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Prologue

	 

	“Confess!”

	Reverend Sam Clancy stood upright in his pulpit, arms spread as he gazed out onto his congregation. The pews were occupied by the regulars, the same faces he was accustomed to seeing every week, each sitting in their self-designated pews like students in a class. Clancy smiled down at them, taking in the men, women, and children, watching them react to his words.

	“The confession of sin,” Clancy spoke, lowering his arms and shifting his gaze from one blank face to another. The heat had really picked up in the past few days, and it was beginning to show on the townspeople. Clancy quickly brushed his brow.

	“We all know that this is absolutely necessary to salvation,” the Reverend continued. “Without a hearty and true confession, one that stems from deep within, we have no promise that we will find mercy.”

	Clancy smiled at the few nods of approval he received, his eyes scanning the crowd earnestly, as if letting them know that he was not unfamiliar to their sins. He knew their secrets, each and every one of them, spoken in hushed whispers during confession, coupled with ‘Hail Marys’ and begging for forgiveness. Clancy had been doing this for a long time, but he always looked forward to confession.

	It gave him something to hold over their heads, and the people knew it. Sometimes, late at night, he would laugh about one confession or the other as he recounted the tales to himself. He would be sitting in his favorite chair, legs perched up and a glass of wine in his hand, talking out loud as if surrounded by an audience rather than the empty walls of his small house. The confessions were always amusing, and he relished in them.

	“‘He that covereth his sins shall not prosper: but whoso confesseth and forsaketh them shall have mercy,’” the Reverend continued. “There is no promise of salvation in the Bible for those who do not confess. It is not there. Salvation and mercy lie in your true confession. Let it all out!”

	He enjoyed the few flinches and shocked expressions from his congregation when he shouted that last line. He was prone to changing his tone in his sermons, a tactic he used to keep the people on their toes. Besides, he loved how his voice echoed throughout the church, bouncing off the walls in a deep baritone that would make teeth rattle.

	“Confess,” Clancy suddenly lowered his voice almost to a whisper, clutching the sides of the pulpit and staring into the eyes of the few people perched in the front pews. “But do not be fooled by false confession. Not every man who says he has sinned will receive blessings. There are marks in a confession, things that make it sincere and genuine in the eyes of our Lord. Some may say ‘I have sinned’ and receive forgiveness, while others say it and go away to blacken themselves with worse crimes.”

	The Reverend could see it in their eyes. The way the people stared back at him, some in tears, others visibly shaking, he knew that today’s confession would be juicy. There would be stories tonight, and many of them, filled with sobs of remorse and cries of anguish as he would gently prod for the confessor to continue.

	He thought back to his little black book that he kept hidden underneath his bed, his memoir of the most interesting of those confessions. He had been doing this for years, writing down everything he could remember – and his memory was exceptional in these matters – attaching name and date to every entry. There was an entire locked pantry reserved for volumes of these confessions, hundreds upon hundreds, tucked away and out of sight. Sometimes he would revisit them, flipping through the bounded pages and smiling as he read entries from years past. They never failed to amuse him.

	Looking out upon the pale faces, he could see that there would be more to add to his journals tonight. He might even need a new one.

	“I bring forward one example of the hardened sinner, the man who confesses only when under terror,” Clancy continued. “As in the tale of Pharaoh, when Moses stretched his rod towards the heavens and the Lord brought down thunder and hail and fire. Only then did Pharaoh confess that he had sinned. Only then!”

	The Reverend picked up his pace, pointing out to the faces staring back at him. “How many of us have fallen prey to this? To seek the mercy of our Lord when in dire circumstances. What is the value of our confession then? The repentance sought is so easily forgotten once the storm has passed, and to that there will be no mercy!”

	Clancy smiled at the shocked faces of his congregation, a few crossing themselves while others hung their heads low in silent prayer.

	“And what about the double-minded man?” Clancy continued. “The man who says ‘I have sinned’ and feels that he has, a true and genuine confession, but is so engrossed in the worldly that he ‘loves the wages of unrighteousness.’” He waited for a beat before yelling out, “What about him? Does he deserve mercy?”

	A small yelp sounded to his right, and Clancy’s head snapped to the petite brunette sitting to one side in the front pew. He knew her well, with her flushed face and luscious lips, her pale skin flawless under her Sunday dress. Clancy had often imagined touching her skin, kissing those lips, and as he stared down at her, a small smile formed on his face.

	He remembered the woman well, a frequent visitor during confession, her tales of adultery filling both his journals and his fantasies. He could see it in her eyes, the fear that raced through her, as if knowing he had spoken of her. The woman who confessed only to spend the same night in another man’s bed. She would be visiting him again for confession, Clancy knew, and he made a mental note to pay extraordinary attention to her new tale.

	The Reverend turned away from the woman’s pleading eyes and stood up straight, nodding his head slowly.

	“There is no dispute as to what a true confession is,” he said, softly, forcing some to lean forward just to hear him better. “There is sin in all of us, and as human beings, we are prone to divulging in the sinful. But we must know that it is through confession that we will be able to repent our sins and be welcomed into the embrace of the Lord.”

	A loud cough erupted in the church, deafening in the midst of the Reverend’s soft build-up, a crude interruption that forced Clancy to frown in annoyance. He gazed out past the confused expressions of the rest of the congregation, some looking over their shoulders to where the sound had come from, and set his eyes on a new face sitting alone in the last pew. The Reverend’s eyes darkened, but his lips curled up into a small smile.

	“Confess!” Clancy whispered.

	Patrick Lahm sunk deeper into his seat, uncomfortable with the added attention, and felt his body shudder.


Chapter 1

	 

	Patrick stopped at the red light and rolled down the car window, pulling out his cigarettes as he patted his pockets for his lighter. The afternoon heat was tolerable today, almost seventy-five degrees, and the soft breeze rolling in through his open window was refreshing. He glanced at the car parked next to him; the woman driving momentarily looked at him and smiled before returning to whatever she was doing on her phone.

	Patrick found his lighter and clicked the small flame to life, watching the tip of his cigarette crackle and burn as he drew in the first of many breaths. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and blew the smoke out slowly.

	There were times in Patrick Lahm’s past life when he would have shot himself in the head during mundane day-to-day routines. He hated staying put, always edgy when he wasn’t out and about, and there was never a shortage of excuses to being on the move. But, that was his past life, and right now, mundane had a completely different meaning to him. Mundane was ‘safe,’ and he was starting to really enjoy ‘safe.’

	It had been five months since he had said good bye to Ben Connor, gotten behind the wheel to his last link to the Kurtain Motel, and had driven his company as far north as he could before settling down. His initial plan had been Canada where he believed nothing supernatural could ever follow, as if the monsters of the world were limited by borders, but he settled for the closest thing possible. Besides, Maine was far enough, and he had inexplicably fallen in love with the little town of Refuge the minute he had driven through it.

	The blare of a horn behind him brought him back, and he briefly glanced at the green light before shifting into drive and pulling out. He stuck a hand out of his window in apology and turned right, continuing his journey towards Refuge Middle School. He glanced at the digital watch on his dashboard, noting that he had at least fifteen minutes before Jimmy’s baseball practice would be over.

	Refuge was definitely good for them. He remembered the Freys’ initial reluctance with the small town, Jimmy more than his mother, but in time, they had warmed up to it as well. The first couple of weeks had been hard, and although neither of them had been very happy with it, they had spent the first few nights in a small motel near the town’s exit.

	Patrick remembered the first night, sitting by the window and staring out at the empty lot. He remembered the fear he had felt, the horror of possibly finding out that he had escaped one cursed motel just to end up in another. He remembered leaving the motel, just to make sure he could, and sprinting to the gas station across the street.

	He bought his first pack of cigarettes that night, and made sure to buy one every night, even if he didn’t need to. Jimmy would watch him, a somber look on the boy’s face, as if he were waiting for something out of the ordinary to happen. But nothing ever did, and when Patrick landed a job at the post office, they immediately rented a two-story guest house on the other side of town from the motel.

	Patrick pulled up next to Haver’s Grocery Store and put out his cigarette. He had tried his best to stick to Connor’s advice, but at twenty dollars an hour, he was forced to tap into his savings. Besides, sooner or later he had been forced to call his editor and let him know that he was alright, especially since he had never showed up to the book signing and had completely gone off the grid.

	He had pondered calling Janine, if just to hear Jack’s voice, but he knew that would be pushing it. Patrick couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever had been terrorizing them in the Kurtain Motel was now out and looking for them, and he didn’t need to bring his family into this. Better safe than sorry, anyway.

	Patrick walked down the small store’s aisles, waving at the clerk and exchanging pleasantries before pulling out the small list Tara had written for him. Patrick looked at the scribbled handwriting, words he had trouble to decipher before but could read easily now, and began his trek through the store. He glanced quickly at his watch before picking up the pace, knowing that Jimmy would not be too happy waiting alone outside the pitch.

	The other boys look at me funny.

	Patrick cringed when he remembered what Jimmy said when asked why he wasn’t hanging out with his teammates after practice. Unlike his mother, Jimmy was having a hard time fitting in. At first, Patrick had attributed his shyness and reserved attitude to the events at the Kurtain Motel. Although Jimmy had once seemed confident and at ease with his place in the world, he was obviously unaccustomed to living the life of a regular teenager. Patrick had first witnessed it when they applied to the school: the short responses he gave the principal, the constant edginess, always looking over his shoulder. He tried to assure the boy over and over again that they were safe now, that nothing would come after them here, but the look on Jimmy’s face always mirrored the doubt in Patrick’s own voice.

	Sometimes when Patrick couldn’t sleep, plagued by nightmares and flashes of the past, he would make his way to the kitchen only to find Jimmy balled up on the couch next to the window, looking out into the darkness. It had freaked Patrick out at first, but over time, it stopped surprising him. He wondered if the boy slept at all, and judging from the dark bags under his eyes, assumed probably not. But, he knew better than to interrupt Jimmy’s need for assurance, and apparently sitting watch all night was a burden the boy would not give up any time soon.

	Patrick brought it to Tara’s attention several times, but the woman would always shrug it off and change subjects. Her demeanor confused him. He remembered a much more protective woman back at the Kurtain Motel, someone who was a lot more cautious and less likely to ease into things. He had expected that, in the very least, she would relieve her son’s burdens and stand watch herself on a few of those nights, but it was clear Tara had other plans in mind.

	It made living with her incredibly complicated. Refuge was good to them, Patrick had to admit that, but it had changed Tara into a completely different woman. She was a member in three different book clubs, a devoted volunteer at her son’s school, and Patrick couldn’t remember the last time she wasn’t smiling. She was full of ideas for what she called ‘family activities,’ constantly goading them into departing on adventures to discover the secrets of the town. Patrick was even surprised when she began to sing to herself while working in the kitchen, always cooking something new, always making sure her ‘men’ were well-fed.

	Not that Patrick could complain. After his divorce, he had known very little other than scrambled eggs and take-out. Even when he was still married to Janine, the final year of their relationship had forced him to seek nutrition anywhere outside the house just to avoid an argument over dinner. Although Patrick always regarded Refuge as a temporary home, Tara’s attitude seemed to suggest otherwise. It was as if she were in denial, some kind of post-traumatic stress that her mind was at war with.

	Even Jimmy had taken notice. The boy was incredibly distant towards her, as if she were a different woman and not his mother. The one thing Patrick had admired about the duo was their connection, even if what they did was beyond him, and it troubled him to see that connection severed. Tara appeared to be oblivious to Jimmy’s change towards her, but Patrick was no fool.

	Teenagers, that’s all. It’s a hormones thing.

	Patrick scoffed as he set the basket in his hand down next to the clerk. If she actually believed that, then she really was in denial.

	Patrick wondered how many of those ‘hormones’ were because he was sharing a bed with Tara. After the first night she had slipped into his room, quiet as a whisper and soft against his touch, he had woken up with severe guilt and couldn’t even look the boy in the eye. Jimmy could see right through him, though, and on one of their drives, had assured Patrick that he was fine and didn’t care. Jimmy had seemed very mature during that conversation, more like the boy Patrick had first met, but the words didn’t make Patrick feel any better. Even after Tara had moved into his bedroom completely, Patrick continued looking for signs of trouble.

	She’s single, you’re single, I get it.

	It still didn’t ease the guilt Patrick was feeling. Jimmy’s attitude towards him never changed, but Tara was becoming less of the boy’s mother and more a complete stranger. Patrick was even surprised when Jimmy would come to him for advice rather than Tara, sometimes right in front of her, but she didn’t seem at all troubled as she whistled and danced about while completing her chores. It was as if she had given up on that part of her life completely.

	Patrick thanked the clerk as she bagged his groceries, then sprinted to his car. He was already five minutes late.

	 

	***

	 

	“We’re home!”

	Patrick opened the door and waited for Jimmy to trudge past him, the boy’s face expressionless ever since he picked him up. Tara walked out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel and smiling as she did a little cheer dance that would have looked cute if it hadn’t been so unlike her. Jimmy wasn’t impressed, shooting Patrick a quick glare before pushing past his mother and taking the stairs by two.

	“What’s up with him?” Tara asked, wrapping an arm around Patrick’s neck and planting a kiss on his cheek. Patrick could smell lavender on her, and for a brief moment, he remembered the detergent Janine used to wash the dishes.

	“I was late,” Patrick replied, lifting up the grocery bags in an effort to show that at least one of his trips was a success.

	“Oh, goodie!” Tara clapped her hands and guided him into the kitchen, gesturing to where she wanted him to leave the bags. “How was church?”

	Patrick froze for a second. For some reason, he had pushed his morning church visit to the back of his mind where he had forgotten about it completely. Tara bringing it up now left a cold chill inside him, the Reverend’s words echoing in full force through his head as he remembered the man’s dark stare. He shuddered at the memory of that curled smile, and the gentle ‘Confess’ whispered along with it. It had freaked him out, and he had made a mental note to forsake any more church visits in the foreseeable future.

	“Fine,” Patrick lied, “but I don’t think I’ll be going there again.”

	“Oh?” Tara glanced over her shoulder, already returning to the pile of dishes in the sink. “Why’s that?”

	“Not my crowd,” Patrick replied.

	In truth, he had hoped it would be. Ever since their escape, he had been haunted by what he had done at the Kurtain Motel. He had killed a man; that was something he couldn’t change and would have to accept. Deep down he knew it was self-defense, that Jason Collick would have probably killed more people if he hadn’t been stopped. However, it didn’t help relieve the feeling in the pit of his stomach. He felt like the man that had acted at the Kurtain Motel was someone else, his subconscious trying to convince him that Patrick Lahm could not possibly take another man’s life, but the truth would always be the truth. There was no running from it.

	He had hoped to find peace at church, to confess his sins and be done with the guilt that plagued him. But after this morning, after seeing the Reverend speak to his congregation, after feeling the heaviness in the air, Patrick no longer believed he would find that peace. He was beyond saving, and he would have to come to terms with that as well.

	“That’s too bad,” Tara pouted. “I really hoped you’d find what you were looking for there.”

	Patrick walked up to her and kissed the crook of her neck, feeling the goose bumps break out on her skin at the touch of his lips. “I’ll find some other way.”

	Tara held both his hands and looked at him with a sly smile. “How about you help me with dinner,” she whispered, “and I’ll make sure you sleep with a smile on your face tonight?”

	Patrick kissed her again and rolled up his sleeves.

	 

	***

	 

	The water was cold.

	Patrick could feel it freezing against his skin, his head pushed deep under the surface as he struggled for air. He slapped aimlessly at the hand holding him down, the last of his breath exploding from his mouth in a rush of bubbles. He kicked his feet in hopes of propelling himself upwards, but the force against him was too strong.

	He was going to die here. He knew it just as much as he knew he was only dreaming, but that didn’t change the fact that he couldn’t breathe. Besides, who ever said that he couldn’t die in a dream?

	Patrick grabbed the hand clutching his hair, gripped the wrist tight, and turned as hard as he could. The hand let go, and he quickly kicked upwards, breaking the surface with a gasp for air. The night was darker here, more menacing, and in the shadows he could see dozens of eyes staring at him, pairs of yellow glows that could have easily been mistaken for fireflies if he hadn’t known better. The rain fell on his head in torrents, bringing with it the illusion that he was still under water.

	He turned to face Jason Collick, lashing out at him forcefully. The man’s mouth opened and closed as he swallowed pool water, the little black spiders crawling out of his mouth and nostrils turning the water darker, as if someone had poured ink into it. Patrick sprung on him, wrapping an arm around the man’s neck and pulling him below the surface.

	He could feel Jason kicking, turning, and fighting to break free from the headlock, but Patrick held on tight. He could feel his eyes stinging with tears, wishing he did not have to live through this every night, his endless battles with Jason an exhausting test to his nerves. Jason continued to struggle, and in the midst of the thrashing, spiders began crawling up Patrick’s arms towards his face.

	When the first of them reached his mouth, its tiny legs tickling his lips as it sought to climb in, Patrick turned away and cried out in anger. He ducked his head under the water in an attempt to shake the spiders off, and only then did he realize that the thrashing had stopped.

	He let go of Jason’s body and watched it float to the surface, the dead man’s eyes wide. Patrick could almost swear the man was looking right at him, cursing him from the other side of the veil between life and death, a silent, gazing promise that he would haunt Patrick forever.

	Patrick tore his eyes away and looked up, the spiders now forming a blanket of black above him, waiting for him to come up for air. Patrick began to kick and swim away, when a hand grabbed his ankle and stopped his retreat.

	When he looked back, Jason Collick was staring right at him, his smile wide and bubbles escaping his mouth as he laughed.

	 

	***

	 

	Patrick sat up, his mouth open in a silent scream. He clutched the sheets he was covered in, his muscles flexed to the point of severe pain as sweat poured down his face and body. It took him a few seconds to make out where he was. He needed to assure himself that he was back in his bedroom and not being pulled deeper under water and to his death. He waited as his eyes adjusted to the dark around him, but he did not let go of the sheets, and the pounding in his chest would not ease.

	It took him a few more minutes to calm down, and when he did, he ran a hand across his sweat-streaked face and through his hair. The sheets clung to him like a second skin, dark where the sweat seeped through, and he slowly peeled them off him and tossed them aside.

	He glanced at Tara, hoping he had not woken her up, and felt a slight relief when he watched her naked back rise and fall with the steady breathing of deep slumber. He reached for the glass of water he kept by his bed, found it empty, and replaced it with a frustrated sigh.

	I can’t do this anymore. Not every night.

	Patrick flung his legs over the side of the bed and buried his face in his hands. He needed to sleep, but the nightmares would not let him. They were definitely not as frequent as before, which was something to be thankful for, but tonight had been the worst. Never had his nightmares been this vivid, this real. He could actually feel Jason’s dead grip on his ankle, as if the man had found some way to come back and haunt him in the real world.

	Patrick stood up slowly, careful not to make any quick movements that might wake Tara, and considered walking downstairs to get another cup of water. He decided against it, though, reluctant to see Jimmy sitting in his same position and keeping watch from some unknown danger.

	Not unknown. You know what he’s watching out for.

	Patrick made his way to the bathroom, wishing Jimmy could watch over his dreams as well. He turned on the faucet and let the cold water gush out across his hands, the icy feeling too similar to that of the dream for comfort. Patrick feared that if he waited a bit longer, the water would start to sputter and dwindle until it stopped completely and spiders crawled out into his cupped hands.

	He washed his face quickly, letting the coolness soothe his nerves, and cupped handfuls as he shoveled water onto his nape. His initial disquiet began to wane, and he could finally enjoy the comfort of steady breaths without the intolerable thudding in his chest.

	He splashed his face again and turned off the faucet, grabbing for the towel by the sink. He dried his face and stood up straight, stretching the muscles in his back. When he lowered the towel, his blood suddenly froze as he stared at his reflection in the mirror.

	Standing behind him was Jason Collick.


Chapter 2

	 

	“You’re barely touching your food.”

	Patrick’s head snapped up, startled out of his momentary daydream. Tara was smiling at him, fresh and jovial after what he knew was a good-night’s sleep. He, on the other hand, couldn’t have felt any worse, exhausted and drained; fighting his demons both during his sleep and while he was awake.

	He couldn’t shake off the image of Jason Collick’s reflection in the mirror last night, and although it had scared the living hell out of him, turning around had assured him what he already knew; he was seeing things. Only his hallucinations were taking on a very realistic tone, and the fright alone was enough to keep him up for the rest of the night.

	Tara was oblivious to all of it. Patrick gave her a weak smile and shuffled a spoonful of cereal into his mouth, pointing at his blown out cheeks in a boyish attempt to gain her approval. She giggled, nodded, and turned back to the sink.

	“That’s ridiculous,” Jimmy said from beside him.

	Patrick chewed slowly and forced himself to swallow. He had completely lost his appetite since last night, but he knew that any attempt to sneak out without finishing his breakfast would be futile under Tara’s ever-watchful gaze. He took another spoonful and turned to Jimmy, crunching loudly with eyes wide to show that he was indeed enjoying his breakfast.

	“You look like crap,” Jimmy said.

	“Watch that, young man,” Tara’s voice came, but Jimmy didn’t take his eyes away from Patrick. The boy knew something was wrong, still the ever-observant and all-knowing teenager from the Kurtain Motel. If Tara was oblivious, Patrick knew it would be impossible to slip under Jimmy’s radar.

	“Had a rough night,” Patrick mumbled, hoping Tara hadn’t heard. If she sensed only the slightest thing wrong, he would never hear the end of it.

	Jimmy detected the calculated reply and lowered his head a bit. “What happened?” he whispered.

	Patrick shook his head and tried to smile again. “Nothing,” he said. “Nightmares, that’s all. Kept me up all night.” He saw the sudden look of concern in the boy’s eyes and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

	Jimmy was relentless, though. “If it’s keeping you up, then it’s obviously not nothing,” he said.

	Patrick looked at him for a second longer before gesturing with his eyes towards Tara. “How about we talk about this later so we don’t worry your mother?”

	Jimmy looked towards Tara and his eyes suddenly went cold. He fixed the woman with a calculating stare that made Patrick cringe. “That’s probably for the best,” Jimmy said, then returned to his own bowl of cereal.

	They continued their breakfast in silence, both finishing up quickly while Tara hummed a tune that Patrick thought he recognized. He listened for a minute, trying to make out the melody, then shook his head and gave up.
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