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The Raventree Society: The Strawberry Lane Motel


“No. Green. He has green eyes,” Kyle Hanson said for what was easily the hundredth time. “He has green eyes.” 

“Okay, so strawberry blond hair, green eyes, around five nine, twenty-seven years of age. Now, do you know what clothes your brother was wearing when he went missing?” The voice of the officer sounded hollow coming over the line and it irritated him to no end. He had already answered this question, hadn’t he? Or was that the last call to the last sherrif’s office over...he glanced at his watch...two hours ago. Had he really been on the line with Mayberry PD for two hours? And what the hell was this about “strawberry blond hair”? “Strawberry Blond” was a preference you typed into a porn search engine, not the hair color of an ex-marine and war veteran. Call it red, lady. 

“He was wearing a gray t-shirt with the “Batman” logo on it, army fatigues and a pair of North Face hiking boots. He also had a dark gray pack, mostly full of filming equipment and some company items.” 

“What kind of stuff?” the woman on the other end asked, her voice droll, as if she wasn’t playing with a family member’s life right now. This was the inevitable question that Kyle dreaded. Law enforcement didn’t have the greatest working relationship with people in his line of employment. Once they knew what Tyler was out there doing the night he disappeared they became much less helpful and much more accusatory. The popular opinion with everyone he had spoken to was that his brother was asking for what happened.  

“An EMF reader. Thermal imaging Camcorder. A hand held audio recorder.” 

“EMF. Wait a minute. Ain't that the stuff that tests for ghosts and stuff?” 

“Electromagnetic Fields,” Kyle affirmed, massaging his eyelids in an attempt to relieve his stress headache. 

“Oh my gosh!”

Did she just say ‘gosh’? Who was he dealing with? This was supposed to be a police station right? Or did he accidently dial into a slumber party? Kyle pulled the pen-slashed notebook closer and studied the litany of names and numbers that dodged through his vicious scribbling. 

The deputy began a long list of squealing, slightly askew exclamatives. Apparently she had finally figured out just who he was. 

“Am I speaking to Kyle Hanson? The Kyle Hanson? I watch your show every Thursday! I Tevo everything. I’ve watched the reruns on Hulu probably ten thousand times! The episode in France, where you went to that old prison... I couldn’t sleep for a week. When that ghost touched your neck I nearly wet myself.” Kyle pulled the phone away from his ear, wincing as she continued. “Is this your baby brother who’s missing, then? That poor, cute boy that came home so messed up from the Middle East? You did a good thing giving him a job, taking care of him the way you did. Makes my little heart get all warm and fuzzy. And now he’s missing. That’s the saddest thing I ever heard!” 

The lock on the hotel door clicked and Hannah Mizushima, Kyle’s colleague, pushed the door open with her slim hips, juggling a handful of over-filled plastic bags. 

“Oh, thank God,” Kyle said, not bothering to take the phone away from his ear. “I’m two seconds from hanging up on this backwater wannabe. Can you please...” 

He dangled the phone from his fingers like a dead rat. Hannah dropped the bags onto the table before she scooped the phone up and pressed it to her ear, rolling her honey-brown eyes at his drama. Well, melodrama, but if anyone had the right to a diva moment it was him. 

Even in the Louisiana heat, Hannah still smelled heavenly. Some sort of citrusy ambrosia drifted from of her silky black hair as it danced around her waist. Her slim, leggy frame shifted easily out of his way as he headed to the table. 

“Yes, deputy, that’s right. Three months ago. The twenty-eighth.” 

Kyle dug into the nearest bag. “Score,” he said, pulling out a box of powdered donut holes, the kind that made your mouth dry no matter how much beer you chased them with. 

Hannah glared at him as he tore the edges of the box and stuffed one of the grainy blobs into his mouth. White fluff caught on the tips of his beard. 

“Kyle, eat some food, you child.” 

“I’m in mourning,” he said, grabbing one of multiple half-empty beer bottles off the bedside table. One sip left him coughing and gagging. That must have been the bottle he spat his sunflower seed husks in yesterday. 

With a long-suffering sigh, Hannah dropped the phone into its cradle and turned to give him her full attention. “Seriously. I brought subs and some ice tea. It’s not home cooked and the gluten might just kill me, but it’s better than a diet of junk food and alcohol.”

“Junk food and alcohol is all that a real man needs to live.”

“Which is why you look like one of those photoshop ghosts we use in the intro-reel.” 

“Take a video. You know how fans love full bodied apparitions.” Kyle offered her a jaunty grin, the sugar grains from the donuts crunching in is molars.

“Eat a sandwich. And for God’s sake, take a shower and get some sleep. We’ve called every sherriff’s office in the state at least five times since Tyler went missing and it’s too late for anything else. You’re still a good big brother if you get more than two hours of sleep.” 

“A good big brother.” He tugged on the blue t-shirt that clung to the sweat on his chest. Even with the dial twisted all the way up, the air conditioning just didn’t seem capable of cooling the room. “Yeah. That’s me alright. Drag the kid all over the world with a camera recording his every move and still manage to lose him. Is there an award for this kind of stupidity, or are there not enough idiots like me out there to even give me a contest?” 

“Are you drunk?” 

“I haven’t not been drunk in...” He waggled his fingers in the air to mimic counting. No, he wasn’t drunk. He wished he was but he couldn’t be drunk and find Tyler, so he just kept enough of a buzz to keep back those girly tears. 

“Wanna watch some footage of me ruining my family's lives?” He pressed the button on the side of the outdated television set. “I think ‘Raventree Society’ reruns are playing on channel Five. It’s late enough that nothing worthwhile is on.” 

Hannah sighed and leaned into the bathroom to turn on the shower. “I’m not going to be able to leave you alone again tonight, am I?” 

“You could always hire me a hooker.” 

Hannah shoved his shoulder, her thin hands doing little against his well-cultivated musculature. If the camera was going to add pounds, they were all going to be somewhere flattering. 

“Shower,” she insisted. 

Kyle twisted his face into a sneer and mocked her tone with a childish series of random sounds, but obeyed. She could be a bit of a witch when need called. 

The steam was already filling the room. He locked the door and dragged his hand over the smokey mirror. He did look like hell. More importantly, he looked like Tyler. That wasn’t something he wanted to be reminded of right now. He wanted to see Tyler...the real Tyler...not the ghost of him reflected through the mercury mottling of the glass. 

Kyle stripped slowly, ignoring the ache deep in his bones that came from long, sleepless hours in the bed or the none-too-plush hotel chairs. The steam caressed his skin and he let himself take a deep breath for the first time in a long time. He could afford a little bit of a moment, right? Did that make him a bad brother? Guilt tugged on the corners of his mind, reminding him of all the steps he had yet to take. He ran through the mental list again, out of pure habit.

Make rounds in the rest of the neighborhoods with the fliers. Pull together a few more people for search parties, although it was getting harder to find willing participants when they thought they were looking for a body. Light a fire under the local PD. Call his mother. 

Kyle groaned and plugged the tub, his body tight with the stress that was ripping into every muscle like a harpy. He sat on the toilet seat, shifting away from the awkward pinch of the chipped porcelain against his skin and watched the water inch upward. The studio had quit shelling out for the hotel rooms after the first month. No new shows, no amenities. Bloodsuckers. 

It was amazing how much hunting for a missing person could deplete a midlist, reality TV star’s cash. The scummy hotel was the last stop before the street, but that’s where he would live if he had to. That’s what Tyler would have done for him. He wasn’t going home until he had a plane ticket in hand for his kid brother too. 

He picked up a mini-shampoo and sniffed the contents. Strawberries. Appropriate. After all, this was the Strawberry Lane Motel. Quaint, feminine. Not exactly a fitting name for a hotel that was only one step away from being a pay-per-hour establishment.  Still, if he had to pick one smell from this place to wear, the girly smell of cheap shampoo was better than second hand smoke, rat feces or, God forbid that strange rotten-meat scent that seemed to emanate from his bed every night. 

“No bubble bath,” he complained, easing into the lukewarm water. Of course, the old building couldn’t work up a decent hot bath. The water was probably heated with the power of rats on little hamster wheels. 

He dipped his head under the water, tinted vaguely pink by the red dye in the cheap soap products. At least his hair was already red. 

He used his foot to turn off the water and lay his head back, happy for a moment free of phone calls, handing out fliers and fending off “fans” when he was only looking for help. He hadn’t had much faith in humanity before, now he was a full fledged pessimist. When you approached someone to ask them if they’d seen your missing brother, and they used that opportunity to pull out their phone and snap pictures, you pretty much gave up on the world. 

The air was thick with chemical-berry steam, laying heavy against his skin. The faucet dripped hot tears onto his toes, echoing a steady plink, plink, plink that bounced against the mold-freckled drywall. It was strangely soothing, and Kyle let the stress settle to the back of his head and enjoyed the lapping water that tickled the hair on his chest and arms. 

The light dimmed. He frowned, but didn’t open his eyes. What did he expect from a cheap hotel? Of course their light fixtures were old. Tomorrow morning he was going to have to complain to the desk, have them fix it. If he was going to be spending much more time here he at least wanted to be able to see. 

A shadow passed overhead, blocking the red glow of the light through his eyelids. Hannah? No, she wouldn’t be playing those sorts of games right now. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was there. 

He half opened one eye, laughing at the odd little skip his heart did the moment before. What was he expecting? Of course the only thing hanging over him was a few broken clips from the shower curtain and a dead spider curled up on the end of it’s safety line. 

The spider swung lazily about in a circle on the silk, buffeted by the barely sufficient air supply. As he stared up at it the water around his legs swelled, as if someone had just stepped into the tub with him, and became suddenly, bone-chillingly cold. 

He swore and pushed himself up. Bathwater splashed violently around him, spilling out onto the floor and streaming across yellowing tile. Before his eyes the pale pink of the water began to darken. Red rings spread out around him, as if drops of invisible blood were dispersing into the bathtub. 

That was when he saw her. The sight alone was almost enough to make his heart stop. She didn’t materialize slowly. One moment there was nothing in front of him and the next she was hunched over him, her knees planted firmly on either side of his legs. Her black dress hung from her skeletal frame like rotting meat, falling in folds like a fine mist about him. She lowered her face directly before his. Frail, thin flesh covered her, translucent and pale as frost on a window. Her black hair billowed about her, blotting out the light overhead. In place of eyes there were only empty, black sockets set in raw, bruised flesh that spread out over her cheeks and brows. Tears ran steadily out of the blackness within, collecting blood from her wounds until they dripped off her face and dispersed, staining the porcelain. 

The cold radiated up Kyle’s body, freezing him in place. He couldn’t draw in breath, he couldn’t blink, he couldn’t think. The fear was so complete he couldn’t find the courage to lift a finger. It was as if she was draining the room of life. 

The woman leaned in and he pressed himself into the wall behind him, searching for escape. The faintest whiff of death followed her, barely strong enough to overpower the strawberry soap. 

He thought for a moment of tearing through her and running from the room. Despite the fact that she was straddling him, all he could feel of her was the cold that emanated off her. Maybe he could have shoved her aside, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. 

She was only inches away, her face lowered, hovering before him. She planted her hands on his chest, long boney fingers tipped with blood red nails that curled into his skin. Still, he could feel nothing but cold, as if ice blocks had been lowered onto his shoulders. 

Her lips pressed against his ear, so close that he was sure he should have heard her pulse pumping. Kyle drew in a shuddering breath, every inch of him aching at the horror of her closeness. She gagged and choked, and the sounds rattled about his head. Finally the gasps turned into words that slipped into his ears like needles. 

“Only an hour more.” 

The sentence settled into his mind and radiated through his whole body. His head hurt, like brainfreeze. Every sense drove him to escape. He leapt up, breaking right through the form above him as if she was no more than a cloud.

As soon as he was on his feet, she was gone. The bathwater swayed in a lukewarm pool around his calves and ran down his sides...no blood to be seen. The light glittered down through the humid air and empty bathroom. 

He scanned the room, taking special care to check the tub, as if someone could possibly be hidden in the same tiny space as him. 

That had been by far the most real dream he’d ever had. The touch of cold lips still lingered on his ear. He shuddered and pulled a towel off the rack, surprised by how much his hand was shaking. 

That’s what he got for ingesting nothing but donuts and beer for months on end. Scrubbing the droplets off his skin with the rough terry cloth, he tugged on his clean clothes and ducked through the door. His skin crawled as he walked away, but he didn’t turn to look to indulge his foolishness. Sure, there was nothing in the bathroom, but he still didn’t turn off the light behind him, despite pulling the door firmly shut.

“Hannah?” 

Kyle dropped the towel on the floor and kicked it against the wall. Hannah glanced from the towel to him over the airport copy of a popular thriller. 

“Really?” 

“What time is it?” He shifted a pile of posters and yellow note pads in search of his phone. A pen tripped off the edge of the table and bounced off his toe. Swearing, he rubbed the back of his foot against the cotton pants more out of surprise and frustration than pain. 

“Are you ok?” 

A loud clatter cut her off and beer spread across the tabletop, bleeding into the papers from the mouth of a capsized bottle. 

He repeated his previous obscenity, lifting a dripping pile of folders. “Shit. This was all the info I managed to choke out of the cops.” 

“Kyle?” 

He dropped the sodden papers back onto the piss colored puddle. “Yeah, I just...fell asleep in the tub. What time is it?” 

“11:00.” Hannah held Kyle’s iPhone between slim fingers. “You got a text here from Josh, says he will be here at six tomorrow. Do you want me to pick him up from the airport?” 

“No. That’s fine.” Kyle and his step brother argued a lot, but he was almost looking forward to seeing him now. Family were the only people who would fight as hard as he would to find Tyler. 

Two steps carried him to the bed and he sat heavily, deliberately bouncing Hannah around with his body weight. “I don’t need a babysitter.” 

“Then stop acting like a baby.” 

The bed moaned torturously as he leaned back. A caramel-colored cockroach clung to the popcorn ceiling. The bug skittered and then blurred in a sudden onslaught of tears. Kyle cleared his throat, trying to dislodge the slowly swelling knot from under his Adam’s apple. 

Facing Josh would be hard. Sure, he wasn’t his favorite person in the world but their family was a close one. So far he’d been pretty good about keeping his facade in place, fragile as it was. There was no way he could play off his pain once Josh came into town. That’s not how things played out in their household. It would come out in anger, in arguments that neither of them had time for but both wouldn’t really try to avoid. 

A unbidden smile played over his lips. Hannah told him to stop acting like a baby...so he started crying. Way to man up. 

“Gross. I thought you just took a bath,” Hannah said, shoving his arm playfully. 

“Hmmm?” The scent she referred  to curled around his face, so thick he should have been seeing the puke green clouds often depicted in cartoons. “It’s not me, it’s the bed. A rat died in here or something. I catch a whiff of it every now and then.” 

“That is really bad. You should demand a different room.” 

He shrugged. “I have a feeling the other rooms are just as bad.” 

Hannah jerked to her feet, scrambling away from the offending mattress. “It’s getting worse.” 

The stench of decay pulsated around them, a living force. He shifted the thick, pastel toned bedspread, searching for the source of the smell yet again. Ripping the sheets aside he ran his hands over the mattress protector. Whatever it was had to be close, it was so overwhelming. He had half expected to see a rotting body under the blankets. Maybe the rat had burrowed into the mattress itself and was hung over a spring inside, or maybe there was a whole nest. 

“Kyle?” 

Ignoring Hannah’s concern, he ripped off the protector and searched around the corners. Nothing. With more effort than he probably should have given the endeavor, he dragged the piece of garbage off its frame and flipped it onto the floor in the pile of bedding. 

“Is that...?” 

Kyle stepped over the metal bars and kicked the edge of the mattress. Brown stains splattered across the surface, puddling in the center like a flower. An obvious reek rose from the discoloration, filling the claustrophobic room. 

“Blood stains,” Kyle agreed, scowling. “But those are far too old to smell.”

“I don’t like this,” Hannah said, hedging towards the door. Her face had gone pale, her hands scratching at her flowered skirt. 

“Relax. Some guy with a nosebleed or something is all.”

“No, that is way too much blood.” 

Kyle strode over and slipped a hand around Hannah’s waist, barring her from the door. She trembled in his arms, her hair slipping down over her eyes. Was it wrong of him to be thinking about how cute she was at a moment like this? But what was wrong with a moment like this?

Then, as it had every few minutes for the last three months, the realization that Tyler was missing hit Kyle again. He fought off the wave of depression that seemed so determined to drown him and turned to scoop up the hotel phone. 

“Ok, start packing up,” he said. “I’ll call the office and tell them that we need a new room.” 

Hannah nodded, tears brimming in the curve of her cheeks. He lifted his hand from her waist, wishing he could pause the trauma in the world around him right now and just enjoy that innocent beauty that was wrapped around her like a cloak. Maybe one day, after Tyler was safely back home, he would consider pursuing her lead. 

Kicking a tangle of disrupted bedsheets out of the way, Kyle found a seat on the edge of a chair and punched in the necessary numbers to reach the information desk. Based on the quality of service so far, he couldn’t expect much actual help. He would probably get the machine. 

Instead of the familiar jangling on the other end, there was only silence on the line. “Shit,” he said, staring down at the cream-colored plastic. As old as the phone most likely was, it was probably broken. But it was still inconvenient. Whatever. He had 4g. 

Kyle snatched up his iPhone as Hannah started to throw knick-knacks into his duffle bag. The screen remained stubbornly black as he pressed it repeatedly. What the hell, it just had a full charge a minute ago. 

Hannah marched towards the bathroom door, twisting her hair into a rubber band as she did. 

“Hey, don’t go in there without me!” Kyle called as she put her hand on the knob. She tilted her head, a strand of hair falling loose over her forehead. 

“Why?” 

“Just...humor me. Please.” 

She shrugged and started sifting through the wadded piles of clothes on the floor, pulling the dirty ones out of the tangle of garbage and used towels. Maybe he should have been a bit more conscious of that this week. It was a little embarrassing to have her packing away his dirty clothes like she was a parent or something. Normally, he was a bit more of a charmer but whatever...she would just have to understand. Laundry wasn’t exactly top in his list of priorities. 

He tried the hotel phone again, pinching it between his scruffy jaw and his shoulder as he punched in the number. Still, it remained silent. Just as he reached up to grab the phone he heard something that nearly made him drop it. There was a voice on the other end, so quiet that it sounded more like a breeze then anything else. 

Frowning, he pressed the receiver against his ear until the sound of his own pulse throbbed. Was the phone picking up another guest's signal? He pulled the phone away. Maybe the sound was coming from somewhere else. Hannah paused her work, turning with her head tilted to watch him. 

“Shhh,” he said before she could speak. She scowled but he ignored her, holding his breath in his desperation to catch another piece of that voice. Nothing. He tried the phone again, without luck. Whatever it was, it was gone. 

As he dropped the phone back into its cradle the voice returned, this time so close he could swear someone was whispering in his ear. He spun around, searching for the source, but there was nothing there. 

“Kyle?” Hannah asked, stepping closer.

Kyle shook his head, wordlessly staring at the numbers that blinked on the clock. 11:20. Only an hour more...what was happening in 40 minutes? Seriously, was he actually believing that dream? But still he couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. 

“Listen,” the voice whispered in his ear. 

“What, who’s there?” He leapt to his feet, knocking the cheap chair across the patterned carpet. 

“Listen.” The word repeated again. The floor seemed to be tilting, smearing into the awful curtains and slats of the oversized air unit before suddenly rushing up to greet him. The room went black. 

“Listen.” 

––––––––
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VALENTINO TAPPED HIS foot on the leg of the table and the sound drove Clara bonkers. She knew what he was doing because Kenneth did the same thing. Porn Hub, or was he into something dirtier? Wasn’t that the whole allure of Val: the fact that he didn’t play by the rules? 

Allure. Right. She’d read too many steamy romance novels. That’s what got her in this mess after all. Without a job, facing a divorce and the loss of her teenage daughter and hundreds of miles away from DC with a biker. A BIKER. What was She thinking? 

“Why do you bother with that when I am right here?” Clara sneered at him. 

“What, you wanna see too?” 

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a jerk,” 

“Eh, if they did, I didn’t care enough to remember.” Val didn’t glance up from the screen. 

Clara couldn’t even leave. They'd ridden all this way on his bike and she had no idea how to drive it. If this was Kenneth, I would have been out the door so fast it would have blown his argyle socks clean off. Threats like that didn’t work with Val. 

Dropping onto the bed, Clara brushed a smear of oil on her jeans. She didn’t have a change of clothes. What room was there on a Harley for suitcases? The thrill of running away with a tattooed man half her age was very quickly wearing off. She could call a cab. Her marriage was over before she left, but maybe she could still get the house. After all, she was one hell of a lawyer. 

She searched briefly through her purse before remembering she had “loaned” her card to Val on the ride down. She told herself  if she spent all the money now, Kenneth wouldn’t get any of it. That was stupid. Now she had no transportation, no cash, no possessions...this was how people ended up in big trouble. What exactly did she know about Val, other than the fact that he was a god between the sheets?

Casting a baleful look at him, Clara jolted off the bed. Maybe She could call Mom? No, she would never let Clara hear the end of it. What if she called Jennifer? Sure, that was a bit messed up, calling your seventeen-year-old for cash, but Kenneth had done far worse. At least she had the decency to keep her affairs on the side. 

Clara snatched her phone off the bed and brushed her fingers across the screen as she headed to the bathroom. Maybe Jennifer would give her enough that I could get a new outfit,too. 

Her brown curls stood up in a mess of greasy threads from her head, the gray in her roots just starting to show through again. Deep bags formed under her brown eyes. Why did she look in the mirror again? All it would serve is to make her depressed. No wonder Kenneth couldn’t bear to look at me. And Val was more interested in whatever was free on the internet. She gave literal embodiment to the image of a witch. 

Her reflection blurred and she reached up to wipe the offending tear away and froze when she caught sight of my reflection again. It wasn’t just her, there was someone at her shoulder. Another woman. 

Clara spun around, the sharp edge of the tile digging into her back as I tried to get away from whatever was behind her. There was nothing there. 

The shower curtain swayed gently under the sputtering bathroom fan, its whine crawling through Clara’s spine like a spider. That was really weird. She could have swore she’d seen something else in that room.  Maybe there was. 

Maybe it was stupid for a well-educated woman  to believe in spirits and ghosts, but Clara had experiences. There was that stupid game of Ouija with her girlfriends in high school. During that sleepover when the lightning hit Taylor’s house and burnt it down with their cats still inside. Then when my grandma died, Clara felt her in the room every night for months, watching her. That call on the psychic hotline proved to her, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that she was not crazy when she started talking to her. They had always been close. 

Maybe this was a good spirit, too? The one that burned down Taylor’s house wasn’t, that’s what she got for making for of the others for taking the game so seriously. 

Clara ;eaned closer to the mirror, squinting at the space behind her. What if the ghost was in the mirror? Wasn’t there a game that little girls played that had a woman in a mirror? Bloody Mary. What if she needed help, like the ghosts on the psychic show that Aunt Lara used to watch? 

She blinked, and black holes replaced her brown eyes and thick lashes Muffling a scream, Clara jerked back from the mirror but couldn’t look away. Her reflection was gone, replaced by that of a gaunt, black-haired woman. Her skin was pale, her eyes gouged out, leaving trails of bloody tears that ran down her face and dripped from her chin. 
Clara grabbed one hand in another, trying to stop my violent shaking as the ghost woman reached out for her/
“Are...are you a good ghost?” Clara couldn’t force her voice above a hoarse whisper. The woman’s hand grasped Clara’s shoulder and she was spun around, controlled by something beyond her. She looked into the empty sockets of the spirit before her, her mouth hanging open as she leaned in.

Despite her hands on either shoulder, there was no sensation of touch. Her breath brushed up against Clara’s ear, penetrating, violating. 

“Only an hour more,” she said, the words like tentacles, curling around Clara’s brain. 

“What do you mean? What do you want?” 

She was already gone. Clara turned to look back in the mirror, but the only face there was her own white, terrified one. There was nothing there. 

“Where are you?” She turned slowly, scanning the chipped tiles and the mold-flecked ceiling. Was that it? What did the woman want? 

“Babe, what’s going on?” Val called from the other room. 

Clara shoved the door open and scooped up her phone. She could call Jenny tomorrow. This late on a Friday night, she was probably out partying anyway. 

The digits on the phone blinked “11:05”. One hour. What would happen at Twelve? Midnight was the witching hour, according to the TV shows.

“Clara?” 

“I saw a ghost,” The words burst out of her mouth like fireworks. 

Val turned to look at her, a grin hanging loosely on his face. “You get into the mini-bar?” 

“No, I’m serious. There was a woman in the bathroom with me.”

“Was she hot?” He chuckled at his own joke. 

“You are such an idiot.” 

“Says the lady who just saw a ghost in the bathroom.” 

Clara snatched the computer out from in front of him, frowning at the screen. Luxury Apartments. Someone was getting comfortable. 

“Hey! What the shit!” 

“It’s my computer,” she said, exiting out of the multiple windows he had up: shopping, porn, shopping, more shopping. Apparently he was looking to get a new Harley. Tool. 

Clara’s fingers hovered over the keys. What should she look for? Ghosts in local hotels? Legends of haunting? 

“Violent deaths at the Strawberry Lane Motel.” She typed, saying the words out loud as she punched the keys down. “Just watch this. I bet you anything that something happened.”

A list of results tumbled across the screen and she scanned  them. A murder in a motel in South Carolina, a suicide in a Strawberry Lane HOTEL. She slid my finger down the mouse pad and frowned as the addresses slid by. 

“So, whatcha gonna give me? I have a few ideas?” Val tugged the corner of his v-neck down and stood a few steps towards Clara. Normally, she would be all up for this, but right now she had more important things to do. She checked the clock. There were only thirty-nine minutes left.

“Wait.” She held up one finger as her eyes settled on an article tucked near the bottom. “String of Unsolved Deaths Plague a Local Motel”. The address matched. 

“Come on, just a couple of minutes.” Val placed a broad hand on Clara’s collar bones and pressed her backwards against the bed. The sudden stench rising from the sheets stole anything that could have passed as desire. 

“What the...” Clara pushed Val aside and tumbled over the edge of the bed, pursued by the virulent reek. It was unmistakably the odor of rotting meat. 

“That smells like shit!” Val exclaimed, shoving back off the bed. 

Clara rubbed her hands down her sides and back, looking for the black ooze that she was sure she would find. Smells like that didn’t come from nowhere. 

“What just happened? I haven't smelled anything like that in here before  now,” Val continued, staring down at the bed. 

Clara glanced at the clock. 11:27. The hour was ticking away...quickly. She had to figure out what was going on. This was part of the whole haunting. It had to be. 

“I am going to call the front and get us a new room. What a hell hole.” Val snatched the phone off it’s cradle and started to punch in the digits. “No dial tone. Why the hell not? This is just that kinda classy joint.” He jabbed a finger at Clara. “You deserve a five star joint. If this town wasn’t such a shit pile we could be staying at some ritzy place...or at least somewhere that doesn’t smell like a dead animal.” 

He dug through his minimal luggage. There wasn’t much. Just whatever he could fit in his oversized saddle-bags and the pockets’ baggy black leather jacket that I had once foolishly thought was so 

“I’m going to the front desk,” He said. 

“No, wait!” I grabbed his arm as he headed for the door. 

“What?” 

Clara may not have been happy with him right now...or at all...but she didn’t want to be left alone with whatever was in that room. Sure, it could be nice, but there wasn’t really a way to know. What could a ghost do, anyway? Possess her, kill her? 

“I don’t want to be alone in here” 

Val crossed his arms over his chest and crinkled his nose. “Seriously, the ghost thing?”

“I saw her, I promise. And look.” Clara grabbed the computer and ran her finger over the mousepad to wake the screen back up.  “Look, this is her.” 

She shoved a finger at the screen, pointing out the words that formed the headline. “Businessman found dead in Strawberry Lane Motel” 

“Probably a suicide,” Val said. “Any businessman staying in this dump is probably not doing so good.” 

“What about the other deaths? There is a list ten people long here including a maid, two teens on a prom date and the town drunk. Come on! That is a lot of people to die at one motel.”

Val sighed. “Clara, people die every day, for lots of different reasons...none of them being ghosts.” 

“What if the ghost didn’t kill them? What if one of the ones who died became the ghost.” 

“Sure. The businessman was a cross dresser, so in death he haunts the halls as a slutty woman ghost.” Val rolled his eyes. 

“I’m dead serious, asshole.” Clara put the computer onto the table a bit harder than she probably should have and turned to glare at the man who had effectively ruined her. She’d left her life for this brute, and he couldn’t even treat her like an equal. This wasn’t a real man. He was manipulative, subversive. She had become one of those idiot girls who gets tricked into a lousy relationship with a jerk of a guy. The ones that you always feel sorry for but can’t help but judge for being so much stupider than you. If Jenny had been one of ‘those girls’ Clara probably would have disowned her, and yet, here she was, buying into this guys garbage. Why? Because he was younger than me and had a motorcycle? 

But no, this wasn’t her fault. She was a victim of circumstances. Yes, Val had tricked her into thinking he was some sort of dream boat, but she never would have even been tempted if Kenneth hadn’t been messing around on the side. She could probably even build a convincing court case on this. 

The click of the door handle turning startled Clara out of her thoughts. “What? No! If you are going then so am I.” 

“Fine, come on.” Val let out a huff, like a dying bull. 

Clara snatched her purse off the table and fumbled with the straps as he rested his hand on the door, tapping one foot. “Seriously, I could be there and back again.” 

“Stop being melodramatic,” Clara hissed as she fixed my hair in the mirror. 

Val huffed a sigh and yanked open the door. “I swear. Every girl I’m with starts off so normal.”

Clara compiled a list of nasty names to call him when she left his ass, letting them tumble around her head as she pinned up a loose curl. He liked her because she was pretty, right? So shouldn’t he let her make herself look pretty? 

When she looked back at the mirror her heart froze. Handprints had formed on either side of her face, as if invisible hands were pressed against the opposite side. Clara stumbled back, choking back a scream. 

“What’s wrong...?” Val’s voice cut out as he spotted the growing mist curling out of the handprints. The mirror turned milky white, and through the fog creeping across the room, the empty sockets of the ghostly woman were just visible. 

“It’s her! It’s her!” Clara grabbed Val’s arm, her manicured fingernails sinking into the soft black leather. 

“Come on, time to go.” 

They turned towards the door and Clara’s eye caught the red numbers flickering on the alarm clock,blinking as if it were shorting out. 11:58. The hour was up. A bang sounded through the room and Clara couldn’t keep back the shriek that ripped out of her lips. The door of the bathroom had slammed shut behind them. Pain radiated up her arm as Val gripped her wrist. 

“What the hell is going on?!” He dragged her towards the open door. The lights overhead flickered as the mist slid past them. The room went dark. The streetlight cast a sickly yellow light across the hodgepodge of designs on the floor, like a street of gold leading them to life. Clara’s heart slammed against her chest, and finally her legs loosened up. She began to run. Just as they neared the door it swung closed with violent conviction. 

The alarm on the bedside clock raged as 12:00 blinked crimson against the black screen. 

“Shit,” Clara whispered. 

Val’s hands settled on her shoulders, his fingers digging into her skin as they turned to face the dark room together. Snatches of hazy yellow light caught the last shreds of mist as it settled to the floor. Half-seen movement glimmered in the corner of Clara’s eye, caught in the depths of the frosted mirrors. The air kicked on, pushing the curtains around the window in soft billows. 

Where was she? 

Val’s breath echoed dully in my ear as he pulled Clara close to his chest. Was he trying to protect her, or was he using her as a shield? Did it even matter? If this thing was malicious, how could they even do anything to protect themselves? What were you supposed to do in a moment like this? 

“Hello?” Clara called into the darkness, her voice shaking. “Hello, you don’t have to be scared. I can help you. Did you want to say something to us?” 

Silence met her question, as deep and hollow as the room she stared into. Val’s fingers tightened on her shoulders. 

“Ouch, you’re hurting me!” She hissed, but she didn’t want to step away. She was terrified and didn’t want to be standing alone in that room. Not a chance. 

His grip didn’t let up as his right hand jerked her shoulder. Clara stiffened. Something was wrong, very wrong. As she stood there like she was carved of ice his grip slowly weakened and his hands fell away. 

Clara squeezed my eyes shut. “Val?” The name barely squeezed past the lump in her throat. There was no avoiding it. She was going to have to look. 

Slowly shifting her weight on her feet, wishing for something,anything,sje could use as a weapon or a shield, she turned to look. 

Val stood there, his arms slack against his side, his head cocked awkwardly as if he were trying to figure out where he was. The light squeezing through the cracks of the door silhouetted his form. There was something altogether unnatural about the way he stood, and the odd lumpiness of his slumped shoulders. Involuntarily, Clara’s foot slid backwards. Val now seemed more dangerous than whatever lay behind her in the room. 

The collar of his jacket moved. That wasn’t his jacket, though, those were fingers. They moved like spider legs, re-adjusting their grip as Val slid clumsily forward and folded in on himself, sinking to the floor. 

In Val’s place a skeletal shape stood, stooped forward with shredded cloth whipping around her body like they were blown by a hurricane. Clara screamed. 

The ghostly woman rushed forward in the speed of a heartbeat. Her hands clutched Clara and her skin burned cold where its fingers gripped. They were like claws. She was sure they had torn right through her flesh and into bone. It gripped Clara’s neck and drove her back against the bed. 

The only sound in the room was the flick of the seconds changing on the bedside clock and the wheeze of Clara’s breath, desperately clawing to scrape past the frozen hands. The face hovered over hers, the black holes where its eyes should have been. 

“One hour more.” Her words hissed into Clara’s ears like a moan. “One hour more. If you want one hour more...you will have to pay for it.” 

Her body pressed against Clara’s and her flesh stiffened. The room went silent. No more voices, no more ticking...no more strangled breaths. 

“Kyle, Kyle? Are you ok? Please...Please answer me.” 

Kyle jumped awake with so much momentum that he sent Hannah sprawling back against the floor. 

“Kyle! You’re alive. Thank God!” Hannah threw her pink-clad smartphone to the floor and scrambled back to her knees. 

“What happened?” 

“You passed out. You were just standing there and all the sudden you just dropped onto the ground.” Hannah sat back on her heels, face pale. 

The steady, terrified thump of Kyle’s heart seemed to prove otherwise. He hadn’t been dreaming. People didn’t dream when they passed out, did they? Whatever it was, it seemed so real. From the hotel room to the ghost woman to the echoes of death that still fluttered about his head, making him feel like he had just risen from the grave. What else? The words: One hour more. That was just what that same ghostly woman had said to him. 

Suddenly afraid, Kyle twisted to get a look at the alarm clock, the same one that had blinked the time so ominously in his...whatever that was. Cold dread climbed up his stomach and into his throat. The clock read 11:50.

Kyle jolted to his feet. “We need to get out of this room, now!” 

The temperature in the room plummeted. On the dented polish of the table beside him fingerprints appeared, spreading into a full handprint right beside him. 

Kyle grabbed a handful of Hannah’s pale blouse and shoved her towards the door. The cheap framed art by the door was obscured, clouded like with breath on a cold window. Stumbling on a wrinkle in the carpet Kyle risked a glance behind him to see the bathroom door swing shut. They were too late! 

She was here. 

“What is happening? Kyle, you’re scaring me,” Hannah said as Kyle reached for the door knob. 

He ignored her, yanking on the brass fruitlessly. The weary wood groaned and squealed as he strained against the lock. 

“Kyle?” Hannah placed her hands on either side of his face and pulled it to look at her. 

“Witching hour. It’s witching hour,” he said.

Hannah shook her head as Kyle broke away from her and threw his shoulder against the door. It trembled, but didn’t give way. 

The lights faltered, and with a sound not unlike a released breath, blinked off. Light sliced through the blinds, dividing the darkness with golden fingers. Smoke rose from the floor and burned dull orange as it refracted the light. This was too familiar a sight. It was exactly what had happened in his vision.

The clock flicked to 11:59, the bloody numbers burning their warning in the black. If they were going to survive, he had sixty seconds to act. 

Kyle sprinted through the mounting mist, choking on the cold wet that froze his skin as he scooped up the crumpled duvet off the floor. He swung the heavy blanket around Hannah’s back, pinning it to her shoulders with his arms as he all but lifted her and drove her through the window. The world around them shattered in a glittering rain of broken glass and splintered frame. For a moment, everything froze. He looked through a spider’s web of reality and paranormal reflected back from the hurdling pieces of glass. The pavement, black and glinting under the onslaught of the sprinklers, might as well have existed in an entirely different universe than the pale, empty-eyed creature that stood silhouetted against every diamond fragment until they slammed into it. 

Angry beeps from the clock, left behind like everything else, announced the end of the hour. Kyle detangled himself from Hannah and the diamond-flecked duvet, relieved to see her suck in a shaky breath through the red-rimmed “O” her mouth had become. She blinked up at him, her hazel eyes screaming even if she was silent. 

Relief was fleeting. The blanket beneath him jerked back towards the hotel room. With shaking hands he rolled Hannah free and crawled onto the sodden pavement after her, hardly aware of the beads of glass that sank into his palms and knees. Only seconds later he was thrown to his side and pulled back again. The hook of his belt had snagged on the fabric and already he was nearing the broken window. The cloth ripped across the remnants of the window frame like a tongue over fangs. 

“Kyle!” Hannah reached for him, her pink nails leaving white lines down his forearms as he was pulled backward. A hand fell on his leg, so ice cold that he could feel it right through his pants. 

He should have been able to pull away but no matter how he scrambled against the pull, his trajectory didn’t even slow. Needles of pain clawed across his stomach and chest as the ghost dragged him back over the frame and into the dead silence of the motel room. 

The chill remained when the hand released him. Kyle stumbled to his feet as fast as the tangle of ripped bedding would allow. Everything around him was still, as silent as if a pause button had been pressed on some cosmic television set. He half expected to find objects frozen in the air. Carefully, stiff from the fear that fused his bones together, he turned on his heels to search for the attacker. 

The whole room seemed to be underwater, filled with a bizarre sienna haze as the streetlight struggled against the milky atmosphere. The numbers on the clock had frozen, and shone out threateningly. 

Kyle shivered and began edging back towards the broken windows. Why would she drag him back in if she didn’t intend to kill him? She had to be close. He had to think of a plan that wouldn’t involve running. How did you fight a ghost? 

Papers scattered across the floor, propelled by an unnatural wind. Towards his feet ice seemed to be spreading across his skin. He’d never felt cold this intense, deadening and predatory. 

Fear clamored in the back of his mind, the warning that she was so close, maybe just behind him or standing invisible in front of his very eyes. 

What weapons did he have at hand that could work? She first showed up in the bathroom, so she could move between rooms, but she didn’t seem to be able to leave the room. At least Hannah was out. 

She had obviously been murdered, and in a violent way. But what help would that bit of information be to him, other than that she was already too dead to kill. 

A low whisper echoed in his ear.

Kyle’s skin prickled as invisible fingers slid up his arms, suddenly gripping him tight as she materialized in front of him. 

“One hour more,” she rasped. 

Instinctive, raw terror filled him. She spun him around and drove him back against the wall. Her fingers pressed like iron bars into his throat. He struggled to get a grip on her hands but couldn’t seem to close his hands around anything solid. 

He dug his fingers into the drywall, straining to grab hold of something. Anything. As he struggled something echoed in his ear. 

“Blood.” 

It wasn’t the ghost woman’s voice. It was male, and so familiar. His eyes fell on the capsized mattress and the veins of brown gore that spread across it. What if that was her blood? 

Kyle kicked violently, searching for anything to connect to. His feet found a hold on the far wall and he put all his waning strength into shoving himself out of the ghost’s hands. Unexpectedly he flew aside, as if he has simply passed right through her hands. 

The floor met him like a truck, jarring his bones and shaking him out of the airless fog he had been fighting. There was no time to recover, so he began to drag himself over the floor, shoving aside the tangled sheets and emptied beer bottles. Just in front of him, the woman appeared, standing above him like an angel of death. Her empty sockets were fixed on him as he floundered at her translucent feet. Anger mixed with horror as Kyle dragged up his last shreds of strength. 

Maybe he was just leaping to his death, but there didn’t seem to be a way out of that now. Kyle threw himself at the woman. To his shock she gave way, and together they tumbled back onto the mattress. A scream like a train whistle broke through the room and Kyle clapped his hands over his ears, curling up in the foul stench of the mattress. The cold evaporated and he was left panting in the silence left behind. A breeze like a whisper passed by him, joined a moment later by Hannah’s screams. 

“Kyle? Kyle are you ok?” 

Kyle held up a hand. “Don’t come in here!” Was she safe out there? He had to hope. Slowly,  muscles stiff, he raised his head and glanced around the room. It was still, but he wasn’t alone. The presence of the woman hung around him, as clear as if she were flesh and blood. A bottle fell from the table, spinning on the floor before it rocked to a stop. 

What now? She didn’t seem to want to be near the blood but there was no telling how long he’d be safe there. 

There seemed to be some sort of intelligence there still. He couldn’t hold out here for, what, hours? What was his other option? If he made a run for it, could she catch him? Did she have to move like a normal human? 

Every muscle in his body tensed and trembled as he looked up to meet Hannah’s desperate eyes, widened in fear. She nodded her head, and with that, Kyle sprinted. He nearly stumbled as the mattress slipped under his feet, but he couldn’t hesitate. He shoved aside a chair, his breath trapped in his aching chest as he neared the gaping window. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, cold creeping through his veins. 

She was close. 

So was he. 

Kyle jumped, the wind clawing at his ears as he cleared the jagged edges of the window. Concrete tore his flesh as he skidded across the sidewalk and into the grill of his Nissan. He sat for a moment, groaning as he tried to decide if he had survived or not. 

Slim fingers climbed over his body, testing his arms and legs “Please, God, be alive. Please. Kyle?” 

Kyle rolled onto his back and grabbed her hand. “You have the keys?”

Hannah dug her hand into the pocket of her skirt. “Here.” 

“Let’s get out of here, then.” He struggled to his feet with less conviction than he felt. His fingers left crumbs of drywall on the hood as he leaned on the car for support. Hannah fumbled to click the unlock button on the fob and yanked open the door. 

“I can’t drive. I don’t have my purse.”

Hannah was smarter than that. Must have been shock. 

“Do you want to go back in there and get it?” Kyle hissed, gripping his bruised ribs as he clambered into the driver’s side door. Drops of blood clung to the shredded material of his shirt. The bits of glass falling from him sounded oddly musical. He slammed the door, the thud making his bones throb again. “Hannah! Let’s go!”

Hannah’s finger shook as she pointed towards the yawning window. At first, it was empty, but as he stared the outline of a human body began to materialize in the dark. Hollow eyes stared out of the shadowy face as a single, dark hand reached forward. The glass in a remaining pane clouded white as the hand neared, and a single word was spelled out. “Tyler.” 
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