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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            IT

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason Chance took a deep breath of cool air as he started his day. The scent of cleaning products still lingered from the scrubbing the lobby had received the night before. Its glossy floors sparkled from sunlight so bright it masked each window with an impenetrable white glare. The hotel wasn’t too busy yet. Most of the early risers were headed to the restaurant for breakfast. The physically fit crowd was returning from jogging around the property or strength training in the exercise room. And the staff had assumed their respective duties. Richard and Leila were standing at partial and full attention, respectively, at the concierge podium. Andre was chitchatting with Bobby while they awaited the arrival of their first guest. Katie was pacing the lobby as she prepped her morning checklist. And though Jason couldn’t see them, he knew the restaurant and housekeeping staff were already bustling. It was a standard, no-frills kind of day at the Chance Hotel, the kind that didn’t come often, but was a welcome relief when it did.

      Standing behind the check-in counter, Jason tapped a keyboard to wake his computer. The familiar boot screen of the Chance Hotel’s system appeared, then was replaced by the home screen of their guest registration software. Bobby ran outside, his punch-worthy grin ready to dose whomever had just pulled up with a lethal level of glee. Andre stood at attention as the valet unloaded their newest guests’ luggage, then greeted those guests—a father, mother, and their young daughter—and motioned them toward the check-in counter. Jason put on his happy face and opened a new guest registration form.

      He went through his standard spiel, entering their names into the computer while informing them about the hotel’s amenities, then pressed enter and grabbed a blank keycard while waiting for the system to assign a room. A moment later, it returned an assignment: 1301. Jason was so in the zone that he almost coded the keycard before doing a double-take. His new guests asked if something was wrong, to which he replied with a lie as he instructed the computer to search for a new assignment. A circle spun as it churned through options. Then it returned its new answer: 1301.

      Jason apologized to the guests and informed them he would need to switch computers. He booted a second, re-entered their information, then watched nervously as the registration system pondered before popping up with a room assignment: 1301. That couldn’t be right. Sure, room 1301 was empty, so to speak, but unless his new guests wanted to spend the rest of their lives in oblivion, it wasn’t actually available for use. Also, when did the system start self-assigning rooms? Didn’t Jason usually select from a menu and then wait for the system to approve it? Was this some sort of upgrade Giorgio and Reggie had installed overnight?

      His guests asked again if anything was wrong. When Jason glanced up to respond, he jumped back with a startled yelp, the guest standing before him none other than himself. Other Jason cocked his head curiously, as if still waiting on a reply. Real Jason assumed his eyes were playing tricks on him, so he focused on the task at hand, ready to send these guests on their way. He typed, hoping to manually override the erroneous room assignment. But the system beeped angrily at him and refused to clear the numbers it had presented. Jason typed again, and even gave the monitor an admittedly pointless smack on the side for good measure. But the system wouldn’t budge.

      He looked to the concierge podium for assistance, but Leila and Richard were gone. He spotted Katie and nudged his head for her to join him, but she just shrugged as if to say you made your bed, now sleep in it. Then things got really weird. Jason glanced back at the computer monitor, whose text was now melting out of the screen in drippy globs. He backed away and looked at his guests, hoping his eyes would let him see them for who they really were. But they were gone. Jason heard the daughter’s voice yell a distant goodbye. He traced the voice to the portrait over the great room fireplace, then watched as it, too, melted into a colorful puddle on the floor below.

      This isn’t happening, he told himself. This can’t be real.

      He heard the daughter yell goodbye again. This time, it was followed by a scream that shot chills through his body. He didn’t know why, but he bolted from behind the counter, toward the dripping painting, determined to save his young guest from whatever harm was threatening her. He raced across the sparkling lobby floor, passing Katie, the building’s support columns, furniture, Katie again, more support columns, more furniture, Katie a third time… and then Jason slowed. He looked behind and in front, but the check-in counter and painting were gone. There was only lobby, endless lobby as far as the eye could see, with repeating patterns of columns, Katie, and furniture over and over again. They spanned from his current position all the way to the void. Jason shut his eyes tight, willing himself back to reality, and that’s when he heard the girl scream once more… and then he woke.

      All was still in his bedroom. It was dark out, and the clock next to his bed informed him it was shortly after two o’clock in the morning. He turned the other way to find Leila resting peacefully at his side, her head nestled into the pillow adjacent to his, her bare neck and shoulders peeking out from beneath the draped bedsheet. Jason took several breaths to calm his speedy pulse. He was relieved his nightmarish morning at work had been nothing more than a dream, and yet something about it had felt so real.

      No, he told himself. It still felt real. Even now that he was awake.

      But clearly that couldn’t be the case. Jason hadn’t actually wrestled with a disobedient computer system, seen himself checking in to the hotel, nor been trapped in an endless recurring stretch of lobby while racing to the rescue of a stranger. He also wasn’t clairvoyant—as far as he knew—and was intelligent enough to know his mind had simply run wild in his slumbering state. But still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that not all he’d experienced was a figment of his imagination. Not only that, but as he continued to wake, and his senses grew more alert, he felt it.

      It was a strange sensation Jason had come to know well. When Katie had asked him to describe it, he’d likened it to Obi-Wan Kenobi sensing a disturbance in the Force. That had been the first and last time she’d ever humored the conversation. But other staff members hadn’t blown Jason off so easily. Leila had taken his description with the expected attentiveness of someone who cared, because she did. Though, that made her response biased. Olga, Sam, and Chef Terrance had all responded with the same suspicion-laden objectivity—a heavy dose of disbelief combined with a willingness to leave the door open for possibility, given the strange shit, as Jason often thought of it, the Chance Hotel was known for. Heinrich had insisted on giving him a mental examination, which he’d passed with flying colors, and Richard and Benji had only wanted to know when they could expect a Star Wars marathon in the near future. But Jason wasn’t crazy. He was certain of that. Then again, that’s exactly what crazy people probably tell themselves.

      He climbed out of bed as gently as possible, not wanting to wake Leila with his troubles. He then slipped into a fresh set of clothes, visited his bathroom to splash water on his face, and stopped by the room’s kitchenette to soothe his dry throat. Even more alert now, Jason glanced out his door to confirm no threats lingered in the twenty-first floor hallway. He then trekked to the elevator lobby and caught a ride to ground level, ignoring the heated chess game currently underway with his phantom opponent so he wouldn’t make a silly mistake in his sleepy state. As the elevator descended, Jason tried to focus on it, experience having taught him that, though the Force was all around, it was more concentrated at its source. If he could ignore the other noise in his brain, he could hone in on that source. He’d done it before, several times, in fact. But the source would always flee before he reached it, and then it would fade for some time before returning.

      Jason suspected he knew the source’s identity. He believed it emanated from the son of a bitch who’d tried to slit his throat three months earlier. Like it or not, they were connected, co-managers of a supernatural hotel that harbored a power too appealing for him to relinquish his post. But why did he keep lurking in the shadows? Why hadn’t he made a move to reclaim sole authority over his former dominion? Perhaps his failure to do so once already had proven a direct approach was futile. Perhaps Constantine was attempting a more clandestine attack, but it kept giving him away and forcing a retreat.

      No, Jason told himself, there was more to it than that.

      Constantine was clever. He’d hidden his devious nature from the staff for years and had almost prevented their rebellion against him. Then he’d bided his time in limbo for just the right opportunity to escape. And when it had finally presented itself, he’d pounced. He was strategic, and any action he took was deliberate. His trips to the hotel hadn’t been without purpose, and his retreats had likely been an integral part of his scheme. He was performing reconnaissance, planning the right attack for the right time, though what form it would eventually take was beyond Jason’s comprehension.

      Ding.

      The elevator opened to the dark atmosphere of the after-hours hotel lobby. Jason hesitated before stepping off, ensuring it hadn’t strengthened during his ride down. The last thing he wanted was for Constantine to take him by surprise without the staff on-hand to help defend him. But it was steady, a homogenous and invisible pressure that surrounded Jason on all sides. He left the safety of his elevator car—a description he would have never granted it prior to Constantine’s escape—and tiptoed across the lobby. Moonlight from the courtyard’s oversized windows reflected off its mirror-like floor, casting shadows in all directions. They shifted with each of Jason’s steps, giving his darting eyes and over-imaginative brain a workout as he made his way to the check-in counter.

      He approached the computer from his dream and booted it. All appeared normal. Jason opened a new guest registration form and selected a room on the third floor. The system accepted his choice. He watched it for half a minute more, but when it didn’t try to change that choice to 1301 nor melt in a drippy mess, he shut it down, satisfied his nightmare hadn’t become a reality. Jason turned to the employees-only door nestled behind the check-in counter. He was about to open it when his ears tickled with the echoes of whispers coming from across the lobby. Jason ducked behind the check-in counter and peered into the dark, searching for their source.

      The whispers grew louder. There were two distinct, but similar voices, both male, and mostly indecipherable except for a few phrases such as won’t know and blow her top. The whispers were replaced by stifled laughter, and that’s when Jason saw the beam of a flashlight cross the restaurant hallway. The beam was followed by two shadowed bodies of similar height and lanky build. Trailing behind them was a janitorial cart stacked high with metal buckets and cans whose labels were too dark for Jason to read. No longer worried the whispering men presented a threat, he revealed himself.

      “Richard, what are you doing?”

      The flashlight beam swung his direction. “Oh, hi boss.” The concierge shared what appeared to be a nervous glance with his twin brother, then stumbled to come up with a spontaneous lie. “We uh…” He glanced at the janitorial cart, which Jason now saw also contained several spools of fishing wire. “You know what? It’s probably best you don’t know.”

      Jason shifted his gaze to Benji, who cowered with trepidation. He then looked at Richard, who gave him a you bet I’m up to no good smile. Jason was originally going to press his concierge for the truth, but on second thought, he probably was best not knowing. “Carry on,” he said with defeat.

      Richard and Benji didn’t hesitate. They rolled their janitorial cart past the great room and into the main stairwell hallway, where their indecipherable whispering resumed. Jason turned back to the employee doorway, but before he could proceed, he felt a sudden spike—a disturbance in the Force, as Obi-Wan would say. It was coming from outside, and it was close. Jason darted for the revolving front door, not once considering he should probably arm himself first. The spikes never lasted long, and he knew if he hesitated he’d never catch their source, Constantine or otherwise. He pushed through the cylindrical chamber of metal and glass and emerged into the cool night, which was silent save for a handful of insect chirps.

      Jason focused on the spike, triangulating its position to the parking lot. He hopped the sidewalk curb and dashed toward a row filled with modern sedans and SUVs. He passed license plates bearing the names and logos of states from all across the country, rounded a landscaped median to the next aisle over, then paused to catch his breath as he opened his mind to it once more. The spike was slightly weaker now, but it was still out there, coming from the far end of the lot. Determined not to let it escape, Jason resumed his pursuit.

      He dodged a puddle of water leftover from an afternoon shower, then accidentally frightened a squirrel on the prowl for a late-night snack. His dash transported him back in time as surrounding vehicle makes and models de-aged to a generation from before his own birth, leftovers from guests who’d either abandoned them or suffered their own mysterious disappearances inside the Chance Hotel. Then he came to the last spot on his current row, which was occupied by a bright orange sports car. Jason recalled checking in its asshole of an owner, who’d insisted it be parked as far from any other guest’s vehicle as possible. Clearly, Bobby had complied, at least as far as current guests were concerned.

      Beyond the sports car were the woods. These woods were on Chance Hotel property. They traveled wherever it traveled, and while they might be benign, the creatures that lived within them certainly weren’t. Jason paused again to assess the direction of the spike, deeply hoping it hadn’t transitioned into that sea of dense foliage. He opened his mind, turned in place, and sensed… nothing. The spike was gone. In fact, it was gone. Just like with his prior encounters, the otherworldly feeling had eluded him. Jason concentrated harder, thinking maybe his physical and mental weariness was simply dulling his senses, but his original observation was confirmed. He was alone in the parking lot, depriving himself of sleep with nothing to show for it.

      Well, he thought as a consolation prize, at least Constantine wasn’t about to leap from the shadows to finish what he’d started three months ago.

      The assurance provided a modicum of relief, but Jason knew it would be short-lived. That sensation would be back, and Constantine would be back. It was only a matter of time. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Jason saw a cluster of clouds illuminate briefly as lightning sparked within them. As with everything else tonight, the clouds presented no threat. They’d been the source of an earlier rainfall and had long since moved away. And yet, Jason couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed to prepare for the worst. Because, despite the current atmospheric state above the Chance Hotel, a storm was indeed coming. And it would be a storm unlike any he’d weathered before…
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            I WILL IF YOU WILL

          

        

      

    

    
      The walk back to the hotel was uneventful. It didn’t return, and the distant lightning and thunder abated, providing Jason the calm he needed to relax his mental state before going back to bed. He stepped onto the Chance Hotel’s main sidewalk, proceeded to the revolving front door, and reached for its push bar—which slid away from him as if repelled by a magnet. Jason froze as he watched the door chamber rotate ever so slightly before coming to a rest. To an external observer, it would have appeared the door had grown a mind of its own, or, at a minimum, been hooked to a motion sensor that had briefly caught Jason’s presence, but then somehow lost it. But he knew better.

      The door was responding to his will, the same way it had three months earlier when, without even realizing it, he’d willed it free of its jam so the Ghoul could leave the hotel in peace. That had been the first time Jason’s management position had manifested the ability to move hotel fixtures with nothing but the power of his mind. He’d already been aware of the skill, Leila having previously informed him of Constantine’s use of it. But he hadn’t successfully leveraged it. He’d tried, having imposed his will on a guest room window curtain to shield its occupants from the sight of the Sludge melting through the event hall wall. But he’d failed, and it had left him wondering whether connecting with hotel fixtures was something every manager was entitled to, or just an ability Constantine had fostered for himself in his pursuit of ultimate control.

      But then Jason had come face to face with the Ghoul… again. As if one close-up view of those razor-sharp teeth and whiff of death’s stench hadn’t been enough for one lifetime, he’d found himself inches from becoming the creature’s next slaughter for a second time. And he hadn’t had a secret explosive charge or an adjacent room full of limbo smoke at his disposal to save him. He still didn’t know whether it had been the threat to his own life, or the knowledge that the Ghoul wouldn’t stop at him, and instead move on to Leila, Chef Terrance, and the rest of the hotel staff once his body was nothing more than shredded flesh and bone on the lobby floor, but something had sparked in Jason that day. He hadn’t questioned his role at the hotel, nor the perks bestowed upon him because of it. He hadn’t worried whether he could overcome Constantine’s fresh grip on the building, nor whether he was even capable of the former manager’s feats. He’d simply raised his hand, willed the post jamming the front door free, then tried not to piss himself as he awaited the Ghoul’s decision whether to kill him.

      In hindsight, Jason realized he should probably be dead. Releasing the Ghoul had been a stupid and brash decision. But it had been that or let Constantine jam a knife through his throat, so you know, the lesser of two evils… Confronting the Ghoul in the hotel lobby with no weapon, no support from his staff, and nothing but the hope that a floating cloud of death and dismemberment would listen to reason had been even more idiotic. Jason could think of a hundred ways that situation could have played out, and in ninety-nine of them, the end result left him in a bloody heap on the floor. But, as Katie had told him, he had a way of defying the odds, and his gamble with the Ghoul had been no different. It had also yielded an unexpected bonus: confidence in his ability to connect with the hotel.

      Jason hadn’t capitalized on his newfound skill immediately. The hotel had been in shambles, and no one could say whether Constantine would return for round two the next day or next year. So Jason and the staff had focused their energy on repairing damage and returning to business as usual. They couldn’t risk additional distractions with their former manager on the prowl. But then it had begun, and Jason knew he couldn’t ignore a potential weapon in the coming war any longer. He’d started small this time, honing his concentration on lightweight objects such as invoice paper and restaurant napkins. He’d felt his manager connection bond with the objects, then watched as they’d moved to his will, slightly shifting on their surfaces as if catching a breeze from the hotel’s air conditioner. Upon breaking his concentration, Jason had then watched the objects continue moving, because they had been catching a breeze. And then he’d called himself a schmuck and given up the effort.

      Leila had been the one who’d encouraged him to try again. So he had, that time choosing slightly heavier objects as his concentration targets. It had taken him nearly a week of failing miserably, then quitting briefly, then un-quitting at Leila’s behest, before he’d finally shifted a metal fork half an inch with nothing but the power of his mind. The move had been so subtle, Jason had almost missed it. But he’d noticed the fork was out of alignment with its neighboring spoon and knife. Pretty sure the hotel hadn’t just been hit by an earthquake, he had a suspicion he’d done something wondrous. He’d repeated the movement with the spoon, then the knife, and then he’d run through the lobby shouting so incoherently no one had known he’d actually been celebrating a minor victory.

      Over the weeks that followed, Jason had practiced connecting with the hotel at every opportunity. In doing so, he’d learned a number of things. First, this was going to take a while. He’d graduated from utensils to salt and pepper shakers and then gradually worked his way up to larger objects such as keyboards, chairs, housekeeping carts, and eventually windows and doors. Quantity-wise, it had been a remarkable improvement. But quality-wise… well, it was hard for him to get too excited about being able to move a variety of objects no farther than an inch. Jason knew he was capable of farther. After all, he’d done it with the Ghoul. But that had been in the heat of the moment, and he’d been unable to replicate it since.

      Second, connecting with the hotel was draining. Jason should have expected as much. Controlling the limbo smoke always took a toll on him. Why wouldn’t controlling tangible objects do the same? He’d been so excited that first time he’d moved the utensils that he hadn’t realized just how zapped he’d gotten in the process. That was, until he’d passed out somewhere between the front desk and concierge podium during his victory parade. He’d paced himself after that, and just like any other exertion on the body, he’d learned that practice yielded greater endurance. Jason could move utensils without losing his breath now, though housekeeping carts still required a brief recovery period.

      Third, and perhaps most important of all, it interfered with Jason’s ability to bond with the hotel. Even when he’d already established a strong connection, it would slice through that connection like an arrow cutting through wind. Worse, it would then rewire the connection and turn Jason’s targeted objects against him. Luckily, its power appeared to be limited; or so barely not losing his left eye to a possessed mop handle had taught him. Constantine hadn’t seemed to have any trouble controlling the hotel the day he’d escaped limbo, so perhaps distance was playing a factor in his inability to turn Jason’s home into an inescapable death trap. It was all the more reason Jason repeatedly pursued it when sensing a disturbance in his surroundings. He wanted to ensure Constantine never got close enough to repeat the events of three months earlier.

      He placed a hand on the revolving front door, which didn’t repel from him further, and manually pushed his way back into the hotel. He could hear subtle clangs and clatters from the stairwell hallway, but opted to maintain his neutral position in whatever scheme Richard and Benji were concocting. With nothing else catching his attention, he returned to the elevator bays, telling himself he needed to go back to bed before Leila caught him missing. She often worried about the strain his invisible battle with Constantine was taking on him. There was no need to upset her over tonight’s activities.

      “He was out there, wasn’t he?” a voice asked from the darkened great room.

      Jason jumped on instinct, but then relaxed, identifying the voice as Sam’s. He peered into the darkness until his eyes dilated enough to make out her silhouette, which was still as a statue. “Having a late night?”

      “You have a late night, I have a late night,” she said as she climbed down from her perch on a large cushioned chair. “You shouldn’t go so far from the front door. It’s hard to see you out there, and that’s uncontrolled territory.”

      “I didn’t realize anyone was watching.”

      Sam drew closer, her face now visible in the moonlight. She smiled. “That’s kind of the point. But you’re getting too aggressive. I can’t defend you against Constantine in an uncontrolled environment. From now on, consider the porch an impenetrable border, at least at night.” She pondered for a moment, then added, “And during the day, if you sense him nearby.”

      Jason knew her heart was in the right place, but she wasn’t seeing what he could. “The closer he gets, the more control he asserts. Yielding the parking lot increases our risk in here.”

      Sam considered the new information. “We’ll let the staff play security guard as needed. If Constantine gets the jump on one of them, we still have a chance to intervene. If he gets the jump on you, it’s game over. Agreed?”

      “I can’t put the staff in harm’s way like that.”

      “It’s a gamble we have to take. Constantine plays the long game, and you’re his target. He’ll foresee the consequences of attacking a staff member. It won’t be worth it to him.”

      Jason cocked his head, a flaw in her logic jumping to mind. “Are you sure about that?”

      Sam knew what he was thinking. “We’ll keep Leila out of the security guard rotation. Vicky too, since Constantine could get to Leila indirectly through her. Any other concerns?”

      “I assume you won’t be in the rotation either?”

      Sam shook her head. “Consider me your personal bodyguard. I stay with you, and you stay in here. If, for whatever reason, I can’t also monitor the parking lot staff, I’ll have Olga do it. Something tells me that’ll put your mind at ease.”

      Considering Olga was the only one of them who’d actually planted a bullet in Constantine since his escape, yup, that put Jason’s mind at ease. He nodded in acceptance of the arrangement, then hesitated before continuing to the elevator bays. “Sam, how’d you know I was down here tonight?”

      She averted her gaze, as if she didn’t want to come clean.

      “Sam?”

      “I had Giorgio and Reggie install motion sensors throughout the twenty-first floor.”

      Jason eyed her as if to ask that’s all?

      She sighed. “And cameras. I had them do your office too. You’ve also got RFID tracking chips sewn into the lining of your manager coats.”

      “That’s why they took so long to get cleaned that one time…”

      Sam nodded. “Everything feeds straight into a monitoring system in my room. Trip sensors when you aren’t scheduled to, and I’m there. I’ve been shadowing you for months.”

      “You’re good at your job,” Jason said with a light chuckle. He considered how many times he’d pulled this maneuver, chasing a sensation only he could feel into the dark of night, oblivious that anyone else might be following. He took a heavy breath, then turned back to the elevator bays. “Goodnight, Sam. Get some rest.”

      “I will if you will.”

      Jason planned on it. He called an elevator and rode it back to his floor. His chess game awaited him there, but just as he’d done on the way down, he ignored it. He wasn’t too sleepy to play this time, but he was too distracted. By it, by Sam’s revelation, by the unshakable feeling that the uneasy peace the hotel had experienced over the past three months was quickly coming to an end. Maybe in the morning, his mind would be more relaxed. And if not, he’d delay playing his move again, for if there was one thing he knew about his phantom opponent, it was that its patience knew no bounds.

      Jason opened the door to his room as quietly as possible and crept through the living area. He snuck into the bedroom, stripped his clothes, and slipped into bed next to Leila. She stirred, almost as though she sensed his presence, then rolled over and draped an arm across his chest. Her touch instantly soothed him, its warmth melting not only his heart, but all worries from his mind. Jason stroked her skin and closed his eyes. Despite the nightmare that had woken him, and despite the adrenaline from his dangerous—and stupid—pursuit into the dead of night, he felt himself drifting back into a land of dreams. And what peaceful dreams they would be…
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            MONITOR THE SITUATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason awoke the next morning not to the sound of his alarm clock, but to a peaceful stream of sunlight slipping through a crack in his bedroom curtains. He felt for Leila’s arm, but it was gone. He turned to look at her, but she was gone, too. And according to the time on his clock, it appeared she’d disabled his alarm before sneaking away.

      So much for not worrying her, Jason thought.

      The only reason she would have shut off his alarm without discussing it with him first was if she’d known about his late-night excursion, and had wanted him to recoup some of his missed rest. There wasn’t currently an intervention underway—or, at least, Jason hoped there wasn’t—and without that, there was no urgency for him to report to duty. His tardiness was bound to piss Katie off, but then again, most of his actions did that. Though Jason had noticed her angered responses had been more muted lately. Maybe she was growing numb to his misbehavior. If so, he needed to step it up, if only to maintain a sense of normalcy around the hotel.

      He climbed out of bed, dressed, and made his way to the chessboard sitting idle in the twenty-first floor foyer. Jason knew from experience he was at peak mental freshness for the day. Over the course of the next twelve to sixteen hours, his brain would face an onslaught of guest special requests, hotel operational issues, a potential resurgence of it, and God-knows-what unforeseen catastrophe that might choose today to rain havoc on his life. It had been one year between the first two catastrophes: the Ghoul, and then the double whammy of the Sludge and Constantine. Another was surely waiting in the wings, and Jason suspected this one would rear its ugly head—physical or otherwise—much sooner than that.

      He analyzed the pieces atop the chessboard. He had more of them than his opponent, but of inferior strength. With that said, he had superior positioning of those inferior pieces, which evened out the victory potential of both sides. Instead of remaining adjacent to the board, where he could observe both armies equally, Jason took his ghostly opponent’s position, staring at the pieces as it would, trying to envision the optimal responses to each move he might make. This had proven to be a helpful strategy in the last few games, for it forced Jason to think like his opponent, an opponent whose skill was evident in the unbroken winning streak it maintained to this day.

      When Constantine had fled the hotel after his escape from limbo, Jason had expected the chess games to stop. He’d been certain the former manager had been using them as a subtle form of mental manipulation, a way to train Jason to accept he could never win, that no matter how hard he tried, he would never be good enough. But he’d awoken the next morning to a fresh opening move awaiting his attention. At first, Jason had wanted nothing to do with the silent challenge. He’d feared Constantine had somehow snuck back into the hotel to taunt him, and that playing a responding move only invited further taunts, one of which might one day turn into real, and potentially deadly, action. But then Leila had joined him at the chessboard, and he’d recalled how she’d admitted to knowing the secret identity of his opponent back during his first game. He’d pressed her to divulge her knowledge, reminding her that he’d come a long way since his guest days, and that keeping secrets had done little good during their shared tenure in the hotel.

      Leila wouldn’t spill, however. She’d assured Jason that whoever or whatever his opponent was, it wasn’t malevolent, and it definitely wasn’t Constantine. Jason had considered resurrecting his Amateur Detective moniker to solve the mystery of his opponent’s identity once and for all. But he couldn’t remember where each staff member’s name had fallen on his previously abandoned suspect list, and starting from scratch was just too daunting a task. Besides, Leila had been quite explicit in leaving the door open that his opponent could be a what instead of a who, and incorporating that tidbit of knowledge would force Jason to confront notions about the Chance Hotel he still had difficulty accepting. So he’d put his faith in the woman he loved, dropped his investigation before it had even begun, and made a responding move. Another twenty-seven losses later, here he was, deciding on his next responding move, and still crossing his fingers for a different outcome.

      Jason worked through each chain of moves and countermoves currently available. He then decided it was best to shore up his defense with a simple pawn advance. It would give his opponent several options, none of which were superior to the others, and none of which would derail his chances of winning. With that out of the way, he proceeded downstairs. What he thought of as his usual elevator car arrived to pick him up. It was no longer Jason’s sole vertical transport, but it still volunteered for the job on a regular basis. It also regularly treated him to the same eerie light and sound show he’d grown so accustomed to watching that he nearly tuned it out at this point. Another mystery of the Chance Hotel’s strange shit that would likely never be fully resolved.

      The elevator deposited Jason into the lobby, which was surprisingly calm, given his absence. Sam was working the front desk, which currently lacked a line, and Richard was performing sole duty at the concierge podium, with only one set of guests in need of his services. A handful of guests occupied the pseudo-great room, chatting as they sipped coffee beneath the portrait of a young girl that emanated an oddly powerful feeling of tranquility over the room. Andre was at his front door post, always at the ready, despite no guests currently headed his way. And Raquel and Deidra were off to the side, preparing their housekeeping carts for the coming wave of rooms needing turning once check-out time hit. Other than that, the lobby was surprisingly still. Katie wasn’t currently on one of her spic-and-span tirades, nor summoning janitors to do her resulting bidding. A brief glance down the restaurant hallway confirmed Marie had everything in order there, and even the quantity of diners seemed lighter than usual.

      Jason stopped by Sam first to get caught up to speed. He noticed bags under her eyes. “Sorry you had to cover for me this morning. Leila must have turned off my alarm.”

      “She told me,” Sam said. “It wasn’t a problem. As you can see, it’s not exactly busy in here right now.”

      “Yeah… why is that?”

      “Best I can tell, we’re far below normal capacity. Come see.” Sam tapped on her keyboard as Jason made his way to the other side of the counter. Then she pointed to a horizontal line cutting across a vertical bar chart on the display. “Here’s our average room utilization for the past three months.” She tapped a key, changing the display. “And here’s our room utilization for the past three days.”

      Jason studied the declining heights of the newly displayed bars, all of which fell below the previous average line. “We’re losing guests.” He considered how room utilization was a function of the inflows and outflows of guests at any given point in time and asked, “Is it a check-in or check-out problem?”

      “The data suggests check-in,” Sam said. “Average reservation lengths are unchanged. Early checkouts are as rare as usual. We’re just not bringing in enough guests to offset the outflow.”

      Jason sighed. Something felt off. “Have you run this by Katie yet?”

      Sam nodded. “This morning. She says the drop-off in room utilization is too steep to chalk up to random ebb and flow. She calculated an eighty-eight percent probability that an external event happened three days ago to cause it. What that event was, however, is anybody’s guess.”

      Jason thought back to the previous three days. Aside from it visiting the hotel last night, there was nothing memorable that stood out as unusual. The staff had just wrapped up its latest intervention, Richard and Benji were obviously up to no good, and Constantine’s looming threat was on the forefront of everyone’s minds. But all of that was par for the course. And none of it seemed to directly relate to the Chance Hotel’s stream of guest inflows. “Does Katie think this event was intentional?”

      “Are you asking if she thinks we’re under attack?” Sam shrugged. “There’s no way to know that right now. If you want my opinion as head of security, it feels like an attack. Though, admittedly, it’s unclear what purpose such an attack would serve.”

      Her words sparked a thought in Jason. “Maybe you just solved your own quandary. It’s about purpose. We run a hotel. A hotel’s purpose is to serve its guests. If it doesn’t have any guests, then… what?”

      “A normal hotel would go out of business. But that wouldn’t happen here, even if the guest count went to zero. We’re not exactly bound by the rules of normal commerce.”

      She was certainly right about that. And yet, Jason was still bothered by the thought they might be under attack. “Well, there’s got to be some reason for it.”

      “If intentional, I agree. Or maybe we’re playing out a twelve percent scenario, and the room utilization decrease is actually the result of random chance. If so, things will be back to normal soon.”

      Jason smirked, knowing damn well she didn’t believe that. “Sure.”

      Sam looked over his shoulder. “Here’s your opportunity to talk it through with someone smarter than the both of us. I’d say you’d better hide, but I think she’s already locked on to you.”

      Jason didn’t have to look to know who she was. He heard those deliberately loud footsteps approach from behind and felt a cloud of thick tension envelop his body as sheets of paper flapped against a clipboard. “Good morning, Katie.”

      “Oh, is it still morning?” she asked with condescension. “Since you’re actually down here, I assumed it had to be at least early afternoon.”

      Jason refused to give her the satisfaction of getting a rise out of him. “Since I’m down here,” he said with subtle attitude, “I assume you have a rundown for me?”

      Katie stared with dagger eyes, then huffed, then shifted her vision to the readied clipboard. “Giorgio and Reggie provided me with an update on the event hall reconstruction. It’s eighty percent complete, with most remaining tasks being either aesthetic or technical: painting, decorative lighting, sound system hookup, curtain hanging… that sort of stuff. Its structure is finally holding firm, with no new cracks forming in over a week. The plumbing is giving them trouble, but they keep repairing it on the fly. There’s only been one electrical issue, previously reported, and anything else of note is minor. They’ve given me an expected completion time of one week, assuming no other major setbacks occur between now and then.”

      Jason was looking forward to having his maintenance team back on regular duty. The event hall reconstruction had been consuming nearly half their working hours these past few months. “Considering they had to demolish the old space and build from scratch, that’s not too bad.”

      “Not too bad?” Katie asked, her face sour. “Need I remind you that repairs around here are typically measured in hours and days? Not weeks, and certainly not months.”

      “Yeah, but… this was an entire building.”

      “It took Giorgio and Reggie less time to rebuild the entire guest wing when the Sludge ate it twenty-four years ago. That a much smaller building is giving them so much trouble now… it’s concerning.”

      Katie’s mention of twenty-four years was a stark reminder that nothing was guaranteed in the Chance Hotel. The hotel archives suggested the Sludge had adhered to its twenty-five-year hibernation cycle for centuries prior to its latest attack. And yet, the staff had been caught off-guard three months earlier. They hadn’t had time to assess why while the hotel was under assault, but afterwards, Katie had consulted her records and ascertained the creature had woken early. Given the unusual nature of the occurrence, and Constantine’s explicit admission that he’d taken steps to usurp Jason’s management position from limbo, she hadn’t needed her impressive math skills to put two and two together.

      “Let’s just keep monitoring the situation,” Jason suggested.

      “Really, Captain Obvious? That’s what you think we should do?”

      He bit his tongue.

      Katie sighed heavily before continuing. “Speaking of the Sludge, I couldn’t help but notice its containment suitcases are still sitting in the thirteenth floor vending room. It’s worth reiterating that is not an appropriate long-term storage solution.”

      “Yes, I recall that from the last seventeen times you mentioned it.” Jason wasn’t exaggerating. “And as I keep reminding you, I can’t risk moving the Sludge into a room right now. Constantine could use the opportunity to turn the limbo smoke against me.”

      “And what if Constantine finds a way to release the Sludge instead?” Katie asked. “Is that not equally risky?”

      “I thought risk calculation was your specialty,” Jason countered.

      “Of course it is. I was just giving you an opportunity to feel smart.” She clicked her tongue, signaling her disdain for his intellectual inferiority. “It’s more risky, by the way. You need to deal with it sooner rather than later.”

      Jason moved the task even lower on his mental probably never going to get to it list. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He then peeked at her clipboard sheet. “Is there any good news on there? Maybe an easy intervention in our future?”

      Katie shifted uneasily. “I actually don’t know.” She flipped her curled sheets back into a neat stack. “None of our current guests have been flagged, and I haven’t received advance notice of any checking in soon.”

      Jason couldn’t remember the last time they’d gotten more than a thirty-six hour break between interventions. If it had ever happened, it had been a while. “Maybe the hotel knows we need some recovery time.”

      Katie’s eyes silently called him out on his bullshit.

      “Do you think it’s related to the decreased guest inflow?” he asked.

      “Maybe.”

      A one-word answer. How unusual for Her Highness.

      Jason frowned. “So we should do… what?”

      She smiled, but it was one of those better run while you can smiles. “I guess we’ll just monitor the situation.”

      Jason was pretty sure he caught a whiff of sarcasm in her words. It was hard to tell. He smiled back, equally as insincere. “I’m going to go find Leila.”

      “Try the restaurant. I’m sure your job will still be here when you’re done.”

      Oh, Katie… such a sweet girl. She turned her back before Jason could respond and resumed her morning quality control duties. Or were those her afternoon duties? Jason sure felt like he’d been standing there for hours. Not wanting to give her a reason to resume his verbal torture, he confirmed Sam was good to keep covering the front desk a little longer, then beelined it for the restaurant, where hopefully more pleasant conversation awaited.
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      Jason was taken aback by the number of tables sitting idle in the restaurant dining room. This time of day was normally when the brunch-oriented crowd would swarm, providing Chef Terrance with a second morning rush following the early risers. Jason had already seen the shorter-than-usual line at Marie’s podium, but this… it was almost as if the hotel restaurant had finally lost its luster. The sweet and savory smells of crisp bacon and Belgian waffles suggested otherwise, as did the pleased faces of the few patrons present. With the crowd thin, Jason had no trouble spotting Leila across the room. She and Vicky were sharing coffee over the remnants of what must have been an enjoyable breakfast, for both of their plates were free of anything but crumbs and smears. She spotted Jason and motioned for him to join, which he did, sporting an uncontrollable love-struck grin for the short walk.

      “Good morning, Mr. Chance,” Vicky greeted with a touch of formality and ever-persistent underpinning of gratitude.

      Despite three months having passed, Jason got the impression she still woke every day thankful for his determination to free her from limbo. She’d refrained from discussing much about her time in there, but from the little he could glean, it hadn’t been pleasant. As if the sheer madness of that physics-defying oblivion hadn’t been taxing enough on her psyche, she’d also had to endure Constantine as her permanent otherworldly roommate during her years of nonexistence. Whereas in Jason’s brief trip to limbo, the Ghoul had taken one shot at him before leaving him alone, Constantine had apparently remained at Vicky’s side. They’d been trapped in a state beyond mortality because of her, and he’d been determined to spend eternity reminding her of that.

      After a few weeks of repeated expressions of gratitude, and realizing they weren’t going to end, Jason had told Vicky she didn’t need to keep thanking him. He’d freed her so Leila could have her surrogate mother back, and Leila’s happiness was all the gratitude he needed. When that didn’t stop the verbal appreciations, Jason had enlisted Leila to rein Vicky in. That’s when they’d first confirmed what he’d suspected upon meeting her: Vicky was damaged. It wasn’t just her mental and physical faculties, which had taken some time to reorient themselves after her return to the mortal world. Something deep within her had short-circuited. She didn’t keep thanking Jason simply because she was so grateful. She thanked him because she needed to, because, as silly as it sounded, her repeated gratitude solidified in her mind that her escape from limbo had indeed been real.

      Heinrich had established a treatment plan to help Vicky return to normalcy. But as skilled a doctor as he was, he was no psychologist, and his treatment had spurred varying levels of success. Vicky no longer vocalized her appreciation for Jason’s rescue efforts, but the unspoken was still a lynchpin in her grip on reality. Nonetheless, she was trying her best to re-acclimate to life in the Chance Hotel. She often helped with odds and ends that needed tending to, had provided helpful advice on a handful of interventions, and generally lifted the spirits of the staff, who’d otherwise have spent the last three months in an even higher state of tension. All in all, Vicky’s return hadn’t been beneficial to Leila alone, but to the hotel as a whole.

      “Good morning,” Jason said. His eyes shifted to Leila. “To both of you.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “You were so tired. You slept through your first alarm, and given you had a rough night, I figured you didn’t need the backup one.”

      “No worries.” Jason gave her a quick peck and sat.

      “What happened last night?” Vicky asked with curiosity.

      Leila must not have told her he’d snuck out. She knew the reason Jason sometimes disappeared in the dead of night, and it wasn’t something Vicky needed to worry about in her fragile state.

      Jason kept the details minimal. “I had trouble sleeping. It happens sometimes.”

      “You should speak with Heinrich,” Vicky suggested. “He gives me these pills to put my mind at ease at night. A quick pop and swallow, and I’m out like a light.” She leaned in and lowered her voice, as though divulging government secrets. “Don’t tell him, but sometimes I pop a few extra to make sure they last through the night. And oh boy… the dreams I have…” Vicky winked one of her wide eyes, then let her body relax against its chair with a happy sigh.

      “I’ll be sure to ask him about them,” Jason lied. He looked at Leila, who smiled uncomfortably, all too aware that Vicky hadn’t returned from limbo the same woman she’d gone in as. “I’ve already gotten a rundown from Sam about our current guest intake. And of course, what would my morning be without a berating from Katie about… eh, who the hell knows? Is there anything I need to be aware of on the concierge front?”

      “Nothing guest related.” Leila shared a glance with Vicky, who nodded subtly. “But we’ve been talking, and Vicky thinks it’s time she gets back to work. Full time, that is.”

      Jason wasn’t surprised by the request, but he was surprised it had come at a time when her mental state was about as stable as a rowboat in a hurricane. “You want to be a concierge again?” He considered the idea, if only because Leila seemed behind it. “We don’t need three concierges. Richard detests the job anyway. I suppose I could move him to⁠—”

      “Actually, I was thinking you could move me,” Leila cut in. “After Vicky shadows me for a bit to reacquaint herself with the role, anyway.”

      This was surprising. Jason cocked his head, waiting to hear more.

      “You’ve been torn in a hundred different directions lately. I think Sam’s spent more time at the front desk than you have.” Leila’s face tensed with concern. “She needs to be on security detail. No one can do that job as well as her.”

      Jason could think of one housekeeper that probably could, but that was beside the point.

      Leila continued, “I was thinking once Vicky takes over as a full-time concierge with Richard, I could fill a new front desk role, freeing Sam to protect the hotel and you to pursue more important manager duties.”

      She looked nervous as she delivered her proposition, but Jason wasn’t sure why. The idea made perfect sense. His inability to regularly cover the front desk was creating a domino effect of burdens on the rest of the staff. This transition would resolve that. The only downside was losing Leila as a concierge, a job she performed remarkably well. That, and⁠—

      “You know you’ll have to deal with Katie’s crap more often, right?” Jason asked.

      “Nope,” Leila said with a grin. “I’ll just point her your way. That way, we keep the current chain of communication intact.”

      “How thoughtful of you.” Jason turned his gaze upon Vicky. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? The guests can be quite needy at times.”

      Vicky straightened her posture as momentary lucidity flowed through her veins. “Mr. Chance, who do you think taught Leila everything she knows about being a concierge?”

      He chuckled. He should have known.

      “Besides,” Vicky said, her face saddening, “I need this. I know not everything is functioning up here the way it should.” She pointed at her head. “But the more I act normal, the more I feel normal, and free-riding isn’t in my nature. It’s time I earn my keep around here.” She puckered her lips and looked away in deep, distant thought, then added, “My keep… and those glorious pills from Heinrich.”

      And the lucidity was gone again. It baffled Jason how it could turn on and off like that, but he appreciated the moments it was on, for it gave him a glimpse of the Vicky Leila knew. It was the Vicky who’d served as her surrogate mother when she was young, the Vicky who’d stood up to Constantine when he’d been at his strongest. Jason admired that Vicky and wished he could live up to her legacy one day. Despite her sudden shift in mental state, he was about to give the green light to her and Leila’s plan. But he was interrupted by a heavy plate slamming against the table before him. He looked up to find Terrance hovering overhead. The chef was… happy to see him? It was hard to know, for every mood seemed to be accompanied by the same stern scowl.

      “Your breakfast,” he said, “which I’ve now made for the second time since you didn’t show for your normal schedule this morning.”

      Jason’s eyes swung to Leila.

      “Don’t look at her,” Terrance said. “You’re a big boy. You can get yourself up in the morning.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Let me guess. Forgot to set your alarm? Fell back asleep? Stayed up too late goofing around in the archives? Forgot we work seven days a week? Which excuse is it this time?”

      “I—”

      “Never mind,” Terrance said. “I don’t really care.” He opened his arms and motioned to the mostly empty dining room. “What I do care about is this. We have a guest problem, and I know for damn sure it isn’t my food scaring them away. Whatever you’ve done to chase off our clientele, fix it. Otherwise, the hotel might just fix it for you. Catch my drift?”

      Jason didn’t, but he wasn’t about to argue with someone twice his size and skilled in butchery. “Sure.”

      Terrance looked at Leila and Vicky, his eyes brightening and body relaxing. “How was breakfast for my two favorite diners?”

      “Wonderful as usual, Chef,” Leila said.

      Vicky added, “You haven’t lost your touch.”

      Terrance nodded gratefully, then shot Jason a glance that could only be interpreted as don’t make me kill you, then returned to the kitchen. Jason had his own daggers ready for Leila.

      “Way to help me out there.”

      She broke into laughter. “Like Chef said: you’re a big boy. I figured you could handle it.”

      Jason figured he could handle Terrance about as well as a child could handle nuclear physics. Sometimes he just wished the chef wouldn’t switch moods like a woman going through permanent PMS. One minute he’d scold Jason for being gastronomically indecisive. The next, he’d offer love life advice. He was the father Jason could never please, nor whose expectations he could ever predict to give him a fighting chance at meeting them. He was also a crucial member of the hotel staff, and he wasn’t wrong that Jason needed to fix their guest inflow problem, even if he was wrong about its cause.

      “I think shifting job roles is a great idea,” Jason told Leila and Vicky. “You can start shadowing right away. Let me know if Richard gives you any grief on the matter.”

      “Any grief?” Leila asked.

      Yeah, that would eat into his limited capacity even more than the current arrangement did. He clarified, “Any grief that exceeds your capacity to ignore.”

      She gave him a thumbs-up.

      Feeling a grumble in his stomach, Jason eyed the dish Terrance had delivered. On it were two sunny-side up eggs, six pieces of bacon, and a biscuit shining with honey butter. Yup, that would hit the spot. He went for a piece of bacon first, when suddenly his vision went blurry, his mind overwhelmed by an invisible pressure that came out of nowhere to bear down upon it.

      Leila noticed the change in his demeanor. “Jason, what’s wrong?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut to stop the world from spinning, then slowly opened them, keeping his vision focused on her, his rock in times of trouble. The pressure was still there, but he was managing to keep it at bay. “Something’s… I don’t know. Something’s not right.”

      He tried to focus his mind, to get a sense of what was causing the sudden pressure. It reminded Jason of it, only on steroids. This wasn’t like the previous disturbances in the Force, not even the one from last night. It was so much stronger, so much more intense, so much… closer.

      Jason leaped to his feet and looked around the restaurant. No one had seemed to notice anything was wrong but him. The handful of guests were continuing to enjoy their meals, and he could see no visible threat to them or anyone else. The pressure spiked, forcing Jason to press a hand against his temple in hopes of finding relief. He bent in half, the pain debilitating.

      “I’ll find Heinrich,” Vicky said, rising so quickly she nearly knocked her chair over.

      Jason had barely grasped what was happening as she zipped past him, and when he did, he called out urgently, “Stop! Don’t go anywhere.”

      Leila was at his side now, gulping nervously upon seeing his reaction. “What’s going on?”

      Jason had pushed through the agony to pinpoint its source: a radiant ball of competing mental energy, awaiting all of them in the hotel lobby. His pained face communicated his fear before he could explain its cause. Then, through staggered breaths, he told her, “It’s Constantine. He’s in the hotel… right now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            RECKONING

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason darted down the restaurant hallway with Leila hot on his heels. He was following the spike of pain jabbing his brain toward its source, which, despite weakening, didn’t seem to be moving. Vicky had broken off to recruit Terrance, one of the few staff members with the physical prowess to take Constantine in a fist—and potentially knife—fight. Jason had briefly debated pulling a fire alarm to alert the rest of the staff about what was happening. But doing so would have also alerted Constantine that he’d sensed his presence, and the ensuing guest panic would have provided the former manager enough chaos to slip away. No, Jason wanted him to stay right where he was, outnumbered and behind enemy lines, unsuspecting that an opposing army was gathering to intercept him.

      Jason and Leila emerged into the lobby. The source of his mental pressure was here… or somewhere around here, anyway. Now that he was closer, its radius was so large his rudimentary gray matter couldn’t further refine its exact center. He imagined it was similar to an astronaut’s view of the moon. From Earth, the moon was a small orb whose position could be triangulated. But up close, it was a dusty, colorless expanse as far as the eye could see. He shifted effort from his mental faculties to his visual ones, scanning the lobby from end to end with his eyes as the stabbing in his brain weakened even more.

      “I don’t see him,” Leila said, having already completed her own scan.

      Jason didn’t either. Radiating ball of competing energy aside, the lobby appeared normal. Andre was still at his post at the front door. Sam was busy checking in a pair of newlyweds, as evidenced by the multitude of just married stickers on their luggage. The handful of great room guests were still there, and though one was hidden behind an open newspaper, he didn’t fit Constantine’s build. Jason noticed that Richard, who wasn’t currently busy with guests, appeared extra alert for a change, his eyes fixated on something near the other end of the lobby. Jason followed his gaze to an overturned metal bucket sitting idly on the glossy floor, just outside the stairwell hallway. It looked empty, and there was no mess where it had fallen. Hardly something to worry about.

      “I don’t get it,” Jason said. “I can feel him…”

      He trailed off as the assault on his brain ceased. But though the stabbing may have disappeared, it was still here, still in the hotel, and still in this vicinity. Jason spotted Katie marching across the open floor, aggravation powering her every move. She reached the overturned bucket and looked around for someone to scold. With no obvious culprit nearby, she bent down to remove the safety hazard herself. Jason glanced back at Richard, who could barely contain himself as his adversarial colleague lifted the bucket, triggering a chain reaction of nearly
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