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HEARTBEAT

Rich woke that morning to an empty bed.

Sunlight streamed through the window to slant past the gap where Parker should be. The space beside him was cold to the touch. There was nobody to smile at him—no humming in the shower, no kettle hissing downstairs. There was only stillness. Rich’s fingers curled into his empty palm.

The silence was as loud as a shout; Parker’s absence was as obvious as his presence. Rich was struck by the sudden certainty that something was badly wrong.

“Parker?” It came out a croak.

Nothing.

Rich licked his dry lips and raised his voice. “Parker?”

Still nothing.

A chill shivered through him. Parker liked to cuddle with him in bed in the mornings. Rich usually woke to him freshly showered and sneaking back into bed. Parker would never just disappear while Rich slept. There were no good reasons for Parker to be missing. And one extremely bad reason.

Sinclair.

Parker’s ex. The man who was obsessed with getting him back. The man who had hit Parker in the face yesterday in front of Rich. The man who was staying just a few miles away and knew exactly where they lived.

Fear overcame Rich then and all attempts to reason with himself fizzed out into static. He flung back the covers, pulled on his dressing gown and shoved his feet into his slippers—the air had an arctic bite and he could practically hear the crunch of the ice outside. He lived in the middle of a winter wilderness; his little farmhouse was an island in a sea of frozen fields.

“Parker?” Rich searched the farmhouse in an increasing panic. The spare bed lay untouched, the covers still smooth. The shower was empty. Downstairs the hearth had gone dead, with nobody in the armchairs pulled up around it. The kitchen stood silent where Parker liked to cook. The kettle was cold, the stove was cold, nobody had been down here since last night. Rich even checked the cupboards, though he couldn’t imagine why six-foot Parker would ever squeeze into them. If Parker would even fit.

Nothing. The entire house was empty.

On the bright side, at least Rich hadn’t come across any bloodstains. No broken glass, no dented cabinets, no body. So at least Sinclair hadn’t murdered Parker in the night.
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