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By Taylor White

Eric Malkin’s right hand drifted lazily to his side as his two-door sedan cruised along the

sparsely populated interstate.  The road stretched on for miles ahead, into the fading twilight of the
horizon.  He had been driving for hours; his back was stiff, his ass hurt like hell, and he had to pee. 
Badly.  It would soon be time to call it a night, he figured.

A few exits back he had passed up the opportunity to rest at a rather plain hotel, hoping for
something a bit more comfortable farther down the line.  His employer was furnishing the expenses
for this trip, after all, and he didn’t mind enjoying a few luxuries on the company dollar.  But now,
his weary eyes and throbbing bladder urged him to rethink his priorities; if only an urban center
would emerge from the seemingly endless expanse of paved road flanked by dark, open fields
stretching out for miles.  He squeezed his legs together.

Minutes later, a blue sign to Eric’s right alerted him to an establishment that might
accommodate his needs.  Pulling his car into the lot, he looked up with sincere satisfaction at the
hotel rising high before him.  A few of the windows up the length of the building’s four stories were
illuminated like fireflies in the night, marking the presence of other weary travelers. 

Good fortune granted him a parking spot near the door--fortunate indeed since his bladder
was now screaming at him.  After stepping out of the car, he waddled over to the entrance and
pushed open the glass doors, waddling not due to any physical defect or obesity but in order to
restrain the coffee- and vitamin water-saturated liquid pressing against his pelvic floor.  The bright
lights of the lobby burned his eyes for a moment, but he made a beeline for the front desk and
nodded to the girl attending the counter.  She was a thin girl, but pretty; the boredom evident on her
face disappeared at the sight of a new customer.

“Hello, good evening,” he greeted, with a salesman’s smile.  “I’m going to need a room, but
first, could you be so kind as to point me to the restroom, please?”

The girl smiled and directed him down the hall to his right.  After thanking her, he trotted
over in that direction and threw open the bathroom door.  A pristine urinal provided him with the
relief that he so dearly required.  After hosing down the porcelain for a few seconds, he zipped his
pants and stepped away.  A row of several sinks on the opposite wall serviced his hygienic needs; the
water was soothing against his cramped hands.

Before drying his hands, he admired himself in the mirror.  He was getting a little scruffy.  A
shave would be on the agenda, but at the moment his only concern was kicking off his shoes and
relaxing in a comfortable, preferably parasite-free bed, maybe watching a porno or two on the
pay-per-view channels. Any hotel could be swarming with bedbugs, even a nice place such as this. 
The urinals were without tarnish, and the lobby had been warm and inviting enough to make him
feel right at home. 

“You’re an attractive man, Mr. Malkin,” he spoke to his reflection.  Suddenly, the door to a
stall behind him began to open.

How embarrassing, he thought, talking to himself in the men’s room.  He hoped that the man
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in the stall hadn’t heard him.  Eric grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser and dried his hands
casually, and before leaving turned his head to catch a glimpse of the restroom’s other occupant.

No one was there; the door must have fallen open.  He shrugged and returned to the lobby.
The cute clerk was still there, twirling around in her seat.  Probably a college girl--likely

spent her nights restocking pamphlets when not being bored to tears.  Eric had served a brief run as a
hotel night auditor in his younger days, making a little cash during his first two years of college.  He
enjoyed working with people, but the graveyard shift at a hotel tended not to facilitate social
interaction very well.  Besides, the middle of the night is when all the crazies come out. 

After approaching the desk, he made the proper arrangements for himself, scoring a room on
the top floor.  Cable and wireless included, of course, and a Continental breakfast.  As a bachelor, it
wasn’t often that he enjoyed a hearty breakfast, and a couple Belgian waffles loaded with syrup was
something that he considered one of the finer things in life.

The girl handed him his keycard.  “Tonight we’re offering our guests free drinks from the
mini-bar. Please enjoy your stay!”

She had the beginnings of a fine saleswoman, Eric thought.  Great teeth, good vocal
inflection.  He smiled back and gave her a polite nod.  “Thanks, I will.”

Before finding his room, he needed to grab his bags from the car, and while exiting the lobby
he noticed something fixed above the glass doors.  It looked like a sturdy iron gate that could be
lowered over the doors.  The hotel must have had security issues in the past, and anything that kept
that cute girl safe was a good idea, in his book.  After retrieving an overnight bag and briefcase from
his car, he made his way to the elevator.

While waiting for the elevator, Eric noticed another iron gate above the door.  Whatever
keeps the place safe, but all these sturdy lockdown mechanisms were probably not the wisest
investment in a countryside hotel--unless the management had received credible threats from a
terrorist group with poor priorities.  The door opened, and he stepped inside.

The little button marked with the number four lit up at the touch of his finger.  With his bags
at his feet, he drummed his hands idly against his legs in time with the rather unimpressive music
emitting from somewhere up above.  Some old crooner sang to his best gal.

“Because, my dear, I will always be truuuue...”
It certainly wasn’t something that interested him.  Eric checked his watch; it was a little past

ten, but driving all day had put him ahead of schedule and there would be no loss in sleeping in the
next morning.

“No matter what, my dear, I will always be...”
He glanced at the elevator panel.  The light for his floor blinked once and caught his

attention, but something else startled him at that moment.
“… with you-you-you-YOU-YOU-YOU-”
The track playing over the speakers skipped and repeated itself; the volume increased at an

alarming rate until it suffocated the small space and assaulted Eric’s eardrums with its cacophonic
screeching.  He pressed his hands against his ears and may have cried out, but if he had, it was
inaudible over the racket.  After a few moments, it stopped and was replaced with a horrible white
noise before ceasing altogether and leaving him in silence.

Seconds after the noise terminated, the door opened; but Eric had not noticed, as he had
closed his eyes as well as his ears, possibly in an attempt to prevent the noise entering his body
through any of his orifices.  After opening his eyes, he grabbed his bags and stepped out of the
horrible little box of chaos.  Next time, he would take the stairs. 
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The sounds of life were barely audible from the hotel’s other rooms.  A short trip down the
hall led him to the door of his own room, where he dropped his bag to the side, swiped his card
through the reader, and twisted the cold, steel handle.  The door opened into a little room that was
cozy as could be, if one disregards the fact that hundreds of strangers have used the same bed that
one has rented for the night.

After throwing down his luggage and turning on the TV, Eric decided that it was time for
that free drink.  He opened the mini-bar door and hunched over to peer inside at the exorbitantly
priced treats within until he discovered the purple wine bottle that had been waiting just for him.

“I wonder what the occasion is,” he asked himself as he opened the bottle.  “Hotel owner’s
birthday?”  He poured a glass and sat it on the table next to the bed as he crawled onto the
comforter, sitting with his legs folded underneath himself.  “This is probably his favorite drink.”

Before getting too comfortable, there was one last bit of business that required his attention. 
Snapping his briefcase open, he triple-checked its contents and mused silently to himself.  The case
was packed like a tin of sardines, only the tin was a large briefcase and the sardines were several
tight stacks of nondescript manila folders.  His employer, CordonCo, was a nascent office supplies
manufacturer and distributor; and Eric, as Chief of Sales within the division for office folders, was
chosen to represent the company at NOOSE--the North Omaha Office Supplies Expo--in order to
secure a contract with the Department of Defense to supply all of the Department’s nondescript
manila folders.  Thousands of dollars had been spent financing psychological studies to find the most
inconspicuous shade of beige for CordonCo’s latest innovation, the most nondescript manila folder
ever created.  Eric’s duty was to present it to the world.

After closing the case and pushing it to the side, Eric picked up the channel listing and
flipped through the stations before finding the one with all the dirty films, and what remained now
was selecting the right one.  Before he could make his pornographic selection, the TV screen went
black, and the rest of the room followed suit as the power went out, sinking the room into complete
darkness.  Eric hopped to his feet and--carefully--walked over to the window, peeking through the
blinds.  A dark, starless night stared back at him.  As he peered out into the empty fields surrounding
the building, he wondered if this blackout was related to the strange malfunction in the elevator. 
Perhaps the other hotel would have been a better choice, he thought.

Eric walked over and pressed his face against the door, peeking through the little peephole. 
The hallway was dark, but a faint aura of light seeped into the distorted periphery of his vision,
suggesting some manner of backup lights that were oddly absent from his own room but nonetheless
present throughout the hallway.

A hunched, shadowy figure ambled past his door.  It startled him, but he opened the door
wide enough to peek into the hall and watch the strange figure pass under one of the dim backup
lights.  The figure now appeared to be a young man, dressed in the uniform of a hotel employee and
pushing a dining cart.  Eric opened the door fully and stepped outside.  Before he could get the
employee’s attention, the young man had already turned a dark corner, but Eric followed at jogging
pace.

“Excuse me,” he called, and repeated himself after receiving no response.  The young man
continued pushing his cart down the dark hallway, which echoed with the noise of the cart’s squeaky
wheels.  Not one to be ignored, Eric called out again and continued jogging until he was close
enough to place a hand on the valet’s shoulder, which he did.  “Excuse me, I’m talking to you.”

The valet halted and began to turn around.  Eric continued, “Finally.  Listen—”  Horrified,
he gasped.
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The valet had the face of a rotted corpse whose lips--or what remained of them--were frozen
in a twisted snarl, baring withered, blackened teeth.  Where its eyes once had been were two black,
hollow holes, which nonetheless seemed to stare through Eric’s eyes and into the deepest recesses of
his mind, reading his darkest secrets and groping his every thought.  Chunks of the corpse’s dry meat
had flaked off, revealing the yellowed cheekbones underneath.

Eric stepped back and shook his head in disbelief.  There was no believing that this was

some prank:  no mask could look that real--could feel that real when looking at it.  He stammered
some unintelligible syllables and turned to run in the other direction, but the shadows of this hallway
contained more ghouls for him.

Another putrid cadaver stood in his way--a mirror image of its partner standing behind Eric. 
It stared at him, leering and unmoving, not even taking a single breath.  As Eric struggled to keep
his mind together, the grim carcass raised a hand to the dining cart at its side, wrapping its bony
fingers around the handle of a polished metal lid and lifting it. 

Underneath was the mangled body of a feral cat, slowly presented as the ghoul lifted the lid
housing it.  The cat’s fur was matted to its body with blood, but the hairs on its body seemed to
writhe and move on their own.  Eric saw the reason for this now--maggots, hundreds of them,
surfaced from beneath the dead creature’s hairs and oozed out of each orifice, piling out until they
filled the entire plate and began dripping off the sides.  After setting down the lid, the ghoul reached
down into the pile of maggots, collecting a handful and...

In an instant, the lights of the hallway flashed on again, banishing both ghouls to the land of
foul dreams.  Yet fear still gripped the salesman, squeezing his legs with its icy fingers and rooting
him to the spot as he gazed, breathless and bewildered, up and down each end of the hall with his
wild eyes.  Once he regained command of his senses--or perhaps merely out of instinct--he darted
around the corner and sprinted like a cougar down the hall, fiddled with the handle, and threw the
door open, slamming it behind him.

Once inside the room, he dipped a hand into his pocket to retrieve his phone, flipping it open
and--spilling mints all over the floor.  It wasn’t his phone at all; it was a tin of breath mints.  Where
did he get that?  Right, the diner.  But where was his phone?  After patting himself down and finding
nothing, he dove onto his overnight bag and dug through it, tossing his toothbrush and several pairs
of underwear onto the floor behind him.

“Phone, phone, have to call someone, anyone, Marc, Ashley, Mary, James, anybody, I need
help, where’s my phone, WHERE IS IT?!”

After thoroughly emptying the contents of the bag, he froze in place, realizing the location of
his phone--the small diner, just off the highway, where he had enjoyed dinner that night.  He had
placed it on the table after putting in his order, but the waitress had knocked it onto his seat when
she set his plates in front of him.  Before picking it up, he just wanted one bite of that burger--that
damnable burger--because it looked so irresistible, so juicy, that he simply could not wait.  After
cleaning his plate, he had forgotten all about that little sliver of a phone and departed without giving
it a passing thought.  He cursed, loudly.

His heart pounded and his eyes darted back and forth while his mind raced to make a
decision.  Then the lights flickered out once more and all deliberation ended.  That’s it, game over,
I’m outta here, no turning back, he thought. Eric shoved his wallet and car keys into his pockets and
burst out into the hallway once more.  He turned to run down the hall towards the stairs, but
hesitated at the sight of a familiar figure silhouetted by the faint backup lights.

The girl from the front desk stood in the middle of the hallway, staring at him with that
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pleasant salesman smile, but something about her sent chills down his spine. 
“Please, sir,” she spoke, softly and sternly, as she paced towards him, “go back to your

room.”
“Wha-wh-what’s going on here?” Eric stuttered.
“Please, go back to your room, sir,” she repeated, closing the distance between Eric and

herself.  “Everything will be fine.  Have a drink and relax.”  Her hands reached for something under
her vest; she was almost in Eric’s face at this point.

The salesman realized what this girl was selling, and he didn’t like it.  So he decided to
present his counteroffer, seizing the girl and dunking her headfirst into a nearby trashcan.  Her legs
flailed in the air, which Eric would normally have found hilarious, but for some reason the
overwhelming feeling that he would die in this place had an affect on his sense of humor.  He made a
dash for the stairwell, which was illuminated only by a single red emergency light at each landing. 
Before Eric could descend, he heard a voice from below. 

“Hurry up with that gate.”  It was a man’s voice, tense and demanding.
Eric stepped back into the shadows, then peeked over the railing to see the speaker.  The

man wore a red robe that reached to the floor, and a dark mask hid his features.
“We don’t have much time.  The spirits are becoming restless.  It’s freaking me out a little.”  
“It’s stuck!” came another voice from farther below.  “Give me some help!”
The robed figure threw up his arms in frustration and descended.  Here was an opening, and

perhaps the only way out of this madhouse.  On the tips of his toes, Eric crept with haste down the
stairs and quietly pushed open the door to the third floor.

Pale lights dotted along the hallway illuminated his uncertain path.  Perhaps the other
stairwell was safe, but the safest route would probably be the elevator.  Either way, the only way to
go was down.

A scream broke the uneasy silence in the dim corridor.
From a nearby room came a woman’s shrieking.  “Help!  Someone!” she cried.  “Oh God,

somebody help!”
Eric stepped toward the door and paused.  What waited on the other side was unknown to

him, but from the sound of things, it could not be good.  The thought of more ghostly room service
turned his stomach and encouraged him to continue his flight, but his better instincts called upon
him to answer the woman’s pleas.  His fingers wrapped tightly around the door handle and turned it
with ease.  The door swung open and he stepped inside.

A clearly panicked middle-aged woman, highlighted by a dim backup light above, threw her
wide-eyed gaze over to Eric.  “Please... please help... I...” 

Her eyes darted back to the foot of the nearby bed, upon which reclined a man soaking in his
own blood.  The sticky liquid seeped out around a sharp object lodged in his neck.  With his last
ounce of strength, the man batted impotently at the object with one hand.  The hand quickly fell
slack and the man slouched to the side with a blank, dead stare.

“I...” the woman continued muttering, “I stabbed my husband!  I stabbed him!”
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