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	Kurtain Motel

	Sin Series Book 1


Prologue

	 

	Alexander Pike burst through the doors of the small diner just as the rain began to pick up. The storm had caught up with him. The warnings on the radio were a bleak memory of the beginning of his journey when he had ignored the meteorologists. After all, he was Alexander Pike, and no storm would stop him from getting where he needed to be.

	Alex shook the rain off his suit jacket and brushed his fingers through his hair. He had misjudged the weather, but it didn’t matter. He would wait in the diner until the worst of it was past and then be on his way again. He was on a tight deadline, and he doubted the storm would keep him here for very long.

	He walked over to the bar and pushed up onto an empty stool, barely taking in his surroundings as he pulled out his cellphone. He had no coverage, and he cursed his luck. He would have to find another way to call San Francisco. Slipping out of his jacket, he folded it neatly and draped it over the back of his stool. He sniffed as his sinuses filled with the smell of bacon and eggs coming from the kitchen beyond.

	There were very few people in the diner this time of the night, which wasn’t much of a surprise. The weather forecast had been bleak for a few days now, and people had been advised to stay indoors and wait out the storm. Alex barely registered the petite blonde waitress napping in one of the stalls or the old gentleman at the other end of the bar cradling his coffee in both hands. Although Alex was known to be reckless, a trait that had proven valuable at times and tiresome at others, he doubted many people would venture out in this weather.

	“What can I get you?”

	Alex turned to face the middle-aged woman, her green eyes boring into him as she wiped her hands on a towel hanging from her waist. She was pretty in a back-country sort of way, her hair tied back in a tight ponytail that allowed her high cheekbones to stand out. She was smiling at him, but the gesture seemed more strained than genuine, and Alex could immediately tell that the woman would rather be somewhere else other than here.

	Alex grabbed at the small menu laid out before him and quickly scanned it, his eyes flying over the specials before he found his poison.

	“Coffee. Black.”

	The woman nodded and turned away, leaving Alex to brood over his phone as he turned it off and restarted it, hoping for a signal. His eyes caught a movement to his left and he looked up to see an old man watching him closely, eyes intent as he sipped slowly at his drink. The lights in the diner flickered with the resonant sounds of thunder outside, and the rain increased in fury.

	There would be no calling out tonight. The storm wasn’t letting up, and it would be hours before he could jump back into his Beamer and be back on his way. Deciding on a more comfortable seat, Alex stood up and settled into one of the booths near the window, looking out at the falling rain in dismay. His car was the only vehicle in the lot, which struck him as strange given that he was not the only guest in the diner.

	The woman at the bar called out to the waitress and Alex watched in amusement as the girl trudged to pick up his drink and bring it to him. She set it down slowly, hands shaking, and Alex could tell from the black rings under her eyes that she was in dire need of a good night’s sleep. He remembered his earlier days working the night shift in a call center downtown, how the highlight of his day would be the moment his head settled onto his pillow and his eyes shut out the world around him.

	“Thank you,” Alex said softly, eyeing the waitress as she grunted and walked back to her booth, immediately settling down again. He watched her, and his eyes moved back to the old man who was still staring intently at him. It was starting to make Alex eerily uncomfortable, and he toyed with the idea of calling the man out and embarrassing him in front of everyone.

	Forget it.

	Alex shook his head and stared back out the window. He wrapped both hands around the coffee mug, letting the heat seep into his skin and warm him up. He hadn’t noticed how cold he was until this moment, and he gently raised the cup to his mouth to take a sip.

	The old man slid into the booth, startling Alex.

	“Jesus, what’s the matter with you?” Alex gasped, frowning irritably.

	The old man gave him a toothless smile and pointed a shaky finger at Alex.

	“I know you,” he said, his voice raspy from one too many cigarettes, his tongue licking his lips as he spoke.

	“I highly doubt that,” Alex replied, glancing at the bar and hoping to get the waitress’s attention. The woman had disappeared into the kitchen, though, and all Alex could hear was her soft humming as food sizzled on the grill inside.

	“Sure I do,” the old man said. “I saw your face on one of ‘em magazines o’er there.”

	Alex turned to where the man was pointing and saw the front cover of TIME magazine. A large portrait of him filled the cover, hiding the magazine’s title behind his sleek hair. Alex remembered the interview clearly, and the woman he had seduced into his bed after she was done asking him questions. It had been a fruitful day.

	“That’s you, ain’t it?” the old man asked.

	Alex looked back at the man, taking in the thin, long greying hair and the stubble that was interrupted by patches of skin. The man smiled at him, what remained of his teeth yellow and rotten against his pale skin. The only thing worse than his attire, was the pungent smell coming out of his mouth.

	“Maybe,” Alex said, trying to breathe through his mouth.

	The old man shook his finger at him. “Ah, ah, Mr. Time Magazine,” he chuckled. “Don’t be so modest.”

	Alex sighed. “Do you want an autograph?”

	The man laughed hard and smacked his hand on the table. “That would be somethin’, now won’t it?”

	Alex patted his shirt for a pen and began reaching for his coat when the old man stopped him.

	“No, Mr. Pike,” the man said, his tone more serious. “What I want you to do is confess.”

	Alex frowned. “Confess?”

	The old man leaned in and gestured for Alex to come closer. Alex hesitated, then obliged.

	“You see, I know where your millions came from, Mr. Pike,” the old man whispered. “Between you and me, I really don’t care much for the thousands y’ scammed into trustin’ you with their hard-earned savings. If you want to throw your money away, no one’s stoppin’ ya, is what I always say.”

	Alex pulled back in anger. “Listen, I don’t know who you think you are, but you’ve got your facts all wrong.”

	The old man held up a hand and stopped Alex from continuing. “Don’t care. I know what I know. All you need to do is confess, and we can all be on our merry way.”

	“Confess what?”

	“That you’re a thief, Mr. Pike,” the old man grinned. “That you’re a thief and a coward, and that all this publicity ‘round’s ya is nothin’ but show. You ain’t got a dime of all dat money left, do ya? That gamblin’ problem of yours, a real bitch if y’ask me.”

	Alex opened his mouth to say something, but the words failed him. He had no idea who this man was, or how he had come to know all that he knew. All Alex did know was that he didn’t have to sit around and listen to the old man rant.

	Looking out the window, Alex could see the rain letting up. He pulled out a hundred dollar bill from his wallet, threw it on the table and began to stand up. The old man reached out a gnarled hand to stop him, which Alex quickly slapped away.

	“Don’t,” Alex hissed. “I don’t know who you are, but what you’re doing is called harassment, and I could have you arrested right here, right now.” Alex grabbed his coat and pulled it on, keeping his eyes on the old man and the ridiculous grin on his face.

	“No one leaves until they’ve confessed,” the old man said, his voice barely audible even in the silence of the diner. “Ask ‘round. They’ll all tell ya.”

	Suddenly the diner was full of people, crammed together, shoulder to shoulder as they stood limp and motionless. Men and women varying in age and size, eyes downcast and shoulders slumped with their lips moving as if in silent prayer. Alex felt something cold touch his hand, and his head snapped back to the old man.

	Only, he wasn’t old anymore, and the hollow eyes staring up at Alex made his blood curl.

	“They want their money back, Alex.”

	Alex pulled away from the man, quickly barging through the crowd of people, pushing past them towards the diner door. The rain outside was falling in torrents again, but Alex didn’t care. He needed to get out, now. The sudden urgency was overwhelming as he felt hands grab at the nape of his neck and the collar of his shirt.

	Alex pushed through the diner door, hands stretched out to break his fall as he anticipated the rough texture of asphalt and water. He hit the ground hard, his knees slamming against the floor sending bolts of pain up his spine, and when he looked up, he found that he was still in the diner.

	Dozens of eyes stared at him, and as the mob of people moved forward in unison, hands stretched out, voices rising, Alex began to scream.



	


Chapter 1

	 

	Patrick Lahm knew he was in trouble the minute the gas light began flashing. He glanced in frustration at the marker poised dangerously under the E, and slammed his fist against the steering wheel. His mind raced as he tried to remember how many more miles he had left before his car would shut down on him. When he couldn’t retrieve the information, he slowed down and stopped by the curb.

	Route 25 was empty.

	Patrick turned off the ignition, hoping to save what little gas he had left, and stepped out of the car. He glanced up and down the highway, hoping to see twin beacons of headlights from either side, but was rewarded with nothing but emptiness. He slammed his palm against the driver’s door, wondering what the hell he had been thinking when he had driven past the last gas station several miles back.

	“Smart, hot shot, really smart,” he mumbled to himself.

	Patrick made his way to the trunk and opened it, rummaging through its contents as he searched for the spare gas canister he usually left aside for instances like these. When he couldn’t find it, he slammed the trunk closed.

	“Perfect,” he sighed. “Just perfect!”

	Patrick opened the back door and pulled a map out of his laptop bag. He laid it out on the hood of the car and angled it enough for the light to help him make out where he was. The next town was at least twenty miles north, and there was no way he was going to be able to walk that. He traced a finger along the highway’s blue line, squinting as he tried to find a gas station nearby. He remembered how the woman at his last stop had assured him the map would be a life saver, but right now it was telling him to just call it a day and sleep in the car. Maybe the morning traffic would send him a savior.

	Patrick glanced at his watch. It was just past midnight, and he had to be in Hartford by noon. Even if he could wait it out until the morning, there was no way he would make it to the book signing in time. Patrick folded the map and replaced it, slinging the laptop bag over his shoulder and locking the car.

	He would just have to risk the walk and hope someone would pick him up on the way.

	 

	***

	 

	It was only two miles and three pairs of headlights later when a car finally stopped for Patrick. He didn’t try to get its attention, the frustration of having had failed three times reminded him how little people trusted hitchhikers. So, it was a surprise when the driver of the Chevrolet pulled up to the curb in front of Patrick and turned on the emergency lights.

	Patrick picked up the pace and leaned in through the passenger door window, instantly relieved when the smiling face of a priest gazed back at him. The man was still wearing his parish clothes, the white band around his collar clear beneath the large brown overcoat around his shoulders. He looked barely over fifty, a day-old stubble framing his jaw and only adding to the man’s handsome features. The cold had already begun setting in, and hot air was blasting out of the air conditioner.

	“Where ya headed?” the priest asked, his voice soft as if he were taking confession.

	“Anywhere that has a phone,” Patrick replied. He could already feel the beginnings of a drizzle. “My car broke down a few miles back, and I need to reach Triple A.”

	The priest’s smile widened as he nodded. “Cell reception is not what it seems out here.”

	Patrick shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. My phone died hours ago.”

	A wind picked up and started blowing the rain into Patrick’s face, forcing him to squint.

	“Well, get on in,” the priest waved at him. “You don’t want to be caught out in the open in this weather.”

	Patrick thanked him and quickly slid into the passenger seat, rolling up the window as the priest idled out into the highway and picked up speed.

	Patrick warmed his hands against the hot gusts coming out from between the slits in the dashboard, letting the warm air soothe him. “I didn’t know it was going to rain,” he said nonchalantly, looking up at the priest.

	The man smiled yet kept his eyes on the road. “Connecticut weather can fool ya if ya let it.” He looked at Patrick and winked.

	“Thanks for this, by the way,” Patrick said, rubbing his hands together for more warmth.

	“Don’t mention it,” the priest replied. “What kind of man of God would I be if I had let you walk in this rain?” He looked at Patrick seriously. “You’re not crazy, are you?”

	Patrick coughed laughter as the priest eased into his own bemused smile.

	“So, where?”

	“Hartford,” Patrick said. “I have a book signing tomorrow. Though from the look of things, I might just miss it.”

	“An author, eh?” the priest smiled. “Anything I might have read?”

	“Doubtful,” Patrick replied. “They’re not the holiest of works.”

	The priest chuckled. “We all have our guilty pleasures.”

	Patrick looked at the man and smiled, wondering what a priest was doing driving down Route 25 at two in the morning. It was one of those questions that he usually kept to himself, the timeless what ifs of any author. What if the priest was actually in disguise and was going to kill him? What if the man was on a calling to save the damned?

	Daydreams, Patrick thought to himself. Daydreams that eventually turned into stories.

	If he could write them.

	Ever since his last bestseller, he had hit a speed bump in the road of creativity. At least, that’s what he liked to call it. His editor liked to call it a wall. Either way, the block was costing him money and time, and although the publishers had hinted at using a ghostwriter to help him churn out another book, Patrick had fought hard against the idea.

	The priest glanced at Patrick and smiled. “Troubled?”

	“No,” Patrick said. “I’m hoping I’m not messing up your schedule.”

	“Not at all,” the priest said, shaking his head. “I’m on my way to see an old friend. Got the call last night that he was dying and wanted to see me.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“No need,” the priest waved. “He’s a man who has lived a full life and has the scars to prove it. Some things you just can’t fight and win.”

	Patrick frowned, remembering how his father had always said the exact same thing when he was younger. Every time luck turned on him, old man Lahm would shrug it off and recite the same phrase as if it were some kind of prayer. It was odd to hear it coming from the priest’s lips.

	“There’s a motel a few miles down,” the priest was saying. “I’m going to turn in there and wait until morning before going on my way. I’m sure you’ll find what you need there.”

	Patrick nodded, trying to remember if he had seen the motel on his map earlier. They would definitely have a phone, and if there was no way to get moving before the morning, then at least he would have a bed to sleep in instead of the backseat of his car. Either way, it was a win.

	“Lahm.”

	Patrick turned at the mention of his name.

	The priest turned to Patrick and smiled. “See, I knew I recognized ya,” he said. “Patrick Lahm. ‘Faraway Places’, I loved that book!”

	Patrick smiled widely and sighed in relief, only now realizing that his heart had kicked into overdrive. He could feel a residual chill from hearing his name called out like that. It had sounded ominous in the otherwise quiet car.

	“See, I told ya I might have read your work,” the priest chuckled.

	“I’m glad you liked it enough to remember who I was,” Patrick replied.

	“One of your best,” the priest nodded. “I’m not much of a romance reader myself, but that definitely drew me in. You’re one helluva writer!”

	“Thank you,” Patrick replied, easing into his seat as he pushed his laptop bag into the floorboard.

	“Working on anything new?”

	Patrick hated questions like that, and when he confronted eager fans who wanted any information on upcoming works, he usually handled things with a large dose of sarcasm. Answers varied from, ‘Depends on what my editor forces me to do’, to, ‘Believe me, you’ll be the first to know’. However, given the situation he was in and how much he currently depended on the man behind the wheel, he believed it best not to offend the priest.

	“In and out of projects,” Patrick lied. “The book signing has been taking most of my time.”

	The priest nodded. “It’s always the little things that divert us from our true talents.”

	“Well, you could hardly call a book signing ‘little things’,” Patrick said. “It’s important to meet the fans, shake hands, be an all-round nice guy. It’s what gets the books off the shelves and the money into my pockets.”

	The priest glanced at Patrick, his smile barely moving, yet his eyes seemed to change. Patrick could almost sense a look of disapproval there, and wondered if the priest was judging him.

	“Well, I’m just glad it’s all working out okay.”

	Patrick watched the man for a few seconds before thanking him and gazing back out the window at the falling rain.

	 

	***

	 

	By the time they had reached the motel, the skies had opened up completely and the rain was coming down in torrents. Thunder boomed in the distance between flashes of lightning that illuminated the skies for the briefest of moments before giving way to the darkness.

	Patrick raced from the car and past the neon sign that welcomed its guests to the Kurtain Motel, followed closely by the priest as both men pushed into the front office. A woman and her son sat huddled on one of the couches in the corner, their bags damp with rain and their hair matted against their heads as Patrick quickly nodded a hello to them.

	Neither returned the greeting.

	Patrick took off his coat, folding it over one arm as the priest lightly tapped the bell on the front desk. They waited in silence, Patrick glancing back only once at the other two guests, until a burly man walked out from a back room. A cigarette hung loosely from his lips and his hair was combed back against his scalp, revealing bald spots. He looked at Patrick and the priest with little interest before pulling out a ledger and opening it to the date of the day.

	“One room?” the man asked.

	“Actually,” Patrick said, interrupting before the priest could reply. “I only want to use the phone. My car broke down.”

	The man took a long drag from his cigarette before blowing smoke in Patrick’s face. “Phones aren’t working. The rain’s ruined everything.”

	“Then do you have a cell phone I can use?”

	The man shook his head and licked his lips, the pen in his hand poised over an empty space in the ledger as he waited to write Patrick’s name in. Patrick sighed in frustration and looked at the priest in dismay. The priest shrugged and shook his head.

	“Fine,” Patrick gave in. “One night. Two rooms.”

	“Name?” the man asked, balancing his cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

	“Patrick Lahm.”

	“And you?”

	The priest was about to reply when Patrick stopped him. “I’m covering it. It’s the least I can do.”

	The priest smiled at him and nodded.

	Patrick looked back at the man behind the desk and pulled out his wallet. The man only grunted, taking another drag from his cigarette, and said, “Either way, I need his name.”

	“Harold Bell,” the priest offered.

	The man bent over the ledger, and Patrick looked back at the woman and her son. The boy was staring at Patrick, the look on his face deeply serious, and only smiled when Patrick waved at him. The mother, who seemed lost in her own thoughts, came to when she saw Patrick’s gesture, and instinctively pulled her son closer. Patrick shrugged it off and turned back just as the man behind the desk set two keys in front of him.

	“212 and 213,” the man said between puffs of smoke. “Try not to break anything while you’re in there.”

	Patrick gave him a half-smile. “Sure, we’ll keep the partying to a minimal.”

	The man was not amused. “Cash or credit?”

	Patrick took out his credit card.

	 

	***

	 

	Owen Little watched as the two men walked out of the front office and skirted through the rain to the shelter of the motel canopy. He grunted and put out his cigarette, checking his logbook as he counted down the names.

	Seven guests tonight.

	Owen smiled to himself. After weeks with only one guest propped up in room 215, things were slowly starting to look more promising. He reminded himself to pray to whichever god was responsible for tonight’s downpour, and put the logbook away as he glanced at the woman and her son.

	“Lady, I don’t think your cab is coming,” Owen said. “You might as well just take a room and sleep the storm out.”

	The woman stared at him for a few seconds, not blinking, her brown hair falling in wet strands over her shoulders. She had come in less than an hour ago, claiming that a cab was on its way to pick her and her son up, and that she didn’t want to wait in the rain. Owen had jumped at the opportunity to be in the company of a pretty face, but after a few attempts at flirting, it was apparent that she was not going to be much for conversation.

	“Well?” Owen asked.

	The poker face made him shudder. She was beautiful, he couldn’t deny that, but there was something about her that just didn’t sit well with him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but Owen knew trouble when he saw it, and this woman had trouble written all over her. If his wife were still alive, she would have probably set the woman up in a nice room free of charge and made her dinner as well. Owen was not his wife, though, and his instincts were telling him to send the woman packing.

	“Lady, if you’re not going to take a room, then you gotta get going,” Owen said. “This isn’t a shelter.”

	The woman blinked several times, as if waking up from a dream, and focused on Owen for the first time since she had walked in. She looked down at her son, patted him on the back and walked to Owen’s desk, purse in her hand. She pulled out a credit card and handed it to him.

	“In the morning, we can call you another cab,” Owen said, turning his charm back on.

	“That won’t be necessary,” the woman replied. “We can find our own way home.”

	Owen nodded and ran the card through his machine, noting the name Tara Frey at the bottom. “One night?” he asked, opening the logbook again and writing in her name.

	Tara nodded. “For now,” she added in afterthought.

	Owen reached for a key and handed it to her. “Room 214. Enjoy the night.”

	Tara looked at the key in her hands, rotating it between her fingers, then handed it back. “I would like a different room, please.”

	Owen frowned. “Is something wrong?”

	“I’m a very private person, and I would like to stay away from the other guests.”

	Owen suddenly felt incredibly annoyed. “Listen, it’s the only room we have. Take it or leave it.”

	Tara stared at him for a moment before saying, “You have seven guests here, and forty rooms. The one hundreds are closed off, I understand for renovation, but the others are all working. Rooms 219 and 220 are furthest from anyone.”

	Owen’s eyes widened and his mouth opened and closed as he gazed at the woman with her outstretched hand, dangling the keys in front of him. “How do you know that?” he asked.

	Tara gestured at the logbook. “Guests and room numbers. All there.”

	That doesn’t explain how you know about the closed off rooms.

	Owen shrugged the thought aside and penned in Tara’s name, handing over the key to room 219. She stared long and hard at it before tucking it away into her purse and gesturing for her son. The boy rushed to her, rolling the bags behind him with the ease of someone who was used to moving around with a suitcase.

	“Thank you,” Tara said, giving Owen a weak smile.

	Owen watched the woman lead her son out into the rain as they trudged towards their room. He felt a chill race through him and made up his mind that even if she asked, he would not extend her stay another night. In the morning, he would make sure both she and her son were gone.


Chapter 2

	 

	Jason Collick stood motionless in his motel room.

	His mouth was curled in a disapproving frown, and his eyes twitched as they darted back and forth between various corners of the room. He rubbed his hands together, feeling the uncomfortable sweat in his palms as he tried to control the shudders racing through his body. He had stood in the same position for almost an hour, bag resting gently against his leg, the suit he was wearing forcing beads of sweat down his nape and back.

	It’s filthy.

	The single light above his head did little to hide what his eyes were quickly picking out. There, in a corner, a discarded napkin just below the left leg of the bed. Above it, a light stain that had not been properly washed out of the sheets, strategically tucked under the pillow to mask its presence. The small bathroom reeked of a mix of bleach and something a little more pungent, just below the surface, but enough to make his nose twitch.

	He quickly reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a small bottle of hand sanitizer. He continued his scrutiny of the room as he squeezed the cold liquid into one hand and returned the bottle back into its designated place. He rubbed his hands together, squeezing the liquid in between his fingers as if this would somehow also clean the room around him.

	I can’t sleep here.

	Jason took a step towards the bathroom and immediately recoiled when he saw the specks of dust bursting into the air around his foot, small particles that threatened to invade his lungs and clog his breathing. His frown deepened into a disapproving scowl. He took off his suit jacket and folded it carefully, placing it on top of his carry-on as he slowly undid the buttons of his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves.

	He forced himself to cross the room and into the bathroom, quickly turning on the water. The faucet coughed sprouts of brown water, forcing Jason to gag, before a stream of clear liquid rushed out and into the porcelain sink. Jason covered his mouth with the back of his hand, closed his eyes and tried to stop himself from heaving. He took a few quick breaths before feeling his muscles relax a bit, and hurried back to his bag. In the outside pocket, he pulled out a small towel and returned to the bathroom, rinsing it out before using it to clean the faucet and sink.

	Beads of sweat collected on his brow as he worked, his teeth clenched as he wiped off every surface of the bathroom, eyes watering at the strain caused by the fluorescents above his head. When he was finally done, he switched the lights off and sat down heavily on the edge of the small bathtub, breathing deeply, letting the surrounding darkness soothe him.

	You can’t sleep in the bathroom. Get to work!

	Jason walked out of the bathroom and methodically began wiping down the small table and chair pushed up against the large motel room window. He had pulled down the drapes the minute he had walked in. He had wanted a room on the second floor, away from the prying eyes of the other guests. The man at the front desk—the disgusting man that smelt like cigarettes and alcohol—had told him that this was the only one available, and although Jason had accepted it, he wasn’t happy.

	Just one night. You’re only here for one night.

	Jason heaved his bag on top of the table, unzipped it and pulled out the spare sheets he kept for emergencies like these. In a side pocket, he grabbed a pair of surgical gloves. Within seconds, he had stripped the bed of the filth that had been covering it, and replaced it with his own sheets. He continued to work, wiping down the small commode and bedside table, and hesitating before deciding to clean the mirror as well.

	A loud thump sounded from above, and Jason hissed at a cloud of dust that freed itself from the ceiling lamp as it began to sway gently. His eyes watched the small particles diffuse through the air, cursing as they slowly fell on top of the furniture he had just wiped clean. A second thump followed, and more dust blew out.

	Jason fought the urge to race up to the second floor, kick down the door to the room above and throttle whoever was up there. His fists curled and he quickly closed his eyes and began counting to ten. He tried to control his breathing and clenched his teeth tight when a third thump sounded.

	Happy place. Find the happy place.

	Suddenly, the darkness behind his lids gave way to a clear blue sky, cloudless and calm. Jason could feel the sand beneath his feet and hear the sound of crashing waves in the distance. A child was laughing somewhere in the background, and although Jason wanted to turn and see where the sound was coming from, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the clear blue above him. He instantly felt his muscles relax, and his breathing slowed to a gentle inhale and exhale that made him smile.

	His therapist had walked him through this, taught him how to find the beach and clear skies whenever he felt that the world around him was too much to handle. Before that, he had taken his rage out on anyone or anything he could get a hold of; a lawsuit quickly waking him up to the fact that he did, indeed, need help. It had taken months to master the technique, to learn how to shut out each and every stimulus from the outside world. It had come in handy more times than none.

	Jason opened his eyes. The thumping had stopped, and it didn’t seem like there would be anymore. He sighed, allowing himself a quick smile before he remembered the dust and its deliberate dance through the air before settling on the surfaces around him. Jason clenched his fist, frowned and marched back to the bathroom to rinse his towel.

	He was going to have to clean everything all over again.

	 

	***

	 

	Patrick Lahm felt a lot better as he stepped out from under the shower. Wiping the fog off the mirror, he quickly ran his fingers through his hair in an attempt to comb it into place. He immediately resented not going back for his bag when Harold had picked him up, right now wishing he had access to a clean towel and his brush. However, it was just for tonight, and the hot shower had done him some good anyway.

	He walked out of the bathroom and frowned as he watched the rain falling outside. The storm was relentless, and he hated being stranded with no connection to the outside world. Still, he doubted there would be anyone out and about in this weather, and he felt a little safer about having had left his car behind.

	He reached into his laptop bag and pulled out a charger, hooking it up to his cellphone and waiting a few minutes before switching it on. He lay back on the bed as the sing-song tone of the phone starting up filled the small room, and he sighed heavily when he noticed the absence of signal bars.

	Still no coverage.

	Patrick placed the phone on the bedside table and tried to forget about it, frustrated that he couldn’t even reach his agent and let him know he would be late. A part of him had hoped there would be some way to postpone tomorrow’s event, but apparently that was out of the question. He had been looking forward to this signing for months, his first tour since the trials. He would have laughed at the irony if his mood hadn’t been so foul.

	He sat up and reached for his laptop. Logging in, he clicked open a new document and gazed at the virtual white page in front of him. It was almost midnight, and despite the fact that he had wanted to wake up early the next morning and be on his way, he couldn’t fight the urge to try and write. He silently hoped that maybe the weather could spark a little inspiration, that some good might come out of the situation he was in.

	The cursor blinked in front of him, waiting, teasing, as if secretly knowing no matter how hard he tried, Patrick would not be able to write worth a damn tonight. Just like every other night. He bit his lower lip, calling on his mind to throw up anything he could use, some random idea he could just go with for a few pages to assure him he had not lost it completely. He was drawing blanks, though, and after a few more minutes of nothing, he was forced to admit failure and frustratingly slam the laptop shut.

	He lay back down on the bed, noting the time on his cellphone and briskly looking at the empty bars before sighing and switching off the bedside lamp.

	 

	***

	 

	“It’s good.”

	Patrick looked up at his editor and smiled. “Really?”

	“Really,” his editor nodded. “It’s been a while, man, but looks like you finally came through.”

	Patrick’s smile widened as he stood up and let out a long breath. He chuckled as his editor laughed along with him, tapping the manuscript sitting on the desk between them.

	“Not sure about the title, though,” his editor said. “A little too macabre for your readers.”

	Patrick waved. “Change it,” he said quickly. “Do whatever you want with it.”

	His editor laughed and reached for his cigarettes. “Well done, buddy.”

	Patrick nodded and ran a hand through his hair. Seven months. It had taken him seven months to finally get the manuscript ready, his newest work after a four-year hiatus that left him dry and threatened to end his contract. He had sent it in with a heavy heart, unsure if it would be a good enough follow-up to his last bestseller, and had waited patiently for his editor to get back to him.

	“This is very good news,” Patrick said. He felt lighter, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “Real good news, man.”

	His editor nodded between puffs of smoke as he lazily flipped through the manuscript’s pages. “Your style’s changed a lot, though.”

	Patrick felt his muscles tighten. “Is that a good or bad thing?”

	“It’s definitely better,” his editor smiled. “I just hope the fans appreciate it.” He closed the manuscript and gazed up at Patrick. “Then again, I guess they’ll just be happy you’ve released anything at all.”

	Patrick laughed and paced around the small office, shaking his legs and trying to work the knots out of his muscles. He hadn’t known how stressed out he was until this very moment.

	“When do we go into print?” Patrick asked, eager to get the process started.

	“Well, there are a few edits that need to be tackled first, nothing too serious, and then we’re good for business,” his editor replied. “I’m thinking two weeks, depending on how fast you get the revisions done.”

	“Tonight,” Patrick cut in. “You’ll have all the revisions done tonight.”

	His editor laughed. “In a hurry, are we?”

	Patrick smiled weakly. “I’m just happy it’s done.”

	“Took a lot of effort, this one?”

	Patrick puffed. “A whole lot of effort,” he said. “Put my heart and soul into it.”

	His editor frowned. “Really?”

	Patrick nodded.

	“Funny,” his editor said as he put out his cigarette and flipped through the manuscript again. “Seeing as you haven’t written a single word of it, I find that hard to believe.”

	“Excuse me?” Patrick asked, his editor’s words like a cold hand around his neck.

	“You didn’t write this, Patrick,” his editor looked up at him. “You don’t expect me to believe this is you, do you?”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Oh, come on,” his editor laughed and sat back in his chair. “You can fool the world, buddy, but not me!”

	Patrick was about to say something when his editor stopped him. He watched the man reach out and rip off the cover page of the manuscript, then quickly circle Patrick’s name below the title. He raised the sheet up for Patrick to see.

	“Does this name deserve to be here?”

	Patrick frowned in anger, unsure of how he was supposed to respond. His editor laughed and reached for the rest of the manuscript. Grabbing it in one hand, he bent over the small metal bin next to his desk, took out his lighter, and set the pages to flame.

	“Hey!” Patrick shouted.

	His editor dropped the manuscript into the bin and laughed again. “You’re a fraud, Patrick,” he said between chuckles, “and one day, you’re going to have to confess to your sins.”

	“What?” Patrick asked, shaking his head in dismay as he reached for the metal bin.

	The fires had died out, and just as he was about to reach inside to grab what was left of his story, the editor kicked the bin over. Patrick jumped back as millions of spiders crawled out of the bin, racing across the bright blue carpet of his editor’s office, randomly scurrying in various directions. They were huge, the size of Patrick’s palm, and of a dark black color that he was sure would have made them invisible if in a darker setting. Some made their way towards him, and he quickly stepped back and away, stepping on one that had been a bit faster than the others and had tried to crawl up his leg.

	Patrick looked up at his editor in horror. “What is this?!” he screamed at him.

	His editor was laughing. “Confess, Patrick,” he cried out. “Confess and all will be forgiven!”

	Patrick watched as the man threw his head back in merriment, his laugh almost manic as it echoed through the office. He was rocking right and left in his chair, his hands white as they gripped the sides while he swiveled.

	Suddenly, the laughing stopped, and from the editor’s open mouth, more spiders began to crawl out. Dozens of legs and bodies, one after the other, scurrying down the man’s face and body as they raced to join their comrades.

	“Confess,” his editor gurgled.

	Patrick raced for the door, wrestling with the knob as he tried to open it. It wouldn’t open. Patrick looked over his shoulder as the arachnids grouped together and purposely moved towards him, a black carpet of moving legs that seemed to bulge and grow before him. Patrick stomped on a few more, but he was quickly overwhelmed by the sheer number of them as they raced into his pants and up his legs.

	Patrick smacked at them, kicking out as he tried to rid himself of the millions of legs racing across his skin. But there were too many, and in his panic, he toppled over and onto the floor. He screamed out in a mix of rage and terror, and through his open mouth, the first of many spiders crawled in.


Chapter 3

	 

	Patrick sat up in bed, screaming out at the empty motel room.

	The darkness was overbearing, and he quickly reached out and turned on the lamp beside him. In an instant, he was out of bed, smacking at his naked body, unable to shake off the feeling of tiny legs scurrying all over him.

	He raced into the bathroom, quickly turning on the shower head and jumping under the water. He didn’t bother with adjusting the temperatures, and immediately felt better once the cold water raced over him. He stood under the shower for a few more minutes, letting the aftereffects of the dream wash away as he tried to steady his breathing.

	It felt so real, the meeting with his editor, the laughter still echoing in his head. It was as if he had actually been there, living it all. He felt a shudder race through him and he ran his hands across his body, trying to wash off the memory.

	When he felt calmer, Patrick stepped out from under the water and gazed at himself in the mirror. His eyes grew wide as he noticed dozens of red spots across his torso, stretching from his neck down to his crotch and thighs. He ran a finger across one of the spots and winced in pain. He quickly made his way out of the bathroom and to the bed, squinting in the weak light as he checked for insects in the sheets.

	The bed was clean.

	Patrick reached for his clothes, scrutinizing the bite marks on his skin once more before pulling on his jeans and shirt. He grabbed his cell phone, noting the time and realizing that it hadn’t changed since he had fallen asleep. The rain outside was still coming down strong, the night starless through the open window, and Patrick frowned in annoyance that he hadn’t been able to sleep through it all.

	A drink. I need a drink.

	Pulling on his coat, he pocketed his cell phone and made for the door, looking over his shoulder once more at the bed and shaking off the residual feeling of spiders crawling across his skin. Once outside, the steady hammering of the rain calmed him down, and he smiled despite himself at the figure of Harold Bell leaning against the railing and smoking a cigarette.

	“Couldn’t sleep?” Harold asked between puffs.

	Patrick shook his head and gestured to the cigarette, an eyebrow raised.

	“A guilty pleasure,” Harold smiled back. “I couldn’t sleep either. Hoped the rain and a stick of cancer might do the trick.”

	“How about a drink?” Patrick asked.

	Harold put out his cigarette, wiped his hand together and smiled widely. “You read my mind.”

	Patrick chuckled and threw an arm over the man’s shoulder. “Just make sure you include me in your prayers, Father.”

	 

	***

	 

	Jimmy Frey watched the two men across the landing laugh and walk towards the stairwell. He didn’t know them, but already made up his mind about how he felt towards each. He liked the taller one, the one with brown curls and the plaid shirt. He seemed like a reasonable man, one who would be able to see through the darkness and make sense of the confusion that was to come. He seemed like someone who could break free of the shackles that would imprison the rest of the guests here.

	The priest, though. Well, that was a different story. Jimmy was immediately suspicious of the man, even in his holy attire, black hair combed back carefully and meticulously. When Jimmy had first stepped out of the room to enjoy the rain, the priest’s figure had been shrouded in darkness, as if the holy man were a part of the night itself. Jimmy had shuddered just looking at the silhouette of the man, lighting his cigarette and leaning into the rain.

	“You shouldn’t be outside.”

	Jimmy turned to look at his mother standing in the open doorway to their room. Her eyes were sunken, and even in the scant light coming from behind her, she looked exhausted. He felt instantly sorry for her, wishing he could do anything to ease her pain, but knew that was beyond him. There was only so much he could do.

	“Give me a minute,” Jimmy replied, smiling at her.

	Tara smiled back weakly and nodded, walking back inside but leaving the door open for him to follow.

	Jimmy leaned over the railing and watched as the two men hurried through the rain, disappearing around the corner. He sighed heavily, gazing up at the sky as the rain splattered his face, and trudged back after his mother.

	 

	***

	 

	The Kurtain Motel was not known for being a homey place. People usually passed by the establishment without a second thought, quickly ignoring the welcome sign and opting to continue on their way rather than risk stopping. Almost in the middle of nowhere, at least ten miles away from the closest town. It sat eerily at the side of the highway, a beacon of dismay rather than hope.

	What it had to offer was even less appealing.

	The bar was a flimsy looking structure, nestled too close to the pool, its neon lights flickering on and off. It reminded Patrick of the old diner his mother used to work in, where he had been dragged to as a child almost every night to sit and color in one corner while she attended to a handful of guests. He immediately hated the damn thing, before even stepping in.

	“As alluring as the motel itself,” Harold said, voicing Patrick’s thoughts.

	Patrick nodded as they pushed through the door, immediately welcomed by a strong aroma of dampness and fried food. Patrick wrinkled his nose, making an effort not to gag. The bar was small, a few rickety tables strewn here and there coupled with stained, plastic chairs. Patrick noted an overweight woman sitting to one corner, three plates in front of her and a full mouth chewing slowly as she watched them enter. Patrick smiled at her, hoping he didn’t look too uncomfortable and made his way to the bar with Harold close behind him.

	“Didn’t expect anyone out in this weather,” the bartender grinned at them, placing two napkins in front of Patrick and Harold before going for one of the few bottles behind him. His hair fell in curls to his shoulders, and his goatee was as unkempt as the rest of him. To Patrick, it seemed like the man must have spent the night sleeping behind the bar.

	“Get a lot of guests on normal days?” Patrick smirked, taking note of the name ‘Connor’ printed on the back of the bartender’s shirt just below the Kurtain Motel logo.

	“Depends on what you call normal,” Connor chuckled. “The Kurtain isn’t a popular stop anyway.”

	The man placed two glasses of whiskey in front of them and waited for their approval. Patrick raised his glass, took a sip and relaxed against the liquor’s initial hit. “Good choice,” he commented and glanced at Harold who was still eyeing the drink in front of him suspiciously.

	“Want me to get you something else?” Connor asked Harold, who quickly looked up, smiled and shook his head.

	“I’m quite fine,” Harold chimed. “It’s just funny how you guessed I would order this.”

	“Not a guess at all,” Connor smiled. “It’s all we have right now. That and water. We haven’t restocked in a while.”

	Patrick laughed and downed the drink, pushing his glass forward and pointing at it for a refill as he winced. “Fill her up, buddy.”

	As he waited, Patrick glanced past Harold at the only other guest sitting at the bar beside them. With a baseball cap pulled down over his eyes, Patrick could barely make out the man’s features, other than the athletic form of his upper body and arms as he cradled his own glass of whiskey. The man seemed almost embarrassed to be here, and Patrick wondered how many other guests in the motel had been stranded in this shithole because of the weather.

	Not that Patrick could blame the man. From behind him, he could hear the mix of shuffling paper and chewing coming from the woman in the corner. The bar’s foul aroma was slowly dissipating; either that or Patrick’s nose was getting used to the stench. The lights were dimmed down in an attempt to make the atmosphere seem cozy, but all it did was add to the distaste Patrick felt towards it.

	“So where were you off to before the storm hit?” Connor asked, placing the refill in front of Patrick.

	“A book signing in Hartford,” Patrick answered. “The good Father here picked me up when my car broke down.”

	Harold raised his own glass and smiled sheepishly.

	“A night of celebrities,” Connor whistled.

	“Really?”

	Connor nodded and leaned in closer. “Guy at the end of the bar, one with the cap?”

	Patrick had half the mind to remark that the man was hard to miss, seeing as no one else was in the bar, but held it in. His ex-wife had always told him that his worst enemy was his own tongue, and Patrick was learning the hard way that she had had a point.

	“What about him?” Harold asked.

	“That’s Cameron Turk,” Connor whispered, his eyes wide as if he had just shared the most important secret in the world.

	Harold frowned and shook his head, and Patrick was forced to smile. “Baseball, Father,” he said. “The boy’s a rising star in the Connecticut Tigers. They say he throws one hell of a curveball.”

	Connor nodded excitedly. “He’s got talent, that one. Might even see him play for the Red Sox or Yankees one day.”

	“He’s been absent for a few games, though,” Patrick frowned, suddenly understanding the need for the pulled down cap and secrecy. “Some scandal about drugs?”

	Connor scoffed. “Don’t believe everything you hear on the news.”

	Patrick shrugged and took a sip from his drink, briefly looking over his shoulder at the woman busy licking the meat of her drumsticks. She looked up at him for the briefest of seconds before returning to her meal, obviously deciding her food was worth more attention than he was.

	Patrick turned back and gestured to the woman with his head. “Is that our other celebrity?” he asked. “Pie-eating champion of the world?”

	Connor gave him a disapproving loom before shaking his head. “Nah,” he clicked his tongue. “The room across from here. Diana Bren.”

	“The actress?”

	“Yup,” Connor eased back into his child-like smile.

	“What the hell’s she doing out here?” Patrick shook his head incredulously. “She’s a long way from LA.”

	“Heard she’s shooting a new film up in Canada,” Connor said. “Manager was telling me that she’s booked herself the room for a week. Guess she isn’t in much of a hurry.”

	Patrick had always enjoyed the romantic comedy flops that recently littered the young actress’s career, an important part of his ritualistic mind-numbing routine at the end of slow writing days. And although he wasn’t much of a baseball fan, he had been slightly interested in Cameron Turk’s career, especially with the recent, drug-related rumors. Suddenly, the Kurtain Motel was starting to become a lot more interesting.

	“You wouldn’t happen to have a working cellphone, would you?” Harold suddenly asked, apparently bored with the celebrity chatter.

	Connor shook his head. “Everything’s down because of the rain,” he said. “Television isn’t working. Even my damn watch stopped ticking since midnight.”

	Harold nodded. “Mine, too,” he mumbled.

	Patrick took out his cellphone and noticed that it too had stopped at twelve am on the dot, and wondered if maybe he had actually slept a lot longer than he had initially assumed. The thought brought back images of his nightmare, and he quickly downed his drink in an attempt to wash the memories away.

	Connor filled the glass up again.

	 

	***

	 

	Gina Andrews finished her last drumstick and looked up at the men at the bar just as they broke out into laughter. She felt her cheeks flush, the taste of hot sauce in her mouth mixed with a bitter taste of self-pity and paranoia.

	They’re not laughing at you.

	She knew that. Of course, she did. Still, it didn’t help ease the tightness in her chest as she caught the man on the left quickly look at her before turning back to his friend and laugh. It felt like high school all over again, and she instantly dropped the drumstick in her hand onto her plate and wiped her mouth with the cuff of her sleeve.

	She fought the urge to just get up and race back to her room, hide behind the closed door where she was safe and away from the scrutinizing eyes of strangers. She didn’t have to escape anymore, she knew that. She had faced the laughs and jeers throughout her entire life, and she didn’t have to do that anymore.

	Gina had learned to focus her anger and push her bottled up emotions into her work, desperate to show the world that they were wrong about her. After she had made her first million, no one was laughing anymore. No, they were all polite and uneasy smiles, crawling around her and groveling for whatever scraps she would throw to them.

	Yet, old habits die hard, and she sometimes felt like that seventeen-year-old girl who had to hide behind the bleachers just so she could enjoy recess without being harassed. It didn’t help that her small-town personality made her seem like a push-over, her girlish locks forcing people to treat her like a doormat until they realized who she was. She couldn’t help being nice even in the face of sneers and ridiculous innuendos about her weight.

	Watching the men at the bar laugh that way, so very similar to the laughs she had had to endure all her life, made her want to order another plate of drumsticks. Gina resisted, though; a small voice in the back of her head telling her that ordering more food would only make this feeling worse. She didn’t want to have to look into the bartender’s eyes as he brought her the food, his gaze reflecting what every man thought whenever they looked at her.

	Cute. If only she were thinner.

	Her cellphone suddenly rang, a shrill sound that echoed loud in the otherwise quiet bar. The men at the bar turned to look at her, and she felt her stomach clench with insecurity. She quickly reached for her phone and silenced it just as she noted her mother’s number flashing on the screen. She swiped at the red decline button, unwilling to face another torrent of berating, and slid her phone back into her over-sized purse.

	She looked up just as the taller man from the bar walked up to her table.

	“Excuse the intrusion,” Patrick said, flashing Gina a smile, “but is your phone working?”

	They always want something.

	Gina felt her fists clench and heat rise into her cheeks. She returned Patrick’s smile as best she could and nodded.

	“It’s just that none of us have coverage,” Patrick continued, gesturing towards his friend at the bar, “and I need to make an urgent call. Is it okay if I use your phone? I’m willing to reimburse you for the call.”

	Gina wanted to snap at him and tell him that she didn’t need his money, but her instincts took over and her smile widened. “Of course,” she said, handing him her cellphone.

	Patrick thanked her and quickly dialed his agent’s number, briefly noticing the logo on the phone’s wallpaper. It looked oddly familiar, something he had seen on multiple occasions before, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He was about to ask Gina about it when he heard the monotonous beeping of a busy signal.

	Patrick frowned in frustration and cursed when he saw the empty bars. He tried again, and when he got the same response, handed the phone politely back to Gina and smiled.

	“I guess it’s just my luck,” Patrick said. “No bars.”

	Gina looked at her phone, confused when she saw that all four bars were full and that she had full coverage, and pocketed her phone. She was starting to feel very uncomfortable and wanted this small encounter to end as soon as possible.

	“Sorry,” Gina said. “Must be the weather.”

	“I guess so,” Patrick said, smiling at Gina once more before returning to the bar.

	Gina watched him walk away and let out a long sigh, her heart thumping in her chest. She quickly gestured to the bartender and reached for the menu.

	She was suddenly very interested in dessert.


Chapter 4

	 

	Diana Bren was furious.

	The fact that filming had been postponed for a few weeks was one thing, but the fact that she was held up in this motel made her even angrier. She had immediately wanted to drive back home, give the producers the finger and tell them to find someone else as their leading lady. Yet, she knew she couldn’t do that.

	In the past three months, she had given up a lot of roles, taking her manager’s advice and holding it for the big game. She was sick of her previous movies, films she knew meant nothing to the general public other than fluff. She didn’t want to be the girl-next-door forever, and this particular opportunity promised to be a change from the usual. She would finally be able to show her true talents, prove to the world that she was more than just a pretty face.

	Initially, she had been reluctant to film in Canada, her Arizona roots mixing well with California’s weather. She had made a name for herself, albeit a small one, in Hollywood, and she knew that maintaining a lavish lifestyle in the midst of all the other stars was the only way to move up. Canada for six months meant missing out on some of the most important events of her career. Still, the movie was worth it, ‘Oscar material’ her manager had promised, and she had pushed her worries aside.

	Now she was stuck in the middle of nowhere, stranded for a week in a shabby motel where no one would recognize her and she could wait for the call that they were ready for her. She had half a mind to sue them for her discomfort.

	Diana looked out the motel room window at the rain outside and frowned. She hated the New England weather, a precursor of what to expect when she finally reached Canada. Not only was she immobile, she couldn’t even enjoy the scant amenities the place provided. She eyed the pool longingly, raindrops forming dozens of ripples across the water’s surface and blocking out the already dim lights.

	She reached for her phone, looking to distract herself from her predicament and uneasiness, and tossed it angrily aside when she noticed the empty bars. She couldn’t even escape online, and for a few seconds, the muscles in her body tensed in anger. She looked out at the pool again, weighing her options, and stood up in determination.

	Screw this.

	Diana opened her bag and pulled out her bikini. She vaguely remembered the man at the desk warning her about swimming in the pool at night and decided that she didn’t care. Besides, she rarely took advice from men who spent more time staring at her chest rather than her face. If she was going to be staying here for a week, she was damn well going to make the best out of it.

	She stripped out of her clothes and pulled on the bikini, puffing as she tied the straps and adjusted the bra. If the little pervert was going to say anything to her about swimming at night, she was ready to give him a piece of her mind. Grabbing the room keys, she slipped into her flip-flops and stepped out into the night.

	The rain seemed to pick up, and a short gust of wind sent shivers through her body. Diana hugged herself, as she looked out from the cover of the canopy into the night sky. For a split second, she wondered if maybe she was being a little too rash, that she would probably get pneumonia pulling off a stunt like this, but quickly pushed the thought away. If she hadn’t taken risks, she probably would have still been in Arizona.

	Diana stepped out into the rain, the cold drops making her flinch as she marched towards the pool. She glanced at the adjacent bar, secretly hoping no one would come out and try to stop her before she reached her destination. She rushed past the small gate, careful not to slip on the wet surface, kicked her flip-flops off and dove into the water.

	The cold was refreshing, instantly hitting her and pushing away all her anger and frustration. She stayed under the surface, kicking her feet and propelling herself deeper into the center of the pool before finally surfacing. Smiling as she closed her eyes, she turned her face upwards into the falling rain and shifted her weight so she was floating lazily on the surface. Diana immediately felt a lot better.

	 

	***

	 

	“What do you mean you have to go? You don’t have to do anything!”

	Diana stared at her boyfriend angrily. Three years and it was still as if he knew nothing about her. She crossed her arms and gazed at him impatiently, her open bag still half-packed with her plane ticket strewn on the bed beside it.

	“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Jack,” Diana said, her tone measured. “How do you not see that?”

	Jack shook his head angrily and threw his hands in the air. “What the hell are you talking about?” he yelled.

	Diana couldn’t reply. She knew what she wanted to say, but it was clear anything that came out of her mouth would just go over his head. She hated Jack when he was like this, face all red, eyes popping out and the vein in the middle of his forehead pulsating. She could try to reason with him all she wanted, but in the end, he would only hear what he wanted to hear.

	“You’re throwing all of this away,” he continued to yell, “over some role in a B-movie that nobody will ever hear of!”

	“All of this?” Diana scoffed. “What exactly is this? What am I throwing away, in your opinion?”

	“Our life!”

	“What life?” Diana yelled. “You sell tires, I wait tables, and we can’t even afford rent. Are you kidding me? What life?”

	Jack stared at her in shock, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

	“I’ve had it with this life, dammit!” Diana yelled, suddenly feeling a lot better now that her true feelings were out in the open. It felt relieving to finally let it all out. “I’m tired of waiting for someone to throw scraps at me just so I could get by. I have a chance to make something better of myself, and I’m not sitting back and watching it slip from my fingers.”

	Jack took a step back, shaking his head as he tried to register what he was hearing. Diana had never been open about how she truly felt about their living situation, a mutual agreement that had quickly spiraled out of control and had both of them staring into the abyss of life-long debt. He was clueless as to how bad things really were, oblivious to the bills and finances that he had quickly thrown into her lap to handle.

	And now that she was pregnant, things would only get worse. Diana knew that for a fact, and was certain he would not see it that way. Which was why she hadn’t told him about the baby yet, and had decided early on that she wouldn’t.

	“I’m going to LA, Jack,” she finally said, her voice dropping to a reasonable level. “You’re welcome to join me, but this isn’t a negotiation.”

	She gazed back into his eyes, staring him down and waiting for a reply, unwilling to give in. When it was clear to him that she had made up her mind, he slammed his fist against the nearest wall and stormed out of the room.

	Diana waited until she heard the front door slam before letting out a loud sigh and relaxing. She looked at her bag and ticket, shuffled her hair and continued to pack.

	“You shouldn’t be here.”

	Diana’s head shot up at the sound of the strange voice cutting through the silent room. She looked around, clearly alone, and frowned in confusion.

	“Lady, you shouldn’t be here!”

	 

	***

	 

	Diana’s eyes flew open. She had drifted off in the water, and the hoarse sound of someone calling out to her had startled her. She kicked out instinctively, briefly swallowing cold pool water as she desperately tried to steady herself and stay afloat. She swam quickly to the edge of the pool, leaning out as she coughed and spat, gasping for breath.

	The rain had stopped, and Diana shuddered at the crisp wind blowing against her wet skin. She looked over her shoulder, squinting at the silhouette of a man standing at the gate of the pool gazing at her intently.

	“Can’t you read?” the man sneered, pointing at a washed-out sign hanging to one side of the gate. Diana didn’t have to make out the words to know what it probably said. She had, after all, been warned.

	“Just wanted to take a swim,” Diana called out, feeling a little uneasy at how she couldn’t make out the man’s features. She wondered if he was another guest at the motel.

	“And that couldn’t wait til the mornin’?” the man shot back. “I ain’t gonna drag your ass outta that pool if you’re found lying face down in the water. Get y’self outta there!”

	Diana clenched her teeth, feeling the anger inside her well up. “How about you mind your own damn business and go find someone else to harass,” she spat. “I’ll use the pool whenever I frigging feel like it.”

	“Whenever I friggin—” the man mumbled under his breath, frantically opening the gate as he angrily stomped towards her. “I don’t know who the hell you think y’are, lady, but this ‘ere place got rules, and you’ll follow ‘em or find some other motel to haul up in where they don’t care about corpses in their water!”

	Diana didn’t recognize the man. He stood tall, his long hair matted against his face and neck, looking ridiculous in his oversized pants and shirt. Against the pool lights, he shared an uncanny resemblance with the scarecrow at her father’s farm, and Diana almost laughed at the comical scowl on his face. She was far too angry to be amused, though, and the fact that the man was challenging her only added fuel to the fire.

	Diana pushed herself out of the pool and quickly stood up, staring into the man’s wrinkled face and bracing herself against the strong stench of alcohol in his breath.

	“I can buy this motel if I wanted to!” Diana hissed.

	“And you can make the rules then,” the man scowled, pointing a long, gnarled finger at her. “Until then, you’s better follow the rules!”

	Diana slapped the finger out of her face. “I can have your job over this.”

	“You go right ahead, lady,” the man replied. “Tell Mr. Little that ol’ Sal didn’t let you swim in the pool after hours and we’ll see what he’ll say ‘bout that.” He smirked, and Diana fought the urge to slap the smile off his face.

	“Fine,” Diana pushed past the man, scrunching her nose against the smell emanating from his entirety and stormed away. “We’ll see who’ll be smiling once I’m done with you.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Confess!”

	Jason Collick woke up with a start and he quickly pushed himself to a sitting position on the bed.

	The room was dark, although he clearly remembered having had left a light on in the bathroom. He threw his legs over the side of the bed and felt around the cold floor for his slippers as he fumbled to turn on the lamp by his side. He found the knob, turned it and squinted against the sudden bright light.

	“Confess!”

	Jason’s head turned to where he believed the voice was coming from, but he was alone in his room. He stood up slowly, a sudden throbbing in his temples forcing him to flinch and shut his eyes against the pain. There was a soft ringing in his ears that was slowly rising in intensity, as if someone were controlling a knob and turning up the volume.

	“Confess!”

	The voice was clear, even over the monotonous, ear-piercing sound inside his head. Jason raced for the bathroom, hands pressed against the sides of his head as his mind tried to determine what to deal with first, the pain or the inexplicable voice he was hearing in his empty room. The headache and ringing coupled together made it impossible for him to think straight, and he stabbed out against the medications he had lined up over the sink earlier on.

	His eyes began to water as he desperately fumbled for the right bottle. When he found it, Jason quickly poured a pill out into one shaky hand and tossed it into his mouth. He didn’t bother finding a cup, trained to swallow the pills without washing them down in case there was no clean water at hand. He staggered back against the bathroom wall and slid down to a sitting position as he waited for the effects of the pill to kick in.

	When the ringing finally stopped, when the throbbing disappeared, he finally opened his eyes and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he was instructed to do. Within minutes, he was calm again, and he pushed himself to his feet and walked out of the bathroom. He went straight for the door and stepped out into the cold night, taking in deep breaths, inhaling and exhaling slowly, allowing his senses to relax.

	He looked out across the motel parking lot, bending his head from side to side as he massaged the nape of his neck. He heard shouting and turned to watch two people arguing at the pool, one of them breaking away angrily and storming off. He closed his eyes, letting the cool wind soothe him, still unable to shake off the feeling of dread that came with the voice he had heard inside his room.

	Confess. Jason felt a shudder race through him.

	“Quite a night.”

	Jason looked up. The old man leaning against the second floor railing was smiling down at him, a rolled-up cigarette in one hand as the other gave Jason a small wave.

	“The rain brought a nice little breeze with it,” the old man continued. “Cleaned the skies, too. You could see the stars all clear and bright up there.”

	Jason frowned. “Sure,” he said.

	“Name’s Kurt,” the old man said. “Nice to meet you. Didn’t catch your name.”

	“Are you in the room above mine?” Jason asked.

	Kurt Layton looked over his shoulder, then back down at Jason. “I guess so.”

	“I want you to stop whatever it is you’re doing up there that’s making all that noise,” Jason said, his tone rising. “I can’t sleep with all that crashing around.”

	Kurt shrugged and shook his head. “No crashing around up here,” he said. “The arthritis keeps me pretty docile.”

	“Well, whatever it is you’re doing, stop it,” Jason said, “or I’ll report you to the front desk.”

	Jason didn’t wait for a reply and hurried back into his room.


Chapter 5

	 

	Cameron Turk almost slammed into Diana just as he was rounding the corner on his way to his room.

	He had spent most of the night drinking, already buzzed beyond what he considered acceptable, and had his cap drawn down low over his eyes. He wasn’t looking up, careful to keep his eyes on the pavement as he tried to steady his gait.

	The petite actress would have instantly caught his eye had he been paying better attention. Cameron had no idea who she was, but a dripping wet, bikini clad blonde was definitely on the top of his list when it came to flirt conquests. Tonight, though, he was in no shape or mood to turn on the Cameron charm and whisk the pretty lady away to his room.

	Besides, it was important he keep a low profile.

	Cameron had no idea whose idea it was that he stay hidden in this run-down motel, let alone how anyone had found it in the first place. All he knew was that, at the moment, it was best for him to stay away from the public eye until things at home had settled down. His manager had driven him out here personally, paid for two weeks in advance, and left with little more than a few warnings. He was to stay at the Kurtain Motel until they came for him.

	It was probably one of the reasons his manager had taken his phone and left him without a car.

	The first few days had been amiable enough. A working television kept him entertained for as long as he could stand reruns, and the front desk provided him with enough reading material to kill the long hours in between. When he was tired of both, there were always the pool and bar. Still, the days were getting to him, and all Cameron wanted to do was find someone to talk to.

	He knew the bartender had recognized him, which really couldn’t be helped. Cameron wasn’t a celebrity, at least not yet, but the locals knew him well enough that the cap over his eyes would do little to mask his identity. Besides, how much of a threat could the bartender be? As long as Cameron made sure he didn’t share too much information, then he was in the clear.

	“Watch it!” Diana hissed, pushing Cameron to a side as she stormed past him.

	Cameron watched the woman make for her room and smiled to himself. A part of him was already imagining himself with her as he eyed her slim profile, her long legs ending just before one of the most attractive behinds he had ever seen. He imagined pulling the strings of her bikini top and undressing her, his hands racing up and down her slender back.

	Snap out of it!

	Cameron shook his head and quickly pushed his fantasies to the back of his mind. He didn’t need this right now. One of the main reasons he was here was to avoid temptation, the motel so far away from anything of interest that he would remain numb. He could already imagine his manager’s disapproving look, scolding him and reminding him that this was not just a hideaway, but a form of rehab as well.

	Cameron looked back at the blonde as she slammed her room door closed. He sniffed, pulling up the collar of his coat against the slight breeze and made his way to his own room. He would have to find some way to avoid her, although he doubted his capabilities in that. The light wasn’t enough for him to get a good look at her, but what he had seen was enough to spark his interests, and that was never a good thing.

	Cameron fumbled for his key and pushed into his room, carefully closing the door behind him in an attempt to prove to himself that he was more sober than drunk. He tossed his coat onto the chair by the window, stripped out of his pants and threw himself onto the bed. His head immediately began to spin and he felt his stomach turn. He quickly got up, steadying himself as his body began to sway dangerously, and took careful steps towards the bathroom.

	The lights failed, Cameron’s finger flicking the switch up and down to no avail. Deciding to rely on the light coming in from the room, he leaned against the sink’s counter and turned the faucet.

	The water that came out was thick, a dark brown color that looked uninviting in the dark. He bent lower, trying to take a closer look as he ran his hand under the liquid. It felt warm against his skin, and when he lifted his hand closer to the light, he realized that what he had mistaken for brown was a deep red.

	“You killed me.”

	Cameron’s head snapped up to his reflection in the mirror and his heart almost stopped.

	Over his left shoulder was the reflection of a woman, her hair matted against her head, her eyes hollow and dead. She opened her mouth and the same dark liquid poured out of the dark abyss between her lips in torrents.

	Cameron instinctively jumped out of the bathroom, hurling himself across the threshold into the light of the rest of the room, crawling away quickly as he turned to look over his shoulder.

	The woman followed, slowly, her naked body stained with the blood oozing out of her mouth, her bare feet leaving maroon footprints on the carpet.

	“You killed me,” she said, her voice barely audible, a gurgle of words that he should not have understood. Yet, he heard her well, and he stared in horror as her eyes bore into his, dark and menacing, her fingers twitching by her side as she moved closer.

	“Confess!” the woman hissed as she neared him, and Cameron quickly jumped to his feet. He was fully alert now, his stupor gone, and he raced for the door just as a hand grabbed him by the collar of his shirt.

	“Confess!”

	Cameron could feel her breath against his ear and he punched out blindly, throwing his elbows behind him as he tried to shake her off him. His swings connected with nothing but air, and Cameron suddenly found himself stumbling backwards onto the floor. He looked up hurriedly, trying to make out where his attacker was, his eyes darting back and forth across the room.

	The woman was gone.

	 

	***

	 

	“That’s me for the night,” Patrick said, slamming a hand down on the bar. He stood up and stretched, quickly noticing that only he and Harold remained in the bar. “Call it a night, Father?”

	Harold smiled and raised his glass, only his second drink of the night in comparison to Patrick’s five. “If my biological clock is right, it’s almost dawn,” he said. “I’ll just wait it out. There’s no sleeping for me now, anyway.”

	Patrick took a few bills out of his wallet and pushed them to Connor. “This should cover us both, buddy. Keep the change.”

	Connor smiled at him and nodded.

	Patrick trudged out of the bar, tipsy and tired, already imagining himself lying face down in bed and sleeping like a log. He almost tripped on the two steps in front of the door and quickly steadied himself. The rain had stopped, and there was a slight chill in the air. He pulled on his jacket, dug his hands into the pockets and made his way to his room.

	He turned the corner, watching his steps carefully, and began to climb the stairs when a shadow caught his eye and he looked up.

	Jimmy Frey was sitting on the last step, arms around his knees and staring directly at him.

	Patrick felt his weight shift, and he quickly grabbed onto the banister to stop his fall. He chuckled as he shook his head, his heart pounding in his chest.

	“You scared the hell out of me, kid,” Patrick said, looking up at the boy and wondering what he was doing sitting at the top of the stairs like that anyway.

	Jimmy didn’t reply. Patrick suddenly felt very uneasy; the way the boy stared at him was unnerving.

	“Where’s your mom?” Patrick asked.

	Jimmy looked to his right, staring down the long hallway to the room he shared with his mother, then turned back to Patrick.

	Patrick couldn’t tell what was worse, how the boy was staring at him or the fact that he was sitting alone in the middle of the night. He looked barely over ten, and sitting there, completely still, reminded Patrick of one of those Japanese horror movies. He took a tentative step back.

	“If you want, I can walk you back to your room,” Patrick suggested.

	Jimmy shook his head slowly. “You’re needed down there,” he said softly, his words barely audible.

	Patrick frowned. “What do you mean?”

	Jimmy cocked his head to a side, a gesture that scared Patrick even more than when he was sitting still. “He needs you,” the boy said.

	The door beside Patrick suddenly slammed open and Cameron Turk raced out into the night. Patrick jumped back, eyes wide as he watched Cameron stumble and fall. The baseball player scurried to his feet, racing forward only to stumble and fall again, this time rolling away.

	“She’s in there!” Cameron was screaming, looking over his shoulders as he tried to run away from whatever was inside his room. His eyes caught Patrick and he frantically waved at him. “Get away from there, man!”

	Patrick shot a look back up at Jimmy, but the boy was gone.

	Patrick staggered away from the stairs, his eyes set on the open door. He tried to make out what it was that was scaring Cameron, but he couldn’t see a thing from where he stood. He ventured a few tentative steps towards the room and stopped immediately when Cameron yelled at him.

	“What the hell are you doing, man? Get away from there!”

	Patrick looked at Cameron, then back at the room. His instincts were telling him to listen to the man, to get as far away from the room as possible, but his body had a mind of its own. He continued forward, stepping closer to the room and slowly stepping in.

	The room was empty. The lights were a lot dimmer than in his room, but there was still enough light to assure him that there was no one inside. Patrick took another step forward, and his eyes immediately fell on the bloody footprints near the bathroom. He wondered if they belonged to Cameron; maybe the man had cut himself on a shard of glass inside, but the prints looked far too small. Patrick felt the same chill race through him, and he slowly backed out of the room, unwilling to investigate anymore.

	A movement from the right caught his eye, and as he turned to see what it was, he froze.

	From under the bed, a dozen black spiders scurried out. Patrick watched in horror as they came, spreading out across the room like a black rug, hundreds of them, thousands, a non-stop torrent escaping from the darkness beneath the bed. They moved around haphazardly, crawling over each other, racing across the furniture and covering everything in their wake. It was as if they were swallowing the entirety of the room as they moved, and still they came.

	Patrick suddenly moved back, tripping over the threshold and falling down, arms flailing. He hit his head hard against the concrete, but the adrenaline kept him going, and he jumped up quickly. The spiders were racing towards the door, and Patrick raced forward, slamming the door shut and locking the arachnids inside.

	He staggered back, putting as much distance between him and the room as possible, and only stopped when he bumped into Cameron.

	“Did you see her?” Cameron stammered, hysterical. “She was right there, man. In the bathroom!”

	Patrick shook his head, unable to make sense of what he had just witnessed. He had no idea what Cameron was talking about, but the spiders! It had been a nightmare. They weren’t supposed to be in there. Nothing made sense, and Patrick quickly realized that he was losing his mind.

	“She’s in there, isn’t she?” Cameron asked, holding onto Patrick’s arm like a child grasping onto their parent. “She could come out, man. That door won’t stop her.”

	“I didn’t see anything,” Patrick said, more to himself than to Cameron. His mind refused to believe what he had just seen.

	“Man, are you blind?” Cameron yelled. “She was right there!”

	“No one’s there!” Patrick yelled, grabbing the man and shaking him. “The room’s empty!”

	“Then what the hell did you see?” Cameron spat. “What scared you so much?”

	Patrick froze. He had no idea how to answer that. He glanced back at the bar, wondering if the commotion would have brought Harold and Connor out, but no one was running to their aid. Patrick’s eyes darted across the other rooms, wondering why none of the other guests had come out to see what was happening.

	He caught sight of a figure standing on the second floor, at the far end of the motel.

	Jimmy Frey was leaning against the railing, watching them intently. If he had been affected by what was happening, it didn’t show; he stood stoic and still in his place, arms crossed in front of him, and Patrick instantly heard his voice echo in his mind.

	He needs you.

	Patrick stared back at the boy, the uneasiness he had felt before instantly returning. It was as if Jimmy had known what would happen, as if he were waiting to see how things would transpire, a spectator to some freak show.

	A few drops of rain startled Patrick, and suddenly the sky opened up and began to pour. The water instantly found its way into his coat, soaking the clothes beneath it, but his eyes never lost sight of the boy.

	Through the torrents of rain, Patrick saw Jimmy nod at him and smile before pushing away from the railing and disappearing.


Chapter 6

	 

	Owen Little hated athletes. And if there was one thing he hated more, it was being woken up by an athlete.

	“I’m not staying in that room one more night,” Cameron was shouting, pointing a finger at Owen and sneering at him.

	Owen gazed at the man’s finger and contemplated breaking it, clenching his teeth. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep ever since his wife passed, tossing and turning in bed for hours until finally forced to give up completely and return to his post at the front desk. He hated the insomnia, and it made him edgy, all the time.

	Tonight, though, he had fallen asleep almost immediately, and it agitated him that the much-needed rest had been interrupted by this raving lunatic.

	Owen smacked his lips, reaching for his smokes and patting down an empty pocket. He cursed to himself, looking at Patrick angrily.

	“What was wrong with it?” Owen asked, feeling like Lahm had a more sensible head on his shoulders.

	“The room’s haunted, man!” Cameron yelled. “Aren’t you listening?”

	Owen was listening, but nothing the jock said made any sense to him. Naked woman coughing up blood. It was ridiculous. He hadn’t had a single incident in the motel since he and his wife had opened it up for business. If anything, it was more docile than the surrounding countryside let on.

	Sometimes, Owen wished it were haunted. Sometimes, he hoped that someone would find a way to hang themselves in one of the rooms, or murder a prostitute, or maybe even an overdose of sorts. God knew the place needed a little spark. His wife had been against bad publicity, but Owen couldn’t care less. Anything that brought crazy tourists and their money was fine by him.

	However, Owen was far too tired to put his thinking cap on and try to find some way to benefit from what was happening right now. To have Cameron Turk say that the Kurtain Motel was haunted would have been a great opportunity to jump on any other night. Tonight, though, Owen was close to slamming his fist in the man’s face just to shut him up.

	“I heard you the first time, Mr. Turk,” Owen seethed. “I’m asking your friend here to shed some more light on the situation.”

	Patrick sighed, unable to fully comprehend what had happened, and unwilling to go into any details. All he wanted right now was for the night to be over so he could return to his car and get going. To him, this was all just a temporary hiccup, not a bit worth the trouble.

	“Listen, you’ve got double rooms here, right?” Patrick asked.

	Owen nodded.

	“Great, just give me one of those and I could bunk with Cameron until the morning. Then you can change his room or do whatever the hell you want.”

	Owen gazed at Patrick for a moment, then at Cameron. The jock was visibly shaken, his eyes darting back and forth as he constantly looked over his shoulder.

	“It’s more expensive than a single,” he said, reluctantly pulling the log ledger out and setting it in front of him.

	“I’m not asking for an upgrade,” Patrick said. “Two singles for one double. If anything, you should owe me money.”

	Owen shook his head and gestured at Cameron. “His room’s already paid for,” he said. “We don’t do refunds.”

	“Fine.” Patrick took out his credit card and handed it to Owen.

	“Is your room haunted, too,” Owen smirked, jotting down Patrick’s name in the ledger.

	“Hey, man, this isn’t a joke, okay?” Cameron shot.

	“My room’s fine,” Patrick cut in, placing a hand on Cameron’s shoulder to calm him down.

	Owen glanced up at Cameron and his smile widened, clearly amused. “You’re going to have to empty your rooms out.”

	“Little man, you need to listen,” Cameron said through gritted teeth. “I’m not going anywhere near that room, not tonight, not ever.”

	Owen winked at Patrick, as if they were both in on the jest. “Was the woman a blonde or a brunette?” Owen asked. “That might help me understand better.”

	“You son of a—” Cameron launched himself at Owen, and Patrick hurriedly grabbed the man and pulled him away. Owen quickly staggered back, lifting his arms up and ready for a fight.

	“Let go of me!” Owen forcefully pulled away and pushed Patrick aside. “Don’t touch me!”

	Patrick stepped up to Cameron, their faces so close he could smell the alcohol on the other man’s breath. “Calm down,” Patrick hissed. “I’m not exactly thrilled by this situation, but right now, I’m doing you a favor. I don’t owe you anything. So, touch me again, and you’re on your own.”

	Cameron stared back at Patrick, seething. “Whatever, man,” he said, pushing past Patrick. “Just get the frigging keys.”

	Cameron stormed out of the small office, kicking at the small bench to one side before pacing back and forth angrily.

	“Why are you putting up with him?” Owen asked, returning to the ledger. “You said it yourself, you don’t owe him anything.”
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