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The
  storm had been building since late afternoon.




  
Dark
  clouds rolled across the sky like enormous waves, swallowing the
  last
  traces of sunlight as Ethan Cole drove along the deserted
  highway.
  Rain hammered against the windshield, forcing the wipers to move
  at
  their highest speed. The road ahead seemed endless, disappearing
  into
  curtains of water and darkness.




  
Ethan
  tightened his grip on the steering wheel.




  
He
  had spent the last six months investigating strange
  disappearances
  connected to old hotels throughout the country. Most cases ended
  with
  ordinary explanations. Missing persons had simply run away,
  changed
  identities, or fallen victim to unrelated crimes.




  
But
  Blackthorne Hotel was different.




  
The
  deeper he dug into its history, the stranger the stories
  became.




  
Guests
  reported hearing whispers in empty rooms.




  
Visitors
  claimed objects moved on their own.




  
Several
  former employees quit suddenly and refused to discuss their
  experiences.




  
Then
  there were the disappearances.




  
Five
  people over four decades.




  
Gone
  without a trace.




  
Each
  one had stayed in the same room.




  
Room
  Nine.




  
A
  flash of lightning illuminated the landscape.




  
For
  a brief second, Ethan saw the silhouette of the hotel standing
  ahead.




  
It
  looked less like a place for travelers and more like a forgotten
  monument abandoned by time.




  
The
  building rose from the darkness at the edge of the road,
  surrounded
  by dead trees whose twisted branches clawed at the stormy
  sky.




  
A
  faded neon sign flickered weakly above the entrance.




  
BLACKTHORNE
  HOTEL.




  
One
  of the letters no longer worked.




  
The
  sign buzzed softly as rain poured down its rusted frame.




  
Ethan
  parked in the nearly empty lot.




  
Only
  three other vehicles were visible.




  
That
  seemed unusual.




  
The
  hotel advertised itself online as a historic destination popular
  among tourists.




  
Yet
  tonight it looked deserted.




  
He
  grabbed his suitcase and stepped into the rain.




  
Cold
  wind immediately soaked his coat.




  
The
  front doors creaked open as he entered.




  
Warm
  air greeted him.




  
The
  lobby was surprisingly elegant.




  
Crystal
  chandeliers hung from the ceiling.




  
Ancient
  paintings decorated the walls.




  
Dark
  wooden furniture filled the room.




  
A
  grandfather clock ticked steadily near a stone fireplace.




  
Everything
  appeared normal.




  
Almost
  too normal.




  
The
  receptionist stood behind the desk.




  
She
  appeared to be in her late sixties.




  
Her
  gray hair was neatly tied back.




  
Her
  smile seemed polite but forced.




  
"Good
  evening," she said.




  
"Ethan
  Cole. I have a reservation."




  
The
  woman typed something into her computer.




  
For
  a moment, her expression changed.




  
Not
  surprise.




  
Not
  confusion.




  
Fear.




  
The
  emotion vanished so quickly Ethan almost thought he imagined
  it.




  
"Yes,
  Mr. Cole. We were expecting you."




  
Her
  voice sounded unusually quiet.




  
She
  retrieved an old-fashioned brass key from a drawer.




  
Attached
  to it was a tarnished metal tag.




  
The
  number engraved on it made Ethan pause.



  
	

        







  
Room
  Nine.




  
"You
  still use physical keys?" he asked.




  
"Some
  traditions are difficult to replace."




  
She
  slid the key across the counter.




  
Their
  fingers briefly touched.




  
The
  receptionist's hand felt ice cold.




  
"You're
  assigning me to Room Nine?"




  
The
  woman hesitated.




  
"That
  is the room you requested."




  
"I
  suppose that's true."




  
He
  had specifically requested the room during booking.




  
If
  the stories were true, that was where he would find
  answers.




  
The
  receptionist lowered her voice.




  
"Some
  guests ask many questions about Room Nine."




  
"And
  what do you tell them?"




  
"I
  tell them every room contains memories."




  
Ethan
  smiled.




  
"That's
  a poetic answer."




  
The
  woman didn't smile back.




  
"It's
  not meant to be poetic."




  
An
  uncomfortable silence followed.




  
The
  grandfather clock continued ticking.




  
Somewhere
  deeper within the hotel, a floorboard creaked.




  
Ethan
  glanced toward the hallway leading to the guest rooms.




  
The
  corridor appeared empty.




  
Yet
  for a brief moment, he felt as though someone was watching
  him.




  
The
  sensation disappeared instantly.




  
"You
  seem nervous," Ethan said.




  
The
  receptionist looked away.




  
"Be
  careful what stories you chase, Mr. Cole."




  
Before
  he could ask what she meant, she turned her attention toward a
  ledger
  book.




  
The
  conversation was over.




  
Ethan
  picked up his suitcase and headed toward the elevator.




  
The
  old elevator groaned as it climbed.




  
The
  fluorescent light overhead flickered occasionally.




  
The
  higher it rose, the stronger his unease became.




  
By
  the time the doors opened on the third floor, the feeling had
  settled
  firmly in his stomach.




  
The
  hallway stretched ahead beneath dim yellow lights.




  
The
  carpet muffled his footsteps.




  
Portraits
  lined the walls.




  
Most
  depicted former hotel owners.




  
One
  portrait caught his attention.




  
A
  man wearing a black suit stared directly outward.




  
His
  expression appeared strangely familiar.




  
Almost
  as if Ethan had seen him before.




  
He
  stepped closer.




  
A
  brass plaque beneath the frame read:




  
Edwin
  Blackthorne
  


  Owner
  


  1927–1954




  
Lightning
  flashed outside.




  
For
  a split second, Ethan thought the man's eyes had shifted.




  
The
  illusion vanished immediately.




  
He
  shook his head.




  
Lack
  of sleep.




  
Nothing
  more.




  
Room
  Nine waited at the end of the corridor.




  
Unlike
  the other doors, its paint appeared newer.




  
Recently
  restored.




  
Someone
  clearly maintained it carefully.




  
Ethan
  inserted the key.




  
The
  lock clicked.




  
The
  door opened slowly.




  
The
  room looked ordinary.




  
A
  queen-sized bed occupied the center.




  
A
  wooden desk stood near the window.




  
An
  antique wardrobe rested against one wall.




  
The
  curtains swayed gently despite the closed windows.




  
That
  was strange.




  
He
  walked inside.




  
The
  air felt cooler than the hallway.




  
A
  faint scent lingered in the room.




  
Not
  mold.




  
Not
  dust.




  
Something
  older.




  
Something
  difficult to identify.




  
Ethan
  placed his suitcase beside the desk.




  
The
  room seemed silent.




  
Yet
  the silence felt unnatural.




  
Heavy.




  
Expectant.




  
As
  though the room itself was waiting.




  
He
  unpacked his laptop and camera equipment.




  
If
  anything unusual occurred, he intended to document it.




  
Hours
  passed.




  
Rain
  continued striking the windows.




  
Ethan
  reviewed old police reports connected to the
  disappearances.




  
Every
  victim had reported strange experiences before vanishing.




  
Whispers.




  
Dreams.




  
Voices
  calling their names.




  
One
  report included a handwritten note recovered from a missing
  guest's
  belongings.




  
It
  contained only five words.




  
It
  knows what I did.




  
Ethan
  stared at the sentence.




  
The
  words unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.




  
A
  sudden knock echoed through the room.




  
He
  jumped.




  
The
  sound came from the door.




  
Three
  slow knocks.




  
Silence
  followed.




  
Ethan
  stood.




  
Crossing
  the room, he opened the door.




  
The
  hallway was empty.




  
No
  footsteps.




  
No
  movement.




  
No
  one.




  
He
  stepped outside.




  
The
  corridor remained deserted.




  
Then
  he noticed something.




  
A
  small folded piece of paper rested on the floor directly outside
  Room
  Nine.




  
He
  picked it up.




  
The
  paper appeared old and yellowed.




  
Carefully
  unfolding it, he discovered a single sentence written in faded
  ink.




  
Leave
  before it learns your secret.




  
A
  chill ran through his body.




  
The
  message could have been a prank.




  
A
  coincidence.




  
An
  attempt to scare curious guests.




  
Yet
  something about the handwriting felt wrong.




  
Almost
  frantic.




  
As
  though the writer had been terrified.




  
Ethan
  looked down the empty hallway.




  
The
  lights flickered once.




  
Then
  again.




  
For
  a brief second, darkness swallowed the corridor.




  
When
  the lights returned, Ethan could have sworn he saw a shadow
  standing
  at the far end of the hall.




  
Watching
  him.




  
The
  figure vanished before he could focus on it.




  
His
  heart pounded.




  
Slowly,
  he returned to the room.




  
The
  door closed behind him.




  
The
  lock clicked.




  
Outside,
  thunder shook the building.




  
Inside
  Room Nine, something unseen seemed to awaken.




  
And
  for the first time since arriving at Blackthorne Hotel, Ethan
  began
  to wonder whether the stories might be true.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






