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THE CLIENT

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	With each icy drop that landed on her skin, Natalie’s already miserable mood worsened. She tugged on the leash, but Barley wouldn't give in. Of all the cattle dogs she'd ever owned, he was by far the most stubborn. 

	A strand of messy, walnut hair clung to her cheek as she blinked the rain out of her eyes. 

	"Come on, Barley," she urged, tugging on the leash, but Barley only stared at her with blank eyes. He’d been difficult since they moved. He was accustomed to larger rooms and quieter days. Their new home was a small cottage outside the city with what might have been a tiny garden was entirely overgrown and chaotic.

	Some days it felt as if there was no room to breathe at all—precisely what had prompted their walk in the first place. 

	Still, the breeze picked up and stung her skin through her clothes. She was too tired to remain patient.

	Soaked through her clothes, Natalie reached into the car and pulled Barley into her arms and under the downpour with her. It was tough to lift him with only her small frame to keep him up.

	"Your breed is meant for the farmlands, have you forgotten?" she said to Barley. "Now come on. I want to shower and get warm." 

	Barley dragged his feet as they struggled toward the front door. The dog wasn't the only one reluctant to step into the home. Natalie and David had been fighting all afternoon. Since she'd taken the time to go on a hike with Barley, she had no idea what she was walking into. 

	"We can't wait out here forever," Natalie whispered and pushed the door open. 

	Inside, the house was dead quiet—a rare occasion. David, a film editor, usually had some form of repeating sound snippet coming from his office accompanied by frustrated mumbling. Things were only ever that quiet when he had his headphones on. And he only ever had his headphones on when he was in a particularly foul mood. 

	The small, beige home felt heavy with their moods. While it was like that often, it thankfully wasn’t ever like that for long. 

	Natalie padded down the hall to take a shower, hoping it might put her in better spirits. Then there might be a chance her and David would be speaking to each other again by the time dinner came around. 

	The warm flow of the water replaced the cold wet of her skin, letting it rush over her head and face. Her fingers and toes were so cold that the steaming water burned for a moment as she acclimatized. 

	It wasn’t surprising that she and David fought often. Their young marriage had been put to the test within the first few months of living together. As with many marriages, their tension was rooted in their finances.

	Natalie stayed in the shower until it started to cool. When she shut off the tap and stepped out of the bathroom, she felt all was well again. 

	The bed creaked beneath her as she sat to rest her feet. Her eyes closed, and she basked in the silence. Except for the sound of the rain, she could hear little of the world around her. 

	The smell of food wafted in from the kitchen. In their small home, it took only a few steps to find her way there.

	Natalie strolled into the kitchen and sat down at what used to be the dining table. Their new house had no dining room. It consisted of two bedrooms—one of which had become David’s office—a small kitchen, an even smaller bathroom, and a living room that doubled as Natalie’s workspace.

	“It smells divine,” she said, testing the waters.

	“I want to make it up to you,” David said with a kind smile that reached his eyes. “I feel bad.”

	His hair was a mess—the way it often was when he’d been scratching at it, dealing with a difficult thought. He had replaced his t-shirt from earlier with another one that seemed to have been dug out from the back of their shared closet. It was creased and worn, but it was one of her favorites.

	Natalie shook her head. “Don’t feel bad,” she said. “This is my fault. All of it.”

	David slid a glass of red wine over to her. She gladly accepted it, eager to call an end to a particularly tough day. 

	“You’re not the one who spent the money,” he teased. 

	“It’s your money. You should be able to spend it how you like. You don’t need me jumping down your throat over every penny. I’m just stressed,” Natalie explained. 

	“We’re married. It’s our money. And you’re right, we don’t have the pennies to spend.” 

	Natalie filled her mouth with wine, not letting it linger on her tongue for even a moment before swallowing it down. That was one thing she loved about David. Even though their fighting had become more frequent, it was never drawn out. 

	“It’s my fault we’re in this position,” Natalie confessed. “I should never have relied on a single client. It was foolish.” 

	David reached over and put a kind hand on hers. “You couldn’t have known what would happen. I mean, you worked with him for years. I can understand why you trusted him. What you went through would be tough for anybody to cope with.” 

	In one day, she had lost her only client—and along with him, the ability to pay her own bills.

	“I just don’t understand,” she said softly. “For three years I edit his work. No matter how late or how tight the deadline was. Then suddenly, he’s silent. I never hear from him again. No explanation, no new work, nothing.” 

	David came around the table and put his arms around her. She wished desperately to find the comfort she needed in his embrace, but it would take a lot more than a good hug to sort through their problems. The loss of work and income had cost them almost everything. They’d had to sell their home and rent a smaller one. It had been the only way to get out of debt. 

	“I just I see how hard you work to make ends meet for us,” Natalie’s eyes welled up. “How was I to know he never published any of the work he sent me? I have nothing to show for it—no official portfolio. All this time I assumed I was creating a name for myself as an editor. I feel foolish.” 

	“You’re trying to get work. You’re searching for new clients every day,” David said gently. “I can see the effort. Please, don’t be so hard on yourself.” 

	“This is not how I wanted things to go,” she said, holding back her tears. “We were supposed to be happy and carefree newlyweds. Now, we’re just putting out a new fire every day.” 

	“Speaking of fire…” David rushed over to pull the pan off the stove. 

	He wasn’t the best cook, but he loved to do it, and Natalie loved any meal she didn’t have to cook herself. She refilled her glass as he plated their pasta. 

	“Barley was soaked when I saw him earlier,” David said, gracefully changing the subject. 

	“We got rained on. He refused to get out of the car, and I had to carry him.” 

	David’s eyes widened. “I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one who struggles with him. Also, that I’m not the only one who’s in the dog box today.” 

	“He likes you,” she said with a laugh. “He just likes me more. And you’re not in the dog box. We were just having a difficult conversation.” 

	In truth, Barley didn’t care much for David. He would wedge his way between them when they sat beside each other and sometimes even while they slept. It was cute, but it was also one cause of their arguments. 

	“I hate this,” she whispered. 

	“It’s not so bad,” he comforted her. “We have a roof over our heads. We have Barley, and this delicious plate of pasta.” 

	“Don’t pretend this doesn’t suck,” she argued. “This isn’t what you signed up for when you married me. I feel responsible.” 

	“Hey.” He placed a finger beneath her chin and tilted her head to face him. “I signed up for a life with you. That’s what I have now. Nothing is perfect, but I’m happier than I’ve ever been. Days like today, I fear I’ll lose you. I don’t think I’ll ever face a greater fear.” 

	She tried to smile, but it felt strained. She felt as if she might not ever stand proudly on her own two feet again. She’d always hated the notion of relying on a man for survival. Perhaps she needed to deal with her own ego. 

	Her meal was pleasant enough. They laughed and chatted about insignificant things as if they hadn’t been screaming at each other hours before. 

	“How was work today?” she asked, returning the subject to something more real. 

	“It was alright,” he answered. “Although I must admit, phone ads are my least favorite. They never make any sense to me.” 

	“Well, how do you sell something that everybody already has?” 

	He smiled. “There you go again, editor of anything and everything. I mean, the ads work, I guess. Why else would they keep making them?” 

	Their careers had been so similar and so different at the same time. David was a film editor, while Natalie was a line editor. Both of them had been working as freelancers when they met. That was technically still the case, but Natalie had close to zero client work left. Every few days she got a blog post to proofread, but that was it.

	“I’m not an editor,” she said. “Not anymore. Not unless I’m actually editing anything.” 

	David clenched his jaw, and she knew better than to continue with that train of thought. It would only lead to further arguments. They had enough of that for the day. 

	Barley came to curl up at her feet as her glass was filled a third time. 

	“You’ll get back to it,” he said. “I know you will. You’re fantastic at what you do.” 

	She gave him a weak smile. “It’s difficult after Alan. It’s hard to explain and it must make me look so silly.” 

	“Relying on one client for your confidence?” he asked. “It’s a little silly, but who am I to judge?” 

	Alan had kept her career afloat. He had given her every and any editing work he required. Each year, he paid her more. She had become accustomed to the lifestyle provided by him, while never truly knowing him. 

	Then as suddenly as he’d appeared, he’d vanished again. She had submitted work to him one morning and never heard from him again. While someone else might have assumed he’d simply gotten carried away with other pursuits, Natalie assumed it was because she’d done an outright horrendous job of editing his work. Then, when she began putting a portfolio together to approach other clients, she learned none of her work had ever been released to the public. 

	It was a career knock she feared she would never recover from. In the end, she had fallen so far behind on her mortgage payments that they were forced to sell the house. Her new marriage was meant to be growth—exciting and fruitful. Instead, she felt an immense guilt she wasn’t sure would ever dissipate. 

	That night, as David slept deeply beside her, Natalie lay awake, wondering how she might ever come back to her old self. All her life, she had wondered how women could be duped into sending money to internet lovers or traveling to meet strangers they believed they were in love with. Now, she herself had built a sort of relationship with a man she had never met and had no intention of being romantically involved with—yet she still checked for news from him every day.

	It was enough to keep her staring at the ceiling while the rest of the world slept. And in the day, it occupied her mind, souring her thoughts and dirtying her mood until it drove a wedge between her and the only man she’d ever actually fallen in love with.

	She felt like the world’s biggest fool. 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	David’s schedule had him working all day, tucked away in his office where nobody was allowed to enter. Natalie only ever saw it a handful of times when she’d delivered a coffee or some lunch. Despite the anxiety-inducing cleanliness of the room, the kind of work he did had a way of irritating even the most patient of people. He would slide back and forth on scenes, each time playing the same one-second-long snippet of sound. It would drive the sanest of mind straight to madness.

	Natalie, on the other hand, preferred to work after the sun had set. That way, she had plenty to keep her mind busy instead of staring at her bedroom ceiling in the silence of each night. Most nights, she and David were at their desks instead of in each other’s company.

	She didn’t really have much work to do this night, and that was a problem. So, she had convinced herself that it was a good time to work on her book. A story of a woman who had fallen through the Earth’s crust and into the depths of Hell, where she’d fallen in love with the devil himself. She wasn’t entirely convinced of the plot, or the idea, or her capabilities, but it was a welcome distraction.

	She had all of three hundred words written before she got stuck.

	Her mind was so full of thoughts that nothing could be heard over the din. Frustrated, she pushed back her chair, rattling her desk in the process. She walked softly over to David’s office and raised her hand, ready to knock.

	The thought of disturbing him scared her. It pounded through her chest and suddenly she realized that she would not know what to say if he answered the door. One argument had been enough for that day.

	She should be thanking him by letting him focus. Not disrupting him.

	Her hand lowered, and feeling defeated, she returned to her desk. There was a sadness that crept in, nestling among all the other angst she already had brewing within her. She slumped back into her chair.

	The page stared back at her like her greatest enemy. She would tap a few words on her keyboard and promptly delete them over and over again. All it was really good for was destroying her confidence further and making her feel as though she was slowly losing her marbles.

	Natalie rubbed her eyes so many times that the hairs of her eyebrows were brushed in all the wrong directions. The last three sips of her coffee were ice-cold at the bottom of her mug.

	Despite the weeks she’d spent perfecting the outline, she had never truly considered who the devil would be. In her mind, she modeled him after Alan, thinking it would help her move on. The only problem being that she didn’t actually know anything about him. While his travel stories were incredibly heartfelt and sweet, they didn’t tell her much more about him.

	She had no idea how to describe the devil. Horns seemed cheesy, but so did anything else she considered. She couldn’t exactly settle for a featureless void, either. That was nothing to fall in love with. For a short while she considered making him a ghostly figure in the night, but that was hardly something she could convince was lovely.

	Natalie stared at her screen as she tapped her fingers against the edge of her desk. It was already almost midnight, and her mind wasn’t ready for sleep.

	She perked herself up. “You’re a professional,” she reminded herself out loud.

	Her fingers hovered over the keys, still as ever. Not a single word came to mind. Instead, she tried to force it.

	 

	His eyes were dark like morning coffee.

	 

	Delete.

	 

	Nothing in the space around her made sense until he smiled.

	 

	Delete.

	 

	She had expected a red creature, a demon so frightful it would terrify her away from him. Instead, she saw such a complex beauty dressed in scars that she wanted to reach out and hold him. She wanted to make things right.

	 

	Delete. 

	 

	“This is useless,” she whispered. “What are you thinking?” Evidently, she wasn’t thinking at all.

	Who was she to write romance? She’d hardly known it in her life at all. David had been the first person she’d ever loved. The only man she couldn’t live without. 

	Before him, men had bored her. Not that she was a particularly interesting person, but they had been unable to offer her what she could already offer herself. Natalie had always paid her own bills and found her own peace. She had Barley for company. It always seemed to her that men had little to offer.

	Once David came into her life, it immediately felt as if he already knew her. He knew just what to say, and how to behave.

	 

	He looked at her as if he knew her, as if her presence there was nothing new to him. She wanted to speak, but perhaps he already knew what she would say. She was afraid in a way that excited her…

	 

	Delete. 

	 

	Natalie collapsed into her folded arms and groaned. She’d spent years working in publishing and couldn’t come up with one decent description for her protagonist.

	She highlighted the few hundred words she had and deleted them all, faced again by a blank page. Somehow, it was comforting—familiar. And she wasn’t in a hurry, anyway.

	Natalie had no deadlines looming. The book was more of a way to show David she was working on something. However, a blank page felt she was failing him.

	After all those hours of work, she had nothing to show.

	“What are you doing?” she asked herself quietly. 

	It was simple. She could fix her portfolio and send out some emails. Eventually, she would get some decent work. Why then did it scare her so much? Every time she opened the folder labeled “portfolio” she felt sick to her stomach. 

	She thought about Alan. Why did she miss him so much when he was nothing but a stranger to her? 

	The answer was simple. With the amount of work he’d given her, Alan’s writings occupied all her days. Every morning when she woke up, she read a piece of him that he’d typed out the night before. Day after day, she peered inside his mind.

	The way he wrote seemed so personal. As if he had written down a secret and she was the first one to know it. Despite his writing never being particularly good, she had often waited to see what the next installment would hold.

	Natalie hovered her mouse over the last piece of writing he had sent her and double-clicked. 

	 

	How could the world know just how far I would reach to pluck you from its branches? How desperate I am to know your touch? Even the tears that roll from your cheek bless the Earth, watering the ground so that life may blossom in your wake. There is no greater beauty than the mystery of you. 

	 

	It was different to his other work. He’d always written travel books, but had wanted to attempt something more emotional. She enjoyed the change before it came to an abrupt end. 

	That was how far she read before she closed the document. Natalie had never once asked who he wrote about. At first, she assumed he was merely writing romantic fiction, but eventually it became clear he had a muse. She had never even asked him what the passages were for. Her job was just to edit and send it back to him. That was all.

	“Good night,” David mumbled as he headed past her toward the bedroom.

	“See you later,” she responded without so much as looking in his direction.

	It was no use. She would get no writing done that night and what difference was there between staring at her bedroom ceiling and her computer screen? At least when she lay in bed, she was more comfortable.

	She checked her email one last time before heading to bed. She expected the usual spam messages. Checking her email was her one last attempt at hope each night. Sometimes, there would be another blog post to edit. Those were alright; they paid a few bills.

	What she really hoped to see was Alan’s name, followed by an explanation and an apology.

	That night, she saw Alan’s name. But there was no apology.

	 

	From: Amanda Peckin

	Subject: Alan Peckin - Any information? 

	 

	Natalie’s hand trembled as she clicked on the message. She blinked to clear her tired eyes of blurred vision and fight back her nerves. 

	 

	Dear Natalie, 

	 

	My name is Amanda Peckin, and I am Alan’s wife. 

	 

	I have been investigating his disappearance. The police have been of no help, I’m afraid, so I’ve turned to a private investigator. We’ve found you are the last person he contacted. The police believe he has left me, but I believe something else has happened to him.

	 

	I must ask if you’ve heard from him recently? Perhaps from another mailing address or in a different format? Do you know where he is?

	 

	We’d like to speak with you. Please help me if you can.

	 

	Desperately,

	Amanda

	 

	Natalie’s mouth dried.

	The email had found her far from well, and it only made things worse. But finally, she had an explanation. Something she’d always wanted.

	Alan was an actual missing person. He had disappeared not only on her, but the rest of the world, too. 

	She didn’t know what to do or think. 

	She chewed at her nails as she read the email over and over again, as if she might read something different with each pass through. At least she learned one thing about him: he had a wife. 

	Why would Amanda think she knew where he was?

	There were so many questions in Natalie’s mind that it felt as if a hot spike had been pressed into her temple, through her skull and was slowly making its way to the center of her brain.

	Barley stretched out on the sofa and let out a soft, tired groan. Natalie rubbed her eyes; they were beginning to grow sore from being so tired. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

	She got up and stretched before walking quietly over to Barley. Natalie kissed him on the head.

	“Come on then,” she whispered. “Let’s go to bed.”

	Barley blinked a few times, stretching his own legs before hopping off the sofa and following her to the bedroom a few steps away. There, she felt her way through the dark until she found her side of the bed. 

	Natalie pulled her sweater off and wormed her way beneath the covers. She tried as hard as she could not to wake David, but when Barley hopped up to lie across her feet, he stirred. 

	“Sorry,” she whispered, as she did every night. 

	David squinted at the clock beside his bed. “You’re in bed early,” he said. “Did you have an inspired night?”

	“Not exactly,” she answered. “I deleted it all.”

	David turned to face her and tucked his arm beneath his pillow. The covers masked his yawn as he blinked a few times. “Deleted? Why?”

	Natalie sighed. “I know it’s odd, but I just hated it. It just didn’t feel real. I’m an editor, and I would never have let that kind of writing be published.” 

	“Well, we are our own worst critics,” he said. 

	He was being supportive, but she heard the hint of disappointment in his voice.

	Her mind was bursting with a million thoughts, and she knew that if she did not voice them then, no matter how tired her husband was, that they would keep her from her sleep all night.

	“There’s something important,” Natalie said.

	“Oh?”

	“I got an email from Alan’s wife,” she explained, and David immediately perked up. “He’s missing. Vanished. She and her private investigator want to speak with me.” 
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