
  
    [image: The Informant]
  


  
    
      The Informant

    

    
      
        Charity Parkerson

      

    

  


  
    
      Without limiting the rights under copyright(s) reserved above and below, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why do we always say, “but that was before”? She had taken dance lessons once, but that was before him.

        

      

      

      It was hot. There was no other way to describe the Tennessee weather in August. School started back, but as usual, funding was down and the air was on the fritz. Catriona Walters had been teaching a public speaking class at Riverside High School for the past three years. In that time, she had never been cool in the summer, or warm in the winter, thanks to a bad economy. Her silk blouse clung to her skin as she struggled to carry her purse, laptop, un-graded homework papers, and juggle her keys to unlock her car.

      “You look as if you could use a hand.”

      Cat smiled at the sound of Ewen Maclean’s heavy Scottish brogue. He was a senior here at Riverside, and after spending his junior year in her class, she could say without an ounce of shame  he was her favorite student.

      “Thanks.” She handed her keys over to him. “So, this is your last year, did you get all the good teachers, or am I going to have to have a talk with a few people?”

      A smile lit up his light green eyes and for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the handsome man he would become. “I think I’ll manage quite well, thank you.”

      Ewen unlocked the doors, and then began stacking her burden in the back seat. He nodded toward the stack of un-graded papers. “It seems a bit early in the year to be giving so much homework.”

      At that moment, some of the papers slipped, causing Cat to scramble after them. The wind caught a couple of them, blowing them away too quick for her to catch.

      Giving up, Cat went back to Ewen. “I guess you’re right. It was fate for all of my students to get A’s. It’s either that, or chase them down, and well…” She shrugged, pointing down at her shoes.

      He looked down to where she pointed, and smiled brightly at her ridiculously tall high heels. “Well, A’s it is, then.” Turning, he opened the door for her, waving his arm toward the driver seat. “You are all set.”

      Cat climbed in. “Thanks for your help, and let me know if you change your mind about needing my help with the other teachers. I don’t mind telling them how good a student you are.”

      Ewen waved a dismissive hand, while closing the door behind her. He stepped back, shoving both hands into his pockets. He looked so sad she sat confused for a second, before pulling away and heading home.

      

      Ewen climbed into his car, following Cat from the parking lot. She looked beautiful today. Her dark brown hair was pulled up, but it was slipping from its clip. The ends were sticking to the damp skin that had been showing at her collar. The humidity caused it to curl. His hands clenched on the steering wheel as he thought of how strong the urge had been to reach out and touch those strands. Changing lanes, he kept her in his line of sight. She hadn’t caught him yet, but he didn’t want to take any chances she might check her mirrors and see him. He wasn’t sure what it was about her, but he couldn’t stop watching her. For some reason he couldn’t explain, it had become an obsession for him, this need for her to see him. He hated she was a teacher and he was a student.

      He was eighteen, an adult by anyone’s standards, but he had been an adult a lot longer than anyone realized. He needed to get her away from that school. He needed to take her somewhere she could see him as he really was. As she turned off onto the backcountry lane leading to her farmhouse, he pulled into a grove of trees and headed out on foot.

      

      Cat looked down at the keys in her hand, cursing under her breath. A while back, she purchased a key chain that came apart by pressing a button, so she could separate her car keys from her house keys. At the time, it seemed like a really good idea. She would be able to start her car a few minutes early on the mornings when it was too cold to sit there, waiting for it to heat up. Unfortunately, it seemed to snag everything, separating when she didn’t expect it, causing her constantly to lose half her keys. After the first few times, she learned to hide a house key under a fake rock in the yard.

      Swiping through the bushes, she cried, “Success!” when she finally found the rock she was looking for. Cat sighed at the first brush of cool air against her skin. She kicked the door closed behind her, then clicked the lock in place. She had been paranoid living so far out by herself when she first moved in, developing a habit of double-checking the locks every time she came in. Even though she never had any problems, and didn’t live in a high crime area, a single woman could never be too careful.

      

      Ewen listened to the sound of the shower running as he sat in the otherwise silent house, waiting. The temptation to see Cat with the water running down her body was almost overwhelming, but he was not a peeping tom or a rapist. He wanted her, but God help him, he wanted her willing. The irony was not lost on him that he was going to take her out here against her will. He shifted back further into the shadows as Cat finally moved toward the fridge. He spiked several different drinks, not knowing which one was her favorite. He smiled in satisfaction as he watched her swallow several mouthfuls. It was amazing the kinds of drugs you could buy in high school. He was starting to hope it wouldn’t take too long, since his leg was beginning to cramp, when she swayed slightly. He felt an unwanted stab of worry over her safety, but she made her way to the couch and lay down. Once he was sure she was completely unconscious, he gathered some of her belongings, trying to get anything he thought she might need in order to be comfortable for a long stay. He placed her gently across the back seat of the car and at the last moment, he ran back inside, grabbing her pillow off the bed, tucking it under her head. He hated to sleep on a stranger’s pillow, and he wanted her happiness above all else.
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        She thought she had it all figured out, but that was before his eyes saw right through her, and laid her bare.

        

      

      

      After thrashing around for several long minutes, Cat came to a few conclusions. She was blindfolded, her hands were bound, her head was pounding, there was a horrible crick in her neck, and she was totally screwed. Deciding the situation was hopeless, she laid still listening for any signs of her kidnapper, and when she heard rustling from the corner, she flung herself bodily toward the sound, hoping to unbalance whoever it was. Instead, she was held, firmly but gently, by a pair of strong hands.

      “Be still before you hurt yourself,” she heard a familiar voice say.

      She stilled in confusion. “Ewen?”

      The blindfold lifted away, and she found herself staring into a pair of familiar green eyes. Crying out in relief, she slumped forward into him. When he made no move to untie her, she leaned back to look into his face. A lock of reddish brown hair had fallen over one eye, and the freckles scattered across his nose gave him a look of innocence that completely belied the situation. His face was impassive, and his hands remained unmoving from their grip on her arms. In that moment, she knew.

      In a small voice that sounded like a child’s, she asked. “How could you do this to me?”

      

      Ewen’s heart broke a little, at the sound of betrayal in her voice. He needed to find a way to win her over. It was not off to a good start— he had known she would be angry, but he had not expected the hurt he saw in her hazel eyes. He knew the exact moment she realized he was not there to free her. He watched, as she took a step away from him. Releasing her arms, he allowed her some space.

      “Are you hungry?”

      She looked past him at the wall, as if she could no longer bear to look at him. His chest tightened, but he couldn’t back down now. She shook her head in answer.

      “Did you need to use the restroom?”

      She blushed at his question, but nodded.

      Taking her arm again, he steered her toward the bathroom, untying her hands. He closed the door behind him, leaving her alone inside, and told her through the door, “Just knock when you’re finished, and I’ll unlock it. Take a shower if you want— there are towels in the closet, and I brought all the stuff you had in your bathroom, so make yourself at home.”

      He stood still listening for a reply, but met only silence. Finally, he moved away, giving her some privacy.

      

      As soon as Cat heard his retreating footsteps, she rushed to the door, trying the handle. It was indeed locked. Pulling back the shower curtain, she checked for windows. Finding none, her shoulders slumped in defeat. Cat moved to the overnight bag lying on the floor and opening it, she began rifling through it, hoping to find something. She wasn’t sure what, since she didn’t know how to pick a lock, but she hoped she’d find a weapon. He hadn’t been joking about her stuff, it was all in there, but the closest thing she could find to a weapon was a can of hairspray. Pulling it out, she moved back over to the door, and knocked before she could lose her nerve. She stood at the ready, as the door swung open. Lifting the can, she sprayed in what she hoped was the general vicinity of his face, but he was too quick for her. It was ridiculous how easily he disarmed her, dodging to the side, and he deftly snagged the can from her hand.

      He sighed before shaking his head, as if he had some right to be exasperated by her. Ewen tossed the can over his shoulder, and then linked his fingers with hers, pulling her into a kitchen. Pulling out a chair, he shoved her gently into it, and then laid a plate of food in front of her. He sat across from her with a similar plate, and began to eat, as if nothing ever happened.
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