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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            HEIDI

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m broke,” I mutter to the ceiling, staring up at it as I contemplate getting another job or, worse, finally applying for a student loan.

      The last thing I want is to come out of college in debt, and I told myself I’d cut back; I’d work and take classes, but it turns out drinks are expensive but also fun. Food costs more than I thought, and books— fucking books—who would have imagined a single book could cost hundreds? Don’t they know we’re all broke?

      The door to my dorm room flies open, banging off the wall with a loud thud as my roommate, Amelia, busts through, a massive smile on her face. Flinging her arms around, jumping wildly, she tosses a piece of paper onto my bed.

      “Have you seen this?” she exclaims, high-pitched and overly excited. If it wasn’t the middle of the day, I’d question whether she’s done a line of coke in a sketchy bathroom bar.

      Picking up the colorful flyer, I scan it, rolling my eyes at her excitement. Like I would ever get picked for this contest in the first place, and if I did, I’d need to last the full four days.

      While I love Halloween, I’m not sure I can bring myself to spend four nights at the decrepit and extremely haunted Rosemary Mason Hotel.

      The city has been planning to tear it down for years, but it’s sat empty, becoming home to squatters and a menagerie of animals, including rats, not to mention the amount of insects that crawl through the walls.

      “Ten grand, Heidi,” Amelia states, hands on her hips, flicking a hand at the flyer. “Do you know how many bottles of Gordon’s vodka that will buy?”

      “A lot,” I quip back, shaking my head. “I’m never going to get picked, and honestly, if I did and I won, I’d need to make that money last for the next few years.”

      “Come on, Heidi. Just imagine how much fun we could have with ten grand. A trip to Hawaii? Dinner out every night? Buy a hot guy for a wild romp in the sack?”

      “Amelia!” I shriek, laughing at her suggestions.

      “We’ve been doing okay so far,” she says, shrugging. “Tuition is paid for, housing is covered; this would be an added bonus.”

      “Are you joining me if I get picked?” I ask, knowing Amelia’s fear level tops out at PG movies. She’s afraid of the dark, noises in the dark, really deep water, sharks, balconies, things with holes in them. The list is pretty much endless.

      “Fuck no!” she shouts, her eyes wide, panic setting in. “You know I could never, but you, you’d kill it. You’re not afraid of anything.”

      This last part is a lie, a huge, overblown lie because she knows my biggest fear in life is my brother, Scott, finding out that I’ve been in love with his best friend, Andrew Warner, since middle school. And not just a silly little crush. It’s like that embarrassing kind of infatuation that all started when I saw him with his shirt off the summer I turned fourteen.

      Talk about soaked panties. I thought something was wrong, like I’d pissed myself, but it turns out I was just majorly turned on by him, and it hasn’t stopped. He can’t walk into a room without my mouth falling open and lightning shooting between my thighs.

      “Call your brother. He’ll totally do it with you,” Amelia suggests, as if I’ve already been chosen.

      I contemplate her suggestion, and it honestly doesn’t sound too bad. Scott and I have both loved Halloween since we were kids. Obsessed with finding the perfect costumes, decorating the house with our parents, and watching scary movies was always our thing.

      “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” Amelia prods, smirking at me. The look on her tanned face, her blue eyes sparkling, tells me she’s way too invested in this.

      “Maybe.”

      “I have a confession,” she now says, tugging her bottom lip between her teeth sheepishly. “Please don’t hate me, but I entered you already.”

      “Oh my god, Amelia!” I yell, swatting her on the arm as she flops down on my bed. “You didn’t?” Pulling her deep brown hair into a messy bun, she nods, never taking her eyes off my face as she tries to gauge how I feel about her brash choice.

      “Are you pissed?” she questions, pushing her bottom lip out into a hopefully forgiving pout. “Please don’t be. I really think you’d love it, and come on, we walk by that hotel every day, and you talk about how cool it would be to see what it looks like inside. Now’s your chance.”

      Her words come out in a rush, excited but nervous, and it only takes me a second longer to realize she didn’t just put my name in for the contest, but that I’ve been chosen.

      “What do you mean, now’s my chance?” I press, narrowing my eyes at her, waiting for her to admit it.

      And she is right. I do walk by and admire it, all old and decayed, creepy as fuck, but when I say I want to see what it looks like, I mean for like an hour or so.

      Four nights feels completely insane.

      “Yeah, so, they did pick you, and they kinda need your answer like soon,” Amelia says without the hesitation of before. This time it’s laced with more of an intensity, and she pulls out her phone to show me the text.

      “See, they picked you, and you get to bring one person with you, and they need to know,” she pauses, looking at her watch, “in an hour.”

      “Amelia!” I call out, and it feels like that’s all I’ve said since she’s walked into our room. Shouting her name doesn’t seem to be helping, though. She keeps hitting me with more and more.

      “So are you going to do it?” This is the question she asks instead of apologizing for doing something without my permission.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me you’re sorry for just putting my name in without asking me first?”

      “Are you really mad at me?” she questions back, a sweet tone in her voice. “Heidi, it’s so you, and I know you wouldn’t have put your name in, but imagine if you win? Ten thousand dollars. Call Scott so I can tell them you’re in.”

      I let out a hard sigh. As much as I want to be mad at her for this, I can’t. Amelia is impulsive and fun and cheeky, and this is what that brings when you’re friends with someone like that.

      “I guess not,” I reply, rolling my eyes playfully. “I still can’t believe you did that.”

      “I can’t believe they picked you,” she counters. “You know I had to write a little essay about why they should pick you, and I submitted a bunch of pictures of you dressed up for Halloween. Honestly, I think your slutty Winnie the Pooh costume was the clincher.”

      I catch myself this time, not calling out her name like I want to. I can’t believe she sent that picture. I have way better costumes than that, especially my ones that are more creepy and gross than trashy.

      “Call Scott,” Amelia now demands. “I need to tell them, and how shitty would it be if you missed out?”

      And the more I think about it, the more she’s right. It would be super shitty to miss out on this opportunity, because if I’m doing this, I’m going to fucking win.

      

      Well, fuck, that didn’t go as I expected. My phone call to Scott was met with an immediate decline to join me.

      I don’t know why he thinks his two-year anniversary with his girlfriend is more important than winning ten grand with his sister, but clearly, I know where his priorities lie.

      Even worse was his suggestion of who I bring with me instead.

      Andrew Warner.

      He has to have lost his fucking mind, not that Scott is aware of my serious crush on Andrew. Even calling it a crush feels like the wrong word. It’s more than that. It’s an unhealthy infatuation, but not the kind that borders on stalking or anything like that.

      It’s just that when I do try to date a guy, I compare him to Andrew, and the loser dude I’ve picked can’t ever measure up.

      Andrew’s smart and talented, gorgeous and fit, funny and just all around awesome to hang out with, but he’s completely and totally not single. And he hasn’t been for years, which is exactly why I’ve never said a word. That and my brother absolutely losing his shit. There’s no way he’d be okay with it. Or at least, I don’t think he would.

      I’ve never had the balls to ask.

      And anyway, what am I supposed to say? “Hey, your best friend has been the kind of guy I rub one out to. Do you mind if I ask him out?”

      Lead. Fucking. Balloon.

      “Amelia, you have to do this with me,” I plead, desperation setting in because the idea of asking Andrew feels entirely wrong, but so right at that same time.

      “Fuck, no,” she barks out, scrolling on her phone, not even turning to acknowledge me.

      “It’s not going to be that bad. It’s not even haunted. It’s probably just old and dirty; think of it like exploring an old building is an adventure.”

      “You’re not selling me. Just text Andrew and ask. He’s way more into that kind of shit than I am, and maybe, just maybe you can fall onto his penis while you’re there together.”

      “Stop it! I’m not sleeping with a guy who has a girlfriend; that just perpetuates the whole stereotype of the woman being the aggressor and stealing someone’s man.”

      Amelia is right, and so was Scott when he suggested I ask Andrew. Growing up, Andrew did all the typical Halloween stuff with us: trick-or-treating, haunted houses, haunted forest walks, costumes, scary movies. If anything, he’s probably more into it than Scott even is, going with me once to explore this so-called haunted cemetery near our houses growing up.

      So here goes nothing.

      Picking up my phone, I snap a quick picture of the flyer Amelia brought home with her, and before I can give it a second thought, I’m sending it.

      My phone chimes before I can even add any type of explanation.

      

      Andrew: I’m in. Scott already told me.

      Me: You sure? I can just bail. nbd.

      Andrew: Are you fucking kidding me? We’re doing this shit, and we’re winning.

      

      Fuck, he’s got way more confidence in this than I do, and I now realize if we do win, I’m going to have to split the winnings with him. Still, five thousand is a lot of money, especially to a broke college student like me.

      

      Me: Ok, let’s do this!

      Andrew: Fuck yeah!

      

      Oh my god, what did I just get myself into? Four nights with Andrew Warner—a guy who has no clue I’ve been in love with him since I was fourteen, my brother’s best friend, and a guy I would probably consider a great friend too.

      Things are about to get really fucking scary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ANDREW

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, you ready for it?” Scott asks, standing above me as I push the bar up on an exhale, before slowly lowering it back to my chest.

      “Ready for what?” I ask, pushing it up again, Scott’s hands ready in case I need an assist.

      My best friend rolls his eyes at me as I lower the bar once more. “For four nights in a haunted hotel with my little sister?”

      I push the bar back up and into the rack, Scott catching it for me as I sit up and turn to face him. I grab my water bottle from the floor, taking a long drink before I say, “Dude, the hotel isn’t haunted. It’s just old and sketchy.”

      Scott smirks, gesturing for me to get up before we switch places. “It’s haunted,” he says, lying back on the bench. “And even though my sister is all in on the scary shit, she’s still gonna freak spending just one night there, let alone four. You do realize what you’ve signed up for, right?”

      “You do realize it was your suggestion?” I say, spotting him as he starts in on his set.

      He grins up at me from the bench. “Oh, I know. I just wish I could be there to witness her shit her pants at the first rodent she sees, or weird noise she hears, or just when it gets dark.”

      Chuckling, I shake my head at him. “Don’t be a dick. Heidi is tougher than that. She loves scary shit,” I say as he continues to lift. “Besides, I’ll be there to protect her, won’t I? Kinda think it might be you who’s scared, considering you totally bailed on your own sister for this.”

      “Please,” Scott says, handing me the bar as he sits up. “You know it’s mine and Bella’s anniversary, and I’d much rather wine, dine and sixty-nine my girl than spend a weekend with my sister in a haunted hotel.”

      He stands up and wipes the bench down before we move over to the free weights, both of us grabbing some and continuing with our workout.

      “So fucking romantic,” I mutter, shaking my head at him in the mirror we’re both facing.

      He grins. “Don’t be jealous now.”

      “I’m not,” I say, my tone harsher than I intend it to be.

      Scott narrows his brow, his gaze on me in the mirror as he says, “Everything okay?”

      I blow out a hard breath, doing a few more reps before dropping my weights on the floor. “Yeah,” I reply, shoving a hand through my hair as I take a long gulp from my water bottle.

      “Um, okay, so try saying that like you actually mean it,” he says.

      I grab my weights again, starting in on my second set as I try to decide how to say this without sounding like a fucking idiot or a total loser.

      “Dude,” Scott prompts when I haven’t responded.

      I finish my set, dropping my weights on the floor again as I say, “I think Simone and I have broken up.”

      “What?” he asks, clearly surprised.

      I don’t blame him, considering I’ve been with her for longer than he and Bella have been together, and as far as he knew—hell, as far as I knew too—things were good between us. I mean, fuck, I thought things were great between us, but clearly I was wrong.

      “What do you mean you think you’ve broken up? You don’t know?”

      I take another gulp of water, emptying my bottle. “She said she thought we should have a break,” I start.

      “A break?” Scott repeats. “Well, that’s not all bad.”

      I scoff out a laugh. “Yeah, that was over a month ago,” I tell him. “And then two nights ago, I saw her out with some other guy.”

      “Maybe they were just hanging out as friends,” Scott suggests.

      “With their tongues down each other’s throats?”

      “Fuck, yeah, okay, maybe not then,” he concedes. “You ask her about it?”

      “Course I did,” I tell him. “I fucking walked into the bar and literally said, ‘What the actual fuck?’ to her.”

      “And?”

      I pick up my weights for another rep, pissed all over again when I think about the response I got from her. The woman I thought I was in love with. The woman I actually thought I had a future with. What a joke.

      “She said, and I quote, that things had kinda felt a little stale and boring between us, and she thought maybe we should see other people for a while.”

      “What the fuck?” Scott blurts out, spitting a mouthful of water on the floor.

      “Yeah, so I pretty much told her if shit was that boring, then she could go get her excitement elsewhere.”

      Scott blinks in surprise. “So you are broken up then?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say with a shrug.

      “Shit, man, I’m sorry,” Scott says, and I know he genuinely means it. He and I have been friends since elementary school, and he’s had my back with pretty much everything.

      “Yeah,” I say, blowing out another breath as I dump my weights back in the rack, ready to call this workout done. “So four nights in a haunted hotel kind of feels like exactly what I need right now.”

      He laughs as we grab our bags and head out of the gym and back home. “Thought you said it wasn’t haunted?”

      “Oh, it’s not,” I counter. “But I’m sure as shit gonna have fun convincing your sister it is!”

      Scott laughs as he punches me in the arm and says, “Dick.”

      “Please, like you wouldn’t totally be doing the same thing.”

      “Oh, I definitely would,” he says. “You are going to look after her, though, aren’t you?” he adds, hitting me with a serious sideways glance.

      “Of course I will,” I say with a laugh. “When haven’t I?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Scott says.

      “Just in between scaring the shit out of her,” I add with a grin, as Scott lets out a loud laugh.

      

      A couple of hours later, I’m showered, changed and standing outside Heidi’s dorm, backpack on one shoulder as I scroll through the messages on my phone.

      After my run-in with Simone the other night, she’s pretty much been calling and texting me nonstop, suddenly not so bored with me and what we had after all, as she tries to get me to understand that what I saw didn’t mean anything.

      I don’t give a shit if it meant nothing to her. It sure as hell meant something to me, including that she and I are now officially done.

      “Hey.”

      I glance up to see Heidi walking down the steps toward me, a smile on her face as she swings her own backpack over her shoulder.

      “Hey you,” I say with a grin as I pull her into a hug. She throws her arms around me, just like always, as I pull her close and whisper, “You ready to get the shit scared out of you?”

      “Andrew!” she shouts, pulling away as she punches me on the shoulder.

      Laughing, I sling an arm around hers, pulling her into my side as I reply, “Come on, only kidding, Heidi. It’s gonna be fun, okay?”

      She looks up at me, brow raised as she says, “Fun? You do realize that in addition to being haunted, it’s also probably full of rodents and other creepy crawlies.”

      “Um, you were the one who signed up for this, remember?”

      “No, Amelia signed me up, and then my idiot brother bailed.”

      “And you got stuck with me,” I reply, squeezing her shoulder. Heidi looks up at me, her cheeks a little flushed and a strange look on her face. “What?” I ask with a laugh, wondering what she’s thinking right now. I’ve known Heidi for a long time, seeing her every time I went over to Scott’s place. She’s a cool chick.

      “Nothing,” she replies, shaking her head. “So we should probably negotiate terms, right?”

      I burst out laughing as we turn and start walking toward the hotel that’s going to be home for the next four nights. “Negotiate terms? Heidi, this is a friendly competition, not a hostage situation.”

      She elbows me in the side, rolling her eyes in a way that’s eerily similar to her brother. “Obviously,” she replies. “But if we win⁠—”

      “When we win,” I say, correcting her. “We aren’t bailing on this, Heidi.”

      She smirks up at me. “What if you get scared and can’t handle it, huh? Maybe you’ll bail and leave me to claim the winnings.”

      “Please,” I say with a laugh. “If anyone’s getting scared and bailing, it’s you,” I tease, hip bumping her.

      Her cheeks flush again, and once more, I wonder what she’s thinking about. “I’m not bailing,” she says with a nod, almost as though she’s convincing not just me, but herself.

      “If you say so,” I reply with a grin. “But when we win, the money is yours, Heidi, you know that.”

      “Wait, what?” she says as she stops walking, my arm falling from her shoulders. “You can’t do that.”

      “Sure, I can,” I reply with a shrug. “This is your competition. I’m just doing you a favor by being here.”

      She opens her mouth to say something before snapping it shut as something that looks like disappointment flashes across her face. “Is that really what you think?” she asks, her words barely audible.

      “What?” I ask, confused about what’s going on right now. “I mean, aren’t I? Scott couldn’t do it, and you needed someone to step in. So here I am,” I add, arms wide.

      She looks up at me, eyes wide as she says, “I don’t want you to do this just because you feel you have to.”

      “I’m not,” I reply, shoving my hand through my hair.

      “Or that you think you owe me a favor,” she adds.

      “I don’t,” I tell her, shaking my head, confused and wondering what is going on.

      Heidi stares up at me, not saying anything as her eyes scan my face. Eventually, she nods once and says, “Okay, so when we win, we split the money.”

      “Heidi, I⁠—”

      “No arguments,” she says, holding up a hand as she narrows her brow. “We’re in this together, which means when we win, we win together. Five grand each, okay?” she says, holding her hand out to me as if to shake on it.

      Grinning, I take her hand in mine, watching as, once again, her cheeks flush a little. “Okay, deal,” I say, my fingers wrapping around her palm. “And for the record,” I add, yanking her into a hug. “I’m happy to do this for you, Heidi, seriously. So don’t go thinking I don’t want to be here.”

      “Okay,” she says, nodding against my chest.

      “Also,” I say, easing her back, my hands on her shoulders, “I bought booze, so this isn’t going to be all bad, you know.”

      She smiles now, hands on her hips as she says, “I also bought booze.”

      I mirror her pose, my mouth open in mock shock as I say, “Heidi Swanson! What are you doing buying alcohol? You’re only nineteen years old!”

      She laughs now, dropping her head as she blinks rapidly, like she’s trying to look all innocent and shit. “I have my ways.”

      “Does your brother know about this?” I ask, brow narrowed.

      “No!” she says, holding up a finger in my direction. “And you will keep your mouth shut about it, okay?”

      I grin, crossing my arms over my chest. “Will I now?” I tease.

      “Andrew!” she warns, stepping closer.

      Chuckling, I shake my head at her as I reach out and grab the finger she’s pointing at me and pull it. “We split the money, and my lips are sealed,” I say, holding up my little finger as though to pinkie swear on our deal.

      Heidi looks at my waiting pinkie, rolling her eyes before she eventually wraps her pinkie around mine and says, “Deal.”

      “Okay then,” I say, letting go as I throw my arm around her shoulder again, and we start walking. “So let’s go get the shit scared out of us for four nights in a row.”

      “Andrew!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            HEIDI

          

        

      

    

    
      “Does anyone know the difference between a cemetery and a graveyard?” our guide asks, sounding smug, like he’s the only one who knows the answer to this question.

      We’ve been at this for the last hour, wandering the streets of the city, with our guide telling us what he’s dubbed the scariest stories of all time.

      He’s full of shit.

      I’ve done this tour at least a dozen times, and nothing about it is scary, even the first time around. Money left on the gravestone of some old dude, gone the next day. Woo. It’s fucking money. Of course, it’s gone. A gate that opens by itself. Ever heard of wind?

      Where’s the real scary shit? The kind that makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. The kind that makes you wonder if ghosts are really real.

      We’ve had none of that. Just questions and stories that can be explained away with simple answers. And that isn’t even the worst part. The worst part is this know-it-all, pompous jerk whose hand shoots up every time there’s a question.

      He’s answered every question as if he’s studied for this. It isn’t a test, dude. You don’t get to win the competition based on how many questions you can answer. This is just a way to kill time and get us in the haunting spirit.

      It isn’t working.

      “A graveyard is found next to a church, while a cemetery is usually just a place where the dead are buried. It tends to be just an open space,” the all-knowing douche answers, and our guide praises him like he’s just solved world hunger.

      I can pretty much guarantee that every one of us knew the answer. We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t totally into haunted shit. Or maybe some of these people are just here for the money.

      I look around, taking in my competition: twenty people, pairs, a mix of men and women, and to me, it looks like Andrew and I could outlast every last one of them. Even Mr. Know-It-All, because in the end, he just thinks he’s smarter than everyone here, and that’s reason enough for me to kick his ass at this.

      Glancing over, I catch Andrew yawning, and holy shit, I feel him. This couldn’t be more boring. My mouth opens, letting out a yawn that mimics Andrew’s, and if we keep at this much longer, we’re both going to be asleep.

      I lean against him, and he slings an arm around my shoulders. The second he makes contact with me, my heart decides to beat wildly out of control as if I’ve just run a marathon.

      He’s always made me nervous, and I swallow. The nerves I feel when he’s around, not to mention touching me, crowd the back of my throat.

      Andrew Warner makes it hard to breathe.

      Strike that, he makes it impossible to breathe, and here I am holding my breath, listening to this guide drone on, and all I can think about is Andrew naked.

      Tipping his head, I feel his warm breath dance along the top of my head, making my hair flutter. He has me hostage. If he told me to ditch this contest and go home with him, I wouldn’t even have to think twice.

      Ten grand or a romp in the sack with the guy I’ve been in love with since middle school?

      Trashy romp it is!

      I want to kiss him till I feel dizzy, till my lungs scream for air, till my lips ache from the feeling of his against mine.

      “This is fucking lame,” Andrew mutters against the top of my head, and now I’m back to reality. That was a real slap in the face since in my mind, he was going to ask me to go to bed with him. Even just asking if he could kiss me would have been epic.

      He doesn’t want to kiss you, Heidi!

      “Yeah,” I breathe out, sucking in a huge gulp of air after, and Andrew lets out a deep, sexy chuckle.

      Why does his laugh even have to turn me on? He’s got to know I’ve been pining after him for years, embarrassingly. Luckily, he’s been nothing but cool about it, never letting on that he knows. It’s just me who’s out here making it awkward.

      “You okay?” he asks, laughing again. “This is boring as hell. You falling asleep?”

      He’s so casual in his questioning, and I’m here losing my mind, not paying any attention to this stupid tour. And just as quickly as his arm wrapped around me, it’s gone, leaving me feeling bereft and cold.

      

      I spend the last hour of the tour thinking about all the ways I can get Andrew to touch me, not paying attention to anything that has been said.

      Pretend to fall.

      Act like I’m scared.

      Start to cry.

      Admit I’m obsessed with him.

      None of these options feels viable, and honestly, none of them are something I would do. He’d know it was a scam if I pretended to be scared. I’m not scared of anything.

      That’s a lie. I’m afraid of bugs. Irrationally afraid, actually.

      It’s the one thing that could derail winning this contest. That old hotel is going to be filled with bugs: big ones, small ones, flying, crawling, jumping. I shudder at just the thought and picture myself running and screaming, swatting at the offending insects. It’s kind of my worst nightmare.

      We’re now stopped out front of the historic Rosemary Mason Hotel. A stunning hand-laid red brick building with marble accents, the exterior exudes the stately era of when it was built.

      It’s a winner of multiple awards, shown on television shows not just for its haunted past but also for its architecture and décor.

      While the exterior is showing its age with ivy growing along the side of the building, winding through holes in the brick and covering windows, it’s still a standout among the other buildings.

      No expense was spared in designing it with gorgeous hand-painted Grecian murals that line the ceilings and the Tiffany 24-karat gold cherubs dotting the lobby pillars.

      While all of these still exist within the walls of the hotel, they’ve begun to show their age, rotting away with time, and I’ve spent a ridiculous amount of time Googling pictures of it, basking in its worn-away beauty that urban explorers risk their lives to get a few snaps of.

      I eat that shit up.

      Amelia was right; I’ve wanted to see the inside since we started school here, walking past the hotel daily, curiosity getting the best of me.

      And I’m about to.

      Stopping out front, our tour guide, who has now turned into the organizer of the contest, begins to give us the rules.

      “Thank you, everyone for being here and to the investment firm of Waterson and Fisk for generously donating the prize money for this weekend’s event,” he says, and the group applauds, letting out a few cheers.

      Leaning close to me, with his mouth next to my ear, I can feel the warmth of his breath tickling my overly sensitive skin. Andrew whispers, “Like we don’t know this is a publicity stunt since the firm bought the hotel and plans to renovate it.”

      Even with my best attempts, I can’t concentrate on his words; every word sounds like an invitation to kiss him, even though that is far from what he said.

      Andrew jabs me in the side with his elbow, narrowing his brow when his eyes connect with mine.

      “You’re being weird,” he says. “You scared?”

      “Hell no. I’m just…” I trail off, trying to keep myself from admitting the truth to him. “Just bored. When are we getting inside the place?”

      It’s only a partial lie. Am I really going to be able to spend the next few nights sleeping next to Andrew? But then I remind myself why I’m really here.

      Ten grand.

      I can do this for that kind of money, and I will.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Andrew replies. “You seen all those pictures of the inside of this place online? Looks creepy as fuck, but I’m excited to see it.”

      Just as I’m about to respond, the organizer shouts out to make sure we’re all paying attention. The last thing I want is to lose this thing because I didn’t follow the rules.

      “Shh,” I tell Andrew, focusing on the words the man is spouting. Listening intently, I take it all in, realizing this is going to be more detailed than I thought.

      “Please make sure you’re listening because this is important. All rules will be in a welcome packet in your room and posted around the main areas of the hotel. If at any time you fail to follow them, you will be eliminated from the competition.”

      I nod, committing myself to not accidentally fucking this whole thing up. I then turn to look at Andrew, and he gives me a curt tip of his head.

      “We’ve got this, Heidi,” he whispers, narrowing his eyes and taking in our competition. “We can smoke every one of these dipshits.”

      I love his enthusiasm, which is exactly what we need to win this.

      “Let’s hear ‘em!” Andrew shouts, his hands cupped around his mouth, and the group turns to look at him, already drawing attention to himself.

      I really was hoping we could fly under the radar, but so much for that.

      “I’m getting to it,” the organizer says, sighing hard into his little portable microphone. “The first and main rule is that you are not able to leave the hotel at any time during the contest.”

      Noted.

      Not going to be a problem.

      “This means you are not allowed to go outside for any reason. Exiting the building is an automatic disqualification. This includes the front steps of the hotel, the courtyard, the balconies, and any area surrounding the hotel.”

      Mr. Know-It-All’s hand shoots up the same way it did throughout the ghost tour. Of course, this idiot has a question. It’s cut and dry; no reason to ask questions.

      Don’t. Leave. The. Hotel.

      “Yes, question?” the organizer says, pointing at him.

      “Does that mean the outdoor pool is off-limits?”

      “The pool is outside of the hotel and is in extreme disrepair. There will be no swimming, and again, reiterating, you are not to leave the hotel.”

      “Is the plan to renovate it?” Mr. Know-It-All asks, and I hear Andrew letting out a hard sigh next to me, rolling his eyes. “It’s historic, one of the oldest pools in South Carolina. It was built⁠—”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get to the rest of the rules. You are more than welcome to share your vast historic knowledge with the rest of your competitors once we’ve begun,” the organizer states, and without missing a beat, Andrew adds to this.

      “Just to let you know, I’m not interested in your vast knowledge. Keep that shit to yourself.”

      I have to bite down on my cheek to keep myself from laughing. Totally like Andrew to say exactly what everyone is thinking. His honesty has always been one of my favorite things about him.

      Mr. Know-It-All turns to look at Andrew, a deep hurt flaring in his eyes, but behind it, he seems to think he’s going to win Andrew over. It’s not going to happen, but I can’t wait to see it all play out.

      “Moving along,” the organizer says, sounding slightly annoyed. “Rule number two: survive by your partner. You’re a team. If they leave the hotel, then you’re out too.”

      Noticing Andrew scanning the group, he slowly turns his head to look at me, a knowing smirk on his face.

      “What’s that for?” I ask, feeling my lips pull up into a smile.

      “Just picking out all the people I know I can get to leave the hotel. I only need one out of every group, which makes it so much easier.”

      Game on.
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      Heidi laughs, shaking her head as she asks, “And? Who’s your number one pick?”

      I grin, raising my brows quickly as I tip my head toward these two old ladies who already look like they’re shitting their pants. “Those two, obviously,” I whisper before my gaze moves to where Mr. Fucking-Know-It-All stands, writing notes down like the total nerd he is. “But I’m going after him first.”

      She elbows me in the side, but she’s smiling, and I can tell she’s thinking the same thing. I throw my arm around her shoulders again as the guide continues with his list.

      “The next rule is that in order to win, you must last the four nights. The competition isn’t over until we reopen the doors at 8 a.m. on Tuesday.”

      Mr. Fucking-Know-It-All’s hand shoots up again, and I swear even the guide rolls his eyes this time. “So how do we leave if we need to?”

      Our guide clears his throat, and I’m sure it’s so he doesn’t tell this idiot that in order to leave, he should walk out the door like a normal person. Instead, he says, “The doors are not locked, so should you need to exit the competition at any time, you are welcome to leave. Obviously, you will then be disqualified.”

      “Got it,” Know-It-All says as he writes this down.

      “Fuck me, this guy,” I mutter, my mouth by Heidi’s ear.

      She does this weird shudder, like she’s cold or something, before she murmurs, “He’s definitely gotta be our first target.”

      Chuckling, I squeeze her closer. “Yep, we’re gonna take this fucker down.”

      “And the final rule,” the guide continues, oblivious to our scheming, “each couple has been assigned a bedroom in the hotel. This is the room you must sleep in. No trading or⁠—”

      “Can we sleep in another non-bedroom part of the hotel?” Mr. Fucking-Know-It-All asks, cutting the guide off before he even has a chance to finish his sentence.

      Our guide sucks in a deep breath, letting it out slowly before he continues with, “As I was about to say, no trading rooms with other competitors and no sleeping in other parts of the hotel. You may explore at all other times, but if and when you sleep, it must be in your assigned room.”

      “Why?” Fucking-Know-It-All now asks.

      It’s clearly the question that pushes our guide over the edge.

      “Look, dude, I didn’t make these rules, okay? But if you want to have a shot at winning the ten grand, then make sure you follow them.”

      “But how will you know where we sleep?” this idiot continues, like he can’t already tell everyone here wants him to shut the fuck up. Dude’s gotta be on everyone’s shit list now. I wonder who his teammate is? There’s no one standing next to him, and as he drones on with his idiotic questions, most people seem to be inching away from him and rolling their eyes.

      “There are cameras in the hotel,” the guide says. “We can monitor⁠—”

      “Isn’t that an invasion of our privacy?” Mr.-Know-It-All asks, practically spitting the words out.

      “Fuck me,” our guide mutters, forgetting he’s holding a microphone as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “There are no cameras in the bedrooms. What happens in there, stays in there,” he says. “But if we see you sleeping elsewhere, then you’re out. Obviously.”

      He says this last part sarcastically, like he’s talking to the stupidest person in the world. Which, to be fair, he probably is.

      “So—” Mr. Fucking-Know-It-All starts.

      “Dude,” I say, cutting him off. “It’s a competition, not a ceasefire negotiation. Just let him explain how it works.”

      The guide shoots me a grateful look, as beside me, Heidi sniggers, her hand covering her mouth.

      “Okay, your room numbers are posted in the lobby of the hotel, along with the key. Unless anyone else...” He pauses, shooting Mr.-Know-It-All a look before continuing, “has a question, you’re free to enter the hotel.”

      “Ready to do this?” I ask Heidi, my arm still wrapped around her shoulder.

      “Ready to take that idiot out?” she asks, nodding in the direction of the guy who is now on everyone’s shit list.

      “Yeah, that too,” I say, laughing.

      “Bring it,” she replies, bumping her hip against mine. “That fucker’s going down.”

      

      Inside the hotel, Heidi and I grab our room key before heading over to the elevators. I push the button and there’s a weird noise, like the whole hotel is groaning, as something rattles behind the closed doors before a loud screeching noise seems to rattle down the elevator shaft.

      “You wanna take the stairs?” Heidi asks, looking up at me, a worried expression on her face.

      Laughing, I shake my head. “Don’t tell me you’re already scared?”

      “No,” she says, a little defensive. “But that didn’t sound great either.”

      “You really want to huff it up ten flights of stairs?” I ask, dangling the old-school room key in front of her. We’re on the tenth floor, all of the competitors seemingly spread over just two floors.

      “I mean no, but⁠—”

      The rest of her sentence is cut off as the elevator doors open revealing a small cubicle that is decked out in blood-red vinyl paneling around the bottom half and mirrors around the top half.

      “After you,” I say, grinning as I wave a hand toward the open doors.

      Heidi sucks in a deep breath before she steps inside, holding a hand in front of the doors like she’s stopping them from closing before I have a chance to follow her in.

      Chuckling, I step in, punching the number ten button. Just as the doors start to close, I see Mr.-Know-It-All speed walking toward the elevators, holding a hand up as though asking for us to wait. With a grin, I lean toward the panel and punch the close button as I flip him off with my other hand.

      “He’s probably going to kill us in our sleep,” Heidi says behind me.

      “Nah,” I say as the doors close. “The guy’s all talk. I’m not scared of him.”

      We both lean back against the mirrors on the back wall, as all around, our image is reflected back at us. But it’s not quite right. The mirrors are slightly warped, making our reflections look just a little off.

      “This is trippy,” I whisper as the elevator shakes and begins a slow climb up.

      “We’re definitely getting stuck in here,” Heidi murmurs, yelping as the cart shakes again before suddenly jolting to a stop, just like she predicted. “Fuck,” she says, grabbing my arm. “I told you we’d get stuck.”

      I lean over and hit the number ten button again, and this time the lights inside the elevator go out, plunging us into darkness. Beside me, Heidi lets out a squeak as she now pins herself to my side. Laughing, I throw an arm around her shoulders again, pulling her close.

      “We’re not getting stuck in here,” I tell her as she slides her arms around my waist. It feels weird to be hugging her like this in the pitch black, but also kinda nice. Unexpected too.

      “Um, our current situation would suggest otherwise,” she says.

      I drop a kiss to the top of her head, and she shudders again, pressing a little closer to me. I’ve known Heidi for a really long time, having been friends with her brother since we were kids. I’ve grown up with her, and in some ways, she’s kind of like a little sister to me.

      But not like this.

      Alone, in the dark, plastered against each other.

      It’s weird and nice and a little scary how much I like it, all at the same time.

      I go to pull my phone from my pocket before remembering we had to surrender them to the organizers when we entered the hotel. Luckily, I also have a small flashlight, the kind of thing we use in med school. I click it on, the small light only making the whole thing even creepier as it reflects off our warped reflections.

      “Having fun yet?” I ask.

      Heidi looks up at me, her brow narrowed as she says, “You’re loving this, aren’t you?”

      “What?” I ask, laughing. “The competition or the whole you being scared thing?”

      “I’m not scared.”

      I raise a brow. “Present situation would suggest otherwise,” I say, repeating her earlier words.

      She moves to pull away from me, but I tighten my arm around her shoulders, not minding the fact that she’s clinging to me like a baby koala as I try not to read too much into how much I kind of like it.

      “I’m sure it’s⁠—”

      The elevator suddenly rumbles to life again, the lights flickering on as it starts to move, the numbers above the door slowly rising until it reaches number ten and stops with a jolt. The doors open to reveal a long dark hallway, going in both directions, lit only by small sconce lights between each of the doors.

      Like the paneling in the elevator, the bottom half of the walls are covered in the same blood-red vinyl, the top half painted in a muted grey color. There isn’t a single picture or whatever hanging on the walls, and the long hallway is carpeted in black.

      “Wow, whoever decorated this place definitely had an emo, goth vibe going,” I say as we step out of the elevator.

      “Which room are we in?” Heidi asks, staring at the small plaque on the wall.

      “Um, ten-twelve.”

      “That way,” Heidi says, pointing to the left.

      The lights flicker, and for a second, I think the whole hallway is going to go dark, but it doesn’t. The light just dims before coming back to life. Sort of.

      Heidi and I make our way down the hallway, which seems to get darker and dingier the further we walk. The rooms are surprisingly well spaced out, which means it feels like we are walking into an abyss as we head toward our room.

      “Where the fuck is this⁠—”

      Her words are cut off as the entire hallway suddenly plunges into darkness. Heidi screams and grabs my arm, plastering herself to my side again as I burst out laughing.

      “What are you laughing at?” she asks as she now punches me in the arm.

      I pull it from her grip and sling it around her shoulders as I once again switch on the flashlight. “I thought you were tougher than this, Heidi Swanson.”

      “I am tough,” she defends.

      “Are you, though?” I tease.

      Heidi glares up at me, the flashlight making her look slightly creepy as she jabs her elbow into my stomach and snatches the key from my hand before marching off into the darkness. I don’t move, watching as she disappears into the shadows.

      Then I hear a thud.

      “Owww, fuck!”

      I can’t help but burst out laughing again, even as I ask, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. No. Fuck.”

      Still laughing, I hold my flashlight up as I make my way down the dark hallway to where Heidi stands, a hand on her forehead. “Did you hit your head?”

      “Yes,” she groans.

      I drop my bag to the floor and reach out to move her hand. “Let me take a look.”

      She resists at first but eventually gives in, even as she mumbles, “It’s just a bruise. Stupid fucking wall.”

      “Yeah, yeah, and I’m also studying to be a doctor, so why don’t we let me decide.”

      “The key word here being studying,” she says, flinching a little when I run my thumb gently over a red spot on the side of her forehead.

      “Cheeky,” I mutter, running my hand over it again as I tip her face up and check her eyes. “I don’t think you’re concussed.”

      “I’m not concussed,” she says indignantly. “I’m just an idiot who ran into a wall.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Heidi,” I say, smiling down at her. “And the good news is, I think you’ll live, so we’ve still got a shot at winning this thing.”

      She rolls her eyes at this as she turns and sticks the key into the lock. “Well, thank you, still-studying-not-quite-doctor Warner. Even I could have told you that,” she adds as she steps into the room.

      I follow after her, holding up my flashlight even though, weirdly, there is a lamp on the side table casting the room in a soft glow that’s sort of nice and also sort of creepy given the décor.

      “Oh,” Heidi says.

      “What?” I ask, stepping in beside her.

      “One bed,” she replies, pointing at the huge wooden four-poster bed that dominates the room.

      “Huh.”
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