barked with uncompromising authority. Then, after leaning in close to my ear, she added in a quiet, chilling whisper, "Not until
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