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  Chapter 1

  
  







The Vespera Tower gleamed like a razor blade under the bruised twilight sky, its mirrored skin swallowing the city’s neon glare and spitting it back as something colder. Luis Mendez adjusted the strap of his janitorial cart and tried not to think about how much the lobby floor resembled a tombstone under his scuffed boots. First night on the job, and already the place had that itch between his shoulder blades—the kind that usually meant he was being watched or about to walk into a situation that’d leave him explaining things to cops.




The night manager, a gaunt man with a name tag that read Harlan and eyes like week-old coffee, had given him three rules: Don’t touch the executive suites on fifty, don’t question the after-hours security team, and for God’s sake, don’t lose your keycard. Luis had nodded, already mentally spending his first paycheck on rent and maybe a six-pack to drown out the memory of his last gig—warehouse work that’d ended with a forklift screaming toward him like divine punishment.




He started on the twelfth floor, pushing his cart past cubicles that still smelled of stale ambition and microwaved fish. The hum of the fluorescent lights was the only company until he reached the south elevator bank. That’s when he heard it—a sound like a sigh trapped behind drywall. The middle elevator’s display flickered, numbers stuttering: 12… 11… B… M7… Sub-B3…




Luis frowned. There was no Mezzanine 7. No Sub-Basement 3. He jabbed the call button, half-expecting nothing, but the doors slid open with a hush, revealing an elevator car that looked… wrong. The mirrors were fogged with breath that wasn’t his, and the floor was scuffed with footprints in a fine gray ash. The button panel was worse—half the labels were in no alphabet he recognized, the symbols squirming if he stared too long.




He should’ve backed out. Should’ve called it a glitch and reported it to Harlan. But Luis had always been the guy who poked the weird thing to see if it’d poke back, so he stepped inside. The doors sealed behind him with a sound like a vault locking.




The descent was too smooth, too quiet. The air thickened, tasting of ozone and old paper. When the elevator chimed, the display read M13—Maintenance. The doors opened onto a hallway that couldn’t exist—walls papered in yellowed invoices, a ceiling sagging with water stains shaped like screaming faces. At the end of the hall, a frosted glass door bore a peeling gold label: Records.




Luis’s keycard buzzed in his pocket like a live thing. He pulled it out, and the plastic was warm, the magnetic strip glowing faintly. Against every instinct yelling fire exit, now, he swiped it. The lock clicked.




Inside, the office was a time capsule—rotten wood desks, a rotary phone, and a woman in a 1940s pencil dress standing with her back to him, typing on a machine that wasn’t there. She turned slowly, her face a flickering projection of static and bone. “You’re early,” she said, voice buzzing like a bad connection. “They don’t start the evictions till next week.”




Luis’s throat locked. The keycard in his hand was melting, dripping onto the floor in black streaks. The woman—Nellie, her name tag insisted—reached for him, her fingers passing through his wrist like cold smoke. “You should run,” she whispered. “But you won’t. You’re the kind of idiot who tries to save the cat.”




Behind him, the elevator chimed again. This time, the display read EVICT.
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Luis didn’t run. Running meant admitting this was real, and if this was real, then the last shred of normalcy in his life was officially torched. Instead, he did what any self-respecting idiot would do—he stepped deeper into the office, his boots sticking to the floor like the tiles were coated in glue. The air smelled of burnt coffee and something older, something that belonged in a museum’s basement.




Nellie watched him with hollow eyes, her form flickering between solid and not, like a TV channel losing signal. “You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, her voice layered with whispers that didn’t match her mouth. “Not yet.”




Luis held up the half-melted keycard, now warped and bubbling at the edges. “Yeah, well, this thing had other ideas.”




She tilted her head, static crawling across her cheekbones. “They always do.”




A thud echoed from the hallway—something heavy, deliberate. Nellie’s fingers twitched, her form shuddering like a candle in a draft. “They’re here.”




Luis didn’t get a chance to ask who they were before the door burst open. Three figures in black suits stood silhouetted against the flickering fluorescents, their faces smooth and blank as mannequins. No eyes, no mouths—just polished skin stretched tight over nothing. The one in front held a clipboard, its surface gleaming wetly under the light.




“Floor M13,” it intoned, voice like a fax machine grinding out a death notice. “Unauthorized occupancy detected. Preparing for removal.”




Nellie backed up, her edges fraying. “You can’t. I’m still under lease.”




The thing with the clipboard didn’t answer. It just lifted a hand, and the air between them ripped, peeling back like old wallpaper to reveal a yawning black space behind it. Luis’s stomach lurched—some part of him knew that if whatever was in there touched him, he wouldn’t come back out.




He moved before he could think, grabbing the nearest weapon—a rusted letter opener from the desk—and hurled it at the thing’s head. It struck dead center between where its eyes should’ve been, embedding with a wet thunk. The figure staggered, the clipboard clattering to the floor. The other two turned toward him in eerie unison.




“Oh, you are screwed,” Nellie breathed.




Luis didn’t argue. He snatched the fallen clipboard and bolted for the door, shoulder-checking one of the suits on the way out. Its body gave like wet cardboard, collapsing with a sound like a sigh. The hallway stretched impossibly long, the walls pulsing like a throat around him. Behind him, the remaining suits moved with the jerky precision of puppets on tangled strings.




Nellie materialized beside him, her fingers closing around his wrist. “Elevator. Now.”




The doors were already closing when they lunged inside. Luis smashed the Close button, watching as the suits halted just outside, their heads tilting in perfect sync. Then the elevator dropped like a stone, his stomach lurching into his throat. The display spun wildly—M13… L… G… B2…—before finally settling on 1.




The doors opened onto the real world, the sterile glow of Vespera Tower’s lobby a slap of normalcy after the nightmare upstairs. Luis sagged against the wall, his breath coming in ragged gulps. Nellie was gone, but the clipboard was still in his hand, the top sheet reading:




EVICTION NOTICE

Tenant: N. Esposito

Floor: M13 (Non-Compliant)

Scheduled Removal: 48 HRS




Luis stared at it, then at the elevator, now innocently humming as if it hadn’t just tried to kill him.




Somewhere above him, the building waited.
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The clipboard burned in Luis’s hands. Not literally—though after the last hour, he wouldn’t have been surprised—but with the kind of cold, creeping dread that started in the fingers and crawled up the spine. N. Esposito. M13. 48 hours.


He should’ve tossed it in the nearest trash chute and clocked out. Pretended he’d never seen a ghost secretary or faceless suits with interdimensional eviction notices. But Luis had never been good at leaving well enough alone.


The elevator doors slid shut behind him with a whisper, leaving him alone in the lobby’s too-bright silence. His reflection in the polished marble looked like a man who’d just lost a fight with reality. He needed answers, and he knew exactly where to start.


The security office was a closet-sized room tucked behind the mailroom, its walls lined with monitors flickering through camera feeds of the tower’s floors. Darnell, the night-shift guard, glanced up from his crossword as Luis shouldered in. “You look like hell.”


“Feel like it.” Luis tossed the clipboard onto the desk. “Tell me you’ve seen some weird shit in this building.”


Darnell didn’t even blink. He just leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his bulk, and tapped the crossword with his pen. “Define ‘weird.’”


“How about elevators that go to floors that don’t exist?”


That got a reaction. Darnell’s jaw tightened, his gaze flicking to the door before he reached under the desk and hit a switch. The monitors went dark. “You went to one of the in-betweens.”


Luis’s pulse jumped. “So you know.”


“Know?” Darnell snorted. “Man, I maintain them.” He dug a keyring from his pocket—old brass things, heavy and tarnished—and slid one off. It was longer than the others, its teeth jagged like a broken spine. “You wanna see weird? Try the Break Room.”


* * *


The Break Room was on the 22nd floor. At least, that’s what the elevator panel claimed before Darnell inserted the odd key into a hidden slot beneath the buttons. The car shuddered, then dropped like a stone.


When the doors opened, the smell hit first—coffee and mildew and something faintly metallic, like old blood. The room stretched out before them, a relic of the ’70s with orange laminate tables and a percolator bubbling ominously in the corner.


And it was full of people.


Not quite people. Their edges blurred if Luis looked too close, their clothes shifting between decades—flared slacks dissolving into power suits, hairstyles melting and reforming. A man in a moth-eaten sweater vest waved at Darnell. “Hey, Dar. Who’s the new guy?”


“Luis.” Darnell nudged him forward. “He’s cleaning staff.”


A woman with a beehive hairdo and hollow eyes laughed. “Oh, honey. Nobody cleans here.”


Luis’s skin prickled. “What is this place?”


“Purgatory with a water cooler,” Darnell muttered. “They’re the ones who didn’t leave when they died. Got stuck between floors.”


The sweater-vest

































































