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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WET BEHIND THE EARS

          

        

      

    

    
      A heavy pot tore through the air, skimming over prep tables and barely missing a string of heat lamps as it beamed toward its target. A man, in his twenties and dressed to the nines, but with a loose tie and smear of lipstick on his cheek, dodged at the last minute, the pot bouncing off of a steel burner behind him before clanging to the floor.

      “Okay!” the man shouted. “I deserved that, but you’ve got to believe me that nothing would have happened!”

      The young lady subbing for Nolan Ryan blindly grabbed the next object within reach. Her party dress pulled at the seams as she hummed the object, a stainless steel ladle, toward her cowering target. “Oh yeah? Is that what you would have told me if I had walked in on you two in bed together?”

      The ladle deflected off the edge of a prep table. Nearby, Jason Chance and several members of his staff watched as the young lady found a container of similar cooking utensils and flung them one by one at her disheveled fiancé. They had snuck into the kitchen at the height of the heated exchange and split up among a handful of hiding spots purposely built behind storage cabinets and walk-in freezers.

      “So… this isn’t going well,” one of the hotel’s concierges, Richard, said. He had a knack for sharing the obvious.

      “No, Richard, it isn’t,” Jason agreed. He turned his attention to his other concierge, Leila, who, in her words, had slutted herself up for this little charade. Jason couldn’t help staring for a moment before getting down to business. “Maybe you took the hot and heavy mistress role a little far? We wanted to make her jealous, not homicidal.”

      Leila glared at him. “You think I enjoy wearing this?” She waved an angry hand over her dress, which showed a little too much cleavage and far too much leg for her taste. “Besides, why am I always getting picked to play the temptress? Katie could have done it.”

      Jason looked toward a dark enclave several prep tables away. There, Katie, his head of quality control, watched the unfolding fiasco with disapproving eyes. She jotted note after note on her clipboard, each flick of her fingers making him cringe in expectation of the barrage of criticism coming his way when this was over. Leila was right; Katie could have played the hot and heavy mistress role. She was surprisingly attractive in a nerdy sort of way. At least, once you got past her stern demeanor, uptightness, constant judgments about everything you did, infuriatingly logical train of thought, tendency to over-analyze, bossiness—nope, on second thought, Leila had been the right choice to play the role of temptress this evening.

      “Everything was going fine until you sat in his lap and kissed him.” Jason noticed a funny pit forming in his stomach as he spoke.

      Leila’s eyes went wide as she replied in a harsh whisper. “I didn’t sit in his lap and kiss him! I fell into his lap thanks to a bump from yours truly.” She pointed a thumb at Richard. “Then my lips inadvertently brushed his cheek as I tried to stand.”

      Richard shrugged innocently. “It was like watching a PG movie out there. You needed some assistance spicing things up.”

      “Well, excuse me if being a tramp doesn’t come naturally!”

      There was an abnormally loud clatter as the woman in the party dress ran out of utensils and launched the metal container that had been housing them at her companion. The man dodged again and pleaded for a truce so they could talk things out. The woman’s unintelligible response and continued assault made it clear that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Alright,” Jason told his concierges. “What’s done is done. Let’s figure out how we’re going to salvage this.”

      “We could do good cop, bad cop,” Richard suggested. “I’ll go out there and inform them we’ve gotten complaints about the noise, then ask them to return to their room. You show up right after me and threaten to have them arrested for vandalism.”

      “And that helps us how?”

      Richard pursed his lips, then shrugged again. “I dunno. That’s as far as I got.”

      Yup, Jason thought, that was the helpfulness he’d come to expect from Richard. “Anyone have any other ideas?”

      “You don’t want me going out there,” Leila said. “Unless you want to escalate things to a double homicide.”

      Jason pondered for a moment as the adult dodgeball match continued. “Maybe we could even the playing field? I could go out there and pretend she was hitting on me earlier this evening.” He noticed the doubt in Leila’s eyes. “What?”

      “Nice try, boss, but you’re not that much of a catch.”

      Jason might have been offended if it wasn’t for the charming smile and butterfly inducing wink she followed her words with. He dropped the idea and tried to think of another. Then, before anything else came to mind, he noticed something strange. The clattering and yelling had abruptly stopped. For a moment, he thought the feuding couple had simply moved their conflict to a new arena—the dining room, perhaps—but then he heard a new underlying sound fill the brief silence. It was a sporadic stream of soft grunts and groans. Jason shared a quizzical glance with Leila and Richard, then looked to Katie’s enclave, only to find her as confused as them. He slowly peered out from his hiding spot…

      Bang!

      The man’s back slammed against the freezer just feet from Jason’s head. Jason retreated quickly, but not before catching a glimpse of the woman’s lips plastered against those of her adversarial fiancé. Richard and Katie looked like they wanted an explanation, but Jason put an authoritative finger to his mouth. He heard more groaning, followed by shuffling, and suddenly the couple rolled into view, the woman’s leg hiked high on her fiancé’s waist as she pressed him against the wall just outside of Jason’s hiding spot. If either of them had come up for air, they would’ve spotted him and his staff immediately. Luckily, the man took his turn at being the aggressor and lifted his partner by the buttocks as he carried her back out of sight.

      Jason breathed a sigh of relief and slid to the floor. Richard and Leila were both stifling laughter when they all heard the thud of a body landing on a prep table, followed by an unmistakable unzipping sound. By the time the first pleasurable moan had left the woman’s lips, Leila’s face had turned as red as an apple. Unabashed, Richard listened intently to the new game that had commenced. He even gave Jason a thumbs-up when both the man and woman gasped for breath following a shared set of particularly powerful grunts. In the other enclave, Jason spotted Katie on the ground, her knees drawn up to her head, and her clipboard tossed aside as if she were a soldier laying down arms once defeat was imminent.

      Ten minutes later, the deed was done. The couple shuffled about the kitchen, presumably gathering whatever clothing they had discarded, then giggled their way to the dining room. Jason peeked from the shadows to confirm they were gone, then broke into relieved laughter, the absurdity of how this intervention had played out finally overtaking him. Leila and Richard joined in on the laughter, tears in Leila’s eyes as she tried to hide her embarrassment. Then Katie marched toward them, her clipboard back in hand and her disappointed-teacher face at the ready, bringing the fun to a halt.

      “You got lucky,” she said as she consulted a sheet on her clipboard. “Post-dispute consummation increased their odds of staying together to ninety-four percent. You were hovering in the thirties before that.”

      “It’s not luck if it was the plan all along,” Jason replied.

      “The plan was to instigate a mild jealousy-induced dispute.” Katie motioned toward the assortment of cooking tools strewn about the kitchen. “Would you call this mild?”

      Jason shot her one of his increasingly common lay off of it looks. “It got the job done.”

      “That’s right,” Richard said as he hopped to his feet. “It got the job done, which means my job is done.” He squeezed past Jason. “If you’ll excuse me…”

      If Richard thought he was getting off the hook that easily, he had another thing coming. Katie knew he was the reason the conflict between the couple had escalated so drastically, and she was determined to chastise him for it. Luckily, it bought Jason a reprieve from his own reprimands as she followed hot on Richard’s heels out of the kitchen. He waited for them to leave, then extended an open hand to Leila.

      “May I?”

      She placed her fingers into his palm, and he helped her to her feet. Leila’s face stopped mere inches from Jason’s, and he found himself staring into her captivating eyes, past the intentionally thick eyeliner and mascara and into the natural beauty that lay underneath. Jason considered how the fight between their intervention couple had just ended. He wondered whether the outcome would be the same if he pressed Leila up against the freezer and made his feelings for her clear. He suspected she was wondering the same, for she hadn’t pulled her hands from his and was staring back at him as if daring him to make a move. In the nearly twelve months since taking over as hotel manager, Jason had never mustered the courage to take his relationship with Leila to the next level. It wasn’t for lack of wanting… the desire was nearly unbearable at times. It was rather a feeling that held Jason back, a feeling that Leila was hesitant, that despite the attraction between them, she wasn’t ready to let their relationship flourish. Jason didn’t know what was holding her back, but perhaps tonight… He leaned forward, but only ever so slightly, to give himself an escape route should she not be receptive. She appeared to be standing her ground…

      “What the hell happened in here?!”

      Just like that, Chef Terrance’s booming voice crushed Jason and Leila’s moment. Leila dropped Jason’s hands and emerged from the hiding spot. Jason followed, though he shied away from looking at Terrance directly.

      “Hi, Chef,” he said as though it were any other night.

      “Hi Chef?” Terrance repeated back to him. “That’s all you’ve got to say?” He surveyed the mess that had been made of his cooking tools. “You’d better have a good explanation for this, and it had better not involve the word intervention.”

      Jason could feel the dark-skinned man’s hulking presence looming over him. “Umm…”

      Terrance held up a hand to stop him before he could think of a good lie. “How many times do you use this space after hours without telling me?”

      “We don’t,” Jason said quickly. “Well, we don’t intend to. But sometimes guests just make their way here. It’s only happened once—no, twice—well, maybe four or five times before. But we’ll try not to let it happen again.”

      He could feel the anger radiating from Terrance’s body. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the chef took a swing at him. After all, Jason’s first intervention had taken place in this very kitchen. He was still a hotel guest at the time, and had unknowingly stumbled into the intervention, but even then, Terrance had made it explicitly clear he didn’t want those activities encroaching on his workspace. Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the last time Terrance had reminded him of his preferences.

      “We could let him slide this time, right Chef?” Leila asked with puppy dog eyes. “He’s still a little wet behind the ears, after all.”

      She winked at Jason. Maybe she was joking; maybe she was trying to get under his skin. He didn’t care either way if it cooled Terrance off.

      “Final warning,” the agitated cook said. “Keep your interventions out of my kitchen, or I’m going to let every one of you starve to death.”

      It may not have sounded like much of a threat, but Terrance’s dishes were like highly addictive drugs. Once you had them, there was no going back to normal food.

      “Understood,” Jason said. “And I’ll have housekeeping clean up this mess before you come in to prep breakfast in the morning.”

      “You’ll have them clean it up now,” Terrance countered. “The only reason I came back tonight was to get a stew simmering so it can be ready for tomorrow’s lunch crowd.”

      “Ah. Well, in that case, maybe try to avoid these prep tables right here.” Jason pointed to the ones in the vicinity of the feuding couple’s reconciliation. “At least until we can sanitize them.”

      Anger flared in Terrance’s eyes once more as he pointed a stiff finger. “Out.”

      Jason didn’t need to be told twice. He was about to suggest that Leila should leave with him, but she was already gone, the door to the dining room swinging back and forth on its hinge in her wake. He had hoped they could pick up where they’d left off before Terrance’s interruption, but her hasty exit told him that, as usual, she wasn’t ready. Jason sighed as he considered the missed opportunity. He told himself that next time he wouldn’t hesitate. Next time, he would sweep Leila off her feet before she saw him coming and before she could run. Next time, he wouldn’t be Mr. Lonely Hearts Chance. He would be Impossible-To-Resist Heartthrob Chance, and he would woo the object of his affection with the skill of a lead character in a romance novel. Yeah, Jason told himself. Next time…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FEEL LIKE A FAILURE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Jason woke in room 2101 to the familiar warm glow of sunlight filtered through his window curtain. Originally his guest room, 2101 had become Jason’s permanent home since accepting the manager position. It had all the amenities of an upscale hotel suite, and the head housekeeper, Olga, serviced it daily, leaving him to want for very little. On this particular morning, Jason climbed out of bed and flipped on his bedroom television for a little background noise. The first channel that came on was airing a commercial that blasted him with the question, are you tired? It then tried to sell him a ridiculous contraption to strap to his chest that would supposedly mimic the pressures of a mother’s womb to help him sleep better.

      Jason flipped to a new channel, which promptly bombarded him with a new question: feel like a failure? It then broke into obnoxious rock music as a self-help guru pitched his services while conveniently omitting just how much those services would cost. Jason flipped the channel again, but as soon as he heard the question struggling with love?, he turned the television off. He proceeded to his bathroom, where he took a hot shower, shaved, and brushed his teeth. He recalled how Leila had once run a warm bath in that very room to help take his mind off the stresses of his life. Those days were long gone at the Chance Hotel, a quirky and mysterious pit stop full of secrets that could change people’s lives, Jason’s included.

      Two of those secrets served as the foundation for his job as hotel manager. The first was that the hotel would somehow move the location of its entrance—or did it have multiple entrances in existence at the same time? Jason wasn’t entirely clear on the logistics. Regardless, he knew that it somehow positioned its entrance to draw in guests in need of a nudge in their life trajectories. The couple from the evening before was a prime example. They were madly in love, yet secretly untrusting of one another. They were so untrusting, in fact, that Katie’s wackadoo statistics showed only a thirteen percent chance they would stay together long enough to say their wedding vows if no one intervened.

      That’s where the staff of the Chance Hotel came into play. They would set up interventions to help steer guests’ lives back on the proper track. Though last night’s intervention had gotten a little out of hand, the result was nonetheless favorable, and Jason could check it off as another in a lengthy streak of sloppy successes during his tenure as manager.

      The second secret foundational to his job was the purpose of the hotel’s thirteenth floor. Behind its many doors sat pockets of thick black smoke that served as portals to a place best described as limbo. The previous hotel manager, Marvin, had described limbo as a container of non-existence, a pocket between life and death where physical and spiritual beings exist in perpetuity, and yet don’t exist at all. Jason would never forget those words. He had seen limbo firsthand, and Marvin’s description had been accurate.

      But it wasn’t just the limbo smoke that made the thirteenth floor so mind-boggling; it was the creatures that had been trapped there as well. The only one Jason had personally interacted with was the Ghoul, a hellish ball of mist with dozens of bloodshot eyes, multiple rows of pointy teeth, and claws sharp enough to poke holes through concrete. It was capturing the Ghoul that had earned him his ticket to limbo, but thankfully, the hotel wanted him back enough that it had helped him escape. Since then, Jason had spent a significant amount of time combing through the hotel’s archives to learn what other monstrosities had once plagued mankind, but were subsequently taken out of play by the staff of the Chance Hotel or its former incarnations.

      Though incomplete, the archives documented an assortment of creatures from the obvious—werewolves, vampires, something that fit the description of the abominable snowman—to the unexpected. One historical record even claimed a member of the Chance bloodline had been so skilled at manipulating limbo smoke, he had formed it into a skyscraper-sized black hole large enough to consume a Godzilla-like mega-reptile that had been torturing a nearby settlement. Jason wasn’t sure he believed that, but he’d been tempted more than once to locate the room in which the fabled monster now resided. Unfortunately, or perhaps secretly a blessing, that was easier said than done.

      While the archives maintained records of many of the creatures captured over the years, they didn’t list what rooms those creatures had been funneled into. They also contained little information about the creatures caught during the last hundred years or so, including the Ghoul and a sea monster Jason had never seen, but of which he was fully aware. The one saving grace was that the hotel’s reservation system actually marked rooms containing supernatural creatures as occupied. Even though Jason didn’t know where each creature was, he at least knew which spaces he had to work with should a new creature requiring the hotel’s attention emerge.

      So there it was, two secrets foundational to his career and so insane he probably wouldn’t have believed them if he hadn’t witnessed them with his own eyes. Now, as he removed the pieces of his manager’s suit from his closet, Jason wondered how he had even gotten to this point. He knew who he was and recalled much of his sordid past, but he could never quite recollect the chain of events that had brought him to the Chance Hotel, or that had ultimately swayed him into taking over as its manager. So much had changed since then that Jason suspected he might never remember the full story. Did it matter? Sometimes he thought it might, but then other times he reminded himself that this is where the wave of life had landed him, and he should just go with its flow.

      After getting dressed, Jason set out for the day by heading down the twenty-first floor hallway to a foyer outside the elevator bays that stood at one end of the floor. Positioned in the foyer were two recliners flanking a window that provided a view of the woods that, no matter where the Chance Hotel opened to greet its guests, always accompanied it. Along the wall opposite the elevator bays was a sturdy wooden desk that displayed a potted plant, a service phone, and an unusually active chessboard. During Jason’s stay as a hotel guest, an unseen opponent had challenged him to a game. It was a game he’d ultimately lost, and Jason had wondered whether the opponent would continue to play or simply disappear into the wind as though he or she had never existed. On his first morning as hotel manager, Jason had played an opening move to test that thought. By evening, his opponent had responded, and it had kicked off a series of persistent matches that continued to this day. The two had played eighty-four games so far, and of those eighty-four, Jason had claimed victory in… well, none of them.

      He’d been fine after losing the first few. After all, his chess skills had been quite rusty when he’d first checked in to the Chance Hotel. But then Jason had decided to get serious about it. He’d already known Leila had a talent for chess, so he’d tapped her to train him. Once he’d learned all he could from her, she’d passed him to Richard for more advanced skills. He’d been about as helpful as he ever was, so those had lessons ended after only two days. Jason had then turned to Olga. He hadn’t initially pegged her as a chess enthusiast, but she was European, and the stereotype side of his brain assumed all Europeans liked chess to some degree. She was also the only member of the staff he was confident had ever disappeared someone, so he’d assumed she was an excellent strategist as well. Both turned out to be true, and Olga had been glad to help Jason take his game to the next level.

      Unfortunately, with every improvement in his board decisions had come an equal, if not superior, improvement in his ghostly opponent’s decisions. A few weeks after first practicing with Olga, Jason had almost pushed their ongoing game to a stalemate. After that, his opponent had cranked up the difficulty and begun crushing him before their contests could really develop. After several devastating losses in a row, Jason felt it was time for an alternate approach. Working clandestinely, he’d decided to solve who his mystery opponent was, with the goal of implementing away-from-the-board tactics to throw that opponent off his or her game.

      In true Jason fashion, he’d bribed a couple of kids staying on the twenty-first floor to keep watch on the chessboard when he wasn’t around. They’d done a good job at first, casually hanging around the elevator foyer while he was on duty and reporting in at the end of each day. Their reports became repetitive, however, with no one attempting to touch the board while the kids were around, and the game grinding to a halt. Jason had tried non-human surveillance next. He’d asked Giorgio and Reggie, the Chance Hotel’s competent but slightly annoying maintenance and repair duo, to check whether there were any security cameras among their supplies. They’d come through with a cobwebbed camera larger than a shoe box and an old-school all-in-one monitor and VCR.

      The system had needed to be manually wired, so for ease, Jason had Giorgio and Reggie run it straight to his room. They could only find one VHS tape, which meant he would need to check his recording every eight hours before rewinding and taping over it. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a drawback he could live with if it meant exposing his opponent’s identity. Giorgio and Reggie had concealed the camera as best they could by adding a new five-foot tall potted plant to a corner of the elevator foyer and nestling the camera in its leaves. They had pulled back the wallpaper behind the plant and run the camera’s wire underneath it and into the ceiling. Sure, it had looked suspicious that after nearly a year of no changes, Jason had suddenly requested additional decor in the elevator foyer. But he had to hope his opponent wouldn’t analyze it too closely.

      The first eight hours of footage had shown no movement on the chessboard. The next eight hours hadn’t either, but in the ten minutes it had taken Jason to scrub through the footage before rewinding and restarting his recording, his opponent had made a play. He had chalked the timing up to bad luck and tried again. He’d made his play, gone to work downstairs, and come back to find his opponent had responded. He’d darted to his room to check the security camera footage, only to find a thirty-second section of the tape visually scrambled. As he’d immediately suspected, it was during that distorted visibility that his opponent had played another move.

      This scenario had repeated itself five more times, until something even more unusual happened. While scrubbing through the most recent eight hours of footage, Jason had noticed an odd burning smell in his room. It wasn’t like Terrance to burn food—he wasn’t sure the man even knew how to ruin a dish—and even if he did, he would never send it out to a table or up to someone’s room. Jason had stopped his playback to investigate, but as soon as the security monitor switched to a live feed, the investigation was complete. Black smoke and flickering flames had filled the monitor’s entire view. Jason had raced out of his room, grabbed a fire extinguisher from a wall mount in his hallway, and doused the flames that had mysteriously consumed the new potted plant and melted the security camera within it.

      He had received the message loud and clear: stop trying to uncover his opponent’s identity. He’d asked Giorgio and Reggie to dismantle the new setup, accepted their berating for creating more repair work for them, and returned to playing his chess opponent straight up, determined to win fair and square even if he had to become a grandmaster to do it. That had been a month earlier. Jason could still smell charred carpet and wallpaper every time he passed from the twenty-first floor hallway into its foyer. If anything, his plan to distract his opponent from their game had backfired, for the odor he had to endure every day was a significant distraction.

      Now Jason stared at the chessboard, already in mid-game, with the first real losses just starting to come in from both sides. As far as his moderate chess skills enabled him to analyze the situation, he felt it was still anybody’s game. On his previous move, he had opened one of his bishops to a potential attack. As expected, his opponent hadn’t fallen for the obvious bait, and had instead played a defensive maneuver. But that defensive maneuver had opened the path for Jason to advance one of his pawns to a critical middle square. That was actually what he’d hoped would happen, for he had a plan to build an entire offensive around that pawn. He pushed the piece forward with confidence and stood back to contemplate his next move. Something about the way this game was unfolding felt different from the previous eighty-four. Something told him his strategy, what little of it there was, would pay off this time. Something told him that, despite trying this same approach several times already, victory would be achievable. Then again, Jason had felt this way before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            STRANGE S***

          

        

      

    

    
      After playing his chess move, Jason rode his usual elevator to the first floor. He referred to it as his usual elevator because even though there were several bays in operation at the Chance Hotel, only this one ever seemed to open for him. Jason hadn’t taken much notice of it during his first few rides as a hotel guest, but then the elevator had started experiencing what he could best describe as strange shit. Its fluorescent lighting would flicker and pop every time it passed the supposedly non-existent thirteenth floor. At first, Jason had thought the phenomena were electrical malfunctions. Then the conspiracy theory side of his brain had started looking for patterns in the flickers, which had eventually led to him stranding himself in the elevator car with nothing to keep him company but the darkness and an eerie voice calling his name from beyond the elevator door.

      It was only later that he’d discovered the true nature of the thirteenth floor, where flickering lights and strange shit were the norm. He’d asked Giorgio and Reggie to investigate whether there were any issues with the elevator’s electrical system, but the two maintenance men had claimed it was rock solid. Jason had pressed them to swap out the system anyway—which they’d done, wires and all—but it hadn’t fixed the problem. Giorgio had suggested, as Jason had already assumed, that the phenomena could be tied to the intense power draw of the limbo rooms on thirteen. Apparently, they were the reason for the floor’s decrepit state… something about the hotel needing to concentrate its energy on the containment doors that kept the limbo smoke at bay. Jason hadn’t completely understood, but he had learned to just go with it whenever the staff spoke of the hotel as if it were a sentient being.

      He had also asked Giorgio and Reggie about the voice that had whispered his name when trapped in the elevator almost a year ago. At first, the maintenance team had deflected to the voice being in Jason’s head, just a figment of his overactive imagination when stuck in the dark. But then Jason had informed them he’d heard that same voice tempting him to open room 1301 when he'd first discovered the thirteenth floor. The maintenance duo had still blamed his imagination, but not before sharing a worried glance that had struck Jason as more telling than their actual words. He would have pursued the issue further, but the voice hadn’t spoken to him again since taking over as hotel manager, and without it, he had nothing to investigate.

      As soon as Jason stepped off the elevator, he spotted Leila manning the concierge podium that marked the transition to the hotel lobby. She was looking something up on the podium’s computer—scenic brunch spots, he deduced as he got closer—as a recently retired couple waited patiently for her findings.

      “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Dobbs,” Jason greeted the couple, who had been staying at the hotel for three days now. “Planning an outing today?”

      “Good morning, Mr. Chance,” Mr. Dobbs replied. “Thought I’d take the wife somewhere nice for our anniversary.”

      “I told him the food here was all I needed,” Mrs. Dobbs said. “But he’s determined that I get out and see the sights.”

      Jason smiled. He had no idea what sights Mrs. Dobbs was referring to. He never knew what sights, events, or other activities beyond the walls of the hotel any guests were referring to, because they were different for every guest. Somehow, between the front door of the hotel and the end of the tree-lined road that led back to civilization, every guest was funneled back to whatever entrance they’d taken to arrive at the Chance Hotel. Jason had seen two of the entrances himself. The first had been during his own arrival after a near-car crash on a rainy highway. The second had been when taking a walk with Marvin to check out a playground… though Jason couldn’t remember why the manager had needed him to go there or what significance the playground held anymore. Since then, he had tried to keep track of the number of unique hotel entrances guests hinted at either upon arrival or when making an excursion. His count, however inaccurate it might be, was up to seventy-three.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Mr. Dobbs said. “No one can hold a flame to the meals Chef Terrance prepares for us. But how can we come all the way up to Niagara Falls and not have a meal, well, along the falls?”

      Make that seventy-four, Jason noted to himself.

      “I’m sure Leila will find a delightful spot for you,” he assured the couple as he smiled in his concierge’s direction.

      Leila glanced at him from the side of her eye for the briefest moment, then dutifully continued her computer search. “I aim to please,” she said with professional congeniality.

      Jason had hoped for more from her. A return smile, a wink, words of acknowledgement… really, anything beyond her professional verbiage would have been nice. Then again, he had caught Leila in the middle of assisting guests, and that came before any personal relationship that may—or may not—be budding between them. Jason would have to be patient to see how she acted later when not actively on the job.

      He excused himself, wishing the Dobbs a happy anniversary, and proceeded to his office. Jason would need to man the check-in counter soon, but he was hoping to spend at least half an hour organizing the pigpen he called his office before then. Not that the space was dirty; it was just littered with stacks of paperwork he hadn’t found time to file given the back-to-back interventions he’d been planning lately. Jason considered gathering the paperwork and tossing it into the grand fireplace that served as the cornerstone of the lobby’s pseudo-great room. After all, what did he need it for? It’s not like the Chance Hotel was a publicly traded company that needed to maintain audit trails so it could report to investors. Hell, even as manager, Jason wasn’t sure who did the accounting around this place, or whether they regularly filed tax returns, or if there were any environmental or regulatory compliance mandates they should adhere to. Maybe burning the paperwork was actually the best thing he could do. He could think of it as an internal recycling program.

      Unfortunately, these were the details Marvin hadn’t run Jason through before handing over the reins to the hotel. Maybe it was because Marvin had forgotten about them. Or maybe the manager had come to the same realization Jason was coming to: that the paperwork was ultimately pointless, and saving it was a waste of space. Then again, perhaps whomever had preceded Marvin as manager hadn’t given him these details, leaving him just as much in the dark as Jason was now. Whatever the case, Jason knew the conservative approach was to file every scrap until he knew for sure whether he was filling his drawers with crap. He scanned his master keycard on the digital reader outside his office door, entered, and perused for a good place to start. He hadn’t been at it for two minutes before Katie appeared in his doorway.

      “Aw, crap,” he said with a sigh.

      “Well, good morning to you too,” she replied with a deserving attitude. “I’m here to debrief you on last night’s intervention.”

      “Yeah, I know why you’re here.” Jason cleared a stack of paperwork from the chair on the visitor-side of his desk. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Katie sat and unclipped a stapled group of pages from her clipboard. She passed it to Jason. “Here’s my official report. I know you’re not going to read it, so I’ll give you the highlights.” She consulted a bulleted list she had hand-written on the top sheet of her clipboard. “Your plan was solid, except for putting Leila in a role she wasn’t comfortable with. That lost us two percentage points toward success right out the gate. Our timing was off with respect to when Bibi—I still can’t believe that’s her real name—would stumble across Eddie in a compromised state. That lost us another five points.”

      Jason skimmed the front page of the report in his hand. This math was laid out somewhere among the dense paragraphs of words, but it wasn’t clear where.

      “It wasn’t until Richard pulled his little stunt that our probability of success plummeted. I already gave him an earful, but as manager, you should’ve predicted he would deviate from the plan once you saw how uncomfortable Leila was putting the moves on a total stranger.”

      “Isn’t it your job to make the predictions around here?” Jason asked.

      “I make predictions about the guests,” Katie replied defensively. “You’re the manager. It’s up to you to manage your employees appropriately.”

      Jason tried his best to keep his cool. “Since I’m the newest member of the staff around here, maybe I thought the more senior staff would help with these things.” He stared directly at Katie. “Especially the staff who specialize in predicting others’ behaviors.”

      “Typical management,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Always the least experienced people in the room.”

      “You know I’m in the room right now, right?”

      Katie looked at him with eyes that said so?

      Already exhausted by her, Jason tossed her report on top of an already growing pile on his desk. “I don’t know how you expected me to plan that intervention any differently. I’ve got at least twenty other intervention reports lying around here where Leila played the temptress role and things went smoothly. Why should I have expected this time to go differently?”

      “Because obviously something’s changed.”

      “Leila’s been doing this forever, though,” Jason argued. He shuffled through the reports on his desk that he’d referenced when planning the previous night’s intervention. “What’s any different now from a year ago? Or two years ago?” He flailed the reports for Katie to see. “Or five?”

      Katie blinked at him as if he was the most naïve person on the planet.

      Failing to pick up on the obvious, Jason continued, “Leila thought you could have played the part. How about it? Next time we need to start a couple’s skirmish by buttering up a man’s ego… want to give it a try?”

      “I don’t swing that way,” Katie said flatly.

      Her response caught him off-guard. Hmm, who knew?

      “Besides,” she continued, “this is about last night, not future planning. As I told you then, you got lucky Bibi and Eddie came together… no pun intended.”

      Jason raised his brow. He liked this sassy side of Katie.

      “I’ve labeled this intervention a success in my report,” she said. “But I footnoted just how easily it could have gone the other way. I expect better next time.”

      “Don’t you always?” Jason asked rhetorically.

      If Katie’s eyes had been daggers, they would have skewered him. She smiled mischievously and passed him another sheet from her clipboard. “Luckily for you, the next opportunity to prove yourself has already checked in. And I suspect we have quite the challenge ahead of us.”

      Jason reviewed the sheet, which, as usual, was covered in Katie’s illegible scribble. At the bottom, however, circled in red, was an ominous 7%. Single digits, Jason thought. He’d never had to start from single digits before. His eyes traveled back up over Katie’s scribble. He could make out the word mother along with the word blame. Farther down the sheet, he saw the word dying. But it was the final line, the line directly above the percentage, that Katie had taken enough care to write in a mostly legible form, that really caught Jason’s eye:

      
        
        No clear path to success

      

      

      Jason looked at Katie, who lowered her eyes as if disappointed with herself. This was the first time during his tenure as manager that she hadn’t had at least some initial suggestion about how to steer their intervention target in the right direction. By the look on her face, it might have been the first time during her tenure as well. Jason’s eyes fell to the unfathomable 7% again.

      “Strange shit,” he mumbled under his breath.
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      After the initial shock of their intervention starting point had passed, Jason asked Katie to give him a rundown of whatever details she already knew. She opted instead to send him on an observation mission, insisting that he’d understand better if he saw their target intervention family with his own eyes. They were staying in room W205, a double king bed mini-suite with a pullout couch and view of the woods. The room was on the second floor of the Chance Hotel’s guest wing, a five-story extension of the main building exclusively dedicated to guest rooms. It was in that building that Jason had once nearly lost his life, a memory that haunted him to this day and had inspired an unofficial rule that all future interventions remain gun-free.

      He greeted a couple of housekeepers working the first floor of the guest wing. Since taking over as manager, he had made an effort to learn the names of each member of the staff, no matter their role, and to learn something personal about each to make them more memorable. One of the housekeepers on duty that morning was Raquel. She had been with the Chance Hotel for about four years and loved horses, though she could never remember why. The other housekeeper was Deidra. She’d been with the Chance Hotel for twenty-three years and started every day drinking a latte with a dash of cinnamon and a sweetener packet. Jason still got the two housekeepers’ names mixed up occasionally, but they seemed to appreciate his efforts to get to know them, nonetheless.

      After taking an elevator from Wing One to Wing Two, he located room W205 and knocked. He had already devised an excuse for stopping by in his head: the hotel was gauging interest in hosting a game night for the guests, especially those with kids. It would potentially commit Jason and the staff to hosting duties for the evening, but it was more believable than telling the family they had stumbled into a supernatural hotel where their personal issues were now the top priority of everyone who worked there.

      “Can I help you?” a soft-spoken woman asked as she opened the door.

      Jason’s words caught in his throat. He hadn’t known what to envision upon meeting the intervention family for the first time. The little information he’d pried from Katie and her report had suggested there would be a mother, whom Jason presumed was the woman standing before him now, and at least one child or maybe even a parent, since Katie had referred to the guests as a family rather than a couple. Jason also knew that someone was dying, and he naturally assumed it would be an elder member of the family, perhaps someone long in their years who had developed one of the many medical conditions that tended to arrive with old age. But when that door opened and Jason saw the mother’s pale skin and hairless head, he realized instantly he had to throw his assumption out the window.

      “I’m sorry to bother you… Mrs. Navarro, is it?” he asked.

      “Ms. Navarro,” she corrected.

      Another assumption Jason needed to discard. “My apologies, Ms. Navarro. I’m Jason.” He pointed to his name badge, which, yup, said his name. “I’m the hotel manager.”

      Ms. Navarro sighed with exhaustion. “What did they do now?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I told them not to sneak out last night. I told them if they got into any more trouble, I would cancel this vacation altogether and they could spend the rest of the week in their rooms at home. I didn’t really mean it, but I was hoping it would at least settle them down.”

      Jason struggled to follow. “Um, no one’s in trouble, ma’am.”

      “Hannah.”

      “What?”

      “Hannah,” she clarified. “You can call me Hannah. Ma’am and Ms. Navarro are what my doctors and nurses call me.”

      Jason could see the desire for detachment burning in her sunken eyes. He smiled. “Okay, Hannah. I’m just here to survey our guests about whether they’d like to participate in a game night tonight. I was told by my staff that you have kids.”

      Hannah stepped back to allow the door to room W205 to open wider. Behind her, Jason could see two boys, one on each of the room’s king-sized beds. The closest boy was in his late teens. He was dressed in all black and lounging back against a stack of pillows, his phone in his face as he tapped away at a mobile video game. He was oblivious that Jason had come to the door. The farthest boy was significantly younger, maybe nine or ten at most. He wore a more colorful wardrobe and was munching on chips Jason recognized from a Chance Hotel vending machine. He spotted Jason, waved, and then returned his eyes to the hotel television.

      “There they are,” Hannah said. “My little troublemakers.”

      “They look harmless,” Jason said sincerely about the younger one while lying about the older one. “Do you think they’d want to come play later on?”

      “I’m sure Henry would,” Hannah said, motioning toward the younger boy. “You’ll probably have to bribe Cameron, though.”

      One of my specialties, Jason thought with an inward chuckle. “Maybe some free food would help with that. Anything particular they like to eat or play?”

      “They’re growing boys. They’ll eat anything you offer them. As far as games…” Hannah bobbled her head in thought. “I guess just the usual kid stuff. Battleship, Clue, that one where you put a paper or phone against your forehead and have to guess what’s on it.”

      “Heads Up,” Jason said.

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” she confirmed. “Henry likes games that make you strategize too, like Risk and Catan. Cameron will play pretty much anything with cards. No poker, though. He’s grounded from that after blowing through a thousand dollars in online gambling and thinking he could hide it from me by intercepting the credit card bill.”

      “No poker,” Jason repeated, making a mental note to steer Cameron clear of Richard. “It sounds like a game night would be a winner then. Is there anything particular you like to play? We’ll try to keep the adults entertained, too.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Jason insisted. “I’m sure I’ll have to send the concierges out shopping for supplies later anyway, so put in your request if you’ve got one.”

      Hannah smiled warmly. “I just enjoy watching them. God knows they could use a little fun right about now. That’s what this trip was supposed to be, but…” she trailed off in quiet regret, as if their vacation hadn’t worked out as she’d planned.

      Jason was starting to put the pieces of this family’s turmoil together. A dying mom had taken her two kids on vacation to bring some light to what was otherwise a very dark situation. Understandably, those kids weren’t in the best mental places, and Jason suspected that Katie’s claim of blame being at play had something to do with the two of them. When Hannah shook herself loose of her somber emotion and returned her attention to Jason, she all but confirmed it.

      “See if you can find a game they can play as a team,” she requested. “Some brotherly bonding would do them good.”

      Jason nodded. “Will do.” He sensed their conversation had reached its natural end, so he clasped his hands together and looked down the hallway. “Well, I guess I’d better finish surveying the floor, but it sounds like we’re moving forward with this idea. We’ll send an announcement to everyone’s rooms with the details.”

      “We’ll look for it,” Hannah said with an appreciative smile.

      Jason turned to leave, but stopped, the gravity of the situation suddenly weighing on him. “Hannah, if there’s anything I or my staff can do for you while you’re here…”

      “Don’t do that,” she interrupted, her voice harsh. “That’s what you can do for me. Treat me like any other guest, because that’s all I am. No cancer patient is looking to be pitied; not by family, friends, and especially not strangers. Treat me as a normal person, and if the opportunity arises, help show my boys a good time. That’s the best thing you and your staff can do for me.”

      Jason nodded. “Understood.”

      Little did Hannah know, there was no way he could treat her like any other guest. She and her boys were on the staff’s radar and would remain so until intervention success or failure. And while Jason knew what constituted the latter—the Navarro family checking out on the same life trajectory on which they’d checked in—he still wasn’t sure what constituted the former. Surely he wasn’t expected to cure Hannah’s cancer, which he had to assume was in an advanced stage by now. That meant the true targets of the intervention were Henry and Cameron. But what could the staff do to change their lives while the impending death of their mother loomed overhead? Maybe this was why Katie saw no clear path to success. The situation was truly impossible.

      Jason said goodbye to Hannah and, for good measure, stopped by her nearest hotel neighbors to float the idea of a game night off of them as well. The responses were surprisingly positive, with everyone from small families, to young couples, to a pair of retirees wanting in on the action. Game night might have been a ploy for Jason to get his foot in the Navarros’ door, but it was turning into a full-fledged hotel event. Now he had to figure out where the hotel stashed all that money it charged its guests, and how he could requisition some of it for a game night petty cash fund. Heck, he might even offer cash prizes to encourage participation. What was reasonable? Twenty dollars? Nah, that was too little for most people to care about. Two hundred dollars? That was more like it. Seventy-thousand dollars? Okay, that was excessive, but…

      Jason’s brain skipped a beat. Something about seventy-thousand dollars had triggered a strange sensation within him. How had he even come up with that number in the first place? He tried to put a finger on it, but the sensation fluttered away as quickly as it had overtaken him. Five hundred dollars, he told himself with nervous unease. Five hundred was a good prize. They could give it to whoever won the most head-to-head games during the night, maybe even set up a playoff tournament. Jason wasn’t sure how legal something like that was, but then again, he wasn’t sure how legal a number of activities conducted in the Chance Hotel were.

      Confident he had planted enough evidence to support his game night inquisition should Hannah get suspicious, he got on the elevator and rode back down to the first floor. Raquel and Deidra were just wrapping up their last rooms there, and a handful of kids were playing tag in the miniature lobby that gave way to an outdoor corridor that connected the guest wing to the main building.

      “Make sure you come out to the main lobby tonight for game night!” Jason yelled, promoting the event that didn’t technically exist yet. “Tell your parents too! I guarantee it’ll be loads of fun!”

      “Yeah, right,” one kid yelled back defiantly.

      Jason rolled his eyes and exited the guest wing. The kid had a point. Katie had once reminded him the name of this place was the Chance Hotel, not the Guarantee Hotel, because success was never certain. But you know what? That meant failure was never certain, either. Jason thought about Katie’s intervention assessment, and about the seven percent success probability she had calculated. Seven percent sure was a shit place to start from, but it wasn’t zero, so helping the Navarros wasn’t as impossible as he’d initially believed. His next challenge, however, was getting the rest of the staff to agree with that viewpoint.
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      Jason called a staff meeting for twelve thirty. Normally, these meetings were reserved for late at night, when the lobby was shut down and guests were left to fend for themselves. But every so often, a need arose for a daytime get-together, and Jason felt the low success probability of their current intervention justified such a need. Unfortunately, it meant not all critical members of the staff could attend. Someone had to man the front desk, so he asked Sam, the hotel’s de facto head of security, to cover it for a while. At least one greeter needed to monitor the parking lot and front door, so he asked Bobby, a valet so happy at every hour of every day that Jason suspected he had an intravenous drip of morphine hidden under his uniform, to take that duty. A concierge also needed to remain on hand to address guests’ impromptu desires, so Jason asked Richard to remain at the podium while Leila attended the staff meeting. He wasn’t playing favorites with his choice; Leila was just the more reliable intervention participant, and Richard probably didn’t care either way.

      He called the meeting around lunchtime because that’s when check-ins, check-outs, and staff inquiries usually hit a lull while guests ate and relaxed. The downside of this decision was that it prevented attendance by the hotel’s restaurant hostess, Marie, its waiters, Vladimir and Antonne, Terrance, and Clive, the restaurant pianist. In return, Olga, Giorgio and Reggie, the hotel’s doctor, Heinrich, the hotel’s chauffeur, Giles, and doorman, who Jason now knew to be Andre, were free to join him, Leila, and Katie in the employee conference room. There were other employees he didn’t request to attend the meeting, mostly maids, janitors, and a couple of random employees who seemed to not have any one distinct role in the hotel, but simply filled in where needed. These employees were critical to central operations, but Jason had learned the hard way not to involve them in interventions unless absolutely necessary. Katie referred to their involvement as the wildcard effect, and boy, had she turned out to be right about that.

      “Thanks for coming,” Jason told the staff.

      Many of them sat around the conference room table, but it wasn’t large enough to accommodate everyone, so the rest were on their feet, staggered throughout the remaining floor space. Jason sometimes wondered whether the conference room had been purposely designed to be too small to hold all the staff comfortably, or whether the staff had simply outgrown it over time as the hotel expanded. Either way, the discomfort promoted staff meetings that were short and to-the-point.

      “Our next intervention family has already checked in,” Jason said. He heard a couple of nearly inaudible groans and noticed subtle shoulder slumps and failures in posture wash over his staff. “I know they’ve been coming quickly lately, and that we’re all tired, but there’s no rest for the weary right now. We’re dealing with a cancer-stricken mother and her two sons. Our odds of success are… not great. Tired or not, I’m going to need everyone to give this one their all.”

      Jason stepped back from the table and motioned to Katie, who took his place.

      “The mother’s name is Hannah Navarro,” she said. “Her oldest son is Cameron, and her youngest is Henry. She’s divorced, and the father is completely out of the picture. He left her about two years after her ovarian cancer diagnosis, which came shortly after Henry’s birth. Despite aggressive efforts to stop the cancer early on, it’s reached stage four and will likely kill her any day now. Her doctors gave her a seventeen percent chance of surviving until Henry’s ninth birthday. He recently turned eleven.”

      “That’s one hell of a woman,” Heinrich said. “She’s a fighter.”

      Katie nodded. “A fighter who may be running out of steam. Her most recent medical records show the cancer has infiltrated nearly every corner of her body, including her brain. Her doctors aren’t even sure how she’s still going, but I suspect it’s because of her kids.” Katie turned her clipboard for the staff to see. On top were recent photos of all three members of the Navarro family. “Cameron blames Henry for his mother’s condition. He thinks if Henry had never been born, Hannah’s ovaries wouldn’t have succumbed to the cancer that’s killing her.”

      “That’s preposterous,” Heinrich commented.

      “Foolish, foolish kids…” Olga added. “They don’t know how to direct anger they don’t understand.”

      “Exactly,” Katie said. “When Hannah’s gone, Cameron and Henry are going to need to look out for one another, and right now, there’s a ninety-three percent chance Cameron abandons his brother and runs away instead. That’s when the repercussions begin.”

      Leila looked up from the conference table, her eyes glistening. “Repercussions?”

      “I won’t bore you with the odds… just know they’re extremely high. Cameron will eventually find comfort in alcohol and then hard drugs. He’ll make a few round trips through juvenile hall before eventually landing himself in jail. Henry will pull through at first, spending a few years in foster care before being adopted by a caring middle class family. He’ll learn about his brother’s troubles around the same time Cameron makes parole. Henry will take to the streets to find Cameron and wind up stumbling across a drug deal in progress. He’ll be gunned down on the spot.”

      Jason noticed Katie’s voice wasn’t as robotic as usual. It was as if the bleak future of the Navarro family had truly touched her, and by the looks on the rest of the staff’s faces, she wasn’t alone.

      “Cameron will learn about his brother’s death and misdirect his anger once more, this time at the adopting family for not keeping a better watch on Henry. He’ll confront them in their home, things will get out of hand, and he’ll accidentally kill Henry’s adoptive father. He’ll spend the rest of his life in prison.”

      Katie flipped to a few pages deep on her clipboard and displayed its contents to the staff. She had drawn a diagram, similar to something from a television police procedural when the protagonists tried to link their pieces of evidence. At the center of the diagram were the names Cameron and Henry. Branching out from there were at least ten lines leading to other names, which then all forked into their own multi-line branches to additional names. Eventually, the lines hit the edge of the page, where apparently Katie had given up on following them further.

      “I haven’t even mentioned the number of other people who will be impacted by Cameron’s involvement in drugs or the deaths of Henry and his adoptive father,” she said grimly. “So many lives ruined, so many future tears, because of one child’s inability to place the blame for his mother’s impending death where it belongs.”

      A heavy silence hung over the room for several seconds. Then the door opened and Richard came marching in with a grin.

      “Hey, what’d I miss?” he asked cluelessly.

      Leila glared at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be manning our podium?”

      He gave her a dismissive wave. “I woke Benji up and gave him one of my uniforms. I told him to yell if the lobby catches fire.”

      Jason had first seen Benji, the hotel’s head janitor, on his inaugural night at the Chance Hotel nearly a year ago. Of course, he hadn’t known it at the time, for Benji and Richard were twin brothers, and somehow no one had felt the need to inform him of that fact until a life and death situation had forced the revelation. Richard’s secretive nature and the way he casually answered Leila about swapping with Benji temporarily diverted Jason’s thoughts from the topic at hand. “Richard? How often do you stick Benji at the podium without telling us?”

      He replied with an exaggerated laugh. “Oh, come on, boss. You don’t really want to know the answer to that, do you?”

      Given that response, nope, Jason definitely didn’t want to know the answer. “Katie will fill you in later,” he told his newly arrived concierge. Then, to the rest of the staff, “I’ve already come up with one idea to bring the brothers closer together. We’re hosting a game night tonight. There’ll be fun, food, and prizes. The whole hotel is invited, and I’ve already dropped in on the Navarros to confirm their interest.”

      Richard raised his hand, though he didn’t wait to be called on to speak. “I’m sorry, is there a secret stash of games around here I’m not aware of? If so, someone’s been holding out.”

      “I’m working on that,” Jason told him.

      “Working on that… as in you’re going shopping?” Leila asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Where are you getting the money?”

      “I’m working on that, too.”

      “Have you spoken to Chef about food yet?” Olga asked.

      Jason pointed a reassuring finger at her. “That’s my next stop after this.”

      Olga snorted as she and Heinrich broke into laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” Jason asked.

      “Oh, nothing. You go have your conversation with Chef Terrance.”

      “What time is game night starting?” Andre asked, continuing the tradition of raising a hand to speak without being called upon.

      “I don’t know,” Jason said, his head starting to pound. “You guys figure it out. Also, make some flyers and distribute them to the guest rooms. I’ll handle the games and food. I know this is short notice, but we’ve got to pull it off. Remember, the goal of the evening is to build Cameron and Henry’s bond.”

      Katie raised her hand with a reluctant smile.

      Jason could feel the specter of doom looming. “Yes?”

      “While I applaud your quick thinking to host a game night for the boys, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t point out that this will likely only give us a single digit increase in our success rate. We’ll need something much more drastic than board games before the Navarros check out.”

      “Right.” Jason turned to the rest of the staff. “That brings me to my next ask. I need everyone to brainstorm solutions to solidify the brotherly connection between these two kids. You all saw the repercussions. We’ve got to do everything in our power to prevent that from happening. Understand?”

      There were nods and general grunts of agreement from the rest of the staff. Jason thanked them again and dismissed everyone except Katie, whom he held back to ask about procuring the funds to go shopping, and Giles, who he wanted to confirm would have the availability to drive him to a store or two. Though not specifically requested, Richard hung back as well.

      “May I help you?” Jason asked him.

      “You know I stare at kids in our lobby all day long, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So I know all the hot games that are in style right now. Maybe I should come shopping with you. We wouldn’t want game night to be a dud because you went out alone and came back with three variations on Parcheesi.”

      As much as Jason hated to admit it, Richard was right. “Fine. I’ll let you know when I’m leaving.”

      He grinned. “Thanks, boss!” He then skipped out of the conference room like a child, making Jason wonder how much he wanted game night to be a success for the guests versus himself.

      “Giles—” Jason said, turning to his chauffeur.

      “The car’s free all afternoon, boss. I’ll get with Leila and find the closest stores with toy sections.”

      “You’re the man,” Jason told him. Finally, he placed his attention on Katie. “Now, where do I get some money? The hotel must have a petty cash fund or something.”

      In rare fashion, Katie shrugged with uncertainty. “Why are you asking me?”

      “Because you’re the head of Quality Control!” Recognizing he’d responded with more aggression than intended, Jason rephrased his answer. “Because you know everything about this place.”

      Katie shook her head. “Not that. Whenever Marvin needed money, he got it from his office. Did you look around in there?”

      In all fairness, Jason hadn’t looked anywhere. He hadn’t had a need for money until now. Anything he had a need for, the Chance Hotel had simply provided. “I guess I’ll check the office. One last thing… do you have any clue why Olga and Heinrich were laughing at me? I’ve already pissed Chef off once in the past twenty-four hours. I’d appreciate it if you help me avoid doing it again.”

      “Oh, I know why they were laughing,” Katie said. “But I can’t help you from pissing off Chef Terrance with your last-minute request. On top of serving guests, he’s already started working on the food for Leila’s birthday party. His capacity is stretched thin at the moment.”

      Jason sank. He had almost forgotten Leila’s birthday. It wasn’t just nearing his one-year anniversary as hotel manager; it was nearing one year since he’d
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