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PROLOGUE

Somewbhere off Route 66. New Mexico— 1997
The first thing he noticed was the silence, not the kind that comforts, but the kind that waits.

The old sedan veered off I-40 at Exit 191, slipping onto the last unmarked spur of the original Route 606.
Every few miles, there was a shell of something that used to matter: a diner with a caved-in roof. A gas
station with glassless windows and no pumps. Billboards for products that hadn’t existed since the 1980s,
still smiling like nothing had changed.

The road was little more than a scar—dirt-packed, sunbaked, and deserted. The engine snarled beneath
the hood, rattling like it wanted to quit, but the wheels dragged forward, carving fresh wounds into the
red earth as if the desert had begun to claim it. Dust rose in thick, choking clouds—clinging to the
windows, swallowing the mirrors, hot as the breath of a dying god.

The poor old thing could barely push forward through the heat of the desert. Time had peeled away its
once-blue metallic skin, exposing raw steel and rust, like bone beneath flesh. The tires sagged under the
weight of glass and memory, struggling to carry it past 45 on the dial. The steering wheel loomed like a
relic, cracked and gripped by time. Dust clung to the split dashboard, where the gauges still whispered
ghost readings—the fuel needle trembling near empty, as if fighting gravity just to stay above the red line
marked EMPTY. The temperature gauge was frozen in some forgotten heat. The odometer read 83,705,
but it looked like it hadn’t moved in years. Maybe decades.

The seat beneath was torn wide open, stuffing spilling out like the guts of something long dead. The
leather had cracked and curled with age, sun-faded and brittle, like burnt paper left too close to the flame.
Beneath the wheel, the foot pedals had worn smooth—polished by countless soles, every one of them
headed somewhere they never returned from. The windshield was streaked with dust and grime, and
beyond it, the desert yawned—wide, pale, endless. This wasn’t a car anymore. Not really. It felt more like
a coftin with a view. A confession on wheels.

The heat pressed against the windshield like a second skin. For a moment, he considered turning back—
slipping onto Route 66 and heading east, toward the Texas side, away from whatever waited there. But
the sun had other plans. It pierced through the glass like a blade through flesh—slow, deliberate, and
cruel. He squinted, eyes straining against the glare, timidly peeking over the thick frames of his glasses.
Leaning forward, he raised one arm to shield himself from the blaze. It helped, but not enough. The light
found cracks, slipped through fingers, and still pressed in—unyielding.

But there was no reason to turn. Not really—just a sour weight in his gut, the kind that settles when
something is off but hasn’t introduced itself yet. It felt like an echo of regret, though he couldn’t name



what for. The Sanctuary Edge Motel squatted ahead, warped by red dust, wind, and time—low and
hunched against the desert like it was trying to hide, not to be seen. It didn’t look abandoned. It looked
like it had learned to wait. The neon sign flickered weakly, half-dead and half-dying, blinking slowly as a
heartbeat in its final hour, as if waiting for the flatline to finally loosen its grip.

He pulled into the lot anyway.

The cracked asphalt threatened to swallow his tires, and the wind scraped at the weeds pushing up
through the concrete. There were no other cars. No movement. No sign of life at all—which made the
building seem less abandoned than it should have. There was a vending machine under the office awning.
It blinked. Offered a can of soda that hadn’t been on shelves in twenty years. He stepped out, grabbing
his bag from the passenger seat without taking his eyes off the structure. The motel didn’t look haunted.
It looked bored. Like it had seen this before—like it was waiting. He paused at the edge of the lot,
studying the front of the building from the dust-blown road as if trying to frame it in his mind for a
reason he didn’t understand. Not yet.

Behind the building: nothing. Not a backyard. Not a view. Just a fence that ran thirty feet and stopped,
like someone had started building the world and gotten bored.

Inside, the lobby greeted him with the scent of dust and something faintly chemical—like old cleaning
solution that had given up. A ceiling fan spun in slow, uneven circles overhead, its low hum filling the
silence like a tired murmur. Behind the yellowed counter, there was no bell. No music. No one to greet
him. But a key was already waiting on the desk. The paper tag, frayed and yellowed at the edges, read
Room 705 in careful, deliberate penmanship.

He reached out to take it—then froze. His gaze caught something that hadn’t been there before. A
silhouette. Someone was standing behind the counter.

He hadn’t heard the man arrive. No footsteps. No creaking door. No shift in the air. He had simply
appeared—standing still and straight, hands folded neatly behind his back. Mid-fifties, maybe. Pale skin.
A clean white shirt. Eyes dark and unblinking. He didn’t smile. He didn’t look like someone who ever
had. He just stood there, silent. Watching,.

“Just the one night?” the receptionist asked. His voice was soft—barely present, like he was trying not to
disturb the stillness of the room. A soft murmur.

“Yeah,” the guest said. “Just passing through.”
“Most are,” the man replied. Then, without moving, he pushed the key an inch closer across the counter.

Beside it, a leather-bound guestbook lay open. Its spine was cracked, the pages brittle with age—the kind
of paper that held every fingerprint. Off-white. Aged. Weary. It bore the marks of time in every crease
and fold, a quiet testimony to a journey no one had witnessed. The sort of book left too long in an attic,
forgotten but not abandoned.

Several names had been written already. Evie Hale. Lucas Emery. Maria Fern. T. Duress. Chulo Robles.
Each followed by a date—none recent, none close to one another.

The last name hovered near the bottom of the page like a footnote.

Below it: a single blank line.

The receptionist gestured toward the pen. The guest hesitated, fingers hovering above the page.
Something about the blank line felt less like an invitation and more like a trap—Iike it had been waiting
for him, and not with patience.

He took the pen anyway and wrote his name.

The ink bled in a way that didn’t seem natural, soaking into the paper like it was being devoured. When
he looked again, the name was no longer in his handwriting. It was too neat. Too straight. As if someone
else had written it on his behalf.

He looked up. The man was gone.



The hallway outside the lobby was longer than it needed to be. The carpet was sun-faded and thin, its
pattern repeating too precisely, like it had been copied and pasted too many times. The walls were lined
with the kind of framed prints you only see in places like this—mass-produced flowers and pastel
landscapes that meant nothing to no one. Overhead, the lights buzzed in a soft, sequential thythm,
illuminating his path like runway lights designed for something else entirely.

He found the door. Room 705. It looked like all the others, but something about it felt heavier—not
locked, not ajar, just reluctant. He turned the key and pushed the door open. The room exhaled, slow and
tired, like it had been holding its breath until he arrived.

Inside, the air was dry and motionless. The bedspread bore a faded floral pattern that might have once
been roses, but time had drained it of color until it resembled something medical—something that might
bloom under a microscope. A single pillow sat precisely at the center of the bed, too perfectly aligned to
have ever been used. The carpet muffled his footsteps, swallowing sound with a depth that made the
room feel larger than it was, or perhaps just more secretive.

The ceiling fixture buzzed softly overhead, its light casting a sterile glow that made the stain above it
impossible to ignore—a wide, reddish-brown ring that had spread like a sunburst, blooming outward in
slow decay. Whether it was water damage or something else entirely, he couldn’t say. He didn’t want to.
The sink stood against the far wall beneath a crooked mirror, its glass warped just enough to delay his
reflection—his eyes blinked, and the face staring back needed a beat to follow. He frowned. The mirror
didn’t. Beside it, the bathroom door hung ajar, bleeding a line of yellow light onto the carpet like a wound
someone forgot to dress. Somewhere beyond, a faucet dripped once—sharp and lonely—then fell silent.

He sat on the edge of the bed. It didn’t creak. It didn’t move at all.
The silence in the room was thick. It didn’t feel empty—it felt attentive.

The radio on the dresser clicked softly, even though it was unplugged. Static filled the space momentarily,
followed by a low murmur that rose just enough to form two words.

“Welcome back.”
The mirror went dark. And behind the bathroom door, something shifted.

He stepped forward, slow and reluctant, as if each motion had to be negotiated with the room. The
bathroom door creaked inward beneath his touch, resisting just enough to feel intentional. Then the smell
hit—metallic, sour, and tinged with a sweetness that turned his stomach. It was familiar, horribly so. The
kind of scent that lingered in hospital corridors long after visiting hours, when everything felt too quiet to
be safe. The bathtub waited in the pale light. It wasn’t filled with water. It was filled with him. He stood
frozen, staring down at the body slumped beneath the surface—glassy eyes wide, pale skin swollen and
soft, the throat slashed in a jagged crescent like a second mouth carved too low. The dead man wore his
clothes. His shoes. The jeans with the frayed cuff. The jacket sleeve was marked by an old cigarette burn.
There was no mistaking it. The corpse was him.

He stumbled backwards, shoulder catching the sink’s cold porcelain. When he turned toward the mirror,
both versions of himself stared back—alive and dead, side by side like echoes in split time. The glass
cracked down the center with a brittle snap. That was all it took. He ran. But the hallway was gone. The
door now opened into a closet, and the closet led back to the bathroom. The tub remained full. He spun
toward the window, tried to force it open, but it refused. The curtains clung to his hands—damp, heavy,
almost breathing. He pressed his back to the wall, eyes clamped shut, as if stillness might undo the
moment. But the room didn’t wait. The overhead lights buzzed once, then died, plunging everything into
a darkness too complete to be natural. He opened his eyes. Nothing. The air had changed again. Not stale
this time. Alive.

The fog came in without sound—not mist, not smoke, but something else entirely. It crept beneath the
door and slid from the vent, curling like breath held too long. It was scentless but saturated the air with
cold, with damp, with memory. It coiled around his shoes, trailed the line of his spine, and slipped into



the quiet between his thoughts. He tried to move, but the room had no edges anymore. The bed was
gone. The tub, the mirror, the door—all folded inward like paper burned at the corners. And at the
center, impossibly still, stood the guestbook. Its brittle pages turned without wind. He stared as his name
reappeared at the bottom of the list—fresh ink blooming, then bleeding inward, disappearing as though
swallowed. The line went blank again. The fog thickened. The mirror—or what remained of it—it-
captured one last reflection. A child stood behind him. Small. Still. Dressed in red. Watching.

The guestbook closed itself. Slowly. Softly. The leather cracked as the pages met. His name faded, ink
folding inward like it had never been written. Only the last line remained—blank, waiting, unclaimed. Not
empty. Reserved. The page no longer looked old. It looked ready. And this time, as the room disappeared,
the line did not vanish.

It held.
It waited.

For someone...



