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I Fell in Love with My Killer

Introduction to Darkness

Rain in Ashford Hollow never simply fell. It arrived like a verdict, sheeting down the narrow streets until the gutters choked and the old brick buildings seemed to lean toward each other for warmth. Mara Voss had lived in this town her entire life, and she had never once trusted the rain to be only weather. Tonight it battered the windows of the Hollow Gazette’s newsroom with a violence that felt, in hindsight, like a warning she hadn’t known how to read.

She sat at her desk long after everyone else had gone home, the glow of her monitor the only light in the bullpen, her coffee gone cold beside a stack of court transcripts she’d been combing through for three days. Mara was twenty-eight, sharp-eyed, and stubborn in the particular way of people who had spent their whole lives being underestimated. She wore her dark hair pulled back in a knot that had long since surrendered its shape, and there was a permanent furrow between her brows that her mother called her “thinking scowl.” She had earned it. Investigative journalism in a town of eleven thousand people did not pay well, and it did not win her friends among the people whose secrets she uncovered, but it was the only work that had ever made her feel like she was doing something that mattered.

The story she’d been chasing that week was small by any objective measure — a zoning dispute involving a councilman and a construction firm with a history of cut corners — but Mara had learned that small stories were often the loose thread that, pulled hard enough, unraveled something much larger. She didn’t know yet that this particular thread would lead to a body in the reservoir, to a man with storm-colored eyes who moved through the dark like he belonged to it, and to a truth that would cost her everything she thought she understood about herself.

At eleven-forty, she finally shut her laptop, rubbed the ache from her neck, and told herself she’d walk home instead of waiting for the rain to let up, because the rain in Ashford Hollow never let up, not really, not until it had taken something.
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The reservoir sat at the edge of town like a held breath, ringed by pines that the town council had never bothered to trim back, their branches heavy and dripping over the water like mourners at a funeral no one had invited them to. Mara’s route home cut along the access road that skirted its southern bank — a shortcut she’d taken a thousand times without incident, always in daylight, never at midnight in a downpour, but she was tired and stubborn and twenty minutes closer to her bed if she took it.

She saw the shoe first. A single woman’s flat, pale blue, lying on its side at the water’s edge as though its owner had simply stepped out of it and walked into the lake. Mara almost kept walking. It was the kind of detail that meant nothing ninety-nine times out of a hundred — a lost shoe, a drunk teenager, a careless jogger. But something about the way it sat there, upright and deliberate, made her stomach tighten before her mind had even caught up to the reason why.

Then she saw the hand.

It broke the surface near the reeds, pale and swollen from the water, fingers curled upward as if reaching for something that had already left. Mara’s breath left her in a single sharp exhale, and for a moment the rain seemed to stop entirely, the whole world narrowing to that terrible, still hand and the ripples spreading slowly outward from it. She would remember, later, that her first thought had not been fear. It had been a strange, hollow disbelief — the sense that she had stumbled into someone else’s nightmare and had no right to be standing there.

She called it in with hands that would not stop shaking, her voice a stranger’s voice, thin and clipped, reciting her location to a 911 dispatcher while she backed away from the water as though the woman in the lake might still reach for her. She did not go closer. She did not need to. Some part of her animal brain understood, long before the police arrived with their tape and their lights, that this was a death that had been arranged, not accidental — that someone had wanted this body found exactly where it was.

It took the sheriff’s department eleven minutes to arrive, and in that gap of time, standing alone on the access road in the rain with a corpse thirty feet away, Mara Voss felt watched for the first time in her life. Not by the dead woman. By something else, something with a pulse, positioned somewhere in the treeline where the dark was thickest — and when she turned to look, there was nothing there but rain-slicked bark and shifting shadow, and yet the feeling did not leave her, not even after the sirens came screaming down the road and washed the night in red and blue.
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The woman’s name, they would learn by morning, was Celia Marsh. Thirty-four years old, a paralegal at the only law firm in town that handled anything more complicated than divorces, unmarried, no children, a sister in another state who would arrive two days later to identify the body and weep in a way that made even the hardened deputies look away. Cause of death: drowning, though the coroner’s preliminary notes — which Mara would not see for another week, and only because she still had a source inside the department who owed her a favor from years back — flagged bruising on the wrists and throat inconsistent with an accidental fall.

Someone had held Celia Marsh under the water until she stopped fighting.

The town, predictably, did what small towns do with violence they cannot explain: it turned the story over and over like a stone, looking for the crack that would make sense of it. A jealous boyfriend. A robbery gone wrong. A stranger passing through. Sheriff Halloway, a heavyset man with thirty years on the force and a weariness that had settled into his bones long before this case arrived to deepen it, gave a brief statement to the press that said almost nothing, which Mara understood immediately meant they knew almost nothing.

She could have let it go. Other reporters at the Gazette were already treating it as a story that belonged to the police blotter, a tragedy to be reported and then quietly retired once the funeral had come and gone. But Mara had seen that hand in the water, had felt that presence in the trees, and something in her would not let the questions rest. She began asking around the law firm where Celia had worked. She requested public records on the cases Celia had touched in her final months. She sat in her car outside Celia’s apartment building for two evenings, watching the windows, though she couldn’t have said exactly what she expected to see.

It was on the second evening, parked half a block down under a streetlamp that flickered like a dying pulse, that she saw him for the first time.
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He was standing across the street from Celia’s building, beneath the awning of a shuttered bakery, and he was doing nothing that should have caught her attention — simply standing, hands in the pockets of a dark coat, watching the same dark windows Mara had been watching. But there was something in his stillness that unsettled her more than movement would have. Most people, waiting for someone or something, shifted their weight, checked their phones, glanced up and down the street with the restless energy of impatience. He did none of it. He stood like a man who had learned, somewhere, that stillness was a kind of camouflage.

She could not see his face clearly at that distance, only the shape of him — tall, broad through the shoulders, dark hair damp from a rain that had only just stopped, a posture that suggested both restraint and readiness, the coiled quality of something that could move very fast if it needed to. She told herself he was probably a neighbor, or a boyfriend she hadn’t heard about, or a reporter from another outlet doing exactly what she was doing. She told herself several reasonable things. None of them slowed the hammering of her pulse.

When she looked away for perhaps three seconds — checking her phone, a reflex more than a decision — and looked back, he was gone. Not walking away. Gone, the space beneath the awning empty as though he had simply dissolved into the wet dark, and Mara sat in her car for a long time afterward with her hand pressed flat against her own chest, trying to convince her heart to slow down.

She did not see him again for six days. When she did, it was under circumstances that made her first sighting look almost gentle by comparison.
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The law firm where Celia had worked was called Brandt & Cole, and it occupied the second floor of a converted Victorian on Chestnut Street, all dark wood and frosted glass and the particular hush of a place where people came to be told bad news about their lives in careful, professional language. Mara had requested an interview with the senior partner, a man named Elias Brandt, under the pretense of a piece on the firm’s community involvement — a lie thin enough that she suspected he saw through it immediately, though he agreed to see her anyway, which told her something in itself.

Brandt was in his fifties, silver at the temples, with the kind of composed, watchful face that came from decades of sitting across from people and giving nothing away. He answered her questions about Celia with careful, measured grief — she was a valued member of the team, a loss that had shaken everyone, the firm was cooperating fully with the investigation. It was the language of a press release, not a eulogy, and Mara noted the distance in it the way she noted everything, filing it away for later.

“Was there a case she was working on,” Mara asked, watching his face rather than her notebook, “that might have made her a target?”

Something flickered behind Brandt’s eyes — not long, not
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