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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WE ALWAYS HAVE ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason Chance squinted through the sheets of rain pelting his windshield as he coasted down an empty stretch of dark highway. His eyes burned at the edges and occasionally glossed over with tears, punishment for being on the road too long with too little rest. How many hours had it been? The fight had been the night before—the final fight as he now thought of it, by no means the first but with no uncertainty the last. Jason had spent the early morning hours packing a suitcase of necessities. He'd blown a silent kiss to his sleeping little girl, shared a regretful glance with his soon-to-be ex-wife, and said hello to the open road—miles and miles of opportunity, if only he could commit to a direction.

      After dealing with a pressing business matter and putting a few personal affairs in order, Jason had crossed state lines. The day had been welcoming, with bright sun occasionally shaded by puffy white clouds. Traffic hadn’t been bad for a weekday, and he’d taken advantage of it by rolling down his windows to enjoy the crisp air without being smothered by exhaust. He’d stopped at a diner for lunch, dodging what, in any other circumstance, would have been perceived as kind, small-talk questions from the waitress. From there, he'd let his fluid levels dictate the next stops—gas when the car had needed it, a new fountain drink or coffee when he’d needed it. The periodic stops had given Jason a chance to stretch his body, while the constant droning of audiobooks and rhythm of music through the car speakers had given him a way to occupy his mind.

      Despite this, Jason had found it impossible to completely clear his head. He would check his cell phone repeatedly to see if his wife had called. The phone hadn’t been in silent mode, but Jason found more comfort in seeing a lack of missed calls than in trusting his ears the phone hadn’t rung. Yet in that comfort had also been a strange mix of sadness and curiosity. Had he really expected his wife to call? Probably not, unless it was to chastise him for something else he’d done wrong on his way out the door that morning. Was he hoping she would call anyway? Absolutely, even at the cost of an ear-full of scolding. Jason knew he deserved it. And what about his daughter? She had run to her room crying over yet another screaming match between her parents. By the time the fight was over, she had fallen asleep. Didn’t she wonder where her father had gone? Maybe not during the day, as she’d assume he was working, but what about when he didn’t show for dinner? Another round of tears swelled in Jason’s eyes… only this time not from being tired. No, that absence wouldn’t be too strange either, and so the phone continued to sit in silence.

      Shortly after night had set in, the rain had begun. It had been light at first, but had quickly grown heavy, so heavy that some cars had pulled to the side of the road to wait it out. Jason knew he should probably do the same, but he also knew he needed more than a quick pit stop. It was time to get a decent meal and take shelter for the rest of the night. He’d seen little in the way of civilization for maybe fifty or sixty miles, so he assumed something had to be approaching soon. He pushed forward, rubbing at his eyes as furiously as his windshield wipers swept the rain. Everything was dark ahead… and very blurry. The lines on the road had melted into puddles of reflective light. The passing trees had been swallowed by the surrounding darkness. The yellow flashing lights ahead were so big and bright⁠—

      “Oh shit!” Jason yelled as he slammed on his brakes and narrowly swerved around the stalled vehicle. His car lost traction, the tires squealing loudly as they glided across the wet road. Jason felt his body press against the seat as the car spun, at least once, perhaps twice, before coming to an abrupt halt. He grabbed at his chest with a trembling hand, as if worried his heart would literally pop out. He then sat there listening to his own broken breaths, a layer of sweat now readily forming over his entire body.

      “I’m okay,” Jason muttered to himself. “I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay.” He repeated it as if trying to assure himself that he hadn’t just died.

      He took a minute, then another, for his body and mind to calm themselves. He inspected himself to confirm he hadn’t been injured. He then looked cautiously around the interior of the car. His messenger bag had flown off the passenger seat. His nearly empty fountain drink had sloshed slightly over the lip of the cup, but otherwise all appeared normal. Jason scanned the perimeter of the highway from his driver-side window. There was no sign of the stalled car, but then again, he had no idea how far his own car had spun, and it wasn’t as if the rain allowed him to see into the distance anyway. Had he hit something? Jason leaned forward to see as much of the car’s hood as possible. There was no sign of damage as far as he could tell. He tried to recall if he had heard anything, a thud perhaps, as he’d lost control of the car. No, he told himself; it was a clean spin-out. He just needed to be thankful it hadn’t been worse.

      After picking up his bag and cleaning the spilled drink, Jason closed his eyes and took a deep, relaxing breath. For a moment, the thought of his daughter flashed across his mind, and he wondered whether he should turn around, go back home, try one last time to patch things up—no, there was no patching it up this time. Going home would result in nothing more than one more fight, and Jason didn’t want that for anybody. He put the car in gear, ready to resume his journey, and the rain started to ease, as if validating his decision.

      But then something caught Jason’s eye. He hadn’t noticed it in the downpour, but his headlights were no longer shining far into the distance. Their beams were halted only ten feet ahead, obstructed by a fairly plain, slightly deteriorated roadside sign. But as Jason read the words on that sign, he felt a sudden epiphany, an odd sense of knowing, knowing exactly where his journey would take him next:

      
        
        Chance Hotel

        Just Ahead

        We Always Have Room

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THAT'S MY NAME TOO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason’s heartbeat had returned to normal. He was coasting smoothly down the highway, the rain all but stopped, the road clear of any other vehicles. It had only been a few minutes since his near-death experience, but he was feeling good, the knowledge that a warm bed and perhaps even some good food lay shortly ahead. And yet, something kept gnawing at him, a thought resurfacing over and over, vying for his attention.

      We Always Have Room

      What kind of bullshit was that? Jason had seen his fair share of misleading marketing, but clearly there was no way this absolute statement could be true. It was a hotel. It had a certain capacity. Capacity filled? No more room. But the sign had claimed otherwise, and the funny thing was, absent proof to back up the claim, Jason found himself believing it. The hotel was in the middle of nowhere. He hadn’t seen signs of life for miles and was pretty sure he wouldn’t see them for many more. So maybe this hotel truly was big enough to handle whatever load of guests that happened to pass through. Maybe…

      Whatever the case, Jason would find out soon enough, for he had reached the hotel’s highway exit. Trees flanked him on both sides as he followed a winding path into the unknown. A dot of warm lamplight was visible in the distance. Then several others, and shortly thereafter, the silhouette of a building. As Jason neared, he was able to better size up his destination. There was a main building, maybe twenty to twenty-five stories high. Attached were two smaller, oblong wings, one perhaps five stories high and the other existing at ground level only. The main building and larger wing were lined with rows of rectangular windows—guest rooms, Jason presumed. The smaller wing had large, evenly spaced, arched windows reminiscent of an event space. The structure as a whole had a modern rustic feel, built with a contemporary hotel layout, but adorned with flickering lanterns, natural wood beams, clay flower pots, and other decorations that seamlessly complemented the wilderness that served as the hotel’s backdrop.

      Jason’s attention was drawn to the assortment of vehicles that sat idle in the hotel’s parking lot. Some were modern like his own; others were older—much older, in fact, bordering on classic. And all of them shined under beads of water left by the rain. Either the storm had cleaned them well—and Jason supposed it had been strong enough to do so—or these vehicles were already spotless before the rain had begun. If so, maybe a good car scrubbing was a hotel perk. He made a mental reminder to ask later. He slowed his car as he approached the smiling valet waiting at the hotel’s front door canopy.

      “Good evening, sir,” the valet said energetically as Jason rolled down the passenger window. “Checking in this evening?”

      “Assuming you have room for me.” Jason could barely suppress his sarcasm. “I don’t have a reservation.”

      “Oh, no worries, sir,” the valet said. He followed with an annoyingly chipper, “We always have room.”

      “Right…” Jason already felt he’d need a bottle of happy pills if he stayed here for any length of time. “I can park it myself if you could just point me to a spot.”

      The valet flashed his pearly whites. “Not a chance, sir. You get full service here. Just leave me the keys and head inside to get settled.” He motioned toward Jason’s messenger bag. “We’ll make sure everything gets to your room safely. Just the one bag?”

      Jason instinctively placed a hand on the bag as if worried the valet would snatch it from him. It was a silly thought, he knew, but then again… “I’ll take this one. I have a suitcase in the trunk.”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      Where was that hospitality when I wished to park my own car? Jason wondered silently. He was getting cranky, no, hangry, with a side of exhausted thrown in for good measure. He forced a smile and caved to the valet, relinquishing possession of the car, but not his messenger bag, and headed toward the revolving front door of the hotel.

      “Oh, sir?”

      Jason spun upon hearing the valet’s voice. In doing so, he felt a slight moment of dizziness.

      “One coat of wax or two?”

      “I’m sorry?” Jason blinked his eyes hard to get the world to stabilize.

      “Your car,” the valet explained. “We offer a complimentary wash and wax for every guest. Would you like one coat or two?”

      “Um—” Jason wasn’t sure if he’d ever made a decision about waxing his car before. “Whatever you think is best.”

      The valet gave a theatrical chuckle. “Of course, sir. I’ll take care of it.”

      And with that, he was off. No, Jason thought, the valet had been off well before he’d driven away. Left with nothing but the sound of nocturnal critters to keep him company outside, Jason turned once again and proceeded through the hotel’s revolving front door. The lobby interior was mostly what he’d expected: a wide open space with a long check-in counter to one side, couches and wicker chairs forming a pseudo-great room around a large, stone fireplace to the other side, branching hallways angled toward the hotel’s smaller wings, a bay of elevators, likely to the guest room floors, prominently on display dead ahead, and the soft, golden sheen of warm light emanating down from rustic chandeliers hanging overhead. Jason spotted another small offshoot just past the pseudo-great room as a family of four emerged from it. One of the kids was carrying a takeout container, and from the distance behind them, Jason thought he heard the familiar clangs and clatters of a commercial restaurant. Don’t worry, he told his grumbling stomach, that’s our next stop.

      “Welcome to the Chance Hotel,” a friendly voice said, startling him from his thoughts. “How may I help you?”

      Jason turned to face the source of the voice. It had come from a sharply dressed young woman, flashing a smile only matched by the valet. He had seen her in his peripheral vision when he’d first walked in, only then she’d been standing near a small wooden podium talking with an equally sharp dressed, slightly older, man. Jason scanned for the podium again, finding it just in front of the elevator bay. The sharply dressed man was still standing there, staring back at him.

      “I’m Leila,” the young woman said, recapturing Jason’s attention. “I’m one of the hotel’s concierges. You look a little lost. Can I help with anything?”

      “I just need to check in,” Jason said blankly. His mind was detached from his words, distracted, but he didn’t know why. “I assume—” He pointed to the long counter to the side.

      “Yes, sir,” Leila confirmed. “Our hotel manager will take good care of you. And if you need anything else—” She placed a noticeable emphasis on the word anything, and there was a shift in both her eyes and smile… an almost mischievous shift. “Don’t hesitate to ask.”

      As Leila turned away, Jason gazed past her to the wooden podium. The sharply dressed man, the other concierge, he now pieced together, lifted his hand in a limp wave accompanied by a half-hearted smile. I guess he’s the less friendly of the two, Jason thought bluntly. Then again, maybe she’s a little too friendly… He let the thought go and proceeded to the check-in counter, where a single suited gentleman ruffled through loose papers.

      “Hi there,” Jason said, forcing every ounce of energy he had left into maintaining his social graces. “I’d like to see about getting a room, please.”

      “You’d like to see about getting a room,” the hotel manager said smartly, “or you’d like to get a room?”

      I’d like to punch you in the face, Jason almost mouthed back, only half-serious.

      But then the manager broke into playful laughter. “I’m just messing with you. You look a little on edge. You should speak with Leila and Richard when we get done here.” He motioned toward the concierges. “They could set you up with a spa treatment, meditation session, hell, a good boxing workout, if that’s what you need.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be staying long enough for⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s right,” the manager said, shaking his head with inward disappointment. “I always get ahead of myself. First things first.” He moved to a small computer and began typing. “How long are you staying and what kind of room are you interested in?”

      Jason took a moment to think before answering. He hadn’t had a clear destination when he’d left his house that morning, and this place seemed as nice as any to hunker down in while he figured that destination out. But something about it also gave him the creeps. Everyone was trying too hard to put on a friendly show… well, everyone except Richard, of course. Jason stammered, “I—I guess just one night… for now, anyway.”

      The manager smiled. “I’ll put you down for three, just in case. Don’t worry, there’s no cancellation penalty.” He typed a few keystrokes. “And the type of room?”

      “Nothing fancy.” Jason was a simple person when it came to amenities. A bed, toilet, shower, and maybe some air conditioning was all he really needed. “Standard room, or whatever you have closest to it.”

      “Don’t worry, sir—” the manager began.

      “You always have standard room?” Jason interrupted, stupidly pleased with himself for coming up with the quick play on words in his state of near delirium.

      The manager pursed his lips curiously. “I was going to say we should have something to fit your needs.” He typed again, then quietly added, “But what you said is true too.”

      Jason didn’t have a response this time. After a moment, the manager tapped the keyboard in triumph and continued.

      “Alright, we’ve got a room ready for you on the fifth floor of this building. I’ll just need to collect some personal details, starting with your name.”

      “Coincidentally, it’s Chance. Jason Chance.” The manager’s smile faltered. It only lasted a second, but there was no doubt in Jason’s mind about having seen it. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” the manager said, his original smile working hard to hide some other emotion. Was it curiosity, concern, sadness, anger, fear? Jason wasn’t sure. “No problem at all. It’s just—” now it was the manager’s turn to stammer. “It’s just… that’s my name too.”

      In that moment, Jason felt a sudden weight pressing down on him. Something wasn’t right here. He knew that for certain. And this manager—was he being serious, or was this another friendly joke? And why were all eyes in the lobby now turned toward him? Or, not all eyes, he quickly realized, for there were guests roaming and lounging in the pseudo-great room that couldn’t care less about this revelation. But the eyes of the manager and his hidden emotion, the eyes of the two concierges, both staring with fearful interest, the eyes of a maid Jason hadn’t previously noticed, until she dropped her duster and bent to retrieve it with a shaky hand, and the eyes of a woman in a light grey suit, gripping a clipboard and pen so tightly Jason half expected one of them to crack. Hotel employees, he concluded, none of them in earshot, but all of them reacting as if his spoken name prophesied the end of the world… or their world anyway.

      Jason inadvertently vocalized his inner thoughts. “What the hell is this place?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            NO CHARGES FOR THE CHANCES

          

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me, sir?” the hotel manager asked as if he hadn’t heard Jason’s exclamation.

      Jason was taken aback by the question. Had he just spoken out loud? Even though the words had left his lips mere moments earlier, he truly wasn’t sure. Between the emotional fight the night before, the day-long drive through sun and rain, his near-death experience with the stalled car, and the—to put it nicely—weirdness of this place, his brain was on overload. He couldn’t be certain of his own words… and if he wasn’t sure about them, could he even be sure about everyone else’s?

      “You did just say,” Jason began, hardly believing he was even asking the question, “that your name is Jason Chance, too?”

      The manager chuckled once more. “Oh, no, sir,” he said with a friendly shake of the head. “The name is Chance, but it’s Marvin—Marvin Chance.”

      He pointed to a nameplate pinned to his right breast pocket. Yup, Jason thought, that says Marvin. But had it been there the whole time? If it had, how hadn’t he noticed it sooner? If it hadn’t, when did the manager slip it on?

      “Huh…” Jason was dumfounded, so he responded with the first bland thought that came to mind. “No relation, I presume?”

      “You tell me!” Marvin bellowed with more laughter.

      Laughter and smiles, Jason thought; they were becoming a trend around here. Well, at least now he knew where he could score some of those happy pills he might need. “So, uh, you own the hotel?”

      “I’m afraid not, sir,” Marvin said a bit more calmly. “This hotel was around long before I was a part of this world. Probably be around long after I leave it too.”

      “Family business?” Jason pressed.

      “Not that I’m aware.”

      He noticed there was something odd about Marvin’s responses to the family oriented questions, as if he were both answering them and dodging them at the same time. “So just a coincidence then that the hotel bears your surname?”

      “As far as I know.”

      There it was again, a non-answer answer. “And a coincidence that the hotel bears my surname, too?” Jason followed.

      “Well,” Marvin started as if he would provide more concrete information this time, “we do share the same surname, Mr. Chance.” His voice wasn’t confrontational, but it did come across as challenging. “Of course, we aren’t the only two people to step foot in this hotel with the name Chance. I guess it’s more common than you might think!”

      “If you say so…” Jason acquiesced. He scanned the lobby, wondering if the hotel employees were still eyeing him as if he were the spawn of Satan. But both the guests and employees were going about their individual business, seemingly oblivious or uncaring about his conversation with Marvin. Had they been this way the entire time? Surely he hadn’t imagined the frightened stares, the shaky hands, the—he suddenly felt dizzy again.

      “Whoa, now,” Marvin said, noticing the visible unsteadiness in Jason’s posture. “It looks like we need to speed this up so you can get some rest.” He typed a few more keystrokes into his computer. “Okay, so as I was saying, we have you for three nights, suite on the twenty-first floor⁠—”

      “What happened to the fifth floor?” Jason was questioning his own mental recollection of their conversation. “Standard room?”

      “Complimentary upgrade,” Marvin responded with a smile. “For someone who bears the hotel’s namesake.”

      “It’s really not necessary.”

      “It’s really not a problem,” Marvin retorted. “Your suitcase should already be there⁠—”

      “You just assigned the room!” Jason said wildly.

      Another smile. “We move fast around here when we need to.” Marvin tapped his keyboard in triumph, just as he had when booking the original standard room. “Okie-dokie. You’re all set.” He grabbed a magnetic keycard from a nearby drawer and handed it to Jason. “Room 2101. Take the main elevators and turn left when you reach your floor.”

      Jason eyed the keycard suspiciously. “Don’t you want a credit card or something to cover incidentals or make sure I don’t stiff you?”

      “Not necessary, Mr. Chance. Have a good evening… and do get some rest.”

      The hotel manager quickly stepped away as if he had something more important to deal with. Perplexed, Jason followed after him, catching him at the podium where the two concierges still stood.

      “Why not?” he asked loudly.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Why don’t you need my credit card? Every hotel I’ve ever stayed in has asked to keep a form of payment on file.” Jason caught the male concierge, Richard, share what appeared to be a nervous glance with Leila. “What makes this place so different?”

      “Well, it’s hotel policy, Mr. Chance,” Marvin said as if Jason should have known better. “There are no charges for the Chances.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” It wasn’t until after the words had already escaped his mouth that Jason realized he’d said them. He tried to backpedal, but now his words failed him altogether. “I mean, I⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Mr. Chance,” Marvin said reassuringly. “Stupid or not, it is hotel policy, and as manager, I’m obliged to enforce that policy.”

      Jason continued to find himself at a loss for words. These people were crazy. Heck, this whole place seemed a little crazy. But then again, he hadn’t felt like he was in his right mind since arriving either. He tapped the keycard against his palm. “I think—I’m going to go to my room now,” was all he could manage to say.

      Jason vaguely heard Marvin praising his decision as he strolled past the podium toward the elevator bays. He pushed the call button and waited, watching the old-fashioned analogue arrow above the sliding doors slowly arc across decreasing numbers.

      “Might I make a suggestion?”

      Leila’s soothing voice was so close to Jason’s ear that he could feel the short bursts of her warm breath. He turned to her, half expecting to see the entire podium trio standing there with butcher knives or chloroform towels or alien heads—any of the three wouldn’t be that out of line with the direction this insane movie of a night had taken. But it was just Leila standing there, with no weapon and definitely no alien head, and instead with a much needed expression of compassion.

      “I know you’re exhausted,” she continued, “but you should probably get a bite to eat before heading to bed.” She motioned toward the corridor from which Jason had earlier heard restaurant noise. “Our in-house restaurant is the best. Our chef is so good that he’ll make you want to stay here forever. Well, that or take him home with you.” She smiled, her expression magnetic. “Either way, you get the point.”

      “Thanks.” Jason had intended to sound sincere, though he wasn’t sure if it had come across that way in his current mental state. He thought about the promise he'd made to his stomach. Then he thought about laying his head on a soft pillow and saying goodnight to this overbearing day. His brain reminded him that promises were made to be broken. “I may just wait until breakfast.”

      Leila looked as though she was genuinely disappointed with his response. “If you change your mind, let me know on your way to the restaurant.” Her eyes met his. “I can head up to your room, turn down your sheets, prepare a warm bath and some relaxing music…” She let that last suggestion linger between them for more than a passing moment. “While you eat, of course.”

      Any meaningful words escaped Jason again, so all he said was, “of course.”

      The elevator chimed, signaling the car had arrived. Jason waited for a handful of other guests to disembark before stepping inside. Leila was right; he was exhausted. She was also right that he should probably try to eat. But he was worried that any attempt at getting through a meal would end with his face substituting his plate of food for the pillow it longingly needed. Jason reached for the button to the twenty-first floor, then hesitated. An upper floor suite would be one of the most expensive rooms in the hotel. You don’t just give those out for free to a one-off guest, especially for a policy that sounded so ridiculous it had to be imaginary. He marched off the elevator and returned to the podium.

      “I’d like to see it,” he told Marvin, interrupting an ongoing conversation between the manager and Richard. Both men eyed him curiously. “I’d like to see the policy. You must have a hotel handbook or something official you could show me.”

      The two men pressed their lips together as if trying to stifle laughter, but then the laughter broke through anyway. It wasn’t menacing, as Jason had expected, but friendly laughter shared by two people who were privy to a common joke. Jason glanced at Leila, who rolled her eyes playfully at her coworkers’ antics.

      “There is no policy,” he accused. “You’re messing with me again.” His words incited even louder laughter now, and he was starting to feel he was being taken for a fool. “Is it also policy to make fun of your guests like this?”

      “No, sir.” Marvin choked through fading chuckles before settling down. “No. I’m sorry, Mr. Chance. We’re just laughing because there is no handbook to show you.”

      “Because there is no policy,” Jason accused once more.

      “Oh, no,” Marvin replied matter-of-factly. “There is a policy. It’s just—well, this hotel’s so old that they put policies of that importance in much more obvious places.”

      He gestured past Jason, back toward the elevator bay, but with his hand angled upward, not quite on a trajectory for the ceiling, but close enough. Jason followed with his gaze until his eyes landed on a series of metallic gold, capital letters that someone had once painstakingly centered near the top of the elevator bay wall—a permanent, decorative fixture that blended into its surroundings, but was on display for those who wished to take notice:

      
        
        NO CHARGES FOR THE CHANCES

      

      

      “Well I’ll be damned,” Jason muttered in disbelief.

      He wasn’t sure how long he stood there repeatedly reading that phrase, but he guessed it must have been at least a minute or two. He was eventually snapped out of his trance by Leila, who quietly took him by the arm and led him away from the elevator bays. As he passed the podium, Jason heard himself utter a weak thank you or two to Marvin and Richard, and when Leila stopped him, he found himself just outside the dining room hallway.

      “Enjoy your dinner, Mr. Chance,” she said warmly.

      Jason debated reiterating his original intent, to break the promise to his belly and skip his meal and head straight to bed. But then the aromas of freshly baked bread and warm olive oil and sizzling meats and sugary desserts all began to waft past him. At that moment, he realized his decision had already been made for him. He looked at Leila gratefully. “I will.”
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            IT’S WHAT YOU REALLY WANT

          

        

      

    

    
      The hotel restaurant was much larger than Jason had expected. He estimated it held maybe fifty or so tables, all evenly spaced across elegant carpet, each with a dark tablecloth and large burning candle in the center. The candles provided the primary source of light for the space, the overhead chandeliers purposefully dimmed, the windows of the exterior facing walls displaying only the darkness of the surrounding woods. Decorative, open-flame fire pits strategically placed among the tables gave the room a cozy feel, and a live pianist filled the air with a low-key, relaxing tune. A glossy, dark wood bar spanned one of the longer walls of the restaurant. Smaller, shot glass candles were spaced equally along it, one for each barstool, and an extensive selection of liquors lined row after row of glass shelving that ran nearly the length of the bar itself. At the entrance to the restaurant was a wooden podium, much like the concierge podium in the lobby, and standing behind it with shoulders straight was another sharply dressed woman patiently awaiting Jason’s arrival.

      “Good evening, Mr. Chance,” she said. “My name’s Marie. I’ll be your hostess this evening.“

      Jason glanced at the nameplate pinned to her right breast pocket. Yup, he thought in a slight moment of déjà vu; that says Marie. “Hi Marie.”

      “Would you like table seating or bar seating this evening?” she asked.

      Jason perused his options. Hotel guests were spaced sporadically among the tables such that none were too close to each other, but also such that no one open table was very secluded. The bar, on the other hand, had a pair of businessmen nursing drinks at one end, but was otherwise wide open. That option seemed much more comfortable in Jason’s unsteady state. He relayed his choice to Marie.

      “Sure thing,” she said with a pep in her step. “Follow me.”

      She led Jason to an area of the bar about a third of the way down from where it began. It couldn’t have been a more perfect spot—not at the front end where he’d be cramped, not at the far end where he’d have to listen to the businessmen drone on about whatever money they were making or losing today, and about as far away as one could get from the nearest populated table. It was Jason’s own personal dining space.

      “I’ll have a waiter bring some ice water shortly,” Marie told him before motioning toward his messenger bag. “Would you like me to hold that up front while you eat? We have a secure coat closet.”

      “No thank you.” Jason slipped the messenger bag from around his arm and placed it on a neighboring barstool, giving it a light pat with his hand. “I’d like a little company with my meal.”

      “Of course, Mr. Chance.”

      Marie then left him to get settled. A few moments later, a waiter delivered a tall glass of ice water as promised. Strangely, the waiter didn’t ask whether Jason wanted something else to drink, but he didn’t mind. In fact, some ice water was exactly what he needed to rehydrate and perhaps clear his head. More strange was that the waiter didn’t take Jason’s order either, and neither the waiter nor Marie had left him with a menu. Uh oh, he thought stupidly, the five-star service is wavering already. He chuckled to himself.

      “Something funny?” a deep male voice asked.

      Jason looked up from his glass of water to find a hulking, dark-skinned body enveloped in a bright white coat standing behind the bar. The chef, he presumed, only this chef looked like he’d been more than a chef at one point in time. Ex-military perhaps.

      “I like a good joke,” he said, though his tone suggested otherwise.

      “I’m honestly just laughing at myself,” Jason replied timidly. “It’s been a long day.”

      “I bet.” The chef glared at him with an oddly knowing eye. “The name’s Terrance, and I will be the preparer of your food this fine evening. What would you like?”

      Jason shrugged. “I uh—I haven’t seen a menu yet.”

      Terrance raised his eyebrows and leaned forward, his mass intimidating as it stretched across the bar top. “And?”

      Jason’s words were slow with confusion. “And I don’t know what you’ve got?” It was a half statement, half question kind of response.

      “And that somehow changes what you want?”

      Terrance was giving Jason a look that said you’re going to be eating out of the vending machine if you keep this up, so he tried a different approach. “May I please see a menu?” He added for good measure, “Sir?” Jason spoke as if he was a child who had done something wrong.

      Terrance grunted, maybe even growled, as he stood back and reached under the bar. He removed a large, glossy bi-fold from some unseen hiding spot and held it at Jason’s eye level. “Does this help?” he asked sarcastically.

      The front of the menu was black, with the name Chance Hotel embossed in gold lettering. The food options were on the interior, but Jason feared if he tried to grab the menu, his hand might become the hotel’s newest special of the day. He stared, unmoving, awaiting further instructions, when a child’s voice rang out behind him.

      “Bye, Chef!” the voice said gleefully. “Thanks for another amazing meal!”

      Terrance’s intimidating scowl transformed in a flash. The beast of a man was beaming, his body loose as he tossed a wave to the child Jason was too afraid to turn his back to look for. “No problem, Pete! Score one for me at your game tomorrow!”

      “I’ll do my best!”

      The child’s voice was more distant with that final response, and a moment later, Terrance turned his attention back to Jason, his body rigid once more, the scowl back in full force. Jason tried to speak, but he couldn’t think of anything safe to say. Maybe he should tell the chef he had a little league game tomorrow, too? “Look man—sir, Chef—Chef Terrance—” He saw the hulking man noticeably roll his eyes. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “I want,” Terrance said in a slow, stern voice, “you to tell me what you would like for dinner.”

      Jason’s eyes instinctively focused on the menu in his hand.

      “Oh, good God, man!” Terrance waved the menu within Jason’s grasp. “Look, I could give you this, and you could pick from the limited selection on it, and whatever you picked would be delicious.” He slammed the menu down. “But it wouldn’t be what you want.” He then slid the menu in Jason’s direction, as if tempting him to pick it up. “You’re the guest. You worry about making your request. I’m the chef. Let me worry about how I’ll actually get it to you.”

      Jason still wanted to see the menu, but now the challenge had been established. Terrance wanted to know what he wanted, absent any restrictions whatsoever? He would gladly tell him. “I would like a poached lobster tail with a hint of garlic, a golden brown crostini with melted cheese on top, and a side of heavily buttered, heavily seasoned, slightly charred broccoli florets. I’m not picky about the cheese or seasoning.”

      Jason had purposely chosen seafood since a hotel this far in the middle of nowhere probably wouldn’t keep a large quantity of it on-hand. He specified a crostini over cheesy garlic bread because it was the less likely of the two to be in the restaurant’s kitchen. And he chose the broccoli—well, because he liked broccoli and was curious what Terrance would do with the flexibility in his instructions. He watched as his opponent eyed him with a challenge accepted kind of stare.

      “Coming right up, Mr. Chance.”

      Terrance took the unused menu with him and returned to the kitchen. In the silence that followed, several questions arose in Jason’s mind: Why the hell had Terrance been so confrontational with him? The man obviously had a soft side, but maybe it was only reserved for children? And when did Terrance learn his name? Jason didn’t remember offering it, but he supposed Marie could have shared the intel behind closed doors. But then, how did she get his name? And speaking of doors—did she really offer to put his bag in a secure coat closet? Why did a coat closet need security? Better yet, why had she assumed his bag needed it? Before Jason could address a single thought, Terrance returned and shoved a plate in front of him.

      “What the hell is this?” Jason asked as he observed the lightly toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwich sitting before him.

      “It’s your dinner, Mr. Chance,” Terrance replied as if nothing was wrong.

      “It’s not what I ordered.”

      “It’s not what you ordered,” Terrance repeated, once again leaning in to ensure he had Jason’s undivided attention, “but it’s what you really want.”

      So this was how Terrance was going to play it, huh? Jason was starting to get a feel for how this man thought, how he used his physical presence to push his own agenda, to mess with others just to see if they would cave in or fight back. He locked eyes with the chef and slid the plate back toward him. “I would like,” Jason said with conviction, “a poached lobster tail with a hint of garlic, a golden brown crostini with melted cheese on top, and a side of heavily buttered, heavily seasoned, slightly charred broccoli florets.” He then repeated with emphasis, “I’m not picky about the cheese or seasoning.”

      Terrance nodded respectfully, and for a moment, Jason even thought he saw one edge of the hulking man’s lips curl upward. “Very well.”

      He took the plate and returned to the kitchen once more. Jason slumped on his bar stool, relief washing over him that Terrance hadn’t tried to knock his head off for his insubordination. Then, as he waited for his new meal, he pondered what the chef would present next. The peanut butter and jelly sandwich had been the easy way out, something simple that anyone without a peanut allergy might have acquiesced to. But if Terrance couldn’t produce Jason’s exact order—and Jason was feeling fairly confident he couldn’t—then he would need to produce something equally or even more satisfying to stop Jason from pushing back. Jason nursed his glass of ice water as he watched an analogue clock on the wall. Five minutes passed, then five more. Terrance emerged from the kitchen with a plate in hand, but brought it to another waiting guest. On his way back to the kitchen, he gave Jason a wag of his finger. What the hell was that supposed to mean? A few more minutes passed, then Terrance appeared again, this time headed in Jason’s direction.

      “Your order,” the chef said with more than a hint of disdain in his voice. “Be careful. The plate’s hot.”

      Jason looked at the meal—his meal, the exact meal he’d ordered, right down to the lightly charred broccoli tips. “How did you⁠—”

      But Terrance was gone, probably back to the kitchen to sulk in his defeat. The aroma from Jason’s plate activated his salivary glands. He grabbed his utensils and dove in, first trying the lobster, then the broccoli. They were amazing, a unique burst of flavor with each bite. Jason tried the crostini—absolutely scrumptious. He took a sip of water and went in for a second bite… then stopped and stared at the sizable chunk of lobster glistening at the end of his fork. It truly was the best poached lobster he’d ever eaten; it looked amazing, smelled amazing, and more importantly, tasted amazing. So why then didn’t he want another bite? Jason’s stomach pleaded with him to satiate it, and it was then that he realized as good as this dish was, it wasn’t going to get that job done.

      “Pssst,” Terrance hissed quietly. Jason looked up from his dinner to find the hulking man standing in front of him once more, another plate in his hand, and on the plate a lightly toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “I made you a fresh one. The other one sat too long. Bread got mushy.” The chef extended his free hand toward Jason’s meal. “May I?” Jason nodded and silently surrendered his fork. Terrance swapped the lobster dinner with the sandwich. “Enjoy,” the hulking man said with uncharacteristic sincerity.

      And then he was gone again. Jason stared at the sandwich, confused even by his own actions. Then the first wave of that lightly toasted bread filled his nasal cavities. It was soon accompanied by the sweetness and nuttiness of its contents, a harmony of flavors that longed to be consumed. Jason took a bite, then another, and another after that. A couple of minutes later, only crumbs remained to evidence the sandwich massacre that had just taken place. But Jason was happy, and his stomach was even happier, for that was the best damn peanut butter and jelly sandwich he had ever had.
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      When his meal was over, Jason tried to pass his credit card to Marie, offering to pay for the peanut butter and jelly sandwich he’d eaten, the one he hadn’t, and the lobster dish he assumed went to waste, but secretly thought might have been eaten by Terrance.

      To no one’s surprise, she refused his payment. “Not necessary, Mr. Chance.” She then reminded him, “There are no charges for the Chances.”

      Slightly annoyed and determined to pay for something before he checked out of this hotel, Jason dropped a couple of folded dollar bills in the pianist’s tip jar. He then left the restaurant, noticing the lobby was much emptier and quieter than when he’d first checked in, and returned to the elevator bays Leila had cleverly deterred him from earlier. Speaking of Leila—she was nowhere to be seen following Jason’s dinner. Neither was Marvin nor Richard, or any of the other hotel employees he’d seen in the lobby earlier that night. In fact, there were no hotel employees present at all, leaving Jason questioning what would happen if another guest arrived. Oh well, he thought, not my problem. He called the elevator and proceeded to the twenty-first floor.

      The doors opened to a carpeted foyer where two recliners flanked a window to the woods and a heavy wooden desk sat opposite the elevator bays. Atop the desk was a potted plant, a chessboard, and what Jason assumed was a service phone to the front desk. He passed through the foyer to an adjacent hallway lined with guest room doors. The doors were spaced much farther apart than he was used to in other hotels, likely because he didn’t usually stay in suites, and there were a total of only four or five of them—Jason couldn’t be sure given the dim lighting at the far end of the hall. He found the door to his room, buzzed himself in with the magnetic keycard Marvin had given him, and flipped on the lights.

      The guest suite did not disappoint. Designed with an open floor plan, the door opened to a spacious living area with a couch, coffee table, and wall-mounted television. To the left was a large kitchenette, though after his meal that night, Jason wondered why anyone would even use it. It held a full-size fridge, gas cooktop, built-in oven and microwave, and island seating. Jason whistled in awe as he set his messenger bag on the island counter. The living area alone was bigger than most hotel rooms he’d previously stayed in, and he wondered what this would have cost him had he not had the lucky disposition of being born a Chance.

      To the right of the entrance, through a set of open double doors, was the bedroom, which Jason estimated had a footprint equal to the living area and kitchenette combined. It was populated with a king-sized bed, a cushy recliner, a dresser, and another wall-mounted television. The bed sheets were turned down, and a stack of fluffy pillows had been propped to one side. On the nightstand next to the pillows was an ice bucket, filled, with the top of a small glass bottle protruding from the frozen lumps it contained. Milk? Jason thought as he lifted the frosty bottle and examined the white liquid sloshing inside. There was a folded note hanging from the neck of the bottle by red ribbon:

      
        
        I thought you might like this to chase down the peanut butter. —L

      

      

      Jason smiled. Did Leila treat all the hotel guests this well? Probably, he admitted, though he still held on to the slight chance that he was receiving extra special treatment. A small object carefully placed at the base of the pillows grabbed his attention next. It was a paperback novel—horror or science fiction by the looks of it, with a partially shadowed, tentacled creature on the cover. When Jason picked it up to get a closer look, another folded note fell from its pages:

      
        
        Just in case you know how to read. —R

      

      

      Well, Jason told himself after taking a moment to absorb the peculiar message, I guess it’s the thought that counts. He set the book on the nightstand and proceeded to a closed door leading to an adjacent room. The bathroom, he assumed, or rather hoped, otherwise he might have just discovered the true purpose of the kitchenette. As Jason approached the door, he heard a relaxing melody playing within. She didn’t… But he already knew she had. A plume of steam rolled over his body as he opened the bathroom door. Inside the large, tile-lined space, a warm bath had already been drawn. Thick terrycloth towels hung from what appeared to be a built-in warmer, and a small, old-fashioned radio—the source of the relaxing music—glowed on the corner of the double vanity.

      Jason returned to the bedroom and downed a glass of milk. He then stripped his clothes, grabbed the novel and his cell phone, and immersed himself in the warm water of the tub. He allowed himself a few minutes of pure relaxation, time for the water to soften his skin, the steam to open his pores, time to simply zone out and let go of the stresses of the day. When time was up, he reached for his phone and checked again for missed calls, but there were none. Jason glanced at the clock. His wife and little girl would be getting ready for bed about now. Maybe he should call them, not to talk or fight or rehash what had already been said and done, but to simply say goodnight. He found his wife’s name in the recent call list. No, he then told himself. His daughter didn’t know he was gone for good yet; no sense in upsetting her right before bed. Jason put the phone to sleep and set it aside.

      He reached for a towel to dry his hands and grabbed the novel. He knew he should let his eyes rest, but he also knew that if he didn’t occupy his mind, he would end up dwelling on his family feud from the night before. He flipped open the cover of the book and lazily skimmed the first page. The main character was a fisherman named Hap, and he apparently had a history with some sea monster, but the townsfolk accused him of going crazy on the open water.

      Let me guess, Jason thought, the sea monster is real, and a lot of townsfolk are going to die before they accept that Hap is completely sane…

      A few pages later, the first of the townsfolk met their demise, and the rest chalked it up to a freak accident. “That figures,” Jason muttered under his breath before wondering why Richard had left him such a ridiculous book. Nonetheless, he kept reading. The bath had somehow stayed warm—Jason suspected it had heaters beneath the ceramic—and as dumb as the novel was, it was succeeding at distracting him from his thoughts. A few deaths later and, surprise surprise, the townsfolk were turning to Hap to help save the day. By page sixty, he was assembling a ragtag crew of fisherman who, despite being totally unqualified, Jason suspected would hunt the sea monster down in honor of all those lives that had been lost.

      The air suddenly cracked loud enough to pierce the bedroom walls. Jason leaped, sloshing bath water and nearly soaking his novel. Thunder? He set the novel out of harm’s way and waited. The air cracked again, and this time, he was pretty sure it wasn’t thunder. It was higher pitched and more forceful than that. Jason climbed out of the tub and wrapped a towel around himself as he crossed into his bedroom. He pulled back the edge of the window curtain and stared out into the night, steeling himself for the next crack. He wasn’t prepared enough, though, when it blasted his ears only moments later, sending a nerve-racking jolt through his body. After composing himself, Jason looked into the darkness once more. There had been no flash of light, no visual indication that a storm was nearing. In fact, he then realized, the sound hadn’t come from the sky at all. It had come from⁠—

      Crack! The noise blasted him again, not from above, but from below. Jason looked down, where twenty-one stories beneath him, a dimly lit cement path wound from the hotel’s main building, through landscaping, to the building he’d guessed was an event space. There was a flashing, no flickering, of blue-ish light just outside of his view. Crack! That was the source, he was sure of it.

      A tall, blonde man ran onto the path yelling something Jason couldn’t make out from this height. He seemed frantic, repeatedly looking back as he tripped over his own feet. Crack! Jason flinched once more at the noise. He could only imagine how loud it must be at ground level, and knew it was at least loud enough to bring the blonde man quivering to his knees. Jason watched as the man’s gaze shifted upward from the blue-ish light, as if looking at something tall that Jason couldn’t see from his angle. An instant later, a large, fleshy tentacle shot out of the dark, a miniature tidal wave of foamy water following as it cracked like a thunderous whip and wrapped around the blonde man. The tentacle retreated as fast as it had emerged, taking the man with it and sending smaller waves of froth into the landscaping.

      Jason couldn’t breathe. He stumbled back from the window, his knees wobbly and the room spinning. He tripped on the towel he’d wrapped around his waist and crashed sideways into the nightstand, where his head struck the heavy ice bucket. The bedroom grew dark…

      When Jason opened his eyes, he was back in the bathroom, soaking in warm water and still listening to the relaxing sounds of the radio. He looked at the waterlogged novel struggling to stay afloat in the tub and wondered how long he’d been asleep. A half hour or so, he ultimately determined after checking the time on his phone. The side of his head throbbed, no doubt from slamming it against the ceramic tub as he’d dozed. It was probably what had woken him, he surmised. Jason grabbed a towel—the same towel he had dreamed of grabbing already—and wrapped it around himself as he stepped out of the tub. He drained the water, tossed the ruined book into the bathroom trash can, turned off the radio, and walked back into the silent bedroom.

      Everything was as he had left it. There was no sign that he’d tripped into the nightstand, no disturbance in the ice bucket or the neighboring glass he’d used to grab a swallow of milk before his bath. Well yeah, Jason reprimanded himself, why would there be? He got dressed and sat on the edge of the bed, checking his phone one last time for a missed call he knew wouldn’t be there. He then lay back against the stack of pillows, sinking softly into a comforting embrace. Though his body was pleased, Jason’s mind couldn’t settle. Deep down, he knew it had just been a dream, yet he needed something more concrete to put his mind at ease, a confirmation that he hadn’t truly witnessed a giant tentacle monster murdering another hotel guest. He stood back up and strolled to the bedroom window. Just one look, he told himself before pulling back the curtain, one look to confirm nothing’s out there. Then, after a calming breath, he peered out.

      It was just as he remembered from his dream. Mostly darkness, with the only light coming from the ground below, where a winding path did indeed bridge the gap between the hotel’s main building and one of its wings. But there was no blonde man, there was no tentacle, nor loud cracking, nor flickering blue-ish light. All was normal, at least insofar as anything was normal at the Chance Hotel, and Jason was about to let the curtain fall back into place when one thing that differed from his dream caught his eye. A yellow object—no, two yellow objects—on the winding path. Even from this distance, Jason could make out enough of their distinct shapes to conclude what they were: wet floor signs. A man in janitorial garb walked onto the path with a mop and bucket in tow. He slapped the threads of the mop across the pavement, which Jason now realized was already dark with moisture. After a few passes, the janitor wrung out his mop and wiped a hand over his forehead, looking up as if to take a breath of fresh air. Jason couldn’t be certain, but he thought the janitor was looking at him. A moment later, his suspicion was confirmed as the janitor lifted a limp hand and gave him a half-hearted wave.

      Jason recognized the weak attempt at a silent greeting. “Richard?”
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      After haphazardly throwing on his clothes, Jason jogged back to the elevator that had deposited him on the twenty-first floor a little over an hour earlier. He honestly didn’t know what he was planning to do when he went back downstairs, but he had to do something—something to make sense out of this crazy night. He watched the numbers tick down on a digital display inside the elevator: nineteen, eighteen, seventeen. It was odd, he thought, that the inside of the elevator was adorned with a modern readout while the exteriors used old-fashioned analogue floor indicators. Then, as the elevator lights flickered, his thoughts shifted to how it would be just his luck if the elevator broke down with him inside it. No, he told himself, it would actually be quite fitting, all things considered. But the elevator didn’t break. Its lights stopped flickering, and it successfully landed on the first floor as instructed.

      Jason stepped out and cautiously observed the lobby. It was completely empty now, devoid of both hotel staff and guests, and someone had even dimmed most of the lights. It was as if the hotel had been put to bed for the night, as silly as he thought that sounded. He scouted around slowly, not because he was afraid—okay, maybe a little afraid—but also because he was having trouble gathering his bearings. He tried to imagine what direction he would face when the elevator dropped him off on the twenty-first floor. He then tried to follow his imagination through the foyer, then the hallway, into his room, then his bedroom, and to the window⁠—

      Awesome, Jason thought dryly as he came face to face with a solid wall. He didn’t have a good sense of direction, and he knew it. He returned to the elevator bays and tried again, this time shortening the walk down the imaginary hallway and turning a little later toward the imaginary bedroom. Nope, he thought as he stared at another slab of painted sheetrock; that’s a wall too. Jason tried three more times before he finally found what he was looking for: a single glass door leading to the courtyard that stood between the main building and the event building. Like a frightened child, he approached the door from the side and peeked out for a mere second before pulling his head back. Idiot, he scolded himself, the second-long glance not enough to ascertain anything that might be waiting in the dimly lit night. Jason peeked out again, slowly, but with more conviction.

      Soft garden lights lined the winding path. He saw that the landscaping surrounding the path was much fuller and taller than it had appeared from his bedroom window. He saw the first of the wet floor signs—he assumed the other was past the first curve of the path—but he didn’t see Richard, nor the mop and bucket. More importantly, he didn’t see a giant, brooding monster, nor the remnants of what used to be a human body. Jason took a deep breath, opened the courtyard door, and stepped into the night. The air was sticky, humid from the earlier rain⁠—

      He stopped after one step onto the concrete walkway. “You dumbass,” he whispered to himself. “The rain…”

      Of course the pavement would be wet. Jason had driven through one hell of a storm to get to the Chance Hotel and had even seen beads of rain on the cars in the hotel parking lot. But that had been hours ago, right? He’d since checked in, had dinner, taken a bath, fallen asleep during that bath… surely the ground would have dried by now. Or would it have? Jason started down the path toward the event space. The ground wasn’t just wet with soaked-in moisture; there were still fairly prominent puddles standing here and there. But again, he supposed as he passed the second wet floor sign, it could have been the rain.

      He reached the other end of the walkway, where the landscaping opened to reveal a large patio that was staged for social engagements, with numerous umbrellaed tables, a stone island that Jason assumed was the hosting point for banquets, and a wooden platform with lights strung overhead nested into the woods—a dance floor, most likely. Of course, none of it was actively set up—the lights were off, umbrellas closed, island empty—but Jason could picture it being quite the party spot when in use. The patio sat adjacent to the event hall, and he was pretty certain now that it was indeed the purpose of the single-story building. He spotted a door and wondered whether it would be unlocked, curiosity getting the better of him. But as Jason moved toward the door, something else much more relevant diverted his attention: the patio was dry.

      He touched the ground to be certain, and sure enough, it was bone dry. He looked up to ensure there wasn’t a canopy or some other protection from the weather mounted overhead—there wasn’t. Jason then retraced his steps, back toward the walkway and landscaping, only then realizing that not even all of the walkway was wet. It was dry for the first few feet on the patio end, and it wasn’t until a few feet into the damp area that he passed the second wet floor sign once more. He paused, trying to remember his dream… if it was a dream. Was this where the blonde man had been standing? If so, it would explain the water. It would also mean that giant supernatural sea creatures were real… or that Jason was in the middle of a psychotic break. The latter was much more likely, he thought as he tried to position himself to mimic his dream victim. The blonde man had been staring at something; what was it? Jason arranged his feet into what he recalled to be the blonde man’s final stance and looked up, only to see the side of the Chance Hotel, a series of decorative windows giving view of the lobby.

      Well that was a big help, he thought as he let his shoulders slump. But he also knew it was better than the alternative…

      It was then that Jason noticed movement in his peripheral vision. His eyes darted to the source of the movement, beyond the decorative windows, where a partially shadowed figure watched him from the hotel’s lobby. Jason turned down the path, speeding toward the glass door that would take him back into the hotel, and as he moved, so did the spying figure, as if on a course to beat him there. His heart pounded. Was it one of the hotel staff? Another guest? Something else? He heard his breathing turn audible. Was it trying to check on him? Lock him out? Hell—eat him? Jason reached the door first and yanked it open, nearly breaking the hinges. The woman on the other side screamed in surprise, causing him to let out his own startled cry as he stumbled backwards.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said as she clutched at her chest. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Chance. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      Jason found his balance and steadied his nerve before taking a good look at the woman who nearly scared him to death. He didn’t immediately recognize her, but he definitely recognized the clipboard in her hand, the one he thought she might break if she gripped it any tighter when he’d first checked in.

      “I’m Katherine,” the woman said with a nervous smile. “Katie—you can call me Katie.” She showed Jason her clipboard, where a partially completed checklist was on display. “I’m the hotel’s head of quality control.”

      He laughed, the absurdity of his fear and even his trip to the courtyard finally clear to him. “I thought you were—I thought—” He shook his head as he let the thought go and tried to stifle his outburst. “Hi Katie,” he eventually said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise, Mr. Chance.” She stepped aside so he could return inside. “I saw you while making my final rounds for the day. Is everything to your satisfaction so far?”

      That’s a loaded question, Jason thought. Then, for simplicity, he opted for a more traditional response: “Sure. Yes. I am satisfied.” The claim was almost robotic.

      “Glad to hear it.” Katie walked with him as he started back toward the elevator bays. “I hope you’re not down here because the transformers woke you. They’re the noisiest things…”

      “Transformers?”

      “A whole slew of them nearby,” Katie explained. “Some critical juncture for the power grid. The problem is they’re continuously overloading. Creates quite the ruckus.”

      Jason recalled the cracking sound from his dream. “Now that you mention it, I did hear something earlier.”

      “We’re quite sorry about that. But don’t you worry. The hotel has its own generators. Even if we get cut off from the power grid, we keep operating.”

      “That’s good,” Jason said, unsure how else to respond to her random factoid. They arrived at the elevator bays. “I guess I’ll head back to my room now.”

      “Right so, Mr. Chance.”

      Katie was friendly enough, but there was something else to her. There was a nervousness, a fear almost, similar to what he’d thought he’d seen when checking in, but more subdued, as if she was attempting to hide it. The elevator car arrived, but he didn’t get on, a new thought popping into his head.

      “Katie, you said that you’re the head of quality control, right?” Jason asked rhetorically. “I noticed the path outside was pretty wet.”

      She nodded. “We had quite the storm come through before you arrived tonight.”

      “Yeah, but it’s just the walkway,” Jason countered. “The rest of the ground is dry.”

      “Hmm…” Katie pondered for a moment. “Oh, you know what? We have sprinklers in the landscaping out there. You probably just saw the runoff.”

      Jason noted the contradiction in her explanations. “You run the sprinklers even after a heavy rain?”

      “They’re on a timer,” Katie replied quickly.

      She replied too quickly, Jason observed, and with increased nervousness. He pressed her harder. “But only a portion of the path was wet. The landscaping runs the entire length.”

      Katie didn’t have an immediate comeback this time, and Jason thought he saw her gulp apprehensively. “Let me check,” she said anxiously as she flipped through pages on her clipboard. Then she forced a smile. “Ah, here it is. Broken sprinkler head at the start of the path. There’s an order in to our maintenance crew to fix it.”

      Jason leaned in to see the order, but Katie let the clipboard papers fall back into place before he could get a good look. She then stared at him with eyes that almost screamed please just accept what I’m saying. Was she hiding something? Or was she simply nervous by nature and not comfortable with confrontations? Jason didn’t want to come across as a complete asshole, so he let her off the hook.

      “That makes sense.” He called the elevator again, and this time stepped inside. “Katie,” he then said, one last curious thought coming to him, “is it normal for Richard to do janitorial work for the hotel?”

      “Richard? Oh dear no. I can’t get that man to lift a finger to clean anything.”

      “Oh.” The candidness of her response had been surprising. “I thought I saw him mopping some water⁠—”

      “Benji,” Katie spouted. “You probably saw Benji. He’s the head of our janitorial staff. Usually works the night shift alone.”

      Jason peered at her suspiciously. “It really looked like Richard.”

      “Nope,” she said with that nervous smile of hers, “definitely Benji.”

      A moment ago it was probably and now it was definitely
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