
        
            
                
            
        

    Contents
 
Title Page
CHAPTER 1 Amelia
CHAPTER 2 Amelia
CHAPTER 3 Amelia
CHAPTER 4 Reed
CHAPTER 5 Reed
CHAPTER 6 Amelia
CHAPTER 7 Amelia
CHAPTER 8 Reed
CHAPTER 9 Amelia
CHAPTER 10 Reed
CHAPTER 11 Amelia
CHAPTER 12 Reed
CHAPTER 13 Reed
CHAPTER 14 Amelia
CHAPTER 15 Amelia
CHAPTER 16 Amelia
CHAPTER 17 Amelia
CHAPTER 18 Amelia
CHAPTER 19 Amelia
CHAPTER 20 Reed
CHAPTER 21 Amelia
CHAPTER 22 Amelia
CHAPTER 23 Amelia
CHAPTER 24 Amelia
CHAPTER 25 Reed
CHAPTER 26 Amelia
CHAPTER 27 Amelia
CHAPTER 28 Reed
CHAPTER 29 Amelia
CHAPTER 30 Amelia
CHAPTER 31 Amelia
CHAPTER 32 Reed
CHAPTER 33 Amelia
CHAPTER 34 Amelia
CHAPTER 35 Amelia
CHAPTER 36 Amelia
CHAPTER 37 Amelia
CHAPTER 38 Amelia
CHAPTER 39 Reed
CHAPTER 40 Amelia
CHAPTER 41 Amelia
CHAPTER 42 Amelia
CHAPTER 43 Amelia
CHAPTER 44 Reed
CHAPTER 45 Amelia
CHAPTER 46 Amelia
CHAPTER 47 Amelia
The Edge of Us
Acknowledgements




WHAT
SHE
DID
 
By
VERONICA LARSEN
 

Copyright © 2019 Veronica Larsen
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, email the publisher. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Editing by Lea Burn, Burn Before Reading
Proofread by Kelli Spear
Interior formatted with Scrivener for Mac version 2.5
Published by Veronica Larsen
Publication Date: November 7th, 2016
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To my seven-year-old self, who spent most of her time all alone, scribbling away in a notebook she never allowed anyone to read...Hang in there, kid. It'll all be worth it.




 CHAPTER 1
Amelia
 
THE CAKE'S THICK FROSTING WAS once embellished with words of farewell, before savages sliced it ten ways to oblivion. Sugar does go well with stress, and lord knows there's heaps of that around here. 
Stress hangs over us, worn like badges for all to see. Because if you're not stressed, you're not doing your job right. Just last year, people were losing their jobs all around us. There were countless layoffs and whispers of paychecks doomed to be furloughed. Insecurity and quiet panic were the anthem we marched to daily.
Not much has changed in a year. 
Despite all of this, none of us can seem to grasp the idea of someone leaving willingly, of someone quitting altogether. Because every person in this room lives to see their name in print. Dreams of their story landing on the front page.
Everyone, it seems, except for Sabrina.
I swivel in my office chair, eating cake with one hand and clicking around on my computer with the other. I gather the last of my assignment files on the screen and drag them into a folder. 
When I steal a glance at Sabrina, she's still speaking with the boss. Duncan sits behind his desk, a king in his ice castle, his office encased in glass walls and in full view of the newsroom.
Sabrina's hands fly up to her chest as though he's said something touching. No doubt he's offering her praise. Though it's not like him to spare compliments, the small speech he gave earlier about how valuable Sabrina's work has been to the newspaper makes me think he will actually miss her.
No one will miss her more than I will. She's been my partner in crime, the one person in this whole place I trusted implicitly. And now she's cutting free. 
I knew it was coming. Her rants were getting more frequent. Rants about this thankless job and how it's working us all to within an inch of our sanity. It's true. I see it. I live it. And yet the truth fails to sink in, fails to make me want anything else. There is no name for it. The low hum vibrating in my bones, driving the ache in the pit of my stomach. The desperate thirst to prove myself, to show I'm capable of more. 
Much more than...this.
I shovel another forkful of cake into my mouth before dragging a picture file into the folder with the rest of the story's contents. My finger slips and clicks the image open. A picture of the mayor of San Diego fills my screen. He stands in front of a sleek, asymmetrical building in the heart of downtown. The structure's metal and glass surfaces glitter under the cloudless San Diego sky like a beacon of hope for the abandoned animals it will soon house. 
But all I can think is, another byline wasted.
It's not that I don't care about the construction of a new animal shelter. I remember too well what it's like to be herded into places where unwanted things go, with only the dimmest hope of one day being recovered. It's the sort of thing that leaves a mark on you. You feel it on the inside, the mark of the unwanted. Everyone else sees it too. They hold you at arm's length, as though afraid it will rub off on them. But this story wasn't about any of that. It was about a mayor's triumphant funding of a long-desired animal shelter, the grand opening of which conveniently coincides with his reelection campaign. 
The story I wanted to write would reveal this man to be a fraud. 
Mayor Connolly's smiling face taunts me even after I close the image file. His boyish grin is almost charming in the photograph. When I met him in person, the same smile crawled slowly over his face and left me feeling like slime covered every inch of my body.
I've always been exceptionally good at reading people. There was a time in my life when my well-being depended on reading people's true intentions behind their smiles and carefully crafted words.
I read between many lines while I interviewed the mayor at City Hall. And I caught a whiff of something awry at his office. Something about the way the women--and everyone who works under the mayor is a woman--squirmed ever so slightly when I asked too many questions. Some avoided my eyes. And when I'd acknowledge the awkward energy, they'd laugh nervously and change the subject.
It was a story slated to land me squarely on the front page of the Union Tribune. I begged Duncan for more time to dig further, to find the real story I could sense hiding just behind the veil. But he refused to entertain any other assignment, dismissing me before I could build my case. 
Now my byline will be attached to yet another fluff piece, which might as well be an endorsement to the mayor's reelection campaign.
The phone on my desk rings. 
I swallow back a mouthful of cake and reach across my desk to pick up the receiver. 
"Amelia speaking."
I let the phone settle into the nook of my shoulder, pinning it there with my ear so I can continue eating cake.
There's the subtle static of an open line.
"Hello?"
Nothing.
I lean back over to hang up the phone, but just as I pull it from my ear, the voice of a woman filters through the air. 
"Amelia Woods?"
There's something in the way she says my name that drives my instinctual move to set down the plate of cake and grab a pen instead. 
"Yes, who's this?"
"Wait. Don't print it."
Her words were barely audible, but I'm sure I heard correctly. 
Still, I say, "Excuse me?" and press a free hand to my other ear, blocking out the noises around me. "What did you say?"
"The story. Don't print it."
"What story--"
"You know what story," she hisses with an urgency so sudden, I jerk my head back in surprise. "I've got more on him. I can give you what you're missing. Just wait."
At this request, my pulse picks up. My mouth parts to ask, once again, who is on the line, but I'm met with a dial tone. 
I tap the pen to my desk, staring at the empty space between my keyboard and the notepad I keep beside the phone. After a few seconds, I scribble down what the woman said then set the pen over it.
Who the hell was that?
"Hold my hand."
I blink at the words. Sabrina stands in front of me, smiling. I lean back and hang up the phone, the echo of the dial tone still ringing in my ear.
"Let's quit together," she goes on, a playful whine in her tone. "We can moonwalk out of here like superstars and make it rain papers all over this bitch."
"You already know my answer," I say, lips curling despite myself.
She looks so happy, so relieved. There's a freshness to her face, like someone who's been rescued from the wild, allowed to shower and rejoin civilization. The contrast makes me all too aware of how tired I am, since I stayed up all night chasing a lead that led me to a downtown bar at 1:30am on a Monday morning.
A part of me wonders if there is something wrong with me for not being even the slightest bit jealous, for not wanting what she now has, a cozy corporate job in a new city. Cozy compared to this job, anyway. 
"What's the matter?" she asks.
"Huh?"
"You've got those lines between your brows."
"I just got a weird call." I take a sip of my coffee, her concern causing me to consciously relax my face.
"A weird call?" She watches, waiting for me to elaborate. 
I shake my head, dismissing the topic. "Never mind." 
I'll deal with that later. She's heading out soon to finish her last assignment then catching a flight to Los Angeles tonight to start her new life. I want to soak up the last hour of us working side-by-side. 
"I can't believe you're drinking that," she says, nodding to the cup of coffee in my hand. 
She reaches beside me to grab a folded note that's carelessly strewn on my desk. I meant to toss it, but forgot.
"I'm sick of wasting it." 
After a week of throwing out the gifts only to have fresh versions reappear the following morning, I finally decided there's pride and then there's just plain waste of a perfectly good beverage.
She reads the note, shakes her head, then tucks it under my keyboard. I look around, searching for the subject of our discussion, but he's nowhere to be seen.
 "You're encouraging him."
"What? Hell no." I take another indignant sip of the coffee. The liquid is lukewarm, bordering on room temperature. Not that I mind. I'm used to nursing a cup of coffee to its very last drop. "I'm not obligated to screw him because he leaves me a cup of coffee--"
"And a rose," she adds, turning her attention to the desk around me. "Where is the rose?"
I nod to the trash bin flush with the edge of my desk, inside of which lies a single rose partially hidden by a cake-smeared napkin. 
"You're stone cold, Amelia." 
She says it with an amused smirk. 
"I wish he'd stop leaving roses. I can't stand their smell." Roses smell like funeral homes and after-school hours spent waiting for my adoptive father to tend to the dead and take me home. "What did it say, anyway? The note." 
"You didn't read it?"
"I don't bother anymore. It's always some bullshit one-liner. Things that would make me gag if it weren't a waste of perfectly delicious coffee. So? What'd it say?"
"Finish your coffee before you start gagging all over me."
"That bad?" I ask, chuckling from behind the cup.
"He may be a writer, but the guy's no poet."
"Can I get a sip?" a deep voice says from behind me.
I jump out of my skin, nearly choking on my coffee and sending tan drops falling onto the front of my blouse. 
"What the hell, Caleb?" I scold, spinning around to see the sports editor standing there, half-laughing at my reaction. 
Caleb crosses his arms over his striped button-down shirt, which is tucked into a pair of grey slacks. His clothes are deceptively professional. Caleb's infamous for sleeping around the office, courting the women here for sport, from interns to staff writers who are now gone. He's moved from one to the next with ease. There have been times I've suspected Sabrina fell prey to his pursuits, but she's never admitted as much. Regardless, I don't kid myself into thinking his gifts are anything other than a means to an end.
"How's your coffee?" he asks.
It's a question he asks me every morning, and I've stopped caring it's his subtle way of rubbing in the fact that I'm enjoying something he's given me. 
"It's great, thanks," I say, without inflection. I tilt the last few drops of the liquid into my mouth.  
Turning his blue gaze onto Sabrina, he says, "Wish you'd take me with you."
She responds in a bored voice frayed with exhaustion. "I wouldn't if I could, and I'm so glad I can't."
"Come on, you'll miss me." He runs a hand over the smooth skin of his lower jaw, as if to say, you'll miss this face. 
"Not seeing your face every day is going to be my favorite part of all this," Sabrina says.
"Caleb, do you mind?" I ask, "I'm trying to have a moment here with my friend."
He puts up his hands as though in surrender and backs away from us. "Always a pleasure, ladies..."
But almost as soon as Caleb walks off, our view of him is obscured by yet another person. This time, a woman in a purple cardigan. Kathleen. 
She pulls the tail of her braid over her shoulder, parts her lips to speak, but hesitates to fix her sights on me like I'm intruding on her moment. Like I'm supposed to walk away from my own desk so she can have a word with Sabrina in private. Screw that. Sabrina is my friend. Everyone else in this room would've slashed her at the knees to get ahead.
I stare back at the familiar dislike in Kathleen's eyes. She's never pretended to like me, and I've always appreciated that about her. I like to know where people stand, even if I don't know why.
She straightens, looks back at Sabrina, and seems to be working up the decency to say something to the person she will likely never see again after today. 
"Just wanted to wish you luck," she says. Somehow, the words don't sound double-edged the way most things Kathleen says do. "I'm glad you're getting out of this hell hole. And what about you?" Kathleen asks, turning to me. "Don't you think you'd be better off somewhere else?"
Her tone is unassuming but holds the not-so-subtle suggestion I'm not cut out for this job. It's something I'm used to from Kathleen, her constant efforts to undermine me. 
"I'm not going anywhere," I say to her. To anyone else, my smile might seem sweet, but the look in Kathleen's eyes tells me she rightly interprets it as a verbal middle finger.
I dab a napkin against the coffee stains on my blouse as Sabrina launches into her usual spiel on how glad she is to leave. She talks about how good it feels to stand on solid ground, not fearing that a missed opportunity today could lead to her irrelevance and subsequent unemployment tomorrow. There's satisfaction in her eyes at the way Kathleen leans into her. There's relief there too, and for the first time I consider that this transition is as terrifying for Sabrina as the thought of leaving this job is to me. 
Because I'm ridiculous. I'm attached to a job that bears no thought to me, that has no alliance to anyone and would forget my name in a second. The adrenaline of chasing a story, the vanity of a byline, it's all part of a siren's call that's latched onto me with powerful tendrils and I'm allowing to drag me under.
It seems like I barely get any time to talk to Sabrina before she has to head out. We say rushed and awkward goodbyes, where we both pretend it's not really a goodbye but a see-you-later. We make vague plans for me to visit Los Angeles in the summer and for us to take a girls' trip to Vegas in the fall. The reality is, given our workaholic personalities, we won't be hearing much from each other after she leaves.
I turn from my desk to watch her exit the newsroom for the last time. Then plop down in my chair and tap my pen on the memo pad, over the notes I jotted down after the phone call. The memory of it lingers deep in my belly, the unsettling way things do when I don't fully understand them. 
Whoever she is, the caller must've put together my real intentions and knows the story I truly want to publish is an exposé. The question is, how? I was careful about the way I framed the questions I asked the mayor's staff.
Just wait.
 The urgency in her voice tells me she thinks I'm gearing up to publish something big. But she wants to offer me something bigger. Could it be what I think it is?
Still...
An anonymous call, a vague offer...none of it is enough for me to do anything with. Yet, it glitters just over my head, tantalizing and elusive, irresistible low hanging fruit. 
Every intuitive bone in my body is firing off, urging me to look closer at Mayor Connolly, to pry off the veneer. I stare at the story folder on my computer screen, knowing full well it isn't the real story. Publishing it would only add another layer to what I'm certain is a facade.
But the story is complete and I'm supposed to have it to Duncan tomorrow morning. I could submit it right now, easily. Except... 
If there's a bigger story at work, and if I manage to uncover it and put it all together, would Duncan be able to turn it down? There are stories too big to turn away from. Stories that carry a responsibility in and of themselves.
It's all I've ever wanted to do with my life, to expose the dark corners where ugly things crawl and fester. Up until now, I haven't been allowed a platform. 
I can give you what you're missing.
I glance over my shoulder at my boss. He's still behind his desk, engrossed in his task and oblivious to the war zone inside my head. 
A warning whispers through my mind. Duncan might've been fond of Sabrina, but he's never shown the same affinity for me. 
Sometimes opportunities come in the form of setbacks.
I resist the urge to look over my shoulder again as worry creeps up my limbs. What I'm about to do will either buy me more time to publish the story of my career, or get me fired.
I hover the mouse pointer over the story's folder and drag it into the trash.
Are you sure you want to delete this?
I click yes.




 CHAPTER 2
Amelia
 
IT'S SOMETIME AFTER SEVEN IN the evening. The air is still and the moon hides behind a thick layer of overcast, the sky glowing a dark, silvery blue. It feels like the middle of the night. 
I walk under a lamppost, which gives off a low, electrical hum that's strangely unsettling, as if the light source is threatening to shut off at any second and plunge me into total darkness.
I've walked this parking lot in the evenings many times without a second thought. But tonight, the clunks of my heels form an almost frantic melody as I pick up my pace, not liking the idea of being caught in a darkened parking lot.
There are four cars left in the lot. Only three of them I recognize, one being my beat-up Honda.  
The Honda's brake lights flash twice when I unlock the car remotely. My cell phone buzzes from somewhere in my purse, but I ignore it, pulling open the car door and stepping behind it to fling my purse inside. The clinking sound of something hitting the ground makes me pause. 
My keys. I shuffle backward to look at the ground and my foot nudges them under the car.
Damn it. 
A flash of movement from my right startles me. I don't have time to process what it is before someone slams into me from behind. My face hits the car doorframe. An arm wraps around my midsection, so tight all the breath escapes my lungs. A shrill cry parts my lips, immediately cut off by the large, gloved hand that clasps securely over my mouth. My eyes go so wide they sting and my heart slams into my ribcage, sending all of my blood supply to my ears, muffling the sounds around me. I struggle to break free from the hold, pushing forward, kicking my feet.
The man either loses his balance or decides to push me into the car. All I know is I'm shoved facedown into the front seat, my head barely clearing the doorframe.
He falls with me, his weight crushing me as the car's gearshift presses painfully against my chest. His hand slips from around my mouth just a fraction. I bite down hard on one of his fingers, my teeth sinking through the leather of the glove, tasting it. His hand retracts immediately and a loud, animalistic groan of pain fills the car. 
His other arm moves up and fingers wrap around my neck, squeezing. A second later, his grip relaxes from a choke to a firm hold and I gasp for air. The more I thrash around, the harder the gearshift digs into my chest, the less I can breathe, the tighter his grip over my throat becomes. 
From the corner of my eye, I see it. 
A dark rag. The faint, chemically sweet smell of...
Chloroform. 
The word blares in my head like a horn and when the rag presses against my face, my eyes go wider than they have ever been. 
Don't breathe. 
But my body is in panic mode, demanding I pant, gasp, breathe. Don't breathe. 
My lungs scream for air. My vision fades at the edges and I'm not sure if it's the drug or my lack of oxygen. He holds the rag tighter over me and I realize I'm still thrashing around and he won't stop until I pass out. So I allow my body to go limp. 
He won't believe it. 
He'll hear my heart crashing against my chest. 
Just as I'm about to yield to the urge to inhale, he drops the rag from my face. Unable to control the desperate need for air, I immediately rake in a breath. His arm hesitates before it begins its trajectory back to my face, rag in hand. I throw my head back with as much force as I can manage, hoping to connect with his nose. But his face must be tilted down because the back of my skull collides with a flat surface. His forehead? 
Whatever it is, the force of the blow is enough to send him backward, just an inch or two off of my body. Just enough for me to turn onto my back and fling out my legs until they connect with his, which are still outside of the car. He screams out in pain. I drive all of my energy into my legs, kicking relentlessly until I push him out of the car, and he stumbles, falling backward onto the pavement.
I throw myself forward and grab the door handle with both hands, yanking it closed. He reaches out to stop me, but he's still trying to get up from the ground and I slam the door on his hand until he pulls it back. The second the door connects with the frame, my finger jams on the lock. All of the doors click closed just as he pulls on the handle. 
Alarm paralyzes me as the figure outside gets to his feet. He's lit from behind, hoodie pulled over his head, face in shadows. He looks like something from right out of my nightmares. And as I stare at him, I'm still gasping for air, unable to catch my breath. 
I can't breathe. 
I slam my fists into the car horn and the sound blares around me. The dark, hooded figure takes off running, toward the shadows of the parking lot. I keep blasting the horn. My vision is a small pinhole and I'm sinking out of consciousness. 
My phone is in my purse, but where is my purse? My arms are too heavy to move. My breathing is too shallow. The rag might as well still be pressed to my face. 
I'm slipping. 
Specks of black overtake my vision until there's nothing left.




 CHAPTER 3
Amelia
 
MY EYELIDS FLUTTER OPEN TO huge halos of color floating across my vision. Panic slams into my throat and I dart upright, overwhelmed by the instinct to run before I even know why. But I can't move, I can't see. I hold up my arm to my face, squinting and shielding myself from the blinding light overhead.
"Easy, now," a woman's voice calls from somewhere above me. A blurred face appears in my line of sight just as a small hand lays on my shoulder and eases me back down. I resist, my eyes still adjusting to my surroundings. "Ms. Woods, lie back, please. I'm your nurse. You're in the hospital."
Hospital. The word brings the flurry of memories back, like a dream being pieced together after waking up. Except this dream is a nightmare, and the nightmare is real. 
I blink and her face pulls into focus, tan and brown halos sharpen into a tired face and serene eyes. She looks like my mother. My birth mother. 
I tense at this, gaping up at her, but in an instant I'm overcome by how ridiculous of a thought it is to begin with. I don't have a single memory of my mother. I was only a baby when she left me behind in a shopping cart outside of a grocery store. Like I was the very last item to be loaded into a car, but she simply forgot. 
One of my earliest memories is of sitting in an uncomfortable office chair between a pair of strangers I tried not to look at. The strangers were to become my foster parents for the time being. They were quiet and radiated an awkwardness that made me fidget. In an attempt to disrupt the silence, I asked my caseworker if she'd known me as a baby. She nodded from across the desk as she stapled the corner of a large stack of papers and said she'd never met a baby who cried so much and slept so little. 
"Lie back, honey."
The nurse sets my hands at my sides and, with one of her fingers, nudges down the skin under my eyes to shine a light into them. I cringe away, my eyes watering. But before I can turn my face, the light is gone and she's looking at me again.
I lie still as she examines me. When she checks my heart rate, she makes a disapproving sound. My heart hasn't slowed down for a second, it's running laps inside of me, urging my entire body to move.
"Are you in pain?" she asks.
"No, I'm--" I wince and bring a hand to the tender skin at the base of my neck. I swallow and wince again. I might as well be eating glass.
"I'll get you something for that. Did you want me to bring your friend in?"
I stare at her.
"The one who brought you in." 
My first thought is of Sabrina. But, no, she left for the airport hours before I set foot in the parking lot. She couldn't have been the one who brought me in. Unless she didn't leave, or had to come back for some reason, or...
The nurse must mistake my confusion for something else because she says, "Sweetie, you don't have to see her. I told her you needed rest and the doctor will be in soon."
"No, bring her in." I resist the urge to wince at my own hoarse voice, though the discomfort grows consistently more tolerable with each word I speak.
She leaves and I fumble with the buttons along the side of the bed until I figure out how to adjust it to a semi-sitting position. There's a faint throbbing throughout my body. My chest hurts worse than my throat, and my limbs feel heavy. My eyes burn. I lift my arm, there's tape on my wrist and a needle buried in my flesh. I shut my eyes, willing myself to sit still.
"Oh my God..."
The words are low, and when I open my eyes to see who speaks them from the doorway, the very last person I expected walks into my hospital room. 
Kathleen.
Her steps are slow and careful. I'm too surprised by her appearance to say anything as she approaches the side of my hospital bed.
"You brought me in?" My voice comes out a sliver clearer than before.
"I was getting ready to go home and I heard a horn blaring. I ran to it and found you unconscious behind the steering wheel of your car. I had no idea what was going on. Didn't know if you'd passed out on your own, or what. I couldn't get into your car so I called for an ambulance and ran back into the building to get Dale. By the time he was able to pry open your car door, the ambulance had arrived. I followed them here. No one would answer a single one of my questions. I still don't know what happened."
"Someone attacked me," I say. "I fought him off, locked myself in my car, and he ran away."
Her hand rises to her chest as she shakes her head, the corners of her mouth turned down.
I clear my throat, blink through the discomfort, then say, "Thank you, you didn't have to stay." I keep my voice low. That seems to be the least painful way to speak.
"Are you kidding? I had to make sure you were all right. Jesus, Amelia, you look like shit."
"Thanks."
"I called Duncan. He was pissed there's no one listed under your emergency contact. Is there anyone you want me to call for you? Family?"
With Sabrina gone, the only other person I can think of is my friend Emily. She moved back into town last year, and I know she'd drop everything to be here by my side. But what would be the point in worrying her? 
I'm fine.
"There's no one to call."
Kathleen's frown deepens, frayed with pity. And just like that, I'm ready for her to leave again. She must notice something on my face because she smooths her own and says, "All right, well, Duncan says not to worry about your assignments, to take the rest of the week off."
"No need, I'll be in tomorrow."
"You can't be serious. You think you will wake up in a few hours and head off to work? You're insane."
The world outside the hospital room window is dark. She's right. Tomorrow morning is too close. I drag my gaze back to her, trying to remember this is the same Kathleen who has proven herself to be anything but my friend. And now she's here, and it seems like she actually cares.
I think of the article I deleted and how Duncan will be searching for the files in the morning, panicking and wondering what happened to them. He'll have no choice but to print another story in its place. He might have the decency not to come barging into my hospital room demanding to know where they are, but I can't imagine he'd treat me with kid gloves if I walked back in empty-handed tomorrow. 
"I'll take tomorrow off, but I'll be in the day after."
We look at each other for a moment, the finality of my tone ringing in the air.
"All right," Kathleen says, smoothing out her cardigan. "Well, I'm glad you're okay, I'll leave you to get some rest."
She turns, takes a few steps toward the door, then stops and turns to me again.
"If you insist on coming back in on Wednesday, at the very least carpool with me. That way you don't have to drive to and from work alone."
I blink a few times at her concern. It's so genuine I can't find fault in it. Still, I'm not sure how to react. It might be my lack of immediate response or maybe she glimpses my thoughts in my expression, but she rushes to add, "I know we aren't friends. I know we don't always get along." She amends her statement when I lift an eyebrow. "Okay. We don't ever get along. But I don't hate you, Amelia. I'm seriously sick to my stomach that this happened to you. I..." I wait for her to continue and she twists her fingers on themselves in a show of nerves I've never seen from her before. "Look, a few years ago my sister went through something like this. And I saw the way...I just know it'll be hard to get in your car at night, alone. So if you're interested in carpooling, I hate sitting in traffic, anyway, we could take the HOV." 
I can't control my reaction, the incredulity tugging at my expression. Seeing this, she seems to decide she made a fool of herself because she turns to leave without waiting for my reply.
"Kathleen, wait. That's..." Unexpected? Unnecessary? If I'm honest, my first reaction is relief. Something about not having to walk the stretch of parking lot alone makes me feel better. "I'd love to carpool. That would be great."
She seems pleased and even smiles a little, possibly the first non-sarcastic smile she's ever given me. An awkward moment follows, one where we stare at each other but neither knows what to say. The moment breaks when the nurse comes into the room to tell me the police have been waiting to see me. 
Both Kathleen and the nurse leave and once again, I'm left alone. I'm eerily calm, my chest rising and falling in a slow rhythm. The AC kicks on, and a wave of cool air washes over me. The hairs on my arms prickle and I get confirmation that these limbs really do belong to me. All this time, I've been overcome with the sense of being in someone else's body.
A knock on the door brings my sights upward. I expect uniformed police officers to walk in, but my visitor is dressed in civilian clothes. A man in a black suit jacket steps inside, his presence a surge of masculine energy, too large for this room. His calculating gaze sweeps my surroundings before finally settling on me, pinning me under the intensity of a stunning pair of caramel eyes. There's a hardness to his handsome features, the jaded edge of someone unimpressed and impenetrable.
A woman follows close behind, her fair complexion overtaken by the stunning reddish hue of her hair, pulled back in a professional bun to match her business casual attire. There's a tense silence as the two position themselves near the foot of the bed. 
The woman addresses me first, showing her badge. "Ms. Woods? I'm Detective O'Brien and this is my partner, Detective Reed. Are you up for some questions?"
A flash of vision overtakes me--the front of my car, swirling before my eyes as I'm thrown down and the gearshift punches the air right out of my chest. The room goes momentarily black.
I open my eyes, realizing the darkness was caused by me clenching my eyes as tight as I could. 
"Let's make it quick," I say.
Detective O'Brien asks me question after question and my answers come instantly. When I recount the attack, details pour from my mouth in an effortless way. I wonder if regurgitating the memories is purging them from my system. Speaking to these strangers as they watch me with polite but detached expressions, and knowing they've heard and seen worse, helps sever my reaction to the memory that plays out in front of me. The words mean nothing to me. I can't even taste them as they leave my lips. 
The male detective doesn't speak, standing farther away than his partner as though aware his presence is more imposing. His lips remain pressed together as he watches me and I try not to look at him, because I don't like being at a lower eye level than someone so intimidating. I'm small enough as it is--five two when I'm drawn up to full height--but prefer not to make myself any smaller when sitting on a hospital bed wearing a paper-thin gown.
"You say he tried to open the car door," O'Brien says, pausing to drag a finger over her eyebrow. "Is there anything specific you remember about him, physically? Eye color? Hair length? Anything?"
"It was dark and--" I pause, trying to pull up the last memory before I had passed out in my car, the faceless figure on the other side of my car door. I strain the memory, trying to expose its edges for details I might not have noticed before, but nothing. "He had on dark clothes. A hood over his head. And he was cast in shadow, I couldn't see his face."
Neither of them speaks. Hospital sounds from outside of the door creep back in, punctuating the silence. I hear myself say something that terrifies even me.
"You're never going to find him, are you?"




 CHAPTER 4
Reed
 
AMELIA WOODS SITS BEFORE ME, bruises growing along her throat, and an abrasion to the side of her forehead. On one hand, her small frame lends toward frailty, her smooth features toward innocence. But there's something churning behind her eyes, dark turbulence and a determination to rein it in. Her calm strikes me as more than just shock, or denial. Something tells me she's no stranger to violence.
You're never going to find him, are you?
Beside me, O'Brien lets out the ghost of a breath. She's tired. Bone-deep exhaustion radiates from her, but she keeps it from her voice as she answers. 
"There've been similar attacks in the area, Ms. Woods. I believe we're getting closer to catching the guy behind them."
Amelia nearly lifts from the bed as she sits up straighter, her eyes going wider.
"Other attacks? How many?"
"Including you?" O'Brien glances past me in quick contemplation. "Four in six weeks."
"How do you know it's the same guy?"
My partner glances at me and I know what she's thinking.
Reporter. 
Amelia is a reporter and we have to be careful what we say to her.
"What?" Amelia presses, catching on to our hesitation.
I'm the one to answer. 
"The circumstances have been very similar and the attacks have all occurred within a five-mile radius."
Amelia's gaze connects with mine and holds still for the first time, like she's surprised to hear me speak. A ringing cuts into the brief interlude and O'Brien pulls her cell phone out of her pocket. She raises her index finger to wordlessly excuse herself and ducks out of the room to take the call. The sounds of my partner's conversation trickle in from the hall, though her words are indecipherable. 
I remain at the foot of the bed. Amelia's eyes fix squarely on mine, but with effort, as if she's willing herself not to look away.
"Can you tell me more?" she asks.
"More?"
"About the attacks. When was the last one?"
"Two weeks ago."
"Do you...have any suspects?"
"Not at the moment."
"What are you doing to find this guy?"
On and on she goes. 
The questions are tentative at first, with the air of someone just trying to fill the silence. Questions which seem simple and unassuming on their own, but strung together they reveal more than I can share. 
"I can't say anymore, Ms. Woods. It's an ongoing investigation."
"Of course." 
A crease forms between her brows as though she's weighing her next statement. I take advantage of the moment to regard her features. Strong, dark brows frame her keen brown eyes. Eyes that survey me as though trying to find cracks in my armor. And for a moment, the hospital room and the gown she wears all seem like a mirage. A weak mirage which fails to cloak who she is. She's sharp. Beautiful, but by no means to be underestimated.
The turbulence I picked up when I first laid eyes on her now resembles more of a flame. Her full lips are unexpected razors of seduction in an otherwise soft landscape. My gaze lingers on them for longer than it should, but when I look down to her neck, I'm jarred by the sobering sight. Anger swirls over me at the thought of some coward seeing her as easy prey. And at these traces of anger, I know I've stood here too long.
"Looks like you've told us everything you can. We'll leave you to rest."
"Wait."
The word ropes around me, causing me to halt mid-step and turn to her again. Her previously calm demeanor seems ruffled at the suggestion of me leaving. 
"What do we have in common?" she asks. "The attack victims, I mean, because these guys--they have a type, right? There's something they look for in their victims. So, what is it? Why did I look like his next victim?"
My lips remain pressed together. It seems this has been the question burning inside of her all this time. 
Her question is really, why me? 
A question I'm not equipped to answer. Comforting victims isn't my strong suit. Words are not my strong suit. I glance over my shoulder, but the sounds of O'Brien speaking into the phone tell me she's not coming back in anytime soon.
"What if he comes back for me?" Amelia blurts out.
Traces of embarrassment reflect on her face, as though the question seeped out of a raw and vulnerable place. She wraps her arms over herself and I slip my hands into my pockets, resisting the wild impulse to set one on her shoulder.
"Ms. Woods--"
"Amelia. My name's Amelia."
"Amelia. There's nothing to suggest you are still in danger, but I understand why you wouldn't feel safe. Do you live alone?" O'Brien walks back into the room, and I hear my own voice grow a shade more detached. "Maybe there's someone you can stay with until you feel safe."
"I don't need to feel safe," she snaps. "I felt perfectly safe before this happened. What good did it do me? I want to feel prepared." She falls silent and no one speaks as she shuts her eyes in regret and sets a hand at the base of her throat. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to--"
"No need to apologize," I cut in. "We understand. You've been through a lot tonight."
She holds my gaze, a silent thanks whispered between us. 
"I'm truly sorry this happened to you, Ms. Woods," O'Brien says. Anyone who didn't know her wouldn't be able to catch the way her expression thaws with sympathy for a second before she pulls out a business card and is professionally distant once again. "We're doing everything we can to find this guy. You can call us if you remember anything else. If you ever feel in danger, don't hesitate to call the police."
Amelia reaches out for the card. She is calm again, a perfect show of control, but the fear is blatant in all the ways she tries to hide it.
I take the card from my partner's outstretched hand, pull out a pen, and scribble on the back.
"This might bring you peace of mind," I say, handing the card to Amelia.
She takes it, turns it to read my note, and her dark eyes narrow with confusion.
"Goodnight, Ms. Woods," I say, and follow my partner out of the room.




 CHAPTER 5
Reed
 
O'BRIEN DOESN'T SAY A WORD the whole walk through the hospital and to the parking lot. She waits until we are inside of the car before speaking.
"He has to be choosing them at random."
"You think he's just wandering the streets after dark, looking for a woman getting into her car?" I back out of the parking space as I talk. "Three attacks outside store parking lots at night. And now one outside of an office building? Why the sudden change?"
"Targeting a late worker makes more sense. Office parking lots are mostly deserted at night. There aren't many surveillance cameras, not the way there are in commercial areas." O'Brien sits up as though hit by a realization. 
I say what's already in her mind. 
"The gas station footage we released." Four seconds of grainy film, a man wearing dark clothes scurrying past the edge of the frame minutes after one of the attacks. "He must've seen it and decided to keep away from the cameras."
The footage has been our only lead. For the first two attacks, he somehow managed to avoid being captured by the cameras of the supermarket parking lot by targeting cars on the outskirts of the lot.
"He's tried to drug the last two victims. He's getting more aggressive. The attack on Woods? Did you see that girl? Jesus, he really messed her up."
The memory of Amelia Woods in her hospital bed flashes through my mind.
"Woods is smaller than the other victims," I say. 
"You think that's why he targeted her? The other victims got away, and he wanted to make sure this one didn't? If he needs his victims to be so small, he can't be a big guy. What do we know about him?" she asks. I don't answer, allowing her the space to turn over her own thoughts and verbalize them. It's part of her process. Sure enough, she goes on, "We know he's someone who doesn't attract much attention because he manages to sneak up on them. And we know he's someone who just disappears after the attack, which means he doesn't stand out from any of the average passersby." 
"He's familiar enough with the location of security cameras to avoid them. His victims might be random, but the locations are not. He's scoping them out ahead of time."
O'Brien pulls out her phone and scrolls through her messages.
"The call I got in the hospital room? It was from the owners of the Union Tribune. They are sending over surveillance footage first thing in the morning. They want to keep the paper's name out of the press for at least twelve hours."
"Of course. They want the exclusive." I bite out a laugh. "Pathetic."
I keep my eyes forward, wishing I'd resisted her bait. There's no question she's watching me, trying to read my mind.
"Are you going to be able to work on this case? You hate reporters."
"So do you," I say, bringing the car to a stop at a red light. Even then, I don't look at her. I should've seen it coming. O'Brien is a master in the art of steering conversations into the territory she wants them in. Here she is again, worming her way into a discussion I'd rather not have.
"I saw what you wrote on the back of the card. I mean, seriously. What the fuck was that, Reed?"
I steer the car down the road, well aware of her eyes burning a hole in the side of my skull.
Trident Mixed Martial Arts Studio.
Self-defense classes.
"She's scared," I say. "She wants to feel safe. Can you blame her?"
"Why send her to Trident of all places? You seriously can't think that's a good idea, you're already in deep shit and it looks like you haven't learned your lesson."
My grip tightens on the steering wheel as I make a right turn. When I pull to a stop at another red light, I look her in the eye. She's staring at me, eyes narrowed and full of unspoken accusations.
"My guys are the best instructors in town. Also, yes, I want the business. I know what you're thinking, but it's not like I'll have any interaction with her. This is completely different."
"Is it?"
I don't answer her. I allow the silence to creep between us and fill the whole car. O'Brien's not wrong for questioning me. I know that. But I don't need to explain myself to her. We're as different as night and day, she and I. 
Gemma O'Brien. Ms. Cautious. Ms. Perfect. 
Ms. Never Fucked Up a Day in Her Life.
I'm sure she thinks she would've handled things differently than I did that night, but she wasn't tested the way I was. She has no idea how easily she could be in my shoes. Close to being stripped of what matters most to her, all because of one wrong call. 
I pull into the station's parking lot and neither one of us speaks as we exit the car and head to the front of the building. When I go to open the front door, O'Brien closes a hand over my arm to stop me. The judgment is gone from her eyes and concern has replaced it. Motherly concern, like she wishes she could take my problems and make them more her own than she already has.
"I saw that look in your eye, Reed. I know you want to help her because...shit, you just think it's your responsibility to save everyone, all the time. But you need to think about yourself right now. Lay low until everything is settled. You know the chief--" she lowers her voice "--he doesn't have your back."
I turned my hands over, open and facing upward.
"I've got nothing to lose."
Except we both know that's a lie. If this all goes sideways, will the chief go after my badge? You'd think the man would be busy planning his grand retirement. And yet, he's made it his personal mission to add roadblocks to this already fucked up situation. 
One day, I'll find out why.
The answer may prove to be simple. At the end of the day, when the weak get power, they force consequences over everything they can as a desperate attempt to wield it. 
"Let's go," she says, letting out a small sigh of regret.
She knows she's bringing up old shit like it isn't still new shit. Like that night isn't hovering over me, an anvil on a fraying thread. Ready to crush my career.




 CHAPTER 6
Amelia
 
HAS MY LIVING ROOM ALWAYS been this dark? There's an unfamiliarity to it this afternoon. The place seems riddled with nooks and crevices where things can hide. I stand at my front door, unable to shake the feeling that I'm about to enter a dungeon. 
After what seems like an endless minute, I push myself inside and don't pause to take off my shoes or even set down my purse. I head straight to the opposite end of my living room, grab a handful of thick curtains, and fling them aside. 
Daylight floods the room in a sudden burst, bringing with it a rush of air to my lungs. As I look out of the window over the street and parked cars, my phone buzzes with an incoming call. I send it to voicemail without a second thought. Just like I did with every call I received from my coworkers the whole time I was in the hospital. Gossip mongering masquerading as concern. I'm not interested in being their entertainment. 
I wait for the voicemail notification to pop up. Instead, the phone lights up with texts from Emily. The messages flood my screen, one after the other: 
[Owen told me a woman was attacked at your job last night and you aren't picking up your phone...] 
[Are you all right?] 
[Cough twice if you're currently in someone's trunk.]
Lips turning up, I type out my response to Emily.
[Quit your hovering. Everything's fine.]
[Send me a picture of your version of 'fine.']
She's on to me. I guess I deserve it. I've always been overprotective toward her, what should I expect in return? I would be seriously pissed if something happened to her and she kept it from me. With Sabrina gone, Emily's basically the only friend I have. 
[Okay. There was an incident at work last night, but I'm home now, I'm not hurt, and the police are close to catching the guy.]
I hope the last part of my lie is convincing, but I picture her green eyes narrowing with suspicion. When her response comes in, it's clear she sees through my bullshit.
[I'm coming over.]
My first instinct is to argue my desire to be alone. But I'm not even sure if that's what I want. The whole half hour I wait for her arrival, I silently dread the awkwardness of how she'll receive me.
"You better be all right or I'm going to kill you, because why the hell didn't you call me?" Emily says the moment I open the door, then she gives a small start at the sight of me, her mouth falling open as she takes in my appearance.
"You should see the other guy," I joke, waving her inside.
She doesn't move, standing at the entryway, a plastic bag in each hand. 
"Hope you fucked him up," she says, her voice uncharacteristically low and serious.
"Not as much as I'd have liked. Come in."
I give her a feeble smile and something about it must make her put her own shock aside for my benefit. She crosses into my apartment and the scents of savory sauces drift from the containers of takeout she's carrying. I didn't realize until this moment that I'm starving.
Emily moves past my kitchen and toward my small dining room table with familiarity.
"How'd you know I haven't eaten?"
"Because you think you're a robot. As much as you try to act like one, you're not a robot. Anyway, I wasn't sure what to get." She pulls the containers out of the bags and arranges them on the table. "There wasn't a guide for comfort food post-assault, so I played it safe and went with everything breaded, fried, and soaked in sauces."
"Perfect. It's already like I wasn't even assaulted."
She snorts and I smile, officially grateful for her presence. For the way she crowds my fears into the corners of the room. The same way she crowds everything dark and gloomy into corners, packing them away to deal with later.
I pretend I don't notice the way she eyes me as we eat. She pretends not to wait for me to bring up the subject. The giant elephant in the room.
"I spoke to the police last night," I say, reaching for another spoonful of rice. "They say there's been a string of attacks. You should be careful getting into your car at night."
"I know. It's been on the news."
She says the last word pointedly.
The news. My job. My life. Yet, I rarely pay attention to accounts of assault around the city. These things happen every single day. A woman narrowly missing an attack is a blip on the radar for news stations. Not nearly horrific enough for the entertainment industry that is news reporting. There is little incentive for reporters to devote much page time to an assault unless there is something that sets it apart. An angle to sell. A series of assaults, on the other hand--an attacker still out on the loose? That might be of more interest to the media. 
To me.
The faintest trickle of shame comes over me, sobering me right up. Here I am, in the aftermath of my own attack, and all I can think about is a story angle.
"What's this?" Emily asks, picking up Detective O'Brien's business card from the table, where I'd tossed it along with my purse this morning. "Gemma O'Brien...is this the detective on your case?"
"That's the woman. There's a man, too."
I won't soon forget what he looked like, standing in front of my hospital bed, assessing me carefully with his calculating light brown eyes. Before he spoke a word, he'd sucked all of the air out of the room with his quiet, but commanding energy. When I'd confessed my fears, traces of compassion flickered across his otherwise stoic features. He seemed unable to stop himself from snatching the card from his partner's hand to scribble down the note.
Emily turns it over and reads the back of it.
"Trident Mixed Martial Arts. Are you taking self-defense classes?"
"I want to, but their classes are full."
"You called?"
"I went by earlier, had the cab make a stop there on my way home."
"On your way home from the hospital? Wait, where's your car?"
"The police still have it. Anyway, it was a waste of my time. Their self-defense classes are full until summer."
I walked into the studio this morning wearing the same clothes I wore last night. They felt like an awkward and unfamiliar skin, hanging off of me and weighing me down.
Kind of the way the silence falling between Emily and I feels. I go on eating as though unaware of the way she watches me. I know what she's thinking before she says another word.
"I wish you had called me. I hate that you took a cab home. I was watching a fucking movie last night. A movie, Amelia. And you were sitting in a hospital all..." She trails off, shaking her head.
"I didn't want to worry you."
"You know what? There's being independent and there's just plain shutting people out." 
These words settle between us. 
"Are you going to tell me what happened?" she prompts, having finally lost her patience.
I shut my eyes and let out a breath, then launch into the story as quickly as I can manage. The details spill out of me as though for the first time. Emily is transfixed, her plate untouched from the moment I begin. I've never seen her this serious, biting the side of her thumbnail. When I finish, she sits back and curses under her breath.
Her reaction cloaks me in discomfort I want to shake off.
"Emily, I'm fine. It could've been worse. It was a near miss."
"A near miss?" She gapes at me, furious. She sets down her fork, which she'd been holding on to despite not eating. "Stop. Stop acting as if it was nothing. For fuck's sake, Amelia. I swear, if you keep shoving away your feelings and pretending you don't have them, they'll bubble up and you're going to just..."
"What?"
She shakes her head, not wanting to say it. But I know what she's thinking. 
You're going to fall apart again.
The double-edged sword of friendship, when they've seen your cracks and remind you of them without even meaning to, at the worst of times. 
"Remember that manhunt a few years back?" I blurt out. "The one with the ranger who went AWOL and killed six people before he was found barricaded in someone's house up in Mount Laguna?"
Emily's expression softens as the memory falls into place. "Yeah...I remember."
"Remember the story I wrote my senior year of college? The one about the woman he held captive in her own living room? It was published in the Union Tribune, it's how I got the job after graduation--"
"Wait, is this the story that landed you in the hospital?"
My mouth hangs open mid-speech. I should've seen the question coming. 
Emily and I had been attending the same school, but didn't meet until we both found ourselves in the cafeteria of Sharp Mary Birch hospital.
She was there for her mother, who'd nearly died from an overdose. And I was there because I'd driven myself into the ground while feverishly pursuing the story.
"Yes," I say, looking down. Why? Why did I open this can of worms? "That's the story."
"What does any of this have to do with what happened to you last night?"
"Perspective, Emily. For three days, the woman was hostage to this mass murderer who had the television on to show the ongoing manhunt for him. Police knew he was somewhere in the area, they'd found his car. So, they went door to door. They went to her door. Knocked on it five or six times. The woman stood just a few feet away, with a stranger's hand clasped over her mouth and a gun pointed to her head. She said she soiled her pants and slept in them because he wouldn't allow her to change. She was sure he was going to kill her."
Emily shifts in her seat, clearly uncomfortable. 
Ugly things are hard to hear. Even harder to live. 
"Three days," I repeat. "That woman lived through three days of hell. Me? It was seconds. I don't even think it was a full minute."
"What are you saying? That what happened to you doesn't count because you're holding it up to the yardstick of something else? Amelia, that doesn't make any sense. Sixty seconds or sixty days. Time isn't the unit of measurement for trauma." She pushes away her plate and bites out a weak laugh. "I mean, seriously, does anyone I know have a soul?"
I stare at her.
"You, my mother, my sister, Owen. Do you know what you all have in common? You're all dead inside."
"Well, it's a lucky thing we have you," I say, peering up at her.
Her lips quirk. "Sorry, that was a shit thing to say. Besides, it turns out Owen does have a soul, so I'm sure you have one too, down there somewhere. Deep down there. Way down--"
"Okay, I get it."
I stare down at my own food. We sit in silence for a few passing minutes, simmering in thoughts of all we've said.
There's a weightlessness to Emily I've always admired. She's resilient in a way most people aren't, in a maddening way I've never been able to emulate. 
I seek out darkness; she always finds light. 
When we first met, we seemed so different we almost repelled each other, and yet we clung together instead. We each recognized in the other what we were missing, subconsciously bonding over our absent mothers. Over the gap they left behind inside of us. Forests that were only fields, filled with mere stumps where bigger things were supposed to grow but never got the chance.
I was five and a half when the courts found my biological mother, charged her with abandonment, and forced her to relinquish maternal rights. Years later, I was adopted by a couple who'd lost three babies, back to back, and wanted nothing more than to have a child to place in their empty nest.
My parents braved the adoption system to quell the pain in their hearts and they ended up with me. I was small for my age and distrustful, having been shuffled through foster homes all of my life. And though I can't remember much of what happened to me before my adoption, if I strain my memory enough, I come up with vague impressions of a deep urgency to hide.
While Emily's mother was an addict who never wanted children, my adoptive mother wanted nothing more than to have a child. But from the moment I'd stepped into the beautifully decorated room meant for a baby girl who didn't make it past her second week of life, I knew I was the impostor child.
Children are intuitive and they know when they are not truly loved, when a mother is too hesitant for fear of her own heartbreak. 
I'm sure my mother wanted to love me, but she held me at arm's length, instead. It was my father who had convinced her adoption would help them heal. My father loved me and broken as he was inside, he managed to be the glue that held our family together. But after his death, my mother and I reverted to being strangers. From a desolate tree to just another stump in a field of things that were never meant for me.
"I just don't get it," Emily starts up again, as though there was no break in our conversation. "I wish you'd understand that just because only the worst stories go to print, it doesn't mean--"
Emily halts mid-sentence because I sit up, like a dart of lightning shoots through me. 
Don't print it.
"Shit," I say under my breath.
I've got more on him. 
"What?" Emily snaps her fingers in the air in front of me. "Hello? What are you--"
I get to my feet. All day I've been floating in the aftermath of my attack, but quite suddenly, the reminder of the lead hovering overhead comes crashing down on me, shaking me with urgency.
 I can give you what you're missing.
The caller. I know who she is.




 CHAPTER 7
Amelia
 
EMILY FOLLOWS ME TO MY bedroom, trailing behind as I head straight to the small, messy desk nestled in the corner. Notepads and papers litter the surface, and a half-empty mug of coffee lays forgotten beside the keyboard.
Emily moves closer, squinting up at the wall over the desk. 
"Look at you, you serial killer," she says under her breath. 
It's my brainstorming wall, covered with a slew of articles and pictures. Sometimes seeing parts of a story literally before my eyes helps me piece everything together. In this case? A picture of the mayor joins stickers of his campaign slogan, articles on his backstory, images of him reading at a local elementary school.
"Are you going to tell me what's going on?"
I bring my laptop to life from sleep mode with a few taps on the mousepad. I launch into an explanation as I click around folders, looking for the document I set up last week where I transcribed my voice notes.
"I interviewed Mayor Connolly two weeks ago about the opening of that massive new animal shelter he commissioned. While I was there, I picked up on a different story...one of the mayor promising to stick his member in places it didn't belong." 
"A sex scandal. Me like." Emily sits on the edge of my desk and picks up my post-it note dispenser, which is shaped like a Polaroid camera. 
"Yes, me like, too. I wanted nothing more than to blow the lid on the whole thing--" I pause, finding the file in a folder on my desktop. I open it and scroll past disjointed notes and names, looking for one name in particular. "I pitched the story to my editor. He killed it in half a breath."
"How did you catch wind of the story?"
I hesitate. My hunches tend to be intangible. 
I pieced together a slew of abstract impressions into a solid theory. The energy in the office was tense. The women, on edge. The interactions between him and his female staff felt off, razor sharp, disingenuously cordial.
"I had an inkling, so I started poking around, joined two of the women for lunch. They weren't exactly dying to talk to me, but getting people to tell me things they don't want to is sort of my specialty..." 
I'm distracted by having reached the end of the file without finding what I was looking for. These notes are the text transcriptions of voice recordings, but I also carried a small notepad where I wrote random things. I start shuffling through the papers on my desk, searching for it.
Emily watches me in silence, waiting for me to continue. I find the notepad under the cup of coffee and begin flipping through the pages.
"I got a call yesterday from a woman. She seemed to think I was gearing up to publish the exposé--which I wasn't--and told me to hold off because she had more information. She said, 'I can give you what you're missing.' And that got me thinking...there are rumors swirling as to why the mayor's secretary lost her job after years in his service." I stop on the next page I flip and set a finger over a name scribbled in the margins of the page. Susan Levine. The name is underlined and underneath it, I had scribbled the words, Fired due to an affair?
"It has to be her," I think aloud. "I spoke to all of the women in the mayor's office, but the voice that called me? I keep replaying it in my head and I'm pretty sure I've never heard it before. There's an accent I can't really put my finger on. Canadian? The women in the office gossip like no one's business. I don't doubt someone tipped her off to a reporter asking questions about the mayor's behavior."
Something makes me glance up at Emily just in time to see concern dart across her expression. 
"What if...?" she starts, trailing off quickly.
"What?" I ask.
"If this Susan lady was able to piece together that you were writing an exposé, do you think the mayor would've come to the same conclusion?" 
The suspicion on her face is spelled out clearly enough for me to read. But she shakes her head again, as though trying to dismiss her own thoughts. 
Our gazes remain locked.
"What are you saying?"
"You get that call, urging you not to print what the caller seems to think is an inflammatory story on the mayor, right in the throes of his reelection campaign, and hours later you're attacked? Did you tell the detectives about the call?"
I hesitate, having to think. "No. I didn't see how it was relevant. Honestly, I'd forgotten about it. But, would the mayor of San Diego really orchestrate an attack on me, just to keep the news of his indiscretions out of the press? That's extreme." 
Even as I say it, a small voice whispers in the back of my mind.
Except, he doesn't know how little or how much you know. How little or how much you've uncovered. Maybe he has much bigger things to hide. 
"Okay, forget the attack. What if Susan was just saying whatever she could to keep you from printing the story? What if they're still together?"
"First things first," I say, "let's find out if Susan really was the one who called me."
"Do you think you can convince someone at the mayor's office to give you her number?"
"No need, I'm sure I can find it myself. I don't want anyone at his office to find out I'm contacting her." 
Emily busies herself sifting through the contents of my desk out of boredom, while I click around the screen, mumbling under my breath. Minutes later, just as I'd expected, I find Susan's number listed in the header of her resume, which is posted on an online job search site.
Emily hands me my cell phone and I dial the number straight away. The difficult part is figuring out what to say to her. 
After a few rings, a woman answers with a wary, "Hello?"
"Susan Levine?"
Her tone only grows more hesitant. "Yes. Who is this?"
"My name's Amelia Woods with the Union Tribune. You called me yesterday and I want to know why."
Beside me, Emily shoots me a wink, her lips curling up. She knows what I'm doing. It's the oldest trick for getting people to admit to something you already suspect to be true. 
Don't ask for confirmation, ask for clarification.
Susan's reaction comes in a beat of silence before she speaks again.
"How'd you get my number?"
"I got it online. I figured you wanted me to get ahold of you."
"I did, sorry--I wasn't in a place where I could talk. I did mean to call you back but I...I got busy."
"Why did you call me, Susan?" I ask again.
"I heard about your story."
There's a sudden drop in my stomach for a moment when I think for sure she's going to say I heard about your attack. But when the word story registers, I rebound with the satisfaction of being right. She was the one who'd called me.
I wait, letting my silence tilt her toward divulging more. She seems to wait, too, so I decide to fold and let her think she has the upper hand.
"Why did you warn me against printing the story? Did you know..." I don't want to reveal my attack if she doesn't yet know. "Did you fear something would happen?"
"I wasn't trying to warn you. I was trying to help you. You shouldn't print the story yet because you have the wrong story. You think the worst thing the mayor's up to is sexual misconduct? There's more. There's so much more."
I look up at Emily, who gestures a circle with her hand, urging me to encourage Susan to keep talking.
"Susan, if you know something, if..."
"Do you know why I got fired? Because I got tired of fucking him. He's married, do you know that? He thought I was this stupid little girl, buying into all his vapid promises about leaving his wife for me one day. He'd talk about taking me on vacations. About buying me things. All empty promises. Yeah, maybe I believed him at first. Then I realized I wasn't the only one. I was stupid. But not for long. I opened my eyes, and I realized what he was really doing. He thought he could control me, thought he had me where he wanted me. That's why he made sure I was the one scheduling all his meetings, witnessing all of the transactions. He'd have me amend notes on checks to hide what they were really for, and whom they were really from. He's a crook. I figured out what he was up to and I knew I'd need leverage. That's what you're missing. The leverage I have."
"Leverage? Of what?"
"Everything."
That one word, she speaks triumphantly. Like she's been waiting to say it out loud, in this very context. Like the everything she's referring to is the crown jewel in her possession.
To me, it is. Even before I know what it is, I want it. So much that my pulse races in my ear. And I know I need to focus. I know I need to play this right or this lead will slip past my fingers.
"Are you willing to give me what you have?"
"I need something in return, first."
I drag a hand over my tired face. Of course she does. Nothing ever comes easy. Nothing real, anyway.
She goes on without prompting. "He has leverage against me, too. He has...photos of me I want returned."
"Susan, I think you're aware that there's no getting back digital photos--"
"They're Polaroids," she cuts in, then snaps, "I'm not a complete idiot."
Emily clasps her hand over her mouth to stifle a snort. I glare at her and she bows her head in a silent apology.
"Where are the pictures, then?" I ask Susan. 
"In his office," she says and just as my brain works quickly to devise an excuse to visit the mayor's office again, she adds, "His home office."
Damn it. That complicates things.
"How do you know he hasn't already made copies?"
"Because he's overly confident. He doesn't think of holes in his own armor. He thinks there's no way those pictures are leaving his possession."
"And how are you so sure they're there?"
"He'd call me late at night and talk about them, about how he'd..." She clears her throat in discomfort. "He'd do things after his wife went to sleep...I--look, they're in there, okay? Trust me. I know him and I know that's where he'd keep them. His wife knows not to go into his office. And he wouldn't keep them at City Hall."
"Right," I agree. "Mayor's too classy for that."
Emily slaps my arm and I cringe at my tone. I shouldn't have made light of her situation. But Susan doesn't seem to take offense. She actually laughs, a small, bitter laugh.
"He's so much worse than you could ever imagine."
"Susan, if I'm going to agree to do this, you need to tell me exactly what you have on him."
"I kept my own records of all his transactions, all his meetings. A ledger with times, dates, amounts, names--"
"Why haven't you gone to the cops?"
"The cops?" she scoffs. "Because I'm not stupid. The mayor's got the chief of police in his pocket. Look, I've got everything, Amelia. Everything you'll need to bring him down. I just haven't been able to use it before now because I want to make sure my name is nowhere near this. You can do that, right? You can keep my name out of it?"
Holy fucking smoking gun.
"I can. And I'll get you those photos," I say. 
"Good, because I'm dying to see that motherfucker burn."
Emily and I share a look.
Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.




 CHAPTER 8
Reed
 
I LEAN BACK AND THE old, worn office chair emits a groan of protest. Four squares of black and white video play out on the screen before us.
The footage from the day of the latest attack doesn't tell us anything we didn't already know. Amelia Woods enters the building. She ambles around the newsroom, disappearing occasionally when she settles behind her desk and out of view. She's one of the last people to leave the building, walking into the parking lot and right out of the video frame, where we know her attacker waits. The next time someone exits the building, it's a light-haired woman in a cardigan, and we know she's the one who found Amelia passed out behind the wheel. We don't catch so much as a single frame of anything useful to our investigation.
"The beauty of security theater," O'Brien says from beside me, feet propped up on the conference room table. She keeps both hands occupied by holding a container of fries with one while pointing a single fry at the screen with the other. "Four cameras, four completely useless angles. These companies care more about the illusion of security than actually achieving it. Okay, let's move on. We've got a lot of ground to cover." She clicks around on her computer and the video on the television changes to reflect the new view from her laptop screen. "This is from a bank one street over. I also have footage from three ATM machines and stoplights. But if he fled on foot like he did the night we caught him on that gas station footage, then we're bound to get him from at least one of these cameras."
This is going to be a long night.
I reach for some of O'Brien's fries, but she pulls the container farther away from me. 
"You got your meal without fries and now you have to live with your poor life decisions," she tells me. 
I sit back in my chair again and stare at the screen, where long stretches of inactivity play out before us. But O'Brien's still looking at me. 
"What? No come back, nothing? You won't even fight for the fry? It's like you--" She cuts off, head tilting a notch. "Hey, isn't your meeting with the attorneys tomorrow? It's late, you should go get rest."
"Let's finish this up, then I'll head out." I glance at my watch, not realizing until this moment what a long day it's been.
She shakes her head. "You know what I don't get? It's been over a year, why is he coming back for you now? What's changed? And why would he go through all of this trouble when he knows he'd lose a trial?"
"I don't know."
"Have you...seen her again?"
There's a curious glint in O'Brien's eyes. She's always been nosy, always probing around my personal life even when she hates revealing details of her own. There's always a double standard with O'Brien. Like when she accuses me of making other people's problems my own, but she does the exact same thing.
"You know I haven't."
"The ironic part is she never pressed charges against him, yet here you are dealing with this bullshit. "
"She was the real victim that night, let's not forget that." 
"Give me a break. She stood right next to him during one of those press conferences. You expect me to feel sorry for her? I can't, Reed. I can't begin to understand that mentality."
I remain silent, but my jaw gives an involuntary twitch. Luckily for O'Brien, she's never been in the position of needing to understand why a woman would go back to her abuser. I, on the other hand, struggled with that very question from the time I was a kid, under vastly different circumstances.
"This entire situation pisses me off," O'Brien says.
"Yeah? Me too."
Her tired face lights up for a moment with humor before sinking back to concern. 
"Okay, really. You go, I'll finish the rest of the footage, there's not much left to look through."
I get to my feet, but there's a nagging in the back of my mind.
"Hang on, pull up the Union Tribune footage again." 
O'Brien takes a sip from her soft drink before pulling the footage onto her laptop screen again. The image appears on the television, which is easier to look at since it's a larger screen.
 I point at the square with footage from the parking lot. 
"We know the camera angle cuts off half the lot. This guy is either really smart or really lucky. He's avoided being captured in the act. But look--" 
Leaning forward again, I tap the bottom right square, which shows the Union Tribune newsroom from the perspective of an ultra-wide camera lens. A large, open room with rows of desks. We lose sight of Amelia Woods each time she sits behind hers.
"Her desk is just out of sight, here. Coincidence?"
O'Brien watches the screen for a moment. 
"Looks like it just sits right at the far edge of the frame and gets cut off."
"I can buy him prowling the edges of store parking lots, where the security cameras don't reach, but here's an interior camera pointed so that the only view of our victim is obstructed? That doesn't bug you? How far back does this footage go?" 
She sets down the container of fries and dusts off her hands. "It goes back two months, anything before that will take a few days for them to send over." 
We roll back the footage, causing the minuscule people to move backward at warp speed around the newsroom until we reach the very end of the feed.
"Camera angles haven't changed," O'Brien says, shredding the suspicion I didn't voice. "Does that make you feel better?"
It should.
But it doesn't.




 CHAPTER 9
Amelia
 
THE STREET RUNNING ADJACENT TO my place slopes downward, stretching out for miles, cutting through downtown San Diego and ending at the bay. This morning, a thick fog fills the air outside, obscuring my view of the distant city buildings. Obscuring my view of anything farther than a few hundred yards away. Fog isn't unusual this time of year, moisture clinging to the air in a hazy, low lying cloud. It's been like this almost every morning this past week, but today feels different. Today I'm different. There's a stillness in the air that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end.
[Leaving now. Be there in ten.]
Kathleen sent this text twenty minutes ago. I keep expecting her silver truck to pull up in front of my place, but the longer I stand on my front steps, the more I get the peculiar sensation of being watched. But that's ridiculous. Nothing stirs in the street. Not a car, not a single person. There's no one out here but me.
"Get it together, Amelia."
I whisper this to myself. I say it aloud like there's another me inside my head, waiting for instructions on how to feel, on how to act. Am I really ready to go back to work? It's barely been a full day since my attack, and I can't even entertain the thought of getting into my own car. I've put myself in the position of needing Kathleen, of counting on her promise to carpool with me.
Each second I wait, the more my unease builds. I run a hand over the back of my neck as though my discomfort is a bug I can swat away. But I can't. Something inside of me is at odds with the very air around me.
This is how I used to feel on an almost daily basis when I was younger, sitting in the lobby of the funeral home and waiting for my father to finish his work. I remember thinking he wasn't good at his job, because he often seemed rattled by it. He cared too much and felt too deeply. Tending to the dead festered a fear within him. A fear of the world and everything in it. Maybe this fear was the driving force behind the stories he'd share with me during our drives home. Awful stories of the ways in which lives end, tragically and much too soon. And maybe I was too young to hear these things, but he never sheltered me from the harsh realities of the world, never sugarcoating a thing. Even then, I didn't want to feel safe. I wanted to know what there was to fear so I could protect myself from it.
[Where are you? I'm leaving in a few minutes if you don't show up.]
I send the text and the electronic swoosh marking its delivery erupts from the speakers of my phone. As though ignited by the sound, a sudden thought sparks in my head. The thought comes in the form of a small, snide voice in the back of my mind.
Kathleen...she's playing me. 
She never intended on carpooling. She's just using what happened to ridicule me. And I fell for it. Someone I know for a fact doesn't like me offers a hand and I take it without a second thought? Couldn't I have been a little more suspicious at her sudden change of heart? I second-guess every damn thing, except, apparently, the things that seem to really matter. 
The warm wash of embarrassment floods me. I'm the world's biggest idiot. Kathleen is probably already at work, settled comfortably behind her desk.
Fuming, I call a cab and shove my phone into my pocket. The cab arrives in minutes, yet still I stride forward with an undeniable surge of angry energy. I push open the gate and let it slam behind me with a loud clang that echoes down the street. Seeing the figure of a man in the driver's seat makes me pause. I can't see his face at first, and I'm reluctant to even open the door. 
Then he looks over his shoulder and I spy an old man, greeting me with a polite smile. I slide into the back seat and tell him where I'm going. The whole ride to work, I imagine Kathleen's smug face. I thought the tension between us was a harmless office rivalry. But this? Is she really petty enough to pull a high school antic like this on me? Will she enjoy watching me stroll in late, knowing I waited outside my house for her?
When the cab finally pulls into the parking lot, he circles around to the front. I try but fail to spot Kathleen's truck. It's typically parked in the shady area under the trees. Today, Caleb's red Buick occupies that spot. 
I'm too riled up to think too much about this.
I pay the driver and ease out of the cab. It's early morning, the lot is filled with cars, and every inch lit evenly by daylight. Yet, I still feel a trickle of apprehension as I leave the car, scanning my surroundings and walking faster than I normally would toward the building entrance. 
Inside, Dale stands behind the front desk, head bowed as he tears through the edges of a package with a letter opener. Dale is young, but his security guard uniform goes a long way to convey the authority he lacks. Lucky thing he never has to do any real policing since nothing ever happens around here. 
Except for that time something did happen. To me. 
 When the doors shut behind me, Dale's attention snaps up. His mouth parts and his already round eyes widen further beneath his uniform baseball cap. He makes his way to the front of the desk, his movements carrying the ghost of a limp I've come to expect from him.
"Amelia, are you all right?" he asks. "I thought you were out for the week." 
"Yeah, I'm okay and...nope, I'm back." 
How many times will I have to say this phrase today? 
I want to smile at him, but I find my irritation is still too close to pull it off effortlessly.  
He stands there, staring at me, waiting for me to say something else to break the silence. I don't know why I don't walk away. Instead, I say, "I've never seen you here this early."
"It's, uh, a temporary thing. Until everyone feels comfortable again."
"Ah," I say, pretending I'm not aware I'm the reason everyone needs reassurance of their safety. Dale looks uncomfortable, too, as if he doesn't know quite what to say.
Then, after another lull, he blurts out, "I should've walked you out that night." 
      "Stop," I say, cringing internally at the way his large eyes fill with regret.
"I shouldn't have let it happen..."
Dale doesn't carry a gun and his frame suggests he wouldn't bode well in a serious confrontation. I think of the force of my attacker and decide Dale would've just gotten himself hurt. 
He moves forward, clearly wanting to say something else, but his right leg knocks against the side of the desk. A soft clang rings out, metal against wood, and he goes stiff. 
Awkwardness radiates from him.
Still, maybe I'm not being fair. Dale's limp is evidence he's seen more than his share of hard times. He lost his leg at eighteen serving for the Army in Iraq, ending his military career almost the moment it started. I shouldn't know this. He's never divulged this personal detail to me, but sometimes hoarding information means knowing things about people they haven't yet chosen to share with you.
"It's not your fault." I manage a weak smile then break eye contact. "I've got to get going."
I make my walk down the hall without waiting for his response. Once in the newsroom, I have to weave between the rows of desks on my way to my own. Everywhere I move, eyes dart up at me, a few people call my name, ask me if I'm all right. I keep my answers short to avoid being pulled into another discussion. 
When I reach Duncan's office, I stand at his door and knock, waiting for him to call me inside. He glances up at me from behind his desk with a resigned expression.
"You're stubborn as hell, Amelia," he says. He turns his attention back to his screen and continues typing, as though he isn't surprised to see me or in the mood to argue. Staring at his screen, he adds, "I told you to stay home for the rest of the week."
"Ah, but this place is so much like home, just being here and seeing your face makes me feel all warm and fuzzy," I say in a flat tone.
His reply is equally unenthusiastic. "Your Connolly story didn't go to print. The files are missing. How's that for warm and fuzzy?" 
I try to seem surprised when he looks up at me and adjusts his glasses.
"Damn."
"Yeah. And I've pushed all your other assignments until next week."
"Well, it's a good thing I've got something else to work on." 
He must see a glint in my eye, the promise of a killer story, because he starts to speak. Before he can say a word, I hold up a hand, and add, "I'll come back when I have more to tell you."
"Wouldn't invest too much time on something you haven't gotten approved, but go ahead, give me more dreams to crush." He waves me away like my stubbornness is exhausting him.
I head back out to my desk and settle into my chair. Being back at work brings an odd sense of satisfaction. As usual, there's a cup of coffee left for me at my desk. Seeing this familiar sight, along with Duncan's typical dismissive attitude, all makes me think, for a fleeting moment, that nothing's changed.
My desk phone rings and I answer it instinctually. 
"Ms. Woods," the smooth female voice says, "this is Jennifer Wright with the mayor's office."
I go still. 
"Yes?"
"The mayor would like to meet with you. He has an opening tomorrow morning if you're available."
Speak of the devil.
I solidify the meeting. When I hang up, electricity dances in my veins. Adrenaline. This impromptu meeting in the middle of his busy campaign schedule smells a lot like fear. And a fearful politician just makes me more certain that I'm closing in on a bigger story than the one I'd originally planned.
"Looks like someone's in a good mood. Is it because you ran Kathleen off the road?"
I startle at the voice, looking up to find Caleb standing in front of my desk. The mention of Kathleen sinks my mood.
"Jesus, Caleb. Do you ever do any actual work? Or do you just creep around the office like a meerkat?"
"Simmer down. Why are you always so moody?"
"What do you want? And what did you mean about Kathleen?" 
He slides his hands into his pockets. "I'm on my way to tell Duncan now. She called from the emergency room. Crashed her truck."
Damn. 
I think of all the mental hatred I spewed her way this morning. 
 At my expression, Caleb adds, "Thought you'd know since you were supposed to be coming in with her today."
Did Kathleen tell him? I guess that explains Caleb knowing to leave me coffee this morning.
"Is she okay?" I ask.
"She's not dead, if that's what you're hoping. It's a good thing, too. She's my best staff writer right now and there's too much going on in the sports world." 
"Jesus, Caleb."
I pick up the cup of coffee and take a sip. His attention shifts to something beside me. His mouth puckers in disgust. 
"What the hell is that?"
I follow his gaze and see it for the first time. I'm so used to ignoring it that I filtered out its existence. The rose. Except, it's not like every other rose I've gotten over the past few weeks. It's withered. The bud is bowed, petals shriveled up, bruised and blackened. 
Staring at it, my first thought is the rose must have been sitting on my desk since yesterday. But, no, it can't be. The coffee is still warm. I take the note, which I've also ignored until now, and open it. Five words are scribbled in messy handwriting.
Even bruised roses are beautiful.
A cold shiver rushes through me and I drop the note onto the desk as though it burns my fingers.
"What's it say?" Caleb asks, watching me closely. I'm still reeling from the words. I don't even try to stop him as he reaches for the note to read it for himself. "Well, this is awkward." His amusement dies instantly when I shoot him a cold stare. "Sorry," he says, expression going slack.
"This isn't funny," I snap. "Why the hell would you do this?"
The final traces of humor fall from his face like a boulder. "Me? I didn't do this."
"Bullshit. This is from you. You've been leaving me these for weeks..." My fingertips growing cold as Caleb shakes his head slowly.
"I swear, I've never left anything on your desk. I thought those were from Sabrina. Thought you two had a thing going."
My gaze must be murderous because his confusion slips into defensiveness. He puts up his hands, frowning. "Seriously. I don't know who leaves those there, but it's not me."
The coffee turns to acid on my tongue and bile rises in the back of my throat.
"Was there anything on my desk yesterday? Coffee? Flower?"
He shakes his head. "I came by to borrow your wireless mouse. I didn't see anything."
I think I'm going to be sick. 
The coffee. The roses. The notes. Were they ever from Caleb? With him dropping by every morning to make small talk, asking about the coffee, flirting, I just...assumed. 
What if they are from someone else altogether? 
What if they mean something else? 
The shiver turns into a blade of ice that cuts through me as I get to my feet, shooting up so fast my chair spins backward and hits the other end of my L-shaped desk. The question bellows from me without my conscious consent, loud and demanding. 
"Who put these on my desk?" 
Eyes snap in my direction and the room's chatter abruptly dies down. People look from each other to me to Caleb, who has put considerable distance between us over the last several seconds. 
"Who left these here? Did anyone see?" I hold out the coffee cup and rose like they are dead animals. Everyone just stares at me, the room growing quieter and quieter by the second until every pair of eyes fixes on me. "Answer me!"
"Hey..." Caleb's voice is hesitant, but gentle, like he's talking me off a ledge. "Just calm down."
I throw the cup into the trash so hard the lid bursts open and coffee splatters against the side of my desk. Caleb jumps backward to avoid the splash. I push past him and rush between the rows of desks, my heart pounding so fast my eardrums hurt. I need to get out of the newsroom before the walls close in on me. 
My coworkers erupt into a chorus of confused murmurs, sights on me like a beaming spotlight all the way to the restroom. 
Rushing into the nearest stall, I heave over the toilet, disgusted.
Even bruised roses are beautiful. 
A truth rises from the pit of my stomach. My attack wasn't a random event. My attacker has been courting me for weeks. And I've been accepting his gifts.




 CHAPTER 10
Reed
 
THE CALL COMES IN TO my partner's cell. O'Brien hesitates at the unlisted number lighting up the screen.
"Detective O'Brien," she answers, as we head down the busy hall toward the back of the station. There's a pause, and she shoots me a sideways glance. "Ms. Woods, I--"
A muffled rush of speech cuts O'Brien off.
"Take a breath," she says. "Tell me again. You said, a note?"
I come to a stop beside O'Brien, who holds the phone tightly against her ear, watching me with apprehension as she speaks.
"Ms. Woods, we were getting ready to contact you to let you know a suspect was picked up last night--"
An audible "what?" blares from the other end of the phone.
"He's in custody. We're on our way to question him now."
I don't have to hear Amelia's response to know what she asks. 
How do you know it's him?
"We'll fill you in on the details when we can. No...Ms. Woods, let's not get ahead of ourselves. Those gifts could be completely unrelated. We'll be in touch."
O'Brien hangs up, shaking her head in a telltale expression. I fall in step beside her as she resumes her walk down the hall, explaining as we go.
"She's been getting gifts for about two weeks. Notes, roses, coffee. All left on her desk. Latest set was left this morning, coffee still warm. She thinks they're from the perp."
"Perp's been in custody all night."
"Exactly. She's all shaken up, though."
"I'll look into it." 
"Good," she says, coming to a stop in front of the interrogation room. She checks her watch then takes hold of the door handle. "This might take a while. You'll have to leave early to make your meeting. You ready?"
O'Brien pulls open the door and I follow her inside.
The suspect sits behind a plain, wooden table, his beady eyes trained on my partner and me as we wordlessly invade the small, windowless room.
I assess him in one quick sweep. Lanky build. Nothing to suggest aggression or even strength. He's in his thirties, bare ring finger, dressed in the type of clothes you'd expect a frat boy to wear. He was turned in by his aunt, who thought she recognized him in the gas station surveillance video we released to the press.
I take one of the three chairs in the room, closest to the suspect, and catch my straight-faced reflection in the mirrored pane running along the wall. O'Brien, on the other hand, smiles at him as she sits in the other chair, directly behind the table. 
The guy's response is a nervous twitch of the lips. He scratches his eyebrows and sets his hands in front of him, like he's trying to keep from fidgeting.
This is the reaction we want. The interrogation begins the moment the suspect is made to wait in this grim, soundproof room. With no sense of how much time is passing, a minute can feel like an hour. We play on this, heightening the perception of being trapped, and driving up their instinct to escape at any cost.
O'Brien takes the lead, while I sit quietly, staring at him, He actively avoids my gaze, but fifteen minutes in and a bead of sweat appears at his temple. O'Brien nudges details from the guy, urging him to to clarify his statements as though repetition will only serve to help him. Half an hour later, his story of where he was the nights of the attacks begin to fray. And that's when I step in. My questions come at rapid speed as I pick apart the inconsistencies in his statement and demand his immediate responses. Flustered, he stutters and fidgets and trips over his words. A mere hour into questioning, he breaks. Begins to sob, admitting that yes, it was him on the footage. And that, yes, he's behind the assaults. The admission comes with a flood of other confessions, going deeper into his long history of silently stalking women from the shadows, fantasizing. After starting a new job as a lab technician, he finally acquired access to a way to subdue his victims. He just wasn't physically strong enough to pull it off. 
O'Brien and I share a look.
Jesus, that was fucking easy.
We get him to write out and sign a confession, and read him his rights. Back in our office, I call Amelia Woods. She answers on the second ring.
"Ms. Woods. Just wanted to let you know we've got him. Picked him up last night and he's confessed." 
I fill her in on the details I can and wait for her sigh of relief, somehow looking forward to it as a cap on the entire situation.
Instead, I hear her voice grow low and worried. 
"But if he was picked up last night..." she starts, a crackling silence filling the phone line, "then you're wrong. That man can't be the same man behind my attack. My attacker's still out there."




 CHAPTER 11
Amelia
 
SOMETIMES, IN PURSUIT OF A story, I unearth more than I ever want to know, more than I would ever need or could use. I become buried under irrelevant or misleading information. The trick is to drown out the noise. It's as simple and as hard as that. The problem is, I've never had so much noise. These recent events are all being transmitted slightly out of tune. If only I could tune the radio, figure out which way to turn the knob, I would get a crystal-clear message.
I'm not crazy, and I'm sure as hell not stupid. I am aware that there is a chance the gifts, the note, the mayor's exposé, aren't even connected. But that's not what my gut tells me. The part of me that relies solely on sensory information, that processes things I cannot consciously make sense of, tells me all of these things are related.
Eyes follow my movements as I head back through the newsroom and down to the front doors. No one asks me where I'm going or if I'm all right. Even Dale, who gets clumsily to his feet when I fly past the front desk, doesn't say a thing to me. I avoid his eyes and burst through the front doors. The burn of embarrassment tinges my tongue at the scene I've caused. 
He might have heard it from down the hall. 
And whoever is behind it all may have heard it, too. I hate that I'm behaving exactly the way my coworkers would expect from someone who shouldn't have returned to work less than forty-eight hours after an attack.
Clutching an invisible compass, I take a cab and follow my instincts straight to the police station. Amidst the sounds of phones ringing and countless voices speaking at once, I approach the reception desk. 
The woman behind the desk is a uniformed police officer, with her hair slicked back in a tight black bun. Her thin eyebrows don't make her face any friendlier than her slightly downturned lips.
In the time I've stood here, she's barely glanced at me once. Instead busying herself answering three phone calls back to back, flipping through papers on her desk, jotting things down. Once or twice, she turns to give messages to some of the officers behind her, who sit at open desks along the room, some on the phone, others speaking to plain-clothed people sitting in the chairs beside them. The room has a chaotic energy to it, despite the relatively low volume level and the overall demeanor of the officers. 
"Excuse me," I say again, more forcefully.
"One minute, ma'am," the woman responds, her tone flat as she reaches for the ringing phone yet again.
I snatch it from her hand before she can bring it to her ear. The woman's demeanor flips in an instant, from bored to alert. From dismissive to threatened. 
I'm not sure what I was thinking. I hand her the receiver before she can demand for its return, but she doesn't go on to ignore me this time. She tells the person on the other end to hold on and slams the phone down, turning her disbelieving gaze on me as though demanding I explain myself.
"I need to speak to Detective O'Brien or Detective Reed. It's important."
"Okay, ma'am," she says, with the stern but steady tone of someone defusing a situation. "Sit down. I'll call them up in a minute." 
The second she says this, the woman picks up the phone call she put on hold and speaks to the person on the other line. 
There is no frustration like feeling desperate for something and having to pull teeth to get it. If I didn't know firsthand how awful it felt to be strangled, I'd be tempted to fantasize about strangling this woman.
I turn from the desk with the intention of sitting back down, but a familiar voice in mid-conversation reaches me. I falter, nearly bumping right into the source of the sound.
"...I'm heading there now--" 
Detective Reed comes to an abrupt stop in front of me. He'd been walking in the direction of the front entrance, his phone pressed to his ear. He ends his call.
"Ms. Woods..."
"Detective, I--" The words die in my throat. I didn't realize he was so tall. He towers over me, his shoulders somehow wider and more commanding than I remembered. His eyes are fixed on mine, as he waits for me to talk. "I...I need to speak with you."
There's a moment's hesitation and I'm sure he's going to tell me he is on his way out. 
Instead, he says, "Let's go down to my office," and leads me past the front desk and down a wide hallway.
Large windows run along each side of the hall, allowing me to sneak glances into some of the rooms we pass. Offices, interrogation rooms, meeting rooms with dozens of chairs gathered around presentation boards. Other rooms have the blinds pulled closed, but one of the blinds isn't shut well enough. A thin man sits in an interrogation room, staring at his hands.
"This way," Reed says, opening up a door at the end of the hall. 
The space is small and crammed, with two desks on opposite ends of the room, facing each other, both littered with papers and stacks of documents. A board hangs on one of the walls, papers haphazardly pinned to it, but other than that, the walls are blank and uninviting. No windows, no decor. 
"Detective O'Brien isn't available right now, but please--" he motions to one of the chairs in front of the second desk "--have a seat."
 I do, but as I sit down, I catch a glimpse of a folder on his desk. My name is clearly printed on its tab in bold typeface. Just as my eyes focus on it, Reed moves it out of the way, clearing the stretch of desk between us as though to facilitate conversation. 
I'm sure I heard him tell whoever was on the phone he was heading out yet when he settles into his chair, he fixes me with a perfectly patient look, as though he has all the time in the world for me.
"How can I help you?"
I look back down at the desk to gather my thoughts. They think they have their suspect and I have to convince them they are wrong. They won't take me seriously unless I push them to. I'm no stranger to advocating for myself. I've had plenty of practice.
Abrasive. Be abrasive.
"I want an update on my investigation," I say. "Now that I've got you here and you can't brush me off like on the phone."
He doesn't even blink at my tone.
"For the record, my partner brushed you off. But she had good reason, we were heading into an interrogation. She's with the suspect now, in fact."
"How are you so sure this is the same man who attacked me?"
"Ms. Woods--"
"Amelia."
"Amelia, the suspect can be placed in or near the crime scenes on the nights of the attacks. He has a history of petty crimes. He has access to the chloroform. He confessed. In detail. He's our guy."
"You're wrong."
"Why are you so certain it isn't him? Is it the gifts you mentioned to Detective O'Brien?" Once again, I bite my tongue at a question where the answer points to an intangible source. "Is it possible," he starts again, "these gifts were left by a friend? An admirer?"
My gaze swings up to meet his at the last word, just in time to catch a flash of something. As though he could easily understand why someone would want to court me.
I reach into my purse, pull out the note I received this morning, and set it down on the desk in front of us, face up.
Even bruised roses are beautiful.
"Are these the types of notes you'd leave someone you admire, Detective?"
He stares at the note, then looks back at me, clearly surprised. There's absolutely no denying the note was meant to creep under my skin and live there. 
"Exactly," I say in response to his silence.
He sits back in his chair.
"These anonymous gifts, how long have you been getting them?"
"Somewhere around two weeks." 
"This person has been patiently leaving these gifts, day after day, with no reciprocation on your end."
It's a statement, not a question. So I stare, wondering where he's going with this.
"If it's the same person and they've had access to you for weeks, why Monday night?" he finally asks. "What was different about that night to incite the attack?"
I think about this, taking the time to inhale a long breath and run my hand through my hair.
"It was...it was my first time walking to my car alone in weeks. My friend Sabrina and I always left together. We'd chat in the parking lot for a few minutes then head off to our cars. But she left the office for good Monday morning."
I hadn't thought about that before.
He shakes his head, clearly not sold. There's more to the way he looks at me, questions in his eyes he isn't asking. I get the distinct feeling of something being held over my head, dangled there in the silence. And the way he scans my face makes me fear he can read my thoughts. 
My fears.
But he can't know, can he? 
"Tell me this," he begins again, "apart from these gifts being anonymous, is there any other reason for you to suspect they are from your attacker? Or--let me rephrase that. If it weren't for these anonymous gifts, would you have any other reason to think you were being targeted?"
"There's also..."
Two weeks...
Did the gifts begin to appear at my desk before or after I interviewed the mayor? I strain my memory, but the days before my attack blend together in a monotonous heap. 
"There's also what?"
Reed watches me, waiting for my response. 
But I fall silent.
Suggesting the highest city official could be behind my attack is a boisterous claim. At best, Reed would think I'm crazy. At worst, he'd expose my story in the course of investigating its relevancy. I would kiss my exclusive goodbye.
"Never mind," I say, running a hand over my face. "I just need to know who's behind these."
"I will look into the gifts. But you should go home, get some rest. When's the last time you got some sleep?"
The question seems innocent enough. He speaks it in a calm, nonchalant way, and yet I still sense an unspoken statement present. It drapes over us in the pregnant silence. 
"What's that file on your desk?" I ask, nodding to the spot where he'd moved the folder when we first sat down. "I saw my name on it."
"It's your file."
"My file?"
The words shouldn't elicit worry in me. I should hear them and assume he's talking about the case we are discussing at this moment. But my insides churn with dread.
"We had to look into your past. Victimology is an important part of all our investigations--"
The door of the office opens, and I swing around. O'Brien comes into the room, stopping mid-step when she sees me. 
"Reed, you're supposed to be gone already. You're going to be late."
"Ms. Woods, my apologies, but I actually do have to get going. Detective O'Brien will pick this up from here. To address your concerns."
I get to my feet and he steps around the desk to extend a hand. His grasp is firm, but his caramel eyes are warm and convey effortless comfort. The warmth of his skin lingers on mine until I realize the moment has lasted seconds longer than necessary. I release his hand but he hesitates before turning for the door, where his partner waits.
In that moment of hesitation, I swear, by the look in his eyes, he'd stay if I only asked him to.
"Ms. Woods, I'll be right with you," O'Brien says, offering a polite smile before stepping back out into the hall with Reed and shutting the door behind her. Their shadows are visible in the frosted glass of the door and I hear their voices.
I turn back to Reed's desk, snatch up the folder he tucked out of view. I scan through the contents of the file as quickly as I can. 
O'Brien and Reed's voices are audible from the other side of the door.
"...and try to keep it together," she says with an almost parental tone.
"I've been practicing my table flip--"
"This isn't funny--" 
"--can't let that go to waste."
I turn the pages of the file quicker, past the police reports, witness accounts of the aftermath from Dale and Kathleen, and notes on their interview of me at the hospital. I don't admit to myself what I'm looking for among these pages. The conversation on the other side of the door draws to a close. 
"This could end today. Just...don't do anything stupid."
"It'll be fine. Stop worrying."
I rush to the end of the file and find the document I feared I'd see. 
One dated six years prior. 
My insides do an abrupt flip. 
Footsteps sound as Reed heads down the hall and the door handle clicks, announcing O'Brien returning to the office.
I close the file and shove it back where I found it. 
O'Brien walks back inside. Thankfully, the sudden way I straighten goes unnoticed as she rubs the space between her eyes before turning her attention to me.
"Sorry about that, if I could get you to sit here at my desk--Ms. Woods?"
I'm already past her desk and on my way to the door.
"Never mind, Detective," I say, pulling the door open. "I'm sorry to bother you." 
Her mouth hangs open in question but I step out of the room. I wasted my time coming here. Nothing I say will convince these detectives they have the wrong man. Not if they believe the version of me in that file.




 CHAPTER 12
Reed
 
MY ATTORNEY WAITS FOR ME outside of his office, a ball of apprehension peering at me from behind his glasses.
"You're late," he says, "but perhaps it's for the best. I think we should reschedule."
"What? Why would we reschedule?"
"Thatcher's in there," Clark says.
I point to the door behind him. "He's in there?"
"Frankly, I can't believe his attorney would pull a stunt like this, but I'm against it. I don't want you in there."
Clark looks worried as he surveys my reaction. He doesn't seem confident in me and, to be honest, the guy doesn't inspire confidence from me either. He's too twitchy, a drop of a dime away from breaking out into a sweat. But he's what the city could afford, and with my pay being docked, I couldn't do any better myself. 
Beggars, as it turns out, really can't be choosers.
Staring at the door, I straighten and run a hand down the front of my suit. This has taken enough time from my life. Every day it stretches onward, I risk losing more than just a case.
"I'd like to properly meet the man I knocked unconscious," I say.
Clark's heavy sigh is muffled by the groaning sound of the door as I pull it open.
The conference table stretches out before me. There are two men sitting on one side of it, and their heads turn in my direction as Clark and I enter the room. 
One of the men has sleek white hair that gives the notion of experience when coupled with sharp blue eyes. He smiles politely while simultaneously assessing every inch of me.
The second man's face brings a fleeting surge of recognition. Clearly, I've villainized the memory of him. There's nothing menacing about the man now that his face isn't cast in the harsh shadows of his porch light.
That night, I had no idea who this man was or the money at his disposal. James Thatcher. Son of the CEO and founder of the Thatcher Organization, an international conglomerate known mostly for its lucrative real estate developments. Translation--he's used to getting away with whatever the hell he wants.
His shoulders are squared with an air of entitlement and his unsmiling face is shaved, his complexion smooth and deceptively charismatic. His black hair isn't the careless, ruffled mess it was during our last encounter, but rather a carefully finger-combed style. He's the picture of a rich playboy, groomed and civil. Except for his bad habit of pummeling women with his fists, namely, his wife.
Clark passes me and takes a seat first, straight across from the two men. I unbutton my suit jacket and sit beside him.
When Thatcher's green eyes meet mine, his jaw gives the smallest of twitches. Only then do I peer past the curtain of shiny, privileged exterior to the loosely collared animal inside of him. His large hands rest on the table in front of him in loose fists.
For a moment, no one speaks.
All eyes are on me.
Clark leans into my ear and says, "Let me do the talking."
The two attorneys fall into a pointed discussion while referring to Thatcher and me as though we're not in the room. 
Thatcher and I watch each other in silence, though he seems to actively work against speaking. We've never exchanged a word, having never formally met. 
But I've met hundreds of men like him. Even though he doesn't look the type to beat women--and they rarely do--I recognize the signs of all the men I've known to do this. They all have the same chip on their shoulder, the same quiet anger coursing through their veins. Anger they so easily take out on women and children, and anyone too small to hit them back. 
A year and a half ago, this man met the end of my fist--among various other jagged edges I can form with my limbs--and ended up sprawled out on the floor of his own patio.
His injuries have long since healed. The initial assault charges he filed against me were dismissed, and I was sure the situation was handled and forgotten. But a few months ago, I got served. He filed a civil suit for personal injury against the city and me. In a flash, it seems it's all come back to haunt me with a vengeance. As though the spectacle I went through the first time around wasn't enough. 
"You don't want this to go to trial, Watson," Clark says to Thatcher's attorney. "No jury is going to sympathize with your client. He attacked an on-duty law enforcement officer."
Thatcher wouldn't win a trial, but he has the means to drag this out until he bankrupts me. Everyone in this room is well aware of this fact.
"Two broken limbs, three dislocated joints, and a concussion. Does that sound like the result of reasonable force when your client came away without a scratch? My client wants to see this through. Because this is bigger than him. This is about a vigilante who oversteps the line of enforcing the law and decides to take it upon himself to delve out punishment as well."
"Vigilante?" Clark lets out a small laugh I'm sure he intends to sound incredulous, but instead sounds caught off guard.
"This gym your client owns, Trident Mixed Martial Arts, conducts self-defense classes highly targeted toward women."
I open my mouth to speak, but Clark answers for me. "What's your point?"
I see where this is going and tension works its way into my jaw.
Watson turns his steely gaze on me. "Detective, why does your gym prey on abused women--"
"Let's not be ridiculous. It doesn't prey on abused women," Clark says. "It's a resource, a place of refuge where, yes, those women are able to learn to defend themselves."
"Place of refuge? Is that what you call it?" Thatcher snaps, staring right at me. His attorney sets a hand on his arm, as though sensing the bubbling of anger. "I know you live there, is that where she is now? In your place of refuge?"
Hatred and accusation froth up in his eyes. It's all there, his fears, his twisted reasoning. 
"She left you," I say. 
Our attorneys look between us, confused.
"Like you don't know."
He wants to insinuate Lena Thatcher and I were involved in an affair, but nothing could be further from the case. She was a student. One of dozens who participated in a weekly self-defense class, back when I still taught them.
For some time, I couldn't even remember her name. She was quiet and timid, the type who startled if I gave her directions too loudly. And yes, reminded me of my mother. The difference was, unlike my mother, Lena wanted to learn how to defend herself. I kept my distance from her during classes, just because she seemed frightened by me, unable to look me in the eyes for too long. She kept showing up week after week, and I hoped she was confiding in some of the other students, finding some sort of support network.
I didn't know her story, but I had my suspicions. I'd seen the bruises she brought with her. I'd seen how they grew steadily larger and more and more visible.
One night, she did something she'd never done before and approached me at the end of class. She thanked me. I'll never forget the look in the woman's eyes, the gratitude. She thanked me for the classes, but told me she wouldn't be back. Before I could ask why, she turned and left my gym.
That should've been the end of it, but it wasn't.
And now her husband sits across from me, the venom in his eyes giving me the answer to a question I've asked myself for months. If he's coming after me, it's because my gym and the self-defense classes mean something to her. He's punishing her by hurting other people.
Something I've witnessed a man do before. Some women are too broken to hurt directly, some women care about everything and everyone before themselves. 
"Where is she?" Thatcher asks through clenched teeth. He looks like he's dying to flip over the table to reach me.
I wish he would try. 
"Thatcher, that's enough," Watson says, once again setting a hand on his client's arm before turning his attention back to Clark and me. "We are open to settlement negotiations if it means avoiding what will be a very messy trial--"
I'm on my feet. 
"Where are you going? We're not done here, Detective."
"Sebastian--" Clark calls after me, rushing out of his chair.
But I'm already halfway to the door.
"This meeting is over. That asshole's not getting a cent from me."




 CHAPTER 13
Reed
 
MY PARTNER SITS BEHIND HER desk, eyes narrowed and fixed squarely on me as I enter our small office. The woman can glare like nobody's business. She can also read me like a book and I can tell she's looking to decipher my thoughts without me having to say a word.
"You stormed out, didn't you?"
I sit behind my desk, straighten my tie, and change the topic. "What happened with Woods?"
"Well, she stormed out, too. Right behind you, didn't you see her?"
"I didn't. You didn't talk to her at all? She's convinced her attack is unrelated to the others."
"We know it is related. Our perp confessed to all four attacks. Parking lot of the Union Tribune. He confessed," O'Brien repeats, like I wasn't in the room when it happened.
"She's still scared. Plus, there are those anonymous gifts."
"Reed, we've got five open cases to slam through and, I'm sorry, but you know she's got a history of connecting dots that don't exist. Oh, come on, don't look so confused--you know exactly what I'm talking about." 
She nods over to my desk, to the folder siting just out of my reach, the name Amelia Woods printed on the tab. 
"That?" I point to the file. "That was years ago. I don't think it's relevant."
"No, your smaller brain doesn't think it's relevant." She nods down to indicate the crotch of my pants. "And I suggest you stop thinking with it." 
Her question takes me off guard. I've never once insinuated I find Amelia attractive, but I suppose if anyone could tell it would be O'Brien. She can read people as if they are scrolling screens of spelled-out intentions.
"Oh, come on, Reed. I saw the way you looked at her. Would you come to this same conclusion if you weren't attracted to her? Find out where the gifts are coming from so we can lay this to rest. My gut's telling me we're dealing with paranoia where she's concerned."
My knee-jerk reaction is to come to Amelia's defense, but that's ridiculous. I have no ground to stand on regarding the subject. I don't know Amelia. I do know O'Brien, though. She's the lead on this case and her instincts are always on point. With what we found in Amelia's record, coupled with her profession and the overall impression she gives off, it's easy to suggest we're dealing with someone who will jump canyons to reach conclusions.
Still...there's something about her case that bugs me. 
I keep thinking of how small and vulnerable she looked in that hospital bed, and I wish I could bring her some peace of mind. It only takes me being left alone in the office for curiosity to get the best of me. I reach across my desk and grab the phone. This is around the time he's usually at his desk, doing paperwork. The line rings only twice before his bored voice cuts in, practically spitting out the words, "Trident Martial Arts."
I'll have to work on his customer service skills.
"Travis, it's Sebastian."
The greeting is met with a trickle of silence, probably where he wonders if I'm calling with bad news. Then, "Hey, man. What do you need?"
"I'm curious if a woman stopped by yet, asking about self-defense classes."
"You'll have to be more specific than that."
"Petite, dark hair, name of Amelia."
He mumbles something under his breath, then says, "Oh yeah, her. She came by yesterday morning snapping at me. What's her deal?"
Yesterday morning. Jesus. She went to the studio straight from the hospital?
"She was assaulted, Monday night. We caught the guy, but I sent her your way. I'm curious, when does she start?"
"Start what? She took off. Wasn't happy I couldn't fit her into the schedule."
"Why the hell not?"
"Class is full."
"Make room." 
"Sebastian, I can't. There's only two of us here and we are literally up to our necks."
I run a hand over my lower jaw. But I know he's right. He'd make room for her if he could. It's not like I've been any help. There was a time I was very much involved in the studio's daily operations. But ever since I made detective, my schedule is too erratic. I depend on Travis to keep my business afloat. He's doing a fantastic job at it, handling every necessary aspect. I really shouldn't give him shit.
"You have her info?" 
"Yeah, she filled out an application."
I tap a finger on my desk, and then words I shouldn't say spill out of my mouth.
"Call her back. Tell her we have an opening."
"What opening? I know you're not going to hire someone else." He lets out a little laugh and fake-mumbles, "Cheap bastard."
"Real funny, asshole." 
He knows how much I worry about the gym, knows I'd hire ten more people if I could. But my situation is tricky. With my pay being docked, I'm depending more than ever on the income from the studio.
"Call her back," I say again. "Offer her private lessons."
"With who?"
"With me."




 CHAPTER 14
Amelia
 
THE AIR IS THICK WITH a mixture of sweet and musky notes. Wall-to-wall mirrors run along the back wall. Reflected in them is a group of half a dozen elementary-school-aged kids donning white karate suits. Their instructor's a twenty-something-year-old man with prominent brow bones that add a strong and domineering quality to his face. This isn't the guy I met with yesterday. Travis. He's here somewhere, though. He's the one that called me and asked me to come in this evening to arrange private lessons.
Walking into the studio brings relief that threatens to relax my shoulders, but I resist. I rub my face and try to remind myself of the urgency that propelled me through these front doors. It's been a day full of unsettling revelations. The jarring suspicion my attack was premeditated and the terrifying fact that the police are no longer looking for the person who tried to harm me. 
I stare at the class of white-robed students as their instructor guides them in a routine. On my right, I pass the wall of framed pictures and awards, the studio's history in photographs. I didn't pay attention to these the last time I was here, but seeing them now bolsters my confidence in my decision to come back. The pictures show groups of adults as well as groups of children. The students all stand tall, faces beaming with pride.
Movement reflects off the glass as someone steps beside me. 
A shriek bursts from my lips. The noises in the studio die down, the class disrupted at my yell of surprise. A few students stumbled mid-kick to look back at me where I stand. The instructor struggles to regather their attention.
Embarrassment blasts my face as I bring my attention to the man beside me. His powerful posture and build stand out before the rest of his features, causing a lag before recognition hits me.
"Jesus," he says. "I didn't mean to startle you."
I falter, blinking in bewilderment. "Detective Reed?" 
I almost don't recognize him. He isn't dressed in the business attire I've seen him in. His jeans and black t-shirt are in stark contrast to his stern posture.
He doesn't seem surprised I'm here and I figure it's because he referred me. In turn, I bite back my own question of what he's doing here. 
Instead, I say, "I'm looking for Travis, he asked me to come in."
"Of course, follow me."
Reed leads me down a narrow hall and into a small office crammed with a couch, desk, and filing cabinet. The place sets my nerves on edge. I look around at the pieces on the walls. Frames stuck up without rhyme or reason, all different sizes, shapes, and colors. Pictures, awards, and other random martial arts related items strung up as decoration. Aesthetically, the place is a clusterfuck.
Reed motions for me to have a seat and, after squeezing past the filing cabinet, settles down behind the desk. I'm left looking around, puzzled, halfway expecting Travis to pop in and ask the detective what he's doing behind his desk.
"I'm sorry--am I...is my meeting with you?"
"Ms. Woods--"
"Amelia," I remind him, my brows still furrowed in confusion.
"Amelia, I'm sorry, I thought Travis explained it to you. This is my gym. I haven't taught any classes for a while now, but I offer private lessons from time to time."
Oddly, what surprises me isn't that he owns this gym.
"You're offering me private lessons?"
"I am."
"With you?"
"Yes. With me."
Thinking, I fold my hands over my lap and his gaze falls there. When I pull a hand back up to tuck my hair behind my ears, his gaze rises there, too. He's watching me so closely it's making me wonder what he's searching for.
"Detective--"
"Please, call me Reed. Or Sebastian, it's my first name."
Sebastian.
A guy like him couldn't have just any name. It had to be a name that stirs your tongue. The way his appearance stirs your eyes when you look at him. 
He stares right back, patient as always.
"Have you looked into the gifts being left at my desk?"
"You've only just told us about them this morning. You'll have to give us time."
Fair enough.
"But you will look into them? You'll handle my case separately?"
He looks out toward the door behind me, undecipherable thoughts fleeting past his expression. Seeming to come to some deliberation, he meets my gaze again. 
"That isn't my call," he says, plainly. "Your case is still part of the investigation on the string of assaults. And that investigation is coming to a close." 
"So, why did you call me here?"
He sets his hands down in front of him and brings his fingertips together. All the while, he takes in my features more freely than before. With more open appreciation than before.
His lips part slow and hesitant. "I'd like to offer you peace of mind."
"You know what would bring me peace of mind? You catching the guy who did this to me." I zip down my jacket to reveal more of the bruises peeking out from under my V-neck t-shirt.
Reed looks at me with a steely focus I couldn't break if I tried. At the sight of my bruises, something darts past his eyes like a fleeting shadow. Anger. He shakes his head as though to clear it, glances down at his hands then back at me.
"We've got our suspect in custody. He's not cutting loose anytime soon. He's our guy. We've got him." 
Small tendrils of anger shoot through me. 
"With all due respect, fuck your certainty, Detective." 
First, he looks surprised, but then a struggle forms in his eyes, as though he's keeping himself from saying what he really wants to.
"Amelia, listen..."
I take a quick breath. There's a delicacy to the way he says my name. A fragility that hints at how he sees me, like he has to handle me with care so that I don't fall apart suddenly in a spectacular show of neurotic emotions. Because he knows. He has the file, a window into one of the worst times of my adult life.
I get it now. I get why he called me here. Why he's offering me these classes.
The careful tone of his voice, the pity in his eyes, it all sets my teeth on edge. I'm reminded of all the times I've been looked at like this. Poor little girl with no one to vouch for her, no one to be outraged on her behalf.
I've been victimized in the past. I've been underestimated. I've been made to look crazy and seem like a liar. I walked through these doors because sitting alone in my apartment tonight made my skin crawl. I came here because learning to defend myself rose to the top of my most urgent needs. But I recognize the expression in Reed's eyes. He's straddling a white horse. I came here for strength, not to let someone who only sees me for my weaknesses handle me. The pain and soreness in my body are on such a low frequency, my thoughts about it all perfectly numbed.
"You know what?" I say. "Never mind. Never mind this whole thing. Thanks for the offer, Detective. But none of this is for my peace of mind. It's for yours. It's so you can battle with the guilt of knowing you're sending me out there, alone. Someone out there is antagonizing me, at best, and trying to kill me, at worst. It doesn't matter if you choose to believe it or not. If you won't help me, I'll have to find a way to help myself."
I turn from him, but right before I do, I could swear he wants to reach out to stop me. I hesitate, in the same way he hesitated yesterday, eyes glinting with a hope he couldn't bring himself to say aloud. I wait for him to ask me to stay. But he doesn't. 
So I leave. I walk away from him, out of the studio, and into the crisp night, all alone, where every single shadow makes me jump right out of my skin.




 CHAPTER 15
Amelia
 
BEING A WARD OF THE state taught me some useful things. Inside of me, there's a switch I can flip to rein in my emotions. Anger, sadness, even fear. I learned to shut them away, gather myself in an internal bunker to weather out tough times. 
There was a catch. 
It's impossible to pick and choose emotions, what you want to feel and what you don't. It's all or nothing. And when I shut myself off to everything I don't want, I shut myself off to everything I do want. 
I become a shell.
Tonight, as I lie in bed, my apartment dark and quiet, I decide I need to bunker down. I can't allow fear to paralyze me. I'd rather feel nothing at all.
I shut my eyes and will myself to sleep. 
You're on your own.
The phrase is one I've repeated to myself before, many times throughout my life. Anyone else might find it discouraging, but I find it gives me strength. Weakness comes from thinking you have a choice, thinking there's a reprieve on the horizon. Strength comes from not having any other choice but to be strong. 
From being on your own. 
Minutes stretch out before me, impossibly long, then turn to hours in the single blink of an eye. Time slips away as I remain frustratingly aware of every nuance in the silence around me. Some hours later, I sink into fragmented dreams where long hallways end at doors with water seeping from under them.
I dream of my father, of the time he took me to a gun range after school, only this time the gun kept getting jammed. And when a stranger appears out of nowhere, the gun disappears from my hands all together.
I startle awake and fumble around in the dark to turn on my bedside lamp. Half-drunk with sleep and driven by irrational fears, I pull open the drawer to confirm my gun still lies inside. A 9mm I inherited from my father. It's never once left my bedside drawer. But as I turn off the light and try to go back to sleep, I decide it's time to start carrying it in my purse.
Thursday morning comes like a cruel and unusual punishment. I lie in bed listening to my alarm, muscles aching in protest as I finally push past the fatigue to get ready for the day. I'm sure I slept less than three hours. 
I think of my gun again, but I can't carry it around today into City Hall. Today, I meet with a shark.
I go in to work for just an hour before heading to my meeting with the mayor. A cup of coffee sits on the edge of my desk. My stomach grows smaller at the sight of it, of the notecard sitting on top of the single rose. It's a flawless rose, not the putrid one left behind yesterday.
I sit down just as Caleb walks by. He stops as if caught by a sudden thought and turns to my desk. He eyes me with wariness, as if expecting another outburst. I get the feeling I'm being watched from all sides.
"Don't bite my head off, but you look tired. Are you all right?" he asks.
I drag my forearm across the top of the desk, sweeping the coffee, rose, and note right into the trash bin in one swoop. The contents land in a muffled thump and the soft splatter of liquid within its container.
"I'm great," I say, tone flat.
He ambles off, unconcerned, and I scan my surroundings. I can't shake the sensation someone's looking at me. But, still, I need to know. I reach into the trash bin and retrieve the notecard. It trembles in my unsteady fingers as I open it.
It's blank.
Someone's trying to unnerve me and I'm not going to give them the satisfaction. I toss it back into the trash.
On my way out of the building, I pass the break room and halt mid-stride by the doorway. 
"Holy shit," I blurt out.
Kathleen stands in the open refrigerator door. "Hello to you, too," she says, voice slightly muffled by the low hum of the fridge.
She closes the door and her body comes into full view, revealing that her left arm is in a cast held by a sling over her shoulder. Seeing this stabs me with guilt. She visited the hospital and showed concern for me, but I've been so preoccupied and distracted that I didn't do the same for her.
She nods to her cast. "Broken. Hurts like a bitch."
"You're crazy, what are you doing back so soon?"
"Really? Says the girl who was attacked on Monday?"
It's like looking into a mirror, witnessing the same unhealthy obsession with the job I can't shake. 
"I'm so sorry, I...I should've called. Are you okay? What happened?"
"My truck's falling apart, that's what happened."
"Huh?"
"Brakes failed. Nearly died of a heart attack more than anything else."
"Holy shit."
"You keep saying that." She adjusts the strap of her arm sling, seeming unconcerned by her close call. But her words bathe me in worry that tenses my expression.
I move past her and grab some water from the dispenser, the cup cool in my hands. I take a casual sip and ask, "Are the police looking into it?"
"Looking into what?"
"Why your brakes malfunctioned."
"I told you. My truck's a piece of shit. It's in the shop every other week for one thing or another." 
Kathleen watches me and I can feel the way my eyes are beady and tired after a long night of tossing and turning in my bed. She's trying to read into my line of questioning, but coming up short. 
"What is it?" she asks. 
I shake my head, a ridiculous worry creeping over me. 
Once again, I'm left to consider whether something is just a coincidence. With how little sleep I've gotten lately, the reasonable part of my brain has to wonder if I'm really losing it. 
Kathleen's brakes malfunction for the first time, right after she offers to give me a ride to work. Really, how can I not find this strange?
I take another sip of water, the cool liquid flooding my mouth. I swallow, hesitate, then, "Don't you think this is a little weird--your brakes giving out?"
Stop it. Stop. 
It has nothing to do with you.
"What are you getting at?" Kathleen's face softens with realization. "You think someone tampered with my brakes?"
"Did you tell anyone you were picking me up?"
I don't like to be looked at the way she's looking at me. Like I'm beyond ridiculous, like I'm the punchline to a dark joke, just around the corner.
"You can't be serious, Amelia." Her head shake is slow and almost pitiful. "Okay, look, I'll call the repair shop right now."
"You don't have to do that."
She pulls out her cell phone and starts scrolling through her call log. "No, I missed their call anyway. I'll ask them about it right now and put this to bed."
I don't stop her. I stand there, waiting. She speaks to someone on the phone, gets put on hold. Then has a short conversation with someone about her repairs. She holds the phone tight to her ear, listening intently and nodding, when suddenly she freezes.
"Motherfucker." Her face drains of humor as she lowers the phone, eyes fixed on me. 
I see the answer in the fear that flashes across her eyes. The styrofoam cup cracks in my hand where my grip tightens. Silence hangs heavy as we stand there, frozen, for several long seconds. 
"It's possible," she starts, voice low and uncertain, "something snagged my brake lines. And that's where the puncture holes came from."
I just stare at her, pulling my lower lip into my mouth in what I know isn't a vote of confidence in her theory. 
"Okay, Amelia. I'm listening," she says. The bright white cast encasing her other arm might as well be an exclamation mark on our conversation. "What the hell could my brakes being tampered with have to do with your attack?" 
I look over my shoulder, toward the open break room door, and then back at Kathleen. After a moment more of deliberation, I blow out a breath, head to the door to shut it, and round back on her.
"I don't know. Nothing makes sense," I say, lowering my voice but speaking quicker. "Someone's out to get me. But not just get me...it's like..." I think of the gifts. "It's like they want to toy with me first."
"Why you?"
"It may have to do with a story I'm working on. About...some influential people."
"Who?"
"I can't say yet."
She half-laughs then rubs the space between her eyes. When she straightens, it's clear she's not sold. "I love a conspiracy theory as much as the next girl, but this isn't adding up. Someone puncturing my brakes. For what? To keep me from picking you up? To force you to go--"
"Go to work alone, and come home alone," I finish automatically. "The night of the attack, it was the first time in months that I'd walked alone to my car after work. I was typically with Sabrina. But Sabrina left early that day and whoever tried to overtake me in that parking lot knew that." I look her square in the eye, conveying the rest of my thoughts wordlessly.
"No way." Her mouth hangs open, but she shakes her head slowly. "These guys? Yeah, they're competitive, but not like that. Amelia, they wouldn't hurt you for a story. I mean--" She cuts off, hesitates. All I can think is, she doesn't understand my point. Then she adds, "Listen, don't take this the wrong way, but you've been through a lot. Are you talking to anyone about it?"
Her tone says it all. She thinks I'm paranoid.




 CHAPTER 16
Amelia
 
THE MAYOR'S SMILE IS DAZZLING. Perfect rows of polished white teeth peek through his smooth lips. His tan, on the other hand, falls a little short, leaning too heavily on orange hues to be genuine.
"Ms. Woods, thank you for meeting with me."
"Mr. Mayor," I say, tentative.
I shake his hand. His eyes shine a grayish blue, to match the gray in his hair. But the smile doesn't sit right with me. There's an edge to his friendliness that makes me squirm. A subtle suggestion.
"I was surprised when you asked to meet with me," I say, taking a seat on one of the two sofas. He sits across from me, pants hiking up to reveal socks with a playful diamond pattern in purples and greens. 
He notices me looking at them, smiles, and says, "A birthday present from my niece."
"Ah." 
Without prompting, he gets up and heads to the bookcase lining the wall behind him. His hand hovers between two pictures sitting on one of the shelves before he grabs an ornate black frame and brings it to me.
"This is her, here." He taps the glass over a picture of a young girl, five maybe six, smiling so wildly for the camera that her eyes are reduced to slits over her pink cheeks. Her dark hair is in a braid that runs from ear to ear. She wears a Girl Scout's uniform and holds hands with the mayor, who stands at her side, beaming down proudly. It's a candid shot, his mouth half-open as though he's about to say something. 
What exactly is he trying to accomplish by bringing up his niece? Am I supposed to look at him differently because an innocent child admires him?
"She's lovely," I say flatly.
He sets the picture down on the table between us before sitting back to rest his arm across the frame of his chair. All the while, he doesn't take his eyes off of me. 
"You're lovely, as well, Ms. Woods. Very lovely." 
I let his words fall awkwardly into the silence between us and the air rings with how inappropriate they are. In a flash, I see it. I see how this man could seduce a woman. With his power, woven into every movement of his body. With his confident posture and expensive suit. He thinks he's charming, irresistible even. He's neither to me. 
His smile makes my skin crawl. 
A man like him would think himself unforgettable, would think it impossible for his gestures to go unnoticed. Did he think he charmed me the first time we met? Did he think I enjoyed the way his sights lingered? 
Two weeks...the gifts have been left on my desk for at least two weeks. But even if he's behind the gifts at my desk, he's having someone else leave them on his behalf. Could he really think I could be courted and controlled? The way he thought he could control Susan Levine? If not through romantic interest, then maybe through fear?
"Why did you call me here today, Mr. Mayor?"
"The story you interviewed me on has yet to appear in the paper. This leads me to believe you're working on a different piece, and I'd like to ask a favor about it."
I didn't expect him to word it so bluntly. 
"A favor?"
"Well, I'd like to take a look at it before publication, if it's not too much trouble."
"I'm afraid that's not possible."
His smile is small and carries a silent plea. "I'm sure you can make it happen. It's important to my campaign that I'm aware of what's being said about me, you understand."
"With all due respect, sir, my position isn't to endorse your campaign but to report the facts, you understand."
My words, or perhaps it's my tone, drain his smile, millimeter by millimeter, until all pretenses are gone and he's staring straight faced at me.
"Ms. Woods, I would be very, very careful what you report as fact."
"Excuse me?"
He doesn't blink. "This is a polite reminder that there are two sides to every story, and I trust any story you print regarding me will seek my side."
As if he'd ever comment on allegations made against his office. What he wants is a heads up on what my story might be about. Perhaps he thinks he could figure out my sources. The women who were brave enough to talk to me risked a lot by doing so. I will protect them however I can. But now with Susan's promise to deliver the final nail to the mayor's coffin, I've got a lot more to weigh.
Men like him? They're entitled. They use their position to control and manipulate others. Men like him aren't used to hearing the word no. His reelection campaign must be a blow to his confidence. The people of San Diego seem to crave the freshness of his younger, more charismatic opponent. But Mayor Connolly has managed to run a strong campaign and is gearing up to win his eighth term by the skin on his pearly whites. 
"I was here," I remind him, "just two weeks ago, speaking to you about your campaign."
"Is your story about my campaign?"
"With all due respect, Mr. Mayor, I'm not required to run my angle by you."
"I would also be cautious for the angle to not be so sharp, for you need to be prepared to fall on top of it. Or is that not how journalism works?"
"I will stand by any story I print. And that's the second time you've responded to me with a threat."
"I don't make threats, Ms. Woods. I'm a politician," he says with a smile. 
And in the smile, silent words are implied, loud and clear.
I'm a politician.
I make promises.




 CHAPTER 17
Amelia
 
A RUSH OF ENERGY COMES over me when I leave the mayor's office. I've chased enough leads, I've hit enough dead ends in my career to know when I'm standing in front of something huge. Mayor Connolly's last-minute meeting reeks of desperation.
He's scared of what I may have on him. 
If...if he's behind my attack... 
If it was his way of trying to scare me off or intimidate me, then he's failed. He's underestimated me. I would risk everything for a story. This, right here, this adrenaline rushing through my veins is what I live for. 
When the cab drops me back off at work, I'm more alert than I've been all week, despite not having slept much in days.
I'm only halfway to the door when I see her.
Emily exits the building and when she spots me, her green eyes light up with a mixture of excitement and relief. She's a whirlwind of blonde hair rushing forward to hug me.
"Jesus, woman. Don't you ever answer your phone?"
I open my mouth to respond, but she holds up a hand. "Never mind that, let's grab lunch. Have you eaten?"
"I haven't but..." I glance at my watch. "I've been out all morning and I've got so much--" 
"Nope, twenty minutes. You've got to eat and this is work related. I promise, you want to hear what I've got for you." 
She takes my hand and leads me back to the parking lot. I give in and follow her. Once we are both inside her car, she starts the engine and says, "By the way, your security guard is fucking useless. What? He is. He nearly shit his pants when I asked him simple questions."
"Emily, what questions?"
"I asked him what he's doing to ensure you don't get attacked again. Just one look at him and I pulled on my rant-y pants. I don't feel like that place is safe. You think they care about beefing up security to make sure it doesn't happen again? Nothing's changed. Sometimes you've got to make a lot of noise to incite even the smallest changes."
"It's a newspaper, Emily. They've got cameras, and a guard, and--look, he must've thought you were a reporter from another paper or something. Of course he's not going to tell you anything." 
We reach In-n-Out, order our burgers, and sit at one of the outside tables. All the while, I'm aware of the impatience vibrating inside of me, the sense of urgency I carry around all day long, making simple events such as eating a meal with a friend feel like a dangerous waste of time. It's a side effect of my attack, one I just can't shake. The need to move, to do something, to be somewhere. 
I sit as still as I can, I chew without tasting my food, and I look my friend in the eye and, with a calmness I don't feel, I ask, "Anyway, are you going to tell me what you've got for me? You said it was work related."
"Are you ready to hear this? I don't want you breaking my bones when you jump this table to tackle me with a hug, the one I've always dreamed you'd give me. One that will last longer than three seconds. Are you ready for this?" She pauses for effect. "I know how to get access to the mayor's home office."
"Seriously?"
A small smile forms on her lips. She nods, clearly enjoying the way I lean into her.
"The chief of police is retiring. Mayor Connolly is hosting his retirement party at his house next week, and guess who's invited? Me. Well, not me, Owen. But Owen's bringing me. I can get you those Polaroids."
I shake my head. "No. Emily, no, I can't ask you to do that."
"Good thing I'm volunteering."
"Absolutely not. You could get Owen in trouble. I can't drag you into this, for a story. No."
I stare past her, my sights falling on the man sitting behind her. Alone. He's facing away from me, dark hair cropped short. Dark blue sweater. His head turns a fraction, giving me the impression he's listening to our conversation.
I know I'm hypersensitive, but I lower my voice just in case. "But this is good information. Maybe I can get in as press."
Emily checks over her shoulder, curious as to what I am so intent on seeing. I catch her only in my peripheral, as I keep my eyes fixed on the back of that man's head, daring him to turn and look at us. I want to memorize his face. Just in case.
"All right, but if you can't find a way in, I can help," Emily offers. "I'm sure I can sneak into his home office without anyone noticing. Although, yeah, you're shorter and all around sneakier..."
I'm barely listening. The man gets to his feet and the hairs on my arms prickle awake. I'm certain he's going to come to our table. Instead, he greets a blonde woman who comes out of nowhere to give him a kiss before sitting down across from him. She's carrying a baby, who the man takes from her arms. 
The muscles of my face relax and I exhale a trapped breath. Emily looks back again then leans across the table and snaps her fingers in the air in front of me.
"Hello?"
"Sorry. What were you saying?"
Concern is etched on her face. I don't like it. I wish she'd quit looking at me like that. It's been years since I had anyone worry about me like this.
I tell her not to worry. I tell her I'll figure out a way into the mayor's party. She takes me back to work and I consider apologizing to Dale for Emily's harassment, but he's not behind the desk when I walk past.
Back at my own desk, I settle my fingers over the keyboard and stare at a blank document on my screen. But slowly, the initial rush of energy I felt after leaving the mayor's office, after what Emily told me, returns. My focus sharpens and my fingers begin to fly across the keyboard, typing up the details I remember from my meeting with the mayor. These are just my own notes, a transcription of my thoughts and impressions, much of which I'm not aware of until I see it in text.
The mayor doesn't know Susan contacted me, or that she has evidence that could ruin him. If he knew any of this, he wouldn't have wasted time calling me into his office to feel me out. He would rush to plug the leak. 
Leaks. 
Multiple holes, all of his own doing. His boat is sinking and him trying to threaten me? That's just him bleeding into the water. 
His intimidation tactics won't work on me.
Doesn't he know I'm a shark, too? 
I head to Duncan's office and knock on his already open door. He shakes his head when he sees me, as if he already knows I'm going to ask him for something. 
"What is it now?" 
"The induction of the new chief of police is on Friday. But is there some sort of retirement party for the current chief?"
Duncan just stares at me for a beat, before returning his attention to the paperwork in front of him. "There is. What are you up to?"
"A sharp angle."
He doesn't look up, but shakes his head. "Doesn't matter. Your going isn't a possibility." 
"Why not?"
"For one, it's not news."
"It can be."
"For two," he continues over me, "it's a private event. No press was invited. Anyway, I need you on the transportation strike and I don't recall approving any other assignment. I'm already short-staffed, I don't have time for your whims."
I stare at him, open my mouth to argue, but think better of it. 
"Sure thing," I say. And before I can stop myself, more words spill from my lips. "I'll be sure to not stumble upon anything important again."
Duncan sets down his pen, rather forcefully, sending it scattering across his desk. He lets out a sharp exhale, then drags his eyes up to me. The frustration emanating from him is held back just thinly. "Look, I don't give a damn what you do on your own time, Amelia. But if you miss your deadline on your assignments, you're out. I mean it."
It's not permission, exactly, but it's the closest to an endorsement as I could get from Duncan. I settle behind my desk again and two words keep repeating in my head, private event. Access to the mayor's home office. Party. Drinking. All those city officials properly impaired. It's a goldmine. 
I'm getting into that party. 
But how?
I twist my chair from side to side as I think, eyes glued to the monitor in front of me, on the picture of the mayor at his latest campaign event, hand up in a wave to the crowd. Then my focus darts to the men standing behind the mayor, uniformed officials just out of focus.
Of course.
If Emily's boyfriend was invited, it stands to reason other police officers will be there as well. I just happen to know a detective who's dying to give me peace of mind. Getting into the mayor's home seemed impossible just a few hours ago. Sometimes, impossible is just a barrier. Just another barrier you can climb right over.




 CHAPTER 18
Amelia
 
NOISES FROM OUTSIDE POUR IN to mix with the sounds of exertion from the students in the center of the gym. The man I know to be Travis guides the class, correcting students as he walks between them. 
If there were a war zone in the middle of San Diego, this place would be it. But not a war zone in the traditional sense of the word. Not one riddled with death and destruction, victims and villains. This studio is a war zone for fighters. Just fighters. Moving through obstacles and pushing forward at all costs. The sight roots me by the open door.
It's like this gym exists as a limbo for my worries, holding a promise of something I crave. Control. Over this situation. Over my life. Over what waits for me, out there in the dark. 
The sensation of reprieve is only an illusion. 
And illusions are dangerous.
Even so, I'm strangely empowered as I step farther inside, allowing the door to shut behind me. Without even trying to, I hone in on Reed. He stands by the office door, arms crossed over his chest, seemingly lost in thought. He stares out past the current class that's in session as though he barely sees them.
Reed's eyes snap in my direction. His brow furrows for the briefest of seconds before releasing into an expression I'm not at all expecting. Relief? Or is that surprise? Either one is strange considering he's expecting me. I left him a message to meet me here tonight. I expected him to decline, seeing as how I stormed out on him last time. Yet, there he is, not an ounce of resentment in his lingering gaze. Instead, a satisfied energy hovers around his straight lips. 
I move toward the back wall and he nods over to the group of students between us in a silent, let's wait for them to finish. 
I respond with a nod. 
"All right guys, let's run through it one more time," Travis says to the group. "Leonard, I want to see those knees high this time. Let's go."
He smacks his hands together and the small group of students begins a choreographed routine, moving across the gym floor like a tiny army. Their arms cut through the air in sharp movements, followed by purposeful grunts, and ending with a roundhouse kick before returning to a defensive stance then back to an idle position of their hands behind their backs.
The group faces away from me, but their reflections in the mirrored wall tells me they are quite satisfied by their own routine. Small smirks form on various lips and a few of them turn their heads slightly to share looks with their friends.
Travis stands in front of them, serious-faced. Then, his expression melts away to a huge grin as he says, "Hell yeah. That's what I'm talking about." A couple of the kids snicker, probably aware that the phrase isn't one they are allowed to repeat at home. "Let's break for ten then finish up for the day. Go grab some water."
The kids, each of whom is wearing a brown belt, are all red-faced and visibly worn out, many with their hair matted to the sides of their sweaty foreheads. A copper-headed kid walks past Reed first and the two high five. The other eight boys follow suit as Reed compliments some of them on their form. 
The sight of him is like a mirage at the end of a desert, cool and refreshed in his white button-down shirt, tie loose around his neck like he's getting ready to pull off his suit jacket. Watching the traces of a proud smirk as he interacts with the kids floods me with a fleeting sense of normalcy so soothing that I almost forget what drove me to come back to his studio in the first place.
When Reed's eyes connect with mine again, his expression falters and I get the urge to look away just to hide the fact that I was staring. 
He walks toward me, unhurried, eyes never leaving mine, and stops just an arm's length away.
"Detective," I say.
"Ms. Woods."
Ms. Woods. 
Here we are again. I've asked him to call me by my first name and he's done the same. Yet, we revert back to formal. Why? Any time I'm around him the energy abuzz in the room brings my senses to collect at a pin. There's familiarity in his gaze, in the way he assesses me as though holding up what he sees to his memory. Still, his posture is very much closed off. He's careful not to stand too close and yet the distance is at odds with what I sense in his eyes.
"I'm glad you called," he says. "I didn't like how we left things off last time."
"I tend to get a bit angry when it's implied that I'm a lunatic."
His demeanor shifts, shoulders lowering just a sliver. I notice, for the first time, that there's a tiny scar on his left eyebrow. The kind that gives just a little bit of an edge to his handsome features.
"I apologize. Really. Making you feel that way wasn't my intention. I just wanted you to realize there's nothing to be afraid of."
"My fears aren't yours to decide."
"I get that. I'm not ignoring them and I'm not dismissing them. I can promise you that."
He raises a hand to scratch the scar on his brow. There are scars on the backs of his knuckles as well, old white scars, tiny and jagged. My sights move uncontrollably down the line of buttons of his shirt, and I wonder if he has other scars anywhere else on his body.
His voice falls over me, a notch softer than I've ever witnessed.
"You've yet to tell me why you wanted to meet me here tonight."
 I tilt up my chin and meet his eyes again, pretending my pride's not lumping up in my throat at what I'm about to say.
"I can't sleep. You said you wanted to teach me self-defense, and I want to learn. I can't sleep until I know how to break free if someone tries to grab me again. So teach me."
It's the truth. It may not be the whole truth, but how true the words ring surprises even me.
"Tonight?" 
"Tonight," I say. "If you're free."
He looks momentarily surprised by the request. My lips part and his gaze moves to them. His eyes soften just a fraction, the elusive but blatant proof I needed that he finds me attractive.
Guilt tickles at the back of my mind. Followed by a sudden panic at how utterly nonsensical my plan is. Do I expect this man to melt at my feet, invite me to accompany him to the retirement ceremony? That's assuming he's even going. And assuming if he is going, he'd be going alone.
Jesus. 
My brain is not firing on all cylinders. How did I not consider any of this? I raced here on the fuel of intrigue and overconfidence. I know nothing about the man. How exactly am I supposed to worm my way into his plans? Seducing him?
He could be married. 
I steal a glance at his hand, finding his ring finger bare. 
"We can start tonight," he says, "if that will give you peace of mind. But we'll have to wait for this class to be over. Travis is getting them ready for the state championships next month."
Reed motions over to a short bench that runs along the wall, where two people already sit, scrolling through their phones. Parents, I'm assuming. I sit beside one woman who doesn't even glance at me, and stare out as Travis conducts his class. It's warm in the room, and the rhythmic sounds of the kids' martial arts calls combined with the routine swooshing of fabric cutting through the air lulls my consciousness into submission. I try to fight it, but once my lids find the closed position for just a split second, it's clear the war is lost. I lay my head back against the wall, listening to the increasingly faint noises around me. I close my eyes without witnessing a flash of an unpleasant memory, without the sickening clench in my stomach that warns me of what's to come, without the frantic heartbeats that rise with the acknowledgment of the unknown dangers ahead. I close my eyes, just for a second, and slip into a thousand more.
"Hey." At first it's just a sound, not a word or anything I can attach meaning to. Not until I hear it again. "Hey."
 
I stir, then jolt upright, my eyes springing open, arms swinging up in front of me.
"It's all right," Reed says. 
He comes into focus as he bends over to bring his gorgeous face level to mine. The class is over, the last of the students heading out of the door now, accompanied by their parents. Travis is pulling a large gym bag over his shoulders, casting a curious glance in our direction before leaving as well. 
"Are you sure you want to do this tonight?" Reed asks, and at my confusion he adds, "Have you seen yourself?"
He watches me in silence, sights hovering over my face where I'm sure he can tell my exhaustion hides behind a thin layer of makeup. His words pull down hard on strands of insecurity that shouldn't exist in the context of this conversation. They shouldn't exist because I shouldn't care what this man thinks of me. But to say that I can stand here in front of this attractive guy and not care that he's basically insinuating I look like shit...well, would be a lie. Vanity is one hell of a buoyant creature. It rises to the surface even in the most turbulent of times. And here it is now.
I turn to the mirrored plaque hanging on the wall beside me. My reflection makes me cringe internally. Damn it. The little makeup I'm wearing just seems to add to my exhausted appearance. The bruises on my neck are clearly visible, peeking out from the top of my jacket. My lips look more swollen than usual, telling me I may have been biting them without realizing. It's not so much any of those things that make me look so bad, it's the expression in my eyes. The fatigue. 
This was a bad plan, all around. I'm in no shape to charm anyone into anything. The warm wash of insecurity comes over me and my spirits sink a few degrees. 
He seems to regret what he said. Or, at least, the dismissive way he said it. A bit more apologetically, he adds, "What I mean is, we can pick this up tomorrow evening, no problem."
I stand a little straighter. 
"No," I say. "If we're going to do this, we start tonight."




 CHAPTER 19
Amelia
 
EVERYTHING ABOUT THIS SHOULD SCREAM bad idea, but I wouldn't be here if I weren't comfortable with the thought of us being alone. After all, isn't this the nature of a private lesson?
"I didn't anticipate a lesson tonight," he says, indicating his attire. He removes his navy suit jacket and heads to the far wall to hang it on a hook. He keeps his back to me, unbuttoning his shirt cuffs and rolling up his sleeves. The white fabric of his button down stretches across his broad back and around his arms. 
He turns to face me, dropping his arms to hang loosely at his sides.
Focus.
"If you didn't think I called to meet about a lesson," I ask, "What did you expect, then?"
I say this with a sliver of playfulness creeping into my tone, to test the waters.
In response, his energy only grows a shade more detached. He's wound tight. There's a battle behind his eyes, between wanting to help me and wanting to keep his distance. 
This is going to be much harder than I thought.
He crosses his arms and says, "I thought this would be about your case."
"It's not."
Although, in a way, it is. 
"Are you sure?"
If the notion my attacker has been leaving me gifts was far-fetched to Reed, he might laugh in my face if I told him I suspected it was all connected to the mayor of San Diego. 
I get it. Reed and his partner think the case is closed. They've got a guy, someone who confessed and looks just right. And, yes, perhaps he's behind the other assaults, but mine is different. The problem is, all I have is circumstantial evidence and a nagging suspicion.
"I've got nothing." I lift my hands, as if to show they're empty. I keep my face unsmiling, though, sensing any flirtation may lead him to conclude this evening is a bad idea. 
It's my job, to worm myself into places I'm not supposed to be, to pry information people hold close to their chests. No story comes easy. None worth chasing, anyway. 
"We'll go over some basics tonight," he says. "But first let's talk a little more about what you can expect. Our self-defense classes are modeled after Krav Maga. Have you heard of it?"
"Vaguely."
"It's a fighting technique developed for the Israeli Defense Forces. Their rules of engagement are different from ours. Brutal."
"Brutal how?"
"Let me put it to you this way, American forces aim for the least amount of casualties possible. It's why they clear a building room by room. IDF? They land on a building's roof, pour gasoline down the staircase, light it on fire, and clear the building from the rooftop as its occupants flee."
The chaotic scene flashes too vividly before my eyes. It's more than that. What he said rattles something in me, calling forward the memory of how helpless I felt when my attacker took hold of me, how the panic left a lingering taste in my mouth.
"Brutal," he agrees, without me having to say a word. "That's how Krav Maga is. It's brutal. The aim is to put the attacker down with as much brute force as possible. I wanted this to be at the core of our self-defense classes. Defense should never be half-assed. It needs to be driven by an animalistic instinct to protect your own life at all costs."
He watches me with curiosity, clearly trying to drive home the point that the training will be intense. But instead of leaning away from the possibility of more violence, I'm drawn to it. 
"What's wrong?" he asks.
"I want to get started," I say.
A sliver of satisfaction sparks in Reed's eyes. The conviction in my voice takes even me by surprise. I didn't expect such genuine interest in learning his techniques. There's anger burning low in my belly, a call for aggression fueled by my need to feel safe inside of my own body. To know I could stop an attack from happening again. 
I'm here and my attacker is out there. The police aren't looking for him. 
I'm on my own. 
I can learn self-defense in pursuit of leads to my story. The two things aren't mutually exclusive.
"Let's start with a simple hold," Reed says. "Ready?" When I nod, he reaches out and grasps my wrist, warm fingers closing firmly around my skin. "Go ahead," he says. "Try to get out of it."
I pull my arm back but his hold remains in place. I pull harder, hard enough to cause him to tighten his grip and take a step closer.
"I can't." 
"Stop pulling. There's a weak spot to every hold. Look at my grasp."
I examine the way his fingers wrap around my wrist. "See here?" He leans into me, and I suck in a breath at how close he brings his head to mine. He points to the area of my wrist where his thumb rests just under the back of my palm. "Turn your wrist until the side of it is flush with this." He traces my skin just over where his thumb and forefinger meet in the tight grasp. My skin prickles pleasantly and I wonder if his fingertips do, as well.
I do as he says and pull. My wrist bone effectively cuts between the grip, forcing his thumb and forefinger apart until I'm free from the hold.
I lower my arm again to allow him to repeat the hold. He makes me practice it dozens of times, hand grasping my arms at different locations. Each time I release from his grip quicker than the last. 
"It's a simple maneuver, but effective," he says.
His tone carries the suggestion he thinks we've done enough for tonight.
"I want to hit something now," I say.
He scratches his brow, looking toward the front door. The world is dark beyond the glass pane. His hesitation screams that internal voices warn him to cut this short. He must be tired. I know I am. But I'm nowhere near done.
"All right, let's move over here." He gestures over to the column, padded with material to serve as a punching bag. 
I walk in front of him, sensing how closely he follows behind me. When I glance over my shoulder, his eyes snap up to mine in an instant, his expression unreadable. Were his eyes moving up my figure? 
"We'll start off with the basic fighting stance," he says. I mirror his pose, feet shoulder width apart, left foot forward, elbows tucked to my sides, hands unclenched. "Your left arm should be up, to protect your face. Your right arm closer to your side. Right. Just like that. Keep your knees loose and your abdominals tight." 
He lays a palm on my stomach. I tense and, for a moment, so does he. But despite the sparks in his eyes, he keeps his voice even and detached. 
"I don't want to make you uncomfortable, but this is hands-on training. There's no avoiding that."
"It's okay," I say.
He drops his hands, but his touch lingers, spreading over me.
We move on to striking the padded column, using the planes and sharp angles of my limbs to inflict damage. Each blow rattles something in me, threatening to unleash what I've locked away. Fear, anger, hopelessness. Emotions I refuse to let through. Reed stands off to the side of the column, watching as I hit it. He hasn't given any instruction in a few minutes, and I think he realizes my need to let out some pent up aggression. 
Focus.
Even in its tired state, my mind summersaults to find a segue. An icebreaker. Something to get him talking, make him comfortable. But it's hard to gauge just how to approach him in conversation. He's keeping our interaction at arm's length, careful to not seem too friendly. As though being too polite would send the wrong message. I get it. We're alone. I'm a victim in one of his investigations. This is blatantly inappropriate. All of it. Yet, this was his idea.
"The suspect you picked up, when's his sentencing hearing?" I ask, casually, with the air of someone just making conversation.
"I haven't heard word on that yet. But he's been arraigned and he's off the streets for now. You don't need to worry."
I avoid his eyes, not wanting to give away the fact that this isn't what I'm truly worried about. Reed's a professional bullshit detector. And me? I'm a professional bullshitter.
"Closing a serial assault is a big win for your department, I'm sure. Chief of Police is retiring soon, he must be pleased."
"Chief Sterling?" he asks stiffly. "Yeah, he is."
"Are you close to him?" 
My statement is met with the sounds of my fists hitting the column. And then...
"Is this an interview?"
I stop and look at him. His arms are crossed, the white of his shirt is the perfect backdrop for his handsome, unreadable face.
His looks are disarming, but I'm well aware mine can be too. 
"Just because I'm a reporter doesn't mean I'm always fishing around for a story."
I go to strike the column, but Reed's hand settles over my arm, nudging it downward. And my eyes are drawn up to his again.
"What are you up to?" 
I go still and swallow. The exertion of beating the column has my heart thundering at my temples. Reed lifts a brow at my lack of response and takes a step closer. He's never stood this close before. His proximity tugs at every inch of me, and I want him closer still.
"You're clearly fishing for something, Amelia. So why don't you just go ahead and tell me what it is."
He towers over me, but I'm not afraid. Being underestimated can be a weapon in itself. Doors left open, windows cracked, opportunities present themselves to those who appear meek.
I open my mouth to answer, but before I can decide what to say, Reed makes the mistake of speaking first.
"Are you writing a piece on Chief Sterling?" 
A strange expression flickers across his face when he asks the question, and I don't miss the desire for confirmation subtly lacing his tone.
There it is. A window just creaked open.
"What if I said I was?"
He just stares. I want to backpedal, take the words back, because it's clear they've rubbed him the wrong way. A low, humorless chuckle escapes him with a rise of his chest. He walks off, back to where his jacket hangs.
I storm over to him and close a hand over the fabric of his jacket before he can shrug into it. "Wait." 
He exhales, impatience radiating from him, and tugs the material out of my grasp. "You didn't have to pretend to want private lessons, Amelia. This was a huge waste of my time."
"I do want the lessons," I say. 
He pulls his jacket on and the way he pauses at my words makes guilt worm into the pit of my stomach. He wanted to ride in on his white horse and save me from myself. 
"I'm serious, Reed. I..." I glance away, not prepared to have a genuine moment. "I need this."
"But...?"
"But it's not all I need. You said you wanted to help me. I need your help."
"What do you need help with? You want me to give you dirt on Chief Sterling? You want me to be some anonymous inside source? Is that what you want? Because I can tell you right now, it's not going to happen."
"No. I need to get into his retirement party."
"For what?"
"I can't say."
"Anything illegal?"
Can I pretend he wouldn't count stealing a few photographs as illegal?
"No."
He scans my face, gaze razor sharp, and I swear he can see right to my bones. He knows I'm not telling him the whole truth, yet he's still weighing the decision. There must be bad blood there, between him and Chief Sterling.
"I can't help you. I can see why you would think I would--Sterling has fueled the fire that can ruin my career. I'm not a big enough asshole to return the favor, but I'm sure you'll find a way to get your job done."
"Is that what you think my job is? Ruining people?"
"Isn't it?"
His words settle over me. I chew on my bottom lip, not at all pleased with the glimpse of what he really thinks of me. Turning from him, I collect my things in silence.
He gestures forward, to the front door. "I'll walk you to your car."
"I haven't driven my car since--" I swallow the admission, then say, "I take cabs now."
Reed's lips turn down a fraction, eyes softening just a hair.
"No cab tonight. I'll take you home."
"Yeah, I don't think so."
"Let me do this for you." He lifts his brows with sincerity and speaks again--a single word that disarms me, coated in a silent apology for his previous statement. "Please?"




 CHAPTER 20
Reed
 
HAVING HER SLIDE INTO THE passenger seat of my car is somehow more intimate than our proximity during the entire one-on-one session. I rest my hand on the gearshift, even though my car is an automatic. I do it because my hand wants to find her, wants to touch some part of her as I drive. 
I've derailed. Where all of my gates should draw up, I'm letting them down. Offering her private lessons, letting her into my car. 
It's a slippery slope.
Nothing could've prepared me for the effect she has on me when we're all alone. She's beautiful with an energy that lashes out at me in waves. I've trained classes full of women before and never once have I wrestled with maintaining professionalism. I've never had issues with keeping my thoughts from straying too far. Until tonight. My eyes strayed, too, indulging in the sight of her curves when she wasn't looking. 
Is that what you think my job is? Ruining people?
There was a shade of defensiveness in her voice. And I'm glad for it. It's a reminder for me of a truth I've lived firsthand. Journalists are bottom feeders. But as much as I try to remind myself of this, there seems to be a disconnect where Amelia Woods is concerned. 
She causes a misfire in my brain.
The drive is short and our silence is pointed. There are questions saturating the air between us. But there's more than questions. There's the reminder of how the air between our bodies is pulled taut and threatening to snap.
I turn into a neighborhood in Hilltop and crawl to a stop where she indicates.
"That's a big house." 
"It's an old mansion repurposed as an apartment building," she says, pointing upward. "I'm on the second floor."
She gets out of the car without looking at me. Not until her feet are planted on the sidewalk does she speak to me again, through the window. 
"I know you think tonight was a sham, but it wasn't. I want to learn more, but I understand if that won't be possible."
Truth.
She's telling the truth.
The car window frames her like a photograph. Strands of hair stick to her forehead, her cheeks tinged pink from training. I expected a light session, but she surprised me. She gave it all she had until sweat dotted her forehead and her chest heaved from exertion. Fire burned in her eyes and made me wish circumstances were different. Because, this woman? It took everything in me to keep from begging her to let me take her hard and fast, right against that column.
"Well?" she prompts, gnawing at her bottom lip. Her lips are my Achilles heel, and the smooth way her voice slips from between them might as well be a hand wrapping around...
For fuck's sake.
I cut off my thoughts, but they spill out of my mouth when I respond with words rooted more in the desire to see her again than anything else. 
"I'll show you more. Soon. As my schedule allows." 
The corners of her lips turn up slightly in silent thanks, but her eyes convey reservation. Question whether I can really be trusted, if anyone can. She moves up the steps and through the front door of the house. I wait until she is inside and even then, I don't move. I take in the surrounding area through my windshield. It's quiet. And dark. Orange glows of curtained windows the only indication of inhabitants in the nearby houses. It appears safe here. Ideal, even. There's no one in the cars parked nearby. No one outside.
Strange.
There's a very distinct prickle on the back of my neck, one that makes me get out of my car just to check around more clearly. 
Nothing.
Raindrops begin to fall, creating a soft tapping sound against the car's windshield. I get back into my car and fight the urge to ring Amelia's doorbell, just to make sure she's all right. But just as I consider this, a light turns on in the second floor of the house and her silhouette becomes visible from behind the curtains. She moves closer to the window and parts the curtains. Seeing me still parked up front, she lifts a hand in signal. 
I lift my own hand in goodbye and she disappears behind blinds that drop over the window. There's no reason to remain on this dark, empty street. Other than the vague impression of a pair of eyes on me, somewhere.




 CHAPTER 21
Amelia
 
NO MATTER HOW MUCH I want it to, my brain won't shut off. I toss and turn, squeeze my eyes shut. But I can't sleep. My thoughts race and the world grows light around me, and Friday is just a blur before night falls again. Emily texts me Saturday night, hinting at wanting to come over, but I don't want her to walk into the scene in my bedroom.
I sit on top of the papers scattered across the floor. My hair's a mess, a cup of coffee glued to my hand. My eyes scan pages upon pages of information. I couldn't stop thinking about what Reed said the other night. About Chief Sterling trying to ruin him. I dug up everything I could on the retiring chief of police, my printer churning non-stop until it runs out of ink. Even after I replace the cartridge, the machine refuses to work for thirty more minutes.
My curiosity led me to pull on one loose thread and so much information fell into my lap, I'm forced to spend all weekend making sense of it. That's how it happens. Every story, every new piece of information is a rabbit hole. I follow the trail all the way to a mention of Lieutenant Sebastian Reed being the subject of an ongoing investigation for misconduct.
I stare at the word misconduct for several long seconds, then rub my tired eyes, take another swig of coffee and look for more threads to pull on. I tug a little harder and find a few local papers had picked up the story last summer, including my own, but it all flew past my peripheral. It was nothing I took interest in, but I hadn't known Reed then. 
 Criminal charges were filed against him. Charges of assault. This word I stare at the longest. Worry coating the walls of my chest. 
He was dragged through the mud in the press after using excessive force when intervening in a domestic dispute. The story died out quickly enough once the charges were dropped, and no one seemed at all concerned about the victim, who witnesses claim had been in the process of assaulting a woman before Reed interceded. 
Still, the man's injuries seemed excessive enough to spark the demand for an internal probe, especially after the incident became a lawsuit against the city. More digging gives me hints of what Reed meant when he said Chief Sterling is trying to ruin him. The chief of police wasn't exactly on the side of his officer. All of the public statements I read make it sound as if he threw Reed under the bus from the moment the allegations surfaced. 
Reed was immediately suspended, without pay, and a public apology was issued on his behalf. But when the DA dropped the criminal charges, Reed was allowed to return to active duty, pay docked pending an internal investigation. 
It's been going on for over a year.
I go to bed Sunday night, unable to think of anything but Reed. He is, by all appearances, the most deliberate and controlled man I've ever come across. What would bring him to mishandle a situation with excessive force? 
I spent hours alone with this man, in close proximity. Never once did I feel threatened by him. 
Sleep eludes me. I'm certain I missed something. There's more to the story. I know better than anyone a story is only the tip of the iceberg. 
Monday morning rolls in as ungracefully as a jagged boulder. I drag myself out of bed and almost forget I have to call a cab to take me to work.
Dale's reading the newspaper at his station. When I reach my desk, I'm so damn tired I dare a peek at the sinister cup of coffee sitting there. I don't drink it, of course, tossing it into the trash along with the other items.
The notes have been empty ever since the last one about my bruises being beautiful. 
No. It said bruised roses were beautiful. 
Am I supposed to be the rose? 
My stomach turns at the thought.
The mayor has one of my coworkers leaving these. How else could someone come in and out, place these here, without raising suspicion? That person is here, right now possibly, watching for my reaction. My money is on Caleb. Whatever the original intention of the gifts, there's no doubt they've evolved into an intimidation tactic. 
And the notes being blank? I don't know what it means, but it means something, and seeing the absence of a message scares me more than anything. 
The fear seeps between the walls I've erected within myself. I'm trying to shut myself off to it all because I can't afford to have another meltdown the way I did last week. My best line of defense is to plow forward, to show I'm not afraid. To show I won't shrink away or allow anyone to manipulate me through fear.
I work on my stories and keep my head down. Not trusting anyone around me any more than I ever did, but certainly less than ever. I force down lunch because the ache in the pit of my belly warns of hunger that otherwise I'm only vaguely aware of.
On my way out of the break room, I nearly collide with Duncan, who's turning the corner toward his office. 
"You're done with lunch? Good," he says, "I need to see you in my office."
He continues on down the hall, back into the newsroom and toward his office. I follow behind, aware of eyes snapping up in my direction all around, though they seem to immediately look away the moment I take notice.
Nerves turn my stomach over and I regret the lunch I didn't even enjoy to begin with.
Duncan settles behind his desk, and I don't presume to need to take a seat because he never takes long.
"Do you know what this is?" he asks, pushing a small stack of papers toward me.
"My piece on the transportation strike."
A glance down at the text brings me face-to-face with black text riddled with hand scribbled notes. Duncan insists on leaving his notes by hand but I've never seen a page with so many on it. There's more red than black on the page. And that's just the first two paragraphs.
"This is shit," he says plainly.
I admit, I couldn't bring myself to truly care about the impending transportation strike, but I tried to write an engaging story. And though I knew it wasn't my best work, I certainly didn't think it was shit.
"I'll fix it."
I go to lift the pages, but Duncan's hands snatch them up again. He taps the papers against the desk to straighten them then sets them aside.
"No need. I have someone working on something to replace it. I want you to do a piece on the construction of the pedestrian walkway at Balboa Park."
"I--" The single syllable echoes from my lips, as I need a moment to recover from him handing me a fluff piece. "I can fix the strike story. I can--"
"Amelia," he says, in warning. "We missed our window to report this. We're moving on. The story is dead."
I press my lips together, and turn from him before he can see the cracks in my expression. It's not the story I'm worried about.
It's my career. My life. My sanity. 
Everything.




 CHAPTER 22
Amelia
 
I CAN'T SEEM TO LEAVE work before darkness claims the sky. The fact that I can stand in front of the security desk, under the brightly illuminated front of the building, and wait for my cab is the only consolation. 
When I make it to Trident MMA studio, it's nearly seven. The front door is open, the gym well lit, but no one is inside. For a moment I think Reed forgot about our session, but just as I think this, a door toward the back of the gym opens and he emerges.
He's dressed so casually in a gray t-shirt and black sweatpants, neither of which hangs carelessly from his frame the way those types of clothes tend to do on anyone else. No. The t-shirt seems tailored to spread across his chest. Even from a distance, I can tell the seams run perfectly along his shoulders, the sleeves ending mid-bicep, hugging them.
"You're here," I say. "I thought you forgot."
"Forget you? I would never."
His eyes flash with amusement, but he doesn't allow himself to fully smile. He seems much more relaxed when he's out of his suit.
"I've never needed to hit something more than I do today."
My voice echoes in the empty space between us, bringing more awareness to the fact that we are alone again.
"Are you ready?" he asks. "For our first real lesson?"
"Did last time not count?" 
"I'm going to test you," he says, "push your limits. The goal is to get your reactions to the point where they are instinct and no thought is involved."
He runs me through the moves. Each defensive move is immediately followed up by an offensive move. He teaches me how to wedge space between myself and an attacker, and how to turn that space into a tactical advantage to inflict damage in return. 
I stand before him distracted, pulled in a dozen directions. Would he be upset if he knew the information I dug up about him? It's eating away at the back of my mind.
This man was accused of an assault. Yet, here I am, alone with him. Letting him simulate attacks so I can practice defending myself. 
Me. Someone who jumps at shadows these days. And everything about Reed is large and imposing, and yet none of it makes me feel unsafe.
Am I being stupid?
There was a time I could trust my instincts. A time I could home in on the low hum of a warning and make my decisions accordingly.
But the attack broke my compass, broke my gut, and today, the one-week anniversary of the event, I'm not sure about anything.
Distracted, I lose my footing and stumble too close to Reed, one too many times. And when he grips my hips to steady me, my pulse beats solely in the places he touches. It's like my body craves contact with his. 
"All right," he says, straightening and removing his hands from my waist. "You're distracted. What's going on?"
My skin is flushed and tingling in all of the places he's touched me. 
It's clear what the distraction is. It's him. He's making it hard to breathe, hard to think. And now he's staring at me with his gorgeous eyes and I'm willing myself to not show signs of how much he affects me. I can't deny my attraction to him and I'm overcome with the desire for him to tug me even slightly across the line he's so clearly drawn on the ground. 
I will myself to remember I'm here for a reason, and climbing on top of this insanely attractive man shouldn't be my top priority. It's not just about my story, either. What Reed and I are doing here isn't theoretical. I may very well come to need these moves one day.
I wipe at my forehead and think of where to start.
"I know about the charges, about the investigation. About how Chief Sterling threw you under the bus."
He lets this settle before he responds. 
"I see."
I wait, but he doesn't seem to feel the need to continue. 
"That's it?" I ask.
Turning from me, he heads to where two water bottles sit on the floor. He hands me one and says, "It's public record, Amelia. If you're asking me, I'm sure you've already got all the details."
"I've got the details, but I'm interested in the truth."
"You're a journalist, I'm a detective." He pauses to take a sip of water. "You and I are on different sides of the truth."
"That's not true. And anyway, the truth doesn't have just two sides."
"How many sides does it have, then?"
"Countless. You work in journalism long enough, you come to realize there's no limit to the angles you can write a story from while still technically telling the truth. The truth is a prism, reflecting back on itself. We can only handle one facet at a time."
He lifts the bottle back to his mouth, but lowers it before he can take another sip. "The short version? I got in the middle of a domestic dispute--"
"That's what I don't understand. Why were you responding to a domestic call?"
"The call didn't come through dispatch. She was a student of mine."
I press the water bottle closer to my chest, my mouth falling open. This detail wasn't in any of the articles I read. Might not have been leaked to the press, or it might have been intentionally omitted because it didn't fit the angle of the stories.
Reed goes on, tightening the lid of his bottle as he speaks. "She dropped out of the classes, seemed so twitchy and scared that day. I couldn't shake the feeling she was in trouble, so I dug up the address she provided to the gym and drove by to check on things. She and her husband were on the porch. He was drunk. They were having a heated argument, so I approached them to diffuse the situation. When he saw me--he recognized me, somehow--he thought she called me and went to drive his fist into her face, right in front of me. I only meant to grab his arm, but next thing I knew, he was sprawled out on their front deck. A lot can happen in a split second."
I don't doubt it. The man had broken bones and dislocated joints, according to the reports. But picturing the scene, I can imagine how much tension was woven into every millisecond of the encounter. There still seems to be something missing from the story, context to glue the pieces together of why he lost control.
"You said she was married. But, were you two...?"
"No. We weren't involved."
"I'm sorry, it's not my place to ask."
"No, I'm glad you did. But there you have it, one facet of the truth." 
"You still haven't told me why. Why did Chief Sterling side with the other guy? Was it a political decision?"
 "A political decision?"
"I read up on it. The Thatcher Organization has dozens of city contracts. This lawsuit seems like a huge conflict of interest. And it appears as though the city would have more to lose by standing beside you."
"Is that what your story is about?"
I hesitate, cringing internally at using this card to get what I want.
"Take me to the party, Reed."
"Why should I?"
"Because no one should get away with abusing their power."
Looking past me, he rubs his jaw for a long moment. 
"Fine. Thursday night. I'll pick you up at seven. Now, can we get back to it?"
We restart our session, but the conversation lingers around us. As the tension of the topic melts away, I wonder what he's thinking. He gives me no hints. I suppose we're allies now, but in the weakest sense of the word. He doesn't trust me and I'm lying to him.
But we work so well together when we train. He's a patient instructor, detailing exactly what is going to happen before closing the space between our bodies. It's pathetic how starved I am that just a simple touch sparks a thirst in me to drown in more. He wasn't kidding when he said he'd test me, though it's in ways he may not realize.
I'm caught off guard when he wraps an arm across my chest and prompts me to do as instructed. I'm grateful he can't see the way my skin flushes, the slow and shaky way I draw in a breath. It's hard to pretend to feel threatened or alarmed when warmth spreads through me and I'm wishing he wasn't so careful not to press his lower body to mine.
"Place your left foot behind my right leg," he reminds me. "It will turn your body just enough to wedge space."
I do as he says and forcibly turn against his hold. As soon as I do, I forget the next step and end up face to face with him. He stiffens, staring right at my mouth for several seconds before dropping his arms.
"Sorry," I blurt out.
We're slow to part, and I'm satisfied to find his eyes aren't as sharp as they typically are. There's a haziness to them tonight, matching the fog drifting over me.
I want him. And I think maybe he wants me, too.
Except, I'm almost certain he'd pull away if I reached out.
He's intent on staying just out of my reach.
Focus.
"The gifts," he says suddenly, clearing his throat. "Have they stopped?"
"Well, Detective," I let my sarcastic inflection shed light on my opinion he hasn't done his job where my case is concerned, "they haven't. The notes are blank now. I'm pretty sure someone at my job is messing with me."
"Messing with you how?" He continues his instruction without warning, executing a move we practiced earlier in the night, lunging toward me and taking hold of my shoulders. I have to think of what to do next, but that second before I react is too much for Reed. He releases me. "Stop thinking. Move."
"Someone's--" I start to say when he grabs my shoulders again. 
I bring my arms around and push my elbows into the fold of his arms, breaking his hold, and imitate kneeing him in the stomach. When he keels over, I mimic elbowing him in the back and push his head down onto the ground. I know he's making it easy for me, because the goal right now is for me to memorize the movements, not necessarily to use strenuous force. Still, he's a big guy and this is a workout for me, beads of sweat are forming on my temple.
"Good," he says, getting up again. "Now finish what you were saying."
I get what he's doing. He wants me to talk about something unrelated to help make my reactions to his moves more automatic and less calculated.
"Someone's trying to intimidate me. The notes? They're blank now. It's like he's telling me something with that." I block his strike and offer the counter move we've been practicing.
"Do you think it's possible you're attributing a different meaning to the gifts? Maybe this Caleb guy is just trying to tell you he likes you."
I falter at the name. "How do you know Caleb?"
"I went by the paper first thing Thursday morning, asked around. Talked to security. Everyone seems sure he's the one leaving the gifts."
Thursday morning. I was meeting with the mayor. Still, I can't keep my eyes from narrowing in confusion.
"Thursday night was our first session. Why didn't you mention it?"
"I wanted to be sure before I told you. There are still some things I need to check out. But I don't think he's a threat. He might be trying to rattle you, but he has an alibi for the night of your attack. All of the men you work with do. We checked them all out." 
This doesn't bring me comfort. Caleb could still be leaving the gifts on behalf of the mayor, but why? Just to get satisfaction out of messing with me?
I rub the space between my eyes.
Reed seems content about the conversation we've just had. As though he brought me the answers I've been wanting. I try to hide my dissatisfaction in what he's told me. Because a voice in my head instantly whispers, no. It whispers I would be smart to not let my guard down.
What could Caleb have to gain from this? From lying? From trying to shake me? 
It doesn't make sense.
I silence this voice. Because this voice has been in my ear all of my life and it's finally starting to make me crazy. This voice is the remnants of all the doubt, insecurities, and suspicions ingrained in me from childhood. This voice doesn't listen to reason, to the fact that coincidences are sometimes just that, coincidence. That there is an alternate, more reasonable explanation to all of my suspicions. 
"Are you ready?" Reed asks, getting into position to run through another move.
Right as I nod, he wraps his arms around my middle, just under my breasts. And I hesitate in my next move, not because I forgot what to do but because I swear something firm grazes my lower back. I maneuver out of the hold as he taught me and use his body weight to throw off his balance, until he trips over, allowing himself to fall onto the ground again. 
He flashes me a proud, satisfied look as he gets up. For a moment, he just stands in front of me, taking in my appearance. I think he's analyzing how spent I am. Yet something ignites in his eyes as they trace over my body. Sparks of desire that he blinks away. 
"Okay, water break," he announces, turning abruptly to grab a towel. He throws it in my direction. I grab it and dab at my temples. He glances at his watch. "We've only been at it for three hours; it's impressive how quickly you learn. It typically takes days for a student to start moving intuitively and stop counting the steps in their head. And you? After the second try, you move like it's coded in your muscles. You're a natural."
"A natural what?"
"Fighter."
He doesn't give me a minute to bask in the compliment, darting right back to what we'd been talking about before. 
"This Caleb guy, he needs to know you've got someone looking out for you. I don't care who you are or how badass you think you are. Being alone, not having anyone to vouch for you--it's a serious weak spot. Trust me."
I consider this for a moment. If someone were watching me, they'd realize how alone I am. How isolated. I never worried about it before. I always preferred to be alone. But things have changed and now I crave something else.
I look up at Reed, just now realizing how close he stands to me. He brings his fingers to the spot between my eyes and gently spreads them, as though smoothing out the skin there. His touch takes me by surprise not only because it's unexpected, but also because it sends soothing warmth across my chest. He lowers his hand quickly, and his expressive eyes tell me the move was an instinct and he's not sure if he did the right thing. Meanwhile, I'm reeling from the urge I felt, in that split second, to lean into his touch. 
"Sorry about that," Reed says in a quiet voice. "I couldn't help it. You zone out sometimes and get these lines between your brows."
We've been touching all night, bodies clashing, striking together and creating nearly visible sparks in the air. But that touch? That was different. It was soft, and sweet, and it nearly does me in. Nearly tears a hole in my chest. A trickle of sadness weaves into my desire and all I want is to lean into his touch. Yet, until this very moment, he's been nothing but distant and detached and I couldn't bear it if he rejected me right now.
I clear my throat. "It's all right."
"What were you thinking about?"
"I was thinking that you're right. It would help if whoever was messing with me knew I wasn't alone."
Alone.
The word settles into a giant crater inside of me. If there were ever a person who was alone, it's me. I have one real friend and I've been avoiding her calls and subtly blowing off her texts. I've been afraid to bring Emily into whatever the hell I'm in the middle of, and aside from her? Aside from Sabrina, who is long gone and now just a peripheral friend? I have nobody. 
No family, no one that would care if I just disappeared.
I turn away from him with the pretense of grabbing my water bottle, but in reality, it's to hide the sudden burn in my eyes. 
Ridiculous. This isn't going to happen here. Not here.
I clear my throat again and hear him take a step closer to me.
"Hey." He lays a hand on my shoulder. His fingers close gently over me, almost hesitant as though expecting me to pull away. 
I shake my head and take a long, deliberate breath to keep the sting out of my eyes. I refuse to cry. I can't even understand why I would. 
Now, of all times. Here, of all places.
"You all right?"
It's a question I've heard a lot since my attack, but this time it hits me differently. Somehow, coming from Reed, the question tugs on something inside me. Something that's raw from being afraid and maybe a little hollow from being alone. Something that's secretly weak with starvation for someone's genuine concern. 
I turn to face him and his eyes soften a few degrees when he glimpses my expression. The sadness threading through me threatens to leak from my eyes despite my furious efforts to contain it. He surprises me by setting his large, warm hand against my cheek. Once again, the touch is different from any others tonight. The tingling sensation it triggers spreads across my core. 
"Hey," he whispers. His hand on my face is the only point of contact, and yet his touch seeps into my core and snakes down my spine. His eyes connect with mine and for the first time since we met, it's as if he's allowing himself to really see me. "You're safe here."
His face is inches from mine. Inches. I could draw up to my tiptoes and kiss him. But I'm frozen, paralyzed. Several seconds tick by. Each one wraps around us, drawing us just a little closer.
His eyes gleam with intensity as they trace the curves of my lips in the silence. But then they grow dim again and I can almost see shadows darting past them.
"I think that's enough for tonight," he says, straightening once more. And we tumble out of the moment just as quickly as we slipped into it.




 CHAPTER 23
Amelia
 
THAT NIGHT, IN MY TURBULENT, broken sleep I dream briefly of Reed's touches. They linger for much longer than he's ever allowed. His mouth hovers closer than ever. He holds there, just out of reach, and I try desperately to touch my lips to his. The desire to feel him boils so hot in my veins it hurts. But no matter how hard I try, I can't reach him. He remains just out of range, eyes and mind impenetrable.
I wake with an ache in my bones and the memory of our conversation rising to the forefront of my mind.
As I peel myself out of my bed, I start to consider the ache in my bones may be more than just exhaustion. I recognize it as something I've grappled with on and off all of my life. The heaviness of wanting something you know you'll never have.
My shoulders sag with the weight of fatigue and my brain is a non-stop ticker of information. For as long as I can remember, there's been a low hunger in my belly for something just out of my grasp. But my career? The insatiable appetite to get to the bottom of a story? That's a hunger I've always been able to feed.
Perhaps this ache is to blame for my reaction when my eyes fall upon the gifts on my desk this morning. At the sight of them, anger rears up inside of me, like a snake poked too many times. My pulse pounds in my ear as I snatch up the coffee and head down the aisle of desks.
Caleb's back is to me when I approach. Yanking on the back of his chair causes him to wheel around, to face me and tug at the cords of his earphones until they fall at his shoulders.
His mouth snaps open. "What the f--"
But before he can say another word, I hold the coffee cup out in front of me. "This? This ends today." 
I remove the lid and pour the liquid over his keyboard. Cursing, he pushes his chair farther back to avoid the spill splashing on his gray pants.
 I drop the now empty cup on his desk and glare at him.
He looks right at me, blue eyes wide with shock. His mouth moves silently for a second, before he says, "What the hell is wrong with you?"
At this point, a few people are standing up behind their desks, watching us. I can sense their eyes on me. I can sense the tension where my hands grip the arms of Caleb's chair as I lean in close to his face. The anger twists my voice into a low growl.
"Stop fucking with me, Caleb. I swear to God. Stop fucking with me."
"You're fucking crazy," he mutters, rushing to turn his keyboard over to drain the liquid out. 
"What the hell is going on?" Duncan asks from behind me.
I turn to face him. Duncan takes in the scene behind me, trying to make sense of it. The pool of coffee on Caleb's desk. The keyboard overturned. The people gathering to see what's happening.
"Caleb spilled his coffee," I say.
Caleb shakes his head at me as he brushes away droplets from his hand. Without looking at Duncan, he says, "Yeah. Coffee spilled."
Duncan gives us an exasperated look, like we are children he feels responsible for, and walks away.
Caleb gets to his feet, and hisses, "Goddamn it, Amelia. I don't know what's going on with you, but get your shit together."
"I'm sick of your passive aggressive bullshit. Next time I see a fucking rose on my desk--"
"I told you, it's not from me." Caleb drags a hand over his face. "Fucking hell." 
His conviction causes me to falter. I pretend otherwise, because my own uncertainty rattles me more than anything else. Some of our coworkers are still watching us, others have returned to their computer screens.
I turn on my heels and head back down the aisle. Reaching my desk, I collapse into my chair, every inch of me rumbling from the confrontation. I want nothing more than to drive my fist through something.
I thought I'd feel better after confronting Caleb, but I don't. A couple of people come up to me, asking me if I'm all right. I'm short with them. I don't mean to be, but I can't help it.
I keep my head down and stick to work. 
The next morning, the gifts are sitting on my desk yet again. I feel like a piece of fabric stretched over too large of a surface. 
And I know. 
I know I need to get myself together. 
I know I'm too wound up.
I can't quell the anger at having to sweep the items into the trash bin. At having to pretend to be unaffected, because someone must be watching my reaction.
Anger makes you weak. It cannot coexist with reason, or empathy, or anything other than itself. It's all consuming. It impairs you to the point of blindness. And I cannot afford to be blind, not when I'm on the search for the truth.
The truth about the gifts. About my attack.
About Kathleen's brakes. About the mayor. 
The truth morphs before my eyes and I can't get a firm grasp on anything. I'm determined to find out. 
By the time evening rolls around, I'm grateful Duncan's assigned me an easy piece. I'm able to throw myself into researching the story I've poured every ounce of my being into. 
The picture is becoming clearer and clearer. From the suspicious timing of city contracts, to the unqualified appointments of officials, and seemingly innocuous events coinciding with donations to the mayor's campaign. 
Susan's ledger should confirm the connections I'm drawing up. The mayor has been running a criminal enterprise from his seat at City Hall.
Extortion. Embezzlement. Fraud. Bribery. 
Corruption.
The more I find, the more I get the nagging suspicion everything, absolutely everything, is connected to this story. 
He seems to have his hands in every pot.
A panic settles over me. If I don't break this story soon, someone else will. And once again, a huge story that I worked on for weeks and sacrificed time, sleep, and dozens of other bylines for will slip through my fingers, landing me closer to the chopping block when it comes time for layoffs. 
My head is so muddled from lack of sleep, my train of thought merging into different lanes, where trains don't even belong.
But in less than two days, I will crash the mayor's party--literally--and trade Susan Levine her pictures for the ledger.
I'll have my smoking gun, and a story ready to hand to Duncan, who will be unable to refuse the biggest exclusive this paper has had in years. 
With no windows in the newsroom to tell when the sun's gone down, it's easy for time to get away from me. But a glance at the clock confirms it's getting late. I should call a cab and head home before it gets any later. 
Rubbing a hand over my eyes, I stifle a yawn and send the document I'm working on to the wireless printer down the hall. The printer room is a small, closet-like space with the copier, filing cabinet, and the fax machine no one uses. By the time I reach it, my document is sliding between the printer's feed. The page nearly falls to the ground because the prongs that hold up printed pages are missing. 
I catch the warm paper in my hand and turn away from the printer. I hesitate when it roars back to life. Another page prints and I instinctively reach for it. My document must've gone onto a second page. 
It's not what I printed. At first glance, the page is blank and I start to crumble it up in my hand, but then I notice the small words printed on the page.
Exploiting the trust of others and violating ethical and legal guidelines.
My mouth parts in surprise, but before I can register what is happening, the printer spits out another page. I catch it before it falls. Again, the same line, printed in ten-point font near the bottom of the page. 
My frown deepens.
This is a line from my notes. My notes of the mayor's story. 
Again, the printer roars to life and another sheet spits out. I hit the cancel button, but even as the words canceling
print job appear, yet another sheet prints out. The machine's display says the print job is coming from my desk.
I jog to my desk to pull up my open files but cannot find what is printing. When I return to the printer room, my mouth goes dry. Pages are everywhere. And the printer is still going, churning and spewing out copies. Something about the sight sends panic bubbling up in me, even before I admit to myself why. 
I don't want to tip off any of my coworkers to what I'm working on. Most importantly, I don't want to tip off the mayor.
Worry boils up inside of me, surging quick and angry. I didn't print this file and it certainly didn't send a hundred copies of itself to print on its own.
 I jam the display on the printer, canceling the print job again. But more and more pages spew out, more and more pages litter the floor. 
"Stop, stop," I plead under my breath. I can hear my own desperation, and I even glance over my shoulder, as though the person to blame might be standing in the doorway, amused. But there's no one there. 
Who did this?
I drop to my knees and pull the heavy printer away from the wall to find the power cord. I find it but strain to reach it, my fingers grazing the cord as pages continue to fall to the ground behind me. I can hear it. The soft flutter of a page hitting the carpet and the maddening mechanical noise the printer makes when it starts to print a new page. The printer gives a low robotic groan, when I manage to yank the cord away from the wall. I slink against the machine, my temples cooling from the sweat dotting my hairline. 
My breathing picks up at the sight around me. The carpeted floor of the small space is completely covered with these pages. 
Hands shaking, I collect them as quickly as I can. Sharp edges of paper making tiny but painful slices on the sides of my fingers in my haste. I am shoving the pages into the recycling bin when Duncan does a double take at the doorway from the hall.
"What the hell?" he asks, staring at me dumbly. I'm crouched over the recycling bin with my arms inside up to the biceps. And papers still scattered around me.
Flustered, my eyes go wide and my mouth parts. "I'm..."
"Never mind," Duncan says, waving me off. "I don't want to know." 
He continues his walk past the doorway and I'm frozen, aware of how insane I must look, how insane I feel. 
My sights lower to one of the few pages left on the ground. Something's different about this one, a huge block of colored ink visible though the image faces the ground.
I snatch up the paper and turn it over, only to immediately drop it with a sudden exhale of a breath.
What in the hell?
The picture is of me, standing on my front steps. From the clothes I'm wearing, this was last Wednesday morning, as I waited for Kathleen to pick me up. From the angle of the photograph, it was taken from the sidewalk across the street, maybe even from a parked car.
Lunging forward, I grab the paper again. Folding it and holding it tight like I'm afraid my own erratic breaths might blow it away. 
This is proof. Proof that someone is after me. Someone is after me and this is their message.
It was me. I'm still out here. 
And I'm watching you.
The AC kicks on at that moment and the vent, right above me, bathes me in cold air, sending chills down my body and bringing with it the realization that I'm sweating profusely. Not from physical exertion. From nerves, from the cold wash of fear.
What the hell does he want?
To unhinge me?
It's working. It's fucking working.




 CHAPTER 24
Amelia
 
MY HANDS ARE STILL SHAKING when the cab pulls into the parking lot of Trident MMA Studio. The squeak of the windshield wipers swiping back and forth against the pouring rain is unnerving.
"We're here," the cab driver says, hesitant.
The building's lights are off and dread fills me for just an instant before I notice the lone car parked in the corner of the lot. Reed's car. It has to be. He said he'd be here. I pay the cab driver and spring out of the car. Rain pours down around me as I run to the entrance. 
I bang on the front doors, but feel certain Reed hasn't arrived yet. I turn around to face the darkening parking lot and watch the cab drive away. Being here alone seems like a huge mistake. This building is largely cut off from the nearby shopping center, surrounded by trees on either side. The road in front is desolate, not a single car has passed since the cab drove off.
Rain taps an unsettling rhythm on the pavement. 
My unsteady hands fish my phone out of my purse and dial Reed's number again. Pressing the phone to my ear, I wait for an answer, but each ring seems impossibly long. 
Ring.
The rain falls harder and I worry the sound could mask someone's footsteps. It's getting impossible to make out my surroundings. 
Ring.
Breathing heavily, I keep my back pressed to the gym's door, using the indentation as weak coverage from the rain. My eyes wide, I try to make out any movement in the parking lot. 
Ring.
A low click and the lights of the studio cut on behind me, sending my heart shooting up into my throat. Reed appears at the door and I nearly collapse from relief.
"Jesus, Amelia. Get in here. Are you all right?"
I step inside, too relieved by his presence to answer his question. It's not until I take a few squishy steps forward that I realize I'm soaked in rainwater.
"You're shivering," he says, after wrapping a hand around mine to guide me inside. 
I'm not wearing a jacket. Just a drenched blouse, clinging to my skin, dark-washed jeans stained darker from the rain. 
Reed looks toward an open door at the other end of the gym and seems to weigh a silent decision. 
"Come with me." 
He heads in the direction of the door before I can ask him where he's taking me. The door leads to a stairwell. The stairwell leads to a landing. The landing leads to a short hall and another door. 
Reed opens the door to reveal something unexpected. A living room. Dark wood floors, high ceilings, and a tan leather sectional curving around a large wooden coffee table. The sharp contrast between the sterile, emotionless gym, the industrial hall, and this cozy room is so staggering that I don't follow him inside. 
"You live here?"
He's already halfway through the living room when he turns at my words and appears surprised I'm still standing at the doorway. 
"I do."
Glancing back at the front door, I wonder why I don't feel apprehensive, standing in his entryway. I barely know Reed and I just followed him up an isolated stairwell, down an obscure hall, and into his freaking home.
My gut would tell me if something was wrong, wouldn't it?
I hope so. But I'm so worn down and overstimulated, I can't tell the difference between a whisper from my gut and the blaring of a horn.
"I'll be right back," he says, disappearing through a door off of the living room. Half a minute later, he reemerges, holding folded fabric. He hands the clothes to me and I unfold them to reveal a pair of women's sweatpants and a tank top. 
"Uh," I start, hesitant.
"They're my sister's. She came to visit for a few weeks. Left a bunch of her crap behind."
Did I think he was giving me his girlfriend's clothes to wear? Okay--the real question here is: would it matter? Should I care if he has a girlfriend? 
No. 
No, I shouldn't. The question then becomes: would his sister want me wearing her clothes? 
"I'm not sure I'm comfortable wearing her clothes, without asking her."
He appears unconcerned. "Really--it's not a big deal. She lives on the east coast, told me to just dump them when she left, but I haven't gotten around to it. Go change," he says, "Then tell me what's going on."
I pause for just a moment longer. They're just clothes. I can have them washed and returned tomorrow. 
"Thanks," I say, "but there's something I need to show you first. It can't wait."
I set the clothes down on the sofa and reach into my purse. My fingers graze the gun and a few other contents as I search around. Panic grips me. Opening my purse with both hands and exposing the contents to the light of the room, my eyes grow wide. 
A whisper trails from my lips. 
"No...no."
The photo. 
The paper with the printed picture, the proof of everything. It's not in here. 
It's gone.




 CHAPTER 25
Reed
 
THE UTTER HELPLESSNESS THAT COMES over her rips something inside of me, triggering an insane instinct to pull her into my arms and fix whatever troubles her. 
"What's wrong?" I ask, again. The longer she takes to answer me, the more worried I become.
She kneels over the couch, frantically searching through her purse as if her life depends on it. I catch sight of the gun in her bag and straighten.
She turns around and starts scanning the floor, backtracking her footsteps into the room. Eyes desperate, chest rising with quicker, shorter breaths like she's having a panic attack. I wordlessly urge her to sit down onto the couch, not caring that her clothes are still soaked. She does so, but buries her face between her hands, mumbling something that sounds like, "Where is it? Where'd it go? Am I losing my mind?"
I reach into her bag and retrieve the gun without a word. 
"Where'd you get this?"
Her head snaps up, eyes fix on me and go wide. The distrust blaring in them just about shreds me.
"I've had it for years. I used to keep it in my bedside drawer. But now I wanted it with me at all times."
I don't ask if she has a concealed carry permit. A glance in the barrel shows a round inside. Though I can tell the gun is fully loaded from its weight alone, I remove the magazine to peer inside then replace it. 
"Do you know how to use it?"
She looks annoyed at the question and snaps, "Of course I do."
"Your safety was off and there's a round in the chamber," I tell her, handing it back. "That's not safe."
She takes the gun without responding and sets it back in her purse, hands trembling slightly. I realize she still hasn't told me what the hell is going on. I sit down beside her. 
"Amelia," I say, "you can tell me what happened. I can help you."
"Not if you don't believe me," she whispers. 
The way her fingers tap mindlessly against her lips as she stares over my shoulder indicates her brain is working overtime. I lay a hand on her shoulder, gently, and use the smoothest, softest voice I can muster. 
"Try me."
Her eyes search mine, weighing a decision. 
"You'll think I'm going crazy."
"Let me decide for myself."
She lowers the hand from her mouth, takes a deep breath, and tells me. She tells me all about the panicked scene in the printer room, where hundreds of pages were sent to the printer to torment her. Each with a single line from a story she's working on.
"But the last page that printed was a photograph," she says.
She almost sounds calm now. Deliberate and intent on wrangling her emotions long enough for me to take her seriously.
"Of what?"
"Of me. A picture of me standing in front of the steps of my place. He took it, Reed. He wants me to know he's still out there, he wants me to know he's watching me."
Alarm pools in me and rises. I don't speak for several seconds, staring off at nothing in particular as my brain turns over a series of phrases to latch onto a plan of attack. Wireless printer. Print jobs can be traced to their senders. A room where the server and internet routers are kept? Access. Who has access? Inside job. But, motivation. Why? Security. Surveillance footage?
She lets out a humorless laugh. "You think I'm crazy."
"No," I say, wanting so badly for that fear to leave her eyes. "You were so frazzled when you got here, I wouldn't doubt you dropped that paper somewhere."
The realization lights up her face and she nods quickly, but still seems to need convincing. I touch the side of her face, without thinking. I gaze into her eyes and will her to trust in my words. 
"Amelia, I believe you." The gratitude and relief in her expression collect right in the center of my chest, spreading an unusual warmth there. Her skin is soft under my palm. Her lids lower for a beat at my touch and when she meets my eyes again, a slow, shaky exhale leaves her lips. "I swear I believe you." 
 "God," she breathes out. "This nightmare just won't end. He knows where I live. I'm not safe. Anywhere." She pauses, then in a low murmur I may not be meant to hear, she adds, "I'm on my own."
"You're not," I whisper. My hand is still on the side of her face. It's the only part of us touching, and yet the sensation of her spreads through every part of me. "You're not alone."
Lashes lower once again and she blinks rapidly. Before I know it, she pulls away, turning her face from me completely. My confusion dies the moment I realize she's wiping at her eyes with her hands. She sniffles, then clears her throat, but keeps her face turned away.
Everything about her demeanor screams shame at her display of emotions, like she's never in her life allowed herself to cry in front of another person and can't stand the idea of letting someone witness her like this.  
All I want right now is to bring her comfort. But I've never been one to know what to say. I come up blank, and every second of silence between us widens into miles of physical distance. Until I can't stand it any longer and pull her into the nook of my arm, her face falling against my chest with a gasp. 
Her wet clothes press to mine, spreading the coolness and discomfort she must be feeling. She only allows me to hold her for a few seconds before pulling back to look at me. Her full lips part on a long, shaky breath. Wet strands of hair frame her face and my mouth goes dry at the way her soaked shirt clings to her breasts.
God, I want her. Her lips. They're so close...
"I need to know if you're going to help me," she says. Her voice has a subtle tremble to it, as though she's still not sure I believe her. She's rattled, uncertain, and looking for comfort. This isn't the time for indulging.
"Of course I will. You should sleep. We'll talk more in the morning. I've got a room for you, if it makes you feel safer."
It would make me feel safer.
Her smile is tired and hopeful, and I nearly lean in to taste it. Her gaze drifts to the padded column off to the corner of my living room. "I could use a go on that," she says. "I need it."
"You want a lesson? Now?"
"All I know is the only time I've felt in control of anything since all of this started was during our last lesson."
I drag a hand over my mouth, thinking.
She's got no idea what she does to me when we train. She doesn't realize the sparks that shoot out of her and set me on fire. How there's nothing I crave more than to see her work up a sweat, but with me inside of her as she moans out my name. 
"Tomorrow night, after work. Come over. We'll have another session. But tonight, let's talk more about your case."
She bites her lip and a flutter of apprehension flashes in her eyes. There's something she hasn't told me, it's all there in her reaction.
"That sounds good." Mumbling something about getting dressed, she collects the clothes beside her and asks me where she should change. I show her to the bathroom. The moment the door clicks shut, I pull out my phone and make a quick call to O'Brien. I should've listened to my own gut instead of always leaning on my partner's intuition.
O'Brien answers on the second ring. I keep my voice low as I speak, not wanting Amelia to overhear. My partner curses under her breath when I tell her about the photograph.
"A stalker," she says. "Someone with access to the paper?"
"I'm going by in the morning, shouldn't be too hard to trace back to whoever sent the files to the printer."
"Bring the photo in, it might tell us something."
"She dropped it somewhere. There wouldn't be any prints on it but her own since it was sent to the printer."
"Wait--so you haven't actually seen it?"
My silence is answer enough. 
"Jesus, Reed." 
I resist the urge to take her bait, resist the urge to lash out at her. 
We're not okay, O'Brien and I. Not really. Not since I dragged her into my mess.  
"I believe her. We dropped the ball on this one, O'Brien. It's on us. On me."
She lets out a sigh into the phone. "Fine. Whatever you need. I trust you..."
The way she trails off tells me, plainly, she doesn't so much trust Amelia. I end the call and just as I lower the phone to my side, I hear, "She thinks I'm lying, doesn't she?"
I spin around at the question and find Amelia standing at the bathroom door dressed in the fresh clothes I gave her. She's a sight for sore eyes, and just looking at her slows the racing thoughts in my head.
Amelia nods at the phone in my hand. "That's what that was about, wasn't it?"
"O'Brien's stubborn," I say. "And knowing what she knows, I don't blame her."
My words cause an awkward rift in the air. Amelia's lips turn down. 
"What does she know?" she asks, a sliver of fear in her tone, like she already suspects the answer.
I hesitate, knowing full well the subject isn't going to do anything to alleviate the sudden air of accusation. But I need her to understand the full predicament we're in.
"Your file, Amelia. It casts a serious shadow on your credibility."
Pulling her downturned bottom lip between her teeth, she nods. 
She lets out a weak laugh, looking just as discouraged as she did when the frantic search of her purse came up empty. 
"So, why do you believe me?" she asks. "Since you know I've seen things before that weren't there."
 I take a few steps toward her, but I don't get too close. She needs space, I can tell.
"Because," I say, "I know there's more to the story than what we have on the file. Your side. Tell me your side."
A long pause follows. It sounds a lot like determination, like she's decided she is not going to tell me a thing. But then she starts speaking. Slowly and without urgency. Not looking at me, like she doesn't want to see my reaction, her brown eyes scanning the floor somewhere off to my left.
"I have trouble finding a balance. I can become...obsessed sometimes..." 
She's quiet for several seconds, but just as I open my mouth to prompt her, she begins to speak again.
"My senior year of college I entered a writing competition. It was to land an internship at The
New York Times. The Times. The golden egg of newspapers. I wanted it so badly I could barely breathe when I learned I was one of the finalists. It was crazy stressful, writing a story with a deadline on top of all of my regular schoolwork. I pushed myself too far. I barely ate. I didn't sleep. Like, I literally didn't sleep. I took pills to stay awake. I binged on caffeine and energy drinks. At first it seemed like my body was going to crash but then...something happened. After a few days or so, I got this bizarre surge of energy. A second wind, but of insane proportions. I was ahead for a while, making great progress--but I couldn't sleep for longer than a few minutes to an hour, even when I tried. That's when the hallucinations started. I thought someone was after me to stop me from winning the internship. I...lunged at my roommate when she walked in unannounced. She called the police on me. I ended up hospitalized for a few days." She shakes her head as though scolding herself. "The doctors couldn't really figure out what happened. The theory is that I accumulated enough sleep debt to send my body into crisis mode, flooding me with adrenaline to keep me awake. The hallucinations, they think, were the side effects of my brain's desperate need for sleep."
I stare at her, unsure of what I should say, but I can't stop myself from moving closer to her. She goes very still. She lifts her gaze to mine and her eyes grow a little wider in surprise at my proximity.
"What do you make of me now, Detective?"
Knowing it's a bad idea, knowing I'm already standing too close, I reach out and graze the side of her forehead, collecting some of her hair and tucking it behind her ear. Anticipation seeps from between her lips in a quiet outward breath. 
"You?" My fingers trail down to rest just above her collarbone. She seems to have stopped breathing altogether. "I don't think you're ready to hear what I think of you." I pause, waiting for her to argue this, but she doesn't. I straighten, guiding myself back toward control. "I'll make some coffee. For me. You should stick to water."
 I leave her to sit on the couch and head into my kitchen. Raindrops tap slowly at my skylight windows and I'm glad she's here, with me, where I can keep an eye on her.
My floor plan is open and I can see the living room if I look over my shoulder, but it's on the opposite end of the apartment so carrying on a conversation would be pretty hard. I want her to take some time to relax. I wonder when the last time she slept was. 
Her description of the hallucinations induced by sleep debt is something I've seen in torture victims. It's hard to wrap my head around her doing this to herself for a story, sacrificing herself for journalism even before it was her job. Could she be in danger of putting herself in a similar situation this time around? She's clearly not sleeping enough.
It doesn't matter if her fears are based on intangible things. It doesn't matter if she's afraid of her own shadow or elusive smoke. She's afraid. That much is real. She believes she's in danger, wholeheartedly. I want to do everything possible to bring her a sense of safety, if only because that keeps her close to me. If only because she came to me instead of going to the station. She trusts me. Or at least, she wants to trust me.
When I return to the living room, Amelia's curled up in a ball on my couch, eyes closed and face relaxed, fast asleep. She looks so peaceful, all traces of hesitancy, suspicion, or fear gone. I'm left no other choice but to stare. The sight of her nearly knocks the breath out of me. She's at her absolute purest form, brand new, and unlike any time I've seen her before. 
I'm not waking her up. Especially not after what she told me. And there's no way in hell I'm going to let anything happen to her.




 CHAPTER 26
Amelia
 
I'M COMPELLED TO WAKE DESPITE having to stir out of a sleep that wants to swallow me whole. The brightness around me is disorienting, even more jarring since my apartment is typically dim. I jolt upright and my panic comes to a swift halt when I remember I fell asleep...right here. I'm on Reed's couch. Except there's a pillow behind my head and a blanket laid over me. The events of last night come back to me. I cracked a little and he held me in place with his hands.
A second round of alarm hits me and I check my watch in a hurry. I've got to be at work in an hour. I push the covers away and set my feet on the hardwood floors. It's quiet. The living room is empty. So is the kitchen. Last night, I didn't truly appreciate how open this place is, how large. 
"Reed?" I call out.
The doors leading to what I assume to be bedrooms are closed. His kitchen looks like the type that is barely used. He's just very clean. Likes things tidy. The bare countertops make it easy for me to spot the note he left.
I've got an early day. Looking into some things and opening a new case on your assault. Hope you got some rest. Stay as long as you need. 
Reed. 
PS. Tried to move you to a bed, but you kept fighting me off in your sleep.
I rub my eyes and glance around, not having a clue where my clothes are, the ones I wore last night. These borrowed clothes will have to do. I find my shoes, tucked in a shoe shelf in the closet and my purse, hanging in that same closet. I resist the urge to search through my purse again, as though the mysterious printed note will have materialized into my possession overnight. Or that the daylight would allow me insight that I didn't have in the dark.
Still, reaching into my purse for my phone, I can plainly see there is no paper inside. I call a cab then make my way down from Reed's place. 
The whole way, I scan the stairs and the floor of the hall for signs of a discarded sheet of paper, but find nothing. My purse strap cuts into my shoulder, the heaviness of the gun it conceals keeping me alert.
At the end of the hall, I crack open the door and hesitate at the sounds that pour out. There are people in the studio. A small group of women, and the instructor I saw my first time here. 
I shut the door again. 
I've yet to shower and my bed-head is obvious. It would be beyond inappropriate to walk through the studio to get to the front doors. The last thing I want to do is compromise the reputation of Reed's studio.
I look over my shoulder in hopes of finding an alternate escape route. I'm relieved to see a door at the other end of the hall, sunlight making its small windowpane glow.
When the cab pulls up in front of my apartment, I pay, but falter before getting out. The driver looks at me in the rearview, waiting.
"You all right, Miss?"
"Yes, could you wait for me? I'll be down again in just a few minutes."
The man shrugs. 
I mumble my thanks and push out of the car. Broad daylight should offer me peace of mind. But halfway up my front steps, I turn to look across the street, wondering where someone had taken that picture.
As I make my way down my building's hall, one of the downstairs apartment doors creaks open. Mrs. Lowery peeks out in her bright pink nightgown. I can tell she doesn't mean for me to see her. I know this because of the way she hesitates before opening the door a little farther. 
"You all right, dear?" she asks.
"I'm fine," I say, realizing I didn't check on her all last week. She's a little nosy at times, but she's all alone in the whole world and sweet enough to have captured the concern of every tenant in the building. We all take turns running her dry cleaning and picking up her meds and groceries. She needs very little and asks for less. "How are you? Need anything? Groceries?"
She waves me off and says, "I eat like a cat." 
I smile in acknowledgement of her joke, but that's as much energy as I can muster. She peers down the hall as I pass, probably double-checking I'm alone. Sometimes I think she's keeping tabs on me. 
I continue on up the stairs but pause for several seconds in front of my apartment door. The distinct fear of facing my own home makes me angry. Angry someone is terrorizing me, weaving fear and uncertainty into places where I should feel secure. Is terrorism a manifestation of hatred? Who could possibly hate me enough to do this to me? All my life, I've just skimmed the surface, never allowing myself to get too close to anyone, even friends. 
I step through my door, finding silence on the other side. 
Except...
There's no specific name for the instinct, but the moment I shut the door behind me, I sense a foreign presence in my apartment. It's an awareness that rises up my limbs like a surging flood. 
I freeze, my senses focusing on my surroundings even though nothing is immediately wrong. My eyes scan my living room, finding nothing out of place.
I slip my hand into my purse and retrieve the gun. No part of me feels the urge to run.
I will do it. I will empty out the magazine into whoever the hell is in my house. 
I hoped I'd never have to use this gun, and in the thick silence of my apartment, I hear my father's voice.
Right there, right at the top of the barrel, line up the towers and put your target right in the middle. Don't hesitate. Squeeze the trigger. It's you or them.
My bedroom door is slightly open. 
Did I leave it that way?
I take slow steps toward it, the gun a heavy slab of death and power between my fingers.
Reaching the door, I extend my leg out and push it open with my foot in one swift movement. The door bangs against the wall behind it and reveals my bedroom, no one inside.
I go room by room, looking for signs of someone in my place. No one is here. In fact, there is no evidence anyone ever was. 
Yet, a nagging suspicion crawls all over me. 
I don't shower. Even if I had the time, I wouldn't be able to stand the thought of being in such a vulnerable state. I do dress in a hurry and don't truly breathe again until I'm outside and find the cab still waiting to take me to work. 
When I step into the building, there's no one behind the security desk. This gives me pause, but down the hall, Dale leads a man into the server room.
I recognize the visitor by just the glimpse I catch as he disappears into the room. Reed.
He didn't see me, but I saw him.
He's here.
Relief ripples through me. I get the urge to head after them, but dismiss the thought immediately. No. I shouldn't interfere with his work. He's no doubt looking into the printer incident.
Knowing Reed is in the building makes the prospect of facing the gifts less daunting. But I slow to a stop before I even reach my desk. Because even from across the room, it's clear. There are no gifts left for me today. None. Their absence is so unexpected that I'm not sure how to react. Slowly, I resume my walk to my chair. Is this good? This has to be good.
Whoever leaves me these gifts must come right past the front and they must've seen Reed with Dale. Did they get scared off?
It's hard to work while simultaneously sneaking glances toward the front hall, where Reed and Dale reemerge from the server room in serious conversation and head back to the security desk.
"Is he here about your attack? I thought they caught the guy."
Caleb. 
I turn to meet the strange gleam in his blue eyes. Apprehension with bright specks of curiosity. "Why don't you go ask him if you're so curious?"
Caleb slips his hands into his pockets and shakes his head at me, at whatever expression he spies on my face. "Does he know? That you're unraveling? You shouldn't be working, especially not on a big story."
Am I supposed to believe he's concerned? He's never been my friend, this guy. I just never thought he was something much worse. It's him, isn't it? The gifts. The printer? I might not know why. I might not even be putting the pieces together the right way, and there may be pieces that don't go together at all. But everything points to him being behind the gifts, at least. But everything I have is circumstantial. 
So this is the game he and I are playing. Now here he is trying to smoke me out. Why is he working with the mayor? The question doesn't plague me because tomorrow night, I will get my hands on what I need to blow this whole damn thing open. Caleb will tumble out. And I will damn well make sure there's retribution. 
My fingers move across my keyboard as I reply, without urgency. "Who says I've got a big story?"
"Rumor mill."
"What do you want, Caleb?" I ask him, dropping all pretenses. 
"I..."
Caleb trails off abruptly as his sights rise to the large, intimidating presence moving toward us like an impending storm. He's dressed in his typical work attire of a dark suit and tie.
"Reed," I say, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice. I didn't expect him to come find me. His eyes fix on Caleb for a few seconds before they lower to mine. 
"Just want to make sure we're still on for tonight," he says, quite causally.
Seeing the way Caleb simultaneously stands straighter and shrinks back in one awkward move makes me realize what Reed's really doing. He's here to show Caleb or whoever the hell is looking that I am not alone.




 CHAPTER 27
Amelia
 
THE MOMENT WE WALK INTO the studio I'm overcome by an odd sense of déjà vu. There's a class in session--adults tonight--and the instructor I've only briefly spoken to greets Reed and me with a half nod.
"Let's go upstairs," Reed says. "There're some things I need to talk to you about in private."
I'm secretly glad Travis's class ran late. The studio isn't the same now. The vast open space is an uninviting chasm compared to what I know lies just above the ceiling.
 Reed's hand settles on the small of my back as we walk across the gym and toward the back door. The move is subtle, both protective and possessive. The ache I grapple with whenever I'm around him reawakens. I could never grow desensitized to his touch.
We slip into the stairwell and make our way upstairs. After letting me into his apartment, Reed closes the door behind him and turns to face me. 
"Did you sleep well last night?" he asks.
The question is simple enough, yet his concern is deep and genuine. It chips away at some of the loneliness I've been clutching close to my heart. Having a man worry about me isn't something I'm used to. Having anyone worrying about me has always been a rarity.
"I only ever seem to sleep around you these days."
The truth slips past my lips and leaves me naked. The moment seems to roll over him in just the right way. 
"I'm glad," he says.
For the first time since I met him, a subtle but satisfied smile forms on his face. His features soften by a hundred degrees. The sight is somehow familiar, as though I've seen it a million times before, in another's life. Quite suddenly, the tiredness inside me is more fulfilling than exhausting.
"I don't think I've ever seen you smile before now."
"I'm sorry about that. There hasn't been much to smile about lately."
"There were no gifts left on my desk today," I say. "For the first time in weeks. You coming around must've scared them off."
Reed considers this, then says, "I've been around before. Last week when we pulled the surveillance footage," he pauses, shaking his head. "If you could even call it that. The security system is a joke..." He trails off and rubs his chin. "I'm looking into all your coworkers again. I'm missing something. I don't like how shifty some of them seem when I talk to them, especially this time around."
"Breaking news, you're intimidating."
This brings another smile to his lips. 
I change into my workout clothes and meet him back in his living room. He waits for me, leaning against the padded column in the corner. As I approach him, all I can think of is how badly I want to climb over him. He's got a quiet confidence emanating from every inch of him. It wraps around me, masculine energy that makes me wonder how well he could handle me in bed. The more I consider it, the thicker the air in the room becomes.
"You said you wanted a go," he says. I blink at the suggestion in his gravelly voice, but he gestures to the column. It's smaller than the one downstairs in the gym and obviously meant for his personal use. "We can practice some of the maneuvers I showed you last time."
Is that what he wants? To practice maneuvers? 
He's touched me before, fingers brushing the side of my face and even down to my collarbone. Tenderly. He's held himself mere inches from kissing me even while greed swam in his eyes.
The way he does now.
He hovers close and asks me to begin. My thoughts are hazy and my heart beats faster than usual, even before I start working against the padded surface of the column. He puts his hands on my middle, telling me to tighten my abs, telling me the best stance to drive my body weight into a strike without losing my balance.
Distractions.
He's one gorgeous distraction and suddenly, I can't remember why this is a bad thing. What's wrong with getting your mind off things once in a while?
What if I kissed him? 
What would he say if I told him I wanted him?
Would his professionalism hold up then?
"You don't stop until your opponent is on the ground," he instructs, from somewhere behind me. 
I jab with my elbow, then with my knee, grunting as I do and picturing an assailant falling to their knees, then I kick some more. I've never before felt I belonged anywhere outside of the newsroom. I guess I've never realized how much anger I've been carrying around inside of me all of these years. It stumbles out of me whenever Reed and I train, an exorcism of my demons, of my desperate need to connect with someone, something, somehow.
One. Two. Punch.
"Anger doesn't help you any more than panic does," Reed says. "Learn to calm yourself, focus your energies."
"I am focusing my energies. I'm focusing them into punching the shit out of something." 
And it feels good. It feels amazing. 
"You pack a lot of strength, for someone your size."
I turn to look at him, surprised to find he's standing much closer than usual. 
"You know, a compliment can be left at a compliment. No need to amend it with an insult." 
Punch. Punch. Jab.
"It wasn't an insult. You're quite the sight to behold."
I hesitate then try to hide it by swinging my fist around with all my strength, but in my haste to connect with the sandbag, I don't brace myself and lose my footing. 
Reed's hands close over my waist from behind to steady me, and I suck in a breath. I turn my head to look at him, and even then, he doesn't release me. 
"Easy, now," he says, his breath warming the crook of my neck.
The way he stares down at my lips, the way he watches them for a beat too long, makes me think he's resisting the urge to close the gap between our mouths.
"Enough of the punching bag," he says, finally dropping his hands. "Let's try those moves on something that can strike back." 
Am I crazy to think he's really looking for a legitimate reason for our bodies to touch? Because that's what I want, too. My attraction to him has been vibrating through me from the moment I laid eyes on him, just underneath the whirlwind of circumstances that brought us here in the first place. But tonight? I've never been more hyper-aware of how my body reacts to him.
We start going through the moves, he feigns jabs and I practice blocking them. He makes me repeat the same move over and over again.
"Tomorrow night, are you hoping someone at the party will let some information slip about the chief? I'm interested to know how you dig up your stories."
I keep my eyes from connecting with his. I know he can sense I'm not telling him the whole truth, but it seems he believes the part about my story being on the chief. Could it be? What will I uncover on the retiring chief in the midst of pursuing my exposé on the mayor?
For a wild moment, I want to tell Reed of my true plans to break into the mayor's home office. But that could prove to be a mistake. I can't risk finding out if he'd be against my plan or not, I'm too close now.
"My job is not so different from yours," I say, finally meeting his eyes. "We both uncover information people want to keep hidden. The difference is, you have a badge. The authority to make people talk."
"And you? What do you have?"
"I have the advantage of knowing the truth is a burden no one wants to carry. You'd be surprised how easily people talk when given the platform."
He raises an eyebrow at this. "You're right. That part of the job never ceases to amaze me."
There's a subtle shift between us, or maybe within me, but for the first time, I sense him parting the curtains of disdain he has toward my profession, peering behind them, and glimpsing something he recognizes.
I resume a defensive stance and continue to block his jabs as we talk.
"I know you think I'm only interested in the spectacle of a scandal, but that's not true. I feel responsibility to uncover the truth. Our methods might be different, but our goal is the same."
Perhaps because my last words were true, the suspicion in his eyes ebbs away a fraction. It's still lingers though, and I know he senses I'm not telling him the whole truth. 
"Maybe we aren't so different, after all." He pauses, and then adds, "If you tell me what you're looking for, maybe I can help."
I shake my head. "I'll handle it myself."
He drops his hands to his side, but the move doesn't register soon enough. I step too soon, aim my elbow too high, and connect with Reed's face. He stumbles back, rubbing his jaw.
"Shit. I'm sorry."
"You obviously mean business," he says with a flirtatious glint in his eyes that brings a flutter to my stomach. 
The heaviness I've been carrying around is barely noticeable today. There were no gifts left on my desk, the Mayor's party is tomorrow, and Reed's on my case, finally taking it seriously. All of this has lightened my load by a thousand pounds.
"Is this a date?" I ask.
"I--what?" 
"You came to pick me up, I let you put your hand on my back and take me to your place. You've refrained from giving me a hateful look all evening. This feels like a date."
He laughs and I love the sound. I love the way his face lights up with a satisfied smile. This was the outcome I was hoping for.  
Still, he narrows his eyes in resistance. "Is this your weak way of asking me out?"
"Call me old fashioned, but I believe the man should do the asking. So, go ahead, hit me with your best pick-up line."
"Okay." He crosses his arms over his chest and straightens in mock interest. Or maybe it's real interest. He's reverted to the same serious-faced expression, except for the playfulness dancing in his eyes. He tilts his head. "Hey."
"Hey what?" I ask, snatching up my bottle of water to take a sip.
"That's my pick-up line. Hey."
"That's all it takes, huh?"
"Yeah. Doesn't do anything for you?"
I respond with a slow shake of my head as I struggle furiously not to smile.
"Works on everyone except you."
It worked on me just fine.
"I just don't see your appeal," I tease.
"Touché." He pulls his bottom lip into his mouth when he smiles. I don't think he realizes he does it, or how it's one of the sexiest things I've ever seen when he sinks his teeth into it for a split second. There's mischief in his eyes, like he's tempted to call my bluff. Tempted to make me admit how much I really want him.
We move on to practicing holds again, but sparks sear my skin every time it comes in contact with his, however innocent, however fleeting. A few moves in, he shakes his head and throws up his hands. "Stop, stop. You're still thinking too much. I need you to move instinctually. We've done these enough times. You should be letting muscle memory take over."
"I'm trying," I say.
He looks past me, turns, and heads for his room. I'm frozen, wondering if he just quit on me, mid-lesson. The sound of fabric ripping reaches my ears and soon after, he reemerges, hands behind his back like he's holding something he doesn't want me to see yet.
"I've got an idea. You might not like it."
"Try me," I say.
He strides right up to me without preamble. When his hand reaches out, my heart trips in my chest, stupidly thinking he's about to pull me into his arms. But then I realize he's holding something. A piece of black fabric. 
I stare at it, confused.
"I'm going to blindfold you." 
I'm dangerously close to overheating just from the look in his eyes, from how close he stands to me. 
He holds it out like he's asking for permission to put it on me. 
I nod, a nervous knot tying in my stomach. 
He places the fabric over my eyes. But right before he covers them, I glimpse the fleeting haziness of his expression, telling me he's getting roped into the exact same moment.
The t-shirt material blocks out all traces of light. 
"I'll give you a minute to get used to it," Reed says, still somewhere in front of me. "Tell me when you're ready."
A strange calmness comes over me, my senses collecting at a pin. My body prickles with awareness. Of my hands at my sides, of my breathing, the excited pulse in my ears.
Most of all, I'm aware of Reed. 
He doesn't make a sound, but something shifts in the air and I feel his presence move to my right.
"I'm ready," I whisper, my own voice too loud for my heightened state.
He grabs my wrist and I break free in an instant, bringing my arms up in a defensive posture. My skin tingles in anticipation of his touch, waiting for his next move.
He moves in a rush of air and wraps an arm over my shoulders from behind, pinning my back to his chest with a firm grip. I hesitate at the smell of his skin just under my nose, then recover, remembering to drop my center of gravity, only to pause again at the feel of something below his belt pressing into my back. Warmth floods me, but I will myself to move. Stepping behind him, I break his hold and push him away.
The clambering of footsteps marks him stumbling forward.
"Good," he praises.
"I can do better," I say. "Again."
He repeats the move. This time my response is more fluid. Still, it's hard to evoke alarm, hard to feel threatened when nothing about him triggers that response. My body is working against me, wanting to prolong the seconds he's touching me.
For God's sake, Amelia. Focus.
He loops his arms around me again, chest pushing into mine, as he holds me in a tight bear hug. I'm not ready for the way every inch of him presses against me. I'm not prepared for the way his masculine scent, subtle but intoxicating, stirs me and lulls me all at once. It's familiar and yet, I'm nowhere near immune.
"Focus," he says, and his warm breath is dangerously close to my lips. But I'm frozen, breathing slowly. "Amelia...," he says, low, in warning. 
His voice is lust, thinly veiled in surprise, and when his warm breath falls over my face again, a dull ache spreads down to my core. A second stretches out before us. I can't move, and I don't want to. Even through the darkness pressed to my lids, I imagine what our bodies look like, flush together and paralyzed by our own desires. Without an inch of space between us, there's no room for him to hide the unyielding part of him pressing into me as it grows increasingly harder.
Perhaps coming to the same realization, he loosens his hold and creates a few inches of space, but he doesn't seem able to pull away completely. His arms drop to my lower back and every part of me soaks up the desire seeping from him. Our bodies speak in the silence, whispering cravings demanding to be fulfilled. Yet we waver on the cusp of no return, on the edge of everything we want, straddling the cliff for fear we might drown indulging in it.
Flames crackle and lick between my thighs and for the first time all night, I truly move without thinking. Slow and steady, I push myself up onto my tiptoes and blindly press my lips to his skin. He inhales in surprise, but I seem to have only touched the corner of his mouth. His hand comes up to grasp the side of my face and for a moment, I think he's going to urge me back and away from him. 
Instead, his fingers sink into my hair and, barely audible, he whispers, "Fuck it."




 CHAPTER 28
Reed
 
HER LIPS ARE SMOOTH UNDER mine, just the way I imagined they would be. They part to welcome my tongue and I taste her for the very first time. Salt and vanilla and the impatience of a feverish thirst. I kiss her like I'm afraid she might come to her senses, because every part of me is urging me to come to my own. But this is one impulsive decision I don't regret, because her body relaxes in my arms with a low moan, and I know she's been waiting for this as long as I have. 
Hurting for it, too.
We kiss between hot breaths, greedy mouths moving in blind delirium. She exudes an intoxicating energy and it wraps around us both, a torrid storm gathering us up in its wake. 
I've never felt this close to losing control.
I take her bottom lip between my teeth and give it a soft bite before pulling back from our kiss. She's breathing harder than ever, face tilted up blindly in anticipation. Being able to take in the sight of her while her eyes are covered is indulgence like I've never known. 
"Is this what you want?" I ask her, offering up a silent dare.
Her lips remain parted, reddened and plumped, as though she's catching her breath. I know she's waiting for more.
"Tell me," I say. "Tell me it's what you want."
"I want it." 
On an exhale, she brings her body completely flush with mine. 
An agonizing need shoots through me. 
I pull the blindfold off of her eyes. Her hooded stare rouses me further, luring me right out of my senses. Without saying a word, I grip her shirt and drag it slowly upward. My fingertips trace the smooth skin underneath and she reels under my touch. I toss the shirt aside and take her in. 
She's gorgeous, glowing under the room's light. 
Her breasts are firm mounds of creamy skin contained in a simple black bra. I trace the tops of her breasts with a finger, dipping into her cleavage and up again, sensing the shiver that makes her bite her lip.
"Is this what you want, Sebastian?" she asks, teasing the helpless way my mouth opens at the sight of her. 
She's never called me by my first name before. Hearing it now makes me determined to make her mine. There's no denying how badly I want her. No point in even trying to pretend I don't. The growing bulge in my pants is too obvious, and I've spent enough time trying to bring attention away from it, unsure of what she wanted and not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable. But, fuck, I need her to feel it now, to feel how it strains the fabric of my clothes.
"You have no idea."
"Then what are you waiting for?"  
I wrap an arm around her back. The other hand slides up her flat stomach and covers one of her breasts, molding it under my palm. My hand rises to her collarbone, tracing the curves of her beautiful neck with my fingers. But the thought of her bruises makes me tense. The marks are barely visible now, but the memory of how bad they were is fresh in my mind and, I'm sure, fresh in hers.
"What's wrong?" she asks.
"What's wrong is the part of me that wants you, doesn't just crave to be inside of you, it wants to fuck you senseless. Hard. Rough. Mercilessly." The urge to rough handle her is so overwhelming, I have to take a breath to rein myself in. "But I'll go slow," I say against her lips, more as a reminder to myself. "I'll be gentle."
Her fingers thread through my hair, pulling tight until my head tilts back. She brings her lips to my neck and her next words warm the skin there.
"I'm not made of glass. Why the hell would you be gentle?" 
I just about lose it. Lowering my face to hers, I bite her bottom lip again. This time I linger there, even as a deep sound rumbles in my throat.
"You're making me crazy."
Hands duck under my t-shirt and her soft palms run up my back, collecting the fabric along the way. I help her in one fluid move by tugging at the neckline of the shirt until it's over my head and tossed to the ground.
She runs her fingers over the grooves of my ab muscles, tracing them down. 
I lean in for another kiss, tasting her more feverishly than before, dragging my hands from around her waist to her back, where my greedy fingers slip between her pants and underwear, pulling both down around the curves of her ass until the material falls at her feet.
In response, one of her hands disappears under the waistband of my pants. Slender fingers wrap firmly around my erection and cause me to rake in a breath. Her eyes rise to mine, pupils wide, irises small. She's surprised, impressed even. I've never been this hard in my life. I've never needed to be inside anyone as badly as I need to be inside of her.
She angles herself closer still. I take her in for a kiss, but pull away from her to take off my pants. When I step back, I appreciate the sight of her in only her bra. Her contours and curves have me rushing to find a condom in a nearby drawer. 
Her eyes are glued to the way the condom rolls onto my dick. She unhooks her bra and lets it fall to the floor. For a moment, I'm speechless at the sight of her fully naked. But when I charge forward, we pick up our kiss right where we left off, hungry and desperate. She wraps her legs around me and, holding her by the thighs, I lower her onto me, shutting my eyes at how she feels wrapping around me, squeezing me all the way. 
Fuck. She's on fire.
I press her against the wall and she rests her arms on my shoulders, gripping the back of my head as I thrust in and out of her. Faster and faster, my strokes quickly growing frenzied. Each one drives me even crazier for her, until I'm insatiable. Her moans sound like ecstasy and my groans pure torture. Because every time I thrust into her again, I'm throbbing with a maddening ache for more.
I relish the sight of her gorgeous face, twisting in delight as I pulse in and out of her.
Her hoarse voice moaning out things like, "Yes, yes," and "Right there," and "Don't stop," is the second sexiest damn thing I've ever heard in my life. 
The first? The way her words grow incoherent as I fuck her relentlessly. My fingers clutch her ass and her head hangs back against the wall, mouth parted, and hairline damp with sweat. 
"Oh God," she cries out and tightens around me.
Her body coils in my arms and I drive into her faster than ever before. Her moans turn into a euphoric whine, then into a sigh of utter satisfaction.
I hold her tight and drop my face to her neck. "Fuck."
"More," she says. "I want more."
I'm still rock hard and now that I know what she feels like, I might never pull out of her again. I have no intention of saying no to her and it seems like she wants to cry out yes all night.
Kissing her, I guide us over to the padded column she'd been punching earlier and bring her feet back to the ground. She opens her eyes, confused as to why I've pulled away. She's still breathing hard and looks just about ready to beg me to sink back inside of her. Fuck, that look. I wish I could bottle it.
"There's something I can't get out of my head," I say, taking her by the waist and turning her to face the column. 
She peers back at me, puzzled. "You want to train...now?"
"No. But you might want to hold on."




 CHAPTER 29
Amelia
 
"I NEED YOU LIKE THIS."
He trails kisses down my neck as he speaks, sending sparks across my already sensitive skin. My knees go weak, because every part of me is a raw nerve to his touch. I wrap my arms around the column without a second thought and his large hands take hold of my hips. My body reels under his heated touch, back arching, head falling back. And when he sinks into me again, a long, deep groan slips from his mouth.
Sebastian Reed has lost all notion of control.
He's not delicate or patient and I'm glad for both. He fucks me the way I want to be. Right out of my mind and until time, place, and circumstances become irrelevant details. My entire body remains in a perpetual state of arousal, and the greed with which he takes me makes me wonder how in the hell he managed not to before now. Our sex is volatile, all consuming, and unforgiving. I surrender to his touch in a way I've never done before with any other man. He tried to keep his distance from the moment we met, holding me at arm's length while simultaneously luring me inward. Fanning the flame, but staying just out of reach. I've burned and I've craved him in secret. And tonight? He strayed too close and sent us both stumbling across the threshold, across the line. 
The urgency of his pace makes me cling to the column for fear I might collapse from the frenzied sensations. His arduous breaths sear my neck. I'm teetering over the edge of delicious hysteria one moment and spiraling into an orgasm the next, twisting and coiling in his arms.
Bliss. Nothing but pure, mindless, unadulterated bliss. 
The moment it's over I'm ready to plunge back in.
"More," I beg, not caring how desperate I sound. "I want more."
He spins me around and picks me up by my ass. His strong arms hold me tight against him as he stumbles into his bedroom, unable to see where he's going because his face is in my hands and our lips are inseparable. 
My legs are wrapped so tightly around him, I'm not sure I could loosen them if I tried. 
But I do. I have to break our kiss so he can lay me down on his bed, before lowering onto me and taking me again. 
Again.
He seems fixated on eliciting noises from me, in making my heart thunder in my chest, and bringing an agonizing desire between my legs that no orgasm could ever quell. 
Again.
He takes me in ways that leave me breathless, sweeping me into a whirlwind, until I'm ignorant to every damn thing outside of what I want, what I need. A reprieve from danger and stress. The closest thing to a safe haven I've ever experienced. I could remain intoxicated by the way he slides into me, wordlessly marking me as his, even if just for tonight. Tonight could last for as long as we can.
We make eye contact and I can't look away. I can see the feverish need in him, overflowing onto his face, driving his pace, driving my moans. 
"Fuck." He buries his face in my hair and makes a long, masculine sound that vibrates down to my core. He holds still for a long while, but my hips continue to thrash underneath him, grinding until the wave of ecstasy overtakes me.
"Oh God," I breathe out.
His lips are at my ear, and though he came, he holds himself inside of me, still long and hard. I don't want him to move. I don't want to feel the rush of cold air when our bodies separate, so I hold tighter when he tries.
"Wait," I whisper, not caring if he hears the way my voice trembles.
I stare at the ceiling, trying and failing to steady my heartbeat. His face is buried in the crook of my neck and his heavy breaths bathe my skin in warmth. 
"Are you all right?" He breathes in deep, taking in my scent like a drug.
I don't answer, dangerously close to lowering my very last piece of armor. The piece of armor that's kept me alive all these years. Because, for the first time in my entire life, I can't stand the thought of being alone.
Reed seems to realize I don't want to speak. He falls quiet and holds still for a long while, his nose nestled just behind my ear. Those strong arms cradle me on either side and he keeps his body flush with mine without bearing all his weight on me. It's just right. He just breathes me in while his thumb caresses the other side of my face.
 This silence is so intimate. Too intimate. More than the sex. More than the sounds I allowed to trail from my lips.
When I loosen my hold and quietly drop my hands to the mattress, he finally pulls himself up onto his elbows and looks at me properly. His gaze washes over me like a spotlight. The longer we stare at each other, the further our expressions yield to mischievous smiles. 
"You have no idea how many times I've done that to you in my head," he says.
The hunger in his eyes is unapologetic and fierce, as if to make up for all the times he couldn't. Or wouldn't. 
 "You hid it well."
 "I'm a professional, Ms. Woods."
"I'd say so. I hope you don't plan on charging me extra for that."
"Of course not. You'd go bankrupt."
"Excuse me, that's a boisterous claim."
"That was some boisterous sex." 
"Indeed."
His lips twist upward into one of his rare grins. 
God, he's handsome even when he's straight-faced, but his smile is like a gut punch when you least expect it. I lay a hand on his face wishing I could claim him as mine, but fearing someone already has.
"What would your partner say, if she saw us?" I ask.
"She would be royally pissed." 
"Out of jealousy?"
"No, it's not like that between us," he says. I work hard to hide the relief that floods me, as he goes on, "She just thinks I'm reckless."
"You seem the opposite of reckless to me."
"I guess you wouldn't know, but I can be impulsive with a knack for bad decisions."
"Give a girl a minute to get dressed before you start calling her a bad decision."
"I wasn't talking about you. Trust me, I've made my share of mistakes and none of them felt this good afterward."
"Do your mistakes typically involve sex?"
"Unfortunately, they don't. Lately, they've involved concussions."
"Ah. Yes, concussions are not very sexy..." I eye the scar over his brow. It's much thicker than it seems at a distance, suggesting it healed from a deep wound. I'm unable to stop myself from bringing my fingertips over it and tracing the raised skin as if it can tell me a story in braille. Reed's smile falters when he realizes what I'm doing.
"Do you have any siblings?"
His question comes out of nowhere. 
Did a sibling give him that scar?
"I don't know. I'm sure you already know I was abandoned as an infant." I lower my voice to a dramatic whisper. "It's all very tragic."
I shouldn't expect him to find this amusing, despite my playful tone, but I don't like the way all humor drains from his gorgeous face. He has a file on me sitting on his desk. He knows much more about me than I know about him. In fact, I know nothing about him at all.
"What about you?" I ask. "I know you have a sister, any brothers?"
"Two brothers, both cops."
"Looks like you fit the mold. Is your dad a cop, too?"
"He was, but he's out now."
He stares at my lips, tracing them with long strokes of his forefinger. His touch is soothing and grounding, but his expression grows distant. I stare, transfixed, trying to read past the layers he's so carefully plastered on.
"How'd you get that scar on your brow?"
"This?" He lifts his brow like he's trying as I did to make light of an old wound, but doesn't have the energy. "It's what happens when a fifty-pound kid gets in the way of a two-hundred-pound man."
I touch the scar again. "Your father?"
He lifts his gaze to mine and my heart clenches at what I find there. In a flash, I see a boy with those very eyes witnessing a flurry of violence and blood. Pain and betrayal. Somehow, I know the answer.
"I didn't want to be a cop. Not when a man like him could be one. For years, he trapped my mother in a marriage she couldn't escape from. Trapped me and my siblings in a life we hated."
"But your brothers went on to become cops anyway. And so did you. You're one of the good guys."
"Am I? I lost my temper and knocked a man unconscious. Am I really one of the good guys? When I moved here, all I wanted was a fresh start. I opened up this gym, grew it from the ground up. But two years into it, I finally admitted to myself what I really wanted was to join the force. So, I did, and now I'm right where I said I'd never be."
He doesn't have to say where that is, because it's all there on his face.
Now I'm right where I said I'd never be. 
Following in my father's footsteps.
"You were protecting a woman from an assault."
"It's more than that..." He hesitates, like he's about to tell me something he's never said aloud before. His fingers run across my temple and into my hair where it's spread out on the mattress. His gaze grows unfocused, as though his thoughts have pulled him far from this room. "I made it personal. She reminded me of my mother and when he hit her in front of me, I lost it. Then the news broke and the guy turned out to be wealthy and well connected. Somehow, that seemed to matter. But that's what your story is about, isn't it? About the chief's connection to the Thatcher Organization?"
Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.
But this is what I've led him to believe.
I look down at his lips, wishing he'd kiss me again instead of reminding me of all the things I haven't told him yet. If tomorrow night goes wrong, I want him to be able to say he had no clue what I was up to.
 "Well?" he asks. "Are you going to make me fuck the answer out of you?"
"You're welcome to try, Sebastian."
"Alright." He pulls his brows together in mock seriousness. "I just need a few more minutes." I laugh and he muffles the sound from my lips with his own, kissing me before speaking against them. "I like how you say my name. I never liked you calling me Reed."
"Sebastian," I breathe out, jokingly. "Like that?"
His tone grows tantalizing. "Now I need you to say my name like that again. But for real."
"Detective Reed, I'm shocked. You're typically so professional."
"The only thing I want to be a professional at tonight is fucking you so hard you can't sit tomorrow."
I start to tell him I'm already there, already sore. Already marked and ruined and properly fucked. But he grows hard as he says this and before I know it, we're back at it again. My fingers grasping around the grooves of his back muscles as he takes me. Again. 
He's passionate and gluttonous, bringing my body a delight it's never known before him. But none of it compares to seeing the way he comes undone, tensing violently before his face relaxes and he all but melts into a satisfied heap on top of me. 
We kiss for several long minutes until he seems to force himself to stop and rests his forehead on mine. All of the sounds of our passionate sex seem to echo off the walls long after we fall into the most gratifying sort of silence.
"How am I ever going to stop fucking you?" he asks, almost to himself. 
"You don't have to."
"Don't say that. I will seriously keep you in this bed until we waste away. Having you like this, naked underneath me, makes it damn hard to care about anything else. I need you to sober me up because I'm drunk off you."
"Sober you up?"
"Tell me something about you," he says. I raise an eyebrow and he adds, "Something real. Something no file could tell me."
I get what he means. We're encased in a bubble of our own making. I can't get over how great it feels to be underneath him, the freedom of being able to stare at his face and take in every inch of it without hesitation. To have his bare skin against mine. To have him speak to me in such a low and soothing voice as he runs his fingers through my hair. I'm drunk off this moment, too. But I know we can't stay like this forever. I know eventually he'll pull his body away from mine and this night will be just a memory of a time we lost control. Still, the moment lulls my guard down and I let it, because I'm intent on making this night last as long as it can. 
"My dad--the man who adopted me--he was scared of his own shadow. Just a scared man who might have literally worried himself to death."
"And your mother?"
"We lost touch after I left home."
"How do you lose touch with family?"
"She's not family. She never loved me, but to be fair, I didn't make it easy for her to. Still, I realized early on she didn't want me, and the only person who ever did was a neurotic mess."
I surprise myself by saying that. But then, maybe I owe Sebastian some piece of me in turn. Isn't that how trust is built? By letting someone else hold pieces of you, one at a time, and hoping they will keep them safe?
That's how hearts are broken, too.
In my eyes, Sebastian is careful and resolute, and yet even he's been swayed by the influences of his past. I carry the mark of the discarded, he carries the mark of the powerless. We've both sought out careers to gain that which we were denied. 
"I'm sorry to hear that. Not having family must be lonely."
"Being alone doesn't mean you're lonely. You could be surrounded by people, by family, by friends, and feel lonelier than someone who doesn't have anyone at all. There's something liberating about not having anyone to disappoint, anyone to lose. I prefer to live that way." 
"Sounds to me like you're just afraid."
"Well, I'm not. Not of that. Not of being alone."
"You do realize my job is to tell when people are lying to me?" 
"I'm not lying."
"You are. And not just to me. You're lying to yourself." His fingers drag across my skin, absently drawing circles and somehow managing to anchor me to this moment, even while my past threatens to flood me away. "You're naked and you're still scared to bare yourself."
Emotions come in, a tide rising too swiftly for me to prepare for it. I take a slow breath through my mouth, gearing up to respond, but the thought dies at my lips when he brings a hand to the side of my face. He drags his knuckles softly over the skin of my cheek while taking in my features with a mesmerizing gaze full of curiosity and longing.
"Your pride is beautiful," he says, pausing to run his finger over my bottom lip. "But it will keep you from the things your heart wants."




 CHAPTER 30
Amelia
 
I'M NOT SURPRISED WHEN I wake to find Sebastian already gone. I lie still for a few minutes, savoring the weightlessness that's so unlike the heaviness I've been carrying around. It's as though I'm floating inside of myself.
I haven't slept that hard in...I don't know how long. 
Last night, I didn't exactly have time to take in my surroundings. But now I can process how tidy his bedroom is. So unlike the chaos of my own apartment, there doesn't seem to be anything out of place.
The bed is in the center of an exposed brick wall, which brings out the warm tones of the dark wood headboard and nightstands. Straight across from the bed is a finished wall, with a large-paned window that pours sunlight into the room. 
I slide off the bed and my feet meet the wood floors, which are smooth and spotless. In fact, the entire room is so clean I'm compelled to make the bed as best I can.
As the fog of sleep lifts, a single thought settles into my head and heightens my senses. Tonight's the night. The mayor's party.
On my way to work, I call Susan Levine to coordinate a time and place to make the exchange once I secure her precious pictures. Even over the phone, I can tell she grows more nervous than ever. I'm afraid she's getting cold feet and all I can do is ensure her I would never give away my source. I'd go to jail before I did. I hope she believes me, hope she hears the conviction in my voice, because I mean every syllable down to my core.
When I reach my desk this morning, the very first thing I notice is the absence of the gifts. Again. Two days in a row. 
What does this mean?
I settle into my chair and get to work. All day, I battle with an odd weight in the center of my chest. A heaviness I can't place until lunchtime when I receive a message from Sebastian.
[Pick you up at seven?]
I picture his gorgeous face, the small smile twisting his lips when I teased him last night. The protective gleam in his eyes when he took in my features, slowly, as though seeing me for the very first time.
And a sharp pain stabs at my gut, the uncomfortable squirm of the truth.
I haven't been truthful with him and I've even leveraged his dislike toward the chief to influence his decision to invite me.
Focus.
This is about my job. About the truth. A story that needs to be told. A story that will make my career. This isn't about a guy I like. No one's getting hurt. After all, doesn't he have an agenda of his own by bringing me in the first place?
[Thanks, but I'll catch a cab. Got lots of work to do before then.]
My plan is to arrive purposely late, using the advantage of a full house to slip in mostly unnoticed.
[Can't wait to see you.] 
I get a flash of his eyes, the way the caramel strands in them light up at my proximity, at my interest. 
You're manipulating him. 
Manipulator. 
I blow out a breath and sit back in my office chair as the word peeks out from a corner of my mind. Maybe this is what it's like to work on such a big story. 
Maybe it leaves you covered in grime.




 CHAPTER 31
Amelia
 
SEBASTIAN MEETS ME AT THE end of the long driveway as my cab drives off. The sight of him is enough to knock me on my ass. He's wearing his dress uniform from the ceremony earlier in the evening. It's midnight blue, crisp, and square in all the places that accentuate his masculinity. There's a slight blush to his face that tells me he's been drinking, a lightness in his eyes. He catches me staring and a grin curls his lips. 
What a change from just a few days ago. He seems relaxed and unafraid to show how glad he is to see me, no longer treating me like something that might explode in his hands if he handles it the wrong way.
He's lowered his guard.
The thought brings my gaze down to the ground as I battle with the guilt threatening to overtake me. 
Focus.
I smooth down the sides of my dress without thinking, but become aware when his eyes follow the progression of my hands, moving down my hips to my exposed legs. The way he looks at me has me forgetting to breathe for a second, because I see things spilling from his expression I could never take for granted. Desire in the way he wets his lips just slightly. Restraint in the way he sucks in a subtle breath. 
He strides forward and I'm taken back to the first time I saw him. Even then, before I knew anything about him, the world shrank around him, moving out of his way and carving his path to me. Tonight is no different, it's impossible to look anywhere else. 
"Hey," I say, playful, even while overcome by unexpected nerves.
He stops a few feet away and tilts his head, a haze still floating across his face.
"Hey? Are you kidding? You're using my own pick-up line against me? Come here." 
I walk up to him, encouraged by the playful glint in his eyes. He takes me by the waist, tugs me close, and says, "You can't just show up here looking like that and just say hi." He brings his face to the crook of my neck and plants a kiss there. 
His strong hands hold me close to his body and to anyone looking, we may just seem to be a couple in an embrace. But the intimacy of his touch, the promise woven into his whisper, make a painful ache throb between my legs.
He inhales and lowers his voice to one I recognize from our time together in the dim light of his bedroom, just last night. "God, Amelia. What are you doing to me?"
The tone sends a pleasing tingle down my spine.
What is he doing to me?
Headlights shine behind us as another car pulls up. This seems to sober us both. Sebastian straightens and holds out his arm for me to loop my own through. We walk in pointed silence up the driveway of the mayor's house. It's a long driveway, perfectly manicured lawn stretching out on either side. The windows of the house glow in the night, and the silhouettes of the party inhabitants move across. 
"You look good in that uniform," I say matter-of-factly. "You should wear it more often."
"Only if you promise to wear that dress more often... " He trails off, but shoots me a sideways glance.
His face reflects the light from the front of the house, and something else. Something that stirs with hope as his gaze hovers over my lips. There's a coyness in how he looks at me, like he's replaying last night and the ways our bodies moved and twisted. 
Someone from the mayor's security greets us at the door. They let us into a living room crammed with uniformed police officers and their spouses, along with suited politicians and other government workers, with their clean-cut haircuts and shady eyes. It's exactly what I expected. They're all drinking and laughing, guards visibly down, including that of the man whose arm I'm currently holding. But still, the sight of so many uniformed police officers in one room is enough to make me fight the urge to cringe back. A part of me fears my thoughts are projected onto the wall and everyone will know I'm here tonight with every intention of stealing something from the mayor's possession. 
For the first time, the reality of my plan, the absurdity of it, diminishes my confidence. I clutch Sebastian's arm tighter, but I only realize I do when he looks at me and asks, "Are you all right?"
I don't get a chance to answer. Someone tugs at my free arm. I turn in time to see a blonde woman, dressed in full cocktail attire, looking like a million bucks in her gorgeous red dress.  
I falter and stop walking without warning. Sebastian, who takes another few steps and inadvertently tugs me along before stopping and releasing me to turn and look at why I stopped in my tracks.
Emily.
I forgot. I forgot she'd be here. Seeing her face chips away at my nerves. I'm so glad to see her. She's not the type of friend who tries to talk you out of a bad decision. She's the type of friend who jumps in recklessly to help you.
She comes in to hug me, and once at my ear, she whispers, "Holy shit. You got in. What's the mission code name?"
I pull back from her hug instantly. 
"Hey," I say, aware that Sebastian is watching us both expectantly. "Where's Owen?" 
"He's over there," she says, gesturing to a corner of the room. 
At first I see only a hoard of uniforms, but then I spot Owen. He's hard to miss, tall with wide shoulders and thick arms. I've met him plenty of times before, but never in uniform.
Emily's eyes snap to Sebastian for the first time and her expression turns sly in an instant. 
"Well, hello, I don't think we've met. I'm Emily. Emily Stone. I'm here with Officer Grant."
She nods over to Owen who, at that very moment, looks past the men speaking to him and locks eyes with Emily. She winks and his entire demeanor relaxes, his lips turning up in response.
"Grant. Yes, I know him," Sebastian says.
"And you are...?"
"Sebastian Reed."
He extends a hand and Emily shakes it, her smile widening as she looks over to me. She opens her mouth to speak but I head her off.
"Should we go say hi to Owen?"
"Sure, come on." 
Emily walks off to her boyfriend and tugs at his arm to get his attention. Owen turns to face us, his attention on Emily at first before rising up to greet us.
 "You remember Amelia, right?"
While Sebastian's presence is imposing, Owen's physically large, easily the largest man in the room. Yet the hand he rests at Emily's waist is careful, like a giant handling a feather.
"Of course," Owen says.
Sebastian shakes Owen's hand.
"Detective, I met your partner earlier. O'Brien. Did she leave already?"
"She did."
A server walks up with a tray of drinks. Sebastian grabs one and offers it to me. I take it gladly, the glass cold in my hand. When the server holds the tray out to Owen, he simply shakes his head.
"We're fine, thank you," Emily says, but watches the woman stride off through the gathering crowd. She collects herself and looks to Sebastian again. A storm of curiosity builds in her green eyes. Knowing her, I fear the things threatening to spill from her lips. Knowing me, she avoids my warning glare. "How come I've never heard of you before, Sebastian?"
"It's been an eventful two weeks, as I'm sure you're aware."
Realization clicks in Emily's eyes and she glances at me in time to catch the warning in mine. The last thing I need is her mentioning my assault case aloud. I'm sure it's the last thing Sebastian wants as well. It's not like anyone here is likely to know who I am.
Except, of course, for the mayor. But Sebastian doesn't know that.
I bring the champagne flute up to my lips and scan the room, peering past various uniforms and suits, until I spot the mayor standing in the wide doorway of what looks like the kitchen area. He's in conversation with a blonde woman in a red dress, his smile is carefree and posture is inviting. He seems comfortable and unconcerned with his surroundings, which makes me suspect he's yet to notice my arrival. I need to get into his office before he realizes I'm here.
"I didn't realize you were dating anyone," Emily says to me.
And I'm mortified, cheeks heating up like I've fallen backward a dozen years. Sebastian's eyes twinkle with amusement at the way I blanch. I bring the glass up to my lips in an attempt to hide my face. He leans in to whisper something in my ear and I forget to breathe. 
"Relax," he says, "your shoulders are up to your ears." 
The way he comes in so close, his breath tickles my ear and rolls down my neck in a pleasing shiver. His tone is playful and I know what he's thinking. He thinks I'm nervous to be here with him, that I'm intimidated by the idea of a date. I glance at the ground, wishing briefly that the circumstances were different. Wishing I wasn't who I was and didn't want the things I did. This is why I've been single for so long. I'd choose a story over a man any day of the week, and I do. 
I am.
I'm doomed to want things that are opposing ends of each other.
"Well? Are you two a thing?" Emily asks.
Sebastian takes an unhurried sip from his own drink and as he does so, his free hand moves from the small of my back to my side, nudging me closer to him.
"Do we look like a thing?" he asks.
"You do."
"Good. Because we are."
Owen settles a finger under Emily's chin, turning her to him so he can plant a small kiss on her lips. She doesn't quite smile, but her face lights up in amusement, as though she's just received his silent message. 
Darling, you're doing that thing again.
Owen mercifully strikes up a conversation with Sebastian. About work. Life. Bullshit. Emily slips away from her boyfriend's side and comes to stand by me.
She nudges me when I refuse to look at her, a smile threatening to burst on my face. 
"You've been holding out. My ovaries nearly combusted shaking his hand. You hitting that?"
"Emily," I warn, through a nervous laugh. "Shut up. I need help."
I get a glimpse of the back of the mayor's head disappearing past a wide archway leading to the next room. Scanning the crowded space around me, I calculate my next move. There's a large staircase by the entrance, leading up to a landing. No one seems to be upstairs or anywhere near the staircase. If the mayor's office is upstairs, I'm in trouble. No way I'd be able to sneak up those long stairs in these heels without attracting attention.
"What is it? What do you need?" Emily asks.
She's eager, always eager for trouble.
"His office," I whisper, maintaining a casual expression in case anyone's looking our way. No one seems to be, and the party sounds around us are loud enough that it's doubtful anyone can hear me. 
Emily lifts her hand to her collarbone and fingers a necklace there. A pretty infinity symbol with tiny diamonds on it. "Pretend we're talking about my necklace," she says quietly. 
I almost snap at her to take this seriously until I understand what she's doing. With the charm of her necklace between her fingers, no one looking our way would think much of the way we whisper with our heads bowed.
"There's a door to the left of the stairs," she says, keeping her eyes on her necklace. "That's his office."
The majority of the party guests are gathered around the large living room, which happens to face right in the direction of the staircase and the solitary door right underneath it. This isn't good. No guests linger around the staircase, but most everyone faces in that direction. Someone's bound to notice me slipping into the room.
"Are you sure that's the office?"
 "When Owen and I got in earlier, I saw him coming out of it and caught a glimpse of a desk inside." I don't know how long until the mayor will come back this way. The moment he sees me; the jig is up. He will know I'm up to something and at best, not take his eyes off me, and at worst, have me thrown out. I'm prepared to take the fall for getting caught, but how will this effect Emily and Owen? 
Sebastian...
My stomach sinks. If the mayor was really behind my attack, I might be putting all of them in harm's way.
"Emily, go with Owen. It's better no one knows we're close, just in case."
"What are you...?" She trails off, frowning. But she knows she can't ask me questions. Instead, she takes my arm and ushers me to the entryway, closer to the staircase, as though needing to lean on it to fix her heel. But in a lowered voice, she says, "Go get closer to that door, in thirty seconds no one will see you slip right in."
"What? No, Emily--"
In my relief to see her, I'd forgotten the reason I haven't told her about the anonymous gifts. About the photograph sent through the printer to taunt me. I wanted to keep her out of it. Keep her safe. And now here she is, offering to jump in headfirst for me.
Before I can finish my rebuttal, Emily Stone walks off, heels clicking against the entryway floor as she makes her way back into the crowded living room. She stops suddenly and grasps the shoulder of one of the waiters carrying a tray of appetizers.
I hold my breath, silently begging her not to do anything too stupid, or too dramatic.
Don't, Emily. Don't...
Her legs seem to give out from under her, and the waiter is forced to drop the tray to try to catch her. She collapses in a dramatic heap, along with the tray of tiny food plates crashing onto to the floor in a deafening clatter. 
Without pausing to look at the reaction of the commotion, I hurry toward the door a few feet away from the staircase, and slip inside the room.
I press my back to the door, breathing fast. And despite the way my heart seems intent on punching a hole through my chest, I still manage to cover my face and laugh.
I love that crazy bitch.
Gathering myself, I refocus on my surroundings. The room is dimly lit compared to the house beyond the door. The brown walls and dark wood furniture probably meant to give it a cozy feel, instead lend to the notion of entering the deepest part of a cave.
I hurry forward, passing the black leather couch to reach the wide, mahogany desk. My heart rate increases even further, nerves clouding my mind until I have to verbally remind myself what I'm here for. 
The Polaroids. Polaroids. 
Where would he keep the Polaroids?
The desk must have a half-dozen drawers and I start opening them, one by one, and rummaging carelessly through their contents. The floorboard creaks outside of the door and I snap the drawer shut and stand upright.
The doorknob turns. I dash to the front of the desk, just as the door opens, bringing with it a rush of sounds from the party outside, as well as a man I know quite well.
"What the hell are you doing in here?"




 CHAPTER 32
Reed
 
I SHUT THE DOOR THE moment I step into the room, not interested in having to explain to anyone why Amelia and I have wandered into the mayor's private home office.
Not until I get answers myself.
Amelia's rooted to the spot, staring at me wide-eyed. Her mouth parts in response to my question, but she doesn't have a chance to speak. Footsteps sound from the other side of the door.
Someone else is about to join us.
If possible, Amelia's eyes round even further, and fear blares within them. Instinct drives me forward. Snatching her arm, I pull her through the only other door in the room, hoping it will lead us to another room. Instead, we step into a closet, luckily one just big enough to fit us both inside. I pull the door closed, plunging us into pitch darkness, just as the other door's handle clicks open.
Footsteps carry into the office. Multiple sets. 
Something brushes past my uniform sleeve and, not being able to see a damn thing, I reach out, setting my palm flat against...her stomach?
She goes still and we listen to a voice rising up from an indiscernible whisper to a hiss.
"...because someone recognized her. Now I want you to find her and escort her out of my house. Quietly."
"Of course, sir."
A pause.
One set of footsteps seems to cross the floor, and the door opening and shutting suggests they've left.
Just one person left. Footsteps move farther into the room and away from this closet. There's a creak of furniture. 
I squeeze the space between my eyes. It's ridiculous to hide in the damn closet instead of trying to come up with a decent excuse as to why we'd be in here in the first place. Had we stayed in the office, perhaps we could've pretended to have been drunk and stumbled in for some privacy. It would've been less embarrassing than being caught like this.
A loud exhale sounds from the office, and a string of mumbling I can't discern. This is followed by another creak of furniture and footsteps. The door creaks open again, and the footsteps mix in with the sounds from the party before the door closes, cutting it all out.
Her head lands on my chest, bringing up the sweet smell of her shampoo. I go to open the closet door, but she seems to anticipate my move and says, "No, wait. Just wait."
I feel my way up to cup her face, my fingertips land on the soft spot under her ears and are met with frantic pulsing under her skin.
She's terrified.
"What's going on?"
My question makes her sag against me and my arms wrap around her instinctively, giving her a soft squeeze. She breathes in, long and shaky.
"Fuck," she says on another exhale.
She's still trembling. I lower my face to the top of her head, unsure why she's so upset.
"Were they talking about you?" I ask, my voice so low it might as well be a rumble.
She goes still.
"I don't know." The moment she says this I know it's a lie. "Fuck, I can't stop shaking."
I reach past her before she can stop me and open the closet door a crack. The dim light from the office is enough to fill the small space, illuminating her terrified face.
The moment the light lands on her, she springs into action. She pulls away from me to rush back into the office, jogging behind the desk and rummaging through the drawers.
I'm taken off guard, staring at her. She's searching through the drawers in a frenzy, not caring about disrupting what's inside and giving away that she was here.
I stand at the office door as a dozen thoughts tick in my head.
She lets out a sudden gasp.
"Oh my God," she says, holding up a stack of pictures.
She stuffs them into her purse and hurries back to my side. My chest rises and falls in steady intervals, as I try to contain my anger. At first, she doesn't look at me, too focused on slipping off her shoes. 
She pulls open the office door a sliver to peer out, then looks at me and says, "We need to get to your car."
"Not until--"
But she doesn't wait for me to finish. She slips out into the hall, and by the time I come out, she's hurrying down to the front doors without a glance back to check who could be watching.
I curse under my breath and follow her.
"Where'd you park?" she asks, barely slowing to put on her shoes.
I snatch her purse away and she makes a sound of protest, but falls in step alongside me. When I pull out one of the pictures she took from the mayor's desk, I nearly drop it.
I'm not sure what I was expecting. But it wasn't this.
A naked woman lies on her back, legs spread wide and back arched in invitation of the man's hand at the corner of the frame, penetrating her with the top of a champagne flute. 
The woman's face is partially obscured, and not having confirmation of who it is makes a fist clench at my gut.
Amelia walks ahead of me, searching for my car. 
"Who is this?" I ask, surprising myself with the way I bite out the words.
"Where's your car?" she asks, impatient. 
I check over my shoulder in time to see the silhouette of someone in the front doorway of the mansion. 
I pull my car key from my pocket and hit the unlock button, eliciting a double beeping noise and turning on the headlights. Amelia half-jogs to the car and I have no choice but to follow. When I reach her, she snatches her purse back and slides into the passenger seat. I get into the driver's seat, start the engine, and peel away in an angry squeal of tires.




 CHAPTER 33
Amelia
 
MY HEART THUNDERS IN MY chest, bringing a surge of energy that makes me want to scream at the top of my lungs. I can't believe I pulled it off.
That was such a fucking rush.
Sebastian's car speeds down the highway, his hands clutching the steering wheel so hard his knuckles are white. Despite his anger, my own cheeks burn under the strain of the ear-to-ear grin threatening to split my face. 
"Do you realize the position you just put me in? You need to start talking," he orders, without glancing my way.
I know he's upset, but the raw intensity coursing through my body only gains traction as I watch him. The lights from the road wash over him in waves, accentuating the sharp edges of his masculine face. The sight of him in his uniform kindles a bottomless craving only one thing could quell. He is beguiling. Sadistically attractive. The type of good-looking that tortures my insides and twists me into a feverish, gluttonous mess. Vivid memories flicker through my mind, bare flesh and panting breaths, and my skin prickles in carnal anticipation.
"Pull over," I say, my breathing working up to a pant. 
He shoots me a look, eyes narrowing at the low and tempting way the words drift from my lips. His jaw remains locked in displeasure, but his stern expression only turns me on even more. He takes the next exit, and a few miles down the road, pulls into a darkened store parking lot, abandoned this time of night. Sebastian barely has the car in park before I lunge for him, taking his earlobe into my mouth and sliding my hand over the front of his uniform pants.
"I need you," I breathe out, not caring about anything but the flames tickling the skin between my thighs.
But Sebastian takes hold of my hand and forces me to look at him. His expression should intimidate me, would make anyone else cower in a corner. He's furious and waves of anger drift off of him. But in my enraptured state, it's only gasoline to an already dangerous flame.
"Is it you in the pictures?"
His question crashes into me and I instantly freeze.
"What? No..."
His shoulders sag a fraction as though this had been his biggest fear. I barely have the capacity to register this, my need for him is excruciating, wrapped around me like vicious tendrils. He releases my hand and it falls back to his lap, where I caress over his pants as I continue to kiss him.
"You lied to me." His voice is low and angry, but betrayed by the passion threatening to edge into his tone. He's losing the fight against my touch. "You weren't there for Chief Sterling."
I barely hear him. Heat pours from my lips in the kisses I trail from his earlobe to his neck. 
"What are you doing?"
Never in my life have I felt such an urgent need. My heart thunders in my ears and my skin itches for his touch. I'm a raw nerve dying to be stimulated.
 "Fuck me," I beg, utterly gone. 
He shuts his eyes as though he's about to refuse, but a small sigh signals his surrender. He surrenders in the way he grows harder by the second under my touch. I clumsily work to free him from the fly of his pants. He's large, solid, and uncompromising, and when I take him into my mouth, the feel of him makes me moan. 
"Goddamn it," he says, raking in a breath. I weave him in and out of my mouth, peering up to see him stiffen even more in his seat. He reaches down and tucks my hair behind my ear to see me properly. His lids hang low over his eyes, and his voice is almost just a groan when he hands me a small square package and says, "Get on top of me."
I pull my head back, a shaky breath leaving my lips as I roll the thin material over his solid erection. I hurry to straddle him, my dress rolling farther up my thighs. Our lips connect at the same moment our bodies do. I lower myself over him and let out a long, wistful sigh at how tantalizing it is to have him fill me.
"Yes," I breathe out.
His hands close over my waist to steady the wild jerks of my hips as I find a rhythm. We fill the car with quiet but rousing sounds, long moans and low groans. I can barely breathe between our eager kisses, mouths clashing as roughly as our bodies. 
"Damn it," he says, as though furious at his own lack of restraint. But his fingers clutch me tighter and I pick up my pace. 
I lose myself on top of him, winding over him between wild pants. Every minute I ride him, I'm swept further into undulated bliss. We're savages, starving for each other's touch and agonizing for release. 
I'm desperate to tease out the orgasm building up to a mania in my core. When it finally bursts from me, a wildfire that envelops and leaves me shaking and moaning out in a frenzy, he grips me tighter and goes rigid.
We relax against each other and I press my face into the crook of his neck, satisfied. He tilts his head back against the headrest and breathes with me as silence comes over us and the darkness of the night presses in on all sides of the car.
"Damn it, Amelia," he mutters again, though this time the words don't convey a struggle for control, but rather a sobering realization. "You've been lying to me all this time." 
I shut my eyes tight at his disillusioned tone, stomach sinking as I rake in a breath, taking in his scent as deeply as I can. Because I'm sure he's seconds from pulling me away. Maybe forever.




 CHAPTER 34
Amelia
 
IT'S LATE AND WE SIT in his car outside of my apartment. The last traces of pheromones have cleared our systems, and his demeanor has grown colder and colder the whole drive here.
"I can't tell you who the woman is, but I can tell you she's not me."
His jaw ticks as I say this. He tears his gaze away to stare out of the front windshield. I twist my hands together, thinking of how they might as well be tied. If I told Sebastian what I was up to, who I suspected was behind the events of the past week, he'd want to take matters into his own hands and blow the lid on my entire story. I'm too close to the finish line now to let that happen. This story is everything I've been working toward in my career. If anyone could understand the limitations of a job that thrives on closely guarded secrets, it should be him.
"What are you using the pictures for?"
There's harsh judgment in every syllable and every layer of meaning rubs against me, grating my already guilty conscience. 
"I'm not using the pictures. They're for an exchange."
"An exchange of what? What's your story? Are you outing some affair the mayor's having?"
"I can't tell you."
He taps a finger on the steering wheel, his displeasure radiating in every tense tap during the extended silence. And every beat wedges more space between us. 
"You need to tell me something. I deserve to know what you used me for."
"I didn't--"
"Stop lying to me."
He doesn't raise his voice, not even a sliver, but his tone slaps me across the face. 
I fall silent. 
He's intense. A black hole you can't encounter without being sucked into its depths. And though there were times I found him intimidating, he's never once made me feel afraid. 
Until right this moment. 
I'm afraid. I'm rendered speechless with the knowledge there's little I can say to make up for what I've done.
I've lied and he knows it. And I still can't share the truth.
Can a lie be excused for the sake of the greater good? He should know. Detectives can tell a suspect anything they want to elicit a confession. It's all fair game. 
Except, this is different. We were supposed to be working together. I fed into his desire to reveal another side to Chief Sterling. Because Sebastian has suspected the man to be a fraud like his own father. But the only person who's revealed themselves to be a fraud is me.
I take a breath. 
"The story I've been working on, it will bring everything to an end."
He watches me carefully, his keen eyes charged up by the quick thoughts flurrying past them. 
"Let me get this straight. You think everything that's happened is connected to a story you're working on? And you didn't think to mention this to me?"
My heartbeat goes off rhythm, overwrought by the tension pouring from his eyes.
"Someone's been trying to silence me. I won't be silenced."
Sebastian bites out a laugh.
"I'm an idiot," he says under his breath. "Of course I am."
In the pause between these phrases, there's another that's spoken in the slight sag of his shoulders, in the embarrassed way he looks away.
For thinking you really wanted me.
It squeezes my insides. But how do I respond to what hasn't been spoken? How do I quell fears that haven't been faced?
I try the only way I can think of.
"I'm sorry," I say. "I--"
"Is it worth it? Is chasing a story worth putting your life in danger? Is it worth...?" He trails off again. Once again letting his silence speak words he can't seem to grapple with. 
Is it worth ruining us?
My mouth parts at his question, but the answer dies on my tongue. I don't answer because for a moment, I think he can see the answer in my eyes. My mind is an endless stack of memories and thoughts shuffling before my eyes, too fast for me to grab one. And when I finally close around a thought, it spills from my lips without context.
Is that what you think my job is? Ruining people?
Isn't it?
Those words had stung when he first spoke them, yet it all seems to have come to pass.
"It's all I've had. All my life," I say. "This. Just one dream, one goal. One thing I wanted to be. It kept me focused. It gave me purpose. It gave me the power of narrative. It made me feel like I was part of something...important. Part of...anything."
 He runs a hand over his hair, letting it rest on the back of his head. He looks away and for several long seconds, he just breathes into the silence, then he drops his hand on the steering wheel again.
"Lines got blurred at some point," he says, quietly. "That's on me. It was my responsibility to keep my head on straight."
How can he act so much like a stranger, all of a sudden, with words so impersonal and cold? When less than twenty minutes ago our bodies were connected and our mouths spoke different things entirely.
I reach out across the gearshift, the space feels like miles, and set my hand over his arm where it extends toward the steering wheel. Even through the fabric of his uniform, I feel his skin react to me. Because the truth is there, bare-naked. He and I know each other in ways we can never pretend not to.
But he drops his arm, and I pull my hand back.
"Stay here," he says. "I'll take a look around your apartment, make sure nothing's out of place."
I hand him my keys. He gets out of the car without another word and his heavy footfalls echo up the front steps before he disappears inside. I let out a sigh, the adrenaline of the night's events has died out, and now I'm just tired. 
But the night's not over yet. 
I glance at my watch, and shut my eyes in dread as I realize more time has gone by than I anticipated.
Sebastian returns several minutes later, startling me by knocking on the car window. The sound is so sudden and jarring, I nearly let out a scream. My hand flies to my chest in relief when I realize it's only him. He opens the car door and helps me out into the chilly night.
"Everything looks good," he says, staring past me to take in our surroundings. "I'll have a patrol car drive past later on, just to be safe."
I nod, though a part of me feels this is overkill. I live in a building with several other people and a very nosy elderly neighbor. I doubt anyone could break in without attracting attention.
We fall quiet, staring at each other. His mouth is turned down, and I know mine is as well. Having him stand in front of me compels me to bring my body flush with his, lift up to my tiptoes, and plant a kiss on his lips. He doesn't kiss me back. His posture remains impassive and when I pull away to look at him, he's staring past me again, expression unreadable and impenetrable.
Is this the end?
Lines got blurred at some point.
Was that his way of saying the lines have been redrawn? Every part of me stings, but I don't have time to dwell. Holding my purse tight, I make my way up my front steps and into my building. I don't spare a glance backward, even though I can feel him watching me every step of the way.
Once I make it into my apartment, I turn on the lights and rush to the window to signal to Sebastian who, just as I expected, remains outside of his car, waiting.
Seeing me, he turns and gets back into his car. 
I stand by the window, waiting for his car to make its way down the road and disappear. When I'm sure he's gone, I turn on my heel and prepare to head back out again.




 CHAPTER 35
Amelia
 
IN A LOUD BAR TEEMING with college students, Susan Levine should be difficult to spot. Instead, she sticks out as the only person who'd clearly rather be anywhere else. She's got a young and unassuming face, but the unmistakable aura of confidence and sex appeal oozes from her, even while she's the most conservatively dressed woman in the bar. Her silky white blouse is neatly tucked into a black pencil skirt, and her hair's slicked back into a bun. She stares sour-faced into a half-empty martini glass, and when I slide onto the bar stool beside her, she doesn't even stir.
"Did you get my pictures?"
I don't respond right away, the music blasting from the overhead speakers seems to knock against my skull. I'm tempted to get a drink to numb the noise, but I know I shouldn't let my guard down. Not so close to the finish line.
I pull the stack of Polaroids from my purse and hand them to her, face down. She snatches them from my hand. 
"Jesus, couldn't you have put them in an envelope or something?" she snaps.
"Sorry, I came straight here."
She lowers the stack under the bar ledge and begins flipping through them, her lips moving wordlessly as she counts them. I try not to look, but catch glimpses of things I'd rather not see. A woman in her most compromised and vulnerable position, allowing things to be done to her that she likely never expected anyone else to ever see. Her affair with a powerful, married man forever recorded in dimly lit photographs.
"What?" she snaps again when our eyes connect. As though in a dare, she adds, "Just say it."
"Say what?"
 Her rudeness is only thinly veiling her defensiveness. She isn't fooling me. The self-conscious way she straightens her blouse is just the smallest hint of how embarrassing this whole exchange must be for her.
"I made a mistake," she says, not looking at me. "I was an idiot."
"It's really none of my business," I say. "Do you have what you promised?"
She opens her own purse, slides in the stack of Polaroids, and pulls out a small square of plastic from one of the inner pockets.
"It's all on here." 
I take the memory stick, frowning at it. How the hell am I supposed to confirm what's inside?
As though reading my thoughts, Susan pulls out a folder full of papers from her purse and hands it to me as well. "The cheat sheet," she says. "I've compiled a detailed list of all the transactions, complete with my own personal notes to help you make sense of it all."
My eyes go wide when I scan down the first page. 
"Holy shit," I whisper. "You're efficient as fuck."
She blows out a breath, takes a sip of her martini, and says, "Yeah, well, I'll be sure to add that to my resume. Maybe it will help me land a job now that this asshole can't blackmail me with these pictures. Efficient as fuck."
I flip through a few more pages, my mouth parting in utter amazement. This asshole and his cronies embezzled millions upon millions of taxpayers' dollars. A name jumps out at me. Leonard Thatcher, CEO of the Thatcher Organization and father of James Thatcher, the man suing Sebastian. My thoughts race. Will these files reveal Chief Sterling's greasy hands? Was he protecting Thatcher's son in exchange for bribes?
"He thought he could control me," Susan says, snapping my attention back to her. She speaks from behind her glass. "He thought he could keep my mouth shut by fucking me. He thought wrong."
When I look back at Susan, my astonishment must show on my face, because her lips curl into a satisfied smile. She may look young, she may radiate mindless sex appeal, she may be selfish and not make good decisions, but Susan Levine is far from stupid. This young woman is singlehandedly blowing the lid on the mayor's criminal enterprise. The most powerful man in the city is going to fall to his knees. All because he underestimated her.
I leave the bar and make my way back home, too distracted by the whirlwind inside of my head to grapple with the dissatisfaction hanging over my shoulders. I should be ecstatic. Just an hour ago, securing this information from Susan was all I wanted. Just an hour ago, I was on top of the world. On top of Sebastian. And now, despite returning home with everything I sought to have, all I'm left with is a stomachache.
When I slip into bed, the vast, empty space beside me brings the memory of Sebastian's face stumbling into the forefront of my mind. The true reason for the ache in my stomach. I can't get over the way he looked at me. Disillusioned and betrayed. Tonight was the end of something that never had a chance to begin. 
Not a real chance, not a safe place to grow.




 CHAPTER 36
Amelia
 
DUNCAN SHAKES HIS HEAD AT me from behind his desk, a printed version of my story clutched in his hands, his eyes cast downward. He looks tired. Much more tired than I've ever seen him. Though maybe I just haven't noticed because the darkening circles under his eyes are partially hidden by the frames of his glasses, and I haven't exactly been paying much attention to him. 
Muted sounds of ringing phones do little to drown out the dense silence of the office. I chew on my thumbnail, waiting patiently, when the back of my neck prickles with self-awareness. I look over my shoulder through the glass wall behind me, glimpsing the countless journalists milling about their workstations. No one spares a glance in my direction. 
It's strange how this room can feel simultaneously insulated and exposed compared to the rows of desks in open view, just outside.
Duncan flips to the last page, which contains only a few lines, before setting the printed paper on top of the pile he's just read. Frowning, he pushes the stack across his desk and closer to me. 
"Will you stand by this story?"
My hopes rise up to the base of my throat. "I do."
"You'll have to run it past legal," he says, still frowning.
"I will."
I thought he'd be more excited. He's somber, almost. He brings the pen he's holding to the corner of this mouth, eyes narrowing at me. "I'm curious. How'd you catch on to this story?"
I hesitate, knowing my answer won't impress Duncan. 
What tipped me off to the mayor's shadiness? My gut. 
"I just sensed there was something not right about him. And not just in the typical politician sort of way."
He rubs the space between his eyes as though I'd just told him I looked into a magic ball to come up with my story. But he's seen my notes and all of the evidence I have to back up the details in the story. Evidence I will likely be forced to turn over to prosecutors in the near future. Not that I'll mind, I just wanted the opportunity to expose the truth before the justice system is able to filter it. My job isn't to be the judge or juror. My job is to be the bearer of truth.
"Your source, is she still with the mayor's campaign?"
"I won't say. And I never said my source was a she."
Duncan leans forward and places his hands on his desk. "Amelia, you're smart. I don't have to tell you this is going to unleash a whirlwind of shit."
"I know," I say, tapping a finger to my thigh.
"Go," he says, leaning back in his seat. "Run it past legal and get it cleared so we can run it as soon as possible."
The day, which started off with a gift-less morning, melts into a full-blown manic blob of rewrites and edits. I spend all of Friday and most of Saturday rewriting my story according to suggestions from our legal department. Sometime midday, a thought falls into my head. Splitting the story up into three parts. This story isn't like any other I've ever written. It requires a strategy to protect everyone who's entrusted me with information. 
Despite my best efforts, the story doesn't go to the press in time for the Sunday paper. It will have to print in the Monday paper, instead. Regardless, by the time this week starts, San Diegans will wake up to a rude realization about the man they entrusted with their city. The mayor's office will undoubtedly push back. Denials will be issued, but he'll have to address the allocation of funds and a series of discrepancies to what's on the public record. After the story prints, I'll leak all the files online. That will blow the lid on the whole damn thing. Full details, events, times, and quotes I've gathered from people within his campaign.
One-two punch.
I barely glance at my phone all day. By the time I do, I notice a string of angry messages from Emily for not updating her. I cringe because I'm an awful friend. This job is a black hole, one I seek out, dive into, relishing the freefall. 
Will I always have to choose? What lights me up with purpose or what yields to healthier relationships? Why is it so hard to have both, to have it all? 
I call Emily Saturday night. I thank her and tell her I've gotten what I needed and will soon have the story out to the world. But even though she seems satisfied by my update, remnants of guilt still squirm inside of me.
I battle with this guilt, pushing it to the recesses of my mind in order to focus on polishing up the story of my career. Once again, it all becomes impossible to ignore when I lie in bed at night.
Sebastian.
I haven't spoken to him since Thursday night, and the silence between us has been a spotlight on the small ridge in my heart. A ridge that's been there all of my life. An emptiness so familiar I might miss it if it were ever gone. It's the gap where bigger things were supposed to grow but never got the chance. Things like a mother's love. But maybe it's my fault. Many kind women tried to love me. I made it impossible. Because there's a part of me that's always been convinced I'm simply not meant to have the things others have. 
This unwelcomed thought remains a low hum in the back of my mind as I toss and turn. Sleep isn't likely for me tonight. At one point, I get up and pace my apartment, tapping my phone in my hand. 
It's time to tell Sebastian everything. I'll go see him tomorrow. When he hears it all laid out, he'll understand why I couldn't tell him before. He might even be glad I kept him in the dark, rather than implicate him further. Won't he? Will he understand how important this story is for me? How hard I've worked? How much I've sacrificed? How fiercely determined I was to not allow a faceless intimidator keep me from seeing this through to the end?
I send the story to Duncan on Sunday and wait with bated breath for him to approve it. He does, sometime late in the afternoon, and we send it to the press.
At some point I do sleep, but not well. I'm a rollercoaster of emotions. Excited energy turns into anxious energy, and sometime after two a.m., I wake up, rush to the toilet, and dry heave into it. My palms sweat and my skin is one huge, exposed nerve. I'm hit, all at once, with how big of a story I've sent to print. How much attention it's bound to generate.
Monday morning rolls around and I somehow sleep through my alarm. Cursing under my breath, I rush to get ready. For the first time since the attack, I decide not to call a cab. I'm so late and my car is right there, parked in the same spot it's been in since the police returned it to me. Despite my nerves, I feel empowered today. 
I head straight to my car and slide into the front seat. The familiar scent of lavender air freshener reaches me. This car should smell of fear and panic, because those were the only things I remember registering during my attack. An attack that happened right over this seat. Images shuffle past my mind, but I press the base of my hand into the spot between my eyes and rub the images away. When I open my eyes again, I take in how familiar this car is. It's my car. It's my space. It was violated and twisted into something I've been too intimidated to face. But I'm here now. Today is the day I take back my life.
Strange how familiar it is to drive though it's been a while since I have. The freedom of having my car back, truly back to where I can use it, sends a jubilant energy coursing through me. 
Dale's behind the front desk, staring blankly at a wall, when I come through the front doors. He perks up and gives me a small smile, which I return. But as I head down to the newsroom, a low warning settles in my gut. Especially when I see no gifts are waiting for me. It's been days since their appearance.
All is still, all feels well. I can't shake the feeling the worst is still ahead. There's a reason the eye of the storm is so dangerous. It lures your guard down even when, in every direction, chaos awaits.




 CHAPTER 37
Amelia
 
THE STORY IS LIVE.
All morning, chimes erupt from my computer speakers like a song of celebration. 
Responses from all over the web. Retweets and reblogs. Shares and reactions. 
News of the mayor's debauchery spreads like wildfire. 
I watch it all unfold, too nervous to fully soak it all in, even amidst congratulations from my coworkers. A byline is a high like no other. A byline on an exclusive front-page piece? I'm not sure I will ever recover. I'm in a fog of excitement. My coworkers come up periodically to congratulate me on the piece. I watch the comment section of the story swell with each passing hour. By noon, there are hundreds of comments on the story. Ranging from the outraged to the mayor's supporters calling it a smear campaign. 
A few come out with personal stories of when the mayor looked at them or spoke to them in ways that made them uncomfortable. This is exactly what I thought would happen. 
"Look at you, kid. Poking the bear in the nuts. I'm quite proud," Kathleen says on her way back from the break room. She gives me a weak smile. 
"Why, thanks."
"You know he's going to fight this."
"Oh, I'm counting on it."
A mischievous smile grows in her eyes. "You've got more on him, don't you?"
"He's going to need a shovel to dig himself out of all this." 
I would also be cautious for the angle to not be so sharp, for you need to be prepared to fall on top of it. 
The mayor meant to scare me when he said this. I'm sure he's now realizing I'm damn well prepared to fall on top of my stories, however sharp. I'm a different breed of adrenaline junkie. Words are my drugs and their effects are my high.
Except...
The high isn't what I anticipated. The thrill I expected fails to sink past my skin. It's clear I won't feel good about any of this until I make things right with Sebastian. I need to see him. I will see him. Tonight. The thought lightens the weight in my chest a fraction, and the shift sparks an entirely different, scarier realization about him.
I've had to reconcile some of the most terrifying moments of my life with him by my side. We tried to remain strangers, but the reality of the situation chipped away at his resolve. All it took was a few quiet words. One reckless touch. We unraveled in each other. We unraveled together. It felt safe with him. And safe isn't something I've ever truly felt. But that's what I crave most of all, the sense of safety that envelops me whenever he's around. 
I prop my elbows on my desk and rest my face between my hands, just to close my eyes from the harsh lighting of the newsroom. Just to gather the rollercoaster of emotions that swirls around me without fully sinking into me.
"What the hell is this?"
The voice thunders toward me. I lift my head and turn to the sudden movement in my peripheral. Caleb reaches my desk, a determined look in his eyes. My posture changes, becomes defensive at his proximity, at the callous expression on his face.
"What?" I ask.
He takes a step closer to my desk and flings something onto its surface. It's a business card, and it lands upside down. 
"What is this?"
"Your boyfriend left it. I'm not playing this game. I won't be intimidated by some meathead. I told him on Friday, I have nothing to do with the damn gifts, or sending papers to the printer--"
"Friday?" I cut in. "You talked to him Friday?"
He was here?
"He cornered me in the parking lot, on my way out to lunch. Harassing me, accusing me of taking photos of you, leaving shit on your desk and all sorts of bullshit." His blue gaze moves over the surface of my desk, as though looking for something. "I have nothing to do with any of that." 
I pick it up and see it's Sebastian's business card. Turning the card over, I read the four words scrawled there, in a very familiar handwriting.
Stay away from her.
Coldness sweeps through my veins. I spin back around to Caleb, but my eyes are glued on the handwriting. 
"He didn't leave this," I snap.
"Who the hell else would've left it?"
I'm shaking my head, speechless. Caleb throws up his hands at the dumb look on my face and stalks off, muttering under his breath. The moment he turns away, I yank open my desk drawers and start a frantic search.
He's a liar. Caleb is a liar. 
"You look like shit," Duncan says as he walks past, sipping coffee. He hesitates when I peer up at him but doesn't ask why I'm sorting through every piece of paper on my desk like I've lost a lottery ticket.
 Finally, I find it, one of the notecards that were left with the gifts a few weeks ago. I hold up Sebastian Reed's business card, and stare at the words scribbled on the back of it.
He couldn't have written this. 
This is the same handwriting as all of the notes from my stalker.




 CHAPTER 38
Amelia
 
THE PARKING LOT BEFORE ME doesn't inspire confidence, even though a dozen parked police cruisers line it. Uniformed officers walk past me in conversation. Not at all concerned with me or with how hesitantly I approach the building.
 A car door shuts from somewhere in the lot and Sebastian steps out from between parked cars, speaking into his phone in a hurried tone. But when he notices me, he cuts off mid-speech, hangs up, and approaches me.
"Amelia."
He says my name in a rigid tone that stings. 
I pull my bottom lip between my teeth, trying to decide what to say. He's never been easy to read, but there's a solid wall behind his eyes, one that wasn't there just a few nights ago. The night air grows cooler, just as it had the last time I saw him, when he neglected to kiss me back in front of my apartment.
Standing in front of him now, it hardly seems worth it to have allowed my work to suck me in at the expense of everyone around me. Sebastian. Emily. And even though I've only known him for a short time, I can't help how familiar he is to me.
"Do you have a minute?" I ask, staring up at him.
"O'Brien has someone in our office right now," he says, glancing toward the entrance of the station, then to the parking lot. "Let's talk in my car." 
I follow after him. When we reach his car, he holds open the passenger door for me. 
I hesitate and he notices.
"What's wrong?"
I pull out the business card and hand it to him. He takes it but doesn't react until he turns it over and sees what's written there.
"What is this?"
"You left it on Caleb's desk." 
I hate those words. I hate my need to avoid asking the question and risking a lie. I hate how the easiest way to get the truth from someone is to pretend you already know it.
Shaking his head, he lays his hands on my shoulders, so gently I almost can't feel the weight of them. And it's pathetic how badly I've missed his touch that I can't bring myself to pull away.
"I didn't write this. Caleb is lying."
I search his eyes for the truth. As though somehow I know him well enough after a couple of weeks to tell if he's lying. But I can't tell, so I press on.
"You cornered him on Friday."
"I needed to go back and ask more questions. Something hasn't sat right with me about these gifts, about why he's denying his involvement. If the story you published today is the reason behind it all, then there has to be some connection between this Caleb guy and the mayor. I just need to find it."
"I didn't see you on Friday. Did you make sure of that?" 
"I needed to clear my head of you. You're clouding my judgment. You're..." He trails off, apparently unable to find a word strong enough to describe the ill effects I have on him. And that? It hurts. 
But I need to focus. 
"This handwriting, it's the same as the notes I've been getting. Tell me you didn't write this."
My uncertainty slaps him in the face. He sets his jaw and just stares back at me. I work hard to pretend I'm unaffected. To pretend my damn heart isn't already a puddle on the floor, weak for him. Wanting to give him every benefit and not a smidgeon of doubt. But my mind? It needs proof. My mind is distrustful. My mind is at odds with my heart, all the time. Even now.
"Look--" He reaches past me and grabs a small notepad on the dashboard of his car. Flipping to the first page, he hands it to me. It's just a list of contacts, names and numbers. But it's clear what he's trying to show me.
The handwriting in this notebook is small and neat. Nothing like the wild scribbling on the notes. 
I almost let out a sigh of relief. It's not him.
It's not him.
He frowns and I know my relief only stings further. 
His phone rings and he answers it without breaking eye contact with me.
"Reed. No, I'm up front. Yeah, give me a minute." He hangs up and slides the phone back into his pocket. "I've got to run in for a few minutes. Wait for me here?"
"I'm sorry I lied," I blurt out. Some pathetic part of my heart wishes I could pull the words back in again and make them sound...better, stronger.
"We'll talk about it when I get back."
He takes a few steps toward the station, but turns abruptly. His sights fall on my lips and he takes my face in his hand, and I let him. I do more than let him. I close my eyes to his touch. He kisses me. It's a kiss that tastes just slightly of frustration held back by the thinnest of threads. But even while the panic of uncertainty still hangs over me, his simple touch eases the unpleasant tension between us, tugging it into territory that is more familiar. A place where I'm reminded that he's been there for me more in the short time I've known him than any man has in entire my life.
"I had nothing to do with that note," he says. "Or any of the notes. You know that, right? Listen to your gut."
His words ring with sincerity and I look down, ashamed. Of course. Of course he didn't write that note. Caleb could've gotten the business card from anywhere. Sebastian has been to the newsroom multiple times asking questions, poking around. 
It's true I've never trusted a single person one hundred percent. Trust is a concept I've never fully embraced. But I've never wanted to trust in someone as badly as I want to trust in Sebastian. I've never needed to.
"I believe you," I say.
He rests his forehead against mine and shuts his eyes. "Whoever's doing this won't get away with it. Even if they try to stop now that the story is published. I'll find him, Amelia. I promise you. I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. I'll be back in just a few minutes, are you going to be okay?"
"Go," I tell him. "I'll be here."
"Are you sure? You're still shaken up."
"Yes."
He pulls back to look me in the eyes and I can tell that he'd stay right here beside me if I asked him to. That he'd sacrifice losing everything else if it meant keeping me. 
"For a second there, it felt like everything was going to slip through my fingers." He gently squeezes me at the word everything and my heart splits open, spilling out things I try hard not to feel. Things that make me vulnerable, with all my layers splayed out.  
I'm scared.
I'm so goddamn scared because I feel what he feels. I feel that awful lining of lead in my gut, whispering warnings that everything seems to tilt right at the tip of my fingers. Every single thing I want to hold on to is uncertain and unsustainable in the light of all the unknowns. 
"Go," I say again. "I'll be in your car."
"Five minutes, I'll be right back."
He walks away and I get into his car, lock the doors like I promised, and wait for his return. His absence is a visceral experience, one that leaves me shifting in my seat. 
I look at the small notebook, still in my hand, examining the handwriting. Sebastian is neat and likes things in order. The handwriting on the notes had a certain personality to it. They carry the feel of someone frantic and disordered. I push open the glove compartment to slide the notebook inside, but something else falls out. A picture becomes wedged between the seat and the center console. 
I bring my fingers over the edge, nudging the photo outward, revealing what seems to be an abstract image. White lines and shadows. I pull the photograph out farther, slowly as to not have it slip away. Once half of the picture becomes visible, I turn my head, able to make out the shape of open window blinds. 
An unpleasant tingling rises up my arm and before I know what I'm doing, I yank the photograph out all of the way. My stomach does a sickening summersault and plunges into oblivion.
My hands shake as my eyes scan the photograph, somehow not believing what they see. It's a picture taken from the outside of a window, a figure visible through the cracks of the open blinds. A bed. 
My bed. 
And me sleeping in it.




 CHAPTER 39
Reed
 
LENA THATCHER LOOKS AS IF she's aged since I saw her last, that night I stopped her husband from attacking her.  
"Mrs. Thatcher," I say, trying to hide my impatience as I take my seat behind my desk. "You wanted to see me?"
She's wearing sunglasses, and I resist the urge to ask her to remove them. I like being able to look people in the eye when I talk to them. But I'm sure I can guess why she's more comfortable with them on.
"I won't take much of your time," she says. "I want to apologize for what you've been through because of me."
"Does your husband know you're here?"
"No. But starting now, what I do is not his business anymore. James is in jail tonight. I've pressed charges against him. For this." She removes her sunglasses to reveal a horrendously bruised eye. "His father already said he won't bail him out this time. James has no one else but me. And that's how I'm going to make him clean up this mess. I'm going to get him to drop the suit."
"How, exactly?"
"I'm going to tell him I'll drop my charges if he drops his lawsuit."
"I can't have you do that. I can't have you auction yourself off just to clear my legal troubles. I made a decision that night, Mrs. Thatcher. I can deal with the consequences."
"No. No, it's time he dealt with consequences. Don't you get it? He's never had to face the music once in his life. He'll think I'll be here when he gets out, but I won't be. I'm leaving. My sister's got a place in Florida and--" she looks away, slipping her glasses back on "--and I can see a fresh start there."
"You don't have to do this, uproot your whole life."
"I do," she says. "It's the only way for me to stay away from him. And I've already decided. I just wanted to come tell you before I go visit him in jail in the morning. My bags are packed and in my car. By the time he's processed out, I will have already gone. I wanted to say thank you. Your gym, it gave me courage."
We fall silent and on her face, I see determination. There's an anger in her eyes, just enough that I believe she's really going to go through with it.
When I get back out to the parking lot, the passenger door of my car is open, but Amelia is not inside.
I jog there, alarm slams into me. Did someone take her? Then I see it, lying on the seat. The picture. And I know she's gone, run off, terrified of me. I slam the door shut. 
"Goddamn it."




 CHAPTER 40
Amelia
 
ANY THOUGHT PROCESS THAT'S NOT devoted to me keeping one foot in front of the other is a dangerous waste of time. I'm out of Sebastian's car in seconds, rushing across the parking lot.
The noises around me are an overwhelming cacophony as I fight to gather my senses. Distant sounds of traffic, people talking somewhere close by, a car door slamming, a creature of the night moving in some bushes. I pull on every strand of myself I can muster and straighten up. 
Once again, I focus on putting one foot in front of the other, this time half-running to my car without looking back to check if anyone sees me. I shove the key into the ignition, start the engine, and drive out onto the street.
My fingers grow numb from how tightly they grip the steering wheel. I only make it a few streets over before I have to swerve the car to the side of the road. I barely yank my door open in time before the acid from my stomach rises up to my throat. I wrench uncontrollably and food I don't remember eating pours out of me, splattering onto the pavement beside my car. 
My heart drills a painful hole through my chest and I can't quite catch my breath. The urge to move is overshadowed by my inability to pull myself together. I shut the car door, hit the lock button, and sit back in the driver's seat. Acid still tingles on my tongue. I close my eyes and try to slow my breathing. 
Think. Think. Think.
I need to think, but every cell in my body is at war with itself. Nothing makes sense anymore. And my gut? My fucking gut is broken. I can't trust it. I can't trust anyone. Or myself. I can't trust anyplace or anything.
I drive home. Home. It's the only place I can think to go, even though I don't feel safe there, either. But what does it matter if I'm not safe anywhere?
My mind spins and spins, trying to latch onto some rational thought. Rational plan forward. Maybe I should go into hiding, pack my bags and hole up somewhere long enough to make sense of everything. Long enough to add everything up.
My keys clink together in my shaky hands, like chattering teeth in the cold. I throw open the entryway door and race down the hall and up the stairs to my apartment. I take the stairs two at a time, positioning the key to my front door between my fingers to save myself time in opening it. 
The moment I reach my apartment, I sink the key into the keyhole and push the door open. Slipping inside, I shove the door closed in a blur of motion before setting my forehead against the frame. I fight the urge to fucking cry.
I can't. I need to think and I can't think here. If I can't think, I need to move. I turn to face my apartment and take an automatic step farther in, when my peripheral vision picks up an anomaly. I feel it in the clenching of my stomach, before I even see it. 
A flash of white and red. 
There, on the counter that separates my kitchen and dining room, is a cup of coffee and a rose lying beside a note. Even from here, I can make out the single word written on the paper. 
Soon.
A second of paralyzing panic grips me. My purse--with my phone and my gun--is in my car. The thought turns my insides to ice, but just as suddenly, something strange happens. The panic falls away to something primal. Something angry and vicious that floods my veins and numbs me to the core.
Whoever is in my house, whatever the hell he wants with me, it doesn't matter.
I'm going to kill him.
Darting into my kitchen, I pull open the drawer to grab a knife, but I'm yanked backward before I can reach inside. A hand clamps over my mouth, stifling my cry of surprise. Instinct takes over and I twist my upper body, throwing an elbow backward and connecting with something hard. But, at the same precise moment, something pricks my neck, stinging me.
The person behind me grunts at the blow, releasing me. But my advantage is lost because my limbs grow numb and my legs give out from under me. Eyes wide, I sink against the counter, sliding down to the floor. I'm unable to move my head or any part of my body. The edges of my vision grow dark until everything is just a pinhole. I'm forced to stare at a single vantage point. A pair of legs, a hand with a syringe in sight.
"Couldn't have you holding your breath again, could I?"
The voice almost jars me to consciousness.
I recognize it immediately.
No.
Not him. It can't be him.




 CHAPTER 41
Amelia
 
A HAND TAPS MY CHEEK and my eyelids flutter.
I nearly open my eyes, but hesitate when a voice hisses, "Get up."
My pulse picks up at my ear, but I keep my eyes closed, trying to grab onto a few extra seconds to gauge the situation before I reveal I'm conscious. A few extra seconds before I have to face him. 
"I know I didn't get the dose wrong. Get up." 
His voice is familiar and somehow completely foreign. He sounds angry but also a bit uncertain. He taps my cheek a little harder this time, obviously sensing I'm awake. I can keep my eyes shut but I can't keep my chest from rising quicker from my increased breathing rate.
Trying to think, I listen for movement but hear only the rushing of blood, pumping in my ears. My arms are tied at the wrists behind my back. My ankles are tied as well. I don't need to move to know that the binds are tight. I feel them on my bones. I'm lying on a hard surface with something right up against my back. A wall? There's a faint but familiar scent that registers slowly in the back of my mind. 
My candle.
I have a candle on the bookshelf of my living room with strong notes of frankincense. 
I'm still home. 
As this fact sinks in, a hard slap stings the side of my face. 
"Wake the fuck up."
I jerk uncontrollably and my eyes fly open. Dale's face is level with mine, staring right at me. He's the same Dale I've always seen. Eyebrows permanently turned up in an almost sorry expression. His blue eyes scan my face and soften. 
"I'm sorry, did I hurt you?" he asks, bringing a hand up to scratch his nose. There's a knife in that hand, a long hunter's knife with a shiny stainless steel blade. My eyes widen at the sight of it, and I start to let out a sound only to realize there's a gag in my mouth. "Oh this?" He lifts the knife. "Don't worry about this, darling. I just needed to cut up something to tie you with."
I look down at my body. Just as I suspected, my legs are tied together at the ankles with a blue t-shirt I recognize from my closet. I struggle against the binds on my wrists.
"No use in doing that," he says. "Learned those knots from my father. You're not getting out of that unless I undo them myself."
I keep my eyes on him as he gets to his feet and I register for the first time that he's in his security guard uniform. He lifts his pant leg over his right leg and stores the knife in a sheath strapped to his calf. There are at least six other knifes there, too, flush against his very real, perfectly intact leg. 
I stare in utter bewilderment.
Why should this come as a shock considering everything else about him revealed itself to be a lie? I'm not sure. But seeing a leg where I'd always expected a prosthetic really fucks with me. I continue to stare at it, shaking my head, the gag in my mouth muffling the word that keeps stumbling from my lips. 
No. No. No.
What do you want from me? I try to ask him, but those words are muffled, too.
Dale walks over to the windows at the end of my living room and, with a single finger, pulls down one of the blinds. He peers outside, looking from side to side.
"Now how the fuck am I going to get you out of here without your neighbors seeing?" he asks under his breath.
He's not talking to me. I know that. But I start trying to gain his attention. All I can manage are pathetic, low mumbling noises that are barely audible through the ball of fabric strapped to my mouth. 
All the while, I attempt to move my wrists, trying to loosen the knot holding them together. But I can barely move them a millimeter in either direction, and even that is painful.
I need to get him to remove my gag. Maybe I can talk to him, get him to untie me. But he's distracted, still looking out of my window. I groan low and loud as I can to get his attention.
"Shh," he snaps, preoccupied.
Even from where I lie on the floor, I glimpse the way his expression falls at whatever he sees outside. He pulls his finger away from the blinds, letting them snap back in place. 
"Shit," he whispers under his breath.
Walking over to the front door, he double checks the lock, then turns and stalks back in my direction. Getting down on one knee, he brings his face close to mine, and presses a finger to his lips. "Shh," he says again, this time in a low whisper. "Don't make a sound or I will drive my blade straight into your throat."
My breathing grows heavier as I realize why he says this. The sound of footsteps out in the hall reaches us. My eyes go wide. I start grunting and writhing around, making as much noise as possible. But then Dale reaches under his pant leg for a knife and brings the cold steel to my throat.
"Shut up," he hisses between his teeth.
The blade rubs slightly against my skin, stinging me, and I freeze. Someone knocks on my door. It echoes throughout my apartment in the way no knock ever has. Dale and I both go eerily still, his arm suspended in mid-air, holding the knife to my throat. 
"Amelia?" 
Sebastian.
At the sound of his voice, my eyes get so wide they sting. I want to scream out again, against my rag. As though sensing the instinct, Dale presses the blade harder against my skin. My breathing accelerates and I'm terrified the smallest movement will sink the blade into the flesh of my neck. This man really might slash my throat. 
What then?
"Amelia, please open the door. I know you're in there. Your car's out front." His voice is only slightly distorted by the door. I can hear the worry in his tone. The hurt. "I saw the photograph. I know what it looks like, but I have no idea where it came from. Please open the door, let me explain."
He knocks on the door again. I nearly flinch at the sound, but manage to hold still. My muscles hurt from keeping my neck stiff against the blade's edge.
"Amelia...all right, don't open the door. But let me know you're there. Let me know you're listening."
He waits. And I shut my eyes and breathe my jagged, uncomfortable breaths. Wishing he could hear the pounding in my chest. Wishing he could sense the terror wrapping around me. Wishing, somehow, that he'd sense something was wrong and burst through those doors and save me.
He's so close.
Help is so close.
There's a slight thump on the door. At first I think it's Sebastian's fist, but when he says, "Please?" the word is just slightly more audible and I can picture him. He's standing out there, arms up and fists pressed against each side of the frame, head resting on the door. My heart aches. It aches because I want him to know what I now know. That it's Dale. It's been Dale all along. Right in front of my nose, making me crazy, making me suspect everyone else but him.
"Just listen," he pleads. "Someone's been sending me photos of you. It started Friday night. They show up tucked in the doorframe of the gym. I've been poring over surveillance. I've been going over suspects. This guy is a ghost, but I've been putting all my resources into finding out who he is. I should've told you. I know. I just...I didn't want to scare you. You've been living this nightmare. And there's no end in sight. I didn't want to add to that. Please, just open the door and I will tell you everything. All I want is to keep you safe."
Dale releases a huff of air, like a silent half-laugh.
Sebastian grows quiet. 
Did he hear it?
Can he somehow sense that someone is listening? How could he not sense the danger I'm in at this very moment? How could he not know, implicitly, that I'm in need of protection right now? How can he not hear my shaky breaths?
"I'm not leaving until I see you," Sebastian goes on. "I'll wait in my car for as long as I have to."
My heart sinks. His tone answers my question. It's defeated and tired, not alarmed or suspicious. He didn't hear it. He doesn't know.
Silence.
His retreating footsteps bring me to shut my eyes again. 
As they grow farther and farther away, some part of me shrinks smaller and smaller. Dread lines my veins and a hot tear rolls down my face. Help is just outside of that door, heading in the opposite direction. The truth sinks into me. 
There is no help for me. 
I'm on my own.




 CHAPTER 42
Amelia
 
DALE WAITS BY THE WINDOW, peering carefully between the spaces of the blinds without moving them. The knife is still clutched in his hand, but with his attention away from me, I start trying to free my hands again. Pain pricks at the skin of my wrists as I twist and tug them in their binds, trying hard to keep the rest of me steady so that Dale doesn't notice. I can't be sure, but I think I'm able to move my wrists a tiny bit more than I could a minute ago. What I need is something to cut the binds. 
My kitchen is too far for me to reach and my movements are impeded by my bound limbs. Not to mention, I couldn't move an inch without Dale coming over here.
From beside the window, Dale's posture relaxes and he turns to me again. "Well, that was close."
I stare at him, willing myself to see someone other than the Dale I've known all along. I want to see some monster that unzipped that man and came out in the light of day. But no, he looks the same. He sounds the same. He's Dale. And I can't wrap my mind around that.
"I need to ask you a question," he says. "So I'm going to remove your gag. But you're not going to make a sound, are you?"
I shake my head.
His grin is indulgent and builds slowly over his face. I fight a cringe as his fingers drag across my cheek before loosening the tie that holds the balled-up fabric in my mouth. I spit it out and take hard, jagged breaths in through my mouth.
Dale watches me and a warm look crosses his face. He drags a finger over my lips, slow. I nearly scream out for him to get away from me. But I shut my eyes instead.
The sounds of Sebastian's footsteps moving away felt like a winter coat ripped from me, leaving me naked in the middle of an icy tundra.
I shiver as though the bite of my fears is an actual, physical coldness.
Anger doesn't help you any more than panic does. 
Learn to calm yourself, focus your energies.
The memory of Sebastian's voice brings a pang to my chest.
"What do you want?" I ask, my voice a mere rasp.
Dale squats in front of me, arms resting on his knees, the shiny blade of the knife hanging loosely from his left hand.
"I want you to tell me who lives in the apartment right under this one."
I swallow.
"Why?"
"I've been watching this place for a few months. I know the movements of everyone here. What time they go to work. What time they come back. But that apartment? I never see anyone coming in or out. The curtains are thick and always shut. I can't tell how many people live there. It's a blind spot. I don't like blind spots."
I thought I knew terror. I thought fearing for my own life was enough. But now, an awful chill climbs up the walls of my stomach.
What would Dale do if he knew that it was just a lonely old woman who lived in that apartment? Would he set out to kill her?
"Tell me," he says. His fingers tighten over the knife like he's considering threatening with it again.
"What do you want with me?"
The question leaves me in a rush of insecurity and fear. It's the question that's kept me up at night since the attack. The question that stole my sense of security in every haven I've ever had. Except the studio. That is still a haven.
He diverts his eyes and shakes his head. His lips twitch down before gathering into a flat line again. For a split second, he doesn't scare me. Because in that instant, he is the same old Dale I've always known. The one I never saw as a threat. The one I underestimated and dismissed.
Dismissed...
Instinct tells me to soften my tone. "Dale, it's me. You can tell me. Just tell me?"
"You have no idea who I am, do you? You don't see a resemblance, not even a little bit?"
I stare at him, but can't think of what he could possibly be referring to.
"That's your problem, Amelia. You don't see things. Not really. You're so busy picking everything apart you don't see anything for what it truly is." He runs a hand over his face, as if overtaken by a surge of impatience. "It didn't have to happen like this. I started out just wanting payback, but...you...you made me lose focus. And somewhere along the line, I started wanting to make you see me."
"I saw you."
"No you didn't!" he snaps, so loud and fast that spit flies from his mouth. 
I startle, inching backward as a gasp escapes my lips. His chest rises on a slow intake of breath, then he shuts his eyes and rubs the space over his left eyebrow, seeming to regret his outburst. I watch as he actively reels in his anger. He pulls it inward, smoothing out his face until he is but a harmless shell of a man.
"You looked at me, sometimes," he says, his tone returning to normal. "But you didn't see me."
The way he can bring himself back to control is more terrifying than his anger. 
"Those gifts, on the desk...they were from you?"
He doesn't respond.
"Thank you," I say, trying to sound sincere instead of disgusted.
His eyebrows twitch inward, but quickly smooth out.
"Too fucking late for thanks, Amelia. I thought maybe I had been wrong about you, but you showed me who you really are. What you'd do to destroy someone's life. Well, it's your turn."
"What did I do to you?"
"You don't remember? The story you published where you dragged my mother into my father's mess. It wasn't her fault he went on that rampage. She hadn't known, she hadn't been involved."
I can't make sense of his words. His eyes, those large, glassy blue orbs are staring at me hard now and I can't look away. They are like doll eyes, strange in the way they convey intelligence to an otherwise inanimate face. My mind races and somehow, in the chaos, an image pulls into the forefront of my mind. Those same wide blue eyes. 
"The Ranger who went AWOL," I whisper.
"My father. He killed seven people, then hid up in a cabin in Big Bear like a coward."
It's the story I wrote while still in college, the story I became obsessed over. I didn't win the internship at The New York Times, because I landed in the hospital and missed the deadline. But the Union Tribune published it as a feature. 
"The story wasn't about your mother," I say. It wasn't even focused on his father. "It was about the survivor. It didn't even mention--"
"I read it," he snaps. "Don't tell me it wasn't about my mother. It was. Every. Single. Line."
It's not true. He's wrong. He's...
Wait.
There was a line, a single throwaway line. Not even my own words, but a quote from the woman who'd been held captive by Dale's father. 
You couldn't stand beside evil like him without knowing it in your gut, with every fiber of your being. 
The line, I now remember, was followed by mentions of the Ranger being a married father of two. They were just facts. I didn't...
"I didn't mean to bring your mother into it." 
"The media turned their attention to my mother. Did you know that? They staked out in front of my house. We couldn't go to school. We couldn't even go out to buy food. We--"
"You think my article is at fault for that?"  
He talks over me like he can't hear me. 
"--were prisoners in our own home. My mother read your article over and over again. I tried to take it from her, but she locked herself in her room and forbid us from coming inside. It wasn't until--"
I shut my eyes, because I remember now what happened. I read about it myself.
"--she killed herself that we were finally able to leave the house. Right into the arms of social services. Do you know what they do with kids with no parents? No families to take them in? We were thrown into the system and forgotten."
"I do know, Dale. I do. I was a foster kid, too. I was tossed aside and forgotten, too." My voice rises in a plea, even as his eyes grow colder. "I didn't mean for any of that to happen."
"Oh, you didn't?" he taunts in a sickeningly sweet drone before suddenly snapping into the darkest tone I've heard from him yet. "But you did."
Every cell in my body urges me to take control of the situation. "My wrists hurt, Dale. Please, untie me so we can speak properly."
"Untie you? So you can try to hit me again?" He raises a hand to the side of his head, rubbing it, then stretches his neck on that side. "Hit me really good."
"I'm sorry about that," I lie.
"Shut up!" He lunges with the knife in my direction, stopping just short of my face. 
My breath catches in my throat and I shut my eyes tight.
"You think you can pretend to be nice to me now? You're only nice to me when you need something, Amelia." He twists his voice into a high-pitched squeal. "Oh, hi, Dale, I lost my purse. Oh, hi, Dale, have you seen so and so."
I can't figure out what to say or how to act with him. Being nice seems to trigger his anger. I thought I could soften him up enough to untie me. But he's not stupid, that much is for sure, and all I'm doing is underestimating him again. Being aggressive is out of the question. I'm at a disadvantage with my hands and feet bound. I need to keep him talking, distract him until Sebastian comes back. He's bound to come back...
"How'd you get that photograph into Sebastian's car?"
He bites out a laugh, a huge grin on his lips. "I never thought you'd see that photo. Was it the one I left last night? In his glove box? I didn't expect him to find it for a few days, but you must've gone snooping around. God, I couldn't have planned it better if I tried. I was going to leave this one..." He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a folded-up square, shaking it open to reveal a photo printed on a sheet of paper. The photograph I lost. "But I'm fond of this one. It's my favorite."
"Where'd you get that?"
He taps the side of his head, smiling. "You don't see things, Amelia."
The answer comes to me in a flash. The night I left work in a panic after the printer room incident, I hurried to the front doors of the building with my phone clutched to my ear, calling a cab to pick me up. I tripped over my own two feet, dropping my purse in my haste, and Dale had come out of nowhere to scoop it up for me. He asked me what was wrong, but my head was spinning too fast to answer him. 
He re-folds the paper and sticks it back into his pocket. "But to answer your question, getting into cars is easy. I've been doing it since I was seventeen. I'll admit, it's so much easier in this uniform. It's strange how some things are so loud, draw so much attention, that people purposely ignore them. This uniform renders me invisible. No one questions me. It's power in its stealthiest form."
"You were supposed to be working the night of my attack."
"Supposed to be? I was. That night...Kathleen walked by the desk without realizing I wasn't behind it. No one ever questions where I go when I'm not at my desk. Good thing I managed to reach it by the time she came running back inside to tell me what had happened to you. And there was my alibi. I was at work. Hiding in plain sight." He taps the handle of his knife to the side of his head, indicating his brain. "See? No one realizes how smart I am."
This seems to remind him of something and he looks to the window, as though contemplating walking over to it again. I rush to occupy his attention.
"Kathleen...why did you mess with her brakes?"
"Me? I didn't touch her brakes. But I heard she got into that accident." He slaps a hand on his knee, gleeful. "God, it's so perfect. I was angry you got away that night, but don't you see? Don't you see how everything lined up for me? It was all meant to be. You, finding the picture in the cop's car tonight and coming back here--I wasn't sure you would. I only came here to look around. I like it here, sometimes I just walk through...touch your things..." My eyes widen and the disgust must register on my face because his expression swings from nostalgic to enraged in an instant. "Don't look at me like that," he snaps, nostrils flaring.
He shuts his eyes and takes a breath.
It's clear this man has serious anger issues, if he's trying hard to keep his anger in check...if he's afraid of his own temper...then I should be utterly terrified of it. He's too smart to believe I'm going to cooperate out of some change of heart. That tactic will just end up getting me killed.
He might not be stupid, but he's not all the way reasonable, either. The media was bound to turn their lenses onto his family. It's what happens, every time. My story didn't trigger this, but it seems a moot point to try to convince him of this. And even though he might have targeted me out of some ill-conceived vendetta, it's clear when he talks about our interactions that the way I've treated him has twisted the dagger of his anger even further. Dale likes me. Some part of him developed feelings toward me, however convoluted. That's the part of him I need to reach. 
"Okay," I say. "Okay, you're right about everything. I didn't see you. I didn't bother. You were just someone I passed in the lobby on my way to and from work. To and from my life. I never stopped to give you a second thought. You're right and I'm sorry."
He watches me speak, traces of anger pulling his face tight, but he keeps it there, something about his features seems satisfied at my admission. I'm confirming his insecurities, validating his concerns.
"It's too late now," he says.
"I know." I lay my cheek down against the floor, releasing the tension from my neck at keeping my head up. "What now?"
"Now, I do what I set out to do from the beginning. You're coming with me. To my place."
And with those words, a certainty rises in my mind. If I let him take me out of here, he's taking me to my death.
It's hard to keep my voice even, but I have to try. "Good luck with that. It's going to be hard to carry me down a flight of stairs, down the hall, and into the parking lot without anyone noticing."
I'm risking inciting his anger with my statement. But, to my surprise, he simply nods his agreement, looking in the direction of the window. I can see his thoughts play out on his face, it's getting later into the night. He will try to move me in the dead of night. It's his best bet.
"There's a way." 
His gaze swings to me, eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Go on."
"There's a door down in the basement," I lie. "It leads to the back of the house."
I see something in his eyes snap. He grabs me by the hair and drags me across the floor to the doorway of my room. Sharp pain shoots through my scalp where he nearly rips my hair from it. 
Kneeling down, he brings his face close to mine, but he points into my room with his knife.
"You see that hill?"
Just visible from between the parted blinds of my bedroom window is the parking lot of an apartment complex a few streets over. It sits higher than my own street, towering atop a hill a few hundred yards away.
"I've watched this building from that hill and I've never once seen anyone exit through the back. Don't lie to me." 
"No one uses it, but there's a door."
His nostrils flare again as he glares at me, the calculation in his eyes almost tangible.
"But you don't have to carry me all the way down, Dale. I will walk out of here with you."
"And why the hell would you do that?"
"Because I don't want you to hurt--"
"Hurt who? That cop guy?" 
I speak quickly to avoid letting my reaction show on my face.
"It's not him I'm worried about."
He frowns at this. "Then who? Tell me now." 
My pulse picks up as I prepare the lie. "My sister."
"Your sister?" His gaze darts around the floor, an obvious panic at the reveal of new information. 
Could he know for sure I don't have a sister? Just because he hasn't seen one, doesn't negate her existence.
"She lives in New York," I say, thinking of Sebastian's sister. "She's been talking about coming to visit this week. I haven't heard from her today, but if she decides to just show up..." I trail off pointedly. 
Strangely, the thought of this imaginary sister turning up at my door and Dale sinking his knife into her to keep her quiet arises real panic in me. 
Then I think of Emily.
Could she show up unannounced tonight? It isn't something she tends to do. But I haven't been super responsive to her over the last few days and I wouldn't put it past her to drop by just to make sure I'm all right. I would do the same for her.
Dale might see the worry in my eyes. He really might believe me.
"You're lying to me."
"I'm not."
"You better not be lying to me." 
His voice is calm and low, and that much more threatening. I'm careful not to blink, but as I stare into his eyes, I catch the spark of doubt I've ignited. 
Two hostages? That might be more than he can handle. While he clearly has the means of overtaking another person by catching them off guard, he must not like the unforeseen complication because he gets to his feet and begins pacing in front of me.
He glances at his watch. I look at the decorative clock over the doorway leading to my bedroom. It's only seven. It will be hours before the streets quiet down enough to use night as a cover to move me out of the back of this building without Sebastian seeing from wherever he's parked. 
Dale will risk a lot moving me and I'm not sure why it's so important that he does. I try not to think about what he's prepared for me there.
He doesn't know this, he could have no way of fully grasping it, but just the fact that he's considering what I've said as truth is nudging control closer to my direction. Maybe he does know. Maybe that's why he's resisting even while it's clear there's a part of him that believes me, or at the very least sees the importance of giving me the benefit of the doubt.
I move my wrists against their restraints, ignoring the pain as I gain fractions of millimeters of movement for every few minutes of struggling. I'm careful to be subtle, to keep my arms still, my body still. The tension in my muscles from doing this is wearing me out even as I lie here on the floor. I don't dare try to fight the restraints on my feet. He would see that, clearly. I want him to think I'm resigned to my position. 
He's not looking at me, though. He's still pacing, his footsteps eerily silent on the hardwood floors.
"Damn it," he hisses.
It's clear he's weighing his options as he taps the knife blade on an open palm. I'm sure he realizes it's only a matter of time before Sebastian comes searching for me again. If he gets worried enough, would Sebastian break down the door?
In Dale's growing worry, I see an opportunity arise. I have no doubt that my life depends on how the next few minutes play out.
"Please," I say. "I'll go with you wherever you want. Just don't hurt anyone else. I couldn't live with that."
Truth rings in my voice, in my tone. It really is how I feel. The chance that someone else can become collateral damage is very real.
"Shut up," he snaps. "I'm trying to think."
"Untie my legs--"
"I said, shut up!"
"You can leave my hands tied. Put a jacket over me and no one will know. I'll walk right out of here with you. I promise."
He goes still, watching me very carefully. I stare back at him, trying hard to keep my true intentions from showing on my face. If he glimpses them, for even a second, I'm dead. I have no intention on letting him take me anywhere willingly. He will have to drag my dead body out of here. 
All I need is a fighting chance.
He checks his watch again and whispers, "Don't you fucking dare try anything." I'm not sure if he's talking to me or to himself, until his eyes snap in my direction, angry and accusatory. He marches over and cuts the binds on my legs. "Get up!"
Hooking a hand under my armpit, he pulls on me, fingers digging into my skin through my shirt. All the while, his other hand keeps a steady grasp on the knife. I struggle to my feet, my hands behind my back making the movement awkward.
The moment I'm on my feet, he takes careful steps away from me. Though he's not a large man, he still towers over my small frame. I shrink my shoulders inward, slightly hunching my posture. My intent is to accentuate his advantage, make him feel confident that he has the complete upper hand. But his eyes grow momentarily uncoordinated as they dart wildly across my body. His tongue peeks out between his mouth as he wets his bottom lip. The sight of his yearning makes my stomach turn. Jesus, this man is sick.
"Where's your jacket?" he asks.
I nod to the small closet off of the entrance.
He pulls out a dark blue jacket and approaches me. As he walks, he tries to open the jacket with one hand while maintaining the hold of the knife in the other, and the clumsiness of the move seems to frustrate him.
"Turn around," he says.
I do as he says, then stand as still as I can manage. I'm surprised by how slow the rise and fall of my chest is, by how razor sharp my focus has become.
I sense his movements behind me. I sense how close he is to me. How his legs are just behind my own. From my peripheral, I catch sight of fabric on both my right and left sides. He's holding the jacket open with both hands, blade of the knife glinting off to the side of my head. 
I'm no longer angry. 
I'm no longer scared. 
I'm no longer human. 
I'm just a series of rapid-fire thoughts. 
I turn on my heel and in one swift motion, kick him hard in the shin. My foot meets something hard, the knives he stores there, and his earsplitting scream tells me at least one of the blades cut into his leg. He stumbles backward and I do the same, keeping my balance strong and my legs in the stance. 
"You bitch," he growls. He reaches a hand down to his pant leg, where a red stain grows on the fabric.
While he's distracted with his own injuries, I rush to squeeze my wrists out of the binds, my nerve endings protesting at the pain. It doesn't matter how much it hurts, I need to get my hands free. 
A groan of pain leaves me, and Dale's eyes narrow as he realizes what I'm doing. He lunges to stop me. But before he can reach me, I dart out of his path, bumping up against a wall and managing, somehow, to get my left hand out of the bind.
Dale halts mid-sprint at my abrupt change but ends up shuffling on his feet to keep his balance. Hands now free, I raise my clenched fists in front of my face in a defensive posture. My right wrist still has the binds wrapped around it, but I have no time to remove them. One or both of my wrists are bleeding. I know this only because of the moisture that trickles down my arms.
"You don't want to go down like this," he says. It's clear he thinks he's got the advantage in this fight. He's armed. I'm not. But he's injured and I'm not. And I've got something else he doesn't.
Speeding through my veins there's a poisonous impulse that casts my fears to the wayside. The only thing that's keeping me upright is the surging instinct to live at all costs.
He lunges once again, but this time, I'm ready for him. A move I've practiced hundreds of times, I sidestep his lunge, hold his knife-yielding arm away from my body, and jab an elbow into his back. The knife falls to the ground before he does. He reacts immediately by kicking me hard in the shin, bringing me down with him. As soon as I hit the ground, he's on top of me, hands finding their way around my neck. 
He squeezes hard and I struggle to breathe. One of my hands grabs hold of a thumb and pulls as hard as I can away from my body. With my other hand, I try beating my fists against whatever part of his throat and face I can reach. My movements cause him to loosen his hold and the moment I can catch my breath, I'm able to jam the base of my fist into the base of his nose with a dull crack of cartilage. I kick and thrash wildly until he falls sideways. I turn on the floor and, spotting the knife, start to half-crawl to it as I attempt to get back on my feet.
His foot swipes out, connecting with my ribs and bringing me flat on my stomach again. I spin onto my back and try, once again, to put as much distance between us by thrashing around, my limbs connecting with whatever parts of him I can reach. All the while, I inch closer to the knife.
But the knife is suddenly in Dale's hand and a flash of hopelessness hits me. Until I realize he's pulled out a new one. My own hand feels along the floor and closes around the handle of the blade. I swing it upward, but my arm is blocked by Dale's as he positions himself over me again. I've lost the advantage. I'm now pinned to my back. 
A knock sounds on the door. 
"Amelia?" Mrs. Lowery's timid voice makes panic solidify in my veins, bringing time to a screeching halt.
Dale's attention snaps up, his hold going lax for the briefest of moments. Just long enough for me to take a firm hold on his knife-wielding hand with both of mine. He strikes my face with his other hand and tries to break free from my grip, but I hold on for dear life, trying to keep the knife from going any closer to me. He hits my face again. And again. And in a moment of weakness, my grasp slips. And to the tune of another, more desperate knock on the door, Dale wraps a hand over my mouth and sinks the knife somewhere into my torso.
Pain. Searing hot pain shoots through me, and my body tenses. I'm suddenly more aware of his body than of my own. He pulls back. My fingers find something hard to hold onto and wrap around it. In a flash of instinct, I hurl my arm upward and connect with the side of his neck, where the blade I didn't know I was holding sinks into his skin.
Dale groans and I manage to push him off of me.
"Amelia!" Mrs. Lowery cries out, panic stricken and banging louder against the door.
Her terror grips my heart and drags me into my own. I breathe so fast my lungs burn. Beside me, Dale has both of his hands clutching the gushing wound on the side of his throat. His eyes are wide. Blood pools around his head as he struggles to breathe. 
My vision goes in and out of focus. I grasp around clumsily, gripping the sliced portion of my shirt just over my belly button. Blood oozes out, drowning my hands, my thoughts, my consciousness.
My eyes spring open at the sound of a second voice blaring from the other side of the door. 
"Amelia!"
Sebastian.
The shout is followed by the deafening crash of wood being reduced to splinters, Mrs. Lowery's screams, footsteps rushing inside.
But he's too late. And as I lie on my floor bleeding to death, all I can think is:
Don't let Mrs. Lowery come in. 
Please don't let her come in. She doesn't need to see this.




 CHAPTER 43
Amelia
 
LIGHTS. LIGHTS FLASH AGAINST THE back of my eyelids. I can see them even before I open my eyes. That's the first sign of awareness that claims me. The second is the sound of voices somewhere over my head. The third...
Pain. Pain shoots through me in aching stabs. Multiple hands grab around my body, pulling my clothes around. Lifting my head. Holding my arms in place.
I open my eyes fast and wide. The sight before me registers like an earsplitting scream at my ears. Blood. I see blood everywhere. My hands. On the hands of whoever is reaching for me. One, two, three people. I can't see their faces, they move in and out of view.
I struggle against hands that try pushing me down. 
I scream. Someone screams back. 
No, they don't scream. The voice is firm but not threatening, urging me to lie back down. 
Strangers. There are so many strangers, their faces coming in and out of focus as my surroundings are a blur of motion around me. I'm floating. No, I'm lying on something. A gurney. They're wheeling me toward the lights.
My heart screams in my ears, punching away at my chest, filling me with an insane need to thrash around. Am I dying? 
"Stay still," one of the voices urges. "You're going to be okay."
"Dale," I groan out. "It's Dale."
"It's okay," someone else says. "Help is here."
Reality settles into place with each breath I take. 
Dale. Is he dead? Where's Mrs. Lowery?
And Sebastian? Where's Sebastian?
These questions don't help calm my heart. I can't stop from trying to look around me in an attempt to gauge my surroundings. I'm out in the street, in front of my apartment. There are multiple police cars and ambulances.
A hand nudges me down again, gently. But I still try to look around. My neighbors are gathering, a police officer trying to push them back as he pulls out a line of yellow tape.
"Is she awake? Let me through," someone yells. 
"We're taking her to the hospital, sir. No--sir, you can't--"
A hand wraps around mine. I recognize the touch, somehow, even though I didn't even recognize his voice.
Sebastian's face comes into view overhead, the world behind him blurring as he jogs at my side.
"Fuck," he says. "I'm so sorry."
Seeing him is like taking a breath and I'm dizzy from the rush of oxygen. But the pain in his expression hurts more than anything I've ever felt. And those eyes, so warm and familiar, are swimming in an ocean of what if and I should've. I forget momentarily that I'm in pain. That I'm bleeding. I want to soothe him. 
"Don't be sorry. It definitely isn't you," I say, my voice a croak.
He laughs and relief floods his face. And I somehow know he thought, right until this very moment, that I was going to die. We come to a stop and a hand grips his shoulder from behind, pulling on him, but Sebastian resists.
"I'm here," he says. "I'm right here."
His relief is so beautiful to watch that I want to say something else, but I'm distracted by a second gurney being wheeled past me. Multiple paramedics surround it, working on Dale even as they move toward the second ambulance. I catch the tiniest glimpse of his pale face, eyes shut. Clothes drenched in blood. 
He looks like he's within an inch of his life.
"Is he going to die?" I ask the people around me.
No one answers. Maybe they don't hear me. They are counting to three. At three, the gurney I'm on falls for a fraction of a second before it lifts again and I'm pushed into the ambulance.
Sebastian refuses to leave my side and I refuse to let go of his hand. No one looks happy about it, but getting me to a hospital seems to be the priority over arguing with him, because the paramedics give up.
My head spins and spins, tumbling in a downward spiral that darkens the edges of my vision. The pain grows fainter and fainter. My fingertips tingle, as though they are cold.
I shut my eyes.
"I think...maybe I'm dying," I say. 
Are those going to be my last words? 
Stating the obvious? 
I almost laugh.
"No you're not. You're a goddamn fighter."
Sebastian's voice hooks around me like an anchor, keeping me in place. 
In a safe place.




 CHAPTER 44
Reed
 
THE HEART IS NOT AN organ I've ever had to keep tabs on. But tonight? I know exactly where it is. It's in my throat. It's balled up there and won't let up. 
She's in bad shape. I saw it the second my eyes fell on her. Her clothes were soaked with blood. The paramedic's gloves were soaked in blood. 
It was a blood bath.
I don't let go of her hand until we arrive at the hospital. My badge is a useless piece of metal in my pocket as I watch Amelia being wheeled up to surgery. I stupidly blurt out I'm her husband in hopes of being let through. But I'm not let through.
Instead, I'm crowded by people asking me questions I can't begin to answer. If she has allergies. If she has any medical conditions. I don't know. Panic seeps in. 
Was my lie about being her husband going to get her killed? But right now, that lie is my only lifeline to her. The truth? It would leave me out in the cold, without any information on how she's doing.
"I already told you I don't know," I say, running a hand through my hair.
The nurse that spewed out the latest question gives me an exasperated look and heads off to her station. But another nurse gives a reassuring headshake and pats my back. I'm sure I look pathetic, crumbling at the thought of losing this woman. A woman who, a few weeks ago, I had no idea existed. And now? Now her existence takes up every corner of my mind. Thoughts of her fill me up. A fuel unlike any other I've experienced. I need to know she's going to be all right.
The anger that grabs hold of me is unlike anything I've felt before in my life. I was in her parking lot, watching her apartment, thinking I was keeping her safe by sitting out there, when all along the danger was already inside. God. Even when I knocked on her door and begged her to hear me out--she was trapped in there with him. I can't imagine what she's gone through. I don't know what I would've done with myself if she had died in that apartment, right under my nose.
But she didn't. She's still fighting. I have to believe she'll pull through, because the alternative sends me into a tailspin. It was him. The security guard from her work. Who would've thought he'd be capable of all this? He was always cooperative and the very definition of harmless. A wolf in sheep's clothing. But there was one thing he didn't count on. Amelia's a fighter. So much more than I ever dreamed.
I must fall asleep in the waiting room, because I wake up to someone nudging me gently in the shoulder. It's a doctor. 
"Sir, your wife is out of surgery."
I am on my feet before he gets the second word out. I'm still half-asleep and my response comes slow, eyes squinting, mouth opening seconds before I can gather words. But I don't need to speak. The doctor tells me she's in stable condition. The knife nicked a major organ, but the damage was contained. I won't be allowed to see her until after she's taken to recovery.
I sit back down, sure there are questions I should ask that don't occur to me. I've only been her fake husband for a few hours and already I'm dropping the ball. Stupidly, I picture her face, a hesitant smile breaking into a small laugh. And that soothing thought carries me through the next few hours, until I'm allowed to go back to see her. She looks so small in that hospital bed. Her petite frame drowning in the large, shapeless hospital gown. She looks the way she did when I first met her. Except, worse, so much worse. Because she was just a stranger then, and now? She's everything.
I take a few steps toward her bed and realize she's awake. She's staring out the window on the other side of the room. 
"We've got to stop meeting like this."
She startles then relaxes when she sees it's me.
My relief at seeing her, awake, with her chest rising and falling in slow steady breaths, slips slightly at the sight of her sadness. I sit beside her and take her hand in mine in one move. 
"They won't tell me if he's dead," she says by way of greeting.
I can't lie, my stomach does a strange sinking move. I don't want to talk about him. But it's clear by the urgency on her face, it's important for her to know.
"Don't worry about that right now." 
"Sebastian, there was so much blood."
"I know. But you're okay. You're okay."
I say it twice. First time for her. The second time is for me. I examine her with my eyes, taking in the sight of her beautiful face. One of her eyebrows has been stitched from a cut, a bruise clear around it. There is more bruising on the side of her face, going into her hairline. 
She sees me looking at it and raises a hand to her eyebrow, fingers tracing over the stitches. "Is it bad?" 
"It's bad ass. You're going to have one of these scars," I say, touching my own brow. "It's going to say, don't fuck with me, to everyone who sees it."
Her lips twitch, though her face remains tired. "Sure it will."
"Some couples get matching tattoos. We have matching scars."
"Couples?" she asks.
I take her hand, still wrapped in mine, and bring it up to my lips.
"We're married for as long as you're in the hospital," I say.
"All right, that's doable."
"And after..."
"Yeah?" 
"You're going to have a hard time getting me to take my eyes off of you for a while. So, if you don't mind, I'm calling dibs on you, until you're ready to talk about us."
She shakes her head. "You're so romantic."
"Fucking dibs." I grin and kiss her hand again. "I wanted to call dibs the moment I saw you, but that would've been highly inappropriate."
Her smile brings a warmth to my chest. But then I have to watch that smile fade. 
"I need to know." 
"Huh?"
"I need to know if he's dead. I need to know if I killed him."
Something about the way her eyebrows furrow tells me that she herself isn't sure if she wants him to be dead. I get it. She's fighting between the fear that he's still alive and possibly still a threat, and the terror that she's responsible for taking another life. It's heavy shit. Not a load I ever wanted for her to carry.
All I know is, he better fucking be dead.
"Rest for now," I tell her.




 CHAPTER 45
Amelia
 
THE NEXT TIME MY EYES open, the pain is gone and the sudden absence of it scares the crap out of me. My heart races then slows when the hospital room comes into focus. The pain comes, creeping up on me like it was just on a different frequency. 
I groan and Sebastian jolts awake from the chair beside me. He relaxes when he sees everything is fine, and then says, "Hey."
His eyes are heavy with fatigue as he rubs them. I feel guilty for waking him.
"You should go home. I'm fine now. I can't go anywhere."
"No way in hell you're getting rid of me."
I lower a hand over my abdomen, where I can make out the bandages under my hospital gown.
"Do you think it would've hurt less if I'd gotten shot instead of stabbed?"
He glares at me. "We are not having this conversation."
The nurse comes in and checks on me. She has a carefree aura as she chats with both Sebastian and me about inconsequential things, like she's a server about to take my order at a restaurant. So nonchalant, she makes me feel like there's nothing unusual or unpleasant about me being here. Her presence brings distraction and comfort. 
Before she leaves she says, "Someone will be in shortly to finish your paperwork." She gives Sebastian a sideways glance, and adds with a small smile, "Your husband couldn't answer many of the questions. Or any, actually."
"He's always forgetting things," I say, as I lay my head back and turn it to Sebastian. "Ask him how often he forgets to take the garbage bins out for trash day."
The nurse smiles and busies herself writing in my chart. Sebastian doesn't say anything, just shakes his head and watches me with a fierceness pouring from his eyes, as though all he wants is to kiss me right now.
When the nurse leaves, I say, "Do you think they wonder where our wedding rings are?"
"I'm sure they do, but maybe we're one of those progressive couples. Maybe we've got matching tattoos."
"Or matching scars. Maybe we marked each other on purpose."
"Yeah. You've left your mark on me, for sure."
His words settle slowly and a flutter rises from my abdomen to my chest.
"By the way," he says, grabbing a remote on the bed beside me, "you haven't seen the news yet, but..."
He turns on the small television overhead and flips to the news. The anchor is interviewing someone at City Hall, but at the bottom of the screen, the news ticker scrolls with the text: Mayor Connolly announces he will not be seeking reelection amidst allegations of corruption and sexual misconduct. Five other city officials are under investigation, including the former chief of police, Ronald Sterling. 
"Connolly dropped out of the race. You tackled some big fish. Congratulations."
I stare at the screen. It's all so surreal and before I can think of what to say, a sudden knock makes us both look up. Emily stands at the door, the distress on her face frays at the edges when she sees me. 
"Jesus freaking Christ, Amelia."
She storms toward me.
 "I know," I say, lifting a hand to keep her from going off on me. I've been avoiding her for the past few days, trying to keep her out of this whole mess before the shit hit the fan. "I know. I'm sorry."
Emily cuts in, "Imagine, a best friend who had to hear from her cop boyfriend that her best friend was attacked. Then her best friend alluded to a government conspiracy, and breaks into the mayor's home office to steal naughty photos. Then started avoiding phone calls. Again. I was this close to showing up at your place and barging through your front door."
"Today wouldn't have been a good day for company."
She jabs a finger at me. "Not funny." Then she turns to Sebastian. "Where were you?"
 "Emily!" I gasp.
Sebastian's jaw ticks and my chest stings. Because I know. I know he's beating himself up for not bursting into my apartment sooner. 
 "Trust me," he says, "I'm not letting her out of my sight again."
Emily shuts her eyes for a second, clearly seeing his remorse. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I just...I can't believe that little shit was behind all of this. I met him, he seemed harmless."
"He had me fooled, for sure," I say.
Sebastian gets to his feet when Owen walks into the room.
"Grant."
"Good to see you again, Detective."
Owen seems to be on official business, dressed in his police uniform, but he shows no signs of hurry as he goes to stand beside Emily.
"Are you okay?" he asks me.
"I'm fine."
"Have the police been in yet to take your statement?"
"Just you," I say.
"That's not why I'm here," he points out. "Just wanted to check on you."
He says it like we're closer than we really are. 
It's one of those snippets of clarity, where I witness a moment as though from outside of my own body, appreciating it for what it really is. I've always accepted the fact that I don't have family, resigned to being the kind of person with no one to list under my emergency contacts, yet here I am. With Sebastian, who refuses to leave my side. And Emily, who marched in here like an overbearing, overprotective sister. My heart fills to the point of bursting and maybe I'm just overly emotional from the recent events, but I have to look down at the sheets around my waist to keep my eyes from watering. 
"I haven't been out," Sebastian says. "What can you tell us, Owen? Anything?"
"We've got eyes on him," he says.
"So, he's alive?" I ask.
Strangely, relief floods me. Not because I care about Dale, but because I don't want his blood on my hands.
"He's in the ICU. But he's talking. The moment he pulls through, he's going in a cage. He waived his rights to an attorney."
"Idiot," Emily blurts out. 
We all stare at her.
"I mean, that's great," she says, half-laughing. "Sorry, I just cringe whenever I hear that."
Sebastian looks completely lost.
"Emily's an attorney," I explain.
"Only idiots talk to the police," she says. "I mean, no offense, I love you guys, obviously." She clears her throat then looks at me. "Anyway, I'm glad he's an idiot. I'm glad you won't have to sit through a trial."
Those words bring me even further relief. Dale will be going away, hopefully for a very, very long time. Parts of me still tremble at all I've had to go through because of him. But he didn't win. The fact that the asshole clung to life is the least he could do for me. If he dies, let him die in a cage, or at the hands of a soulless criminal in prison. Not at my hands. Not on my conscience. 
Fuck him. 
I'll never be the same after what he put me through. He put me in a psychological cage, he deserves to be trapped in a literal one.
Warm tears roll down my cheeks. I flick them away with my free hand, embarrassment blasting me like an oven burst open in front of me. Everyone goes quiet and I keep my eyes downward to avoid glimpsing any of their expressions.
"We'll leave you to rest," Owen says. "I'll tell them you're not ready for the statement yet. Come on, Emily."
Emily resists Owen's gentle tug. She comes over to me and kisses me on the cheek. "I love you," she says.
I'm afraid to talk and reveal the shake in my voice, but she gives my free hand a gentle squeeze, and I manage to give her a smile. I hope that's enough. 
"Hey." Sebastian takes my hand in his.
I meet his beautiful eyes and fight back the lump in my throat. I hate that we met during these times of uncertainty. I hate that he has seen the worst parts of me. My suspicion. My panic. My tears. I hate that we didn't start a relationship on a clean slate. And yet...I'm not sure I would've ever allowed someone close to me if I hadn't already been wounded. I needed to be shaken before I could lay my armor aside, even for just a moment. And in that moment, Sebastian slipped in and gave me a taste of what I want. 
I want...him. I want us.




 CHAPTER 46
Amelia
 
THE MEDIA CIRCUS SURROUNDING MAYOR Connolly's debauchery is prolonged and salacious, yielding the resignation of half a dozen city officials. Connolly holes up in his home, seemingly intent on riding out his last few months in office despite the criminal charges and public outcry for his resignation. Former Chief of Police Sterling is revealed to have been accepting bribes in exchange for leniency from the police. The district attorney is flanked by the press at every turn, as she handles what have to be the largest cases of her career. 
I've pored over every detail reported about the story. About my story. The one I broke. The one that turned into a media feeding frenzy. My phone rings non-stop and I'm called for interviews before my stitches even have a chance to come out. Every time a call comes in, I fear the glare of the media lens has finally turned to what happened between Dale and me. Because I know, I know it's only a matter of time before those details become part of the circus.
"That's enough," Sebastian says, closing my laptop for the third time in just as many hours.
"Just five more minutes..."
"No, you need to focus on getting better."
"I am better," I say.
He only needs to tilt his head at me to drive the point home. I'm on bedrest. His bed, in fact. He watches the playful way I bite my lip, and kisses me as though I've left him no other choice.
"Can I get you anything before I go?"
I shake my head and when he takes my laptop away, I let out a long groan.
"Go, quit worrying about me. I'm fine."
Sebastian scans the room, as though assessing if there's anything else I might need. And while I do my best to feign exasperation at him fawning over me like the hottest nurse on the planet, the truth is I enjoy every minute of it. I can't remember the last time anyone took care of me this way. I can't remember the last time I allowed anyone to take care of me at all. He takes so much pride in it and is so careful and attentive. He hates leaving my side for work, and I hate being without him, too. The only consolation is the freedom to indulge in things I know he wouldn't approve of. 
That's exactly what I do when he leaves in the mornings. I slip out of bed long enough to retrieve my laptop from the dresser and slide back under the covers. I pull my laptop closer and research Dale. There's so much the police couldn't tell me. A story woven between the facts they uncovered. The basement of his parents' home had been set up to house a hostage. Me. It seems he was so sure media frenzy would surround my disappearance. Perhaps he counted on Sebastian to make it so in his efforts to find me. From Dale's social media pages, I piece together glimpses of who this man is. A loner, obsessed with knives, and prone to long rants about the media and the government. His face stares back at me from various pictures, bone chilling in how harmless he still seems. There are few monsters more terrifying than the ones indistinguishable from the sheep.
When the national media catches on to what happened to me, my name reflects back from my television screen in headlines I despise. I watch the narrative quickly shift from referring to me as a reporter to identifying me as a victim. That's when I give a live interview. I refuse to discuss what happened to me, citing an ongoing investigation, and steer questions back to where I want them. I want the focus to be on the investigative journalism I worked on to expose the corruption boggling down the City of San Diego. When I watch the footage of myself, I'm stunned by the woman I see speaking with my voice. I recognize her from a lifetime ago, and though now she wears scars on the outside, too, she's never looked stronger.
Another week goes by and Sebastian starts taking me for walks. The fresh air, the sunlight, it all breathes life back into me. I make the mistake of telling him so and on the fourth day of prolonged walks, he takes me on a short trail hike.
Rocks crunch under our feet as we talk about things unrelated to what we've been through recently. We share college stories as though we'd suffered those times together. We become familiar with events from each other's lives we were never around to witness. And yet, though I've only known him a short period of time, I've never felt a stronger affinity to another human being.
As we walk, I watch for signs of movement along the shrubbery, but whatever makes the rustling noises does not find its way onto the trail. My hand moves absently over my stomach and before I can stop myself, I'm stroking the wound over my shirt. The stitches are long gone, yet sometimes I get the sense of something foreign there.
Sebastian stops walking and sets his hand over mine. "Are you hurting?"
"What? No, I'm fine. It hasn't hurt in over a week. It's just...when you said you wanted to go to the park, I was expecting a park without so much..."
"Nature? It's called a natural reserve," he teases. "Bear with me."
"I heard there are snakes here."
"Yeah? I think you can handle a snake just fine."
"Does this trail loop around?" 
He shoots me a sideways glance, resuming his pace. 
"We just got here. You don't do well outside, do you?"
"I'm a writer. I don't like outside."
"This trail ends at the beach. I promise it will be worth it."
"It's a little chilly for the beach."
"I've got a blanket in my backpack. Along with some other things."
I perk up, interested.
"Food? Alcohol?" I lower my voice to a dramatic whisper. "Condoms?"
"Maybe."
"You. Criminal."
His soft chuckle brings a smile to my lips.
The smile refuses to budge, even as I trek through the wilderness beside him. Sebastian is the most relaxed I've seen him. His posture at ease, his lips upturned in the ghost of a grin. The part of me that fought the idea of letting him drag me out without telling me where we were going starts to appreciate our surroundings. The sun warms my skin, despite the slight bite to the early evening air. I breathe in the greenery surrounding us. The trail is beautiful, cutting through exotic looking plants and gnarled trees. We pass massive sandstone rocks and catch dramatic views of jagged cliffs dropping down to the ocean. The trail ends, as he promised, at the beach, accessible by a long set of stairs built into the rocks.
By the time we reach the sand, the sun is low in the sky and the clouds bursting with pastel colors as soothing as the sounds of the crashing waves. Off in the distance, a woman walks her dog in the opposite direction of us.
Sebastian sets up a blanket for us to sit on and wraps another around us. I snuggle up beside him, butterflies swarming my stomach when he kisses my lips in such a tender way.
"What's all this?" I ask.
"It's the beginning of our first date," he says.
"Our first..." 
It's crazy, but despite everything we've been through, despite having slept together, despite spending countless hours together while I recovered from my surgery, we've never once been on a date.
 "Just thought we'd catch the sunset, relax before we get ready for dinner."
"So fucking romantic," I say.
"I did call dibs. And I want to talk about us."
"Us?" 
Loving the sound of the word, I inhale his scent and relish in the way it touches every part of me. An antidote to the memories of all I've been through.
"I like having you stay over at my place. I want you to move in."
"Move in? With you?"
I blanch, caught completely off guard.
"Of course, with me. I want to wake up beside you, and not just while you're getting better. For good, every day. I need you close to me, Amelia. I'm in love with you." The declaration flows from his lips so easily, you'd think he'd said it a thousand times before.
"I..." The single word hangs in the air for an eternity. And in that lifetime, I see everything I want within my grasp, and all I have to do is allow myself to crack open. So, I speak the words I never once spoke to another man before in my life. "I love you, too."
He rests his forehead against mine and smiles, not truly realizing the way this moment shook my world. In this moment, I cracked completely open, and somehow, in this vulnerable state, I'm the most comfortable I've ever been in my life.




 CHAPTER 47
Amelia
 
SEBASTIAN'S FAST ASLEEP BESIDE ME, his arm draped over my middle. I lie on my side, staring at him. His thick eyelashes flutter, but his eyes remain closed, his face relaxed and smooth. Stubble covers his chin and jawline from our lazy weekend together of lying around eating take-out, watching movies, and exploring each other's bodies.
I take in a deep breath, his scent filling me the way it always does. I shut my eyes and let it linger. I get the irresistible urge to kiss him. Just as I bring my face closer to his, my phone vibrates on the nightstand. I twist my upper body to reach it and answer before even glancing at the screen.
When I hear who's on the line, I have to ask them to hold for a second. I slip out of Sebastian's arms. He stirs awake, eyes fixing on mine. His lips part in question, but I hold a finger to them and whisper, "I'll be right back."
The floor creaks under my bare feet as I edge my way out of the door and into the living room. There, I take the call, my thoughts racing as fast as my heart at the news delivered by the person on the other end. I pace around in a big circle as I speak, keeping my eyes shut and hoping the huge smile on my face isn't translating into my voice. I want to sound put together, professional.
"Thank you," I say. "I have a lot to think about. I will return your call by the end of the week."
When I hang up, I clasp a hand over my mouth for a few seconds. Excitement rolls over me like a growing wave until I break out in a dance. My arms over my head, hips twisting. The t-shirt of Sebastian's I'm wearing rides up my thighs in the process.
"Well, that's a sight for sore eyes."
I spin around at Sebastian's voice. He stands in the doorway of his room, watching me. I bite into my lower lip to contain my stupid smile. He grins at the sight of my happiness, even before he knows what's behind it. He comes over and pulls me by the waist up against him.
"What's all this about?" he asks.
I tilt my head back to look up at him, so elated I'm sure I'm floating. "That was The
New York Times. They've offered me a job."
"Shit. Seriously?"
I nod.
He lifts me and spins me around. My feet leave the ground and I shut my eyes to soak in the sensation of flying. I'm soaring even after he sets me down. 
"Congratulations," he says. "This calls for a celebratory breakfast."
I can't stop smiling, even as I follow him into the kitchen. My hands tap an energetic beat on the countertop as he moves to the cabinet and pulls out the pancake mix.
"When do you have to be in New York?"
His tone is casual, but his words bring my excitement to a screeching halt. I almost slap myself in the face for being so surprised at the concept. Obviously, a job with The New York Times would mean I would have to move to New York.
New York City. About as far away from San Diego as you could get while still being in the continental US.
"Oh my God," I whisper, shutting my eyes. "I shouldn't have broken the news like that. I got caught up in the excitement--two months ago, I saw an opening and I applied. I didn't think twice about the possibility of moving because I've never felt like I had roots anywhere. But now..."
"Now what?"
"Well, I just...I forgot what it would mean...for us."
"And what does it mean...for us?" 
The playfulness in his question catches me by surprise. 
"I...I don't know. I guess we'll have to talk about that."
"There's nothing to talk about. You're taking this job."
I blink, a little stung at the lack of concern on his face at the prospect of me moving across the country.
"Oh," I say, slowly. "I guess we can try a long-distance thing--"
"Long distance? Oh no, I'm coming with you."
My mouth falls open and for a moment, I'm not sure if he's kidding or not.
"What--seriously?"
"I've been turning the idea over for months. I have no family here, and for a while, I was too busy to notice, but my brother's having a baby and my sister is engaged. I don't want to miss things. I've been on the fence about moving back to Brooklyn, but now it's obvious that's where I need to be."
"Yeah?"
"With you going there, everything I want will be in New York."
Elation bubbles up inside me again, this time overflowing like a volcano. "Seriously? You'd move to New York?"
"You and me?" He gestures between us. "We had a deal, remember? I called dibs. And this? It could be our fresh start."
"Yeah, yeah, settle down."
He comes around the counter and claims me in a deep kiss that strips me of all my thoughts.
"Roots don't have to be a place, you know," he kisses my lips again, then my forehead. "Roots can be a person."
Is it possible? Am I finally in a position where I don't have to choose? Can I have the job of my dreams and the man of my dreams? 
I want our fresh start.
All my life, I've had to choose between the things I wanted. There never seemed to be enough room for it all. If I wanted the career I burned for, I had to be alone. If I sought out a connection with anyone, the other parts of my life were compromised. Never, never ever could I have imagined the picture could be complete.
Never could I have predicted my life would finally grow roots, and those roots would have a name.
Sebastian Reed.
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PREVIEW OF THE EDGE OF US
Chapter One
Mila
 
The spotlight overhead showers me with prickling awareness. I'm exposed on this stage, in this backless gown, with every nuance of my expression open to the silent scrutiny of the faces peering up at me. 
The audience is filled with women I admire, trailblazers who are fearless in the pursuit of their ambitions. Women who never worry about ruffling feathers. Politicians, actresses, media gurus, and entrepreneurs. Their applause dies out in scattered spurts. All that's left are faint murmurs and the rustling of fabric against seats. 
I clutch the award tighter, stealing a glance at the stainless-steel cutout of an abstract female figure. Bold words are engraved on the front.
Mila Zelenko
Female Entrepreneur of the Year
Adrenaline courses through me, and the trapped breath I release into the microphone echoes around the room.
"Thank you so much for this," I say, my voice blaring from the surrounding speakers. "I am honored to be standing here in front of such awe-inspiring women." 
I cannot control the breathless way the words leave my lips. I pause to glance down at my notes on the podium, willing myself toward calm. This may be the most important speech I've ever given in my career. When I wrote it, I was objective and careful in the message I wanted the words to convey. But I'd underestimated the effect this day would have on me. A day marking an anniversary I want nothing more than to forget.
I search the crowd for the only person who could anchor me in this moment. Someone who's been there for me through everything. The faces in the crowd blur together as I scan them, and I can't tell if he's among them. 
I swallow, and begin again.  
"When I was a little girl, I'd sneak down the stairs of our dingy little house in Long Island to spy on my mother's Tarot card readings. By day, she worked at a hair salon, but by night, she'd have visits from all sorts of people seeking her wisdom. One man came to see my mother every Sunday, without fail. He dressed in a sharp black suit and looked too important to be sitting on our tacky, plastic-covered furniture."
I pause to offer a tentative smile to Tobias Kreisler, sitting in the audience. I hadn't expected him to be here to witness this speech. But the man who's unwittingly been my mentor in many ways offers me a small nod of encouragement to tell the story he knows well.
"I'll never forget the intensity of those sessions and how this man hung on to my mother's every word as she explained his fate in her thick Ukrainian accent. I didn't know who he was. I didn't realize he was the most successful real estate tycoon in the country. So there he was--arguably the richest man in the city--asking my mother a stunning question: 'What should I do?'
He'd wait with bated breath to be dealt advice from a woman who hadn't even finished primary school. It would be years before I understood the impact these moments had on me." 
I swallow, fighting away the unrelated memory flashing before my eyes. Me in my wedding gown, storming over to my mother and snatching her beloved Tarot cards from her hands as my bridal party watched in silence. I'd been hurt at her insistence to taint the most important day of my life with ominous warnings. 
"My mother, though by all appearances an uneducated immigrant, possessed one of the sharpest intellects of anyone I've ever known," I continue. "She had a gift. Not of card reading, but of reading people, of understanding their motivations and of seeing connections in their lives and relationships they themselves couldn't."
The way she did when she predicted there would be no wedding. She was right, of course. She was always right and I sometimes hated her for it. 
I push past the smallest of knots forming in my throat and continue speaking.
"You see, my mother had much to offer the world, but she understood that without money, a title, or education, her words would be dismissed, her voice muted and overridden. And so, the Tarot cards became her proxy. They became the way through which she could assert herself. Not only did people come from all over to seek her wisdom, they marveled at it. As a child, I saw my mother's confidence in her own abilities, her fearlessness in showing them to the world. The unapologetic way she expressed her views and opinions, and the power she manifested when those opinions emboldened the actions of powerful people. It drove a need in me to do important work, to turn my thoughts into actions, and actions into change. But despite graduating top of my class from one of the most prestigious business programs in the country, I found myself underestimated at every turn. As a young woman, I was taken less seriously than my male counterparts. And though I was, by the estimation of my superiors, both sharper and better prepared than many of my peers, I was repeatedly passed up for promotions and overlooked for opportunities. Until the day I'd finally had enough. I realized that, like my mother, I too would need a proxy in order to be taken seriously. I decided the proxy would be a title, Chief Executive Officer. A title I would give to myself if no one else would--" 
The audience cuts me off, erupting in cheers. A smile creeps onto my face as the nerves finally melt away. All that's left is the electrical current running through the room. The thread of the experience I've shared. The buzz of excitement brings on a sort of high, giving me the ability to take in the details of the crowd. 
I begin speaking again over the remnants of applause.
"I founded The Zelenko Agency, a PR and consulting firm, which--" movement near the back row of tables catches my eye "--would grow into a formidable force in--" 
The figure's body language registers in my brain before any features do. 
"A firm that would go on to become a force in..."
The words fumble from my lips again, but the rest of my speech slips from my head. I glance down at my notes but cannot decipher what's written there. 
"A force in..." 
My pulse pounds in my ears, picking up speed, and the award slips just enough to knock against the microphone bar, which emits an earsplitting squeal. My mouth remains open but words fail to come out. A low murmur builds as the crowd realizes something is wrong. They look from each other to me, to their surroundings, trying to figure out what my eyes are fixed on. 
The entire room blurs at the edges and the only thing that comes into focus is the man leaning on the frame of the wide entrance archway. Black dress shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal tattoos etched along both forearms. His lips are turned downward, but an air of confidence and trouble swirls around him like a vortex. The sight of him hits me square in the chest.
Cole Van Buren.
I haven't seen him in eight years, since the day he turned my life upside down and left me broken and humiliated. And now he's back, crashing into my world just as cruelly as he abandoned it.
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