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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The desert stretched endlessly, a barren expanse of cracked earth and jagged rocks, where the sun burned mercilessly and the wind whispered secrets to the sand. The Highway Motel stood alone, a forgotten relic of another time, its weathered facade blending into the desolation. ​ Once a haven for weary travelers, it had become a place of shadows, where the past lingered and the present felt like a trap. ​
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Locals spoke of the motel in hushed tones, their warnings carried on the dry wind to those who dared to stop. ​ Stories of strange disappearances, of screams in the night, of travelers who checked in but never checked out. ​ Some said it was haunted, cursed by the restless spirits of those who had perished there. ​ Others whispered of darker truths, of the people who ran the place and the secrets buried beneath the desert floor.
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But for Jack and Jenny Carlson, the Highway Motel was just a stop on their journey west—a place to rest their weary bodies after hours on the road. ​ They were searching for a fresh start, a new beginning far from the life they'd left behind. ​ The motel was supposed to be a brief pause, a footnote in their story.
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They couldn't have known it would become the end.
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THE STORY
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The Highway Motel squatted alongside the desert like a sullen old dog no one wanted to claim. Jack Carlson pulled his hatchback into the parking lot and surveyed the dusty rows of empty spaces. Only a rusting Ford truck kept them company, its tires buried halfway to the axles in the cracked pavement. Weeds had colonized the place, thriving in the spots where nothing else could. Jack tapped the steering wheel. Twelve hours on the road, and all he had to show for it was an exhausted wife and a neck that ached like hell. Beside him, Jenny's eyes were half-closed, and her hair fell across her face like tangled golden threads. She pushed it back and gave him a crooked smile that didn't quite erase the worry lines etched around her mouth.
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"Home sweet home," she said with a yawn. "It's definitely got character."
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Jack grinned. "And an unbeatable price. Want to see if anyone's actually alive in there?"
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He nodded toward the motel office, where a flickering neon sign promised an ancient form of VACANCY. The building itself had the weather-beaten look of something that had been left to fend for itself against the elements. Sun-bleached wood, peeling paint, a sagging roofline. It was the kind of place you wouldn't stop at unless you had to, and Jack and Jenny had to.
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"Maybe we'll be the only guests," Jenny said. "No neighbors to complain if we throw a wild party."
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"Or just crash and burn," Jack replied, opening his door.
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The air outside was hot and dry, carrying the scent of dust and creosote. It had the feel of a place where the wind always blew but never hard enough to cool anything down. They grabbed their bags from the back of the car and headed to the office. A brittle bell tinkled as Jack pushed the door open.
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The woman behind the counter was large and past her prime but with a kind of energy that made it hard to pinpoint her age. She looked up with a broad, practiced smile that shifted quickly into something sharper.
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"Well, ain't you a sight for sore eyes," she said, her voice honeyed and sweet. "We don't get many visitors these days."
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"We weren't sure there was anyone here," Jenny said, returning the smile with one of her own. "We just need a room for the night."
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"You're in luck, dears. Got plenty of rooms for you to pick from. You got your choice of views—desert or... desert."
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Jack chuckled. "Guess we'll take whichever one's got a bed. We're about done in."
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The woman took a key from the board behind her, frowning slightly as she jiggled it loose. "Don't you worry, we've got everything you need. Name's Clara, by the way. I run this place with my son, Harold. It's not much, but we like to make folks feel at home."
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"I'm Jenny, and this is Jack." Jenny gestured to her husband, who was peering at the faded postcards tacked to the wall. "How much do we owe you?"
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"Oh, we'll work that out in the morning," Clara said, waving a hand dismissively. "You young folks look plum tuckered out. You need anything, you just holler. We're always around."
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Jack took the key, noticing the way Clara's eyes lingered on him with an intensity that was hard to read. He nodded his thanks and turned to leave, nearly bumping into a tall, gangly man who'd appeared at the door without making a sound.
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"This is Harold," Clara said. "He can help you with your things."
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The man was in his mid-thirties, with the unkempt look of someone who'd forgotten to care. His clothes were dirty, and he smelled faintly of oil and earth. Harold shuffled forward, staring at their bags.
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"We've got it, but thanks," Jack said, feeling a strange urge to apologize.
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Harold didn't respond. He watched them silently as they left, his eyes following them down the walkway to their room.
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"Did that feel weird to you?" Jack asked once they were inside.
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Jenny sat on the edge of the bed, which creaked ominously under her weight. "A little. She's kind of intense, huh? And Harold seems... different."
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"Maybe they don't get out much," Jack said, dropping their bags to the floor. "Place is a time capsule. Check out that TV."
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A dusty nineteen-inch set sat in the corner, the rabbit ears drooping like wilting flowers. A faded floral print covered the walls, and the carpet had worn thin in patches. Everything about the room felt stuck in the past, from the avocado-green drapes to the dull chrome of the lamp fixtures.
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"Think it'll fall apart if I take a shower?" Jenny asked, running a finger along the dusty dresser.
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"Only one way to find out. I'll put out the fire while you're in there."
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She laughed and disappeared into the bathroom, where the sound of rattling pipes announced the water's reluctant arrival. Jack lay back on the bed, letting his eyes close. A heavy tiredness settled over him, making his limbs feel like lead. Twelve hours on the road. They'd been pushing themselves too hard, but the trip was their chance to hit reset, to get away from the familiar and try something new. He knew Jenny wanted to stop and explore along the way, but he was anxious to reach their destination, to see if the new life they planned was waiting for them. A quick sleep, he thought. A fresh start. That's all they needed.
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But Jenny had other ideas. When she emerged, a cloud of steam following her, she found Jack sitting up and pulling his shoes back on.
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"Diner," he said, holding up a finger. "Coffee."
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"God, I love you," she replied, grabbing her purse.

––––––––
[image: ]


The diner was in a nearby town, a squat building with a gravel parking lot and flickering sign that announced it was called Edna's. Inside, a handful of customers sat scattered across the vinyl booths, nursing
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