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Jessica's backpack strap dug into her shoulder, and the Texas sun made everything worse. She switched sides, but that only gave a new spot the sting of cheap nylon on sunburn. The bus had left her a quarter mile back, so she walked along the service road, watching heat shimmer on the asphalt like tipsy ghosts.

The Desert Palms Motel announced itself with a half-dead neon sign that buzzed and flickered like a bug zapper working through a long night. The 'P' in Palms had given up entirely, leaving "Desert alms" to greet visitors, which felt about right for a place that looked like it survived on charity and spite. The building itself squatted in a U-shape around a parking lot that had seen better decades, its once-white paint now the color of old teeth, peeling away in strips that curled like fingernails.

Jessica stopped at the edge of the parking lot, taking in the view. Three stories of matching doors and windows, each with a rusty air conditioner dripping water onto the walkway. A few cars sat baking in the sun: a pickup with Texas plates, a dusty sedan that might have been blue, and another car that looked like it barely made it here.

"Home sweet home," she muttered, and started across the parking lot.

The lobby door stuck when she pulled it, and it took a second hard tug to open, almost making her lose her balance. The air conditioning hit her like a wet towel—not really cold, just damp and a little gross. The air smelled like old coffee left too long on a burner, mixed with chlorine so strong it made her eyes sting.

The lobby itself looked like it had been decorated by someone's grandmother in 1973 and then abandoned to its fate. Wood paneling covered the walls, warped in places where moisture had gotten behind it. A plaid couch sagged against one wall, its cushions compressed into permanent body-shaped dents. The carpet—orange and brown in a pattern that might have been intentional or might have been stains—stuck slightly to her sneakers with each step.

Behind the desk, a man who looked like he'd been marinating in his own sweat since birth barely glanced up from a small television. The fan on the counter beside him oscillated with a grinding wheeze, ruffling papers held down by a coffee mug that read "World's Okayest Dad."

"Help you?" He didn't look at her when he said it.

"Jessica Morales. I'm with the Splashland crew?"

That got him to move, though 'move' was generous. He swiveled his chair a few degrees and pulled a ledger from under the counter. His finger, yellowed from what she hoped was just nicotine, traced down a list.

"Room 12." He reached behind him without looking and grabbed a key on a plastic fob shaped like a palm tree. Jessica noted the irony, since there wasn't a real palm tree anywhere nearby.

Jessica took the key, noting how his fingers were damp when they brushed hers. Everything here was damp. Even the key felt slightly greasy.

"Checkout's at eleven," he said, already turning back to his television where a game show host was asking someone to buy a vowel. "Pool's closed for maintenance."

She looked through the glass doors to where the pool should be and saw a concrete hole half-filled with green water thick enough to walk on. "When's it going to be fixed?"

"Didn't say it was getting fixed. Said it was closed for maintenance."

The distinction seemed important to him, so she let it go.

"Is there an ice machine?"

"Second floor, end of each wing. The one on the north side works better." He scratched his neck. "Laundry room's behind the office. Quarters only. Vending machines are out by the pool, but the Coke machine keeps taking people's money."

Jessica nodded, cataloging the information while trying not to wonder what maintenance a pool needed that didn't involve fixing it. "Anything else I should know?"

For the first time, he actually looked at her. His eyes were the watery blue of old jeans, and whatever sat behind them made her want to take a step back—a flat, wet patience, like he was used to waiting for bad things to happen and didn't mind them much.

"Don't prop your door open. Even if it's hot. Especially at night." He held her gaze a moment longer, then turned back to his show. "Welcome to the Desert Palms."

Jessica hefted her backpack and headed for the door, her sneakers making soft sucking sounds on the carpet. Outside, the heat hit her again, but after the lobby's clammy embrace, it almost felt clean. She looked up at the three floors of identical doors, counting until she found number 12. Second floor, middle of the building. At least she wouldn't have to walk far.

As she climbed the concrete stairs, she noticed how each door had the same faded curtains, the same dusty windows, the same general air of exhaustion. This was where people ended up, not where they chose. A waystation for seasonal workers and long-haul truckers, for people between divorces or running from them.

She was here for the money, she reminded herself. Ten weeks of running the wave pool and teaching kids to swim, and she'd have enough to cover books for fall semester. Maybe even some left over for a car that actually started on the first try.

But standing there in the brutal afternoon sun, looking at the row of doors that would be her neighbors for the summer, Jessica couldn't shake the feeling that the Desert Palms was the kind of place that left marks on you. The kind you couldn't wash off, no matter how much chlorine you soaked in.

The sodas from the vending machine were already warm by the time Jessica made it back up the stairs, but nobody seemed to care. The other Splashland staff had claimed a section of the second-floor balcony like a pack of heat-drunk cats, sprawled across the concrete in various states of exhaustion. Someone had dragged out a couple of plastic chairs from their rooms, but most people just sat on the ground, backs against the railing or the wall.

Jessica recognized a few faces from orientation that morning—the redhead who'd asked too many questions about break times, the guy with the University of Houston shirt who kept checking his phone. She settled down next to a girl with bleached hair pulled into a messy bun, passing her one of the Dr Peppers she'd bought.

"You're a saint," the girl said, pressing the can to her forehead before opening it. "I'm Maya. I'm running the kiddie slides this summer, which means I'll basically be a glorified babysitter who smells like sunscreen."

"Jessica. Wave pool." She took a sip of her own soda, the carbonation harsh against her dry throat. "Though from what I saw at orientation, we're all glorified babysitters."

"Truth." This from the guy in the UH shirt, who'd finally looked up from his phone. "I'm Carlos. Lazy river. Easiest gig in the park, except for having to fish out the occasional Band-Aid."

A few others introduced themselves: Trevor from concessions, a quiet girl named Beth who would be working tickets, and some others whose names Jessica forgot right away. They talked about the pay, which was terrible, the uniforms, which were even worse, and their supervisor, Deb, who looked like she'd rather be anywhere else. That made her easy to relate to.

The sun was finally starting to sink toward the horizon, painting the sky the color of a fresh bruise. The temperature hadn't dropped much, but at least the direct assault had ended. Somewhere down the row of rooms, a television played too loud, the laugh track echoing off the concrete.

"So what's the deal with this place?" Jessica asked during a lull in the conversation. "The desk clerk acted like it was haunted. Told me not to prop my door open at night."

Maya laughed, but it had a nervous edge. "That's just Earl. He's been here since the place was built, probably. Comes with the furniture."

"No, but this motel is weird," Trevor said, leaning forward. He had the eager expression of someone about to share prime gossip. "You know Room 6?"

"The one on the end?" Carlos asked.

"First floor, corner unit. You can see it from here." Trevor pointed, and they all turned to look. It sat at the far end of the building's U-shape, its curtains drawn tight. "That's the honeymoon suite."

Beth snorted. "Honeymoon suite? In this dump?"

"That's what they call it. Apparently, couples always request it. Even when other rooms are available." Trevor's voice dropped to a theatrical whisper. "And weird stuff happens to people who stay there."

"Oh, here we go," Carlos said, but he was smiling.

"No, I'm serious. Ask anyone who's worked here before. Couples check in looking normal, and they come out looking like they've just had the best night of their lives. Like, glowing. Stumbling around with these dopey smiles, can't keep their hands off each other."

Maya giggled. "So it's got a magic bed? Sign me up."

"That's the thing, though." Trevor glanced around like he was checking for eavesdroppers. "Sometimes they don't come out at all."

The group went quiet for a moment, the only sound the distant hum of air conditioners and the buzzing of the motel sign.

"What do you mean they don't come out?" Jessica asked, hating how interested she sounded.

"I mean they go in, and then... nothing. The room gets cleaned, new people check in, but the original couple? Gone." Trevor shrugged. "My cousin worked here two summers ago. Said it happened twice while she was here. Management just acted like nothing was wrong."

"Your cousin was probably high," Carlos said, but his laugh sounded forced. "This place is weird enough without making up stories."

"I'm not making it up. And get this—the ones who do come out? They can't explain what happened. They just get this look when you ask them about it, like they're trying to remember a dream."

A girl Jessica hadn't noticed before, sitting in the shadow of the stairwell, spoke up. "My roommate from last year stayed in there with her boyfriend." Everyone turned to look at her. She was small, with dark hair and serious eyes. "Right before the season ended. They'd been fighting all summer, about to break up. Booked Room 6 as like a last-ditch effort."

"And?" Maya prompted.

"They came out the next morning looking..." She paused, searching for words. "Different. Happy, but also kind of hollow. Like someone had scooped something out of them and replaced it with cotton candy. They got married a month later. Still together, far as I know."

"That's romantic," Beth said, but she sounded uncertain.

"Is it, though?" The dark-haired girl pulled her knees to her chest. "She used to be really ambitious. Wanted to go to law school. Now she just posts these weird, blissful photos on Instagram. Always smiling, but her eyes look empty."

The group fell silent again. Jessica found herself staring at Room 6's door, barely visible in the growing darkness. It looked identical to every other door, down to the tarnished brass number. But the way everyone had stopped talking, the way even Carlos wasn't making jokes anymore, made her skin prickle.

"It's probably just a nice room," she said, trying to break the spell. "Better mattress or something. People build it up in their minds."

"Maybe," Trevor said, but he didn't sound convinced. "Still, I wouldn't stay there. Not alone, definitely not with someone I cared about."

"Good thing none of us can afford to be picky about rooms," Maya said, attempting to lighten the mood. "We're stuck with whatever management gives us."

The conversation tried to move back to safer topics—work schedules, the best places to eat in town, someone's ex who kept texting—but it felt forced. One by one, people started making excuses to leave. Early morning tomorrow. Need to unpack. Should probably shower.

Jessica stayed after most of them had left, finishing her warm soda and watching the first floor. A couple came out of one of the middle rooms and walked to their car. They looked normal: tired, a little sunburned, probably going out for dinner. Not glowing. Not hollow-eyed. Just people.

But her gaze kept drifting back to Room 6.

"You thinking about it?"

Jessica jumped. Maya had stayed behind too, leaning against the railing with a knowing smirk.

"About what?"

"About checking it out. You've got that look. Like my cat when she sees a bird through the window."

"I don't have a look," Jessica protested, but she could feel herself blushing.

"Sure you don't." Maya pushed off from the railing, stretching. "Just remember what Trevor said. Don't go alone, and definitely don't go with anyone you'd mind losing."

She headed for her room, leaving Jessica alone on the balcony. The motel sign flickered on, casting everything in a sick green glow. Room 6's door remained closed, its curtains drawn, giving away nothing.

Jessica finished her soda and stood to leave. It was just a room, she told herself. Just a stupid story bored kids told each other to pass time in a boring place.

But as she walked back to Room 12, she counted the doors between her and Room 6. Only eight. Eight doors between her and whatever was or wasn't happening behind that threshold.

It was going to be a long summer.

Room 12 smelled like cigarettes and Febreze fighting for control, with neither one winning. Jessica flipped the light switch, and a single bulb in a dusty glass fixture cast harsh shadows on walls painted the color of gas station coffee. The AC unit under the window rattled, sounding like it wanted to break free, and pushed out air that was more hopeful than actually cold.

She dropped her backpack on the bed, which responded with a squeal of ancient springs. The comforter was a shade of brown that had probably started life as another color entirely, decorated with a pattern that might have been Southwest-inspired or might have been water damage. She decided not to investigate too closely.

The room was a box with delusions of grandeur. Besides the bed, there was a dresser that looked like it had survived several divorces, a television from the era when they still had actual weight to them, and a chair upholstered in fabric that matched nothing else in the room. The bathroom door hung slightly crooked in its frame.

Jessica unzipped her backpack and started unpacking. Tank tops and shorts, most from Target clearance racks. She had brought one nice dress, just in case—though she wasn't sure what for. Maybe the waterpark would have a fancy staff party. Not likely.

She folded each item and placed it in the dresser drawers, which stuck and had to be yanked open. The simple routine of unpacking made the room feel slightly less like a crime scene and slightly more like a place she could survive for ten weeks. Her phone charger went into the outlet by the bed. Her shower stuff went into the bathroom, where she tried not to look too closely at the grout between the tiles.

Her phone buzzed against the nightstand where she'd set it. A text from her mother, asking if she'd made it safely. Two from her roommate back at school, probably complaining about her summer class. One from Marcus, which she deleted without reading. She'd told him they were done before she left, but he seemed to think distance would change her mind. It wouldn't.

She typed a quick "I'm fine" to her mother and then set the phone face-down. The last thing she needed was to spend her evening scrolling through everyone else's summer vacation photos while she sat in a motel that probably had bedbugs.

Jessica pulled the chair over to the window and sat down, peeling back the curtain just enough to look out. Her room faced the interior courtyard, giving her a view of the empty pool and the rooms across the way. Most of the curtains were drawn, but she could see the blue flicker of televisions in a few windows. Normal people doing normal things in their crappy motel rooms.

Her eyes found Room 6 without her really meaning to look.

From this angle, she could see its door clearly. The brass number was duller than the others, like it had been touched more often. Or maybe that was her imagination running wild. It was just a door. Just four walls and a bathroom with probably the same crooked fixtures and suspicious stains as hers.

But Trevor's story kept circling in her head. Couples going in normal and coming out changed. Or not coming out at all. It was ridiculous—the urban legend that popped up anywhere people got bored enough. She'd heard similar stories about dorm rooms, about certain tables at the campus library, about a bench in the park where if you kissed someone at midnight...

Kid stuff. Hormone-fueled fantasy.

Except everyone at that little gathering had gotten quiet when the story came up. Even Carlos, who seemed like the type to mock anything that wasn't scientifically proven. And that girl, talking about her roommate with the hollow eyes and empty smile—she'd seemed genuinely disturbed.

Jessica stood and walked to the bathroom, needing to move. The sink dripped steadily, and when she tried to tighten the faucet, it made a groaning sound from deep in the walls. The pipes throughout the motel were probably connected, she realized. One big circulatory system pumping water and waste through the building's veins.

She wondered if Room 6 was on the same system. If whatever happened in there—whatever made people come out glowing or disappear entirely—traveled through the pipes like a virus.

"You're being ridiculous," she said out loud, and her voice sounded thin in the small space.

Back at the window, she looked out again. The sun had fully set now, and the motel's exterior lights had come on—harsh fluorescents that turned everything a sickly yellow. She could see the pool more clearly now, the green water almost black in the artificial light. A few bugs dove repeatedly at the surface, confused by the reflection.

Room 6's curtains were still closed, but now she noticed the window itself. It looked different from the others—filmed over, or just filthy, but the glass drank the light instead of throwing it back. The other windows caught the glare from the outdoor lights. Room 6's was a dark rectangle, flat as a bruise.

Her phone buzzed again. She ignored it.

What would it be like, she wondered, to walk down there right now? To knock on that door? It was probably empty—what were the odds someone had checked in today? She could just walk by, maybe. Get a closer look. Prove to herself it was nothing special, just another room in a rundown motel full of them.

Jessica actually took a step toward her door before catching herself. This was exactly how every horror movie started. Girl hears spooky story, girl investigates alone, girl ends up as cautionary tale for next summer's staff.

Besides, she was tired. It had been a long day of travel and orientation and meeting new people. Her brain was latching onto the first interesting thing it had encountered, blowing it out of proportion. Tomorrow, in the bright Texas sun, with chlorine fumes and screaming kids to worry about, Room 6 would just be another door she walked past.

She pulled the curtain closed and turned on the television. The local news was covering a heat wave, as if anyone needed to be told it was hot. She left it on for the noise and went back to organizing her things, putting her empty backpack in the narrow closet, setting out her clothes for tomorrow.

But she kept finding herself at the window. Just quick glances, she told herself. Just checking to see if anyone was around, if the other staff were still hanging out. Not looking at Room 6. Definitely not noticing how its door sat differently in the dark, more solid than everything around it, more real.

By the time she got ready for bed, she'd looked at least a dozen times. Each time telling herself it would be the last, each time finding some excuse to peek through the curtain again.

The phone buzzed one more time as she was brushing her teeth. Her roommate again: "Hope you're having fun! Miss you!"

Jessica typed back: "It's interesting."

She climbed into bed, the springs shrieking in protest, and turned off the light. The AC rattled on, pushing its barely cool air across her skin. Through the thin walls, she could hear someone's television, a toilet flushing, footsteps on the balcony above.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but her mind kept circling back to that door. That perfectly ordinary, completely unremarkable door that somehow felt like it was waiting. For something. Or someone.

Jessica turned onto her side, pulling the thin pillow over her head.

It was going to be a very long summer indeed.
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The cleaning cart had one wheel that wanted to go sideways, and Jessica had to lean her whole weight against it to keep the thing moving straight down the concrete walkway. The Texas heat pressed against her like a living thing, turning the air into soup that she had to push through with every step. Her Splashland polo was already soaked through at the small of her back, the polyester clinging to her skin in a way that made her want to peel it off and throw it into the scrub brush beyond the parking lot.

She'd been at this for three hours already. The waterpark didn't open until ten, but staff had to be there at six for prep work, and since she was new, she got the extra duties nobody else wanted. Like cleaning motel rooms for the few guests who'd checked out early. Earl had handed her a clipboard with three room numbers on it when she'd stopped by the office that morning, his watery eyes barely lifting from his television.

"Just the basics," he'd said. "Change the sheets, wipe things down, make sure they didn't steal the towels."

Rooms 23 and 17 had been straightforward. Stale-smelling boxes with rumpled beds and damp towels on the bathroom floor. She went through the motions, stripping sheets, spraying surfaces with disinfectant that claimed to kill 99.9% of germs but smelled like it might kill her too, and running the ancient vacuum over carpet that had given up trying to be clean sometime during the Reagan years.

But now she stood in front of Room 6, and the cart's wonky wheel was the least of her problems.

The brass number was exactly as she'd imagined it from her window — duller than the others, worn smooth in places where countless hands had touched it. The door itself looked identical to every other door in the Desert Palms, same faded paint, same cheap construction, but standing directly in front of it made her skin prickle. Maybe it was Trevor's stories worming their way into her subconscious. Or the way the morning shadows pooled deeper in this corner of the building, despite the sun already turning the asphalt into a griddle.

Jessica fumbled with the master key Earl had given her, a piece of metal worn so flat she could barely make out its original shape. The lock resisted at first, and she had to jiggle the key while pulling the handle toward her, a trick she'd picked up from Room 23. When it finally caught, she expected the door to swing open easily like the others had.

Instead, it creaked forward an inch and stopped, the frame swollen in the heat. She had to put her shoulder into it, the wood groaning against her weight until it suddenly gave way and she stumbled forward into the room.

The temperature dropped at least ten degrees.

Not in the artificial, aggressive way of air conditioning. This was a damp cold that raised goosebumps on her sweaty arms and made her breath visible for a second before it faded. The air tasted of dirty seaside resorts, though the nearest coast was three hundred miles away.

Jessica stood in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the dimness. The curtains were drawn, just like she'd seen from her window, but thin lines of sunlight leaked around the edges, carving sharp planes of light and shadow. The room layout was identical to hers — bed against one wall, dresser and TV opposite, bathroom door to the right. But everything sat slightly off, like looking at a photograph where the perspective was wrong.

The bed was made with military precision, the brown comforter pulled so tight she could probably bounce a quarter off it. No sign anyone had slept there recently. The television hummed faintly even though it was off, a sound at the edge of hearing, static from a distant station. On the nightstand, the lamp's shade sat perfectly straight, not a speck of dust on its surface.

She pulled the cart inside, the wheels catching on the threshold. The sound they made rolling across the carpet was too loud in the heavy quiet of the room. That was it — the silence felt heavy, pressing against her eardrums like she was underwater. Even the usual motel noises — air conditioners, distant highway traffic, the drip of condensation — came muffled, the room sealed off from the rest of the world.

"Just another room," she said out loud, and immediately wished she hadn't. Her voice sounded wrong in the space, too flat, like the walls drank the sound before it could echo.

Jessica forced herself to move, pulling out her supplies. Spray bottle, cloth, fresh sheets even though the current ones looked untouched. She started with the dresser, wiping down its surface in quick, efficient strokes. The wood was cold under her hand, despite the fact that the room had been closed up in the Texas heat. When she opened the drawers to check if anything had been left behind, they slid out smoothly, silently, giving up nothing but the smell of old cedar.

The television wouldn't stop humming. She unplugged it, but the sound continued for several seconds before finally fading out with a soft sigh. The mirror above the dresser had a single fingerprint on its surface, right at eye level. She sprayed it and wiped it clean, but when she stepped back, another print appeared in a slightly different spot. Like someone standing behind her, reaching past her shoulder to touch the glass.

She spun around. The room was empty, of course. Just her and the cleaning cart and that oppressive silence that breathed around her, in and out, in and out, matching the rhythm of her own increasingly rapid breathing.

"Get it together, Jess," she muttered, turning back to her work.

The bed didn't need changing, but she stripped it anyway, needing something to do with her hands. The sheets came away damp, though the mattress underneath looked dry. When she shook out the fresh sheets, they resisted settling onto the bed, billowing up in a breeze that didn't exist. It took her three tries to get the corners tucked properly, and even then, one kept pulling free the moment she turned her back.

By the time she finished with the main room, sweat was running down her spine despite the unnatural coolness. The briny smell had gotten stronger, mixing with the chemical tang of cleaning products until her sinuses burned. She kept glancing at the bathroom door, knowing she needed to clean in there too but finding excuses to delay. Check the window locks. Straighten the lamp again. Make sure the dresser drawers were fully closed.

But finally, there was nothing left to do but face it.

The bathroom doorframe was chipped along the edge where something had been pried away from it, raw wood exposed beneath layers of paint. Jessica ran her finger along the damage, feeling the rough splinters catch at her skin. The door itself hung slightly crooked, creating a gap at the bottom where the air moved differently, cooler and damper than the strange atmosphere of the main room.

She pushed it open with her fingertips, not wanting to grab the handle fully. The hinges squealed, a high, thin sound that made her teeth hurt. Inside, the fluorescent light flickered on automatically, triggered by her movement, but it couldn't decide if it wanted to stay on. It strobed between full brightness and a sick yellow dimness, flinging shadows that jumped and twisted across the walls.

The bathroom was small, barely enough room to turn around, but somehow it felt vast. The flickering light made the walls seem to flex in and out, and the mirror over the sink reflected the room at an angle that didn't quite match reality. When Jessica moved, her reflection lagged behind by a fraction of a second, like a badly synced video.

Cracked tiles covered the floor, the grout between them black with what she hoped was mildew but looked too organic, too deliberate in its patterns. It looked like veins spreading out from the base of the toilet, reaching up the walls in thin tendrils that disappeared behind the mirror and under the lip of the bathtub. The smell was stronger here, disused swimming pool mixed with the rot of raw chicken forgotten at the back of a dorm fridge.

She pulled her cleaning supplies in behind her, having to angle the cart to fit through the narrow door. The wheels scraped against the doorframe, adding another set of scratches to the collection already there. How many other people had stood here, she wondered, cart in hand, trying to convince themselves this was just another dirty bathroom in just another cheap motel?

Jessica started with the surfaces she could reach without getting too close to the toilet — the sink, the counter, the mirror that kept showing her face from angles that shouldn't exist. The sink was stained around the drain, concentric circles of rust or mineral deposits that no amount of scrubbing would lift. When she turned on the tap to rinse her cloth, the water came out in spurts, coughing and spitting like the pipes were choking. It ran clear, at least, though it was warmer than it should be and left her hands feeling slightly sticky.

The mirror was worse. No matter how many times she wiped it, new smudges appeared the moment she moved on. Fingerprints that weren't hers, condensation that formed patterns like writing in a language she didn't recognize. She gave up after the third attempt, telling herself Earl wouldn't notice or care if one mirror had a few streaks.

The bathtub was ringed with soap scum hardened into crusted ridges, sedimentary. She sprayed it with the industrial-strength cleaner that made her eyes water, letting it sit while she gathered the courage to deal with the toilet. The tub drain was clogged with hair — long, dark strands too thick to be human. When she pulled them out with a piece of toilet paper, trying not to gag, they were warm to the touch and left a slick residue on the paper that wouldn't wipe away.

Finally, she couldn't avoid it any longer. The toilet sat in the corner like it was waiting for her, its porcelain surface yellowed with age but otherwise unremarkable. Except for the sound it made — a constant, subtle gurgle, a stomach digesting. The water in the bowl moved slightly, circling in a slow spiral that went against the normal direction of drainage.

Jessica knelt beside it, her knees pressing into the cracked tiles. This close, she could hear the pipes behind the wall, a complex symphony of gurgles and whispers and a slow wet draw and release, in, out, in, out. The base of the toilet was ringed with the same black growth that covered the grout, and when she sprayed it with cleaner, it shrank back from the chemical assault before slowly creeping forward again.

She started scrubbing with the toilet brush, trying to focus on the mechanical action rather than the way the water pulled at the bristles, trying to yank the brush from her hand. The porcelain under her other hand, where she braced herself, was warm. Not just room temperature warm, but body temperature, with a give to it that felt like skin under her palm.

That's when she felt it — a vibration running through the base of the toilet, up through her palm and into her arm. Not the normal shudder of old plumbing, but rhythmic, deliberate. Like a pulse. Like something deep in the pipes had a heartbeat, and it was speeding up, excited by her touch.

Jessica jerked back, dropping the brush into the bowl with a splash that sent drops of that too-warm water onto her legs. She laughed, a nervous, brittle sound that the bathroom walls swallowed immediately.

"Old pipes," she said to herself, her voice shaking. "The whole place probably needs re-plumbing. That's all."

But when she looked down at where the water had splashed her, her skin was flushed red, tingling with a warmth that spread up her thigh like fingers tracing patterns. She scrubbed at the spots with her cloth, but the sensation lingered, a ghost of touch that made her belly clench hot and low.

The toilet gurgled louder, laughing at her discomfort. The vibration in the floor traveled up through the tiles, through the soles of her shoes, into her bones. The fluorescent light flickered faster, creating a strobe effect that made everything move in jerky, disconnected frames. The mirror showed her reflection from impossible angles — sometimes her face, sometimes the back of her head, sometimes angles that shouldn't exist in a three-dimensional space.

She needed to finish and get out. Jessica grabbed the brush again, scrubbing quickly, efficiently, not letting herself think about the way the water reached for her or the way the porcelain felt increasingly like flesh under her touch. She worked her way around the base, attacking the black growth with more force than necessary. It came away in strips, disturbingly like skin peeling after a sunburn.

The pipes continued their symphony, growing louder, more complex. She could almost make out patterns in the sound, rhythms familiar but wrong, a song played backward. Her hands shook as she worked, and she had to keep pausing to wipe sweat from her forehead, though the bathroom remained uncomfortably cool.

When she finally finished with the toilet, she threw the brush back in the cart and stood up too quickly. The room spun, the flickering light making her dizzy, and she had to grab the doorframe to steady herself. Those splinters she'd felt earlier dug into her palm, sharp enough to draw blood, but she barely noticed. All she could focus on was the way the bathroom breathed around her, walls easing in and out, a living throat closing on her.

Despite every instinct screaming at her to leave, Jessica found herself leaning back toward the toilet, drawn by the same morbid curiosity that made people slow down at accident scenes. The gurgling had changed, wetter, thicker, water forcing its way through a throat. The sound tugged low in her belly, a dark fascination that made her skin prickle with sweat despite the bathroom's unnatural chill.

She crouched again, slowly this time, one hand on the wall for balance. The tiles under her fingers were slick with condensation that hadn't been there moments before, and warm — definitely warm now, like touching someone's neck after they'd been running. The toilet's porcelain gleamed in the stuttering fluorescent light, and she could see the water in the bowl moving more violently, churning in circles that defied physics.

The gurgle swelled into a wet, sucking slosh, hungry. Before Jessica could pull back, water erupted from the bowl, not spraying but reaching, a deliberate arc that caught her across the thigh and hip. It was hot, not scalding, but the warmth of inside a body, intimate and wrong. Where it touched her shorts, the fabric clung to her skin, and the heat spread outward like hands pressing against her, fingers tracing the curve of her hip, the inside of her thigh.

She gasped, the sound sharp in the low wet quiet of the bathroom. The water hadn't felt like water at all — it was too thick, too deliberate in its movement. And the smell that rose from it wasn't sewage or chlorine but metallic and organic, copper pennies at the bottom of a fountain, and under that the musk of sheets twisted with sweat, of skin against skin, of⁠—

"Stop it," she said out loud, her voice cracking. But her body wasn't listening to her mind's commands. Where the water had touched her, her skin burned with a sensitivity that made her clothes unbearable. Every shift of fabric was a caress, every breath made her chest tight with a heat that wasn't quite fear.

The air in the bathroom had thickened further, pressing against her from all sides like being wrapped in wet velvet. She could taste it on her tongue, salt and metal and a sweetness that coated the back of her throat. The flickering light kept in time with her heart. Or maybe her heart was matching the rhythm of the room, of whatever lived in these pipes, these walls.

She looked down at the toilet, and for a moment, just a moment, the porcelain shifted. The hard surface rippled like skin, like muscle moving under pale flesh. She reached out without thinking, needing to confirm what her eyes were seeing, and her fingers met a soft give, warm, alive.

The vibration returned, stronger now, running up her arm and into her chest, setting every nerve ending alight. It wasn't just in the toilet but in the floor, the walls, the air itself. The whole room was breathing, flexing, pressing closer. The mirror showed her face flushed, eyes wide and glassy, lips parted. She looked like —

Like the couples Trevor had described. The ones who came out of Room 6 glowing, stumbling, unable to keep their hands off each other.

The thought should have terrified her. It did terrify her. But underneath the fear was a pull, a heavy wanting that made her lean closer instead of away. The toilet gurgled again, and she felt it in her bones, in places she didn't want to think about. Her free hand pressed against her stomach, trying to quiet the twisting heat building there, but the touch only made it worse.

She was being watched. She knew it with absolute certainty, though the bathroom was empty except for her. It was watching from behind the mirror, from inside the pipes, from the black growth between the tiles. Watching and waiting and wanting. The attention crawled over her skin like invisible fingers, tracing the curve of her spine, the hollow of her throat, the inside of her wrists where her blood hammered against thin skin.

The toilet water swirled faster, a whirlpool that dropped away forever, deeper than the pipes could possibly reach. She stared into it, mesmerized, and saw movement in the depths. A shape, pale and sinuous, rising toward her like a swimmer coming up for air. Her hand was still on the porcelain, and it was definitely soft now, definitely moving, breathing in sync with her own ragged breaths.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, everything stopped.

The vibration cut off like someone had thrown a switch. The water in the toilet went still, reflecting the now-steady fluorescent light. The porcelain under her hand was just porcelain — cold, hard, slightly grimy. The air thinned out, returning to the normal mustiness of an old bathroom, though the briny smell lingered like a memory.

Jessica sat back on her heels, shaking. Her thigh where the water had splashed her still burned, but it was fading to a normal warmth, like mild sunburn. Her reflection in the mirror was just her reflection — flushed, sweaty, scared. Nothing moving in the shadows. Nothing watching from impossible angles.

"What the hell," she whispered, and her voice sounded normal again, echoing properly off the bathroom walls.

She stood on unsteady legs, grabbing her cleaning supplies with hands that wouldn't stop trembling. The bathroom needed more work — the tub still had that soap scum, the mirror was streaked, the floor could use mopping. But she couldn't stay here another second. Whatever had just happened, whether it was real or some kind of heat-induced hallucination or just her imagination running wild on Trevor's stupid stories, she was done.

Jessica threw everything back in the cart, not caring that the bottles weren't organized, that the dirty cloths were mixed with the clean ones. She backed out of the bathroom, unable to turn away from it until she was fully in the main room. The bathroom door swung shut on its own, clicking closed with a sound like satisfaction.

She practically ran with the cart, that wonky wheel shrieking in protest as she forced it over the threshold and onto the walkway. The Texas heat hit her like a slap, but it was real heat, honest heat, from a sun that made sense in a world that made sense. She gulped the hot air like water.

It wasn't until she was three doors away that she realized she'd left the fresh sheets on Room 6's bed, only half-tucked, one corner still pulled free. She'd have to go back. Earl would notice if she didn't finish the job.

But not now. Not until her hands stopped shaking and her skin stopped burning and that twisting heat in her belly finally, finally went away.

She pushed the cart faster, putting distance between herself and Room 6, but she could still feel it behind her. Waiting. Patient. It knew something she didn't.

It knew she'd be back.

Her cheeks stayed flushed all the way back to her room, and later, in the shower, when she scrubbed at the spot where the water had splashed her, she found the skin there was softer than it should be. Sensitive in a way that made her bite her lip.

She turned the water to cold and stood under it until her teeth chattered, but she could still smell the ocean.
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The cart's wheel had picked up a new habit overnight. Now it squealed as it pulled sideways, letting everyone behind closed doors and drawn curtains know Jessica was coming. She winced each time it turned, the noise slicing through the quiet morning like a rusty knife. It was only six-thirty, but the concrete was already warm under her sneakers, hinting at another day so hot every breath would feel thick and heavy.

She'd started on the third floor today, as far from Room 6 as she could get without leaving the property entirely. But even three stories up and half the building away, she could feel it down there. Like a tooth that complained when you tried not to think about it, Room 6 pulled at the edges of her consciousness. Every time she bent to collect towels or sprayed the industrial cleaner that made her eyes water, her mind drifted back to yesterday. To the toilet's warm porcelain. To the water that had moved like it was alive. To the way her skin had burned for hours afterward, sensitive and strange.

Room 31 was check-out, then 28, then 24. Simple jobs. Mindless work that should have let her zone out, think about nothing. But her body kept betraying her. When she leaned over to strip a bed, she'd catch herself looking out the window, searching for that corner of the building. When she pushed the cart along the walkway, she'd angle it so she could glance down at the courtyard, at the first-floor rooms. Not looking for Room 6, she told herself. Just checking the property. Making sure everything looked normal.

Normal. Right. As if anything about this place fit that description.

By the time she made it to the second floor, the sun had cleared the horizon completely, painting everything in harsh yellows and deep shadows. Her polo was already damp with sweat, sticking to the small of her back in a way that made her want to claw at the fabric. She paused at the top of the stairs, gripping the cart handle hard enough to make her knuckles white. From here, she had a perfect view of Room 6's door.

It was closed, curtains drawn, looking just like every other room. There was no sign anyone was inside. Nothing showed what had happened to her yesterday in that bathroom, or what might be happening now to whoever had checked in last night. Someone had checked in; she'd seen Earl's ledger when she picked up her cleaning list. Mr. and Mrs. Chun, honeymoon suite, two nights.

Honeymoon suite. The words curdled in her mouth — disgust and a low hot curiosity she didn't want to own.

She forced herself to look away, to focus on Room 19, which needed fresh towels. But as she worked, her awareness of Room 6 grew stronger, a pressure against her skull. Every sound made her look up — a door closing somewhere, footsteps on concrete, the wheeze of an air conditioner starting up. She was watching for them, she realized. The Chuns. Waiting to see what they'd look like when they emerged.

If they emerged.

The thought came unbidden, and she shoved it away. Of course they'd emerge. People didn't just disappear from motel rooms. That was Trevor's stupid story, nothing more. Urban legend bullshit designed to spook the new kids.

She was bent over the cart, reorganizing supplies she'd already organized twice, when she heard it. The soft click of a door opening. She knew without looking that it was Room 6. Her whole body went rigid, every muscle tensing like she was about to run. But she didn't run. She turned, slowly, her hand still gripping a bottle of glass cleaner like it might protect her.

They stumbled out into the morning light, and Jessica's breath caught in her throat.

The woman came first, and stumbled was the right word. Her legs could barely hold her weight, knees buckling slightly with each step. She wore a sundress that had probably been yellow once but now looked wrinkled and damp, clinging to her body in ways that showed she'd either forgotten or hadn't bothered with underwear. Her black hair hung in tangled ropes around her face, and even from twenty feet away, Jessica could see the flush on her cheeks, spreading down her neck and disappearing under the dress's neckline.

The man followed, his arm around the woman's waist, supporting her or maybe just unable to let go. His shirt was inside out, the tag visible at his neck, and his shorts sat low on his hips like he'd pulled them on in the dark. He had scratches on his shoulders, visible where the shirt collar gaped, four parallel lines fresh and red against his pale skin.

But it was their faces that hollowed Jessica out. They were glowing. Trevor hadn't exaggerated about that. Their skin shimmered in the morning light, dewy with sweat and slick with whatever had wet them in that room, making them look both younger and older at once. The woman's lips were swollen, bruised purple at the corners, and she kept touching them with her fingertips, surprised they were still there.

They were laughing. Not loudly, but all the time, soft breathy giggles that bubbled up from deep inside them. The woman would look at the man, and her whole face would crumple with a private, hilarious delight. He would pull her closer, his hand moving from her waist to her hip to the curve of her ass, squeezing until she gasped and laughed even harder.

They moved like they were underwater, or like the rest of the world was underwater and only they could breathe normally. Every step was deliberate, careful, their bodies relearning how to walk. The Chun woman's hand kept drifting to her stomach, pressing against the fabric of her dress, and each time she did, she'd make a small sound — not quite a moan, not quite a sigh, a noise between the two that made Jessica's cheeks burn.

They were supposed to be heading somewhere, maybe to their car or the office to check out. But they kept stopping. The man would press the woman against the railing, his mouth finding her neck, and she'd arch against him like a cat. Then she'd pull away, laughing that liquid laugh, only to grab his hand and place it on her breast, right there in the open where anyone could see.

Jessica forced out a laugh, trying to break whatever spell she was under, but it came out wrong. Too loud, too sharp. The couple turned toward the sound, and for a moment, their eyes met hers.

There was nothing in them. Not surprise, not embarrassment, not even the lazy acknowledgment of a stranger. Just that same soft gleam, like lamps behind wet glass. The Chun woman smiled at her — a slow, generous smile meant for no one in particular — and then turned back to her husband and put her mouth on his throat, and Jessica understood, with a cold little lurch, that she had stopped being a person to them the moment they'd walked out that door.

She made it to the stairwell before her knees decided to argue. She set the glass cleaner down on the top step and stood there with both hands on the railing until the metal stopped feeling like it was moving under her palms.
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By eleven she was in uniform at Splashland, red one-piece under a Splashland polo, whistle cold against her sternum. The park hadn't opened yet. The big pumps at the wave pool were warming up, and the whole place smelled like chlorine and hot rubber matting and the pretzel warmer some idiot had already turned on at ten-thirty.

Maya was waiting for her at the guard shack near the lazy river with two sack lunches and a face that said she'd been told to babysit the new girl and had decided to make the best of it.

"You look like shit," Maya said, pleasantly. "Come eat with me under the umbrella before the little monsters arrive."

"Thanks."

"I didn't mean it as a compliment. I meant it as an invitation." She handed Jessica a brown paper bag with a name that wasn't Jessica's scrawled across it in Sharpie. "Trevor left this in the fridge two days ago. He doesn't deserve turkey."

They walked out to a plastic table near the lazy river, under one of the faded red umbrellas the park stuck up over the snack bar seating. Maya dropped into a chair, kicked her flip-flops off, and set a can of Dr Pepper on the table that had clearly been riding around in her bag for a while. She cracked it anyway. Warm soda hissed.

"You drink that?" Jessica said.

"My dad says only weak people need cold drinks." Maya took a long pull and made a face. "My dad is also wrong about most things, but the Dr Pepper thing he's right about. It hits different warm. Try it."

"I'm okay."

"Suit yourself." Maya propped her chin on her hand. The bleach job at the ends of her hair had gone brassy in the sun, and the roots were growing in dark. She had a freckle at the corner of her mouth that Jessica hadn't noticed before. "So. You gonna tell me why you've been staring at nothing for forty-five seconds or do I have to guess."

Jessica blinked. The lazy river gurgled beside them, pumping its first test circuit, a crumpled beer can riding the slow current in lazy loops. She hadn't realized she'd drifted off. Her jaw had been slack. She closed it.

"I was just —"

"Thinking about your boyfriend? Ex-boyfriend?" Maya squinted. "Do you have a boyfriend?"

"No."

"Ex?"

"No."

"Unresolved sexual tension with a hot teacher?"

"Maya."

"I'm running out of material here, Morales."

"I'm just tired," Jessica said. "Earl had me on rooms yesterday. And I slept bad."

Maya watched her a second longer, like she was weighing whether to call the lie. Then she let it go. That was the thing Jessica noticed first — that Maya knew she was lying and decided not to make her pay for it. At the motel Maya had mostly been noise, all sharp jokes from the balcony and the wet slap of her flip-flops and that big, unapologetic laugh. Here, in the quiet before the park opened, she was a different animal. Watchful. Careful where she put her claws.

Maya unwrapped her sandwich — turkey, too much mayo — and took a bite.

"You know why I took this job," she said, chewing.

"College money."

"That's what I tell Beth because Beth likes stories with clean answers." She reached for her Dr Pepper. "Real answer is my little brother. Mateo. He's eleven. Our mom works two jobs and our abuela lives with us and she's great but she can't keep up with an eleven-year-old. So I do. I did. All last school year I picked him up from practice and made him do his homework and cooked pasta with butter because that's all he'll eat. And sometime around April he looked up from the table and said, 'Maya, when does it get to be your turn?' Just like that. Eleven years old. Like he'd been saving it up."

She took a bite of sandwich. Chewed. Swallowed.

"So here I am. Middle of nowhere, Texas. Blowing whistles at kids I don't know so I can save enough to do one semester somewhere and figure out what my turn even looks like." She waved the sandwich at the park around them. "It's dumb. But he was so serious about it. Eleven."

She said it the way people say things they haven't said out loud before and aren't sure they like hearing. A little too fast at the end. She looked down at the table like the cracks in the plastic were interesting.

Jessica didn't know what to do with any of it. What she knew was that her chest had gone quiet and attentive, the way it went quiet when a small animal moved close to her hand. She'd been three days in Maya's company and she'd built a Maya in her head that was mostly volume. Mostly teeth. The version sitting across from her now was not that, and the quickness with which she'd offered up the softer version — to Jessica, the new girl, the room-cleaning weirdo — felt like a thing she should be careful with.

"He's lucky," Jessica said. It came out more seriously than she'd meant it.

Maya snorted. "He's a little shit. But thanks."

"I mean it."

"I know you do. That's why it's embarrassing." Maya rolled her eyes, but she was smiling a small real smile, and the freckle at the corner of her mouth moved with it. "Okay. Your turn. Tell me something true so I don't feel stupid for going first."

Jessica thought about the hum she'd carried out of Room 6 yesterday, the way her skin had kept humming through the night. She thought about the Chun woman's hand drifting to her own stomach on the walkway that morning. She thought about saying, sometimes I don't know if I'm a person or just a thing my body happens to.

"I almost didn't come," she said instead. "To this job. I was an hour from turning around and driving back."

"What stopped you?"

"I don't know. I ran out of gas money."

Maya laughed — loud, honest, head thrown back. The sound cracked across the empty lazy river and sent a grackle out of a nearby umbrella in a clatter of black wings.

"God, that's the most Desert Palms answer I've ever heard. 'What brought you here, Jessica?' 'Empty tank.'" She wiped her eye with the back of her hand. "I love that. I'm gonna use that."

And Jessica smiled, a real one. It felt strange on her face. She couldn't remember the last time her smile had come from somewhere that wasn't polite.

Kids started filtering in through the front gates then, first in a trickle and then all at once, and Maya groaned and balled up her sandwich wrapper and stood. A drop of Dr Pepper had caught in the hollow above her collarbone where the skin was still pale from whatever tan line her guard suit hadn't erased. Jessica watched it slide down into the neckline of her polo and disappear.

She looked away fast. Felt her ears go hot.

It's the Room 6 stuff, she told herself. You're wound too tight. That's all this is.

Maya was already walking backwards toward the wave pool, pointing at her. "Three o'clock. Rotation swap. You're doing the kiddie pool with me and we are going to talk about something stupid, Morales, you hear me? Something dumb. Celebrities. Astrology. I don't care."

"Astrology's not stupid."

"See, that right there. That's a red flag. We're gonna unpack that."

She turned and jogged off toward the guard shack, whistle bouncing against her chest, and Jessica sat alone at the plastic table for a second longer than she needed to, watching her go.
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Her shift ended at eight. She drove back to the Desert Palms in the blue part of the evening, windows down, the radio on some country station she didn't like because it was better than silence. At the front office Earl grunted at her without looking up. She climbed the stairs to her room on the third floor, the opposite end of the building from Room 6, and did not let her eyes drift toward the first floor on the way.

In her room she peeled out of the damp polo and stood for a minute in front of the rattling window unit with her arms lifted. Her skin cooled in strips. She brushed her teeth. She did not look at her phone. She did not look in the mirror longer than she needed to. She lay down on top of the comforter in just her shorts and a tank top and listened to the motel breathe around her — ice machine, distant traffic, someone's TV laughing one floor down.

She thought about Maya saying when does it get to be your turn. She thought about the Chun woman's dead sweet smile.

She thought, very briefly, about the drop of Dr Pepper sliding down into a collarbone, and then she turned onto her side and pulled the thin motel pillow over her head and made herself stop.

She was asleep before she could decide which image scared her more.


4




The fitted sheet snapped off the mattress corner with a wet sound that made Jessica's stomach twist, exposing a yellow stain—maybe sweat, maybe worse. She'd already stripped four beds that morning, each one like peeling back layers of other people's lives: their dreams, their sex, their sickness. Room 18 was just as bad, maybe worse, with its stale beer smell mixed with a sharp tang of cold medicine from a rough night.

Her body moved through the motions automatically while her mind floated somewhere else. Spray the mattress with disinfectant. Wait thirty seconds. Flip it if the stains weren't too bad. Fresh bottom sheet, hospital corners pulled tight enough to bounce a quarter. Her shoulders ached from yesterday's work and from sleeping twisted up in her own sheets, her body coiled around dreams she couldn't quite remember but that had left her underwear damp and her thighs sore.

Her body hadn't stopped humming since yesterday. The Chun woman on the walkway — the swollen lower lip, the four parallel scratches dragged down her husband's shoulder, her hand drifting to her own stomach like she was cradling a secret. The way they'd both walked, slow, underwater, as if the air had gotten thicker around Room 6. And that smile the Chun woman had given her: lazy, empty, registering Jessica as furniture, as not-a-person, as something already eaten. Then Maya at lunch, nudging her out of it with Splashland gossip and a warm Dr Pepper and a story about a girl named Lola with a freckle at the corner of her mouth and a brother called Mateo, and Jessica had laughed — actually laughed — for the first time in days. Now her body couldn't decide which memory to sit with. Everything felt too near the surface.

The top sheet billowed as she shook it out, and for a moment she was back in Room 6, watching fabric move with no breeze, feeling that presence in the pipes. She pressed her thighs together, hating the sudden heat between them. It was pathetic. She was at work, covered in other people's filth, and still her body reacted to just the memory.

Footsteps in the hallway, slow and uneven, like someone walking through honey. Jessica glanced toward the open door, expecting another staff member or maybe Earl making his rare rounds. Instead, she saw her.

The woman moved like water finding its level, each step deliberate but somehow liquid. Her silk blouse was buttoned wrong, leaving gaps that showed flushed skin and the edge of a black bra. The fabric was damp in places, clinging to her in dark patches that could have been sweat or water or something worse. Her pencil skirt sat crooked on her hips, the zipper not quite closed, and she was barefoot, her heels dangling from two fingers like she'd forgotten what they were for.

But it was her hair that made Jessica stop. Dark brown, almost black, hanging in wet ropes around her shoulders. It wasn't the wetness of a shower. It looked as if she'd been swimming in something thicker than water. Drops fell from the ends, leaving a trail on the concrete that steamed in the morning heat. When she turned her head, Jessica noticed marks on her neck — not quite bruises, not quite burns, but something in between. They formed a pattern, like someone had written on her skin in a script Jessica's eyes kept sliding off of.

The woman smiled, but it was wrong. Her lips were swollen, the bottom one split at the corner with dried blood. She kept running her tongue over the wound as if she liked the taste. Her eyes were glassy, pupils so wide that only thin rings of green showed. She looked drugged, or drunk, or like someone who had touched something divine and come back changed.

She was coming from Room 6. The door was still cracked behind her, letting out cool air Jessica could smell from where she stood: brine, copper, sex, thick enough to taste.

The woman noticed Jessica staring and stopped. Her smile grew wider, revealing teeth that looked too white, too sharp, almost as if they'd been filed to points. Or maybe it was just the light. Maybe Jessica was only imagining the predatory tilt of her head, the way she'd gone still the way a cat goes still.

"You work here." Not a question. The woman's voice was hoarse and raw, and under it was a low hum that made Jessica's back teeth ache.

"Yes." Jessica's own voice came out higher than intended. "I'm just... cleaning."

The woman laughed, a sound like water draining away. She moved closer, and Jessica caught her full scent of damp green rot underneath, like a cave where mushrooms grew in the dark. The woman's bare feet left prints on the concrete, tinged pink, as if she'd been standing in diluted blood.

"Cleaning." The woman repeated the word like a joke. "I was clean once. Before." She waved a hand toward Room 6. "Now I'm something else."

She was close enough now for Jessica to see the details. The woman's skin shone, lacquered with something that had dried clear. Her fingernails were torn, some broken down to the quick, with dried blood underneath. Scratches marked her arms, four parallel lines repeated again and again, as if something had grabbed her over and over. Or as if she had clawed at herself, trying to get something out. Or in.

"My husband is still sleeping," the woman said, and her smile turned soft, almost maternal. "He can't wake up yet. Not until it's finished with him."

Jessica's hand tightened on the spray bottle. "Finished?"

The woman tilted her head the other way, studying Jessica with those blown-black eyes. "You know about it. I can smell it on you. The wanting." She leaned closer, close enough that Jessica could feel the heat coming off her fevered skin. "If you ever get the chance... you should try it yourself."

The words hit Jessica hard, heavy and hot in her stomach. The woman's breath smelled of the black pressure-cold of water that never sees light.

"I don't—" Jessica started, but the woman was already moving past, leaving wet footprints and that thick scent in her wake.

"You will," the woman called back without turning. "It knows you now. It tasted you yesterday. It's just waiting for you to stop pretending you don't want it."

Jessica stood frozen, the spray bottle shaking in her hand. The woman disappeared around the corner, but her wet footprints stayed behind, already steaming in the heat. A sound came from Room 6, a low, satisfied gurgle, like a throat swallowing.

She practically ran back to her cart, shoving supplies in without care for organization. Her hands wouldn't stop shaking, and her skin felt too tight, as if something underneath was trying to push its way out. Between her legs, a low insistent rhythm had started again, her body responding to the woman's words, to the promise inside them.

If you ever get the chance...

Jessica pushed the cart away so quickly the bad wheel squealed, but she didn't slow down. She needed space between herself and Room 6, between herself and the invitation that lingered in the air like humidity.

Or a threat.

Or both.

The Dr Pepper was warm and flat, but Maya drank it anyway, her throat working in long swallows that made Jessica oddly aware of her own thirst. They sat on the balcony in matching plastic chairs they'd dragged from their rooms, still in their Splashland polos that reeked of chlorine and sunscreen. The sun was setting behind the Desert Palms, painting everything in rust and shadow that made the place look almost romantic if you squinted hard enough and ignored the hot-garbage stink from the dumpster.

Jessica's muscles ached from eight hours of teaching kids to float and hauling them thrashing and screaming from the wave pool when they went under. Her hair was still damp, leaving cold spots on the back of her shirt when the evening breeze hit them. She should shower. She should eat something more substantial than vending-machine chips. But moving seemed impossible, so she sat there, letting the day's exhaustion settle into her bones like sediment.

Below them, the evening shift had started. Not work, but the real shift — the social one that began when the sun set and the desert heat backed off a little. Carlos leaned against a pickup, passing a joint to Trevor, who coughed right away. Beth sat on the tailgate, legs swinging, laughing at her phone. A couple of new hires Jessica didn't know were flirting near the ice machine, the girl playing with her hair while the guy tried to look casual but was clearly flexing.

It was normal. Peaceful, even. An evening that should have made her feel included, part of something. Instead, she felt like she was watching it through glass, separated from the easy camaraderie by the weight of what had happened that morning. The woman's words kept echoing: It knows you now.

"So," Maya said, breaking the silence in a tone that meant trouble, "when are you going to sneak into Room 6?"

Jessica's soda caught in her throat, sending her into a coughing fit that made her eyes water. "What?"

Maya smirked, tucking a strand of bleached hair behind her ear. "Oh, come on. You've been staring at it like it owes you money. Every time we're out here, your eyes go straight to it." She pointed with her soda can toward the first floor, where Room 6's door was just visible in the growing darkness. "It's obvious, Jess."

"I haven't been staring at anything." The lie came out too fast, too defensive. Jessica could feel heat creeping up her neck.

"Right." Maya dragged the word out, making it clear she didn't believe a syllable. "That's why you practically jumped out of your skin just now. And why you've been acting weird all week. Jumpier than a cat in a thunderstorm."

"It's just the heat. And the job. I'm tired."

Maya laughed, a bright sound that carried across the courtyard. Below, Carlos looked up and waved. Maya waved back, but her attention stayed on Jessica. "Tired. Sure. That's why you look like you're about to crawl out of your skin every time someone mentions that room."

"People tell stupid stories. That's all they are, just stories."

"Maybe." Maya took another sip of her soda, studying Jessica over the can. "But you don't think they're stupid. You think they're hot."

The word landed between them like a slap. Jessica felt her face burn, grateful for the growing darkness that might hide her blush. "I don't⁠—"

"Please. I've seen you watching the couples who come out of there. This morning, you were practically pressed against the window when the Chuns left." Maya's voice was teasing, but sharper underneath. "You had this look on your face, like you wanted to eat them alive. Or like you wanted them to eat you."

"That's disgusting."

"Is it, though?" Maya shifted in her chair, turning to face Jessica more fully. "I mean, I get it. This place is boring as hell. We're stuck in the middle of nowhere with nothing to do but work and sweat and watch other people hook up. And there's this room that supposedly makes people have mind-blowing sex. Of course you're curious."

"I'm not curious."

"You're such a bad liar." Maya's grin widened. "God, you're probably dying to try it. That's why you're so jumpy. You want it so bad you can taste it, but you're too uptight to admit it."

The words hit too close to home. Jessica stood abruptly, the plastic chair scraping against concrete. "I'm not uptight."

"Aren't you?" Maya didn't move, just tilted her head back to look up at Jessica. "When's the last time you let yourself want anything? Really want it?"

"That's none of your business."

"So it's been a while." Maya nodded knowingly. "That explains so much. The tension, the staring, the way you practically vibrate whenever someone mentions Room 6. You're wound so tight you're about to snap."

Jessica gripped the balcony railing, the metal still warm from the day's sun. Below, the party was picking up. Someone had brought out a speaker, and music drifted up, too much bass, vibrating through the building's structure. She could feel it in her hands, traveling up her arms, settling in her chest.

"You don't know what you're talking about," she said, but even she could hear how weak it sounded.

Maya stood too, moving to lean against the railing beside her. Close enough that Jessica could smell her perfume mixed with chlorine and sweat. "Maybe not. But I know what I see. And what I see is someone who's terrified of wanting things."

"I want plenty of things."

"Safe things. Normal things. Boring things." Maya bumped her shoulder against Jessica's. "But Room 6 isn't any of those, is it? It's weird and scary and probably dangerous. And that's exactly why you can't stop thinking about it."

Jessica wanted to deny it, to laugh it off, to walk away. But Maya's words had hooked something deep in her chest, a hook she'd felt sink the moment she touched that warm porcelain in Room 6's bathroom. The truth sat heavy on her tongue, threatening to spill out.

"You'd probably love it," Maya continued, her voice softer now, almost kind. "Whatever happens in there, whatever makes people come out looking like they've seen God — you'd probably take to it like a fish to water. That's what scares you."

"You don't know me."

"I know you better than you think." Maya pushed off from the railing, stretching. "And I know you're going to keep circling that room like a moth around a flame until you finally give in and burn yourself on it."

She headed for her door, leaving Jessica alone on the balcony. "When you do," Maya called back, "try not to disappear completely. I'd miss having someone to tease."

The door closed behind her with a soft click, leaving Jessica in the growing darkness. Below, the party continued, but she barely heard it. Her eyes had already found Room 6 again, drawn to it like gravity. The curtains were still closed, but she thought she saw movement behind them. A shadow that didn't match the others.

Maya was right, and that was the worst part. She was wound tight, ready to snap, and Room 6 sat there like a solution to a problem she couldn't quite name. The woman from this morning had seen it too, had smelled it on her somehow. The wanting.

Jessica gripped the railing harder, the metal biting into her palms. She wouldn't give in. She was stronger than that, smarter than that. She wasn't going to throw herself at a haunted motel room just because she was frustrated and curious and so achingly empty she could barely stand it.

But even as she thought it, she knew she was lying.

The moth always burned itself on the flame.

The paperback's spine was already broken from too many readings, pages soft as cloth from her fingers worrying the edges, but the words might as well have been in a foreign language. Jessica had read the same paragraph four times now, something about a woman walking through a garden, but the sentences kept dissolving into other images. The wet-haired woman. Maya's knowing smirk. The sound of water moving with purpose.

She shifted against the pillows, the sheets already twisted around her legs even though she'd only been in bed a few minutes. The book was supposed to distract her, a romance novel she'd picked from the motel's sad pile of abandoned paperbacks in the lobby. Safe. Normal. A story where people met cute, kissed in the rain, and never vanished into haunted motel rooms.

But every time the heroine's love interest touched her, Jessica's mind rewrote the scene. Instead of gentle hands and sweet words, she pictured a limb emerging from the pipes, slick and patient, knowing exactly where to touch and how much pressure to apply. A thing that would take her apart completely and rebuild her into something new.

"God, you'd probably love it."

Maya's voice cut through her concentration again, making her lose her place on the page. The words had been bouncing around her skull all evening, picking up momentum with each repetition. The worst part was how casually Maya had said it, like it was obvious. Like everyone could see this need written across Jessica's face.

She set the book aside and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes until she saw stars. Her body was doing that thing again — that restless, crawling sensation that made her want to pace the room or run until her lungs burned or find someone, anyone, to press her against a wall and make her forget her own name.

But it wasn't just anyone she wanted. The faces on the dating apps had proved that. She wanted what the couples who stayed in Room 6 got. That complete dissolution of self, that transformation that left them glowing and empty-eyed and utterly satisfied. She wanted to be taken apart by a thing that didn't care about her comfort or her boundaries or the careful control she maintained over every aspect of her life.

"Stop it." The words came out as a whisper, harsh in the quiet room.

She pulled her knees to her chest, making herself small. This wasn't her. She didn't have rape fantasies or monster fetishes or whatever this was becoming. She was normal. Boring, according to Maya, but normal was safe. Normal meant you didn't end up as a cautionary tale or a missing person's report or whatever happened to people who gave themselves over to haunted motel rooms.

The Chuns hadn't come back. She'd checked the ledger when she returned her cleaning supplies — they were supposed to stay two nights, but their room was marked as vacant after just one. No checkout time recorded. Earl had just shrugged when she'd asked, muttering about people changing their minds.

But Jessica had seen the woman's face that morning. That hadn't been the expression of someone who'd changed her mind. That was someone who'd had her mind changed for her, reorganized into new patterns that only made sense from the inside.

Her thighs clenched involuntarily, sending a jolt of heat through her that made her gasp. She was wet again — had been on and off all day, her body maintaining a constant state of readiness for something that wasn't coming. The frustration of it made her want to scream.

"No." She said it louder this time, as if volume could make it true. "Not me. Never."

She pulled the thin sheet up over her head, creating a tent of stale air and her own recycled breath. In the darkness, she could pretend the world outside didn't exist. No Room 6. No temptation. No aching need that had taken up residence between her ribs and wouldn't leave no matter how many times she told it to.

But even under the covers, she could feel it. That pull, like gravity tilted sideways, drawing her toward that corner of the building. It was worse at night, when the normal sounds of the motel faded and she could hear the building's true voice. The whisper of water through pipes. The settling of wood and concrete. The slow, patient breathing of a thing that had all the time in the world to wait.

She pulled the sheet down just enough to peer over the edge, and immediately wished she hadn't.

Room 6's window was glowing.

Not brightly — just a faint luminescence, like phosphorescence in ocean water. It could have been a television, or a lamp left on, but the light was wrong. Too blue-green, too fluid, moving in patterns that made her eyes water if she tried to follow them. As she watched, the glow brightened and dimmed, a slow heartbeat of light matching the rhythm in her own chest.

Jessica knew she should look away. She should pull the covers up and make herself sleep. She should think about anything else: tomorrow's work schedule, what she'd eat for breakfast, the essay she needed to start for her online summer class.

But she kept staring.

The light was hypnotic, drawing her gaze the way a candle flame draws moths. She could see shadows moving behind the curtains, shapes that didn't quite make sense. Too many angles, too much movement for an empty room. Or maybe not empty. Maybe someone else had already checked in, drawn by the same stories and rumors that plagued her thoughts.

Maybe they were in there right now, experiencing whatever transformation Room 6 offered. Maybe they were coming apart at the seams, unraveling into something new and strange and perfect. Maybe they were finding out what it felt like to stop fighting, to give in, to let something else take control.

Her hand had drifted to her stomach, pressing against the soft flesh there. She could feel her heartbeat under her palm, quick and desperate. It would be so easy to get up, to walk down there, to knock on that door. To say yes to whatever waited inside.

"Never," she whispered again, but the word had lost its conviction. It sounded more like a question now, or a prayer to a god she didn't believe in.

The light brightened and dimmed again, and she could swear it was morse code, spelling out her name in long and short flashes. J-E-S-S-I-C-A. Come home. Come back. Come inside.

She watched until her eyes burned, until the glow became the only thing she could see even when she blinked. Her body grew heavy, sleep finally creeping in at the edges, but she fought it. If she fell asleep watching that light, what dreams would come? What might crawl through her unconscious mind and take root?

But exhaustion won, as it always did. Her eyes closed despite her best efforts, and the last thing she saw was that blue-green glow, brightening and dimming like a lullaby, like a promise, like a threat she was beginning to hope would come true.

In her dreams, she was already walking toward it, bare feet on hot concrete, the door opening before she could knock. Inside was darkness that breathed, that reached for her with tongues of water and shadow.

In her dreams, she didn't say never.

She said please.
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The digital clock glowed 2:47 AM. Each minute dragged. Jessica had been staring at those numbers for over an hour, lying stiff under the thin sheet, every muscle tense. The decision was already made, probably days ago. But admitting it meant getting up, and once she moved, there would be no turning back.

Her skin felt too tight, stretched over bones that wanted to crawl out of her body and walk themselves down to Room 6 without her permission. Between her legs, a hollow heat she couldn't sit still inside. She'd already soaked through her underwear just lying here thinking about it, and the shame of that should have been enough to keep her in bed. Wasn't.

At 2:51, she sat up. Sudden, decisive, like ripping off a bandaid. The sheet fell away and the air conditioning raised goosebumps along her damp arms. She swung her legs over the side of the bed, bare feet finding the rough carpet. Her sleep shorts clung to her thighs. The hoodie she'd worn to bed hung open over a tank top that did nothing to hide how hard her nipples were.

She left her shoes behind. The concrete would still be warm from the day's heat, and shoes would only make noise. The master key sat in her shorts pocket, where she'd put it earlier, telling herself it was just for safekeeping. Its weight had reminded her all evening, the metal warmed by her body until it felt like a live thing.

The door to her room opened with a soft click that sounded like a gunshot. She froze, waiting for someone to stir, for a voice to call out. But the Desert Palms slept on, wrapped in its cocoon of exhaustion and cheap beer and the summer unconsciousness that only came from working in the heat all day.

The hallway stretched ahead, lit only by the exit signs and the faint glow from the vending machine. She tried to steady her breathing and couldn't. The concrete was as warm as she'd expected. Each step felt heavy, slow, like she was moving through water.

Past Room 14, where someone snored. Past Room 10, where a television flickered blue through the curtain gap. Each door a checkpoint, a chance to turn back. Her feet kept moving.

The stairs were the hardest part. Each step down was a line she couldn't uncross. The metal railing was cold and slick from the night air. The empty pool below looked like a mouth waiting to swallow anything that fell in. At the corner of the building: Room 6's door. Just a door, nothing special in the darkness. Still, her body lurched at the sight, a rush of heat making her stumble on the last step.

The first-floor hallway was darker, the vending machine's glow not reaching this far. She felt her way along the wall, rough stucco catching at her fingertips. Her breathing echoed off the concrete, loud enough that she was certain someone would open a door and see her creeping through the darkness like a desperate ghost.

But no one stirred. The Desert Palms kept its secrets.

Room 6's door felt smoother under her hand than it should have, worn by too many palms. The brass number was hidden in the dark, but she traced it with her finger, feeling where the metal had formed tiny valleys and ridges.

The master key slid into the lock with no resistance. The mechanism turned with a soft click that rang through her bones. For a moment, nothing. Then the door swung inward on its own, slow and patient, more invitation than physics.

The air that met her was just as she remembered: thick, humid, briny, with that earthy under-note of tide pools and things that grew in the dark. It wrapped around her, drew her forward even as her mind told her to run.

She stepped inside.

The door swung shut behind her with the same slow patience, the lock clicking home. Darkness pressed against her eyes like velvet. Her hand found the light switch and her fingers trembled hard enough that it took two tries to flip it.

The overhead bulb came on, but the light was wrong. Instead of harsh fluorescent, it was soft and blue-green, the same glow she'd seen from her window. Everything looked underwater, dreamlike. The bed was neatly made, the dresser and television in their usual places. But the air shimmered, loaded.

Her thighs were slick now, her shorts soaked through. Each breath filled her lungs with that strange scent, leaving a taste of salty desire. The room watched her, waiting to see what she would do.

Her eyes found the bathroom door, closed but not quite latched, a thin line of darkness visible at the edge. That's where it had happened before. That's where the toilet had been alive under her hands, where the water had moved with purpose. Heat clenched low in her belly hard enough to make her gasp, and she pressed her palm flat to her stomach, trying to hold it in place.

She stepped toward the bathroom, then again. Each movement felt huge. The carpet was damp under her bare feet, though she couldn't tell if that was real or just the humidity. Her nipples tightened under the tank top and she crossed her arms, then let them fall, her body suddenly too big and too small at the same time.

The bathroom door was right there. All she had to do was push it open, sit on that toilet, and wait for whatever had touched her before to touch her again. To fill her with that impossible water that wasn't water, to take her apart and remake her like it had remade the Chuns, like it had remade that woman with the wet hair and empty eyes.

Her hand gripped the doorknob. The metal was warm and a little sticky. She heard a sound from inside — not the gurgling from before, but a slow wet breathing, the respiration of a thing that had waited a long time.

The bathroom door opened at her touch, swinging inward with that same wounded-animal squeal she remembered, but tonight it sounded like a question. The fluorescent light stuttered on automatically, steadier than during her cleaning shift, casting everything in harsh white that made her squint after the blue-green glow of the main room.

The bathroom was smaller than she remembered, and so ordinary her stomach dropped. The cracked tiles were just cracked tiles. The black grout looked like regular mildew. Even the smell was thinner, briny but faded, a memory of the sea. She stood in the doorway, hearing herself: she'd snuck into an empty motel room at night to sit on a toilet and wait for something to happen. The thought should have sent her running. Her body wouldn't let her leave.

She stepped onto the cool tile and shut the door behind her. The click of the latch was final, like sealing herself into a tomb. Or a womb.

The toilet sat in the corner, its porcelain dull in the fluorescent light. So normal she nearly laughed. Her hands lowered the lid anyway, with a soft sound that echoed in the small room. The seat was cold through her thin shorts. She pulled her hoodie tighter even though the bathroom wasn't really cold — if anything, it was warmer than the main room, the air thick and close.

She sat with her knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap like a child in church. The porcelain was hard under her ass, nothing like the warm yielding surface she'd felt during her cleaning shift. She shifted. This was just a toilet. Cold hard porcelain and ordinary pipes and her own pathetic desperation making her imagine things that weren't there.

But still, she waited.

The pipes were quiet at first, the occasional tick of settling metal. She leaned forward, breathing shallow. Wetness seeped through her shorts onto the lid, and the shame of it burned in her cheeks even as it made her wetter.

Five minutes. Ten. The fluorescent light hummed, steady and dumb.

The first groan from the pipes made her jump, hands grabbing the seat. Just water through old plumbing. Her body reacted anyway — nipples stinging, a sharp tug low in her belly, hard enough that she bit her lip to stay quiet.

"Come on," she whispered. "I know you're there. I felt you before."

The words hung unanswered. In the cracked mirror across from her: a woman in rumpled clothes with desperation written across her flushed face.

She shifted, spreading her legs slightly, letting the room's humidity touch the wet fabric between her thighs. Maybe it needed encouragement. Maybe it needed to know she was willing. Her hand drifted to her stomach, remembering how the water had splashed her before, how it had burned through her skin straight to her core.

"Please," she said, louder. "Do it again. Whatever you did before, do it again."

The toilet stayed a toilet. The pipes ticked at random, no rhythm, no intent.

She leaned back against the cold tank. Her body was loud with need that had nowhere to go. She could smell herself, sweat against the bathroom's brine.

"I'm here," she said to the empty room. "I came to you. Isn't that what you wanted?"

The fluorescent light hummed.

She tried everything she could think of. Ran the sink, hoping water-noise would wake something up. Flushed the toilet and made herself flinch. Pressed her palms against the tiles, searching for that heat she'd felt before. Cold. Cold. Cold.

Twenty minutes on the seat and her body was numb from the porcelain, her back sore from sitting still. The wetness between her legs had gone cool. The bathroom's humidity had turned her hair to damp strings, sweat gathering at the base of her spine and under her breasts. She'd come here ready to be opened, and the room was making her uncomfortable instead.

"Why?" she asked, her voice cracking. "Why show me before if you weren't going to — if you didn't want —"

She couldn't finish. Want what? Want her? It was a toilet. A room. A building. It didn't want anything, because it wasn't anything.

The silence that answered was complete, heavy, final. Not the pregnant silence of a thing waiting. The empty silence of a room with no one in it but a desperate woman sitting on a toilet at three in the morning, waiting for magic that wasn't coming.

She gave it one last whispered "please," so quiet she barely heard herself. The bathroom offered her reflection and her own breathing and nothing else.

Anger hit her all at once. Jessica stood up so fast the lid banged against the tank. The sharp sound echoed off the tile, and she was glad for it. She wanted to break something, tear the tiles from the walls, force Room 6 to notice her even if it meant destroying it.

"Fuck you," she spat at the toilet, at the walls, at the mirror that showed her face flushed with rage. "Fuck this whole stupid place."

She paced the tiny bathroom, three steps one way, three steps back, bare feet slapping the tiles. Her nails dug crescents into her palms. The anger felt better than the disappointment. At least anger was something she could control.

"You let them in," she said, gesturing wildly at nothing. "The Chuns, that woman with the wet hair, all those couples Trevor talked about. But not me? What, I'm not good enough? Not desperate enough?"

She laughed, cracked and ugly. Not desperate enough. She'd just spent twenty minutes sitting on a toilet in an empty motel room at three in the morning, literally begging the plumbing to molest her. If that wasn't desperate, what was?

She gripped the sink and leaned over the basin. Her face was blotchy in the mirror, her eyes bright with tears she refused to let fall. Hair clung to her forehead in damp strips. She looked exactly like what she was: a woman who had convinced herself a haunted motel room could fix everything.

"I came to you," she told her reflection. "I was ready. I was willing. I was so fucking ready to let you do whatever you wanted."

Saying it out loud twisted her stomach. When had she become someone who snuck around at night, hoping to be fixed by an impossible thing?

She spun from the mirror and yanked the bathroom door open hard enough that it bounced off the wall. The main room's blue-green had dimmed to ordinary yellow bulb-light, and everything looked shabby. Just another cheap motel room. No different from the dozens in this godforsaken place.

Her feet carried her to the main door. She grabbed the handle, ready to storm out, then turned back to look at the room one more time. It sat there, patient and indifferent.

"You know what? Fine," she said. "Keep your fucking secrets. Give them to everyone else. See if I care."

She yanked the door open and stepped out into the night. The door swung shut behind her, but she caught it before it could close and slammed it with all her strength. The sound cracked through the night like a gunshot, and somewhere a dog started barking.

Good. Let everyone wake up. Let them know Jessica Morales had tried to fuck a haunted motel room and been rejected. Let it be tomorrow's gossip at the waterpark. At least then she'd be something other than invisible.

The walk back was a blur of hot concrete and hotter shame. The anger faded fast, replaced by a hollow pull in her chest. Her shorts were still wet, cold and stuck to her skin now. Her body still wanted, but it wanted like a punishment.

She fumbled with her key three times before the door opened, hands shaking with the last of the adrenaline. Her room was smaller than she'd left it. Stuffier. More cage than shelter. She kicked the door shut and stood in the dark, breathing hard, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

Nothing. Nothing had happened. That was the whole problem.

She stripped off the hoodie, the tank top, the shorts, leaving them in a heap by the door. Her underwear was soaked dark with her arousal, and she peeled it off too, disgusted with herself. Naked, she climbed into bed and pulled the sheet up despite the heat.

She couldn't get comfortable. On her back, her chest felt too heavy. On her side, her thighs touched and the heat surged. On her stomach, the pressure bordered on painful. She ended up on her back again, arms and legs spread, trying to keep her body from touching itself.

The ceiling stared back at her, that same water stain that looked like nothing, meant nothing, was nothing. Just like Room 6. Just like this whole stupid obsession that had eaten her for days.

Sweat slicked her skin, the sheet sticking wherever it touched. She could smell herself — sweat, longing, and the brine of Room 6's bathroom clinging to her hair.

She thought about touching herself. The thought felt like surrender. She'd been thinking about Room 6 for days, building it into the thing that would change her. To finish herself off now, alone, after all that, would be admitting how lost she really was.

So she lay there, body humming, mind circling. Maybe the room could sense her need like a stench and wanted nothing to do with it. Maybe she wasn't desperate enough — still holding back some last scrap of dignity. Maybe there was nothing special about Room 6 at all, and she was so starved she'd invented a haunted toilet rather than admit she just needed to get fucked like a normal person.

A tear slipped from the corner of her eye, ran down her temple into her hair. Then another. She wasn't sobbing. Just leaking the humiliation that had nowhere else to go.

The clock showed 4:23 AM. In less than two hours she'd have to get up, shower this off, put on her Splashland polo, and pretend to be a functional human being. She'd have to walk past Room 6 on her way to the parking lot, knowing it had rejected her.

Her face was wet now. Her body trembled with the effort of holding back sobs. Everything hurt — chest, throat, pride, the heavy unanswered weight between her legs.

In the dark, with dawn creeping closer and sleep nowhere, Jessica pressed her face into the damp pillow and whispered the question that had been eating at her since she'd sat on that cold, unresponsive toilet:

"Why not me?"
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The morning came in gray and merciless. Jessica woke with the pillow stuck to her cheek and a film on her teeth and the immediate, sickening understanding of what she had done the night before. She lay very still and let it land. The cold porcelain. Her own voice, small and pleading, asking a toilet to want her. The way she had finally given up and crawled back to her own room on legs that barely held her, her bare feet slapping the second-floor concrete, certain every door was watching.

She got up because lying there made it worse.

The shower ran hot enough to leave her skin pink. She stood under it and made herself think the words. I begged plumbing. I begged plumbing and it didn't even have the decency to say no. She waited for the shame to flatten her again, and it did, and then it sat there and she discovered she could stand inside it without being killed by it. That counted.

When she shut the water off, she made the decision out loud, just to hear it leave her body.

"I'm done."

Two words, into a fogged mirror. She didn't look at her face. She brushed her teeth twice. She braided her wet hair so tight it pulled at her scalp, because the small clean pain felt like a thing she was choosing.

She put on her uniform. Red one-piece, Splashland polo over the top, whistle on its lanyard. She drank a glass of tap water standing at the sink and felt it move down her throat, ordinary as anything.

Done. She was going to be done.
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Outside, the heat had already started cooking the parking lot. Her car was parked at the far end of the second floor and she had to walk past the row of doors to get to the stairs. She did not look at Room 6. She made a deal with herself about it, the way you make a deal with a tooth you're trying not to touch with your tongue. Eyes forward. Past the soda machine. Past the ice bin. Down the stairs, two at a time, faster than she needed to.

In the car the steering wheel was hot enough to hurt. She held it anyway. The radio was playing a cheerful song about a woman in a truck and she let it. The road out to Splashland was twelve straight minutes of mesquite and oil pump and county fence, and she counted four hawks on the wires and didn't think about anything else.
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Maya was at the guard shack again, sunglasses pushed up into her hair, eating a cherry Pop-Tart out of the foil with the stubborn focus she gave to things she'd decided to enjoy. She looked up when Jessica came around the corner of the snack bar and a flicker crossed her face — there and gone before Jessica could read it.

"Hey," Maya said.

"Hey."

"You want half of this."

"No."

"Smart." Maya folded the foil down and tucked the rest into her bag. "The cherry one is a war crime. I keep eating them out of spite."

Jessica laughed. It came out wrong — a short dry sound that surprised her — and Maya heard it land wrong and her eyes narrowed by maybe a millimeter.

"Walk with me," Maya said. "I have to check the skimmers on the kiddie pool and if I do it alone Trevor will find me and tell me about his band again."

They walked. The kiddie pool was on the far side of the lazy river, past the green slide that wasn't open yet, and the concrete underfoot was already starting to bake. Maya carried the long-handled net over one shoulder like a rifle. She didn't say anything for almost a minute, which for Maya was its own kind of statement.

"So," she said finally. "Are you going to tell me, or are we doing the thing where I guess for an hour."

"I'm fine."

"Morales." Maya stopped walking. She set the butt of the net down on the concrete and leaned on it. "Yesterday you looked like shit. Today you look like shit who got up at four in the morning to think about her life. What's going on."

Jessica opened her mouth to give her the tired-and-Earl-had-me-on-rooms answer again and found she couldn't make herself do it twice. Maya was looking at her the way she'd looked at her at the table under the umbrella — patient, slightly tilted, the freckle at the corner of her mouth catching the light.

"I've been weird about something," Jessica said. "About the motel. There's been this — I don't know. I got fixated on a stupid thing and I let it eat me for a couple of days and last night I — " She stopped. "Last night I figured out it was stupid. So I'm done with it. I'm putting it down."

Maya watched her. Didn't say anything for a beat. Jessica braced for the joke — the sexual-tension-with-a-hot-teacher joke, the unresolved-Earl joke, any of them.

It didn't come.

"Okay," Maya said.

"Okay?"

"Yeah." She picked the net back up. "I'm not going to make you say it twice. You said it once. That's brave enough for a Tuesday."

They started walking again. Jessica could feel her face trying to crumple and she made it stop.

"I was twelve once," Maya said, after a few steps. "I had this thing about a girl in my building. Older. Sixteen, I think. She used to sit on the fire escape and paint her nails this blue color I had never seen before in my life. I would stand at our window for hours waiting for her to come out and do it. Hours. My mom thought I was watching the parking lot for my dad's truck. I let her think it." She winced at the memory. "I was completely cooked about this girl. Couldn't eat. Made up reasons to take the trash down. And then one day she moved out and I cried for like an evening and then I woke up and she was just — gone out of my head. Like a fever. You know? Like I had been running a temperature and it broke."

"Yeah," Jessica said, quietly. "That's what it feels like."

"Fevers break, Morales. That's the whole thing about a fever."

They had reached the kiddie pool. Maya crouched at the edge and started fishing leaves and a single drowned bee out of the skimmer basket. Jessica stood above her with her hands in her polo pockets and watched her work.

The tendons in Maya's forearm moved under the skin every time she pulled the net. There was a narrow stripe of paler skin at her wrist where a hair tie usually sat, and the curve of her ear had a spot the bleach hadn't reached, a thumb-sized place where her real dark hair came through soft as down. Jessica looked at it for one second longer than she had any business looking at it. Her face went warm.

She turned her head and stared very hard at the lane line on the bottom of the pool until the warmth went down.

It's the leftover, she told herself. You're a wet rag right now. Anything kind would do this to you. It doesn't mean anything.

Maya stood up, shook the net out over the gutter, and squinted at her in the sun. Whatever she saw, she didn't name it. She just said, mild as anything:

"You know what I think? I think maybe you just needed someone to call you on it. That's all most stupid stuff is. You sit in it alone until somebody shows up and goes, hey, that's stupid, and then you get to put it down."

"Maybe," Jessica said.

"Not maybe. Definitely. I'm extremely wise. Ask anyone."

"Who should I ask."

"Mateo. He'll say no but he doesn't get a vote, he's eleven."

Jessica laughed — a real one this time, surprised out of her — and Maya grinned, brief and pleased, and slung the net back over her shoulder.

"Come on. I'll buy you a Gatorade out of the machine that mostly works."

They walked back toward the snack bar. Jessica's whistle bumped against her collarbone with every step. The sun was high and the lazy river was full of children now, screaming the cheerful screams of children who had been waiting all morning for the gates, and somewhere underneath the noise and the chlorine and the pretzel-warmer smell, Jessica noticed she felt — she tested the word carefully — normal. Like a person. Like a person at a job, walking next to another person, on a Tuesday.

It had been a while.
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By the time she got back to the motel the sun was sliding down behind the water tower and the parking lot was orange. She climbed the stairs slowly, the way you climb stairs when you aren't running from anything.

She walked past Room 6.

She had braced for it the whole drive home. She had rehearsed in her head what she would do if her feet tried to stop, if her hand tried to lift, if any part of her tried to turn the knob. She had a whole plan.

She didn't need it.

The door was a door. Beige paint, one chip near the bottom where somebody had kicked it once. The brass 6 was a little crooked. She walked past it the way you walk past a door, and her feet kept going, and her hand stayed at her side, and her chest stayed her chest, and that was all.

She let out a breath she'd been carrying since the night before. It came out long and surprised.

In her own room she didn't turn the TV on. She peeled out of the polo and the suit and lay down on top of the comforter in her underwear with the AC unit rattling in the window and her braid still damp at the end. She thought about Maya saying fevers break. She thought about a cherry Pop-Tart and a freckle and the soft place behind an ear where the bleach had missed.

She slept.

Out on the second-floor walkway, the cleaning cart she'd left tucked against the wall by the linen closet sat very still in the dark. Its bad wheel, which had squeaked all week, didn't make a sound.
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The cleaning cart's wheel had developed a death rattle overnight, metal grinding against metal. Jessica had been pushing it in circles around the second floor for twenty minutes, wiping down surfaces that didn't need wiping, checking supplies she'd already counted twice. Anything to avoid the stairs. Anything to avoid walking past Room 6 and remembering her pathetic performance two nights ago, sitting on that toilet like a desperate offering the room hadn't wanted.

Her body still held the shame. Even after a day spent in chlorine and sun at the waterpark, she could still feel the cold porcelain beneath her, the silence that had answered her pleas. The other staff had noticed something was wrong. Carlos asked if she was sick, and Beth offered her an extra sandwich at lunch. But Maya watched her with quiet eyes and didn't ask, the way she'd watched her at the kiddie pool the day before — patient, careful, holding her tongue.

Now Maya's whistle floated up from the first floor, bright and carefree, a pop song Jessica recognized but couldn't name. The sound came from the direction of Room 6, which was supposed to be empty. Earl hadn't mentioned any new guests at checkout, and the morning cleaning list was short: just three rooms on the third floor, already finished.

Jessica gripped the cart handle tighter. Maya had no reason to be down there. Room 6 wasn't on anyone's schedule. Unless —

No. Maya had teased her about the room, but she wasn't reckless enough to walk in alone. Still, the whistling kept coming from that corner of the building, and now Jessica heard something else: the soft squeak of a door on its hinges, the whisper of air conditioning bleeding into the morning heat.

Room 6's door was open.

Jessica left the cart and went to the balcony railing, leaning over to see the first-floor walkway. There it was: Room 6's door, open about six inches, darkness showing through the gap. The morning sun hadn't reached that corner yet, and the shadow beyond the threshold looked deeper than any shadow had a right to be. From that darkness, Maya's whistle stuttered, as if she'd been distracted mid-note.

The smart thing would be to call out. To warn Maya about the stories, about what had happened to the couples who'd stayed there. But Jessica's throat had gone dry, her voice trapped behind the memory of her own humiliation. She'd tried to warn herself, hadn't she? And the room had done nothing. Maybe it would do nothing to Maya either. Maybe Room 6 only responded to paying guests, to couples, to women who weren't desperate and alone and —

The whistle stopped. In its place, a sharp intake of breath, like Maya had been startled. Then silence. A dense, listening silence that made Jessica's skin prickle and brought back the memory of sitting in that bathroom, waiting for what never came.

She moved before she realized it, taking the stairs two at a time, sneakers slapping the concrete. The morning was already hot, heat rising from the asphalt and shimmering the air. But as she got closer to Room 6, the temperature dropped, that familiar humid coolness drifting from the open door. With it came a smell she recognized too well — the smell that had filled her own mouth two nights ago, the one that made her stomach tighten with recognition and longing.

She pressed herself against the wall next to the door, her heart loud enough that she was sure Maya could hear it. Through the gap, she saw part of the room: the edge of the bed with its sharp corners, part of the dresser, and a blue-green light that didn't belong at this hour. She could hear breathing. Not normal breathing — deeper, hungrier, like Maya was running or fighting or —

A moan split the air, raw and guttural and definitely Maya's voice but transformed by a register Jessica had never heard from her. Not the playful sexiness Maya performed for attention. Something primal. Real.

Her hand touched the door before she could stop herself, fingertips pressing against wood that felt warm and faintly damp, almost like skin. She should leave. She should walk away and pretend she hadn't heard anything. Maya had gotten what Jessica couldn't: the room's attention, its touch, its transformation. The last thing Jessica needed was to watch it happen, to see someone else get what she had been denied.

But her body wouldn't listen. Her hand pushed the door wider, inch by inch, until she could see more of the room. The bathroom door was fully open, harsh fluorescent light spilling out to mix with the room's blue-green glow. And from inside came sounds that made Jessica's thighs press together — wet, rhythmic, like water but thicker, punctuated by Maya's gasps and whimpers.

Another moan, ending in a laugh that sounded drunk or delirious. Then Maya's voice, breathless and wrecked: "Fuck, yes, deeper, I can take it, I can take all of it..."

Jessica's whole body went hot, arousal rushing through her so quickly it made her dizzy. Her nipples hardened against her polo shirt, and she could feel herself getting wet, her clit already beating between her legs as if her body had been wired for those sounds. But beneath the arousal was jealousy, sharp as a cut. Maya was in there with whatever Jessica had begged for. Maya was getting it.

She pushed the door open wider, needing to see, needing to know what she had missed. The hinges were silent now. The angle wasn't right for the bathroom itself, but she could see Maya's shadow on the wall, moving in a rhythm that was unmistakably sexual. Up and down, with the wet sounds and Maya's desperate cries underneath.

Jessica gripped the door frame hard enough to mark the wood. She should leave. She really should. But her feet carried her forward, across the threshold, into the heavy air of Room 6. The door closed behind her with a soft click, and she barely noticed. All her focus was on the bathroom doorway, on the sounds inside, on the need to see what Maya had that she didn't.

One more step. Then another. The carpet was damp under her feet despite her shoes, moisture soaking through the rubber soles. The air was so thick she could barely breathe. And then she was at the bathroom door, looking inside, and her knees nearly gave.

Maya was straddling the toilet backwards, her shorts and underwear discarded on the wet floor, her knees braced wide against the porcelain. Her Splashland polo was shoved up around her breasts, which bounced with each movement. Her hair, usually perfect even after a shift, was plastered to her face and neck. Her head was thrown back, mouth open, making sounds that weren't quite human anymore.

But what was between her legs made Jessica's vision blur, made her jaw lock so hard she thought she might come just from watching.

The thing pushing up into Maya from the toilet wasn't water, wasn't mechanical, wasn't anything that belonged in a Texas motel bathroom. It was flesh — or something like flesh — thick as Jessica's wrist and getting thicker where it disappeared inside Maya's stretched pussy. The surface gleamed with its own wetness, pearlescent like the inside of an oyster shell, ridges swelling in slow waves along its length. It emerged from the toilet bowl in a graceful arc, supporting Maya's weight as she rode it with abandon.

Jessica's legs shook, and she braced one hand against the doorframe to keep from collapsing. The tentacle — because what else could she call it — moved with deliberate intelligence, adjusting its angle with each of Maya's downward thrusts, finding new places inside her that made her whole body jerk and shudder. Where it entered her, Maya's lips were stretched obscenely wide, the pink flesh shining with her arousal and the creature's thick secretions.

"God, you're so deep," Maya gasped, her hands gripping the toilet tank for leverage as she ground down harder. "I can feel you in my fucking stomach."

The tentacle responded by swelling thicker, its ridges rising more sharply. Jessica could see them through Maya's skin — actual bulges traveling up through her lower belly as the thing moved inside her. Each ridge that passed through Maya's entrance made her cry out, her thighs shaking with the effort of holding herself up.

The smell in the bathroom was overwhelming. Her own pussy was soaked, her underwear already ruined, but she couldn't move, couldn't look away from Maya being filled so completely.

The tentacle wasn't just fucking her — it was exploring her, learning her. Its tip would probe deep, making Maya's stomach distend slightly, then withdraw until just the head remained inside, stretching her entrance wide before plunging back in. Sometimes it twisted, corkscrewing into her in a way that made Maya scream and laugh at once, her whole body convulsing.

"You want to breed me, don't you?" Maya's voice was wrecked, barely recognizable. "Want to fill me up with whatever you are, make me yours."

The tentacle throbbed harder at her words, and Jessica saw shapes traveling up through it — bulges moving from the toilet up through the appendage like eggs being pumped. When the first bulge reached Maya's slit, she tensed, her back arching.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck, yes, give it to me —"

The bulge pushed inside her with a wet sound that made Jessica's knees weak. Maya's pussy stretched wider to take it, and she sobbed as it traveled deeper into her. Another bulge followed, then another, each one making her body jerk and spasm.

Jessica pressed her thighs together hard, trying to relieve the aching thump of her clit, but it only made it worse. She was watching Maya get everything she'd wanted — being filled, claimed, transformed by this impossible thing. Maya's body was taking it so easily, so eagerly, like she'd been built for it.

The tentacle's surface had changed texture now, becoming more transparent so Jessica could see the fluid moving through it — thick, opalescent stuff that glowed faintly in the fluorescent light. When it pushed into Maya, some of it leaked out around the edges, dripping down her thighs in long, viscous strands that seemed to move on their own, spreading across her skin.

"I'm so full," Maya moaned, one hand leaving the tank to press against her stomach where Jessica could see the shape of the tentacle inside her. "But I need more. Please, I need all of it."

The creature — because it was definitely alive, definitely aware — responded by sprouting smaller tendrils from its main body. They wrapped around Maya's thighs, holding her open wider, while others explored upward, sliding under her pushed-up shirt to wrap around her breasts. The tendrils were thinner, more delicate, but they moved with the same purposeful intelligence, teasing her nipples, tracing patterns on her skin that left faint marks like hickeys or burns.

Maya was practically sobbing now, her body shaking with small continuous orgasms as the tentacle worked inside her. Her pussy made obscene wet sounds with each thrust, her arousal and the creature's fluids pooling in a puddle on the bathroom floor. The toilet water churned and bubbled, and Jessica caught glimpses of more tentacles writhing in the bowl, waiting their turn or just watching.

"Gonna come," Maya gasped, her movements going erratic. "Gonna come on your fat fucking cock, gonna let you fill me up, breed me, make me into whatever you want —"

The tentacle swelled thicker, its ridges flaring out like a dog's knot, locking itself inside her. Maya screamed, her whole body going rigid, and Jessica could see her pussy clenching and releasing around the intrusion, trying to milk it. The tentacle pumped in response, those bulges coming faster now, driving whatever they contained deep into Maya's body.

Jessica's hand had moved to her own breast without her realizing, squeezing through her shirt as she watched Maya come apart. Her pussy winked in time with Maya's cries, empty and jealous of every ridge, every bulge, every drop of fluid Maya was receiving. She wanted to hate Maya for this, for succeeding where she'd failed, but all she felt was desperate, consuming want.

The tentacle's movements were getting more violent, slamming into Maya with enough force to lift her off her knees. The smaller tendrils held her in place, kept her spread and available. Maya had gone almost limp, her head lolling back, mouth open and drooling as orgasm after orgasm rolled through her.

"Please," Maya whimpered, and it wasn't clear if she was begging for more or for mercy. "Please, I can't — I can't take —"

But her body betrayed her words, hips still rolling, still trying to take the tentacle deeper despite being stretched to her limit. The creature's fluids were everywhere now — leaking from her pussy, dripping from the tendrils around her breasts, beading on her skin like sweat. It had a faint luminescence, making Maya's body glow in the harsh bathroom light.

Jessica watched, frozen, as more tentacles emerged from the toilet, reaching for Maya like eager hands. One traced the curve of her ass, probing gently at her other hole, and Maya moaned and pushed back against it, shameless. Another wound around her throat, not choking but present, possessive, marking her as taken.

The main tentacle pulsed once more, harder than before, and Maya's eyes rolled back. Jessica could actually see her stomach swelling, filling with whatever the creature was pumping into her. Maya's hands pressed against her belly, feeling it from the outside, and she laughed — a broken, delirious sound that sent chills down Jessica's spine.

"So good," Maya slurred, her words barely coherent. "So fucking good, never felt anything like —"

Another orgasm cut her off, so intense her whole body convulsed, her pussy squeezing around the tentacle hard enough that Jessica could see the muscles working through her skin. The creature answered by flooding her with more fluid, more of those bulges that made Maya's belly distend further.

Jessica's fingers dug into her own breast hard enough to hurt, her other hand pressed against her mouth to keep from making any sound that might interrupt this. She was so wet she could feel it running down her thighs, her body getting ready for what it wasn't going to get. Again. Because Room 6 had chosen Maya, not her. The creature wanted Maya.

The unfairness of it burned through her chest like acid, mixing with the arousal until she couldn't tell them apart. She wanted to storm in, to demand her turn, to push Maya off and take her place. She also wanted to keep watching, to see how far Maya could go, how much she could take, what she would become when the creature was finished with her.

Maya's body had started shaking like a seizure, every muscle clamping and releasing in waves that started at her core and rippled outward. The tentacle inside her had swollen so thick that Jessica could see the outline of it through Maya's lower belly, a curved bulge moving with its own rhythm. Or maybe it was Maya's rhythm — the two seemed to have synchronized, creature and woman becoming one organism dedicated to pleasure.

"Coming," Maya gasped, though she'd been coming for what felt like minutes already. "Really coming this time, gonna — fuck, FUCK —"

Her back arched so violently that Jessica heard her spine crack, her whole body lifting off the toilet except where the tentacles held her. The main appendage drove up into her with brutal force, and Jessica saw Maya's stomach swell outward as it pushed deeper than should have been possible. Maya's scream was inhuman, a sound of complete surrender that lifted the hair on Jessica's arms.

The tentacle pumped, and this time Jessica could see exactly what it was pouring into Maya — thick ropes of that pearlescent fluid, visible through the increasingly transparent flesh of the appendage. It flooded into Maya in massive surges, each one making her belly swell a little more, until she looked months pregnant with whatever the creature was filling her with.

Maya's pussy held around the intrusion so hard that fluid sprayed out around the edges, splattering the toilet and floor. The smell that filled the bathroom was indescribable — sex and something chemical that made Jessica's head swim and her clit burn with a need so intense she had to bite her lip to keep from moaning.

The orgasm seemed to go on forever, Maya's body wracked with convulsions that looked painful but sounded like pure ecstasy. The smaller tentacles around her breasts and throat kept rhythm with the main one, leaving marks on her skin that glowed faintly blue-green. Her nipples were so hard they looked purple, and when one of the tendrils flicked across them, she sobbed and came again, a secondary orgasm that made her whole body go rigid.

Finally, after what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, Maya went limp. The tentacles held her up, cradled her almost gently as she panted and twitched with aftershocks. The main appendage began to withdraw slowly, and Maya whimpered at the loss, her pussy trying to clench around it, to keep it inside.

When it finally pulled free with a wet pop, a flood of fluid poured out of her, thick and gleaming, pooling on the floor in a puddle that seemed to move on its own. Maya's pussy gaped open, still gasping around nothing, so stretched that Jessica could see deep inside her where more of that fluid glowed faintly.

That's when Maya turned her head and looked directly at Jessica.

Her eyes weren't quite right anymore. The pupils were blown wide, but there was more — a faint luminescence in the irises, like the reflection of deep water. Her face was flushed, lit with the same sheen the woman from days ago had carried, but more intense. She looked transformed. Transcendent. Like she'd touched something divine and brought part of it back with her.

"Jess," Maya said, and her voice was different too — deeper, rougher, with harmonics that shouldn't come from a human throat. "How long have you been watching?"

Jessica couldn't answer. Her throat had closed, her whole body frozen between the urge to run and the urge to fall to her knees and beg for the same treatment. Her pussy was practically screaming for attention, gripping around nothing, so wet that she was sure Maya could smell her arousal from across the bathroom.

Maya laughed, a sound like water over stones, and the tentacles lowered her gently to the floor. She stayed on her knees, legs spread wide, the river of fluid still leaking from her stretched hole. The smaller tendrils retreated back into the toilet, but the main one remained partially emerged, swaying slightly like it was tasting the air.

"You wanted this," Maya said, not a question but a statement. "You've been wanting it for days. I could see it on you. Smell it on you. That desperate need to be filled, claimed, changed."

Jessica's whole body flushed with shame and arousal. She wanted to deny it, but what was the point? She was standing here watching her coworker get fucked by a tentacle monster, so wet she was dripping, so turned on she could barely think.

Maya crawled toward her, moving with a liquid grace her body hadn't possessed before. The fluid trail she left gleamed in the fluorescent light, and where it touched the tiles, they seemed to shift and ripple like water. When she reached Jessica's feet, she looked up with those transformed eyes and smiled.

"It told me about you," Maya said, one hand reaching up to touch Jessica's leg through her shorts. Even through the fabric, her touch burned, sent a live wire straight to Jessica's core. "How you came here begging for it. How you sat on that toilet and pleaded for its attention."

Jessica's face burned with humiliation, but Maya's expression wasn't mocking. If anything, she looked sympathetic. Understanding.

"It wasn't ready for you then," Maya continued, her hand sliding higher, fingernails dragging along Jessica's thigh. "You were too desperate, too needy. It feeds on pleasure, not desperation. But now..." She glanced back at the toilet where the tentacle still swayed, and Jessica could swear it was beckoning. "Now it's fed. Now it's strong. And now it wants you."

Jessica's knees shook. "It... wants me?"

"Oh, Jess." Maya's grin widened, showing teeth that seemed sharper than before. "It's been wanting you since that first day. It just needed someone else to open the door first. To show it how human women work, what we need, how to make us come apart." She stood slowly, fluid still dripping down her thighs, and pressed her body against Jessica's. "I was the appetizer, babe. You're the main course."

The words hit Jessica hard, her pussy contracting so sharply she gasped. Maya was pressed against her now, that strange fluid soaking through Jessica's clothes, making her skin tingle everywhere it touched. She could feel Maya's heartbeat, too fast, too strong, like there was a second engine inside her powering the rhythm.

"Don't just stand there, Jess," Maya whispered, her breath hot against Jessica's ear. The tentacle behind her had risen higher, its tip pointing toward them like it was watching, waiting. "You've been dying for this. I can feel how wet you are, how empty. It'll fill you up so good, make you forget what it was like to be hollow."

Jessica's body was betraying her completely now. Her hips had started moving on their own, grinding against nothing, seeking friction that wasn't there. Her nipples were so hard they hurt, visible through her polo shirt, begging to be touched. Every breath pulled more of that scent into her lungs, and she could feel her resistance crumbling.

"I don't —" she started, but Maya cut her off with a finger to her lips.

"Don't think," Maya said. "Just feel. Just want. Just let it happen."

Behind Maya, the tentacle pumped once, and a drop of that pearlescent fluid dripped from its tip. The drop hit the floor with a sound like a bell, and the vibration traveled up through the tiles, up through Jessica's feet, straight to her core. Her pussy clamped down again, and this time she couldn't hold back the moan.

"That's it," Maya purred, stepping aside, clearing the path between Jessica and the waiting tentacle. "Come get it, Jess. Come get what you've been dreaming about."

Jessica looked at the toilet, at the impossible creature emerging from it, at the puddles of fluid that promised transformation. Her body was screaming at her to move forward, to fall to her knees, to offer herself up for whatever the creature wanted to do to her. But her mind held one last thread of resistance, one final thought of self-preservation.

Then the tentacle moved, just slightly, a beckoning motion unmistakably directed at her. And in that movement, she saw promise. Not rejection, not indifference, but want. It wanted her. After all her begging, all her desperation, all her humiliation, it finally wanted her.

Her foot moved forward before she consciously decided to step. Then the other foot. Her body trembling. Her pussy flooding with fresh wetness. Her breath coming in gasps.
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The second step never landed on tile. Jessica's foot pushed through what should have been solid floor, the bathroom surface giving way like wet paper, like skin, and she was falling forward even as a slick coil wrapped around her ankle. The crack that split the air wasn't porcelain breaking but wet tissue parting, and the smell that rushed up to meet her wasn't sewage but that deep scent concentrated into a reek that made her lungs burn with need.

Maya laughed beside her, a sound of pure delight as the floor opened wider, tiles peeling back like lips revealing the wet pink throat beneath. "Finally," she breathed, reaching down toward the widening gap. "It's been holding back. Waiting for both of us."

The bathroom came apart in sections, precise tears that followed the grout lines but went deeper, through concrete that bent and stretched like flesh. Jessica tried to pull back but her foot was held by a grip that knew her, hungry and deliberate. More tentacles rose through the gaps—dozens of them, varying in thickness from her finger to her thigh, all that same pearlescent flesh gleaming with its own wetness.

Three wrapped around Jessica's waist, leaving trails of luminous fluid that soaked through her clothes to her skin. Two more found her wrists, and when she instinctively tried to pull away, they tightened—not painfully but inevitably, held by a strength that knew her own better than she did.

"Don't fight it," Maya said, already being lifted, her body going limp with trust. Her pussy still dripped from her earlier fucking, leaving gleaming trails on the appendages that held her. "Let it take us down. That's where it really lives."

The word 'down' had barely left Maya's lips when the floor gave way completely. Not a collapse but a deliberate opening, the bathroom spreading wide to reveal a cavern that shouldn't exist under a Texas motel. The walls were flesh—or near enough—deep purple-red and glistening with moisture that caught the blue-green light emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Jessica's scream caught in her throat as the tentacles pulled her through. Passing between worlds was like being swallowed, the bathroom's hard edges giving way to warm wet muscle. The air thickened, carrying a musk that went straight to her hindbrain.

She landed on a surface that gave beneath her weight, warm and sticky, with a texture like expensive leather soaked in oil. The surface breathed beneath her, the slow swell of it traveling up her spine and settling between her legs.

The cavern stretched around them, impossible in its scope. The walls curved up and away into darkness, but everywhere she looked, things moved in that darkness—hundreds of tentacles, maybe thousands, writhing against each other in patterns that hurt to follow. The sound was overwhelming, a thrumming she felt in her bones, in her teeth, in the aching emptiness of her cunt.

Maya landed beside her with a wet slap, immediately moaning as her body made contact with the surface. Her clothes were mostly gone, dissolved by the creature's fluids. Her breasts bounced free, nipples hard and gleaming, and between her legs her pussy gaped open, still leaking thick ropes of cum that the floor absorbed hungrily.

"God, Jess," Maya gasped, trying to push herself up, but the tentacles were already wrapping around her ankles and pulling them apart. "Can you feel it? The whole place is alive. It's all one organism, and we're inside it."

Tentacles found Jessica too, coiling around her ankles with a grip that was gentle but unbreakable. They pulled her legs wide until her shorts stretched tight across her crotch, the wet spot there obscenely obvious. More tentacles wound around her wrists, pulling them up and out until she was spread like a starfish, completely vulnerable, completely available.

The surface beneath her grew warmer, almost body temperature, forming subtle depressions that cradled her. Her polo shirt dissolved where the creature's fluids had soaked it, the fabric simply ceasing to exist, leaving her skin exposed to the cavern's thick air.

Maya had been spread beside her, close enough that Jessica could see every detail of her transformed body. Her skin had that same luminous quality, stronger now, as if she were lit from within. Between her legs, her pussy lips were swollen and deep pink, still clenching rhythmically.

"I've wanted this for so long," Maya said, and she wasn't talking to the creature. Her head turned toward Jessica, those strange eyes focusing with an intensity that made Jessica's breath catch. "Not just this"—she gestured vaguely at the tentacles holding them—"but you. Watching you want it, watching you need it, fuck, it made me so wet."

Before Jessica could process that, Maya was being moved, the tentacles adjusting until their bodies were close enough that Jessica could feel the heat radiating from Maya's flushed skin. Maya's hand stretched out, fighting against the restraint just enough to brush Jessica's stomach where her shirt had dissolved.

"God, I want to fuck you too," Maya whispered, her fingers tracing down Jessica's belly. "Want to watch you come apart while it fills you. Want to taste you while it breeds you."

The words hit Jessica like a live wire, her whole body arching as much as the restraints would allow. "Yes," she heard herself gasp. "Please—touch me—while it takes us."

The tentacles answered her. Between her spread thighs, they probed at the fabric of her shorts, finding the leg holes, sliding inside. The first touch of that impossible flesh against her pussy lips made her cry out, her hips bucking. It was exactly as she'd imagined—warm and thick and knowing, tracing her folds with a precision that made her shake.

Her shorts were gone in seconds. The cool air of the cavern hit her exposed pussy for just a moment before the tentacle was there, its blunt tip pressing against her entrance, not pushing in yet but promising, threatening, making her wait just a little longer for what she'd been craving for days.

It pushed inside her with the patience of a thing that had waited days for this moment, each millimeter deliberate, designed to make her feel every ridge, every swell, every impossible inch of its thickness spreading her open. Jessica's back arched off the fleshy floor, her mouth falling open in a silent scream as her pussy stretched around the intrusion. It was thicker than anything she'd ever taken, thicker than her toys, thicker than any cock, and the surface wasn't smooth but textured with swelling ridges that dragged against her inner walls in ways that made sparks explode behind her eyelids.

"That's it," Maya breathed, watching with those luminous eyes. "Let it fill you. It knows exactly what you need."

Jessica wanted to respond but words were impossible. The tentacle was still pushing in, finding spaces she didn't know existed. Her pussy clamped around it involuntarily, and the creature answered by swelling slightly, those ridges flaring out to stretch her even wider.

Maya fought her restraints, the tentacles allowing just enough movement for her to lean toward Jessica. Their faces were inches apart, and Jessica could see her own desperate need reflected in Maya's blown pupils, could smell the sex on her breath. Then Maya's lips were on hers, soft at first, then hungry, her tongue pushing into Jessica's mouth with the same rhythm as the tentacle pushing into her pussy.

The kiss was messy, both of them gasping into each other's mouths as the creature worked them. Jessica could taste the sweetness of the creature's fluids on Maya's tongue. Maya's tongue fucked her mouth while the tentacle fucked her pussy, and the dual sensation made her whole body feel like it was coming apart at the molecular level.

More tentacles joined the assault. Two thin ones wound around her breasts, squeezing and lifting, the tips finding her nipples and wrapping around them like tiny mouths. Another, slick with its own lubrication, traced the curve of her ass, finding her other hole and circling it, not pushing in but promising, making her aware of how empty it was.

"Fuck, you look so good," Maya gasped against her lips. "Taking it so deep. I can see it inside you, stretching you."

Jessica looked down and Maya was right—she could see the bulge of the tentacle through her lower belly, moving in and out with each thrust. The sight should have horrified her but instead it made her grip harder, made her hips roll desperately, trying to take it deeper still.

Maya was being fucked too, a fresh tentacle filling her already-stretched hole. They were positioned so close that when they moved, their bodies touched—breast to breast, hip to hip, their legs tangled together despite the restraints. Every thrust into one of them rocked them against the other, a feedback loop that made it impossible to tell where one's pleasure ended and the other's began.

The tentacle in Jessica's pussy had found its rhythm now, pulling almost all the way out before slamming back in, each thrust making wet sounds that echoed through the cavern. She could feel every ridge as it dragged against her g-spot. Her clit strained desperately, untouched but somehow still receiving phantom sensations from the stretching of her pussy.

Maya's hand found hers, fingers interlacing. They kissed again, deeper, Maya's tongue mimicking the movement of the tentacles inside them. Their nipples rubbed together with each thrust, adding another layer to the overwhelming sensation.

The tentacle at her ass pressed in, just the tip breaching her hole, and Jessica cried out into Maya's mouth. It was too much, too full, but her body wanted it anyway, pushing back against the intrusion.

"I'm close," Jessica gasped. "Maya, I'm going to⁠—"

"Me too," Maya moaned, her pussy making obscene wet sounds around the tentacle fucking her. "Together. Let's come together."

The tentacles synchronized, speeding up. The one in Jessica's pussy swelled thicker, its ridges flaring to maximum, stretching her to her absolute limit. The ones around her breasts squeezed rhythmically, milking them. The one in her ass pushed just a little deeper, just enough to make her feel completely filled, completely claimed.

Her orgasm hit like a train, violent and sudden and all-consuming. Her pussy clamped down hard enough to hurt, her whole body convulsing as waves crashed through her. She screamed into Maya's mouth, and Maya screamed back, their cries mixing as they came together. Jessica could feel Maya's body shaking against hers.

The tentacle inside her swelled and released, that same thick fluid flooding her in hot spurts, filling her until she felt it leaking out around the edges, running down her ass to pool on the fleshy floor. The sensation triggered another orgasm, smaller but somehow deeper, starting in her core and radiating outward until even her fingers and toes tingled with it.

Maya was sobbing against her mouth, her body wracked with aftershocks. They clung to each other as much as the restraints would allow, riding out the waves, their bodies moving in synchronization even as they came down.

When it finally ended, they lay there panting, still joined at the lips. Jessica's lips were swollen from kissing, but she couldn't stop, pressing soft pecks to Maya's mouth, her cheeks, her jaw, tasting salt and sex and Maya's own warm skin underneath it all.

"Part of us now," Maya whispered, nuzzling into Jessica's neck. "The creature, me, this place. All connected."

Then the cavern drew in around them, a deep bass rumble Jessica felt in her bones. The tentacles holding them tightened—not threatening but bracing them. From somewhere in the darkness came a sound like breathing, a vast body shifting closer.

Maya lifted her head, those transformed eyes bright with anticipation. She pressed her forehead to Jessica's, their sweat mingling. "It wants to breed us," she said, soft and raw. "Both of us. I can feel it in the way it's holding us."

Fresh wetness mixed with the creature's cum still leaking from her. The idea should have terrified her—being bred by an impossible monster in a cavern that shouldn't exist. But all she felt was want, the need to carry something inside her that would mark her as changed.

"I want it too," Jessica heard herself say, the words arriving from below thought. Her hips rolled against the tentacle still inside her. "I want us to be filled, every day. I want to be your pregnant bestie."

Maya's face lit up, tears gathering in those luminous eyes. "Yes," she breathed. "Yes, we'll grow together. We'll be so full of its babies we can barely walk."

The tentacles withdrew from their pussies, slow and careful, leaving them empty and gaping. Jessica whimpered at the loss. From the darkness above descended new appendages, different from the ones before—thicker at the base, tapering to points that gleamed with their own light. Their surface was more translucent, and Jessica could see things moving inside them—round shapes traveling up like pearls on a string.

"Eggs," Maya gasped, her voice thick with arousal. "It's going to fill us with its eggs."

The first ovipositor pressed against Jessica's entrance, and despite everything she'd already taken, she could tell this would be different. The tip was narrow, almost delicate, but she could see it swelling further back. Her pussy was so wet, so ready, that the tip slid in easily, then began to expand, opening her gradually, preparing her for what was to come.

Beside her, Maya was experiencing the same thing, her back arching. Their hands found each other again, fingers interlacing, squeezing as the tentacles pushed deeper. Jessica could feel the tip reaching her cervix, pressing against it with gentle but insistent pressure.

"Relax," Maya whispered, her own voice strained. "Let it in all the way. Let it fill your womb."

Jessica tried to relax, but her body was wound so tight she could barely breathe. Then the tentacle gave one slow swell, and she felt something give inside her, a sensation that should have been painful but instead sent waves of pleasure through her entire body. The ovipositor had breached her cervix, was pushing into her womb itself.

The first egg started its journey, and Jessica could see it through the translucent flesh, watch it traveling toward her entrance. It was the size of a large marble, perfectly round, glowing with that same blue-green light. When it reached her pussy, she felt it stretch her wider, the tentacle swelling to accommodate its passage.

The sensation of it passing through her was indescribable. Every nerve ending lit up as the egg pushed deeper, through her cunt, through her cervix, and into her womb where it settled with a weight she could feel. Her stomach fluttered, and when she looked down she could see the slightest swell already beginning. She came around the ovipositor in a slow, rolling wave that started in her womb itself, more revelation than orgasm—the first proof her body could hold this, would hold this.

"Oh fuck," she moaned, her head thrown back. "I can feel it. I can feel it inside me."

Then the tentacle began to work in earnest.

The second egg crested before the first had even finished settling, and after that there was no separating them. Jessica felt them queueing up the length of the ovipositor, felt the swell rising through her again and again, each one stretching her entrance, dragging through her cervix, pressing into the place the last one had just made room. Her belly began to grow against her own watching eyes—an inch, another inch, the skin going taut and warm and lit faintly from inside. Beside her Maya was sobbing, openly, beautifully, her own belly rounding in time with Jessica's, her free hand pressed flat to it as if to feel the eggs settle one by one.

"More," Maya was gasping between sobs, "more, please, more⁠—"

The tentacle gave her more. Jessica lost any sense of count somewhere past the fourth egg, past the sixth, past the place where her belly stopped looking like her belly and started looking months pregnant. The orgasms came in a chain now, each new egg igniting the last one's afterglow, a rolling continuous coming that had no peaks because it had no valleys—just the slow climbing weight of being filled, and filled, and filled. She could feel them shifting inside her, finding places against each other, warm and heavy and faintly alive. Every settling movement pulled another small wet sound out of her throat.

Maya leaned over as far as her swollen belly would allow, capturing Jessica's lips in a kiss that was more breathing into each other's mouths than anything else. They were both crying, tears of overwhelming sensation, of joy, of complete surrender to a power beyond their understanding.

"We'll come back tomorrow," Maya gasped between kisses. "And the next day, and the next."

"Forever," Jessica agreed, one hand finding her swollen belly, feeling the eggs shift beneath her skin. "We'll let it fill us forever."

The ovipositors finally withdrew, slow and careful, leaving their pussies gaping and dripping. But the eggs remained, heavy and warm in their wombs, a constant reminder of what they'd become. The tentacles holding them loosened, lowering them gently to the fleshy floor where they could curl together, bellies touching, feeling the movement of their impossible pregnancies.

They kissed through tears and laughter, their bodies still shaking, whispering promises to each other and to the creature breathing around them. Tomorrow they would return. Tomorrow they would take more. Tomorrow and every day after, until they couldn't remember what it was like to be empty, to be merely human, to be anything other than vessels for this perfect pleasure.

The cavern breathed around them, satisfied, patient, knowing they would keep their promise. And deep in their swollen bellies, the eggs glowed with their own light, their own life, their own promise of transformation yet to come.


THANKS FOR READING!


I hope you loved reading this Ghoulgasm as much as I did writing it. This is the second book in a series of standalone ‘gasms’, and it’s becoming my favourite. How many times do I get to write about fucking a toilet?

I was inspired to create Ghoulgasms from my vivid memories of visitng WH Smith above the post office in Winchester city centre as a girl, and looking for the latest fun creepy covers to add to my collection. I hope Ghoulgasms inspire a little fun, a little fright and whatever else you might want from them!

If they do, please leave a review for the book on Amazon, it helps a lot!

All my love,

Sara (substack/goodheadbooks)
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