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            WHO WANTS TO STAY AT THE MURDER HOTEL?

          

        

      

    

    
      First, there was the haunted asylum.

      Now, it’s a haunted hotel.

      I know what you’re thinking. Is it really haunted?

      Brad says it is. Of course, he’s also in prison for the murder of his wife while they were staying at the Brantley Hotel.

      As a parapsychologist who studies apparitional experiences, it only makes sense that I check it out, along with the others in my team—Riley and Gabriel.

      Gabriel believes Brad. Riley is just excited to stay at a haunted hotel. Me? I think way too many murderers try to claim possession as a way to excuse their actions.

      My feelings changed when a ghost attacked me in the bathroom. And then again in my bedroom. And then again during a ritual when we were trying to communicate with the ghost of someone who’d died at this hotel.

      Turns out there were a lot of ghosts and a lot of dead bodies.

      Keep turning the pages to find out what happens…
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            NOTE TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, Confession Addicts!

      I figure you picked up this book because of one of two reasons:

      One, you’ve read my confession books and want to give this one a try or…

      Two, you like haunted stories and are willing to give this new book a try.

      Either way, thanks!

      I wanted to try something different, and I hope you like it!

      I am working on the next haunting book, so stay tuned.

      And yes, to the confession addicts waiting on Book 9 in the Asylum Confession series, I’m working on that too!

      To my fellow Asylum addicts in my VIP ADDICTS Subscription group, long-time readers, and to my new friends… Salut!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU
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        Hell is empty and all the devils are here…

      

        

      
        William Shakespeare

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley’s tears mingle with the cold water from the pedestal sink as she splashes her face. The ornate mirror reflects a broken woman, mascara streaking down her skin, framed by the faded grandeur of a clawfoot bathtub and cracked tiles, a bathroom that whispers of past splendor, a time that is now just a shadow.

      “Brad, why?” Her whisper is a frail thing, lost in the echo of her sobs.

      It’s their one-year anniversary, a time meant for celebration, with champagne, laughter, and love. Not this.

      This being Brad’s venom-tipped words slicing through her heart.

      “Bitch, come out.” His voice is razor sharp and deep with a darkness she barely even recognizes.

      Ashley increases her grip on the edge of the sink, her knuckles pale. What happened to him? Where did this come from?

      Everything was fine the night before. They danced the hours away, lost in each other and their love. It was heaven on earth, and things were perfect. They were perfect.

      Then, something happened. The change was sudden and unexpected and very unlike the gentle giant of the man she married.

      Is it his new medication? The alcohol? The disastrous cocktail has turned their anniversary into a hellscape. Tonight, his eyes, usually so gentle, turned cold and foreign.

      “Brad, please…”

      His response is a fist thunderous against the wood, threatening to splinter the barrier between them.

      She flinches, backing away, her heart pounding in a frantic rhythm. “Please don’t break through,” she breathes a prayer, her gaze darting to the locked door.

      One more hit. Then another one. How many will it take before there are no more chances? She locked herself in the smallest space imaginable, the hotel room bathroom. There are no windows, no escape. She’s trapped.

      “Please don’t do this! Brad, please!” Her voice breaks on his name.

      Ashley’s gaze shoots to the white marble sink counter scattered with water droplets from her earlier attempts to calm herself. Her heart hammers against her ribcage as she tears through the items lined up like soldiers at attention—soap dispenser, tissue box, a small vase with a single, wilting rose.

      “Think. Think,” she mutters to herself.

      The travel bag huddled in the corner like an abandoned ally catches her attention. She snatches it, the zipper screeching as it gives way to her hurried fingers. The contents spill onto the tile floor, a cascade of toiletries and minor necessities.

      “Come on. Come on…” she whispers.

      Then, amidst the chaos, the nail file gleams with potential. A small weapon but a weapon nonetheless. Her hand, trembling from adrenaline, clasps the metal file, its pointed tip a shard of hope.

      “Open this damn door!” Brad’s voice is a battering ram, each syllable a blow against the weakening wood.

      Ashley’s breath hitches. The door shakes, hinges protesting. She tightens her white-knuckled grip on the nail file, her lifeline in the storm.

      “Brad, please, I need you to calm down.” Ashley’s voice pierces the pounding silence. “You’re scaring me!” Each word quivers as she forces the words out, betraying her terror.

      She hates that. Hates feeling weak. She never wanted to be this woman, the kind who cowers, who retreats from a man’s rage. She never wanted to be a woman involved with a man who even had rage, which is why she’d fallen in love with Brad. Her gentle giant… yet here she is, confined within four small walls, a barricade against the man she loves and promised herself to a year ago.

      “Brad,” she whispers more to herself than him, “this isn’t you.”

      Her reflection in the mirror taunts her, a hollow image of a woman who full of strength but shows none. She should fling open the door, confront him, and reclaim her dignity. He’s not actually going to hurt her. He never has before.

      “Walk out,” she urges her reflection. “Just… walk out.”

      But her feet might as well be set in cement. Fear chains her. Smothers her.

      “You’re weak, Ashley. Never one to follow through,” her mother’s voice echoes in the recesses of her mind, haunting her with their accuracy. “All bark. No bite.”

      “Stop it,” she hisses at the ghost of her mother’s scorn.

      The room feels smaller, the air thinner. Brad’s shadow looms under the door, a dark reminder of the barrier between who Ashley is and who she wants to be.

      Silence settles like a heavy cloak around her. Ashley holds her breath, listening. The pounding stops.

      He sighs, a sound so weary it seeps through the wood. It draws her in, inch by cautious inch, until her ear presses against the cold barrier between them.

      Murmurs. Indistinct yet laced with frustration. She strains to catch meaning, her heart pounding a rival rhythm to her earlier pleas.

      “I don’t want to hurt her.” The words slip through, raw and hushed.

      Ashley recoils, the nail file almost slipping from her grasp. Who is he speaking to? Fear twists like a serpent in her gut. His voice, not meant for her ears, carries a secret weight.

      “Brad?” she whispers, forgetting herself.

      No answer. Did he hear her?

      The tile is cold beneath her feet as she backs away, clutching the file like a talisman. He doesn’t want to hurt her, so who does? Who is with him? And why?

      The murmurs grow louder, more words taking shape.

      “She’s not like that. You don’t know her.”

      Ashley’s frown deepens, etching lines of confusion and fear across her forehead. Her heart skips then races. Who is he defending her to?

      “B-B-Brad?” Her voice trembles, betraying her dread. “Who are you talking to?” She raises her voice slightly so he can hear her through the door.

      Is he on the phone with someone, maybe? But at this time of night? Panic flutters in her chest like a caged bird seeking escape.

      “Brad?” The name comes out sharper and more insistent.

      The lack of noise from the other side is thick and charged with an unseen menace.

      She needs answers, but the door stands firm between them, both a barrier to the truth and a safety net for her life.

      A hushed assertion from Brad pierces the wooden divide. “I’m sure she doesn’t think that. She wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Ashley’s breath hitches. Her fingers tighten around the cold metal of the nail file. Confusion swirls within her, mingling with creeping dread.

      “Brad, listen to me,” she calls out, pressing her forehead against the door. “Whatever you think I’ve done, it’s not true.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Her words feel like whispers swallowed by the growing storm of his rage.

      “You just want my money, don’t you? Planning to leave me high and dry?” His voice rises, a crescendo of paranoia and anger.

      “Brad, no!” Ashley’s voice cracks. The room spins, the walls closing in. “That’s not who I am. You know me!”

      She can hear him pacing, the creak of old floorboards underfoot, his ranting unceasing. But Brad is lost in his own world, a tempest of delusions.

      “Please, just stop. Let’s talk about this.” Desperation paints her plea. “Listen to me!” she shouts, but he is beyond reach, beyond reason.

      The door shudders, a splintering crack. Hinges protest. Ashley’s heart thunders in her chest. The nail file is slick in her sweaty palm.

      “Brad, please⁠—”

      The door gives way, crashing inward. Brad, wild-eyed, stands in the doorway, his chest heaving.

      Ashley scrambles to her feet, lunging forward, aiming for freedom. The nail file arcs through the air, slashing at him. A line of red blooms on his cheek.

      “Get back!” Her voice is sharp, jagged with fear.

      He roars—a sound not human—and grabs her, his fingers like iron. He throws her and she hits the ground, her breath punched out.

      “Brad, stop!”

      But his eyes are alien, frenzied.

      Nonsense spills from his lips, garbled words she can’t understand. He isn’t Brad. Not her Brad. He can’t be.

      “Please…” she gasps.

      His hand holds something. A knife.

      “Brad, no!”

      Pain. Cold and deep. Darkness edges along her vision, creeping, consuming.

      “Brad…” Her whisper fades as the light dims until there’s nothing but black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah

       

      Hannah checks her watch for the umpteenth time and rubs the chill from her arms. Seventeen months to the day, there are still moments when she feels the cold presence of the Ghost Lake Asylum’s deadly inhabitant clinging to her skin. It always happens when she least expects it, too, like now, when strangers surround her at the Vancouver Airport.

      “New beginnings,” she mutters to herself, still questioning her decision to move her life from London back to Canada.

      She scans the throngs of travelers for Riley’s familiar face and pictures him navigating the customs queue, his life packed into a backpack and a metal suitcase, ready to embrace Vancouver’s spectral unknowns.

      Her own leap across the Atlantic had been a difficult one. She gave up a lot, taking a break from her teaching career and the life she’d made for herself to come back to a place where so many bad memories waited for her.

      In the past seven months, she’d been back to Ghost Lake a few times, never voluntarily and never for long. There’s no bridge between her and her parents, and she’s okay with that. She has to be. Not everyone has that “family weekend dinners and game nights” with their parents, and that’s perfectly fine, but she’s close now if something happens to them. At least, that’s what she tells herself.

      Hannah’s thoughts drift to Gabriel, whose promises are as insubstantial as the phantoms she hunts. When he suggested Paris, there were seeds of hope that took root in her heart, but it turned out that Paris had only been a mirage, dissolving into a plethora of excuses and disappointment. Gabriel’s retreat to his apartment left her stranded in a limbo of what-could-have-beens.

      “Change is good,” he said, words now echoing hollowly in her memory, as if those three words could erase the destruction of hope that had started to grow.

      She once thought there could be something between them beyond coworkers and friends. Now, she knows otherwise. It’s a bitter pill to swallow, discovering the man she’d gone through so much with was someone she didn’t even know.

      Gabriel’s nature was, is, and always will be rooted in self-interest.

      Following Ghost Lake and the closed door in Paris, Hannah pushed hard to pursue this future. It took some work and a lot of patience, but the government funding finally came through, along with some anonymous donations. There’s hope for new beginnings, a future of helping others with her passion and career, which excites her.

      “Any minute now, Riley will be here,” she whispers as much to herself as to the universe. “And then, we hunt.”

      Hannah glances at the arrivals board again. A sea of faces blur past her, but she’s honed in on only one. Riley. His smile breaks through the crowd like a beacon as he maneuvers his way toward her with a backpack slung over one shoulder and a metal suitcase rolling behind him.

      “Hey!” He wraps her in a bear hug, nearly lifting her off the ground.

      “Good to see you,” Hannah says, relief washing over her. “How was the flight?”

      “Madness.” Riley chuckles, pulling back. “I sat next to a bloke who wouldn’t stop talking about alien conspiracies.” He points across the way to a guy pulling a black suitcase peppered with alien stickers.

      “It sounds like you had your own paranormal investigation at thirty thousand feet.” She laughs, feeling the weight of solitude lift.

      They walk side by side, navigating the bustling terminal. In the midst of their conversation, Riley’s suitcase hits an uneven tile. It flips and bursts open, and a dozen or so papers scatter like leaves in a gale.

      “Damn it,” he mutters, dropping to his knees, scrambling to collect his things.

      Just then, a woman’s high-pitched scream pierces the hum of the airport. They both turn to see a distraught young woman thrashing against two security guards.

      “Listen to me!” she wails. “The plane! It’s going to crash! I saw it happen!”

      “Come on,” Hannah says, her voice firm, tugging at Riley’s arm as security escorts the woman away.

      “Did you hear that?” he asks, his eyebrows knit together in concern.

      “It happens more than you’d expect. That was the third outburst I’ve heard since getting here.” She glances at the signs to make sure they are heading the right way. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      The thirty-minute drive from the airport is filled with Riley’s excited chatter, something Hannah missed more than she thought possible.

      “Check it out, Hannah!” Riley’s voice bounces with excitement as Vancouver’s skyline gives way to the lush greenery of Kitsilano. “I can’t believe you snagged a deal here.”

      “I can’t either. We got lucky, I guess.” Her hands are tight on the steering wheel as she maneuvers through the traffic. The ocean winks between the trees, and she can feel Riley soaking in every detail.

      “Have you figured out who our mysterious patron is yet? I mean, they must have some serious coin to cover this, don’t you think?” He whistles. “That patron of yours must really believe in ghosts.”

      “Or in us,” Hannah says, though doubt gnaws at her insides.

      Living in the Kits is an expensive area. It’s a beachside community with adorable boutique shopping areas that are way out of her own personal budget.

      Their house looms ahead, its windows reflecting the waning sun. She parks, and they both step out into the cooling air. Riley follows her up the steps, his suitcase clattering behind.

      “Well, here we are,” she announces, opening the door. “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

      “Whoa,” Riley mutters, surveying the chaos within. Books are piled high, papers are strewn across the floor, and boxes clog the space. “You know, this reminds me of your office back in London.” His eyes twinkle as he gives her a cheeky grin.

      “I did kind of clean,” she tries to joke. “I’ve been a little… busy, I guess?” She knows her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes even though she tries.

      “Nightmares again?” Riley’s tone is gentle and observant.

      “Jake isn’t resting,” she admits, avoiding his gaze.

      After Ghost Lake, she confided in both Riley and Gabriel about Jake’s visits. Between the two men, Riley seemed to be the one who understood the most, which surprised her at the time. Now, not so much.

      “Damn.” Riley runs a hand through his hair, concern etched on his face. He bends down, opening a box labeled “EVP Recorders.”

      She’s thankful he doesn’t ask questions or try to prod for more information. For a chatterbox, he knows when to stay silent.

      “Any jobs lined up yet?” He pulls out a tangled mess of wires and makes a note on his phone.

      “Too early,” Hannah says, watching him work. “Someone will bite, though. I know it.”

      He drops everything to the floor and gives her a solid look. “Did I just uproot my life for nothing?”

      His question hangs in the air between them.

      It’s a good question—a solid question—that deserves an answer that has eluded her for a long time.

      She digs in deep and lets the answer come without any thought. “Never,” she says with a firmness that even surprises her. “We have funding, remember? We just need to spread the word.”

      Riley scoffs. “You know, I kind of figured Gabe’s book would’ve thrown us a bone.”

      “You and me both,” Hannah murmurs, thinking of Gabriel’s silence.

      Following Ghost Lake, Gabriel retreated to write a fictionalized version of their experience there. Like a frenzied man, he wrote it within a few months, and his publisher picked it up, rushing it through the publishing process, which apparently was highly unusual.

      “Well, he’s not here, but we are, and that’s what matters.” He stands to his feet, hands on his hips. “The first thing we need to do is get organized while I’m still awake,” Riley says, determination replacing his earlier doubt. “We’ll make this work.”

      “Right,” Hannah agrees, her own resolve strengthening now that Riley is here. They are in this together, no matter what haunts them.
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      GABRIEL

       

      Gabriel Ambrose stands at the heart of the crowded Parisian bookshop, his deep voice barely making a dent in the packed room as he reads a short piece from his book, picking a section from the chapter where he met the evil spirit that resided in Ghost Asylum. His words are flamboyant and filled with fervor, and the way he over-exaggerates specific sections only adds to the horrific setting he wants to impose. The crowd eats it up.

      The man he is now is a reflection of the man he used to be, a man the audience remembers, and a stark contrast to the grim tales that haunt most of his waking and dreaming moments.

      The crowd hangs on to every anecdote, and an occasional knowing smile emerges among those familiar with his work. He’s in his realm once again. He knew he missed it but didn’t realize how much.

      “Et voilà,” he concludes in French, his accent charmingly imperfect.

      The room erupts in applause, a sea of adoration washing over him.

      His gaze flitters about, taking in the faces until he stops at one who stands there unmoved, a young woman, her intense scrutiny seeing more than it should. Her hands are clasped in front of her, a large diamond ring resting on her finger.

      Gabriel meets her gaze, and for a moment, the clamor, the noise all around him, dims.

      “Merci beaucoup,” he says, nodding graciously to his fans, knowing he’s butchering the French language with his British accent. The showman in him drinks in the praise, yet the woman’s stare lingers like a haunting shadow.

      “Pour vous, Madame,” Gabriel flirts with an older admirer, signing her book with a flourish.

      Everything is going well until he looks across the room, searching and finding her—the solemn woman, hands twisting together as if wringing out a secret or, at best, trying to make a decision.

      Whatever it is she’s wrestling with, he hopes it has nothing to do with him.

      He waits until the line is cleared before he leaves his seat. What he wants to do is shake hands with the bookstore owner and leave, but instead, he finds himself making his way toward the woman still standing in the corner, surrounded by shadows.

      “Is everything all right?” Gabriel asks her, feigning nonchalance.

      “Just… thinking,” she murmurs, her voice barely audible as she lightly touches his hand.

      A sharp pain pierces Gabriel’s head. Visions flash in front of him—blood smeared across wooden floorboards, an outstretched hand, a silver ring catching the light from a lifeless finger. A shooting pain with the speed of a falling star tears through him, and he staggers backward, his arms reaching out for something to hold on to.

      “Gabriel? Mon ami, are you okay?”

      The bookshop owner’s hand on his shoulder brings him back. Gabriel blinks, disoriented, glancing up at the faces around him, all pinched with worry. He’s on his knees
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