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Enter the Realm of Terror…
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	See you in the shadows,
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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.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
A.l. NASSER





