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​1. The Wrong Stairwell
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I had no business being in the Wainwright Hotel that night, which was exactly why I wanted in.

The city had finally decided to tear it down after leaving it to rot in the middle of downtown for years like a bad memory nobody wanted to claim. For months I had driven past the boarded windows, the sagging awning, the rain-blackened stone, and told myself I ought to get inside before the wrecking crews reduced the whole place to wet brick, splintered beams, and stories people would exaggerate later. There was something about buildings on the edge of demolition that always got under my skin. Maybe it was the fact that they were running out of time. Maybe it was the thrill of seeing what got left behind when people were forced to leave faster than they meant to. Or maybe I just liked trespassing and preferred to call it urban photography because that sounded less pathetic.

I told myself I was there for the pictures, and that part at least was true. I had my camera, two spare batteries, a flashlight, a backpack with a bottle of water and a couple of protein bars, and enough confidence to make bad decisions feel like ordinary Tuesday-night plans. I parked a block away, waited until traffic thinned and the sidewalks stopped carrying office stragglers, then slipped through a bent section of chain-link fence in the alley where somebody else had already done half the work for me. The metal scraped my jacket as I squeezed through. I paused on the other side and listened.

Nothing.

No voices. No clatter of tools. No security guard making rounds. Just distant traffic, the thin hiss of tires on wet pavement, and the wind dragging itself around the corners of empty buildings.

Up close, the hotel looked worse than it did from the street. The lower windows were boarded or shattered, leaving dark rectangles that made the whole façade look blind. Soot and rain had stained the old stone trim. The brass letters over the main entrance still spelled WAINWRIGHT, but the metal had gone green at the edges and dull everywhere else, like the name itself was tarnishing out of existence. It had probably looked elegant once. That was the thing about abandoned places: even when they were ugly, you could usually still see the ghost of the version that had mattered.

I didn’t use the front entrance. Too exposed. I circled to the loading dock and found a service door with the latch bent just enough that it never truly closed. I had to put a shoulder into it to force it wider, and the second it opened, the smell hit me. Old grease. Mildew. Damp drywall. Rust. That sealed-up, stale odor buildings get when they’ve been closed too long and start sweating their own insides back out. My flashlight beam cut across a prep area lined with steel counters and dead refrigerators standing open as if someone had searched them in a hurry years ago and never bothered to swing the doors shut. Broken tiles crunched under my boots. Somewhere deeper in the kitchen, water dripped at a slow, patient interval.

That part felt normal. Creepy, sure, but normal creepy. The kind of place that makes your skin prickle while the sensible part of your brain reminds you raccoons and mold are usually more dangerous than ghosts. I stepped over a fallen rack, pushed through a swinging service door, and followed a narrow hall toward the main part of the hotel. The wallpaper had peeled away in long wet strips, exposing gray plaster underneath. The pieces still clinging to the wall were stained the color of old teeth. The hall opened into a lobby, and even wrecked, it still carried some exhausted trace of dignity. The check-in desk was split down the middle. Chunks of plaster littered the marble floor. A chandelier had fallen and lay twisted in a glittering nest of broken glass. The whole place looked like a wedding cake left out in the rain.

I took pictures for a while, moving slowly, finding angles, adjusting my light, letting the old thrill settle in. The ballroom was my favorite. The ceiling medallions still held traces of gold paint. A row of torn red curtains sagged over a low stage. The floorboards had warped into long ridges from water damage, so I had to watch my footing while I moved around, camera to my face, framing the decay like it was art instead of what it really was: something beautiful losing a long fight. A few folding banquet tables had collapsed in one corner. An old menu board still hung near the bar, the lettering faded into nothing. Standing there in the dark with my camera up, I had the ridiculous thought that if you ignored the smell, the rot, and the fact that the whole building was waiting to be flattened, the place could almost have been beautiful again.

Then I found the door.

It was half hidden behind a stack of toppled banquet chairs near the back hallway: a narrow gray metal door with STAFF ONLY stenciled across it in flaking black paint. I shoved the chairs aside just enough to get it open. Behind it was a plain concrete stairwell, the sort of space guests were never supposed to see. No wallpaper. No carpet. No faded glamour. Just chipped steps, rusted railings, and a bare bulb on the landing above throwing weak yellow light over cracked paint. I remember smiling when I saw it because those were usually the best places in a building like that. Service routes. Utility access. Maintenance corridors. The hidden veins of a structure. That was where you found the real leftovers, the interesting kind of weird.

I should have taken the ballroom shots and gone home.

Instead, I went through the wrong stairwell.

The air changed the farther down I went. At first it was only cooler, which made sense. Basements are always cooler. Then the coolness sharpened into dampness, and the concrete picked up a slick sheen that made me slow down and grip the rail. My flashlight swept over water stains running down the walls in dark vertical veins. On one landing I found an old placard reading B1. On the next, there was no placard at all—just a pale clean square where something had obviously been removed. That bothered me more than it should have. Not enough to qualify as a real problem, just enough to scrape at the nerves in the way small wrong things do.

I stopped and listened.

No city noise.

No pipes ticking.

No faint thump from the ballroom above.

I was used to old buildings talking to themselves. They groan, shift, sigh, settle. This stairwell did none of that. It just held still around me.

I told myself to stop being dramatic and kept going.

The next landing seemed narrower than the others, though I could not have said why. The air had gone clammy and close. My flashlight beam looked weaker, as if the darkness ahead was taking more of it than it should. I took one more flight, my boot slipped on the wet concrete, and I lurched sideways. It wasn’t a full fall, just enough to throw me badly off balance. I swore and slammed my shoulder into the wall to catch myself.

The wall gave.

There is no clean way to describe that moment without making it sound like a dream, and it did not feel like a dream. Dreams have a softness to them. This felt horribly physical. My shoulder hit something that should have been concrete and instead sank through it with strange resistance, like pushing through cold foam wrapped in wet cloth. There was a fraction of a second where my body understood I had lost the world I was bracing against and had nowhere else to go. Then my weight carried forward, the wall swallowed more of me, and everything lost shape.

Pressure on my chest.

Cold against my face.

A muffled rush in my ears.

And then I was stumbling forward onto my hands and knees.

I landed on carpet.

Not hotel carpet. Not tile. Not concrete. Not any surface that belonged under a condemned downtown building. Thin office carpet, rough against my palms, damp in one patch, the color of dirty coffee and old nicotine. My flashlight flew from my hand, bounced once, and spun across the floor, its beam slashing wildly over beige walls before coming to rest against a baseboard.

Then I heard the buzzing.

It was so loud it felt internal. Not the mild hum of one bad fixture somewhere overhead, but a deep unrelenting fluorescent drone filling the air from wall to wall. It settled into my teeth, into the bones behind my eyes, into the hinge of my jaw. It was the kind of sound that stopped being something you heard and became something that occupied you.

I grabbed the flashlight and pushed myself up.

I was standing in a hallway that should not have existed.

The ceiling was low and lined with long fluorescent panels sunk into yellowed tiles. The light they threw was the color of old urine and weak antiseptic, washing everything in a tired sick glow. The walls were beige, but not the honest beige of paint chosen by bad taste. They were the color of paper that had been smoked around for years. The carpet beneath me had a wet squish in one spot, then dried out after two steps as if the dampness had been told exactly where to stop. On both sides of me were open doorways leading into small square rooms, each of them empty, each too plain to feel real. No windows. No furniture. No decorations. Just blank walls, more of that carpet, and the sense that the rooms had been assembled from memory instead of built.

The air smelled stale, but not in any familiar way. Not mold. Not sewage. Not trapped basement water. It was dry and heavy at the same time, with a faint mothball odor and something underneath it that I could not place at all—something papery, dead, and old enough to feel baked into the place rather than carried by it.

I turned around immediately.

The stairwell was gone.

There was no opening in the wall. No jagged hole. No broken concrete. No seam. Just a flat stretch of beige wall meeting beige carpet under the piss-yellow light. I put my hand against it, expecting at any second to find the outline of a panel I had somehow missed. The wall felt solid and slightly warm, as if it had been holding fluorescent heat for years. I pushed harder. Then I pounded on it with the heel of my hand. Then, because panic always starts by dressing itself as stubbornness, I leaned into it again like an idiot, trying to force my shoulder back through the same impossible place I had fallen from.

Nothing.

I stepped back, breathing harder than I wanted to admit. My heart was pounding so hard it made the skin in my throat feel tight. The hallway stretched maybe twenty feet in both directions before the light seemed to give up and the darkness thickened at the edges. That was the only way I could describe it. The fluorescent panels should have illuminated more than they did. Instead the dark sat there with a kind of authority, as if it had decided the light was allowed only so much territory.

I forced myself to think like a normal person. Maybe I had hit my head harder than I realized. Maybe this was some sealed-off service wing buried under the hotel. Maybe the wall had been softened by water damage and I had fallen through insulation into an old office level nobody knew was down here. All of those explanations sounded bad, but they belonged to the real world, and I clung to them for that reason alone.

Then I looked down the hall again.

Every doorway on both sides was spaced with almost mathematical sameness. Every room was the same size. Every corner was too clean, too straight, too exact, as if the place had been built by something that understood the concept of office space but had never actually worked in one. Even the buzzing felt wrong. It wasn’t just sound. It was pressure. It filled the space so completely that it seemed to erase the possibility of any other noise.

I took out my phone. No signal, which was what I expected in a basement.

What I didn’t expect was to watch the battery drop two percent while I just stared at the screen.

I frowned, locked it, and shoved it back into my pocket. My flashlight was brighter anyway, and I suddenly didn’t trust the phone to do anything except die at the worst possible moment.

I bent and picked up what I thought was a bit of loose plaster. It turned out to be a tiny flake of ceiling panel, chalky and soft between my fingers. I flicked it down the hall and listened for it to land.

I heard nothing over the buzz.

The nearest room on the right was empty except for a faint dark ring pressed into the carpet, the sort of outline something heavy might leave after sitting too long. The nearest room on the left had a pale water stain in the corner that looked enough like a handprint that I made the mistake of noticing it, then refused to look long enough to confirm it. I backed out into the hall and stood there turning slowly, trying to decide which direction looked less wrong.

Neither of them did.

A stupid part of me was still annoyed. Not terrified yet. Not fully. Just irritated in that ugly, helpless way you get when a delay turns your night into a mess. I was supposed to be in an abandoned hotel, not whatever this sad fluorescent office purgatory was. I remember muttering, “Okay, very funny,” under my breath like the building itself had played some prank on me.

The buzzing was the only answer.

I took a few cautious steps to the left. My boots gave one soft squish in the damp patch, then the carpet turned dry beneath me with impossible abruptness. Even the smell changed—less clammy, more stale, more papery. I stopped and looked back over my shoulder. The place where I had landed already seemed farther away than it should have. The wall looked exactly like all the others. If there had been anything unique about it, the hallway had already swallowed it.

That was when the dread truly settled in—not because I saw something move, not because I heard a voice, but because I understood, all at once, that I had crossed into a place where ordinary rules had simply stopped reporting for duty.

I stood in that long yellow hallway with my shoulder aching from the impact, the fluorescent drone needling into my skull, and the darkness waiting patiently at both ends, and for the first time in my life I felt what it meant to be somewhere that should not exist but did anyway.

Getting out should be easy, I told myself.

It was the first lie I said in there.
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​2. Yellow Light, Wet Carpet
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The first lie had barely left my mouth before I started trying to make it true.

Getting out should be easy. That was what I had told myself standing in that impossible hallway, and the stupid thing was that I did not believe it even as I thought it. My shoulder still hurt from slamming into the wall that should have been concrete. That pain was bright, local, and ordinary, and I clung to it because almost everything else around me had already started slipping out of the ordinary world. The fluorescent buzzing pressed down through the stale air and settled somewhere behind my eyes. My flashlight felt too light in my hand. My mouth had gone dry, not from thirst yet, but from the body’s first ugly admission that it had noticed danger before the mind had fully caught up.

For a few seconds I stayed exactly where I was, as if refusing to move might somehow force the place to reveal the trick.

My boots were planted on thin industrial carpet, damp under one sole and dry under the other. The wet patch had a cold seep to it, the kind of moisture that feels old rather than fresh. The rest of the floor felt rough, cheap, and faintly gritty through the tread of my boots. The air had that stale, papery smell I had already started to hate, with the faint mothball note sitting underneath it like something sour tucked into the walls. I kept waiting for my eyes to adjust in the useful way eyes are supposed to adjust, to reveal a busted service corridor, a hidden office wing, a maintenance level under the hotel nobody knew about. I would have taken any explanation, no matter how stupid, as long as it belonged to the same universe I had entered through the Wainwright’s kitchen.

But when I lifted the flashlight and looked again, the hallway stayed exactly what it had been: narrow, beige, and wrong in a way that made the word hallway feel too generous.

The ceiling was too low. The fluorescent panels were set into yellowing tiles that looked sunburned by their own light. The walls were the exhausted color of old copy paper. The carpet pattern was one of those muddy office designs chosen to disguise wear, except it was failing at that too. Damp dark blotches sat in some places, then ended so cleanly a few feet later that it looked less like water damage and more like moisture obeying a boundary I could not see.

I turned around so fast I nearly slipped in the wet patch.

There was no opening in the wall. No crack. No hole. No seam where my shoulder had gone through. The beige surface ran unbroken from one side of the hall to the other, flat and slightly textured under the yellow light. I stared at it long enough for my breathing to get embarrassing, then put both hands against it and shoved like an idiot. It was warm and solid and faintly rough beneath my palms, like painted drywall left under bad fluorescent lights for too many years. I backed up and drove my shoulder into it again. Pain shot down my arm in a bright, ordinary line that only made everything else less forgivable. The wall did not flex. It did not even sound hollow. I knocked on it with my knuckles, then pounded harder with the side of my fist, listening for concrete, pipes, the faint echo of the stairwell, anything.

All I heard was the buzz and my own breathing.

“No,” I muttered. Then, louder: “No. Come on.”

I pressed my shoulder against the exact place where I thought I had fallen through and leaned into it again, bracing for that cold impossible give, that wet-foam resistance.

Nothing happened.

I stepped back and swept the flashlight across the wall from one end to the other. No seam. No outline. No hidden panel. The surface matched every other beige section of wall so perfectly that after a few seconds I could no longer say with any confidence where I thought I had come through in the first place.

That was when the dread stopped being a spike and became something slower.

Not panic yet. Panic has energy. This was worse in a quieter way. It was the crawling realization that the place was not merely strange; it was refusing categories I already knew how to survive. The hallway stretched in both directions under the same yellow light. Maybe twenty feet of clear visibility, then dimness, then a thickness of dark that did not look like ordinary shadow so much as a decision. The fluorescent glow reached out and seemed to lose its nerve.

The smell shifted the more I stood there. Near the damp patch, the air held a little chill and a trace of moisture. Two steps away, that vanished. The stale dryness returned. Cardboard. Old paper. Dead office air. The kind of smell that settles into old file boxes and forgotten waiting rooms, except heavier, as if it had nowhere else to go and had been forced to remain in circulation for years.

I checked my phone again because fear makes stupid habits feel like procedures. No service. Fine. That part made sense. But while I was looking at the screen, the battery dropped another percent. I stared at it, frowned, then locked the phone and shoved it back into my pocket harder than necessary. My hand was shaking just enough that I noticed it now. I did not like that. A shaking hand felt like surrender before the body had earned it.

The nearest room on the right had no door, just an open frame leading into a square space barely bigger than a large closet. Same carpet. Same beige walls. Same low, stained tiles overhead. No furniture, no outlets, no window, no nothing. It looked less like an office that had been emptied and more like a room that had never learned how to become anything in the first place. The room across from it was almost identical except for a darker patch in one corner of the carpet, a vague shadow where something heavy might once have sat for a long time and then been removed with no concern for what impression remained.

I checked both rooms because I did not know what else to do.

I swept the flashlight along the baseboards, into the corners, up across the ceiling tiles. I crouched in the first room and ran my fingers across the carpet just to prove to myself it was real. It was. Thin synthetic weave, slightly sticky with age, the kind of flooring that belonged in a sad office where people apologized for bothering one another while dying a little under bad lighting. Touching it should have helped. Instead it made the room feel more obscene. The more physically real it became, the less mentally survivable it felt.
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