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Part 1: Echoes in the Empty Halls
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The mansion had stood on the outskirts of Willowbrook for over a century, its ivy-cloaked facade a silent sentinel amid the rolling hills. Originally built by a timber baron in the late 1800s, it had served as a grand hotel in its heyday, drawing weary travelers and affluent vacationers seeking respite from the clamor of city life. By the turn of the millennium, though, it had faded into obscurity, its once-polished halls gathering dust under the management of a small hospitality chain. It was the kind of place where everyday folk checked in for a weekend getaway—couples on budget honeymoons, sales reps killing time between conferences, families escaping the suburbs for a touch of faded elegance. No one expected anything beyond creaky floors and outdated plumbing. But then the whispers started.

It began innocuously enough. In 2018, a young accountant named Sarah Kline booked a room for a solo retreat, hoping to unwind after a grueling tax season. She was ordinary in every way: mid-twenties, practical bob haircut, a wardrobe of sensible blouses and slacks. That first night, as she settled into the four-poster bed in room 17, the air grew thick, almost humid, though the window was cracked open to the cool autumn breeze. She dismissed it as fatigue, her mind playing tricks. But as sleep tugged at her edges, a sensation crept over her—a faint pressure, like fingertips tracing the curve of her thigh beneath the sheets. Her eyes snapped open, heart pounding, but the room was empty, moonlight filtering through lace curtains in silvery shafts. She laughed it off, rolling over, but the touch returned, insistent, sliding higher, parting her legs with a ghostly insistence that sent a shiver through her core.
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