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​Prologue: Things My Uncle Forgot to Mention Before Dying
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So.

I own a haunted hotel now.

Yeah, you heard that right. A haunted, definitely cursed, probably gonna kill me hotel. Thanks a lot, Uncle Harold. Real nice of you to croak and dump this nightmare on me.

And we're not talking about cute ghosts here. Not some friendly dead lady who bakes cookies or whatever. Nope. These ghosts are assholes.

They move my furniture while I'm sleeping.

They whisper my name at three in the morning like they're trying to sell me insurance.

One of them plays piano every Tuesday night, and he's terrible at it.

Look, I know how this sounds.

You're thinking I'm either drunk, crazy, or both. Trust me, I've thought about it too. Hell, I've hoped I was crazy. Crazy would be easier to deal with than this crap.

But here I am. Stone cold sober and definitely losing my mind.

Three months ago, Uncle Harold kicked the bucket. Heart attack in his garden. Quick and easy, which is more than I can say for everything that happened after.

The funeral was small. Just me, some neighbors, and Mrs. Chen who brought those little cookies that taste like sadness. Harold was always the weird uncle, you know? The guy who sent birthday cards with pictures of dead presidents and collected bottle caps from countries that don't exist.

I figured I'd inherit some books. Maybe a creepy painting.

Instead, I got a key that looks like it came from a horror movie and a deed to a hotel I'd never heard of.

The lawyer handed me this envelope with my name written in Harold's chicken scratch handwriting. Inside was a note that said:

"It's yours now. The hotel will tell you the rest. PS, the ghosts are mostly harmless. Mostly."

Mostly.

That word's been keeping me up at night.

But grief makes you stupid. Really, really stupid. So instead of burning the deed and pretending none of this happened, I drove six hours to the middle of nowhere to check out my "inheritance."

Big mistake.

The hotel is... well, calling it weird would be like calling a tornado "breezy."

The wallpaper changes patterns when I'm not looking. Doors lead to different rooms depending on what mood they're in. The elevator takes me to floors that shouldn't exist, and there's this ghost kid named Emily who keeps drawing smiley faces on my bathroom mirror with what I really, really hope is soap.

She's seven. Maybe eight. And she has opinions about my toothpaste.

The worst part? Everyone who works here acts like this is totally normal.

Gwen, the front desk lady, smiles at me like we're sharing some inside joke.

"Don't worry about the lady in white," she says. "She only throws things when she's upset."

Like that's supposed to make me feel better.

Edgar fixes stuff that shouldn't exist with a wrench and this dead stare that makes my skin crawl. Sally keeps track of guests like she's got some kind of psychic database in her head. And Margaret, the writer, gets this creepy excited look whenever someone mentions the walls eating people.

I'm pretty sure half of them are dead too.

And yet here I am.

Still breathing. Still standing. Still trying to figure out which hallway won't turn into a black hole today.

Harold's letter said I "belong here." That the hotel "chose me." Like I'm some kind of chosen one, except instead of saving the world, I get to deal with a ghost toddler who keeps hiding my socks.

I should've run. Should've sold this place to the first idiot with cash and moved to Florida or something. Somewhere normal. Somewhere with actual living people and functioning toilets.

But I didn't.

I stayed.

I'm still not sure why. Maybe I'm an idiot. Maybe I'm lonely. Maybe I actually like having my bed levitate at two in the morning.

Don't get me wrong, I'd kill for one night of sleep without piano music in the background. And I'd love to take a shower without Emily asking me if I have any bubblegum.

But there's something about this place.

It's alive.

It watches you. Learns your habits. Figures out exactly how to mess with you in the most annoying way possible.

And sometimes, just sometimes, it feels like home.

Weird, screwed up, possibly cursed home.

So if you're reading this, maybe you're thinking about staying here. Maybe you're already checked in. Maybe you're just nosy.

Either way, fair warning: once you're here, you're here.

The hotel remembers you. It gets attached. And it doesn't like letting go.

Whether you want to stay or not.

Now if you'll excuse me, I gotta go deal with the ghost in the laundry room who keeps folding my underwear into little animals.

Weirdest Tuesday of my life.

And it's only getting weirder.
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Chapter One: Welcome to Willow Brook
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So, uh, okay. Where do I even start with this shit?

I guess I should tell you how I ended up standing in front of this fucking hotel, right? 'Cause that's where this whole mess begins. Well, actually, no, it starts with my Uncle Harold dying, but, whatever. You get the idea.

So there I was, you know? Just standing there like an idiot, looking up at this place. And I'm thinking, what the actual hell did I get myself into?

This hotel, Willow Brook or whatever, it looked like... okay, you know those old horror movies? The really cheesy ones where some family moves into this creepy house and everyone watching is like "Don't go in there, you morons!" Yeah. That. Except somehow worse.

Three stories of this Victorian Gothic... I dunno, bullshit? Like someone took a normal building and said, "You know what this needs? More gargoyles and pointy bits." The paint was peeling off in these long strips, and I swear it looked like the building was molting or something. Gross.

Oh, and get this. There's this crow, right? Just sitting on the weathervane like he owns the place. Soon as I get outta my car, this bird looks right at me and goes... I can't even describe it. It wasn't a normal crow sound. More like "hey buddy, you're fucked."

I actually nodded at the damn thing. Said "thanks for the vote of confidence" out loud. To a bird. Yeah, I know how that sounds.

But anyway, uh, where was I? Oh right, how I got stuck with this place.

So three weeks ago, my life was... God, it was boring. Like, mind-numbingly boring. I was managing this chain hotel downtown, you know the type. Generic as hell, smelled like industrial carpet cleaner and broken dreams. Biggest excitement I got was trying to figure out who kept stealing the little mints from the front desk.

Turned out it was Mrs. Henderson from accounting, but that's... that's not important.

Point is, I liked boring. I had my apartment all organized, everything in its place. My friends used to joke that I probably measured the space between my couch cushions with a ruler. And okay, maybe I did that once. Or twice. Shut up.

I liked knowing that when I flipped a light switch, the light would come on. Not flicker like something outta a horror movie, not reveal some creepy shadow in the corner. Just... on. Normal stuff, you know?

And then Uncle Harold had to go and die on me.

I barely knew the guy. Met him once at this family reunion when I was like twelve. He spent the whole time telling anyone who'd listen that the punch was "haunted by the ghost of cheap vodka." Which, thinking about it now, might've been a clue about what I was getting into. But at the time I just thought he was, you know, eccentric.

So his lawyer calls me up. This guy with a voice like he gargled nails, reads me Uncle Harold's will with the straightest face I've ever seen. "You've got a good head on your shoulders, Charlie. Plus, you're the only one in the family who hasn't tried to have him committed."

That was it. That was his reasoning for leaving me a fucking hotel. Not exactly what you'd call solid estate planning, but there you go.

I tried to sell it, obviously. I mean, what the hell am I gonna do with a hotel? I called every real estate agent within, like, fifty miles. The reactions were... well, let's just say they weren't encouraging.

First lady laughed so hard I thought she was gonna choke. Second guy hung up on me. The third one, this woman named Janet, she actually drove out to look at it. Came back white as a sheet and told me, and I quote, "I could list it, but unless you're marketing to vampire enthusiasts or people with a serious death wish, we're not gonna have much luck."

Vampire enthusiasts. I thought she was joking.

My financial advisor, this smug prick named Brad, he's all like "think of it as an opportunity, Charlie." He's got this tone, you know? Like he's explaining quantum physics to a toddler. "Boutique hotels are very popular right now. People love character."

Character. Right. 'Cause nothing says "five star experience" like the possibility of getting murdered by a ghost in your sleep.

But what was I gonna do? I was broke, the hotel was mine whether I wanted it or not, and running away wasn't gonna pay my student loans.

So I drove out to this town, which is... okay, imagine if Norman Rockwell painted a picture while he was having a really bad day. Pretty on the surface, but something's just off about the whole place. Everyone waves when you drive by, but nobody actually looks at you. You know what I mean?

I stopped for gas on the way in, and when I told the attendant where I was headed, the guy nearly dropped my credit card.

"That old place?" he says, and his voice gets all quiet and weird. "Been empty for years. Some say with good reason."

I'm trying to be all confident, right? So I tell him, "I'm sure it just needs some TLC."

Guy looks at me like I just said I was gonna hug a grizzly bear. Hands me back my card and goes, "Yeah. TLC. And maybe an exorcist on speed dial."

Real encouraging.

So anyway, I finally get to this place, and I'm sitting in my car for like ten minutes just staring at it. My Honda Civic looks ridiculous parked in front of this thing. Like bringing a calculator to an exorcism. Which, come to think of it, might not be a bad idea.

The front doors are these massive wooden things with handles shaped like... I wanna say hands? But like, really creepy hands. With too many knuckles or something. Uncle Harold must've had a sense of humor, 'cause the key he left me is this huge skeleton key. Very subtle.

I stick the key in the lock, and it makes this sound... God, it was like listening to something die. Slowly. The hinges on the doors screech like they're auditioning for a horror movie. The sound just echoes and echoes, and I'm standing there thinking, this is fine, this is totally fine, people pay good money to stay in places like this.

Right?

The lobby... Jesus, where do I even start? It's huge, first off. Like, cathedral huge. There's this staircase that curves up and up, and these chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. But they're all covered in cobwebs and dust, so the light coming through the windows gets all weird and shadowy.

The front desk is this massive thing made of dark wood, and it's carved with all these... scenes, I guess? There's cherubs, but they've got too many eyes. And what looks like a guy getting eaten by an octopus. Or maybe he's having sex with it? Hard to tell, and I'm not sure I wanna know.

"Hello?" I called out, and my voice just bounced around the room like a pinball. Came back sounding weird, like the walls were changing it somehow.

I'm walking across this marble floor, and every step I take sounds like a gunshot. The place smells like old wood and furniture polish and something else. Something that reminds me of right before a thunderstorm, you know? That heavy, electric smell.

There's this little bell on the front desk, the kind you ring for service. I stood there for a minute thinking, do I really wanna ring this? But what else was I gonna do?

So I ring it. And the sound just goes on and on, way longer than it should've.

And then, out of nowhere, this woman pops up from behind the desk like a jack-in-the-box.

"You must be Mr. Bennett!"

I swear to God, I nearly pissed myself. One second there's nobody there, next second there's this tiny woman grinning at me like we're old friends.

"I'm Gwen Harper, part of the hotel staff. I'm also the go-to gal for all things spooky around here," she says.

Spooky. She actually said spooky. Like that's a normal thing to put on your resume.

She's this little thing, maybe five feet tall if she's standing on a phone book. Got this uniform on that looks like it's from the fifties or something, but she's wearing it like it's designer. Her hair's all done up in this perfect bun, and she's got a name tag that says "Gwen" in fancy lettering.

"Spooky?" I ask, 'cause what else are you supposed to say to that?

"Oh yeah, this place has a reputation. But don't worry, I'm here to help," she says.

The way she said it, all cheerful and bright, it was like being told "don't worry about the bear" by someone who's holding a jar of honey.

Before I can ask what the hell she means by "reputation," this door behind the desk opens up, and out walks this guy who looks like he was carved outta a tree trunk. Older guy, maybe sixties, with a beard that could hide small animals. He's wearing work clothes and carrying a tool belt, and he's got these eyes... like he's seen some shit, you know?

"This the new owner?" he asks. His voice sounds like he smokes gravel for breakfast.

"Name's Edgar. I'm the maintenance man. Keep the place running, fix what needs fixing. And yeah, I'm stickin' around," he says.

The way he said that last part, it wasn't a request. More like a statement of fact. This guy wasn't going anywhere, and neither was I, apparently.

He shakes my hand, and I swear he could've crushed every bone in it if he wanted to. His eyes never quite meet mine either. He's always looking just over my shoulder, like there's something behind me I can't see.

Which, given what I know now, there probably was.

"Nice to meet you, Edgar," I manage to say without wincing.

"Likewise," he says.

"Don't mind Edgar," Gwen says after he turns away. "He's been here longer than anyone. Some of the guests think he's part of the haunting."

"Is he... not?" I ask, and I'm only half joking.

Gwen laughs, but it's the kinda laugh that doesn't make you feel better. Like she knows something you don't, and you probably don't wanna know what it is.

"Let's go meet the others," she says. "They're all excited to meet the new boss."

Edgar nods. "Staff meeting in ten minutes. Conference room. Good chance for you to meet everyone and figure out what you've gotten yourself into."

That last part he said with this grin that wasn't exactly reassuring.

So we're walking through these hallways, and I gotta tell you, whoever designed this place had some serious issues. The hallways bend in ways that don't make sense. Like, I'm no architect, but I'm pretty sure buildings aren't supposed to have corridors that go left, then right, then somehow end up behind where you started.

The walls are covered with these old portraits. Dead people in fancy clothes, all staring at you with these serious expressions. And I swear, I SWEAR, their eyes were following us. I kept trying to tell myself it was just one of those optical illusion things, but the longer we walked, the more convinced I became that Great Aunt Whoever in the frilly collar was judging my life choices.

"Cheerful decor," I said, trying to make a joke.

"Oh, these are nothing," Gwen says. "Wait till you see the paintings in the east wing. The eyes actually do follow you."

I looked at her to see if she was kidding. She wasn't.

There's also these photographs hanging up, supposed to be artistic shots of the hotel through the years. But they looked more like crime scene photos. One's got the hotel silhouetted against this stormy sky with just one light burning in an upstairs window. Another one's the garden in winter, with all these bare tree branches reaching up like skeleton hands.

Real mood lifters, you know?

Finally we get to this conference room, and it's... okay, it's like something outta Clue. Long wooden table, high-backed chairs, fireplace big enough to roast a whole cow. And hanging over the fireplace is this portrait of a guy who I'm guessing is Uncle Harold, looking like he just got some really bad news.

Which, considering he's dead, I guess he did.

The room's full of people, all drinking coffee and chatting. When we walk in, Edgar clears his throat, and everyone shuts up and turns to look at me. It was like someone hit a mute button.

"This here's Mr. Bennett, the new owner. Let's give him a proper welcome," Edgar says.

Everyone starts saying hello and nice to meet you, but I'm looking at these people and thinking, this is like the cast of the world's weirdest reality show.

Gwen jumps in with introductions. "There's Evelyn, the head of housekeeping," she says.

Evelyn's this tall, thin woman with gray hair pulled back so tight it's gotta hurt. She looks like she could spot a speck of dust from orbit and would not hesitate to destroy it. She shakes my hand and looks me up and down like she's calculating how much bleach it would take to make me presentable.

"Then there's Tommy, the chef," Gwen says.

This guy is HUGE. Like, refrigerator huge. His chef's coat is stretched tight across shoulders that suggest he could bench press a car if he needed to. Burns and tattoos all over his arms, gold tooth that catches the light when he grins. His handshake nearly broke my fingers.

"I keep the kitchen running," Tommy says.

Sally handles guest services. Middle-aged woman with this smile that never moves, even when her eyes are darting around the room like she's expecting something to jump out at her. When she shakes my hand, she holds on just a little too long.

"I keep track of all the guests," Sally says. "All of them."

The way she said that made me think she might have a shrine somewhere.

Marv is the bellman, built like a brick shithouse. His uniform looks like it's about to give up and surrender. When he shakes my hand, I'm pretty sure he's testing to see if my bones are hollow.

"I handle the bags," Marv says, which somehow sounds more like a threat than a job description.

And finally there's Millie, who does bookings and events. She's the only one who looks like she was hired this century, with bright blue hair and a tablet clutched to her chest like armor.

"I'm new," she says, like she's confessing to a crime. "Only been here three months. Still getting used to... everything."

The way she said "everything" told me there was a lot to get used to.

Edgar looks around at everyone, then back at me. "We've all been here a long time, Mr. Bennett. This place has its quirks, but we know how to keep it running. Just don't be surprised if you hear some odd noises or see things outta the corner of your eye."

I'm thinking, okay, this is where someone tells me they're just messing with the new guy. But nobody's laughing. They're all just looking at me with these expressions, like they're waiting to see how I'm gonna react.

"Is that something I should worry about?" I ask.

"Worry?" Evelyn says. "Oh, I wouldn't say worry. Just... be aware."

"Old buildings make noises," Tommy says, but he doesn't sound entirely convinced. "Pipes and stuff."

"And sometimes the lights flicker," Sally says, still smiling that creepy smile. "Nothing to worry about. Unless they flicker three times real quick. Then you might wanna leave the room. Fast."

"She's kidding," Gwen says, laughing way too loud. "Mostly."

I'm looking around at all these faces, waiting for someone to crack and tell me this is all a big joke. Nobody does. The silence just stretches on and on until it gets uncomfortable.

Gwen gives me this wink that doesn't reach her eyes. "Let's just say Willow Brook's got personality. You'll get used to it."

Personality. Right. Because what every hotel owner wants is a building with mood swings and possible paranormal issues.

"Okay," I say, trying to sound like I've got my shit together. "Well, I'm looking forward to working with all of you. I'm sure we'll get along fine, me, you, and the hotel's... personality."

This gets a laugh, though I'm not sure why. Everyone starts heading back to work, and I decide I should probably check out Uncle Harold's apartment. Gwen mentioned it's on the third floor, and I figure I might as well see where I'll be sleeping tonight.

The apartment door is unlocked, which seems like poor security but whatever. The place is nicer than I expected - clean, well-furnished, with that same old-fashioned style as the rest of the hotel but somehow warmer. Less likely to be haunted.

That's when I notice the envelope on the desk.

Heavy paper, with "Charlie" written on the front in Harold's distinctive handwriting. The paper feels expensive, important. Inside is a letter dated just three weeks before Harold died.

Dear Charlie,

If you're reading this, Charlie, then I'm dead and you've inherited something that's going to change your life in ways you can't imagine.

First thing you need to understand: Willow Brook Hotel isn't like other places. Hell, it's not like other anythings. The rules that apply everywhere else—-physics, logic, basic cause and effect—-they're more like suggestions here. Polite recommendations that the hotel considers and then promptly ignores.

You're going to think you're losing your mind. You'll count sixty-three rooms one day and sixty-seven the next. You'll meet a ghost who tells you he's been dead for fifty years, then next week he'll claim it's been seventy. The basement will have three levels on Tuesday and five on Friday. Don't try to make sense of it. The hotel changes because it wants to. Because it can. Because it's alive in ways that would make your brain hurt if you understood them.

The ghosts come and go as they please. Some stay for decades, some visit for an afternoon. Some you'll see clear as day, others you'll never see at all but you'll know they're there. Paul will try to count them, Margaret will try to catalog them, Edgar will try to track them. Don't bother. It's like trying to count raindrops in a storm.

Time moves differently here too. You'll have conversations that feel like they last hours but when you check your watch, only minutes have passed. You'll take a nap that feels like twenty minutes and wake up to find it's been eight hours. The hotel operates on its own schedule, and everyone else just has to keep up.

People will tell you different stories about the same events. Their memories will shift, details will change, timelines will blur. That's not because they're lying or going crazy—-though some of them might be doing both. It's because the hotel influences everything, including how people remember things. The past here is fluid, changeable, alive.

You're going to want to fight this. You're going to want to impose order, create systems, make everything make sense. I tried that for forty years. Waste of time. The hotel will humor you for a while, then go back to being exactly what it wants to be.

Here's what you need to know to survive:

The hotel chooses its residents, living and dead. If you're there, it's because you belong there, whether you know it or not. Trust that, even when everything else seems insane.

The ghosts aren't trapped—-they're home. Most of them could leave if they wanted to. They stay because they've found family, purpose, belonging. Same goes for the living staff. Don't pity them. Envy them.

The basement is dangerous, but not in the way you'd expect. It's not the ghosts down there you need to worry about—-it's the thing that's been contained there since 1887. As long as the binding holds, you're safe. If it ever fails... well, let's hope it doesn't.

The hotel will test you. It'll throw impossible situations at you, force you to make decisions that don't have right answers, confront you with things that shouldn't exist. How you handle those tests will determine whether you become part of the family or just another guest who "extended their stay indefinitely."

Most importantly: trust your instincts, but don't trust your senses. What you see might not be there. What you don't see might be standing right next to you. What happened yesterday might not have happened at all, and what's happening tomorrow might already be in the past.

The hotel isn't malevolent—-it's protective. Sometimes aggressively so. It keeps its family safe, even if that means keeping them forever. Don't fight it. Work with it. Become part of it.

You inherited more than a building, Charlie. You inherited a living, breathing, thinking entity that's been waiting a long time for someone who could understand what it really is. You inherited a family of people, living and dead, who've found their place in the world.

You inherited home.

Welcome to Willow Brook Hotel, nephew.

Try not to die on your first night.

Your loving (and dead) Uncle Harold

P.S. - The piano player prefers to be called Heinrich, not Harold. Learned that one the hard way.

P.P.S. - There's a bottle of good bourbon in my desk drawer. You're going to need it.

I sit down in Harold's chair and read the whole thing twice. By the time I finish, my hands are shaking.

"Thanks for the heads up, Uncle Harold. Real helpful timing."

I fold the letter and look around the apartment. Suddenly every creak, every shadow, every little sound takes on new meaning. Harold's warnings about the hotel's "personality" echo in my head as I head back downstairs.

But Edgar hangs around, nursing this coffee mug that looks older than dirt.

"Word of advice," he says, keeping his voice low. "This place... it's got its own way of doing things. Been here since 1887, and it's got opinions."

"Opinions?" I ask, though I'm not sure I wanna know.

"It likes some people, doesn't like others. Best to stay on its good side," Edgar says.

"And how do I do that?"

Edgar grins, and it's about as comforting as a root canal. "You'll figure it out. Or it'll figure you out first."

Then he just walks away, leaving me standing there alone with Uncle Harold's portrait staring down at me. Those painted eyes look amused, like the old bastard is enjoying some private joke from the grave.

I look up at the painting and shake my head. "Thanks a lot, Uncle Harold. This is exactly what I needed."

And I swear, just for a second, the painting winked at me.

But that's impossible, right?

Right?

I really need to find that bottle of bourbon Harold mentioned.
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​​Chapter Two: First Night Jitters
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Okay, so after that whole staff meeting thing, I figured I should probably look around the place, right? Like, actually see what I owned now.

Which sounds logical. Except nothing about this whole situation was logical, but whatever.

Gwen offered to give me the tour, and thank God, because wandering around this place by myself sounded like a really fucking bad idea. Plus she seemed to know where everything was. And more importantly, which parts to avoid.

I hoped.

"Okay," she says, all bouncy and shit, "where you wanna start? We've got sixty-three rooms, two dining areas, a library that nobody uses anymore, and a basement that, well, we don't really go down there much."
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