
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Hotel Salt & Bone

        

        
        
          deepen and Dezzus Films

        

        
          Published by deepen, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HOTEL SALT & BONE

    

    
      First edition. October 31, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 deepen and Dezzus Films.

    

    
    
      Written by deepen and Dezzus Films.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 — 3:11 Check-In
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It is always 3:11 on the wall clock by the front desk, whether or not my watch agrees. The night air leaks in around the glass, 41°F and damp with sea salt. The lobby of the motel is all laminate and stale coffee; the desk bell has a strip of blue painter’s tape over the button, a handwritten note: DO NOT PRESS. I prop my cleaning cart against the checkered tile and listen to the hum of the fluorescent tubes. First flicker. Second. Hold. Silence between them feels like a breath.

The two-beat hum is joined by another rhythm — a drip somewhere above the ceiling tiles. It has the slow patience of a tide pool. Each drop leaves a darker spot on the floor, then the salt blooms outward as it dries. The air tastes of coins. I pull my keyring free from my belt and start down the hall. The carpet has been vacuumed so many times the pattern is a ghost.



I check Room 101’s door. The closer mounted above the frame glistens with a thin sheen of oil. When the fluorescents stutter, the tiny arm seems to hesitate with them. There are no voices, just the ocean muffled behind heavy curtains and the hum of vending machines. I drag my palm along the wallpaper. The pattern of shells and rope is raised, each ridge catching on the callus of my thumb.

On my cart, there is always a stack of aluminum cloches left over from the dining room, polished domes that once hid buffet trays. I use them to cover cleaning supplies so guests don’t see bleach bottles. Each dome has a small place card slot on top. Tonight a stray card is wedged in one, plain white with a printed “Table 7” in looping script. I slide it into my pocket. It feels wrong to throw it away.



The hall stretches and repeats, identical doors every twelve feet. As I reach 112, the light above me stutters again. First flicker. Second. The closer on 112’s door pauses halfway through its slow swing, arm rigid as if listening. My hand hovers over my key. Then, from the ceiling behind me, a single drop of water falls and hits the carpet with a soft dark punctuation. On the drip, the door’s arm finishes its arc and the door clicks shut.

I am not sure if I imagined the timing. I stand for a moment, listening. The hum returns. The drip continues its patient metronome. I shake my head, chalk it up to tiredness, and unlock 112. The room smells of microwaved fish and canned air. I switch on the lamp. Its shade tilts, casting twin shadows that pulse with the two-beat flicker.



I set the cloche from my cart on the desk while I strip the bed. The television screen across from me is blank and dark, showing only the reflected smear of the room. When I turn toward the microwave to wipe fingerprints off its door, the dark glass shows more than it should. Rows of tables arranged in a banquet hall stretch out where the bed should be. Candles flicker. Figures in raincoats sit with backs straight, napkins folded on laps. The perspective is from above, like a ceiling camera. It takes a second for my brain to click. When it does, I swallow hard and turn around.

The room is still the room. Laminate desk, sagging bed, my cart with its domes. No banquet. My throat tastes of metal. I glance back at the microwave. The reflection now shows me, blank-eyed, holding an aluminum cloche. On top of the dome a place card has my name printed on it in the same looping script. Beneath it, in smaller letters, is “Table 7.”



My pay stub crumples in my pocket. Last week’s hours came up two short because I clocked out to help a wedding party carry chairs. Twenty-eight cents deducted for union dues. The motel still owes me for two nights of overtime that somehow vanished from the ledger. I slide my thumb over the paper through the denim of my uniform. The salt on the air settles on my tongue.

I shouldn’t open the dome. Training says never touch anything left in a guest’s room unless it’s on the inventory sheet. But this is not on any sheet. My phone buzzes; a voicemail notification; the timestamp is 3:11 AM. I ignore it. I lift the cloche a fraction. Warm steam curls out, tasting like the tide at low ebb, metallic and briny. Inside is nothing but polished silverware, arranged like spokes around an empty center. The fork tines point inward.



I force the cloche back down and wipe my palms on my apron. The ceiling drip hits the carpet. Once. Twice. The fluorescent tubes hiss. Rules anchor me: check for belongings, log any valuables, note unusual odors. I flip open the room’s binder to fill out the inventory form. The page is warped with moisture. As I write “found covered dish—no contents,” my pen drags over the paper. A darker line follows the ink, then bleeds outwards into a halo of salt crystals, crackling quietly as it dries.

I think of my son’s school photo tucked inside the visor of my car. He grinned with a front tooth missing, hair combed crooked. I am saving every tip envelope to pay for his class trip in spring. I swallow the taste of steam again. When I glance up, the microwave reflection still shows the banquet behind me, and a figure at the far table lifts a glass as if in toast.



I close the inventory binder and turn back to the bed. My throat has gone dry, but I realize I am holding my breath. I let it out, a small sigh. In the microwave glass, my chest rises. At the same moment, in the banquet that should not exist, a man in a raincoat at the head of the table raises his glass to his lips. He pauses with it hovering. The angle of his head matches mine. My hand goes to my neck, feeling for a pulse.
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