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The Job
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The email arrived on a Tuesday, shimmering in the stale air of Julian Croft’s apartment like a digital lifeline. It was from a name he didn’t recognize—Marcus Vale—and its subject line was a masterclass in corporate euphemism: “A Proposal Regarding Historical Authenticity.” Julian knew what that meant. It was the same thing it always meant. Someone had a ghost, and they wanted it gone.

He took a sip of his lukewarm coffee, the dregs of a pot brewed six hours earlier, and leaned back in his creaking office chair. The Phoenix sun beat against his drawn blinds, trapping the heat and the scent of dust and old paper. Around him, his life’s work—or what was left of it—was stacked in precarious towers. Books on architectural theory leaned against forensic anthropology texts. Manilla folders stuffed with land deeds and probate records served as coasters. This was the boneyard of his former career, the place where Dr. Julian Croft, once a rising star in the university's history department, had come to die.

The email was brief and to the point. Marcus Vale was the proprietor of the Argenta Grand Hotel in Solitude, Arizona. He was in the final stages of a historic renovation project and required a "reputable academic" to conduct a "thorough, on-site assessment" of the hotel's folklore. The goal was to produce a definitive, scholarly report on the legend of the "Scarlet Saint."

Julian snorted. ‘Folklore.’ Another pretty word for a haunting.

He scrolled down to the most important part: the compensation. The number made him sit up straight, the chair groaning in protest. It was more than he’d made in the last six months of freelance debunking, fact-checking, and genealogical research for wealthy widows. Enough to pay his rent for a year. Enough to make him forget, for a little while, the condescending smirk of the department head who had shown him the door.

The scandal, as they called it, had been professionally fatal. He’d been hired by the university to authenticate a collection of artifacts supposedly belonging to a Civil War general, a celebrated ancestor of a major university donor. Julian, with his characteristic and unapologetic bluntness, had proven the entire collection was a series of elaborate forgeries from the 1970s. He had been precise, logical, and utterly correct. He had also been fired. His sin wasn’t being wrong; it was being right too loudly, and at the expense of the wrong person's pride.

Since then, he’d carved out a niche in the lucrative world of what he privately called "historical sanitation." People didn't hire him to find the truth. They hired him to kill the stories that were inconvenient to their bottom line. A haunted bed-and-breakfast, a cursed mining claim, a historic home with a dark past—Julian was the man you called to provide a rational, academic, and legally sound explanation for why the bumps in the night were just old pipes.

He typed a curt reply to Vale: “I am available. Send the preliminary file.”
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Within minutes, a dossier appeared in his inbox. It was full of glossy photos of the Argenta Grand, a Gilded Age monstrosity of brick and carved stone that loomed over a tiny, forgotten town. It looked like a palace dropped into the middle of the desert, a monument to an era of wealth and ambition that had long since turned to dust. The file included digitized newspaper clippings, all telling the same sad, simple story. A beautiful opera singer, known only as "Lillian," had fallen for the hotel's builder, a silver baron named Silas Thorne. When he inevitably left her, she died of a broken heart in the hotel's finest suite. Now, her harmless, melancholy spirit was said to wander the halls, a flash of crimson in the corner of your eye, a faint scent of jasmine in the air.

It was perfect. Pathetic, cliché, and utterly transparent. A story designed to be sold on postcards in a gift shop.

Julian Croft didn't believe in ghosts. He believed in faulty wiring, atmospheric pressure changes, infrasound, and the power of human suggestion. Every haunting was a puzzle, and he was exceptionally good at finding the missing pieces. The creak was a settling foundation. The whisper was the wind in a chimney. The apparition was a trick of the light. There was always an answer, and it was never a soul trapped between worlds.

He drained his coffee cup and sent a final email to Marcus Vale.

“I accept your terms. I will arrive on Friday. Please ensure I am booked into the suite with the most reported activity. I prefer to work at the heart of the problem.”

The heart of the problem, he thought with a grim smile. The "Lillian Suite." He was already drafting the opening lines of his report. It would be a masterpiece of gentle, academic condescension, a document that would soothe investors and crush the silly legend of the Scarlet Saint forever. The job was as good as done.
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The Argenta Grand
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The drive to Solitude was a journey back in time. The six-lane highways of Phoenix bled into two-lane blacktop that snaked through a landscape of rust-colored mesas and skeletal saguaros. The town, when he finally reached it, felt less like a place people lived and more like a museum exhibit left out in the sun. The main street was lined with brick-fronted buildings, their windows vacant and dusty, their signs faded into pastel ghosts.

And then there was the hotel.

The Argenta Grand didn't just sit in the town; it dominated it. A five-story behemoth of dark brick and white stone filigree, it rose from the desert floor with an arrogance that defied its own decay. It was a masterpiece of Gilded Age ambition, and even with boarded-up windows and a crumbling balustrade, it radiated a sense of fallen majesty.

A man was waiting for him on the wide, sweeping steps. He was in his forties, with the harried look of someone juggling too many mortgages. His smile was a little too wide, his handshake a little too firm.

"Dr. Croft! Marcus Vale. Welcome to the Argenta Grand."

"Mr. Vale," Julian said, his eyes scanning the facade. "Impressive structure."

"She's a work in progress," Vale admitted, leading him through a set of massive oak doors into a lobby that smelled of sawdust and damp stone. The space was a chaotic mix of past and present. A magnificent, crystal-draped chandelier, caked in a century of dust, hung over stacks of drywall and buckets of paint. The marble floors were protected by plastic sheeting, but Julian could see the grandeur beneath.

"The 'Lillian Suite' is on the fourth floor," Vale said, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. "Top of the line in its day. We've kept it mostly as-is for now. It's where... well, it's where she's seen the most."

Julian nodded, unimpressed. "Convenient."

Vale gave a nervous laugh. "Right. Look, Dr. Croft, I'll be honest. I've sunk everything into this place. I have investors lined up, but they're getting spooked by these ridiculous stories. I need a clean bill of health. A scientific, rational explanation that I can put in a press release."

"That's what I provide, Mr. Vale," Julian said, dropping his bags. He pulled a small, black case from his luggage and opened it, revealing an array of sensors and meters. "I'll be setting up monitoring equipment. Audio, temperature, electromagnetic fields. I'll find your drafts and your rattling pipes. By the time I'm done, the only spirit in this hotel will be the one in your liquor cabinet."
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Vale looked relieved. He led Julian to a creaking, cage-like elevator that groaned its way up to the fourth floor. The hallway was long and dark, lit only by the fading afternoon light filtering through a grimy window at the far end. Vale stopped before a door marked '4A'. The Lillian Suite.

The room was large, dominated by a heavy, four-poster bed and dark, ornate furniture. A film of dust covered every surface. The air was thick and still. Julian walked to the window and looked out over the desolate town and the sprawling desert beyond. It was a view of profound, crushing isolation.

"I'll leave you to it, then," Vale said, lingering in the doorway. "Anything you need, just call."

Julian didn't turn around. "I'll need complete access to the hotel. All floors, all rooms. And any historical records you have. Blueprints, ledgers, staff records. Anything."

"Of course," Vale said quickly. "It's all yours."

The door clicked shut, and Julian was alone. He stood in the silence, letting the atmosphere of the room settle over him. It was just a room. An old, dusty room in an old, dusty hotel. He set his equipment case on the bed and began his work, the methodical, logical process of dismantling a ghost.
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