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  All the best fairytale princesses have the most horrific pasts. Mine just happens to be more horrific than most.


  


  Fantasizing over Vaughn Asher was a dream. Meeting Vaughn Asher was a fairytale. Loving Vaughn Asher was my downfall.


  


  The past is always there. Waiting. Waiting to expose you. Waiting to ruin you. Waiting to take you back.


  


  Sometimes not even a prince can save you.
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  LAUGHTER from a tenant and a sharp pain in my back pulls me out of my hazy slumber. Note to self—the lobby of Grace’s building needs better furniture if I’m going to be sleeping on the couch every time she gets angry.


  I chuckle a little at that. It should annoy me, but it doesn’t. It makes me feel… part of something. Part of a relationship. And I am, right? We are married. We. Are. Married. And I know she’s wary and I know she’s unhappy about how it came about, but the fact is, she married me. She said, ‘I do,’ and signed her name on the license.


  I realize now that we were both far too drunk. I mean, she has no memory, so yeah. I huff out a breath. She was definitely far too drunk to make that decision. But it’s done. And I’m not interested in getting unmarried to Grace. In fact, I’m interested in doing it all over again, only this time making it a huge production. Hollywood style, maybe. Hundreds of guests. Lavish place settings and those little bags they give out filled with items you don’t need but which have the bride and groom’s name on them.


  “Boss?”


  I want a huge cake as tall as her, with a different flavor filling in each layer. Dancing, of course. I’ve never danced with her. So dancing. And a honeymoon. A real honeymoon. Not the beach. Maybe Japan or Iceland or a cruise around the world. Something daring and new.


  “Boss? You awake?”


  And then house-hunting. Let her choose the neighborhood. Hell, the state. She might not want to be in California. I don’t need to be in California, that’s for sure. She might even want to keep her job. Or find a new job She might want to live in Denver.


  Denver. Jesus.


  I’d live here though. It’s got an airport for my jet. Who cares where we live when we can be where we need to be in a few hours? It doesn’t matter.


  “Boss!”


  “Shit, Ray. What the fuck do you want?” I drag myself out of my dreams and look up at my head of security. “What?”


  “She didn’t go to work today. The other tenants have all left, but she’s still inside her apartment.”


  “Well…” I sit up and rub my hands down my face. I need to shave. “She had a rough few days, Ray. She deserves some time off.”


  “I’m just telling you. It’s a workday, and she didn’t go.”


  “OK. Well, I’m gonna go grab some coffee and see if she’s ready to talk to me yet.” I stand up and clap him on the back. “Thanks, man. Appreciate your help.”


  I almost crash into Bigmy, Grace’s personal security guard, as I make my way towards the front door. “Do you need something, Bigmy?”


  “I think she’s asleep,” he says in his thick Eastern European accent.


  I nod. “OK.”


  “There’s no noise in there. Like nothing. Silence.”


  “Is that bothering you?” I ask, unsure of what he’s getting at.


  “Most people get up, go to bathroom. Make coffee. Turn on TV. She’s not doing that.”


  “Well, I guess she’s sleeping.”


  “Right,” he says. But he’s not convinced.


  “Look, Bigmy, if you think there’s a problem, just say so.”


  He stares at me for a few seconds and then shrugs. “No problem.”


  I grab my sunglasses off the coffee table and place them on my head. “OK, well, then, I’m heading over to the Starbucks—”


  “You should stay inside,” Ray says. “The media is out there.”


  “Ray, the media is everywhere. They’re not gonna go away until we resolve all this shit. And I refuse to be stuck inside because of them. Ray, you come with me. Bigmy—”


  “Yes.”


  “You stay here with Grace. I’ll be right back and we’ll see if we can’t coax her out with a muffin and some coffee.”


  “She likes blueberry,” Bigmy says.


  “I know that, thank you.” Fuck.


  Ray and I walk to the front door and the frenzy starts before it even opens. Ray’s a tall guy. Not massive, like Bigmy. But tall. And he’s got a look about him that says, I will kill you with my bare hands.


  The shouting starts as I exit, but I just flip my sunglasses down and push right through them. I’ve been doing this for twenty-seven years. Some encounters have been more stressful than others, but I’m not the kind of movie star who punches out photographers. They are making a living. Yeah, they are parasites who make a living off me, but fuck it. I really have no beef with them. In fact, most of them are nice when they’re not stalking you.


  But then I see that bitch from Buzz Hollywood. She steps right in front of me and sticks that microphone in my face. “What will Jasinda think when she finds out you’re cheating on her?”


  I actually stop to laugh. Ray grabs my forearm and tugs, trying to get me moving again. But I shrug him off. “I hope,” I tell the reporter as I look her in the eye, “she feels ashamed of herself. Jasinda”—I am facing the camera now, so I address her directly—“you’re a lying bitch. If you’re even pregnant, I’m up for a DNA test any time you are. I have a wife now and her name is Grace Kinsella-Asher.” And then I turn back to look at all of them as they hover close behind me. “And now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get her a coffee and a muffin. Blueberry,” I add. “Grace likes blueberry. And she likes iced tall sugar-free caramel, nonfat, light ice, Starbucks double shot on ice. At least”—I stop to have a chuckle—“when she has money on her Starbucks app, she does.”


  “Does she have money on her app, Vaughn?” a reporter from an internet blog asks me.


  He’s nice, and funny. And never too serious about what he prints. “Her coffee worries are over, yes.”


  Now they chuckle with me and I turn away and start walking down the street to the Starbucks. Half of them follow, but they stay behind me. Like a little train of leeches—annoying, but harmless.


  See, this is how you handle the media. You don’t have to give them what they want, you just have to give them something they can use. Now they have two factoids about Grace to run with. Tomorrow everyone will be drinking that coffee concoction and the blueberry muffins will be sold out.


  The day after tomorrow, they will be after the personal details of someone else and no one will give a shit about us until the next movie comes out, or I get nominated for an award, or Grace gets pregnant.


  God. that makes me smile like an idiot and when I look over at Ray, he’s shaking his head. “What?” I ask him.


  He holds up a hand. “Nothing.”


  We turn right at 16th Street and head down towards the Starbucks.


  “But,” he continues, “you have a stupid grin on your face. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say you are in love.”


  “I am in love.” I let out a breath. “I love this girl. I’m gonna marry her again and get her pregnant, and spend the rest of my life bossing her ass around and pissing her off.” I glance back at Ray. “She likes it. But she also likes to fight it.”


  “Mmm-hmm. If you say so, boss.”


  We walk the rest of the way to Starbucks in silence. The reporters stay outside as I go in to order. Ray blocks them and they don’t put up a fight. They figure if they’re nice, I’ll give them something else before I go back inside our building. And I probably will.


  Life is a give and take. I’ve always known this. You can’t always get what you want, so you have to just try to get what you need. And right now, I need for the media to leave us alone. Or at the very least, not be out to destroy us.


  I sign autographs while I wait for Grace’s drink. Cups mostly. I sign the apron of each employee and some napkins. And thirty minutes later—yeah, it’s a long time to be stuck in a Starbucks signing autographs when all I want is to think about the woman I love, but it only benefits both of us in the end—Ray and I walk back to wake Grace up with a nice iced coffee and her favorite pastry.


  I turn back to the media before going inside her apartment building. “I need a little advice.”


  “Sure, Vaughn!” I hear from the crowd. “Ask us anything!”


  “What kind of ring should I get her? We didn’t have time to get rings.”


  They start calling out suggestions. I nod for each and make a small comment like, ‘“Yes,” or “Oh, I like that idea.” That kind of thing.


  They eat that shit up. They’re happy now. I gave them two factoids and I asked them for help. They feel needed and necessary and none of what I actually said makes any difference to Grace, or me, or the world.


  But it matters. The media is a part of my life. The media is the reason Kristi’s brother called that hotline and let me know where she’d run off to.


  Sometimes I need them, sometimes they need me. And I never forget that, because that’s the secret to navigating this absurd world where what my wife eats for breakfast is print-worthy news.


  I scan their faces and come back satisfied with my performance… until I see that bitch from Buzz Hollywood. She’s not happy at all. She wanted to ambush me and she failed.


  I give her a wink to let her know I won, and turn to go inside. Smiling all the way upstairs. I pass Bigmy, who is standing guard at the top, and then I knock.


  Chapter Two
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  THERE’S a knock on the door and I twist my head to try and see where it’s coming from, but the pain in my neck is sharp. And penetrating. It shoots down my arm like white-hot lightning and I moan.


  “Shut up.”


  My mind almost shuts down, that’s how badly that voice shocks me. It can’t…


  The knocking stops me again.


  “You know the rules.”


  “No,” I say. Or at least I try to say, but I can’t say anything. I realize I’m gagged and my heart starts to beat wildly. Erratic thumps inside my chest overtake all my coherent thoughts. I imagine all the ways in which this can kill me. I imagine my heart exploding and my breaths come faster, deeper, like I can’t suck up enough oxygen to save my life.


  I’m pulled up into a sitting position and he whacks me on the back like I’m choking instead of suffocating. “See,” he says. “You’d die without me. I saved you again. How many times have I saved you?”


  The knocking continues.


  I try to open my eyes but my head is swimming. This is not happening. This is not happening. I fall forward and hit my head on the floor in front of my feet. The tendons on the bad side of my leg scream in pain, the stretch too much for me. I wiggle, realize I’m bound too, and then thrash around so I can change position and relieve the stress.


  “Sit up, Daisy.” I’m pulled into an even more uncomfortable sitting position and that’s when I know this is all real. That’s what makes it set in.


  Daisy.


  I’ve been running from this man for ten years. I’ve been trying to force myself to come to terms with what he is, what he did, what he wanted… and now that I’ve moved on and let it all go… he’s back.


  “No!” I say it a lot louder this time, and even through the gag, it comes out clear enough.


  I get a closed fist against my head for my trouble and teeter over, almost in slow motion, until I’m lying on my side.


  The knocking continues and even as I’m wondering why he’s not answering the door, I know.


  It’s not knocking. It’s a tree branch. Slapping against the side of the house.


  I’m back.


  I’m back in my closet. I’m back in the prison he built for me when I was thirteen. I can smell it now. The cedar lining of the closet mixed with mice and old carpet. Bile stirs up in my stomach and I know I’m going to vomit.


  But I also know doing that with a gag in my mouth might kill me. Daisy, you can cope. No! Grace! Grace can cope. You are Grace!


  “I know you’re a good girl, right, Daisy?”


  I breathe evenly, trying to calm my pounding heart. I know what to do. I know what he wants. I know what happens if I don’t comply. Because I’ve been here before. I’ve been bound and gagged inside this closet so many times I’ll never be able to forget it.


  “Daisy?” he asks, squeezing my cheeks so my chin is cupped in his hand. “Tell me you’re good.”


  I know what he’s doing. Even though I never talked to them, I did see therapists for years after I was returned. He’s conditioning me. Or, since I was already conditioned, he’s re-conditioning me.


  Grace, as long as you know that, you’re OK. Just don’t lose sight of what’s happening. Agree, give him what he wants. You know what happens if you don’t.


  “Yes,” I mumble through my gag. “I’m good.”


  “Excellent,” he says, removing the gag.


  I swallow down the pooled saliva and take in deep breaths.


  “Come here.” He pulls me by the elbow, making it bend and stretch unnaturally until I stand. A new pain shoots up my shoulder and I hold in a whimper and scurry closer to him to relieve the pain. That’s two injuries in the first few minutes. I need to pay better attention or he might break something.


  My eyes finally open, though they are so heavy from the drugs I can only see a sliver of my surroundings. He tugs me along, making me stumble, but I recover fast because he will not slow down if I fall. He will drag me, and if I get hurt in the process, that’s my own damn fault.


  I’ve played this game many times.


  So I keep up and try to pay attention. I listen for sounds—birds mostly. But I can hear the whine of a small airplane engine too. Smells—now that I’m out of the closet, the mice and mildew have been replaced with the smell of a farm. Sight. The furniture is not the same. It’s all different. Gone are the tattered couches and scuffed wood tables and chairs. The floor out here is tile. New. The windows have curtains and aren’t covered in boards.


  I can see the sun.


  “They’re electrified,” he says. “If you try to go out the window, you’ll be shocked.”


  I say nothing. I’m not allowed to talk until I’m asked a question. At least that’s how it was last time.


  And even though this asshole is not going to get me to agree to his sick fantasy again, I look up at his masked face, gasp in surprise because it’s the Invisible Man and not some kid I knew from archery camp, but catch myself and nod in agreement.


  This is not good. He knows about Vaughn. That’s the only reason he’s wearing that mask.


  “Sit.” He points to a chair at the kitchen table, which is not the old chipped Formica with rusty metal chairs, but a new one made of glass. The chairs are trendy molded plastic. Something you might find in a high-end retro store.


  “I have a good job,” he says, noticing me notice the furniture. “I told you I’d be back and we’d live happily ever after.”


  No. That’s not what he said.


  I take a seat in the chair. He didn’t say that.


  “You didn’t want to go, remember?”


  “I was sick.”


  He slaps me in the head, this time not quite as hard. “You were not sick. You agreed to all of it.”


  “I was sick,” I repeat, and he smacks me across the mouth this time. I taste blood, but I don’t care. I spit it out and the red stains the pristine white tiled floor. “You brainwashed me.” Another smack. More blood. “Go ahead,” I tell him, all the inner warnings now absent. “Kill me if you want.” And then I look him in the eyes. He’s not wearing the Invisible Man goggles so I can see past the mask enough to discern that his eyes are dark brown. I see a part of an eyebrow, and that too is brown. That’s more than I ever saw with that other mask he wore years ago. That one was tight against his face. This one is looser.


  Eyes brown. Hair, probably brown. Maybe six feet tall. Less than two hundred pounds. Skinny, actually. Birds are singing, a small plane can fly overhead, and we’re on a farm.


  I make my checklist.


  This is how I got through the years after I came home. Checklists. I organized everything around me. Took notice of everything. I practiced closing my eyes so I could remember the way a place sounds. I noticed the little things. I saw the details.


  And I planned.


  Because even though I don’t remember him saying he’d come back for me, I must’ve known it all along. A man does not kidnap you, keep you prisoner for eight months, and then let you go with no intention of returning.


  I knew he was coming.


  And I’m ready.


  I took self-defense. I learned how to shoot a handgun. I took yoga to help me stay calm. I studied the geography of the Midwest, because even though I never knew where I was, I knew I was on a farm. One that had both cattle and crops. He came in smelling like them both at times. Sweat and soil. That’s what he used to smell like.


  He smelled like it when he stole me, and he smells like it now.


  He might not have changed much, but I’m as different as the furniture in this house and there’s no way I’m going down without a fight. It took me years to reclaim my mind after he warped it with his talk of a demented future where I’d be his wife and we’d live out our lives together in marital bliss. And if he thinks—


  I’m smacked to the floor with a hard fist across my mouth. More blood.


  “I know what you’re thinking, Daisy. And I don’t like it. Get up.”


  I can’t get up, my fucking hands are bound behind my back. He knows this, but he rolls me a little with his boot. “I said get the fuck up.”


  I wiggle around until I can roll over and get to my knees, then I rock forward and stand, my leg muscles straining to lift me up without the use of my hands.


  “Sit,” he barks.


  I sit again. And then he plops a laptop down in front of me.


  “You are a disgusting whore, Daisy.” He points to my Twitter account. “Password.”


  Is this a battle I need to fight? I’m not sure, but the blood is still dripping down my face, so I decide that’s a big no. If he wants to play around on my Twitter, more power to him. “My friends will all know it’s not me.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s you. Password.”


  I turn my head up so I can meet his half-hidden eyes again. “My password is ‘I heart Vaughn Asher.’” He grits his teeth, clenches his jaw. I’ll probably be hit again for that, but I don’t care. “The heart is a less-than sign and a three.”


  He types it in and pulls up my profile, then gives me a sidelong glance. “We’re gonna cure that affliction right now. Break up with him.”


  What?


  “Give me a Filthy Blue Bird-worthy tweet that will let him, and the police, know that you left of your own volition and don’t want to be bothered. One. Tweet. And it better do the job, because if the police come here, I’ll kill both of us. I will never let you leave again. I told you back when I let you go, you are mine. I always mean what I say.”


  And then he stares at me so hard and for so long without blinking, I have to turn my head away.


  “You have one minute.”


  I drop my head and stretch my neck. God, that feels good. I do it again and I can almost feel his anger. A clock is ticking on the wall, and I count those seconds as I imagine the thin hand sweeping around the center, counting down to my captor’s next act of violence.


  I wait until the minute he straightens up. I imagine his hand drawing back as he plans where he will strike me. And then my mouth opens and I feed him the words he thinks he wants.


  “‘Hashtag time to delete. I’m over it. Have a nice life, bitches.’”


  I look up at the masked man to see what he thinks.


  “Delete?”


  I nod. “Yes, I’ve been meaning to do it since I left Saint Thomas. I want to stop all this. So type that and delete the account.”


  I know he’s got a mask on, but I swear to God, I see him smile.


  Asshole. He’s just another asshole who thinks with his dick.


  “You’re done with Vaughn Asher?”


  “So done.”


  “He married you.”


  That’s right, let’s play, you psycho. I keep my edge hard, I make myself stare him in the eyes. And then I tell him what he wants to hear. “Vaughn can’t marry me. I’m already married. To you.”


  Chapter Three
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  I KNOCK again. “Gra-aaace.” I blow out a breath of air and look over my shoulder at Bigmy. “She’s still here, right? I mean, she never left last night.”


  “She never left, boss. Someone was here all night.”


  “What time did you leave?”


  “Hmmm.” He hums as he thinks. “The guard from Ray’s team relieved me around midnight, I think? I got called back after a few hours. You were already asleep on the couch. The doorman saw me.”


  I knock again, but the feeling in the pit of my stomach can’t be denied.


  Something is wrong.


  “Grace,” I call out, pressing my forehead to the wooden door. “Answer me or I’m coming in.”


  I press my ear up against the door and listen.


  Nothing.


  “Here.” I thrust the coffee and muffin at Bigmy and fish through my pocket for the key to Grace’s apartment. I push it into the lock and twist the handle. “Grace?” Maybe she’s sleeping. I walk into the entryway and then turn down the hallway where her bedroom is. The cat comes out of the door, meowing. “Hey, kitty. Where’s Grace?” The cat rubs up against my leg and I peek into the room.


  Nothing.


  “Fuck. Bigmy, what the fuck? She’s not here!”


  “Let me check the rest of the apartment.”


  He goes off to do that while I call Ray. He picks up on the first ring. “Yup.”


  “Ray, she’s gone. Did you see her leave last night?”


  “No. She never left. We had guys outside, both front and back. And the paparazzi was here all night too. They’d have seen her.”


  “Not here,” Bigmy says as he comes back into her bedroom. “No signs of a struggle.”


  “Did she get any calls last night, Ray?”


  “Let me log in and see. I’m on my way up.”


  I end the call with Ray and take my attention back to Bigmy. “Who was the guard last night?”


  “I’m new, Mr. Asher. I don’t know your men. He had a security badge. Ray sent him up. He came up from downstairs.”


  “You said you left around midnight, so why were you called back?”


  “He said his wife needed him and could I fill in his shift. I said OK.”


  Ray comes down the hallway, breathless from running up three flights of stairs. “She got a text, Vaughn. Two, last night.”


  “Who from?”


  He throws up his hands. “Unknown number. The first one told her to come up on the roof.”


  A shooting pain runs across my shoulders as I tense up.


  “She must’ve hesitated, because she didn’t text back. So the next message asked if she was coming. That’s it. That’s all there was.”


  “What time?”


  “Twelve twenty-five.”


  I push past them and run down the hallway. I exit the apartment and take the stars up to the roof three at a time. The door is not even closed all the way.


  “Fuck. You didn’t secure the roof? The buildings next door are all connected. This is a huge fail!” I look at Ray like he’s an incompetent asshole and he goes still.


  “Boss, look—”


  “She’s been fucking kidnapped! That freak came and got her. Took her right out of her apartment and you assholes never even saw him!”


  “Vaughn,” Ray says, his hands up, palms out, like he’s warding me off. “We have cameras in all the hallways like you requested. We can look at the footage—”


  “Then go look at it, Ray! For fuck’s sake! She’s been missing all goddamned night! Go check the fucking footage!”


  “You think the guard was the kidnapper?” Bigmy asks.


  I watch Ray as he disappears down the stairs and then turn back to Bigmy. “Do you?”


  “We should call the police.”


  A ping distracts me from any thoughts of the police. It’s coming from Grace’s desktop. I walk over to her desk and stare at the screen.


  “Twitter,” Bigmy says.


  “Yes, thank you. I can see it’s Twitter.” But the part I’m having trouble with is that Grace just posted an update.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  #TimeToDelete. I’m over it. Have a nice life, bitches.


  


  I take out my phone and press Grace’s number. Is it possible she just left? She walked out on me? She walked away from her whole life?


  No.


  No, she’d never do that.


  Except she already did once. She got herself a new identity and walked into the sunset, leaving behind everything she ever knew.


  I bend over the desktop and grab the mouse, then click refresh on her profile page.


  


  Sorry, that page doesn’t exist!


  


  She did it. She deleted her account.


  My phone buzzes in my hand. I press accept and put it to my ear. “Yeah.”


  “We got the footage. She leaves her apartment at twelve thirty-five and never comes back.”


  “How the fuck does that happen, Ray?”


  “Vaughn, I was here for eighteen hours yesterday. I have to sleep sometimes. This guy on camera, he’s legit. He’s my guy.”


  “So where is he? Bring him in. I want to talk to him.”


  “I already called him. He’s on his way.”


  “Good. You let me know where he gets here.”


  “Should I call the police? Or should we wait and see?”


  I scrub a hand down my face as I try to work through the consequences. “Yeah. Call them. Tell them Grace has been kidnapped and we need to bring in the FBI.” I end the call and look back at Bigmy. “Do you think she just deleted that account?”


  “Well… you did piss her off. She was pretty hot last night when she kicked you out.”


  “It almost doesn’t matter, does it? I mean, we can call in the police and FBI all we want, but the truth is, that last Twitter message is the only thing they’re gonna care about. Couple that with the fact that she’s already pulled a disappearing act when her life spun out of control, and I already know where this is going.”


  “What do you want to do, Asher?”


  God, that hurts too. No one calls me Asher but Grace. I find a contact in my phone and press send. Three rings later and the call is picked up. “Conner. She’s gone.”


  “What?” He sounds asleep.


  “Grace. She’s been taken again.”


  “Vaughn, fuck. How do you know?”


  “She’s missing and she got a text last night to go up on the roof. She never came back. And… and she just deleted her Twitter account. She’s being erased. That sick freak is erasing her as I stand here. I need you to check all her accounts. Her bank, her credit cards, her Starbucks. All of it.”


  “Yeah, sure, V. I’m on it. I’ll call you back as soon as I know anything.”


  I thank him and end the call and then immediately place another one. This time I get Grace’s voicemail.


  “You’ve reached Daisy Bryndle.”


  I put it on speaker.


  “I’m deleting this number and moving on. I can’t live in the public eye. I need my privacy. Thank you and goodbye.”


  “That’s wrong.”


  “What?” Bigmy asks.


  “She would never call herself Daisy Bryndle.”


  He huffs out a long gust of air. “We need to call the police, Asher. And the FBI. Every minute that passes, she gets farther away.”


  “Yeah, but they’re not gonna believe me.” I turn to face the giant man. “She’s leaving breadcrumbs that will make the police and FBI ignore this. Call her a runaway wife. They’re gonna tell me to give her space or some bullshit like that. She’ll come back on her own.” Bigmy frowns at me. “She’s setting me up to let go. But I’m not gonna let go. She’s crazy if she thinks I’ll let go. Whatever the reason for this disappearance, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll never stop looking for her. Not until I find her. I’ll never accept that she ran away until I hear it from her own mouth.”


  I told her I’d never leave, and I meant it. I refuse to walk away, even if she wants me to.


  Chapter Four
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  I’M walked back to the closet after he finishes deleting my Twitter account.


  “Get in.”


  I do as I’m told because I have no choice at the moment. But I know how he works. At least, I know how he used to work. I test it out by stopping just past the threshold and lifting my arms a little in the hope that he will untie me. Like he used to.


  He laughs. “We are back to day one, Daisy. You earn privileges, child. You don’t expect them.”


  I sink to my knees. The mattress is thicker than the one that used to be in here, so at least it doesn’t hurt. And then I lie down and roll over on my side. The door closes. I can’t see through the crack between the floor and bottom of the door. But I don’t really need to, so I just lie still.


  We are back to day one, he said.


  Just the thought makes my stomach cramp and my heart beat fast.


  


  A foot kicks the door in front of my face and I squeal past my gag. “Shut up!” the man who is wearing a mask of Danny Penning shouts from the other side of the door.


  But I can’t shut up. I can’t stop crying. I can’t stop breathing hard, or choking, or shaking. And this makes the man angry. This makes him kick the door harder, and every time he kicks the door, it starts all over again. “Please,” I mumble through my gag. “Just stop kicking the door.”


  But he can’t hear me. I can barely hear me. My sobs are too loud. I’m lying face down on a rotten-smelling mattress, and the blood is pounding in my ears.


  “I saw you at the dance, Daisy.”


  What dance? What dance? I want to scream this at the man. What dance? I didn’t go to the dance!


  “He was holding you close.”


  I have no idea what he’s talking about.


  “That boy was holding you close. I should’ve been the one to hold you close.”


  I’m in seventh grade. I’ve never been to a dance. Danny Penning lives four hours away. I only know him from 4-H camp. He was my archery partner and he hated my guts because I was distracted last summer. I kept screwing up our chances for prizes. I’ve never been to a dance, I have no idea why he thinks I have, and I don’t know what Danny has to do with any of this.


  “He kissed you, didn’t he?” Another kick to the door makes me jump again, and this time, I’ve reached my limit. I cry hard. I don’t try to stop it. I start hyperventilating and then I squirm around until my feet are close enough to the door to kick it back. I kick hard. Two feet at once. I kick and kick and this time the door flies open.


  And I’d give anything for that mask to not be on the man’s face. Anything. Because even though I can barely see any skin at all past the eyeholes, I see his shock.


  Asshole. The word forms in my mind. I don’t swear, but I’ve heard the words enough to use them appropriately. Asshole. Take that, you ass—


  He kicks me this time, not the door.


  And now I’m too busy trying to breathe past my gag and the blood to think about what an asshole he is.


  “You little bitch!” he roars. “If you broke my door—”


  His door? “You broke my nose,” I try to say, but it’s just a jumble of words. I’m dying. I’m choking, the blood is running down my throat. My chest is heaving in and out so bad with fear and lack of oxygen, trying to draw in more, and more, and more.


  I start writhing again. The panic is setting in. I’m going to die, I realize. I’m going to suffocate right now, right here in this closet. And this man who thinks I love Danny Penning is going to watch me die.


  The blood covers my eyes a few seconds later and then I lose my sight. I can’t talk, I can’t breathe. I can’t see. I can’t move.


  It hits me then.


  I am his prisoner.


  He controls my fate.


  He decides if I live or die.


  I thrash around as this sinks in. He killed my parents. I watched him. He came to my bed and gagged and bound me. Tight. With duct tape so there was no chance of me making any coherent noise. And he shot them both, right there in their bed.


  My brother was next. He had his .22 rifle, he even got off a shot. But he missed.


  And this man who thinks he’s Danny Penning didn’t.


  He killed them and he’ll kill me because he’s in charge.


  My body goes still. I stop trying to cough up the blood and I let it pool inside my mouth. I close my eyes and tip my head back to make it rush down my throat.


  He took away all my choices. He took away all my freedom. But he can’t make me want to live.


  So I choose to die.


  The next breath comes automatically. A survival reflex. An instinct, like I’m an animal. But I draw in blood instead of air and now I’m drowning. I feel it enter my lungs and it burns, makes me cough. But each time I cough I take in more.


  And then the tape is gone, my mouth is open. Something is sucking out the blood. I’m tipped over on my side and I can’t stop myself from coughing. The liquid comes back up, out of my lungs, and my mouth is filled with the taste of copper and iron.


  I don’t know how long I stay like that. Maybe minutes. Maybe hours. But some time later I realize the man is sitting next to me. Not touching me, but very close.


  “You’re OK,” he says.


  But I’m not OK. Because I’m still alive and all I want right now is for it to end.


  “I won’t have to gag you if you don’t scream. In fact, I think silence is best for you. So you can recover.”


  Right. Because that makes sense.


  “If you don’t talk you don’t need the gag.”


  I’m A-OK with no talking so I just stay silent.


  “Good girl. You’re a good girl.”


  


  I drag myself up from the memory and roll it around in my head. “Good girl,” I whisper. Did I realize this was what he used to call me when Vaughn came up with that nickname?


  I don’t think so. I haven’t thought about this stuff in years. I really didn’t suffer any long-term effects from my hostage abduction. I put it behind me. I moved on. I forgot.


  The man’s heavy footsteps approach and I’m regretting not moving the mattress so I can see his feet through the crack under the door. But he’s here now. It makes no difference.


  He unlocks the door and opens it. “We have to run some tests. I need you to get up.”


  I roll onto my knees again, and then rock back and forth until I can stand with my bound hands.


  “I’m going to untie you, but if you try anything funny, if you hurt yourself, or try to run, I will be forced to take matters seriously.”


  God, that phrase. I haven’t heard that phrase since…


  “Do you understand?”


  I nod and look him in the face. The Invisible Man mask looks high-quality. It doesn’t look fake at all. It doesn’t look like it’s made out of rubber. It looks like it’s a face with bandages wrapped around it.


  “I do understand,” I tell him back in an even voice.


  And I do. I understand completely. If he thinks I’m some weak little girl who’d rather off herself than live, he’s got a surprise coming.


  I’m not interested in dying to erase my pain and I’m not interested in playing his game.


  This time, he’s going to play mine.


  Chapter Five
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  “MR. Asher, tell me again. The last time you saw Miss Kinsella was…”


  I know I should have a lawyer, because they are treating me like a suspect. But I just don’t have time for that. “I told you.”


  “Tell me again.”


  “Vaughn¸” Conner calls out from the doorway.


  “Let him in, that’s my brother,” I call back, only I’m talking to the policeman standing guard at the door. The media has gone crazy outside. The entire street is covered with reporters and cameras.


  “This is a crime scene, Mr. Asher.”


  “This is my building, Officer…” I look down at his badge. “Torrino. And you have no warrant. So feel free to get one of those before you start ordering me around. Let him through,” I say again, only this time my frustration comes off as anger.


  “It’s Detective Torrino, Mr. Asher. And I can get a warrant if you’d like to be difficult. One phone call.”


  “OK, we’re done here. You go make that call, asshole.” I place my fingers on my tongue and let off a shrill whistle to break up the chatter. “Everyone out unless you work for me. Thank you. Goodbye. Come back with the paperwork and I’ll get a hold of my lawyers.”


  “You’ll compromise her safety so you can pull the movie-star card?”


  “Fuck you, Torrino. I’m the one who called you, remember? I’m the one who told you what happened to her ten years ago. What she told me. What I found out.”


  “What you found out illegally, you mean.”


  “It’s not illegal to ask questions. It is illegal to answer them when you’re supposed to be silent. So you’re gonna want to go talk to whomever you think told us Miss Kinsella’s information and threaten them. Get out.”


  “Vaughn, you don’t want to alienate the cops.” Conner, of all people—the middle child who alienates everyone—is suddenly the voice of reason.


  “If they’re going to concentrate on me instead of the freak who kidnapped her ten years ago, then yes. I really do.”


  “Just hold on,” Conner says to the detective, pushing me backwards with a hand to my chest. “Come on, let’s go talk somewhere private.”


  Conner leads me upstairs, but I have no idea where to go. Grace’s apartment is bustling with police. The roof is filled with them too. There’s nowhere to go to get some privacy. I feel trapped inside this building. We settle for the second-story laundry room. I flip on the lights as I enter and Conner closes the door behind him.


  “I don’t want Felicity to get busted for doing your dirty work.”


  “What?” I’m not sure I heard that right. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


  “If they start digging around, I don’t want Felicity to take your fall.”


  I stare at him, seething from the inside out. “Who the fuck do you think you are, lecturing me about Felicity? She’s my kid.”


  “She’s not your kid, Vaughn. She’s your partner in crime.”


  “We didn’t hack into anything to get those records. She asked around, she paid them off. She did nothing illegal.”


  “But she’s done plenty for you in the past. And maybe it’s all pretty harmless, but you’re not dragging her into this.”


  I stare at my brother. I give him a long, hard look. “If you’re sleeping with her, I will beat the motherfucking shit out of you.”


  “I’m not sleeping with her, you asshole. I’m trying to do damage control.”


  I’m not sure I believe him, but this is not the time or the place. “Conner, are you here to help me or not?”


  “I am. We looked at that computer from the other day and it’s clean.”


  “Fuck.”


  “With one exception.”


  “What?” He hesitates and I just want to shake him until he talks. “What? Just fucking tell me.”


  “The IP address on that video upload comes from the free wireless network at the Hollywood Gold Theatre.”


  “So he’s a local?” Conner hesitates again. “What, dammit?”


  “He’s not a local, V. He’s you.” Conner puts his hand up as I begin to object. “He’s trying to make it look like you did this. The timestamp on the upload we found of the video happened during your IM2 premiere.”


  “So?”


  “That means he’s framing you, Vaughn. He’s trying to make it look like you’re the one sending these messages because the security for that event was so tight, only those associated with the movie were allowed in. And furthermore, only those who had major roles got invites to the premiere because that theatre is so small. He’s trying to pin this all on you. So if those guys downstairs get a hold of this info, they’re really gonna think you’re guilty.”


  “That makes no sense. How could I be the guy who took her ten years ago?”


  “No one gives a fuck about ten years ago, V. They only care about last night. And you were the last one to see her alive.”


  “Don’t you fucking dare insinuate she’s dead, Conner.”


  He lets out a long breath. “I’m not, V. I’m just playing devil’s advocate. People are going to assume you did it and they are going to assume the worst before they ever give you the benefit of the doubt. So I’m just telling you—expect questions about your involvement in her murder.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous, I had nothing to do with this. And there’s no murder. She’s alive. He took her, I know it. Now I need you to find her, Conner. These assfucks are not going to do shit. Just like they didn’t do shit the last time he took her.”


  Conner nods and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, and that Twitter stuff is bad too. They’re just gonna say she ran off. They probably won’t even look for her.”


  “She’d never do that, Conner.”


  “I dunno, V. She’s run away from you plenty of times before.”


  “That was different.” Wasn’t it? She couldn’t have run off on her own. Could she?


  “It wasn’t different. You married her when she was drunk. She didn’t even know about it. The reporters got a hold of the girl who lives downstairs. She said she heard you guys arguing about it last night and that’s why you had to sleep on the couch in the lobby.”


  I sigh and lean up against the washing machine.


  “So, is there any possibility that she just ran off like she implied in her last tweet?”


  I think about it. Like, really hard. I try to run this through in my mind, try to see it from her perspective. But I just can’t picture Grace being such a coward that she’d take off like that. Yes, she ran from me on Saint Thomas, but she went home. And yes, she ran from me in Vegas, but she came back once I found her. And yes, she threw me out last night, but she’d never walk off and leave all these loose ends. She just wouldn’t. Grace likes to keep thing organized. She’s a planner. She’d plan the hell out of an escape like this. And nothing about what’s happening feels planned.


  I look Conner straight in the eye. “No, Con. She did not run off. He took her.”


  Conner nods his head at me. “OK then. He took her. I think you’re right about the police. You’re the number one suspect right now until they decide if she’s missing or ran off on her own. And they don’t seem to be doing a whole lot right now besides standing around feeling important. Maybe if the FBI gets involved we’ll get more help. But until then, we need to proceed on our own.”


  “What’d you have in mind?”


  “I was talking to Felicity and she thinks she can profile this guy. Narrow down who he might be by adding up all the clues. Figure out who he is and where he might take Grace through process of elimination.”


  A long breath escapes me and I feel myself relax for the first time all day. “OK. When can she get here?”


  “She’s here. She’s across the street, though. She doesn’t want to be seen by the media. So I’m gonna go help her and you’re going to distract everyone here. You do that by cooperating. Answer every question, six times, if necessary. You are not guilty, they can’t paint you into corners, but the lawyers are already at the airport, I got a message before I came in to see you. They’ll be here in like ten minutes.” He stares at me, waiting for an answer. “OK? You got it?”


  I nod but I’m not happy about this at all. I feel like they’re wasting time. Like Grace is getting farther and farther away from me with each passing minute.


  Chapter Six
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  “WHY?” I growl. I know I’m risking him getting violent, but I don’t care.


  “To run tests. I told you.” His words come out labored, like he’s breathing very hard. Like he’s the one who’s having a panic attack instead of me.


  I know that’s what’s about to happen. I used to get them almost daily during the eight months I spent locked in this house. But I’ve perfected my relaxation techniques. I might not’ve participated in therapy, but that’s only because it was a waste of time. Who gives a shit why something happened or how I feel about it?


  I only care about making sure it won’t happen again. My mind is screaming at me—But it did happen again! Yeah, I can’t control what this freak does. I can only control how I react to it. And I refuse to let him make me panic. Because I’ve been preparing for this. I’ve been mentally and physically preparing myself for round two since the day I realized I was brainwashed six years ago. So my heart calms while his beats faster. “What kind of tests?”


  He leans down in my personal space, his grip on my upper arm punishingly tight. “A pregnancy test, for one.”


  “I’m not pregnant.”


  “How do you know?” He cocks his head at me. “Asher never used a condom.”


  I reel backwards. “What?”


  “You think I don’t know what kind of man Vaughn Asher is? Did he use one? Say yes and we skip the test. But I might have to medicate you and that could harm your baby. So isn’t it better to know for sure?”


  Hurt my baby? No!


  Jesus, Grace! Stop. You’re on the pill! Don’t let him get to you! That’s your only power right now.


  But he’s blackmailing me with a baby that doesn’t exist and I’m falling for it.


  He points to the bathroom. “I’ll untie you. You go in, leaving the door open. Follow the directions on the package, and bring it back to me. We can watch for the results together.”


  “No.”


  He smacks me across the face. “That word is not in your vocabulary.”


  The blood is back in my mouth and I spit on the floor.


  “While we’re waiting, you can clean your bloody mess. There’s a spot in the kitchen as well. I don’t like an untidy home.”


  The chills run up my spine. He’s a psycho. He tried to brainwash me into believing I was his wife back when I was thirteen. And it worked. I cooked and cleaned for him like I was his goddamned life partner. Like we were in this shit together. I asked him how his day was when he came home from work every day and unchained me from the closet. And by the end, I even participated in the demented dream of his. I shake my head, unwilling to even admit that part of the ordeal to myself.


  Instead, I extend my shaking hand out for the box he’s holding in front of me, and he places it in my palm.


  “I’ll wait in the living room and give you some privacy.” He grips my arm again. “But leave the door open.”


  I walk into the tiny bathroom. It too has been remodeled. It seems like everything in this house has been remodeled except for my closet prison cell. I open the box and take out the test. Rip open the package with my teeth, then check the hallway to make sure he’s really in the living room.


  He waves to me from the couch. “Hurry.”


  I retreat back into the bathroom and unbutton my shorts. My hand shakes severely as I squat and hold the test under my stream. I place it on the wrapper on the counter, wipe quickly, and pull my pants back up.


  I stare at the little window where the results will appear, my heart suddenly burdened with fear.


  What if I’m pregnant?


  “Is it done?” he asks from the door.


  I nod and hand the test over. He can sit and watch it all he wants. I have no intention of waiting for that result with him by my side.


  “I’ll clean the mess,” I say meekly with my head down.


  “Yes.” He strokes my hair and I do my best not to flinch, but don’t entirely succeed. “You remember your place now, don’t you?”


  I force myself to look up at him and nod. “I remember.”


  My feet are moving, and I’ve never been so glad to walk away from someone in my whole life. But I do remember. And then a smile comes forth for a flash of a second. I remember what I needed to do back then to walk freely around the house.


  Obey.


  I cannot even count the number of nights I stayed up thinking up all the ways in which I could trick him after I was let go. I replayed every day in my mind. I imagined how it was to wake up and realize I was a prisoner. I imagined what I’d do different. I imagined I was smart enough to figure out what made him happy and what pissed him off so I could fool him into thinking I was agreeable.


  In my new reality, the one I dreamed about, I wasn’t brainwashed into liking the man with the mask. In my new reality, I was the smart one and he was the victim. I imagined myself one step ahead. I played all those bad things in my mind again and again. It was like a simulator for me. I planned for this. Because that’s what I do. I’m a planner.


  In the kitchen the layout is the same even though the cabinets and stuff are all different. So I know where he keeps the mop and bucket. In the tall slender cupboard next to the refrigerator.


  I also know where to fill the bucket up. In the laundry room off to the side of the kitchen. I look at the back door for a moment, then over my shoulder. He’s watching me.


  “Try the handle, Daisy. Do you think I’d leave it unlocked?”


  “No,” I answer, then lower my head and turn the spigot on. I wait for the bucket to fill and when I turn he’s still watching me.


  “In my mind you’re still a girl, but you’re not, are you?”


  Oh, shit. “I am,” I insist. “I’m still a girl.” He never molested me but he talked about it endlessly. He said he had to wait until I was eighteen. That was the law.


  I always wanted to ask him why kidnapping was OK but sex with a minor wasn’t. But I had enough sense to shut the hell up.


  My hand reaches for the floor cleaner like this is my own home, and I hear him chuckle a little behind me. Just play along, Grace. Don’t feel what he wants you to feel.


  I take the bucket and mop over to the bloodstain on the floor and quickly wipe it up. This must pacify him, because he retreats to the couch once again. I steal a look as I walk past to clean up the blood in the bathroom, and he’s staring at the pee stick.


  I stop in my tracks when he holds up the test stick, his gaze never wandering from the results before him.


  When he finally looks up, I know what that that test says. Maybe that’s why I got nauseous and threw up on the plane to Vegas. Maybe that’s why when I put that dress on for Kristi’s rehearsal dinner it was snug. Maybe that’s why the exhaustion overtook me at Kristi’s parents’ resort and I fell asleep, dead-assed tired.


  I am pregnant.


  I am pregnant with Vaughn Asher’s baby and there’s no way this psycho freak is going to let it live.


  Chapter Seven
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  I STAND at the top of the landing, watching Conner make his way through the crowd of police and witnesses, and just as he opens the door to exit the building, a familiar dark-haired girl gets up in his face.


  She’s one angry chick. Her manicured finger is pointing, her sensible nurse shoe is tapping, and her electric pink scrubs make her very hard to ignore. Even for Conner, the master at indifference.


  He stands still for a moment as the girl says something, and then he turns and points straight at me.


  And that’s when I see her face.


  Bebe Chambers.


  She actually pushes Conner out of the way, almost mows down a uniformed police officer, and heads straight for the stairs.


  I look over at that asshole detective to see if he’s gonna stop her, but he’s sporting a smug smile. OK. Here we go. My very first in-person meeting with Bebe the BFF and it’s not gonna be pretty.


  “You,” she accuses me loudly. Loud enough to make people stop talking. “You are the reason she’s gone.”


  I walk down the stairs slowly and put on my movie-star smile. “Miss Chambers. It’s unfortunate that we have to meet under these circumstances—”


  “Oh, no,” she says, putting her hand up as I reach the bottom of the steps. She’s tall. A lot taller than Grace. And she’s seething. “You do not get to pretend like we are meeting under normal circumstances, Mr. Asher.” My name comes off like an insult. “My best friend was fine for ten years and you come along and rip her life apart in a matter of weeks. If something happens to her, I will—” And then her eyes well up and tears burst forth. “I’ll… I’ll make you pay somehow. If she’s hurt. If that freak has her again. If you did something to her and dumped her body—”


  “Whoa, Bebe. You can’t really believe that I’d hurt her?”


  “I really can, Mr. Asher. I read that spread about you in that magazine. They paint a pretty convincing picture of a sociopath.”


  “Socio—” I can’t even say the word. “Look, Bebe. I love her. I realize we’ve had an unusual start to our relationship, and I understand that there are some very unique problems we have to work through. But you can’t really think I’d hurt her.”


  “Then where is she?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Her entire Filthy Blue Bird account is gone from Twitter! Just gone! She was on there for years! And now it’s gone!”


  “Miss Chambers, is it?” That asshole detective appears by her side. “We’ve contacted the corporate office and we’re trying to retrieve her account, if that helps. We need to make sure there’s no more incriminating evidence against Mr. Asher before we allow it to be deleted. Come, have a seat over here and let’s try and piece together what might’ve happened.” Bebe is led off and takes a seat on the couch I slept on last night. I follow them, but the detective stops me with a hand. “You stay there. I’d like her opinion without your interference.”


  Interference? Now I’m interference?


  My phone buzzes in my pants and I pull it up. A text from Conner. Are you playing nice? Just hold tight, the lawyers are outside. I’m down the street with Felicity, she’s putting together a profile now.


  I text back, OK, and let it go with that.


  When I look back up from my phone, Bigmy is coming down the stairs. He motions for me to head to the back door with a tilt of his head, and then walks right past me.


  I look around, then follow him. We stop just before we get to the back door that leads to the alley and he scrubs his face with a large meaty hand. “Boss, Ray thinks the guy took her off the roof.”


  “Obviously, Big. Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “We found a pair of goggles on the rooftop of the adjacent building.”


  “Goggles?”


  He nods. “Invisible Man goggles.”


  Fuck. I look over my shoulder at the detective and then have a small wave of relief when the lawyers are ushered though the front door. “He really is trying to pin it on me. But—” I look back to Bigmy. “It’s absurd, right? I mean, this is like Scooby-Doo villains planting clues. Right?”


  “Mmmm.” The big man balks. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just a lot of circumstantial evidence that adds up to only one conclusion. You did something to her.”


  “I was on the fucking couch all night.”


  “You were the last one to see her.”


  “She’s not dead! She’s been kidnapped by that freak who took her ten years ago.”


  He shushes me with a hand. “I know that. Ray knows that. We all know that. But I’m just telling you, he’s setting you up. When a girl goes missing they always look at the boyfriend or husband first. You are their prime suspect and these clues he’s dropping will make it very difficult for the police to take our suspicions seriously.”


  “So they’re not gonna look for her?”


  “They’re gonna go with the most obvious choice and that’s you.”


  “How long do you think she’s been gone?”


  “All night and all morning. So twelve hours, I suppose.”


  “Did they look for her phone?”


  “We did,” the detective says from behind me. “And do you want to know where we found it, Mr. Asher?”


  From the tone of his voice, no. I’m pretty sure I do not want to know where they found it.


  “In a car parked two blocks over.”


  “OK. So whose car is it?”


  “Yours.”


  “It’s not my car. I don’t even live here.”


  “It’s a rental, taken out in your name last night.”


  I’m just about to open my mouth to protest when my lawyers walk up. They are all tall, large, and menacing-looking in their black suits and briefcases. “No more questions,” the oldest one says. I do not know his name. I don’t have much occasion to meet with them in person. I’ve never been arrested in my life. I’ve never even been to court for a speeding ticket.


  And then, before the detective can protest or make any more absurd accusations, they usher me out the back door of the building to a waiting car. “Get in, Mr. Asher. Don’t talk to anyone but your family. The car will take you to your brother and then we’ll regroup later.”


  I do as I’m told. I get into the car, alone, and then the door slams closed and the driver takes off.


  Ten minutes later I’m delivered to the underground parking garage of a hotel where Conner waits for me next to an open elevator.


  “I’m being set up.”


  “I know, V.”


  “Grace is really missing.”


  “Yes.”


  “Please tell me you’ve got something.”


  “I wish I could, but I don’t.”


  This is a moment I will never forget. I thought that night in Vegas last week was my low. When my future with Grace seemed to be in the hands of a power-hungry businessman who likes to play God. But that was nothing. Li had no real power over me. It was a stupid bet.


  But this. I shake my head and try and calm my nerves. This is real. He could hurt her. He could damage her psyche. He could kill her.


  “I need to find her, Conner. I can’t let him have her for another night. I need to find her today.”


  “We’re doing our best, V.” Conner waves me through the elevator doors and then he pushes a floor button and the doors close.


  It’s an ominous feeling to be inside this box right now. It makes me feel helpless. And trapped. For the first time in my life my status has little meaning. For the first time in my life my money has little meaning. For the first time in my life I realize life is meaningless without the person you want to share it with.


  The car takes us up to the tenth floor and we exit into a silent hallway. “We’re down here,” Conner says.


  I follow him down the hall, my gaze trained on the pattern in the carpet, my heart heavy with despair, and my mind racing with regrets. Regrets for leaving her alone last night. For not camping outside her door. Regrets for marrying her when I knew she was drinking. Regrets for using my power over her in Saint Thomas to conquer her sexually. Regret for not being there for the last few weeks.


  I might never get to set this right. I might never get a second chance. But if I do, I will make sure Grace Kinsella understands just how perfect and precious she really is. I will spend the rest of my life making her feel loved and safe.


  Chapter Eight
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  “WE’LL have to take care of this.”


  I swallow hard, my mind racing. I need to stop him from whatever it is he’s got planned. I need to stop his murderous thoughts. “I don’t believe in abortion,” I try first.


  “I do,” he says back flatly. “I do. Especially when my wife was raped. Abortion is just and righteous when a woman is raped.”


  I try to see the traps he’s laying. He wants to insist I was raped. OK. That’s his reality and I’m not sure I can change that. And I probably need him to believe that so he will not accuse me of cheating. Because I’m pretty sure cheating is an offense worthy of retaliation.


  The last time I was his prisoner he let me know which acts of rebellion would earn me a beating. Sex was never discussed. But he talked a lot about what kind of clothes I could wear. He talked a lot about “asking for it” if I were to wear things that are too revealing.


  If leaving dirty dishes in the sink was punishable with a slap to the face, I’m pretty sure cheating would earn me a couple black eyes.


  I place the mop against the wall and step towards him. He stands up, a defensive position in case I get any crazy ideas. I have lots of crazy ideas in the plan, but I’m not about to rush ahead. I smile at him. “May I sit on the couch?”


  “Who said you could talk to me?” he snarls back. “You have not earned the privilege of speech yet.” His mood changes are still volatile, I sneer to myself. But I keep all that safely tucked away. I nod and take a deep breath and then stand silently.


  After several minutes of me standing obediently and wordless, he says, “Come sit here,” and points to the space on the couch next to him.


  The thought of being so near him revolts me, but if I want any chance of saving myself from a forced home abortion, I need to win him over. So I step cautiously towards him, ease my way around the coffee table, and sit down. My heart is racing so fast I’m sure he can hear it.


  His hand slips to my leg and I swallow back the bile his touch stirs in my stomach. He rubs it and I wince. “I want you to have my baby, Daisy. Not his. So it will be for the best.”


  Oh, God. I’m so repulsed. I nod and then chance a look up at his masked face.


  “Do you like this mask?” he asks. His eyes dart back and forth, clearly nervous about the question.


  I decide to be honest. “No.”


  “Why?” he asks quickly.


  “Because I want to see your face for once. I want to know who you are.”


  “Does it matter?”


  Does it matter? Jesus fucking Christ. “No,” I force myself to say. “No. I’m here, I’m yours. So it doesn’t matter.”


  “Do you wonder if I’m handsome?”


  No. “Yes.”


  “Touch me.”


  No. This time I have no fake comeback answer, either. Touch him? Please, God. Do not make me touch him.


  “Touch me,” he says again, taking my hand in his. They are cold and damp. Clammy. And large enough to cover mine completely.


  My breath hitches as he lifts my hand and I pull it back, but his grip is tight. He raises it to his face and places my clenched fist against his masked cheek. “Touch me.”


  I swallow hard, my eyes downcast. I open my fist and flatten my palm against the ragged bandages of his mask.


  “This isn’t you,” I say, trying to keep the communication open. If I lose this battle… if I can’t convince him of what I’m about to say… then I might as well be dead. Because I refuse to live if this man kills the life inside me. “This isn’t you,” I repeat. “I want to feel your… cheek. See your face. You have seen mine.” I try to reason with him. “You’ve seen mine, so let me see yours.”


  His hand covers my hand again. His eyes stare into mine. “You won’t like me if you see me.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I’m ugly.”


  Oh, for fuck’s sake. Does this man really expect me to soothe his ego as he holds me captive and threatens to kill my unborn child? “You’re a good man who loves and cares for me.” I recite my lines perfected a decade ago. His sick, perverted fantasy with me includes this twisted ego-stroking. “And this child… this child can be ours. We could start our family right now. Today. If I had an abortion”—my throat constricts just saying that word—“then…” I let out a long breath and gulp up another one. “Then it would take months for us to start again.”


  My trembling hand is still resting on his cheek, covered by his clammy one. I twist my palm and grasp his hand, and then bring it down. I close my eyes with revulsion as I place it over my belly. “This is your baby now,” I tell him. “This is our baby now.”


  He sighs and I look up at his face in time to see his eyes close.


  Yes, Grace. You have him now. Don’t stop, keep going.


  “We could raise this child together. I imagine you coming to the doctor with me to hear the heartbeat.”


  In my mind, in order to counteract the vision I’m feeding him, I picture Vaughn at my side. I picture his face when we hear the heartbeat together. And even though I don’t know what he will think of all this if I get out of here alive and my baby is unharmed, in my fantasy, Vaughn is proud and excited.


  “You would take care of me. And make sure I ate right.”


  I picture Vaughn and I shopping at some absurdly expensive organic food store. I see him checking labels for all-natural ingredients and vitamins.


  “You would insist that I not work too hard and get enough sleep.”


  I see Vaughn rubbing my swollen feet and plumping up my pillows as we lounge in bed on the weekends.


  And then I have a flash from that night we got drunk in Vegas. Vaughn and me, sitting in that restaurant. Him talking about stuff with me. His fantasy life as a normal father. A shitload of kids, he’d said. Cherishing painted macaroni gifts from his three-year-old. Jumping in puddles, and letting them rebel with bad grades. Watching track meets in the rain and coaching football and school plays.


  A sob escapes before I can stop it.


  “You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?” His hand jerks away from mine and grips me tightly by the upper arm.


  “No!”


  He shakes me hard. “Don’t lie to me, you whore! You cheated on me! You got pregnant with another man’s child and now you want me to raise this bastard as my own?”


  “Please.” I struggle to get out of his grip. I can feel the bruise forming underneath his hand.


  He pulls me up and heads for the bedroom, pulling me behind him. I trip over the end of the coffee table and go down to the floor, but he never stops. He drags me the rest of the way. And when we get to the closet he kicks me in the side until I roll over and scurry into my prison. I crab-walk backwards until I’m pressed up against the back wall. He grabs my foot and reaches around the floor until he finds the shackles. It clamps down on my ankle with a tightness that tells me these are the same ones he used when I was a teenager. And they are too small. My skin rips and the warm blood pours out as he fastens the lock.


  One more kick—this time it catches me in the shoulder—and then the door is slammed closed and the darkness takes over.


  “You think I’m stupid,” he seethes from the other side of the door. “You think I want a child you made with another man? So you can fantasize about how he fucked you? So you can replace your reality with me with your fantasy of him?” He kicks the door so hard I hear wood splinter.


  It goes silent on the other side but I know he’s still there. His shadow falls across the sliver of light that seeps in under the door and he waits.


  My heart is pounding. The blood is rising to my head, making me dizzy. And I’m falling over when I hear his parting words as he walks off.


  “That baby will be gone by tonight.”


  Chapter Nine
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  FELICITY is hunched over a table on the far side of the hotel room. It’s set up with five computers. One is the laptop from Tray, the others are all hers from home. She looks over her shoulder at me and gives me a weak smile. “How are you holding up?”


  I cross the room and take a seat on the corner of the bed near the window. “I have a really bad feeling about things, Felicity. Really bad.”


  Her cheeks puff out as she exhales some air, and then she turns so she can face me. “Vaughn… look… I’m really not an expert in this stuff yet. I’m still a student. But in cases like this, cases that point to a psychologically disturbed individual, there’s only a few ways they ever play out. And even though he let Grace live the first time, there’s no guarantee that he will follow the same course of action now.”


  I just stare at Felicity, angry at her for telling me this, but knowing everything she says is true. “We need to find her today. There has to be some clue, some signal that will tell us who he is.”


  “I’ve started the search with the hospital she was dropped off at in Nebraska.” Felicity points to a map on one of her screens. “I think there’s a high probability that he’s returned to that house he first kept her at. He was never caught and it was a place he probably felt safe and comfortable taking her to. It’s isolated, obviously. Since this time people would be looking for her right away. The hospital in Nebraska is not that far from here, relatively speaking. Probably within eight hours or so, because he most likely had to drug her to take her captive. Drugs wear off, so he wouldn’t want to chance her waking up while they were driving.”


  Felicity continues and even though all of this should make me feel despair, it has the opposite effect. She knows what she’s doing. She’s double-majoring in psychology and criminal justice. This stuff is her life at the moment. She’s been listening to the experts in this field lecture on things like this for years. If anyone can find my Grace, it will be Felicity.


  “… might even be someone you know.”


  “What?”


  “We have to consider it, V,” Conner says. “Whoever took her was inside the theater for your IM2 premiere. He might be someone you know.”


  “But how would he make that connection? We only just met a few weeks ago.”


  “Grace has been Twitter-stalking you for years, Vaughn. So it’s only logical that this sicko has been Twitter-stalking her.”


  “He deleted her account, I know he did.”


  “It’s almost guaranteed he deleted her account,” Felicity says. “But maybe we can use that to our advantage. Maybe we can use her social media connections to figure out where she is. Like Facebook, for instance. Is she on Facebook?”


  “I don’t know. But we have two private Twitter accounts that I set up when we first met.”


  Felicity grabs one of her laptops and hands it to me. “Log in and leave her a message. She might try to access that account and if she does, we need to give her instructions on what to do.”


  I take the laptop from Felicity and walk over to the other side of the table and take a set. Please, God, I say a little prayer in my head. Please, God, let me find Grace alive. I take a deep breath and log in, hoping that there is some message for me that will lead the way.


  I practically hold my breath as the @mrinvsman account comes up.


  “Nothing.” I sigh and Felicity looks at me over her screen.


  “We’re gonna find her. Leave her a message so she knows we’re looking. Give her hope.”


  “Right. Hope.” Grace is afraid of hope because she’s afraid of losing, so how do I hand her that in one hundred and forty characters?


  I look to Conner for help, but he’s busy on another computer. He catches my gaze and smiles.


  “V, we’ve got a theory about this guy. He was able to get into the theatre, or at the very least, he got in before the event so he could send that message. So maybe he works there?”


  “Maybe.” But that doesn’t give me much hope. That means she could be very far from here. She might be back in California. She might be anywhere. “What if it’s not even him?”


  “He’s the logical person, Vaughn. He sent Tray a video of Grace.”


  “Yeah, but we don’t know that was even real.”


  “Why wouldn’t it be real?” Felicity isn’t being argumentative, she’s just asking questions but it exasperates me.


  “Well, I know better than most how much you can fake with film, right? I mean, one guy could easily film a girl, pay an actress who looked like Grace as a teen. Did we get a good look at her?”


  Conner types away on the computer he’s using and then tilts it towards me. “It looks like her.” He’s got a split screen up of Grace as a teenager after she was let go and the girl on the floor.


  I reluctantly admit, that girl in the movie is my Grace.


  “Vaughn,” Felicity says as she places a gentle hand on my shoulder. “We’re gonna find her. Just write her a nice message in case she has a chance to log in. If he deleted her account, then maybe she’ll have an opportunity to get to that computer.”


  I nod at her and take my attention back to the secret accounts we made. I pull up the pictures we traded. Naked selfies. This makes me smile at the memory. It was only a couple weeks ago, but I feel like she’s been a part of my life for ages. I feel like I’ve known her forever. Like our souls are connected by some ethereal string that was stretched taut from our absence. But the moment our eyes met back in Saint Thomas, we reconnected. We were pulled together by the forces of a long-lost love.


  I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this girl. I feel like she is my soulmate.


  My fingers find the keyboard and I try to put that into a tweet. Try to give her hope with a few words and some well-placed hashtags.


  


  Master @mrinvsman


  There’s no possible way I won’t find you. Our hearts are tethered by love & fate. I’m tugging on that string - feel me? #OnMyWay #Soulmates


  


  I press send and hold my breath, hoping against hope for a reply.


  But the minutes tick off and I get nothing. Just nothing.


  My phone rings and jolts me out of my funk. “Vaughn Asher.”


  “Mr. Asher, this is Detective Torrino. We’re suspending the search. Grace Kinsella just called Channel 9 and stated she’s accepted a job in Singapore that was offered to her in Vegas last week in order to get away from you.”


  Singapore. “Well, how the hell do you know that was her?”


  “She confirmed her social security number, her childhood address, and her bank account number. He best friend Bebe Chambers confirms it was her voice.”


  “So? My daughter can get that information. That’s not a confirmation of identity. And maybe she’s being forced to say those things? How about a picture? How about a FaceTime? How about you ask her to log into her other Twitter account and read the message that’s posted there?”


  “The case is closed, Mr. Asher. We’re satisfied she left of her own accord.”


  “Maybe she’s being threatened?”


  “I asked her—”


  “You can’t ask her, Torrino. If she’s being told to say something, then she’s going to deny it. And that wasn’t the job she was offered—”


  “We’ve shut down the case, Asher. You can appeal to my boss if you like.”


  I’m just about to protest again when the line goes dead.


  “What just happened?” Conner asks.


  “They shut down the fucking case. They say she called them and said she’s taking a job in Singapore to get away from me.”


  Felicity’s hand reaches over to cover mine. “Do you think it’s true?”


  “No. Grace was offered a job last week, but it was in Hong Kong. She’s sending us a message. She’s telling us she needs help. Felicity, please. Just come up with something. I feel like the clock is ticking and something very bad is going to happen if we don’t get to her soon.”


  Chapter Ten
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  I PRESS end on the call. It’s not even cloaked or rerouted or secret, that’s how convinced he is that this will work. We turned on the TV, saw my face and the man-hunt. And I had an idea that might save the baby.


  I’ll stay with you as your friend, you don’t need to be on the run. I’ll stay with you willingly and even tell the police to call off the search. Just let my baby live.


  He said no, of course. That’s how you negotiate. Offer. Counteroffer.


  His counteroffer was an annulment from Vaughn and marriage to him.


  I accepted. End of negotiations.


  I only hope that the police or media give my statement to Vaughn word for word. I’m starting to remember that night in Vegas. Little by little it’s coming back to me. I remember being drunk and leaving the private gambling room after Vaughn came to get me. I remember being in the bar and being offered a dream job in Hong Kong by the man who was treating me like his good-luck charm.


  And that is the only thing I have going for me.


  “You’ll call them again tomorrow if they keep running stories.” He says it as a statement, not a request. I will call them every day, if necessary. Just don’t hurt my baby. “Tonight we’ll sleep together.” Even through the mask I can see his smile and for some reason, that smile scares me more than anything else. More than the closet. More than the implied rape.


  That smile implies he’s a winner.


  My stomach lurches and it’s all I can do to force a smile back. “I’m looking forward to it.”


  It’s four PM. Bedtime is maybe six hours away.


  I have six hours to kill this asshole or he’s gonna rape me and I’m not about to let that happen.


  “Do you want something to eat?” I ask him politely.


  “I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?”


  I am, but this feel like a trap. It feels like if I say yes, he might flip out because I’m pregnant and I need food. I don’t want him to think about it. I need him to stop thinking about it.


  “Take another test.”


  “What?”


  “Take. Another. Test. I want to make sure the results are accurate.”


  I swallow hard and nod. So much for making him forget about it. I get up off the couch and my knee bumps into the computer he’s using. It’s open to my Facebook page, but it’s not logged in. Yet. I’m sure he’ll have me make some sort of public declaration on there too. If I could just get a message on the social sites, tell them I’m still being held against my will… but I don’t even know where I am.


  I slide past and walk down the hallway to the bathroom, one last glance before I round the corner, and then I stare at the second package that came in the test kit.


  “Don’t cheat,” he says directly behind me.


  I force myself not to react even though that just scared the shit out of me. “I’d never lie about a baby.” I walk the few paces to the counter and rip open the second test. He’s still standing in the doorway and it’s freaking me out. “Can I have some privacy?”


  “No.”


  I stiffen.


  “You are my wife. You might be pregnant with my child. We’re excited to find out the news.”


  I turn and smile. “Of course. We’re so happy and excited.” I smile. Big. Huge. All my teeth are showing, my eyes lift up, my cheeks stretch. “My stomach is all fluttery. I’m so nervous.”


  “Why?” It comes out as a genuine question. He likes when I admit I’m weak or stupid. This I do remember.


  “Do you think I’d be a good mother? I’m worried about it. I didn’t have the best childhood—”


  I know the second it comes out it’s the wrong move, but even if I didn’t, the slap across my face clues me in.


  “Your childhood was perfect,” he growls. “I saved you from a family of abuse.”


  I nod as the blood trickles down my face and drips onto the floor. Just another surface I’ll have to clean. My hands are shaking so bad I can’t rip the test package open, and I have to use my teeth. I pull out the stick and look up at the man in the mask, hoping he will step out of the bathroom and let me have some privacy.


  “Hurry up.” No such luck.


  I pull down my shorts and squat as I hold the test under my stream for a second time. I hand it directly to him and he turns and walks away.


  The sobs inside me are threatening to break free as I pull my shorts back up and wash my hands.


  Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry…


  


  Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry… I say it over and over in my head. Just do what he says and he’ll be nice. Just do what he says and he’ll take care of you…


  


  That’s how it started. I went from being a carefree teenager living on a farm and fantasizing about all things thirteen-year-old girls fantasize about, to an abducted child whose only thoughts were about pleasing the man who kidnapped her.


  I studied this endlessly in my late teens and even part of my first year of college. I used to go the library and look up everything I could on the psychology of kidnappers. I was obsessed with other cases like mine. I was looking for patterns and similarities. I tried to keep track of the kids after they came home, but most of them were hiding. Like me. New names. New lives.


  And then one day during my first semester of college, I ran out of things to research. Just… ran out. It was all old and there was no answer that satisfied me. That was the hardest thing to accept. There was just no good answer.


  No one knew how to get over what I’d been through. Even those pretending that they did would eventually admit this is not an area that is well-studied. Too few cases. Too few willing participants.


  I was tired of being Grace who used to be Daisy so I decided to create a new me. The Filthy Blue Bird. Tweeting was how I moved my obsessions into something… well, maybe not positive, but at the very least, normal. Everybody wants a fantasy and in today’s world, it’s easy to get that.


  Vaughn was not difficult to research. He was everywhere I looked online. Pictures and pictures of him spanning decades. Quotes, and interviews, and pages and pages of biographical things.


  And little by little, day by day, my past just slipped away. Just… evaporated.


  “Come out here, Daisy.”


  Until now. Until it coalesced and reshaped itself in the form of round two.


  But I always knew he was out there. I’ve been waiting for him. I’ve been waiting for him for ten years. He stole two hundred and twenty days. And there’s no fucking way I’m going to let this sick freak claim any more.


  This day is the only one he gets. It’s me or him. One way or another, it will end tonight.


  I dry my hands and walk back out to the living room, scanning the windows—electrified, he said—the front door—slightly ajar, but it leads to the mudroom, which I know is surely locked from the inside—the computer.


  One tweet. One hashtag. One chance to shine.


  It’s my only hope.


  Chapter Eleven
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  “WHITE male,” Felicity says. “I’m pretty sure it’s a white male. I think he lives up in that rural area where Grace is from. Maybe even a neighbor. Maybe even a farmer.” She looks up at me, conflicted and confused. “V, I’m no good at this. These are just guesses. I have no idea what I’m talking about.”


  I reach across the table and take her hand. “You’re the best at this, Felicity. You’re an incredibly intelligent woman. You’ve been studying this for four years. You’ve been obsessed with cold-case files since I adopted you. This is your dream job and I know you can do it. Just go with your gut, because this is your purpose, Felicity. Figuring out the minds of others is your gift. You know it. I know it. And I know you’re afraid to give me the wrong answer, but I’ll take anything you have right now because you’re the only one who cares.”


  She nods and looks back at her computer. “I mapped the town where Grace is from and took it out four hundred miles in every direction. That brings up a lot of possibilities, but I immediately discounted the south and anything west of the Rockies. He had to have had access to Grace and she was from a very small town. It’s pretty isolated. From what I can see of the media reports when she was abducted, she rarely went out of town. The only place she went that year was to a 4-H archery camp up in the Nebraska National Forest.”


  “Let’s start there.”


  “I did, there’s not much up there. Only two towns.”


  “That’s good, right? That means we don’t have many places to look.”


  “But V,” Conner says from behind his laptop. “The problem is, we’ve got two leads. One is in Hollywood and one is in Nebraska. We have to split up if we want to check out both.”


  “I just don’t see the Hollywood connections though. It makes no sense.”


  “Well, listen,” Felicity says. “In that interview Grace did the other day, she told the reporter that she never saw the guy’s face. He was wearing a mask. She said it looked real, but it was of someone she knew, and not a famous person. So what if this guy who kidnapped her is involved in special effects in Hollywood? What if that’s his specialty?”


  I have a sick feeling in my stomach.


  “What if the guy worked on the Invisible Man set, Vaughn?”


  Conner gets up from where he’s sitting and walks over to us. “Holy fucking shit, Felicity!” He leans down and kisses her on the cheek. “That’s the fucking connection. This asshole worked in production. He was a special effects guy.”


  “And the senior team was invited to the premiere.” Motherfucker might’ve been sitting near me that night. I might’ve fucking talked to him.


  “Dad?” Conner says into his phone. “We’ve got a lead and I need your help…”


  Conner steps out of the room and takes the call into the hallway. “Keep going, Felicity. You’re hot, so just keep going. What else do you think?”


  “Well, I think this guy saw her at that archery camp, so…” She pulls up a local 4-H website in northeastern Colorado. “We know she was in 4-H, and this is the local chapter near her town, so this was the club she was in. We should start with the leaders, I guess. See who was on that trip with her.”


  “So we need to travel there?”


  “Yeah.” Felicity shrugs. “It’s footwork from here. I don’t see how we can do much more online. We need to see these people. Look them in the eye and compel them to talk to us.”


  Conner comes back into the room. “OK, Dad’s giving me access to the personnel files. I’m gonna see if we can find a connection to Colorado or Nebraska.”


  “This is Felicity.” I look over at her and she’s talking into her phone. “We’re going to need a flight plan to Holyoke, Colorado. We’re on our way now, please have the jet ready.” She ends her call and looks up at me. “We’re going to get Grace back.”


  Chapter Twelve
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  I SIT down next to him and fold my hands in my lap. “Should I call you by your name?” I ask. “Now that we’re married?”


  “We’re not married yet,” he growls. “It needs to be legal.”


  “Of course. But don’t you want me to call you by your real name?”


  He turns his head and points that stupid mask at me. “You should already know my name.”


  “You’re right. But you’ve kept it a secret. So I don’t know your name. I don’t even know what you look like.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” he says quickly. “You don’t get to reject me.”


  Right again. But I keep my mouth shut and just stare at the test in his hand. We both watch the blue plus sign appear and when it does, he throws the stick on the coffee table and gets to his feet.


  “I don’t want to pretend this baby is mine,” he says with his back to me.


  Shit.


  “I might not be your average guy, but I am not crazy.”


  Oh, yeah, dude. Your trip to Crazytown started ten years ago.


  “This is Vaughn Asher’s baby and it needs to go.” He whirls around and snatches my wrist so fast I gasp. “Come on.”


  “What—”


  I’m forcefully pulled to my feet and my first reaction is to fight him. I dig my heels in and pull back, but his grip is secure and he yanks me forward until I fall face-first on the coffee table. One large hand presses on my back, keeping me pinned, while the other grabs my hair and slams my face on the hard wood. I taste blood when my lip splits. “I think you’ve forgotten the rules. But don’t worry, little flower, I’m here to remind you.” He leans down into my neck and I recoil from the heat of his breath. “You’re a big girl now, aren’t you, Daisy?”


  A fingertip strokes along my cheek and I panic. He’s never touched me like that before. Not in a way that implies he’d rape me. But I can already tell this kidnapping is nothing like the last one. Last time he was very young. Early twenties at the most. Ten years later and that boy who wanted me to like him, wanted to win my cooperation with some sick form of domestic seduction that included keeping house and taking care of him the way a wife might, is gone.


  In his place is a man who wants very different things. In his place is a man who wants… a woman.


  “I’m still so young,” I try.


  But his hand presses on my head even harder, making me whimper. “I’ve been patient, Daisy. I let you graduate from college. I watched you have your fun. Date a few men. Have sex. And now look, you’re nothing but a whore.”


  Oh, God.


  “You’re pregnant with another man’s child. If we want to be happy, that parasite inside you needs to be dealt with.”


  And then his hand slips between my legs and shocks me out of my compliance. I elbow him, striking something hard, like his cheek or his neck, and he grunts in surprise. I have a split second of satisfaction before the throbbing in my head takes over.


  “How dare you!” he bellows, his fist connecting with the back of my head over and over. “How dare—”


  I elbow him again and this time I twist out from underneath him when he recoils. He recovers and pins my shoulders to the table with both hands. “I’ll kill you for that.”


  I spit in his face. “No, you won’t. You want me. If you kill me, you can’t rape me.”


  Besides, he’s got no free hands at the moment. It’s my turn to smile because he can’t hit me like this. If he lets go of one of my shoulders, I will fight.


  “It’s not rape. You’re mine.”


  “It is rape, you sick fuck. I will never let you rape me. Never. I hate your fucking guts. You ruined my life! You killed my parents!” I headbutt him, connecting with his nose, and blood starts to drip immediately. He recoils and one hand goes to his face.


  I twist my body and draw up my leg, placing my knee between him and me, and then I kick him back. My fist connects with his ear and then automatically grabs for hair, but my fingers find the mask instead. I pull and this panics him. I pull harder, wanting to get that stupid mask off him even if I die trying. “Take it off, you coward! Take off your fucking mask.”


  I rip it and he lets go of my other shoulder to try and stop me from removing his shield. I reach up and punch him in the face.


  “You fucking bitch! I will kill your baby right now!” He regains control and pulls me up off the coffee table, then flings me down on the couch face first. I can hear his belt being unbuckled. “I’ll fuck it out of you, whore.”


  “If you kill this baby,” I gasp through my labored breathing. “I’ll never be yours. Do you understand? If you kill this baby I will fight you until you kill me. I will never be yours!” I scream the last part and his whole body presses against my back. The weight of him makes it hard to breathe. Maybe he’ll suffocate me and this can all end for good right now?


  “You don’t want to be mine,” he seethes into my ear. “You never did.”


  “You killed my family, your freak! Why the fuck would I want anything to do with you?”


  “They sold you!”


  “No! You’re a lying asshole. You’re not even an original one, either.” I laugh this part out because it’s true. He’s a joke. His whole story is plagiarized from another case more famous than mine. “You’re a copycat! You’re nothing but a copycat. You think I never heard of the Black Hills kidnapper? How he took that little girl and kept her captive until she was grown up. Convinced her she was his wife and made her have his babies. You copied him and you didn’t even do a good job because you let me go. You’re weak and stupid.”


  He goes still on top of me. “Is that what you think? That I let you go because I’m weak?”


  A trap, Grace! It’s a trap. Say nothing!


  “I let you go because you begged me for months.”


  “Then why are you back? Just leave me alone!”


  “Because, dear Daisy. You made me promise.”


  “No!”


  “Yessss,” he hisses back. “Yes. You were hysterical when I said I had to take you home. You cried, my little flower. You cried big fat tears and begged me to keep you.”


  “No!”


  “I tried my best to console you, but I had to drug you to calm you down.”


  “That’s not how it happened! I fought you. I told you to kill me quickly, so I didn’t have to suffer.”


  “You made me promise to come get you, Daisy. You made me promise that our love was true.”


  “No, no, no! That’s not what happened!”


  He gets up and walks across the room to the front closet. “I’ll prove it.” I just stare up at him. His mask is all crooked and there’s blood dripping down his neck from my retaliation. “I have you on tape, flower. I have it all on tape.”


  He pulls out a shoebox and comes back to me. “Sit here.” He points to the couch.


  I obey automatically. My mind is spinning. I know I was fucked up. I know I did agree to some things out of fear or brainwashing or whatever. But I didn’t want him to keep me. I wanted to be free. I did.


  “Let’s watch it together, shall we?” He sits down on the couch and pulls out a video camera and some old tapes. The kind that go inside the camera and have to be played back.


  I knew he taped me. I knew this.


  But for some reason I had forgotten it.


  Jesus.


  What else have I forgotten?


  Chapter Thirteen
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  “SHE’S not close. This feels wrong.”


  “Well, Vaughn, we have to start somewhere. There’s a reason they never caught the guy, OK? He’s smart. He’s calculating. He’s a planner. But everyone makes mistakes. Everyone leaves a trail. He had to have contact with Grace at some point. So someone saw him. Maybe not with her, but someone knows this man. And it’s our job to whittle away at the clues until we find that someone.”


  I look down at Felicity and realize she’s in charge here. Not me. Not Conner, who is back in California sifting through records trying to make the connection Felicity is referring to.


  “So come on. This is the current 4-H office. We should be able to get the names of past leaders from them.”


  We enter the nondescript cinderblock building on the county fairgrounds and Felicity takes over. She talks in hushed tones about Grace, only she calls her Daisy. The women in the office nod solemnly and even though they should put up a fight about handing over information, they don’t. Small towns make regulations up as they go when circumstances are extraordinary.


  This situation is certainly that.


  We leave thirty minutes later with one name. There’s only been two 4-H leaders in this county for the past twenty years, and one died last fall. So… one name to go on.


  “It’s better than no names, Vaughn.”


  I say nothing.


  It takes us another thirty minutes to drive to the farm where this woman lives, and by that time my body is pumped with adrenaline and my leg is bouncing.


  Felicity knocks on the door alone. My movie-star status is not helpful. It’s a distraction. So I wait in the car and watch Felicity pantomime her request. I can see her in profile, so I imagine her questions as her lips move.


  Can you think of anyone suspicious? Can you remember anyone taking an interest in Grace… only I’m sure Felicity calls her Daisy since that’s what these people know her by.


  I imagine all the ways in which this woman say no, and then Felicity is walking back towards the car.


  Felicity gets in and starts the car and then turns to face me. “She gave me a lead.”


  My eyebrows go up in hope.


  “Some guy in Alliance, Nebraska.”


  “Tell me exactly what she said.”


  “Well, she said no to the suspicious people and all that. She said yeah, she remembers that camp trip because all the leaders that year were women and Grace was the only girl in archery. There was a rift in a group of friends who all hung out together and five of them took swimming instead of archery. Grace was a good archer, she won prizes at the fair every year. So she split up from them and went to the camp.”


  “What else? That can’t be it, that’s not enough.”


  “Well, that’s it for camp. But then I asked her about the special effects stuff. Did she know anyone who was into that sort of thing. And she said yeah. A 4-H club up in Alliance, Nebraska had an excellent theatre arts program in the high school for almost a dozen years. Some stage manager from Hollywood was from there when he came home after his father died, he stayed and taught theatre in school. She said he was gifted in that sort of thing.”


  “Bingo. That’s our guy.”


  “I don’t think so. He’s too old, V. That’s not him. But we can see him. Maybe he knows someone else who fits the profile?”


  Fuck. “Fuck!” I say it out loud. “It’s gonna be dark soon and I swear, I just have this really bad feeling, Felicity. If it gets dark and we don’t find her, she might be gone forever.”


  “We’ll just keep moving forward then, V. That’s all we can do.” Felicity picks up her cell phone and calls Conner to tell him what we found, but has to leave a message.


  We ride in silence back to the airport and that lingers for the hour ride up to Alliance. Conner calls back and we check our name with his list, but this old ex-theater person is not on the Invisible Man roster.


  Felicity is right. He’s probably not our guy. We can only hope that he gives us another clue once we talk to him.


  Chapter Fourteen
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  AS soon as the video begins playing on the TV, I know I can’t watch it. I spring up off the couch, catching my captor off-guard, and lunge for the camcorder that’s plugged into the TV by a cable. My hand clenches around the cord just as he grabs my hair and flings me backwards. I crash into the coffee table and a sharp pain shoots up my spine.


  The Invisible Man leans down into my face, spittle shooting out the hole he’s using as a mouth, and he seethes. “You. Will. Pay. For that.”


  I spit in his face and he slaps me. Once to get my attention and again to make it hurt. My lip is split open in three places now.


  He yanks me to my feet by my hair and pushes me face forward into the couch, straddling my waist.


  “Get off me!”


  “Listen to me, Daisy. You have forgotten the rules, but I understand. It’s been a long time. So I’m going to be very patient with you. I’m going to be very patient and start your training all over again. Tell me,” he whispers in my ear. Chills run up my spine and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. “Tell me the first lesson you learned.”


  


  “You need to be trained,” the man tells me from behind the mask of Danny. “So you know how to behave. So you know what’s acceptable and what’s not.”


  I say nothing. I’ve got that part down. Silence is my friend. The first few times I tried to talk to him, he slapped me. The next few times he gagged me. When I moaned out a single complaint as I was gagged, he punched me.


  Silence is my friend.


  There are many other things that set him off, but I don’t know what they are exactly.


  This one I know.


  So I give him what he wants.


  Nothing.


  


  “Tell me!” he screams.


  “No talking,” I croak out. The punishment is a swift smack to the back of my head. No talking means no talking. He did this to me often back when I was a girl. Make me answer a question then punish me for talking.


  I can’t avoid the first hit, he makes sure of it. But as long as I stay silent, I can avoid the rest.


  “OK.” He settles a little on top of me, his weight pressing me into the couch cushions so hard I have difficulty breathing. Maybe if I turn my head—


  He yanks my face back with a firm grip on my hair. “I remember that trick.”


  That trick, as he calls it, was me trying to smother myself when he was pushing my face into various things. The floor. The mattress in my closet. The pillows on the couch. I almost succeeded once, early in my captivity. But he caught on.


  I lived. Again.


  And again, living was not all it’s made out to be. It’s not always better to live.


  “Tonight is our night, Daisy.”


  He’s going to rape me.


  “I’m going to show you how much I love you.”


  After all this time, he’s finally going to get what he’s always wanted.


  “And you’re going to respond with me the way you did with Asher.”


  I don’t react. I can’t react.


  “I saw you in the forest, Grace.” The venom spells out with my new name. “I found you a few weeks before that trip. I found your secret whore life on Twitter. And when you told the world about your honeymoon to the Caribbean, I had to go see who your new husband was. Imagine my happiness when I realized you were not on a honeymoon.”


  He eases himself up off of me and then pulls me up by my elbow. It’s bent at a weird angle and I twist to relive the pressure and pain he’s inflicting. When I turn, we are face to face.


  His mask is gone. His face exposed to me for the first time. It’s not a memorable face. It’s neither handsome or ugly. Brown eyes. Fair skin. Stubble that is not the least bit reminiscent of Vaughn’s sexy five o’clock shadow.


  My stomach turns and I have to swallow down the bile as I avert my eyes. I’m relieved when I realize I don’t know him. I was always afraid I’d know him. He’d be someone I trusted. But he’s not. Just a psychotic stranger.


  “Look at me.”


  I don’t want to, but he grips my chin hard and yanks my head up. I force myself to meet his gaze.


  “I was so happy when I figured out you were single. But then… all that died when I saw you with him. I’m going to kill him too—”


  Too? He’s going to kill me first, then Asher?


  “And I’m going to make him suffer. Even more than you.”


  I chop him in the side of the neck, hammer-fist style, then follow it up with another one to the back of his head. He sways, but does not go down. Fuck! That shit’s supposed to work! I kick his feet so he loses his balance and he goes down, but he grabs my calf and takes me with him. I fling my fists wildly, but he’s so much bigger. So much stronger. I’m overpowered within seconds and a closed fist crashes against my temple.


  I see stars. But I don’t give up. My hand reaches out, feeling the carpet for something, anything that I can use as a weapon. I’ve taken years of self-defense, I can do this! I can save myself!


  A cord. I dig my fingers into his eyes. My other hand grips the plastic cord and yanks.


  Another blow to the head and more stars. A lamp comes crashing down on the floor next to me.


  He grips the hand that’s digging into his eyes and squeezes. I scream in pain, but my free hand grabs a shard of glass and stabs.


  Blood is everywhere in an instant. It’s on my hand, on my clothes, splashing on my face.


  “You fucking bitch! I’ll kill you now!”


  I stab again and this time I hit him in the eye. He roars in pain, letting go of my crushed hand so he can manage the blood pouring out of his face.


  I scramble up, crab-walk backwards a few paces and then get to my feet and grab an umbrella from a rack near the door.


  He’s got one eye open, watching me stalk towards him. “What do you think you’ll do with that, Daisy?”


  “It’s Grace, you asshole!” I stab him in the leg. Hard. Hard enough to puncture his jeans and his skin because blood shoots out from there too. He looks up and growls at me like an animal.


  I grasp the pointed end of the umbrella and swing the handle at his face. It hits with a whack and he falls back to the floor.


  “Asshole!” I scream again as the adrenaline races through my body. “I hate you! I hate you!” I kick him in the stomach with my bare foot and then I step back, terrified that he’ll get back up, terrified that I won’t be able to get out of the house. Terrified that I’m still not safe.


  I’m still not safe.


  I lunge for the computer and pull up the only lifeline I have.


  Twitter.


  Chapter Fifteen


  [image: ]


  THE farmhouse looks cold and desolate. “Does someone live here?” Felicity asks.


  I pull the rental car up to the dilapidated structure and turn the engine off. There’s cows in a pasture not too far off and the corn is tall and turning brown, indicating it’s almost ready to harvest, so apparently, that’s a yes.


  My phone buzzes and I press Conner’s face. “Anything?”


  “OK,” he starts, a little bit out of breath. “Here’s where we’re at. There’s a guy from Nebraska who did in fact work for Asher Productions a long time ago. Like back before the kidnapping took place. But he left and went to work—”


  “In a high-school theatre department in the middle of Nebraska?”


  “Yeah. How’d you know that?”


  “We’re at his house right now.”


  “This isn’t our guy. He’s too old. Maybe he’s got more info, so check that out. But the main thing I wanted to tell you is that he had a student who got a summer internship at Asher Productions after the old man left.”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Derek Hauser. And he fits the profile. Right age. Born and raised in Chadron, Nebraska—just north of the national forest. And I think if we dig deeper, we’ll find a record of him being at camp at the same time Grace was at archery camp. I’ve got the FBI looking into it.”


  “So where’s he live? In California?”


  “No. He quit his job a few weeks ago. Right before IM2 came out.”


  “Tell me he wasn’t on the set.”


  “He’s not on our roster. At least not under this name. But we think he was a guest of someone else in the effects department the night of your premiere. That’s how he got inside the theatre to make that call. We’re going house to house with all the effects people to try and get a confirmation. What’d you guys find out?”


  “We’re at the old theatre teacher’s house right now. It’s not looking promising.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “I mean, there’s nothing here but cows. It looks…” I hesitate to say the word. I hate to say the word But it’s the only one that fits. “Dead.”


  “Well, this Hauser guy doesn’t own any property in the area anymore. His family died way back and he sold the farm the same year. So I’m not sure where we’d even look for him. Try to get it out of the old man. He’s our best lead right now. Because this guy could be anywhere.”


  We hang up and I look over at Felicity. “I guess we go ask this guy.”


  “Don’t you think it’s weird,” she says, her eyes never leaving mine, “that we’ve been sitting in this guy’s driveway for ten minutes and no one’s come out to ask us what the hell we’re doing? I mean, this area strikes me as being filled with shoot-first kinda people.”


  I stare at her. “You think they’re in there?”


  She shrugs. “I dunno. But we don’t even have a gun. Maybe we should call the police?”


  Just then my phone buzzes in my pocket.


  @MrsInvsman has logged on to Twitter, my third-party app tells me. “Grace!” I say. “That’s Grace!”


  


  Girl @mrsinvsman


  @mrinvsman help me help me help me


  


  Oh, fuck. I almost throw up.


  “Answer her, V! Quick!” Felicity grabs the phone from my hand and begins to type.


  


  Master @mrinvsman


  @mrsinvsman where are you I’m looking for you in Alliance, Nebraska


  


  Girl @mrsinvsman


  @mrinvsman I don’t know! I smell cows and I see corn. I can’t get outside! It’s locked. I can’t get outside! He’s not dead!


  


  I snatch the phone from Felicity and start typing.


  Chapter Sixteen


  [image: ]


  Master @mrinvsman


  @mrsinvsman kill him! Now. Kill him and break a window


  


  I’m barely done reading the message when I hear a groan behind me. I whirl around and he’s already on his feet. I reach for the nearest object but I’m not fast enough. He lunges for my legs and tackles me to the floor.


  “No!” I scream. I’m so fucking close! I kick and squirm, but he drapes his heavy body over mine and I’m helpless. He’s too big. He’s too heavy. I’m too weak, and tired.


  I’m caught.


  Again.


  Chapter Seventeen
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  “GODDAMN“ it! She’s gone! She’s logged off!”


  “We should check the house, V. Maybe she’s in there? Maybe she’s right in there?”


  We both get out of the car and slam our doors closed, running to the front door as quick as we can.


  We have no weapons. We might be walking into something we won’t be able to walk out of. But in moments like this, I work on instinct.


  I hear the knocking before I realize that’s what I’m doing.


  Chapter Eighteen
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  A CAR door slams outside and both of us go still. I am just about to scream for help when his bloodied hand wraps around my face so tight, it cuts off my mouth and nose at the same time. I flail my arms as I try to find a breath, but it’s no use. He’s smothering me.


  A few seconds later there’s a knock at the door.


  Chapter Nineteen
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  WE wait. We place our ears up against the door and listen. We shuffle our feet and knock again and again and again. But no one comes.


  “Let’s break in.”


  “Felicity, if this isn’t the place, we’ll go to jail. We’re not breaking in.”


  “And if this is the place and Grace is being murdered right now because we’re standing out here on the doorstep like idiots?”


  She breaks the window next to the front door and reaches inside to unlock the latch. I twist the handle as soon as I hear the click and slowly open the door.


  Chapter Twenty
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  THE door unlocks as we lie on the floor, him panting, me smothering. Both of us bleeding.


  The door opens with a creak.


  “Derek?”


  My captor relaxes for a moment and I twist my body. His hand slips off my mouth and I gasp for air. My chest fills up, the burning in my lungs almost taking my mind off my dizziness.


  And then hands are pulling me to my feet.


  “Jesus! Derek! You’ve got blood everywhere!”


  I stare at the old man in the doorway. He’s got long, greasy gray hair and soiled jeans. His boots are covered in mud and his shirt is stained with food. He smells.


  I recoil with too much momentum and when Derek lets me go, I crash to the floor once more.


  This time I stay down. I can’t see right. My vision is suddenly black and blurry and I feel like I’m going to faint.


  “She tried to escape,” Derek says to the old man as he walks forward to meet him. “She stabbed me in the fucking face with a piece of glass!”


  “I told you, son, children and grown women are not the same thing. You waited too long. She’s never going to be what you want her to be.”


  “I don’t want to kill her. I want to keep her. You said I could keep her.”


  Derek sounds more like a child than a kidnapper right now and I force myself to take deep breaths, hoping the dizziness will subside. These men are discussing my life. They are discussing whether or not they will kill me.


  I know Vaughn got that message. I know he’s in Nebraska and I think that’s where I am right now. But I’m not sure. I’m on a farm, but it could be any farm. Farms are everywhere.


  “She needs to go, son. People are looking for her.”


  My eyes dart up but when I find the old man’s face, I immediately cast them downward again.


  Those eyes tell me the decision has been made.


  “I just got a call from Brenda over at the extension office. She said some out-of-towners were on their way over to my place. I came over right away to help you get rid of her.”


  “I don’t want to get rid of her, goddammit! I told you, I want to keep her!”


  “Now listen, boy—”


  “I’m not your fucking boy anymore!” Derek pushes the old man hard enough to send him backwards. The old man’s arms flail and then he trips over the rug and goes down.


  A gunshot blasts through the room and I have to cover my ears to stop the ringing.


  Chapter Twenty-One
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  “WAS that a gunshot?” Felicity and I stand still, our heads tilted as we strain to hear. Another pop comes from outside and we bolt through the door of the house and stop on the porch.


  Another shot.


  “That way!” Felicity says, pointing across the field. She takes off running but I grab her arm and point down to the muddy driveway. “Look. Tracks. And boot prints.”


  The foot prints end near four deep depressions. Tires.


  “He left in a car. Come on, we follow the tracks and I bet we’ll find out where those gunshots are coming from.”


  We scramble back inside the car and I start the engine. “Hurry!” Felicity says. “The shooting is still going on! He could be killing her right now!”


  Chapter Twenty-Two
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  I’M crab-walking again, only this time I’m not the one being hunted. I’m just trying to get away from crazy Derek with the gun.


  The old man is dead. His brains have been splashed all over the front door. I get to my feet, stumble, and then bolt for the kitchen. I grab the biggest knife out of the block and wield it like a woman who is about to be raped or murdered or both. “Don’t come near me.”


  He aims the gun at my head.


  “I’m warning you.”


  “Bang, bang, little flower. I have a gun, Daisy. Now put the knife down and be a good girl and get back in your closet.”


  “Fuck you!” I slash out at him, missing by feet, but it makes me feel like I’m putting up a fight. I know I can’t win, but I can put up a fight.


  I dart around the kitchen island and another shot goes off. This time it shatters the granite countertop and sharp slivers of stone shrapnel make their way into my skin.


  I feel nothing. Nothing but fear. I duck and crawl, desperately trying to find a way to save my life.


  “Daisy,” Derek says from the other side of the island. “If you give up and be good, I’ll only wound you.”


  Oh, fuck!


  “If you run, I’ll shoot you in the back on your way out the door.”


  I glance over at the door. It’s open from when the old man came in.


  “Now be good, child. I’m going to come around the island and take you back to your closet. We can settle up your punishment tomorrow—”


  I see his feet under the cupboards, making their way towards me, one step at a time.


  “—and I won’t hurt you at all tonight. How’s that?”


  Another step. I glance at the door again. Can I make it?


  Probably not, but I have to try. This time I will not let this asshole corrupt my mind and hold me prisoner. I refuse to give him permission to keep me as his prisoner. I refuse to live through it. I refuse. I’d rather die escaping with a bullet in my back than live this life again.


  Another step and I raise my knife.


  “Dai-sy,” he calls out in a sing-song voice. “I’m coming to get you…”


  He takes that final step and I thrust the knife through his shoe with all my strength. I feel it stick in the floor boards and then I run.


  A shot goes off and I duck, but it misses me. I leap over the dead man’s body and fly through the door. I slip on a wet patch on the porch and slide, but another shot goes off and somehow, some way, my body recovers. My heart is beating so fast as I jump down the porch steps I think I might have a heart attack.


  I race for the cornfield and my hands part the tall stalks as I enter.


  He can’t shoot me in here. He can’t shoot me in here. He can’t shoot me in here.


  A shot rings out behind me and I run fast.


  He can shoot me in here. He might not be able to see me, but that bullet will find my body if he points it in the right direction.


  I zig-zag. I go left for a few rows, then right, then left again. I’m a lot smaller than him, and the corn is tall and thick, almost ready for harvest. So he can’t see me.


  But I can’t see him either.


  “I know this cornfield, flower,” he calls out. “I know where you’re go-ing…” That sing-song voice will haunt me for the rest of my life.


  Oh, God! Please don’t know where I’m going. I don’t even know where I’m going.


  But a few seconds later I see what he meant. I stop at the edge of the cornfield, my bare feet covered in soil.


  It’s an opening. A very large opening. Why the fuck is there an opening in the middle of a fucking cornfield?


  I want to scream it, but of course I can’t, because psycho kidnapper is right behind me.


  “I know you’ve stopped running, flower. I know right where you are. I’ve been watching the corn as you ran. I told you. You can’t get away.”


  My breathing becomes so loud I’m afraid it will lead him right to me.


  “Stay put now,” he calls out, a lot closer than he was before.


  I only have one chance. I have to cross the clearing.


  I bolt for the other side, but the gunshot rings out as soon as I step into the opening. My leg is on fire and I stumble. He fucking shot me!


  I fall face first next to a pipe coming out of the ground. My hands grasp for something—grass, soil, something—to hold on to as the pain rockets up my thigh. My heart is so jacked up I can’t breathe. Please, God, I pray. Do not let me have a panic attack right now. Please! My hand grasps nothing but soil and my arms both reach around the pipe for something to keep hold of. It’s wet here. A puddle of water is pooled up against the pipe and I realize what this clearing is.


  An irrigation well.


  My arms collapse as the corn parts on the other side of the circle with a crackle of dry husks. He comes out into the area bare of crops and my hand rests on a large steel tool.


  A plumber’s wrench. A weapon.


  If he’s gonna take me down, I’m bringing him with me.


  I wait. I lie very still. Play dead. And wait.


  And when he finally stumbles up to me, I take my last chance. My body twists. I grab that heavy wrench with both hands, and I hurl it. Straight at his face.


  Time slows down for me as I watch. My vision is blurred with blood. My hands are sticky with it. The fertile ground beneath me is stained crimson with it. I should not be able to hurl a plumber’s wrench with such force, but there it is.


  My miracle.


  My win.


  It smashes against his forehead before he can block it with his forearm and then stumbles backwards, still so very, very slowly. His eyes widen for a moment, and then they roll back in his head as he crashes to the ground.


  I put the pain away somewhere else and force myself to get up.


  I see only one thing. The gun.


  I grab it and shoot. His head splatters into a bazillion pieces.


  I shoot again, this time in his chest. Large pools of blood bubble up, but it’s not enough. I shoot again, and again, and again.


  And then there’s someone else in the clearing with me. And I shoot him too.


  Chapter Twenty-Three
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  SHE points the gun at me and pulls the trigger.


  Click, click, click. Over and over again, she pulls the trigger.


  The magazine is empty.


  “Vaughn,” she screams, dropping the gun. “Vaughn,” she wails, dropping to her knees where blood is pooling. She presses her head into the soil and sobs.


  “Grace!” I cover the distance between us in seconds. I kneel next to her and pull her up off the ground. “You’re OK now. It’s OK.” Felicity talks on her phone, trying to tell the FBI where we are. “I’ve got you, Grace.”


  Grace shakes. Her body trembles in my arms and I press my lips to her head. Her blood soaks us both now. “We need a fucking ambulance!”


  Felicity is still talking on her phone.


  I rock Grace in my arms. “Shhh,” I say to quiet her sobs. “It’s over now. He’s dead.”


  “I shot you.”


  “No, the gun was empty. You didn’t shoot me.”


  “But I would’ve!” Her words come out hitched from her crying. “I would’ve killed you.”


  “It doesn’t count, Grace. You didn’t. So it doesn’t count. Now be still so you don’t lose any more blood.”


  I sit back on the ground and just hold her. The sobs ebb and then her breathing slows. “Grace?” I ask, trying to figure out if she’s losing consciousness or calming down.


  “I’m pregnant.”


  I’m stunned. “What?”


  But when I tip her head up to get more information, she really is unconscious.


  A few minutes later I hear the wail of an ambulance. I don’t know how we will get her to the driveway, but then the ambulance drives straight through the corn on what appears to be a narrow access road.


  From there life becomes blurred.


  They remove her from my arms and carry her away.


  “I’m her husband,” I tell them when they try to prevent me from entering the ambulance with her. Those are the magic words for the next several hours. Whenever they throw up a roadblock, I say “I’m her husband,” and it gets me past the waiting room after she’s been treated. It gets me a one-on-one update on her bullet wound—which is bloody and grazed her femur, requiring surgery and stiches—but more importantly, it gets me answers about the pregnancy.


  The test is positive, but the ultrasound conducted on her sedated body says something different.


  I don’t know how I will tell her. I have no idea how I’ll tell her.


  There will be no baby.


  Chapter Twenty-Four
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  “HOW are you doing today, Grace?” the doctor asks me as she walks into my room, closes the door, and takes a seat. This is the third time today she’s been in here. Vaughn said they need me to say something before they let me leave, but I’m not a prisoner. I’m wheeling myself out of this place in twenty minutes no matter what. “Do you want to talk about it yet?”


  I ignore her. No one—and I do mean no one—is getting into my head. Not this shrink. Not Bebe. Not Kristi. Not Vaughn. All of whom have come to see me since I was transferred to Denver for surgery on my leg. In fact, I think Vaughn is living here in the waiting room. I can’t see him right now. I can’t. I’m just too upset. He told me that the pregnancy test came back positive but the ultrasound showed an empty sac.


  I wasn’t pregnant. Or maybe I was, but it never developed. Either way, I’m not pregnant now.


  And that just… I don’t know. Makes me so fucking sad.


  They keep asking me about Derek, that’s what this lady wants me to talk about, but who gives a shit about that guy? He had me less than a day. I got myself out. I killed him. It’s over. End of story.


  I just want to go home.


  “Grace?” Vaughn asks, peeking from the doorway. “Just say no if you don’t want to talk about it.”


  But no feels like a trick. If I say no, the next question will be, why?


  “Just say fuck off, Asher. I’m sure every nurse in this place wants to say that to me right now. Did you know,” he says, coming fully into the room now, “that I personally talked to the guy they call a chef down in the cafeteria and had him make you those special chicken nuggets last night?”


  I lower my head so I can make a face about the gross nuggets and not be seen. Fucking Asher. That was not some special request.


  “And I had them put special sheets on your bed. Nothing but eight hundred percale for my wife.”


  Oh, God. My hand involuntarily reaches down to scratch my leg. The sheets are threadbare, which makes you think they’d be soft, but they’re not. They have all those little pebbles on them. They’re terrible.


  “And I even requested the Mercedes of wheelchairs. I stood in line all night in the supply room to get this baby.”


  I have to turn to see what he’s talking about. There’s a nondescript folded-up wheelchair in his hands. He flops it open and waves his hand over it.


  “Your chariot is here.” And then he winks at me. “OK, fuck them, huh? You don’t need to say shit, right?” He wheels it over to me and parks it parallel to my bed so I can ease into it. “But sweets…” He leans down to whisper in my ear and I get that familiar tingle, a chill of excitement that races down my spine from the tickle of his breath. “You’d make me so happy if you’d say something.” His fingertips reach under my chin and gently lift my head. “Anything.”


  I look him in the eyes for the first time since I woke up from surgery. He looks tired. And sad. He’s smiling. Every time he comes in here, he’s smiling. He’s putting on a front though, I can tell. I feel like I know him better than anyone in my whole life. Even though we’ve only known each other a few weeks, I feel… connected to him. And I realize that I don’t want to push him away. I don’t want to be alone and silent. I can’t go through that again. I can’t


  So I speak.


  “OK,” I croak out. My voice cracks a little and Vaughn rushes to offer me a cup of water off the bedside table. I take a sip and try again. “OK.” It’s just two letters. Hardly my best work—not even one hashtag—but definitely my most pithy when it comes to getting Vaughn Asher’s attention.


  His face lights up immediately and that makes my stomach flutter. He’s in like with me. And I’m in like with him. We’re married. He is, in fact, my husband.


  “What kind of fairytale is this?” I say it out loud, but I really didn’t mean to.


  “It’s real, sweets,” he says back, as he plants a kiss on my cheek. “It’s real. Now tell me how to make you happy right now.”


  I drop my head and cry. I hate to cry. Crying is the weakest thing in the world because it does nothing except make you feel worse.


  Vaughn sits down on the bed next to me and I hear the click, click, click of the doctor’s shoes as she exits the room.


  “Grace,” he says as he pulls me into an embrace. “You can tell me anything. I’m your own personal secret-keeper. Nothing you tell me can hurt you.”


  “I’m sad,” I whisper, trying to pull myself together.


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry he took you and my security wasn’t good enough—”


  “No,” I cut him off. “That’s not why.” I look up at the great Vaughn Asher. His eyes are glassy and his smile is gone. “I’m sad about…” But I can’t say it. It wasn’t even a baby. The nurses all told me that when they came in that first night. Not even a baby. Just an empty sac of nothing.


  So why do I feel like crying just thinking about it?


  “You know what I’m sad about?” he asks as he lays me back on the bed and then joins me.


  “What?” I turn to look at him and the tears stream down my cheeks. I bite my lip to stop the sobs, but they break through anyway. “What?” I ask again, because he looks shell-shocked.


  He manages a tight smile and then blinks a few times. “I’m sad…” He stops to take a deep breath. “I’m sad that I imagined a whole life with you and that life included a baby. I mean, back before they told me it wasn’t going to be. I imagined the doctor visits. The shopping. You slapping me and cursing my name during natural childbirth.” I laugh at that and he smiles. “Just kidding. I’d never be able to watch you in pain. So good God, please. Take the drugs when they ask you, OK?”


  “When they ask me?”


  “Yeah, sweets. When. There’s babies in our future, Mrs. Invisible Man. Lots of them. We just got married. We’re just hitting our stride. Bad things have happened over the last few weeks. But the good things will outweigh them soon enough. So don’t be too sad, Grace. Don’t let the sad take over your life or make you afraid. Don’t let it stop the words.” I look up at him and I know he’s been talking to Bebe or my parents. They must’ve told him how I clammed up last time. “Don’t let those bad things steal away your future. Or make you hide behind a Twitter handle. Or force you into a fantasy life because reality sucks. Because I’m gonna be here with you. From now on, when life comes at us, we’re gonna fight it back together. We’re gonna grab it by the horns and ride the fuck out of it. So please, Grace. Please. I’m begging you. Don’t be afraid. And don’t be too sad.”


  I lean up and kiss him. His hand cups my face and pulls me close. This is the first kiss we’ve had in forever and it feels different somehow. It feels special. Passionate. Real. “Please take me home, Asher.”


  He smiles at my use of his last name. It’s not an insult. It’s… familiar. When I look closely, I can see the tears in his eyes. “Where’s home, Grace? Just tell me where home is and I’ll take you there.”


  “Home is…” I look up at Vaughn. He’s not the man I dreamed about. He’s disappointed me plenty of times. He’s as far away from my imaginary prince in the Land of Far, Far Away as they come.


  But I’m not complaining. Because he’s better. He’s better than anything I could ever have hoped for. He’s romantic and tender. Commanding and kind. He’s protective and loving and generous and… mine.


  He’s all mine.


  “With you,” I tell him. “As long as I’m with you, I’m home.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five
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  I CLOSE the limo door after helping Grace get in the back seat and walk around to my side. My phone buzzes in my pants and I grab it from my pocket, thumbing the accept tab as I bring it to my ear. “Yes.”


  “Vaughn Asher?”


  I stop walking. “Who is this?”


  “Is this Mr. Asher? Because what I have to say can only be said to him.”


  “Who. Is. This?”


  The woman on the other end of the phone huffs out a breath of air. “Carey Keefe. And I’m going to assume you are, in fact, Mr. Asher?”


  Keefe? Why does that sound so familiar?


  “I’m the editor-in-chief at Buzz Hollywood?”


  Oh, fuck.


  “You still there, Mr. Asher?”


  “I don’t have time for this, so what do you want?”


  “You do have time for this, Mr. Asher. Take my word on that. Because I’ve got pictures of you here on my desk. Actually, pictures of your wife, as well. Pictures my head gossip reporter got off Twitter.”


  Fuck again. “I’m going to ask you once more, and then I’m hanging up. What do you want?”


  I can almost hear the smile on the other end of the phone. “No denial, huh?”


  “What’s to deny? You say you have pictures. Three seconds and you get the beeps.”


  “OK, wait. I’m wavering between allowing my reporter to publish these and making her bury the story. In fact, we had a huge fight over it. She really has it in for you.”


  “What’s new? That bitch has been after me for years.”


  “Right. I’ve noticed that it seems a little… how should I say it… personal with her? Do you know each other?”


  Do I know her? I ponder this question for a moment and then Grace knocks on the back window and silently asks me if everything is OK from inside the car.


  “I just don’t have time right now.”


  “Mr. Asher, if I don’t get the story behind this, I’m going to let my reporter go to print with whatever she wants. And believe me, this spreadeagle selfie of your wife is not even news-worthy compared to what she’s got on you. So I’ll give you twenty-four hours to get your poor wife settled back home. And then I need a phone call and a personal meeting. Twenty-four hours.”


  She gives me the three beeps.


  I let out a long breath of air and continue my walk around the car. I open the door and slide in next to Grace with a huge smile.


  I’m an actor. It’s what I do.


  “Everything OK?” Grace asks.


  “Perfect, sweets.” I lean over and kiss her, then drag her up to my chest until she scoots down to lay her head in my lap. “Perfect.” I play with her hair as we make the trip south to the airport where the jet is, and by the time we get there, she’s asleep again.


  I carry her to the plane, set her down gently on one of the couches, and then help myself to a beverage as the pilot performs the pre-flight check.


  Do I know her, Keefe asked.


  Fuck, I wish I could forget her.


  I’d do anything to fucking forget that night.
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  End of Book Shit


  


  Holy fuck, I might be out of shit to bitch about!


  Kidding. I have something, don’t worry.


  Not really a rant, though. Just something Jana and I discuss every now and then.


  So when FOLLOW first came out I only gave ARC’s to my street team. This is my new normal. Unless you win one in a giveaway or you’re on the street team, no one is getting ARC’s from me. And it’s not because I’ve got a weird thing about pirating copies. As far as I know, that’s never happened to me with an ARC (but it just happened to a good friend of mine). It’s mostly because I just don’t feel like giving them out anymore.


  But then my author friend from Indie Inked, Alexia Purdy, had an opening in the Indie Inked NetGalley account. I never used NetGalley to give out ARC’s. I’m so picky about who gets one that it just seemed like a huge time suck. But Alessandra Torre gave out a shitload of ARC’s for Black Lies and she made NYT three weeks in a row. So I was like – hmmm… maybe I should give out more ARC’s?


  So I put FOLLOW up and it got several hundred requests that weekend. I was pretty determined that it would archive on the LIKE release day, and this was about a week before that was going to occur, so I didn’t have much time. So I went through the list and went back to Jana and said, OK, I gave out twenty more ARC’s.


  And she was like Five when Rory said she knew her address on her first day of Kindergarten. Not impressed. She’s like, Why the fuck do you bother with twenty stupid ARC’s. Why not just give one to everyone. Widen your pool.


  And my answer was… and still is… I’m not looking to invite more people into my pool. I’m looking to weed people out. And she did the online equivalent of walking away shaking her head.


  But this is how I work. I can’t help it. I want to weed through the people who will never like my books and find those who will either give them a chance or fall in love immediately. And even if this is the only series of mine you’ve ever read, you should be able to get this by now. Because if someone only reads FOLLOW, they have no idea what this series is about. FOLLOW is the world Vaughn and Grace live in before they meet. The world post-vacation on Saint Thomas looks nothing like FOLLOW.


  So I made Vaughn an asshole on purpose. Jana hated him. Seriously hated him. She didn’t change her mind about him until the third book. And part of the reason I made him such a #dick was to get rid of readers who weren’t going to like the story I had to tell.


  Some people have patience, some don’t. My books require a little patience and a lot of trust. Trust is something you earn. I hope I’ve earned it by the time you’re done with HOME. Patience is something readers have, or not, and it has nothing to do with me. Some people like long complicated stories, others don’t.


  So to all those people over at Goodreads who hated Vaughn and didn’t finish the book because they had no patience for my story or no trust in me as an author—that was the whole point of making him so unlikable. I’m not out to waste anyone’s time, so their DNF rating was a big win for me. Saves me from bad reviews on the subsequent books.


  Obviously, none of you guys are those people because this is Book Five and you’re still reading. I have tried to explain this rationale many times over the course of my career as a writer, but almost no one understands it. So let me give you two more examples and see if I can clear things up.


  I started doing this whole weeding people out thing with my very first book, Clutch. It’s a six book, hard-core, science fiction thriller and I knew the heroine who was carrying the plot was two things right from the start—insane (because I like the crazies, right) and an unlikable bitch. She has to be both those things the make it to the end of the sixth book and complete her destiny.


  So I started Clutch with the f-bomb and hint of the depths of Junco’s insanity problem on page one. I wanted people to read that first page and either say, Huh. I’m curious. Or, No, thank you.


  I’m in this business to write stories and sell books. I think the best way to do that is to be honest with you about what my story is about. Because I don’t want to waste your time. And if it’s not your thing, that’s OK. Put the book down. Don’t one-click. Find something that is your thing.


  I’m not interested in getting bloggers to review me just to get another review on Amazon. I want fans to review me. I want people who love the way I write, the characters I create, and the worlds I build, to review me. How the hell do you think I have such high ratings? It’s not because my books are better than others out there. It’s because I’m better than most at finding my audience.


  The Rook and Ronin series is another good example. There are a few bloggers who occasionally promote this series when I have sales. And I always know who read the series and who didn’t because they preface the sale blurb with something like – The series about erotic models.


  Well, anyone who read all the way to PANIC knows the fucking series is not about models. And I don’t really care if people who promote me read the books or not. It’s a business and I am grateful for all promotion. But when they say that, I know they only read TRAGIC, because there are virtually no plot hints in that book. Or they never read any of those books because PANIC is about as far away from modeling as you can get.


  And I wrote the series that way on purpose because when I was writing TRAGIC I needed more readers so I could find my fans. I was at the very beginning stages of this whole audience-finding process. So that book is mostly fluff to get people hooked on the characters so that I could expand the plot in the other two books and prove myself as an author.


  I had the complete opposite goal for FOLLOW. It was the perfect book to weed people out. Social Media is not about a fake BDSM dom and an indecisive Twitter queen. It’s about how the media shaped the lives of two people over the course of many years.


  But who the fuck wants to read a romance about that? Seriously. Isn’t #WhatADick a much better hook? So I started FOLLOW with the idea that I’d take a few books to establish the characters before I introduced the plot.


  Even if you love the story now, if I told you that FOLLOW was the set up for a very twisted psychological thriller when you got to Profile, would you have read it?


  Some of you would’ve because you trust me to deliver a certain type of story. But new readers would just pass.


  So I used Vaughn’s over the top behavior as a dom and Grace’s psychological struggle to establish their personalities in an entertaining way, all the while getting rid of the readers who had no interest in learning how these two characters come to terms with each other in real life.


  Because I don’t want more readers. I want more fans.


  So in my mind, it’s worth a thousand bad reviews over at Goodreads saying Vaughn is a fake BDSM dom if I get one of YOU who know the difference.


  You matter.


  I write for you.


  I’ve said this before when I wrote the EOBS for GUNS— I like stories about family, about loyalty, and about extraordinary characters who struggle with basic human emotions while dealing with bigger than life problems. And if I can get that with a man who makes you swoon and a woman who makes you jealous—well, that’s called success in my book.


  


  Thank you for reading. Thank you for being patient as this story unfolded. Thank you for making every single book in the Social Media series a #1 Bestseller in my category before release day.


  


  Oh, and if you’re new to me—welcome to my world. I hope you stay a while.


  


  <3


  Julie


  


  Wanna know about upcoming books? Sign up for the newsletter or promo posts at www.jahuss.com and never miss out on an upcoming event. Follow me on Facebook and you’ll get all the deets.


  Also, I have a very cool Facebook group called Shrike Bikes where I hang out every day. My street team is in there too, along with some crazy fun ladies. So if you’re a Facebooker, request to join and we will add you. We also have a group just for the Social Media series called the Filthy Blue Birds. Ask to join and we will add you there too.


  If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon - even if you purchased your book somewhere else. Amazon has changed its twenty word minimum policy, so if you hate writing reviews, you can make it short and sweet. Reviews really help indie authors like me, and I read every one of them posted on Amazon. So if you have a moment, I'd appreciate it.
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