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Prologue

	 

	James O’Neill loved small towns. Gun to his head, he would probably be able to list an entire book’s worth of reasons that made these small clusters of houses attractive. There was the obvious scenery, a lush embrace from Mother Nature that changed with the seasons and brought colored bliss to the eyes of those who cared enough to stop and take it all in. There was the enamoring tranquility that most city folk forget about as their lives become ensnared in the cold stone walls and crowds of the metropolis. There was the inexplicable charm that came from the laid-back lives of those who experienced little stress as they appreciated the luscious gifts life had to offer.

	And of course, there was the privacy. That was what James appreciated the most about small towns. He knew how people felt about these communities, how everyone believed that your life was on constant display because your face was familiar and everyone knew your name. But James knew better.

	Sitting in his Ford Explorer, window cranked down and the sounds of U2 blaring from his radio, James closed his eyes against the soft breeze blowing against his face. The dirt road was narrow, weaving through the dense foliage of the woodlands behind Darville in comfortable twists and turns that allowed for lazy maneuvering. He snapped his fingers along with the tune, one arm resting against the open window as he bobbed his head to the music. The sun had begun to set around him, the skies a mix of orange and red hues, the temperature dropping enough for him to relax but not need a jacket.

	He knew the road well, avoiding cracks, the Ford’s headlight dimmed to just the fog lights as he made his way to his destination. He had taken this particular road a dozen times over the past six months, and each time was more enchanting than the one before. Sometimes, he imagined what life would be like without his getaway.

	The routine was simple, every second weekend spent in the small house he had purchased with his wife a few years back before the divorce. He would set out for Darville early in the afternoon, packed with snacks and drinks for the six hour drive, and make sure he was seen at the usual stops along the way. Then, a few miles before driving into town, he would make his usual detour onto the dirt road and head north through the woods, driving past the occasional abandoned estate with the large ‘private property’ signs on rusty steel gates.

	His detour never lasted more than a couple of hours. When it was over, he would drive back into town, stop at old Mrs. Sanders’s house, and pick up the keys. She would ask him if he would like to come in and join the family for dinner, he would always politely decline with the excuse that it had been a long trip, and then he would drive to the small two-story on Relm Street. Foster Kelm would come out and offer to help him with his bags, James would smile and say ‘that would be a load of help,’ and the two men would spend a couple of hours drinking a six-pack and talking shop. The routine never changed, and it was why James loved small towns.

	James looked at the counter on his dashboard, noting that he was about five miles in along the dirt road, and slowed down. The last time he was here, he had stopped at the four mile mark, and after two weeks, he knew he would be back here and stopping after six. He drove the Ford to the side of the road, turned off the engine, and stepped out of his car. He began to whistle, the tune still fresh in his head, the sun almost fully set as he opened the trunk.

	James pushed his suitcase to the side and pulled back the quilt his wife had sewn for him a dozen Christmases ago, revealing a body bag underneath. He grabbed the zipper, pulled it down a few inches and smiled at the dead girl that greeted him from within. Her eyes stared out into nothing, her face ashen as strands of blonde hair fanned out above her head. She looked striking, even with the contusions on her neck from where he had strangled the life out of her. The red collar of her waitress uniform stuck out from within the body bag, and he gently adjusted its folds and ran a finger across her cold cheek.

	“It was fun, Amber,” James whispered, his smile widening as he imagined the girl agreeing with him. And he wasn’t lying. She had let him do things no other girl had ever allowed him to do, and even after she got dressed, even after she kicked and clawed at him as his fingers wrapped around her slender neck, he had been incredibly satisfied and grateful.

	James pulled the zipper up and sighed as Amber’s face disappeared behind the heavy black plastic, then leaned in and across her to retrieve his shovel. Closing the trunk, James continued to whistle and made his way into the foliage, the shovel slung over his shoulder as he counted his steps. Almost twenty yards in, he took off his shirt, folded it neatly and hung it over a low branch to his left. He took in a deep breath and smiled as he gazed around the woodlands.

	“I wish you could see this place, Amber,” he said to the night. “You’d appreciate the beauty.”

	James dug the shovel into the ground and began to work, whistling all the while as he tossed mounds of earth to one side, slowly finding a comfortable momentum. It was going to take him a few hours to bury her, and then he would be on his way, his routine intact.

	“Confess!”

	James stopped mid-swing. He lowered his arm slowly, his mind tracing back his route as he tried to remember if he had been followed. He was careful, always, and he doubted very much that someone would have followed him down the dirt road without him noticing. Still, the rustling of branches from behind him didn’t help his confidence.

	James turned around, gazing with wide eyes as the slender figure of a woman in a waitress uniform stepped out from behind the foliage and stopped a few yards away. He felt sweat break out across his brow, and the shovel suddenly felt very heavy in his grip. His knees shook slightly as he took in the ashen face and wide eyes of the dead girl standing in front of him, her arms hanging loosely by her sides, her mouth opening and closing in silent whispers.

	“Confess!”

	The word came out with a raspy force that strained against his ears, as if his hands were still around her neck and choking the life out of her. Amber took a few steps forward, and James instinctively backed away. His foot slipped on the edge of the makeshift grave, and he fell back against the soft earth, but his gaze never left her.

	A cold wind suddenly picked up around him, and in the dark he could feel an icy hand touch the nape of his neck. He turned around and stared into the hollow eyes of a smiling brunette, the skin on her face eaten away as maggots crawled in and out of her mouth. From behind her, a third girl trudged out from between the trees and made her way towards him.

	“Confess!”

	James barely had enough time to turn and run when he felt hands grab him by the neck and squeeze. He felt the pressure crush his windpipe and he gasped helplessly for air, the scream he had tried to release broken and silent. He watched in horror as the third girl leaned down to pick up his shovel, then slowly limp towards him. It took her forever to reach him, and with every terrorizing step, James felt his eyes grow heavy with the lack of air. He prayed he would black out before she did what he knew she was going to do.

	Tara Frey watched from the sidelines as the girl swung the shovel down into James O’Neill’s head, killing him instantly. His body slumped to the ground with the tool lodged in his skull, sticking out at a ridiculous angle and vibrating softly.

	Tara clapped her hands in soft applause and turned to walk back to town, a wide smile on her face.


Chapter 1

	 

	“‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.’”

	Ben Connor stood stoic in front of the mahogany coffin, his eyes hidden behind strands of loose, long hair as he gazed at his reflection in the waxed surface of the wood. The sun beat down at him relentlessly, and he could feel beads of sweat race down his back and collect in the pits of his arms. He adjusted the jacket of his black suit, sighing heavily as he looked around at the scant crowd surrounding him.

	“‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.’”

	Ben counted six people in all, including himself. From afar, it was probably a depressing sight, but he had expected nothing more. He had been dealing with the funeral since the day he had received the call letting him know that Kurt Layton, sixty-five, was dead, and had listed Connor as his next of kin.

	“‘He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.’”

	The drive back to Connecticut had been hard, especially since Connor had spent most of the past year avoiding the state like a plague. Even an innocent mention of New England during any conversation brought shivers down his spine, and Connor avoided asking any guest in his bar where they were from anymore. These days, silence was his new best friend, despite the usual stereotype that came with bartending.

	“‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’”

	Connor glanced at the minister standing at the head of the service, the tall man a looming presence in his dark robe and the Bible in his hands. His voice was a deep bass that shook the afternoon air, and in Connor’s mind, he shifted and changed until Harold Bell was standing in his place. He imagined Harold turning to look at him, chuckling at the death of another Kurtain Motel guest.

	You thought you got away, didn’t you, Connor? You all thought you escaped the motel and could live out your lives without a worry in the world. Now look at you. Look at what’s become of you. You’re nothing but a shell of what you used to be, drinking your life away, moving from one disgusting city to the next. Look at you!

	Connor shook his head and blinked several times as Harold disappeared and the minister took his place.

	“‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

	Connor pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the sweat away from his brow. He looked at the other mourners, faces he did not recognize, and wondered who they were. An obituary had been published in the local papers, and Connor had spent hours trying to find any living relative, but in the end, he stood alone, surrounded by strangers. He had tried to call Diana and let her know that Kurt was dead, but the actress had been avoiding his calls for months. He didn’t expect her to answer now, and he knew that the message he left for her would fall on deaf ears.

	He couldn’t blame her. Connor figured that she was trying to forget what happened just as much as he was, and that was fine. There was a reason why none of them had really stayed in touch, and it had a lot to do with an unwillingness to relive the events that had torn their lives apart. He knew that Diana had gotten the worst of the aftermath, followed closely by paparazzi and reporters trying to make a career off her tragedy. The last time he had seen her was on a television programme where the host wouldn’t talk about anything else besides ‘The Kurtain Motel Massacre.’ He remembered the look on Diana’s face, the terror he had seen in her eyes as she tried to ignore the incessant questioning until finally walking off set.

	No, she wouldn’t answer his calls. If the situation were reversed, he probably would have done the same.

	“Dear Lord, we come here today to honor our loved one. We are gathered not only to grieve the loss of your servant, Kurt Layton, but to give thanks for his life among us.”

	Connor glanced up into the eyes of a woman standing across from him, watching him closely. Her face was pale and her eyes bloodshot, as if she had been crying for hours. She was flanked on both sides by two men in shades who looked more like her bodyguards than friends of the deceased. He caught sight of one’s earpiece, and when he looked back at the woman, she had averted her gaze and was staring seriously at the coffin.

	“Lord, we ask you that you comfort us this day as we come together to share love and memories with one another. Amen.”

	Connor watched silently as the coffin began its descent, his eyes shifting back and forth between it and the woman watching him. The minister moved from where he stood, approaching Connor slowly and taking his hands, whispering words of comfort that Connor did not hear as his eyes remained fixated on the woman and her bodyguards.

	“Thank you, Father,” Connor said, shaking the minister’s hands quickly. The woman had begun to make her way towards him, and something inside him told him to get out of there, now.

	The minister said something else; Connor nodded at him, forced a smile, and then quickly walked away in the opposite direction. He looked over his shoulder and sighed in relief when he saw the minister stop the woman to speak with her. He could see her watching him leave, angrily snapping at the men by her side as one broke away from her and followed.

	Connor felt the urgency in the man’s steps, and he quickly picked up the pace, walking swiftly towards his rental. Cursing under his breath, he made a promise to himself never to come back to Connecticut again, even if the world around him burned and salvation would only be found in New England.

	Taking out his keys, he looked over his shoulder again and found the man gently jogging towards him, closing the space between them in long strides. Connor felt his heart thumping in his chest, and as he turned to break out into a run of his own, he slammed into a second man and fell to the ground.

	“Ben Connor?” The voice sounded eerily familiar as hands grabbed him by the arm. “My name is Agent Nicolson. I’m with the FBI.”

	Connor ignored the agent and looked up at the suit pursuing him. To his relief, the man slowed to a complete stop, frowned, and turned back the way he came. Allowing the agent to help him to his feet, Connor dusted his pants and turned.

	“Hey, buddy,” Patrick Lahm smiled. “It’s been a while.”

	 

	***

	 

	“You’re an idiot.”

	Patrick smiled as he stuck a fork of eggs into his mouth and chewed. The small diner was empty this late in the afternoon, although Connor would have thought otherwise. He half-expected people to be trying to escape the heat outside for the shelter of the diner’s air conditioning and cold sodas, his own drink sitting idly in front of him as he watched Patrick eat.

	“I was hoping for a warmer welcome,” Patrick said, sipping from his drink as he attacked his food again.

	Connor watched the man eat, shaking his head at the sight of his old friend. Patrick’s hair was cut incredibly short, and his once clean-shaven face now sported a very bushy goatee. Over his left eyebrow, the pink flesh of a recent scar peeked out, and his eyes had crescent rings of black beneath them. If the suit were stripped away, Patrick would have looked a lot worse than Connor.

	“Impersonating a federal agent,” Connor said. “As if you need more reason to be arrested.”

	Patrick swallowed and sipped from his soda, then wiped his mouth on a napkin and tossed it aside. He leaned back and gazed at Connor with a wide smile, a man hardly recognizable compared to the sarcastic author who had first stepped into the Kurtain Motel.

	“It’s good to see you, too,” Patrick said.

	Connor chuckled and shook his head, pushing a strand of hair out of his eye and behind an ear. “I have to thank you, though,” he said. “I don’t know what that guy wanted from me, but I doubt it was small talk about the weather.”

	“Andrews,” Patrick said. “The woman at the funeral was Gina’s mother. She probably wanted to ask you about what happened to her daughter.”

	Connor froze at the mention of Gina, then clicked his tongue as he put two and two together. If the woman had read Kurt’s obituary, she would have expected the rest of them to be there. It didn’t take a genius to make the connection.

	“How did you find out about Kurt?” Connor asked. The last time he had seen Patrick was in the back of an ambulance almost a year ago. Since then, Patrick Lahm was the subject of a nation-wide manhunt and considered to be a fugitive of the law.

	“I never lost touch,” Patrick said. “Visited him in the hospital once. He looked terrible after all the chemo.”

	Connor frowned and leaned forward. “And Jimmy?”

	“Hauled up at a motel nearby,” Patrick said. “Said he didn’t want to see Kurt like this.”

	“At a motel?”

	Patrick smiled. “Ironic, I know,” he said. “Then again, kind of makes sense, if you think about it.”

	Connor gave his friend half a smile and tapped the table top with one finger pensively.

	“I missed you, too,” Patrick said, and Connor’s eyes rose to his as his smile widened. “Sorry we didn’t pop by you sooner, though. I wanted to, but Jimmy thought it best not to stir up past memories.”

	“The boy’s smart,” Connor replied. “I’ve been running from it all year, but somehow it drew me back.”

	“Yeah, well, you look like you’re doing okay,” Patrick said.

	Connor chuckled and leaned back. “Define ‘okay.’”

	Patrick waved his hand dismissively and laughed as well. “Wrong wording.”

	“You look like hell, though,” Connor said.

	Patrick gazed at him for a long second before nodding his head. “It’s been a long year,” he replied.

	“Any luck?”

	“Do you really want to know?”

	Connor shook his head. “As long as the boy’s alright, I couldn’t care less.”

	Patrick laughed and took another sip from his soda. “You’re a terrible liar, you know that?”

	Connor only smiled. He knew that Harold Bell was dead, found in a coffee shop bloody and beaten, as if someone had mugged him and left him to die. He had seen the news and had heard the spreading rumors. At first he had been angry at how the media had turned the tables on Patrick, blaming him for what had happened after he disappeared with Jimmy. One psychologist even analysed Patrick as a psychopath, a conniving killer who was able to hide in plain sight while sending the police off on a wild goose chase.

	No one knew the truth, and Connor really only knew half of it, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that people believed Patrick was responsible for what happened at the Kurtain Motel, and the fact that Gina’s mother was at the funeral was proof enough that he would find no peace until he was either caught or killed.

	“You’re too close to ground zero,” Connor said. “I’m assuming you’re going to be leaving pretty soon.”

	Patrick looked around the diner before answering, “Not really.”

	Connor frowned.

	“The thing is,” Patrick explained, “I think Tara’s circled back.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“After Jimmy and I left, we made our way to Hartford where I got in contact with my editor,” Patrick said. “I needed money and a place to stay for a few days. That’s when I found out about Harold and that the police had begun looking for us.”

	Connor nodded for Patrick to continue.

	“Anyway, apparently before Harold died, he had left a message for me with the kid who found him. You remember him? Jack Stern?”

	Connor shook his head, the details of Harold’s death vague after he had deliberately tried blocking it out.

	“Well, I met with Jack a few days later,” Patrick continued, “after I made sure he wasn’t being watched. Great kid, got a real shock from the whole thing and was pretty relieved to finally be able to talk to me. We exchanged numbers and I told him to keep me posted if anything strange happened around town again.”

	“Strange?”

	“‘Kurtain Motel’ strange,” Patrick explained. When Connor nodded, he continued, “Anyway, he called me a couple of days ago. Said the police had found a man in the woods outside Darville with a shovel stuck in his head. They couldn’t explain it, especially since no one found anything that hinted at a second person being in the area, or any sign of a struggle. It was almost as if he slammed his own head into the damned thing.”

	Connor shuddered, suddenly seeing flashes of the past play before his eyes. An image of Cameron Turk being shot, a quick memory of Sal Veltrop with shards of glass in his face, the shrill laughter of Owen Little ringing in his ears. Connor closed his eyes and pinched his nose, fighting back the headache that threatened to overwhelm him.

	“Yeah, I felt the same way, too,” Patrick said, reading Connor’s thoughts. “The dead man? Apparently, he was some serial killer with six dead girls on his CV. They found the girls’ bodies buried all around the woods, and one fresh corpse in his car. Sound familiar?”

	Connor shook his head, more concerned with the throbbing in his temples than what Patrick had to say.

	Patrick shrugged and sipped his soda. “The hospital Kurt was staying at? I passed by yesterday, asked around. A woman visited Kurt two nights ago, a few hours before he died. Brunette, high cheekbones, a looker, as Kurt had once called her.”

	Connor’s eyes grew wide. “You don’t think …?”

	Patrick raised his hand to stop Connor from continuing. “I know what you want to say, and let me stop you right there,” he said. “Kurt died of a heart attack, nothing more.”

	Connor stared at Patrick for a few seconds more before asking the question that had plagued him all year. “Was Tara responsible? Was she doing something to everyone at the motel that made them go batshit crazy?”

	Patrick sighed and shook his head. “It’s a lot more complicated than that, buddy,” he said.

	Connor leaned in and frowned. “I deserve an explanation.”

	“I know,” Patrick replied. “Trust me when I tell you that the best thing for you right now is to drive back home and forget all about it.”

	“You’re joking, right?”

	Patrick eyed him for a moment, then reached into his pocket, pulled out a few bills and threw them onto the table. He stood up and slipped into his suit jacket, his eyes never leaving Connor’s.

	“Go home, Connor,” Patrick said. “If Tara really is back, Jimmy and I will handle it. Then I’ll personally make the long drive to you and clear everything up.”

	Connor leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, clearly unsatisfied. Patrick felt horrible leaving him like this, but he knew that anything he said right now to try and explain what was happening would only put Connor in harm’s way.

	“Please,” Patrick finally said.

	Connor looked out the window, staring at nothing in particular as he tried to wrestle with the multitude of things he wanted to say. When he finally looked back, Patrick was still waiting for him to reply, his eyes searching his for the answer he expected to hear.

	“Fine,” Connor said. “But I already buried one friend today. Don’t make me come back and bury you beside him.”

	Patrick smiled and nodded, then turned and walked out of the diner. Connor watched him leave, a part of him knowing that he would probably never see Patrick Lahm again.


Chapter 2

	 

	Jimmy Frey pushed his cart down aisle number five and eyed the line of cereal boxes on the top shelf. The speakers above cackled as a friendly female voice reminded buyers that there was a discount on all condiments in aisle fourteen. A brief burst of static followed the announcement, and Jimmy found himself wincing at the harsh sound. A woman a few feet away looked at him with concern before returning to the box in her hands as she read the ingredients.

	Jimmy looked at her for the briefest of seconds before lowering his eyes and gripping the cart handle tight, trying his best not to look shaken by what he had just seen. As he pushed past her, the woman glanced at him quickly and gave him a smile, then frowned when he refused to look up and return the gesture.

	Jimmy quickly turned into the next aisle, stopping abruptly when he saw two other buyers sifting through the shelves and picking out their groceries. He felt a shudder erupt through his body, and without a second thought, turned his cart around and made for the empty refrigerators of dairy products.
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