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Chapter 1 — The Road
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Wade Pullman had been driving for six hours before he admitted to himself that he had no idea where he was going. The highway had thinned out an hour ago, the streetlights giving way to unbroken darkness on either side of the road. He kept his eyes on the yellow lines because they were the only thing that felt certain anymore. Everything else in his life had come apart in the last four months, one piece at a time, until there was nothing left to hold onto except the wheel in his hands.

The divorce had been finalized on a Tuesday. He remembered that detail more clearly than almost anything else because it carried the weight of an ending. His lawyer had called to confirm it was done, and Wade had thanked him, and then he had sat in his car in a parking garage for forty minutes without moving. The house sold two weeks later. His name came off the mortgage, off the utilities, off the mailbox. He had watched it all disappear the way a tide pulls sand out from under bare feet, slow enough that you don't notice until you're standing somewhere you don't recognize.

He wasn't driving toward anything in particular. He had told himself, when he packed the car three days ago, that he needed to get out of the city and clear his head. That was the story he gave his sister when she called, worried, asking where he was headed. He had said south, vaguely, because it sounded like a direction rather than a destination, something with warmth in it, something that didn't require explanation. The truth was closer to the opposite. He wasn't running toward anything. He was more interested in getting away from things. 

He wasn't suicidal. He wanted to be clear with himself about that, even in the privacy of his own thoughts, even at two in the morning on an empty highway. He didn't want to die. His therapist, back when he was still seeing one, had a phrase for it. She called it emotional exhaustion, the kind that comes after a long period of holding yourself together for other people. Wade thought that was probably accurate, though it didn't make the feeling any easier put a name to it.

The rain started somewhere around mile marker two hundred, a light mist at first that turned heavier within twenty minutes. He flicked his wipers up a setting and leaned forward slightly, the way people do when visibility drops and instinct tells the body to get closer to the windshield even though it changes nothing. Thunder rolled somewhere behind the hills to his left, low and distant, more felt than heard. He didn't turn on the radio. He hadn't touched it in days. Silence, strangely, felt like the only honest company he could tolerate.

His GPS had been giving him trouble for the last thirty miles, the blue dot on the screen stuttering and freezing before catching up to itself again. He assumed it was the storm interfering with the signal. He wasn't especially concerned. He wasn't following the route it suggested anyway, not really, just glancing at it now and then out of habit more than necessity. When the screen finally went black entirely, the phone still lit but the map app frozen on a gray rectangle, he only sighed and set it face down in the cupholder.

The road narrowed further as the rain intensified, the shoulder disappearing into what looked like dense trees on both sides. Wade slowed the car, uncertain now whether he was even still on a road that led anywhere useful, or whether he had turned off the main highway at some point without registering it. He couldn't remember the last sign he had passed. That thought unsettled him more than it should have. A man is supposed to remember the last sign, the last gas station, the last indication that he is still connected to the world he started from.

He considered turning around. The idea sat in his mind for a moment before the practical difficulty of it became clear. There was nowhere to turn around, not safely, not with visibility this poor and the road this narrow. He would have to keep going until he found a wide enough shoulder or an intersection. So he kept driving, hands tight on the wheel, rain drumming against the roof of the car in a rhythm that felt almost deliberate.

It was through a break in the downpour, a brief lull where the rain thinned enough to see more than ten feet ahead, that he caught sight of the sign. It rose on the right side of the road, illuminated by a string of small yellow bulbs that flickered but held. The letters were old-fashioned, the kind of lettering you saw on postcards from decades before he was born.

BELLWEATHER HOTEL

VACANCIES

Wade slowed the car almost without deciding to. He stared at the sign as he passed beneath its edge, feeling a strange prickle at the back of his neck that he couldn't quite name. He had driven this stretch of road, or one very much like it, more than once over the years, visiting his sister two states south. He didn't remember ever seeing a hotel out here. He didn't remember seeing anything out here at all, just trees and the occasional deer crossing sign.

He told himself that didn't mean anything. Businesses opened and closed all the time. Maybe it was new. Maybe he simply hadn't noticed it before, distracted by whatever life had been at the time he last drove this way. It didn't matter. What mattered was that he was exhausted, the storm showed no sign of breaking, and a warm room with a locked door sounded better than anything he could imagine.

The building came into view a moment later, larger than the sign had suggested, its brick facade lit from below by ground lights angled up toward the windows. There were cars in the small lot near the entrance, though fewer than he expected for a place this size, and none of them looked particularly modern. He noted that briefly and dismissed it. People drove all kinds of cars. It wasn't worth thinking about.

He pulled into an open space near the front steps and cut the engine. The rain hammered the roof for a few seconds longer before easing into something gentler, almost apologetic. Wade sat there for a moment, hands still on the wheel, looking up at the glowing windows of the Bellweather Hotel.

Then he opened the door and stepped out into the wet night, pulling his jacket up over his head as he hurried toward the entrance. Whatever this place was, it had to be better than another hour on that road. He climbed the steps two at a time and pushed through the heavy front doors, grateful, for the first time in months, to be somewhere unfamiliar.
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Chapter 2 — Bellweather
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The lobby swallowed the sound of the storm the moment the heavy doors closed behind him. Wade stood dripping on a wide Persian rug, blinking against the sudden warmth and light after so many hours in the dark. The ceiling stretched high above him, ringed with molding that looked hand-carved, and a chandelier hung at the center of the room, its crystal arms catching the glow of dozens of small bulbs. Everything about the space suggested another era entirely, something out of a film from decades before he was born.

Brass fixtures lined the walls, polished to a shine that seemed almost impossible given how old the building looked. A grand staircase curved up from the far side of the lobby, its banister gleaming beneath a runner of deep red carpet. Wade had stayed in plenty of hotels over the years, business trips mostly, forgettable chains with forgettable rooms. He had never seen anything quite like this, and something about its beauty unsettled him even as it impressed him.

He noticed the people before he noticed anything else about the room's arrangement. There were more guests scattered through the lobby than he expected for a hotel this far off any main road, sitting in armchairs near the fireplace, standing near the staircase in quiet conversation, moving between the lobby and what looked like a lounge just beyond it. He glanced toward the parking lot through the tall front windows and frowned slightly. He hadn't seen nearly this many cars outside.

He told himself it didn't matter. Maybe people had arrived earlier in the evening, before the worst of the storm hit. Maybe there was another entrance he hadn't noticed, another lot around the side of the building. He was tired enough that his mind kept reaching for ordinary explanations, the way it always did when something felt slightly off but not alarming enough to interrupt him.

The front desk sat along the left wall, a long counter of dark polished wood with an old-fashioned bell resting on top. Behind it stood a man who looked to be in his sixties, dressed in a fitted dark suit that seemed almost formal for the hour. His hair was combed back neatly, gray at the temples, and his posture was so straight it looked practiced. He watched Wade approach with an expression of polite, unhurried attention.

"Good evening," the man said, before Wade had even reached the counter. His voice was smooth, careful, each word placed with deliberate precision. "Welcome to the Bellweather."

"Evening," Wade said, setting his dripping bag down on the floor beside him. "Sorry about the water. Storm's pretty bad out there."

"It often is, this time of year." The man's expression didn't change. "Will you be needing a room for the night?"

"Yeah. Just one night, probably. Not sure yet, honestly." Wade rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the exhaustion settle deeper into his shoulders now that he had stopped moving. "My GPS died a while back and I'm not even sure where I am."

"You're closer to civilization than you might think," the man said, sliding a leather-bound register across the counter toward him. "My name is Mr. Graves. I manage the hotel."

Wade signed his name where indicated, glancing briefly at the page above his own entry out of habit more than curiosity. The names were written in a variety of hands, some in careful cursive, others in a hurried scrawl, though he didn't look closely enough to notice anything strange about the dates beside them. Graves took the register back and turned it toward himself with the same unhurried precision he brought to everything.

"Room two-fourteen," Graves said, retrieving a brass key from a wall of cubbyholes behind the counter. "Second floor, toward the end of the hall on your right. I think you'll find it comfortable."

"Thanks." Wade took the key, feeling its weight in his palm, heavier than the plastic cards he was used to at most hotels these days. "Is there somewhere I could get something to eat? I haven't stopped in hours."

"The dining room is open until midnight," Graves said. "Just through the archway to your left."

"Great. And breakfast in the morning?"

Graves paused for a moment before answering, a pause so brief that Wade almost missed it entirely. "The dining room is open until midnight," he repeated, in exactly the same tone as before, as though Wade hadn't asked a slightly different question.

Wade waited, expecting him to add something about morning hours, but Graves simply folded his hands on the counter and looked at him with the same patient, unreadable expression. Wade let it go. He was tired, and it was late, and it seemed like the kind of small oddity that meant nothing at all in the grand scheme of a long night.

"Elevator's around the corner, or you can take the stairs," Graves said. "If you need anything during your stay, simply ring the desk."

"Appreciate it." Wade picked his bag back up, feeling the water still clinging to the fabric of his jacket. "Thanks again."

He crossed the lobby toward the staircase, deciding the stairs would do him more good than standing in a cramped elevator after so many hours sitting still. As he climbed, he glanced down once toward the lobby and saw Graves still standing behind the desk, watching him with an expression that seemed, for just a moment, to hold something closer to interest than simple hospitality.

Wade shook the thought off and kept climbing.

The second-floor hallway was long and dimly lit, sconces spaced evenly along walls papered in a faded floral pattern that might have been fashionable seventy years earlier. His footsteps sounded strange to him on the thick carpet, muffled in a way that made the hallway feel unnervingly quiet. He passed door after door, all of them closed, none of them showing any light beneath the frame.

Room two-fourteen sat exactly where Graves had said it would be, toward the end of the hall on the right. Wade fit the brass key into the lock and turned it, feeling the mechanism give with a solid, satisfying click. The door swung open onto a room that matched the elegance of the lobby, a large bed with an ornate headboard, heavy curtains drawn across tall windows, and furniture that looked like genuine antiques rather than reproductions.

He dropped his bag by the door and sat down on the edge of the bed, running both hands through his damp hair. The mattress was firmer than he expected, but comfortable enough. For the first time in days, his shoulders loosened slightly, some of the tension of the road finally beginning to drain out of him.

He thought about the dining room, about food, about the strange quiet emptiness of the hallway he had just walked through. He thought about the pause before Graves answered his question about breakfast, a detail so small it shouldn't have stuck with him the way it did. He decided he was overthinking things. He was exhausted, half-soaked, and running on almost no sleep. Strange thoughts were bound to surface under those conditions.

Wade stood, peeled off his wet jacket, and hung it over the back of a chair near the window. Downstairs, somewhere beyond the archway Graves had pointed him toward, the dining room waited. He was hungry, and there was still time before midnight. He straightened his shirt, grabbed the room key from the nightstand
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