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   Dedicated to Robyn Smith.
 
   The best mother and mother-in-law in the world.
 
   We wrote you a murder mystery with romance. Happy Birthday!
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[bookmark: Start]About Call Me Cat
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Catelyn Travis is a good girl who gets good grades in law school, doesn’t date and never gets into trouble. 
 
   But when a run of bad luck threatens to destroy everything she's worked for, she's forced to become Cat, phone sex goddess who fulfills the fantasies of her clients night after night.
 
   When she meets Ashton Davenport the Third, bad boy biker billionaire, she knows to stay away. But when he calls her alter ego, Cat, she has no choice but to fall for the sexy stranger.
 
   Now her life is spiraling out of control as she struggles to keep her two identities separate—but there's one person who knows her secret.
 
   And he'll stop at nothing to destroy her, just like he destroyed her parents.
 
   Threatened at every turn, her life crumbling around her, Catelyn must decide who she can trust—and the wrong choice could end her life.
 
    
 
   Contains mature content.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_1]Chapter One
 
   One is Such a Lonely Number
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIS IS WHY I don't date.
 
   It had been some time since my last attempt at dating, and while not all were complete disasters, many were. I was a magnet for a certain kind of man. The kind mothers warn their daughters about.
 
   This guy was no exception.
 
   He stared at me with wide brown eyes, waiting for something. I didn't know what to say, didn't know why I agreed to visit his dorm room before we went out for coffee. He sounded so reasonable on the phone. "You swing by and we head out. I just getting out of class so I need to change."
 
   I found his Italian accent charming, and my best friend had assured me he was 'hot.' She'd set us up on a blind date, this guy from her bio-chem class, and I'd stupidly agreed because Bridgette knew me well enough after four years of undergrad to gauge my taste in men, right?
 
   Apparently not.
 
   He stood with his legs crossed, rainbow stripes running up his socks, one pulled all the way up his calf, the other squashed to his shoe. He wore crumpled shorts, which weren't weird by themselves, but the entire outfit made me think of Urkel from that old sitcom Family Matters, down to the suspenders. Who wears suspenders anymore?
 
   I cleared my throat. "May I use your restroom before we go?"
 
   He nodded and pointed to the tiny bathroom attached to his messy dorm room. I let myself in and locked the door behind me, then checked the mirror. I so seldom wore makeup that I'd rubbed at it without realizing, making my brown eyes raccoon-like. A quick fix and another swipe of red lipstick, and I was set.
 
   Adjusting my ponytail, catching a few dark strands of hair that got loose, I glanced at the toilet, where an empty condom floated in the water like an abandoned boat lost at sea.
 
   I snapped a picture with my cell phone and texted Brig. THIS is who you set me up with. Thanks so much.
 
   My phone beeped a moment later. WTF? Is that from the two of you?
 
   Um, no! Gross. I just got here. He must have had company before me.
 
   LOL. I'll call you and bail you out. I'm SO sorry. He seemed nice in class. And the hair.
 
   My fingers flew over the keypad. I'll give you that one, he does have gorgeous hair.
 
   He was still standing in the same place when I returned, his clothes still misaligned. "Shall we go with coffee now?"
 
   I faked a smile and walked toward the door. "Sure."
 
   As he locked up, he watched me again with this expectant expression. "You not say anything?"
 
   "About what?"
 
   He glanced at his socks. "About these. I test you, see if you notice, but you not say anything."
 
   My phone rang and I answered. "Yes?"
 
   Brig whispered like we were spies in a covert operation about to go wrong. "Meet me at the diner, and I'll buy you lunch. It's the least I can do after setting you up."
 
   "Oh my God, are you okay?" I feigned concern. "Yes, of course, I'll be there right away."
 
   Brig chuckled. "Oh you're good. If your career in law doesn't work out, you could always try theater."
 
   I hung up and faced my failed date. "I'm so sorry, but I have to go."
 
   He frowned. "Everything okay?"
 
   "An emergency. You understand? But thank you all the same. I'm sure I'll see you around."
 
   He hollered after me as I scurried down the hall. "I call you later."
 
   "Um, sure." I made a note to block his number as I headed to the diner Brig and I had eaten at for the last five years. Burger Oil's food lacked quality and taste, but the prices were cheap—and cheap was perfect for college. 
 
   Cool, crisp air cleared my senses as I made the long walk from Italian Dude's dorms.
 
   When I arrived, Brig pointed at her non-existent watch dramatically, her long blond hair hovering around her head like a halo above her pale face and ice blue eyes. "Did you crawl here?" She looked outside and back at me. "You walked? Is the Bruiser in the shop again?"
 
   "It would be, if I could afford to take it to the shop." The Bruiser was the nickname we coined for my piece of shit Camaro the night it died and forced us to walk to a party in high heels. Our feet were bruised from the walking, thus the name.
 
   "You should have called. I could have picked you up." 
 
   I shrugged. "I needed the walk."
 
   "Can't you get more student loans to help?" 
 
   She'd already ordered me a cup of coffee. I added sugar and creamer and sipped. "I'm maxed out as it is."
 
   "What are you going to do?"
 
   Before I could answer the waitress rescued me by asking for our order. Once she left I changed the subject. "No more dates. I'm so done with men. Besides, I've got a huge paper due before winter break, and I won't get done if I don't get started on my research."
 
   Brig rolled her eyes. "You'll do fine. Your biggest concern is whether you'll get an A+ or an A++. It's in your blood. Are you still using your mom's book as the springboard for your paper?"
 
   "Yes. Her research into sociopaths and psychopaths intrigues me, and I think there's more to uncover in relation to prosecuting them in court. But I have a long ways to go before I'm ready to formulate my own opinions on the subject."
 
   Our meals came and we both dug in, not talking until we finished and sipped another cup of coffee. 
 
   "I feel like I never see you anymore," Brig said, pouting her lips like a model.
 
   "I know. You should have come to law school with me."
 
   "Right," she laughed, "because the world needs more lawyers and fewer doctors." She tapped her fingernails on the table. "You could always move in with me. You hate your roommate, I hate mine. It's a perfect scenario."
 
   "Except for the fact that my shitty apartment is half the rent of living on campus, and I'm pretty sure your parents don't want you slumming with me."
 
   "Money is such a bore. We need to find a way to make you rich." She said this with the air of someone who's never had to worry about money, but I didn't resent her. She tried to understand, and she'd been a good friend. My best and only friend, really. It wasn't her fault her parents were richer than God and mine were gone. 
 
   "Thanks for the lunch," I said, "but I've got to get going. This paper isn't going to write itself."
 
   Brig paid the check, and we walked out together. "Let me at least drive you home."
 
   "Thanks, but I have to pick up some financial aid paperwork for next semester before I head back. Want to come over this weekend and do a study date? Evil Roommate will be gone, or so she says."
 
   Brig smiled, her cheeks dimpling. "Sure. I'll bring dinner."
 
   "Sounds good. See you then."
 
   I walked away, sad that I couldn't spend more time with her. I missed our undergrad days when we shared a dorm and had time for fun. Law school put new meaning to the "all work, no play" idiom. 
 
   Mrs. Hensel sat at her desk when I arrived just before closing. "Ah, Catelyn, there you are. I have your paperwork."
 
   She handed me the stack, and I skimmed through it, frowning as I mentally crunched the numbers. "My financial aid went down?"
 
   Mrs. Hensel furrowed her brow. "I'm afraid so. Not just for you, dear, but for everyone. Budget cuts."
 
   "But tuition has gone up." My palms started to sweat as I considered what this meant.
 
   "At least you have a few months to work and save. Is there anyone you can call to help?"
 
   About to cry, I shook my head and ducked out, cursing mascara and tears. I couldn't make enough in the next few months to cover the difference. I'd spent the start of fall semester living on so much nutritionally-void Ramen Noodles it was a wonder I didn't have scurvy. If I had to budget any more, I'd be living on water and air.
 
   Running through the courtyard, trying to calm my brain enough to figure out a plan, I crashed into someone, and we both dropped everything. When I looked up, it was into the eyes of the sexiest man I'd ever met. He seemed a bit older than me, maybe in his late twenties or early thirties, but had the air of someone who didn't take responsibility too seriously. He wore jeans that hung on his hips just right and a black leather jacket that gave him a bad boy vibe. He scooped up a motorcycle helmet and brushed off the dust.
 
   I sucked in my breath and reached for my books. "I'm so sorry. I wasn't watching."
 
   "It's my fault." His voice was hot and cold and sent a shiver through me. "Are you okay? Did I hurt you?"
 
   "No, I'm fine."
 
   He picked up the last of the paperwork, and we both stood. His eyes, dark and penetrating, seemed to peer right into me. His black hair flopped over his forehead in that casual "just out of bed" way that men worked hard at achieving but so rarely did. Certainly not like him. 
 
   Our fingers brushed against each other when he passed the papers back. His hands were tanned, with long fingers both strong and gentle.
 
   He gazed at my books and smiled. "Law school?"
 
   "Yes. Guess it's pretty obvious. Do you go to school here?"
 
   "My parents wish I did, but no. I'm just meeting my brother."
 
   My stomach dropped as I realized I'd likely never run into him again. "Well, I don't want to keep you. Thanks for the help."
 
   He paused, as if wanting to say something, but turned to leave. 
 
   I spun away, still trying to catch my breath as I pretended to examine the ads on the student bulletin board. 
 
   One ad caught my eye, and I pulled it off and read. Do you have a nice voice? Want to double or triple your income and work from home? Call us and leave a message. If we like what we hear, we'll call you back.
 
   If I could double or triple my income, I could actually survive the rest of the year. I dialed the number to the telemarketing job and left a message in my most professional voice and hung up, heart racing.
 
   With a renewed hope for the future, and not a small amount of daydreaming about Mr. Mystery Man, I headed home, completely forgetting for the first time in years what day it was.
 
   It wasn't until I checked the mail that I remembered.
 
   With trembling hands I opened the card, always on the same embossed cream stationary. Always typed in Helvetica twelve-point font. Always postmarked from a different city in the country.
 
   And always with the same message. Another year and still alone. One is such a lonely number.
 
   I dropped the card and stood there shaking, trying to breathe. I called Brig but got her voicemail. "He found me again. The man who killed my parents. He found me."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_2]Chapter Two
 
   The Price of Morals
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "WHERE IS DETECTIVE Reynolds?"
 
   The tall, muscular officer sitting in front of me frowned, which accentuated the dimple in his chin. "He's on vacation. I'm handling his cases while he's gone." He sounded tired and stressed and not inclined to listen to my problems, but I didn't care. If I'd learned anything since the night my parents were murdered it was that you had to make them listen.
 
   I handed him the plastic baggie with the letter and envelope. "I touched it before I realized what it was, then only handled it with gloves to preserve any evidence."
 
   He peered at me with cutting blue eyes that contrasted nicely with his dark hair sprinkled with a touch of grey at the temples. "What is it?"
 
   "Another letter from the killer."
 
   "What killer?"
 
   I sighed. "Didn't you pull up my file?"
 
   He shrugged. "I just got in."
 
   I bristled at his arrogance as we sat at his less than tidy desk. "Officer… " I glanced at the papers stacked by his computer since he hadn't bothered to introduce himself… "Gray. I'm Catelyn Travis. Seven years ago, when I was fifteen, my parents were killed in front of me by the Midnight Murderer. I was left alive, and the killer was never caught, but every year on the anniversary of their death—"
 
   "You get a letter." Gray skimmed through a folder. "Sent from different parts of the country. Always says the same thing, yeah, yeah, it's all here."
 
   I pointed to the baggie in his hand. "It's from the killer."
 
   "Or a prank."
 
   "Who else would be so persistent? For so many years?"
 
   "A bad prank then."
 
   I tapped my foot, irritated after waiting three hours for this guy. Waiting amidst people who had forgotten how to shave and had likely pissed themselves, by the stench of it. The police department did nothing to soften the harsh edges of the environment. Everything smelled and looked run down.
 
   "It's a clue to catch the bad guys," I said. "You know, what you guys are supposed to be getting paid to do."
 
   "That's right, we are supposed to be getting paid, and I'm still waiting for my overtime. So unless you have information on a crime, let me be, let me do my job in peace."
 
   How dare he take his frustration out on me? "Then do it, Officer. Catch the killer." 
 
   "It's Detective," he said gruffly. "Not Officer." An angry silence hung in the air. Then Gray sighed. "There's not much we can do with some paper in a baggie, but I'll talk to Reynolds, see if we can come up with something."
 
   "There's a lot you can do with'some paper,'" I said with air quotes. "First, you could find out this stationary is rare and only printed by a privately owned company in Venice, Italy. It's expensive coated paper with a custom watermark. Whoever is sending these clearly has wealth and connections. They also travel, or have brought someone in on their schemes to mail the letters for them. You could test it for prints, for saliva DNA, for the ink of the printer, though that will likely not lead anywhere. You could subpoena the stationary company for a list of their clients both here and overseas and see if anyone might match the profile created about my parents' murderer. You could do quite a bit with 'some paper' if you gave a rat's ass about solving cases."
 
   He whistled. "Thanks, Sherlock."
 
   "Excuse me?"
 
   "Nothing." The detective sighed again, sinking into his chair as if sinking into a hot bath. "Miss Travis, I know this must be hard for you, but yours is a cold case. The Midnight Murderer had his fun with a few high profile killings, but he's either dead or so underground we'll never find him. We had our top guys on it and they got nowhere. Watching a few episodes of Law & Order doesn't make you a legal expert." He stood to dismiss me, but I refused to stand.
 
   "No, it doesn't. But you know what does?" I cocked my head and stared at him. "A degree in Criminal Justice and Criminal Psychology from Harvard University followed by law school at Harvard Law School. How much education do you have, Detective?"
 
   "I have real world experience. Look, I'll file this with your case and talk to Reynolds when he gets in. If it makes you feel better, get an escort to and from your car at night and keep your doors locked. If this guy had wanted to try something, he would have done it by now."
 
   I left his office fuming, the taste of ash in my mouth. 
 
   I made sure to lock my apartment, and dropped my bags by the couch when my phone rang. I assumed it was Bridgette. "Oh my God, they just breed those assholes dumber and dumber," I said.
 
   Silence.
 
   "Hello? Bridgette?"
 
   "Miss Travis. This is Donna from The Pleasure Palace. You left a message on our voicemail about a potential job? Well, we liked the sound of your voice, and we're calling to see if you're interested in working for us." Donna's words rolled off the tongue with a faint foreign accent I couldn't place.
 
   I sank into my pink shabby-chic living room chair. "What's your company called again? The Pleasure Palace? This is for that telemarketing job?"
 
   "I suppose you could say that. We're a phone sex company, Miss Travis, and we're looking for women, and men, with sexy voices who like to act. You'd engage in various sexual fantasies with clients over the phone. In exchange, you'd receive one dollar for every minute you are on the call, which is higher than many companies in our industry are paying right now."
 
   Clearing my throat to buy time, I tried to process what she was saying. "You want me to have phone sex with strangers for money?"
 
   "We want you to perform a role for them. It's not real, and it's completely legal. You can work from home, set your own hours and choose the topics you are comfortable role-playing. You never have to take a call you don't want to, but I will say that the girls who get… adventurous… make the most money."
 
   I shuddered to think what 'adventurous' would entail in this industry. "Um, this isn't at all what I was expecting. Can I think about it and call you back?"
 
   "Of course. Why don't I email you our company policy and some sample scripts, and you can let me know what you think when you've had a chance to read through everything?"
 
   I thanked her, took down her number on the notepad next to me, gave her my email and hung up, wondering how my life had gotten to the point that I was actually considering this job. Of course I couldn't do it. It might not be illegal, but it was immoral, unethical and honestly kind of disgusting. I couldn't imagine making some stranger on the other line jack off to fantasies of me doing whatever he wanted. It felt… violating.
 
   Pushing thoughts of jobs and money aside, I walked to my bedroom, dropped all my books on my desk and slipped into sweatpants and a t-shirt. The apartment seemed quieter than usual, even with Violet the Violent gone for the evening. I went back into the living room and realized what was off.
 
   Some of my paintings were missing from the wall. What the fuck?
 
   I rushed into Violet's room and her scraggly cat Crackhead hissed at me and ran out, probably to scratch up my chair again. She'd cleared out everything but her dresser and the shabby mattress she did God-knew-what on. "Son of a bitch."
 
   I dialed her number as I stormed back into the living and got a disconnected message. Then I dialed Bridgette's number again, and she answered.
 
   "Motherfucking-piece-of-shit-assery!" I screamed into the phone, swatting Crackhead away from my chair.
 
   "Whoa, babe, what's going on?" 
 
   "So many things, but the latest? Vi's gone. She stole my shit, cleared out, and didn't pay this month's rent. She promised to get it to me today. I am so royally fucked, Brig."
 
   "Oh God, I'm so sorry. I can loan you some money, but not a lot. You know my parents don't give me much cash, they just pay my bills. What are you going to do?"
 
   I sank to the floor, anger turning to despair as I hiccupped back a sob. "I don't know. Was I like a mass murderer of puppies and children in my last life, Brig? I must have been, otherwise why the fuck does life keep punching me in the face?"
 
   "You're a good person. The best I know. Something will change for you, I know it will. Just stay open to the possibilities."
 
   I looked at the notepad lying on the table next to my chair. "Stay open to the possibilities, huh?" But what if those possibilities make me feel like a prostitute? What if those possibilities scare me?
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_3]Chapter Three
 
   Sex Sells
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THAT WEEKEND, BRIDGETTE came over for our study date and we stuffed ourselves with pizza while pursuing the wanted ads for job possibilities.
 
   She shoved the paper in my face, a red circle around one listing. I took it and read. "Dog walker needed for our three babies. Must be good with animals and be available three times a day." I dropped the newspaper. "Dogs hate me. Besides, walking three mutts isn't going to pay the bills or tuition."
 
   Her shoulders drooped. "This is so boring. There's nothing here that would work with your classes. All the halfway-decent jobs are nine to five."
 
   We gave up for the night and popped in our favorite romcom,eating popcorn and drinking red wine while I pretended I wasn't about to be homeless and kicked out of school.
 
   In a rare show of affection,probably because I actually fed him, Crackhead curled up on my lap and purred. I couldn't even afford to feed myself, but with Vi gone, I couldn't let the critter starve. And, if I was being honest, I liked the company.
 
   On Monday, in between classes, I grabbed a cup of much-needed coffee from Lucky, who ran a coffee kiosk in Harvard Square.
 
   "Hi, Catelyn. The regular?"
 
   I nodded and pulled out my wallet but he waved my money aside. "You know I can't charge you. You always brighten the place around here."
 
   Lucky stood out at Harvard like an Ivy League CEO would stand out in prison. In his mid-thirties, he looked a good ten years older, with a weathered face that had been through a lot of hard life. His dark curly hair always looked mussed and a bit oily, and he had an unconscious habit of rubbing his finger over his mustache when he was nervous or thinking.
 
   I often heard the students talking crap about him, but he'd always been kind to me.
 
   "Where you headed?" he asked, handing me a steaming cup of liquid deliciousness.
 
   "I need to talk to Professor Cavin about getting more work as his assistant."
 
   He handed me another cup of coffee. "You'll need this then."
 
   "Thanks, Lucky. Have a great day."
 
   Professor George Cavin kept regular office hours, according to the sign on his door. Actually catching him during those hours was a different matter entirely. Today I got lucky; he was just about to lock up his office when I arrived.
 
   "Catelyn, what can I do for you?" White tufts of hair flopped over his spectacles—which is what he called his glasses because he thought that sounded more scholarly. He didn't have as many wrinkles on his face as you'd expect of a man his age, but when he smiled his laugh lines became more prominent, making him look like a wizened wizard who lost his magic staff.
 
   "Do you have a minute?" I pointed to his sign, which said he still had two hours left.
 
   "Right, of course, come in. I was just going for some coffee, but it can wait."
 
   I handed him the spare cup Lucky had made, and he smiled and inhaled deeply, escorting me in.
 
   His tiny office would have felt more spacious if not for the wall-to-wall bookshelves housing hundreds of first and rare editions of his favorite books.
 
   I sat across from him, fidgeting with my bag as I explained about my tuition and my roommate, and how I needed more work to make it.
 
   The clock in his office ticked away loudly in the silence. I cleared my throat and shifted in my seat, wondering if he'd forgotten what I'd asked.
 
   After another moment he looked up with heavy eyelids, his blue eyes still alert despite his slightly eccentric behavior. "I wish I could, but we've all felt the budget cuts of late, and I have no more money for assistants. As it is, I'm paying part of your hours from my own pocket, because I knowyou need them."
 
   "Oh. I didn't know. I feel bad for asking now." I stood to leave, not wanting him to see my hopelessness.
 
   He patted my hand. "I'll keep my ears open and let you know if something comes up."
 
   I left his office knowing nothing would come up, that I was on my own and if I wanted to stay in school and become a lawyer, I would have to do things I never thought I'd do.
 
   Hunger gnawed at my gut when I got home that night. A search through the kitchen revealed some old ketchup, a half eaten yogurt, two olives and a few cans of tuna. I gave the tuna to the cat, ate the yogurt and olives myself and stared longingly at the ketchup, but decided I couldn't ingest it and set it aside in lieu of drinking a lot of water. When I logged online to check my bank account balance in hopes of finding a few extra dollars for the dollar menu at a fast food joint, I discovered my account was overdrawn by $70.75. I'd gone over my balance by 75 cents when I'd bought lunch the other day, and my bank had charged me two $35 overdraft fees as a penalty. They would keep charging these fees until I brought the account current.
 
   All for 75 goddamn cents. I slammed my computer shut, tears burning my eyes as despair and anger warred in me. I couldn't decide whether I wanted to punch a wall or cry myself to sleep.
 
   But my parents' portrait stopped me. Ithadhung on the wall in every place I'd ever lived, sometimes in a frame, sometimes not, but it was one of the few memories I'd been allowed to keep. I was a child in the picture, and we all looked so happy. My mother with the same dark looks I had and eyes that seemed to sparkle, and my father with his short blond hair and warm brown eyes that crinkled in the corners when he smiled. If they were alive right now, I could be living with them while I went to school. My mom would make me a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup on a bad day and tell me that things would look better in the morning, but she'd be wrong, things wouldn't look better in the morning. In the morning I'd still be broke, hungrier than I was right now, and I'd be one day closer to eviction.
 
   I fell asleep on the living room floor, staring at the portrait, tears poolingontothe carpet. In the morning I could scarcely open my eyes from the swelling.
 
   After splashing water on my face and changing my clothes, I walked over to the chair and picked up the notepad with the phone number of The Pleasure Palace. 
 
   "This is Donna at The Pleasure Palace, how may I help you?"
 
   "Hi, this is Catelyn Travis. We spoke a few days ago about the job as an… actress. How soon can I start?"
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_4]Chapter Four
 
   Shit Happens
 
    
 
    
 
   "A PHONE SEX operator? Are you freaking kidding me?" Bridgette had said the same thing three times as her blue eyes got wider and wider. She was starting to look like an anime character. "Isn't that like a prostitute? Is it even legal? Catelyn, you're going into law, you can't break the law to get there."
 
   The teakettle screamed from the kitchen, and I used the excuse to get away from her scrutinizing eyes. "You want Earl Grey or English Breakfast?" I asked. She'd shown up with a bag of groceries an hour ago, and the cat and I had nearly cried as our bellies rumbled their thanks.
 
   "Earl Grey."
 
   She waited on my shabby chic (with emphasis on shabby) couch while I made our tea. "It's totally legal," I said. "Obviously I wouldn't do it if it wasn't. And it's not prostitution. I'm not actually sleeping with the guys, Brig. They'll never know who I am or where I live. They'll never know anything real about me at all. It's an acting job. You always said I should go into acting."
 
   I balanced the teacups on a tray and placed it in between us on the coffee table.
 
   She dumped half the sugar bowl into her drink and added milk, then sipped. "I was thinking more along the lines of Broadway theater or Hollywood movies, not getting gross pervs off on the phone. Besides, you haven't even—"
 
   "Brig, you know I don't like to talk about that."
 
   She rolled her eyes. "If you can't even talk about the fact you've never had sex with your best friend, how are you going to talk about the act of sex with strangers?"
 
   "That I've never had sex with my best friend? Why, Bridgette, I didn't know you felt that way about me." I winked at her over my teacup.
 
   "Shut it. You know what I mean, Miss Grammar Police."
 
   "You know why I haven't… done it." I shifted on my chair, pulling my legs under me as I hid behind my tea.
 
   "God, you can't even say the word. This is crazy, Catelyn." She placed her cup on the tray and leaned in, giving me that look she had that always made me feel like I'd been sent to the principal's office. "There's got to be something else you can do to make ends meet."
 
   "Really? Then tell me." I stood, spilling my tea as I slammed it onto the tray next to hers. "What else is there? Where else can I find the money? I don't have rich parents like you. I don't have any parents at all. That asshole took everything from me when he killed them. He stole my life and now I have nothing but what I can do on my own. So tell me, what else is there? Because if you have a solution, I'm all ears."
 
   She stood to face me, her jaw set. "It's not my fault. I'm just trying to help. I didn't kill your parents." Bridgette grabbed her purse and stormed from the apartment, leaving me shaking. 
 
   I picked up my teacup and threw it across the room, relishing the violence as it exploded into a million pieces right under my parents' portrait, a brown stain dripping down the wall. "Why? Why did you leave me? I can't do this alone. I'm not strong enough. I'm just not!"
 
   I screamed my rage at them, but they maintained their eternal smile at my younger self, the girl who didn't know loss or pain or fear. The girl who hadn't yet been forced to make awful decisions to survive. I wished more than anything I could be that girl again, but she'd died with her parents.
 
   The night came back to me, as it sometimes did when my defenses were down. When I became too emotional, too full of fear.
 
   My mother screamed, and at first I'd thought it was the television, but then I heard my dad's voice begging someone to stop hurting her. When I crept out to the hallway, I saw him from behind, his pants down as he moved his hips back and forth. I didn't realize right away what he was doing. It wasn't until he stepped aside that I saw my mother laying there naked, her legs spread, blood pooling around them like he'd ripped something out of her.
 
   I knew I had to get to the phone, to call the police, but I just stood there shaking, paralyzed. My dad looked up from the chair he'd been tied to, his mouth gagged and his eyes desperate. When he noticed me he jerked his head side to side once, then watched the man hidden behind the wall, the man who taunted him with my mother's body. 
 
   She wasn't screaming anymore.
 
   Something unlocked in me, and I ran to their room, the only phone I could get to without being seen. My hands shook as I dialed 911. My voice caught on a sob when the operator answered. "Someone hurt my mom bad. Hurry, please hurry."
 
   I heard groaning and grunting, and the splatter of blood. I found an old baseball bat in my parents' closet and crept back to the living room. The man, dressed in black with a ski mask on, was beating my father, whose bloody head hung limp, like a broken doll.
 
   I dropped the bat and screamed, and the man turned to me, his eyes manic, crazy. Sirens outside interrupted whatever he had planned as he walked to me. "One is such a lonely number," he whispered, his voice sounding off, like he was speaking through a voice synthesizer, too low-pitched and machine-like to be human. Then he licked my face and ran his hand from my breasts to my crotch, squeezing me. "If only I had more time. I'll have to save you for another day. I don't suppose you know where your mother hid the book?"
 
   My throat locked. I couldn't talk, and after a pause he laughed and escaped through the back window.
 
   They never caught him. Based on what I could remember, he could have been anywhere from twenty to fifty years old with eyes ranging from blue to dark brown. It was too dark, I was too scared, and he was too hidden for my testimony to be helpful.
 
   The crime remains unsolved, but once a year I received a letter, reminding me that he was still out there, still watching me.
 
     I was fifteen then, too young to save them, but old enough to feel the guilt of having done nothing. 
 
   When they failed to find him, when they failed to convict anyone for the crime against my family, I knew despite my earlier protests I would follow in my parents' footsteps and go into law, choosing their alma mater for my school.
 
   All that was about to end, all those dreams, all those promises to my dead parents… unless I stopped feeling sorry for myself and got my shit together.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_5]Chapter Five
 
   Law School and Libraries
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY NEW JOB started on Sunday, so Friday after classes I took a bus to the Cambridge Public Library, so as not to run into any of my classmates at the University.
 
   It is an experience to arrive at the main branch of the Cambridge Library. Part fairytale castle, part everything modern and glass, the building is a display of disparate architectural designs that somehow manage to work together to create something stunning. 
 
   Overwhelmed by the sheer number of books, and enjoying the sense of being lost in the aisles, unknown and safe, I wandered for a while, pursuing titles that looked interesting. Unfortunately, this branch wasn't open as late as the school library, and I was running out of time when I finally committed to my task of checking out as many romance novels and books on sex as I could find in thirty minutes. There turned out to be a shocking number of both, and I packed my empty backpack as full as I could carry before heading to the check-out. As I pulled my books out to scan, a woman bumped into me, knocking my precarious pile to the floor in a clatter sure to raise the eyebrow of any proper librarian.
 
   The woman didn't even have the decency to apologize, instead walking away with her nose in the air. I sighed and bent over to retrieve the books when a familiar voice spoke behind me. "Need some help?"
 
   I turned and saw the stunningly too-handsome-for-words man I'd run into the other day at school. He had a wry smile on his face and a stack of business books in his hands, which he placed on the counter to help me retrieve mine.
 
   "Um, thanks. I guess this is where I say, fancy meeting you here." My joke felt lame, even to myself, and I laughed. "Clearly, I run into hot guys all the time, so my banter is totally and organically down."
 
   He smiled, showing off a dimple I wanted to touch. "I'd hate to be just another guy who picks up your books." He glanced down at the book he held and raised an eyebrow. "Especially considering your taste in reading."
 
   My face burned with embarrassment. "It's, uh, research. For a paper I'm writing."
 
   "Really?" He handed me a scandalous book on sex kinks. With illustrations. "Law school must have changed since my dad's time. If I'd known this was on the curriculum I might have acquiesced to his demands and gone."
 
   "Right. It's not for law school, per se. A different project." 
 
   A woman behind us cleared her throat loudly and scowled.
 
   The librarian scanned my books and card, and I started to walk away. "Thanks again for the help."
 
   Mr. Hottie left his books on the counter and caught up with me in a few easy steps, his long legs carrying him further than mine. "Given how fate keeps bringing us together, maybe we should get some coffee and talk about our respective research. Though I'm sure yours is infinitely more interesting than mine."
 
   "Don't you need to check out your books?" 
 
   He shrugged. "I'll order them on Amazon. Easier that way."
 
   "That must be nice." The words slipped out before I could stop them. 
 
   "What must be?"
 
   "Nothing." I wished I could order all I needed with a click of a button, but he didn't need to hear me whine. For that matter, I didn't need to hear me whine.
 
   He grabbed some books from my hand and smiled again. "So, about that coffee?"
 
   "Sorry, I have too much studying to do." I snatched the books back as he pushed open the library door for me and I walked past. 
 
   I could smell the leather from his jacket, taste his cologne on my tongue, and it sent a shiver up my spine that I ignored. I had no time for bad boys in leather jackets who read business books for fun. 
 
   "You sure? It's just coffee. Surely you need caffeine to accomplish all that studying."
 
   I didn't want to tell him the real reason. I always paid my own way on dates, even coffee dates, and I couldn't afford a cup of coffee at the moment. "Can't. Have to study." Which was true. My job started in two days, and I had to prepare. "But thanks for the offer. Maybe I'll see you around."
 
   His eyes stayed on me as I walked away. I knew because I glanced back and he winked at me, like he knew I'd look. Damn his cocky, arrogant self.
 
   I'd missed the bus in all that flirting and resigned myself to walking home with books that weighed about three hundred pounds. 
 
   The shadows of trees lining the sidewalk lengthened as the sun set, following me like nature's ghosts. I was lost in my thoughts when the revving of a motorcycle startled me.
 
   It was him. Of course Mr. Hottie Bad Boy would be driving a motorcycle. A shiny, pimped out Harley by the looks of it. Those things didn't come cheap.
 
   "Hey Law School, at least let me give you a ride home. You can wear my helmet." He held it up as proof as he slowly kept pace with me.
 
   "It's illegal to drive that slow, you know. And my name isn't Law School."
 
   "Then tell me your name so I know what to call you."
 
   We were drawing attention from others going on their evening walk, so I moved faster hoping he'd forget about me and drive away. "You shouldn't call me anything. We don't even know each other."
 
   "Which is why you should tell me your name," he said over the sound of his engine. "I'm Ash."
 
   "Ash? What kind of name is that?"
 
   "Ashton Benjamin Davenport the Third, if that makes it better. Thus, Ash."
 
   I scanned him over again, surprised by the blue blood sound of his name. His messy dark hair needed a cut and he could do with a shave, though maybe he was cultivating that scruffy look on purpose. Some girls liked that. He wore nondescript jeans and a leather jacket over a shirt that had the name of a band I'd never heard of on it.
 
   "Your parents must have had high hopes for you with that name." I turned right at the corner, and he followed.
 
   "They did. I've let them down at every turn, but had fun doing it." 
 
   "Is that all that matters to you? Fun?" I knew guys like this. The have-fun-at-all-cost kind of guy who didn't take anything seriously. He probably drank too much, screwed anyone with tits and couldn't hold down a job to save his life.
 
   "People take life far too seriously. You look like you could use some fun. How about instead of reading about sex, you do some hands on research? I'll magnanimously volunteer myself as the first guinea pig."
 
   I stopped, stunned by his boldness. "Are you kidding me? I don't know you from Adam, and you think I'm just going to hop on your bike and go home with you? You're a lunatic. I don't know what kind of girls you're used to being around, but I am not what you're looking for."
 
   I stormed off, insulted by him even as I envied the abandon with which he approached life. It must feel good to not care about the rules.
 
   "You might be exactly what I'm looking for, Law School. See you around." 
 
   When I turned, he had disappeared into the traffic, and I felt a moment of regret for not telling him my name.
 
   It was better this way, I told myself. I didn't need a guy like him in my life.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_6]Chapter Six
 
   Call Me Cat
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN MY FIRST call came on Sunday night, I nearly tore the phone from the wall in anxiety. "Hello."
 
   "Catelyn, this is Donna at The Pleasure Palace. We've got you a caller. He'll be an easy one for your first time. Straight vanilla sex. If he doesn't talk much, just keep him on the line as long as you can until he's done."
 
   I took a sip of water and tried to get comfortable on my chair. "Okay, I'm ready."
 
   When the man came on the line, all I could hear was his breathing. Creepy. I was about to start talking when he asked my name.
 
   I'd worked out a whole cover story with a fake name and everything, and it all left my head. I stuttered, and then tried to sound sexy as I said, "Call me Cat." I cringed, hating to use my childhood nickname, but nothing else came to mind. Great. Next I'll be giving him my full name and social security number.
 
   "Hi, Cat. I like that name. Are you going to purr for me tonight, Cat?"
 
   "Um, sure. Yes, I'm going to purr for you. Do you want to pet my… " Oh God, I really had to say this, didn't I? I'd spent the whole morning repeating the words cock and pussy into a mirror, but my training had deserted me. "Pu… pu…" Oh God. I swallowed. "Pussy?"
 
   "Mmmhmmm. What are you wearing?" 
 
   Ignoring the skin on skin sound from his end, I looked down at my baggy sweats and old t-shirt. "What's your favorite color?"
 
   "Red. I like red."
 
   "That's amazing," I said in a sultry voice. At least I hoped it was sultry. "Because at this very moment I'm wearing a red teddy with black stockings and red stiletto heels. Would you like to see me undress? Or would you rather play with me first?"
 
   I shuffled through my notepad with notes I'd made on different 'sexy' things to say as the slap-slap-slapping sound continued. All weekend I'd read books and watched porn to get ideas, making diligent notes that I hoped would save me in this call.
 
   "I want you to suck my cock and leave a red ring of lipstick around my head while I finger you."
 
   "Ooohhh I like that. Yes, your…" come on, say something sexy, "… your cock is huge, almost too big to fit into my mouth, but I'm really good at taking your cock deep, and I love to suck and lick while you play with my pussy." Nailed it. I made some noises of pleasure. "Oh, baby, your fingers feel good inside of me. Do you like how wet and warm and tight I feel?"
 
   I remembered I wasn't supposed to ask so many questions, so I read my notebook and jumped into my next 'acting' scene. "I bet you're dying to …" Oh crap. What the fuck did that say? I'd crossed out a word and scribbled something illegible on top. My second grade teacher always warned me my chicken scratch would get me into trouble, but I never imagined this. Come on, improvise. "I bet you're dying to shove your thick cock into me, aren't you? But first I want you to come in my mouth. I'm going to suck and lick and stoke you until you come hard."
 
   "No! I want to feel your pussy first."
 
   Flipping a page, I transitioned to the next act. "Sure, baby. I bet you want to suck on my hard nipples while I straddle you. Let me just pull my panties to the side and rub my pussy against your cock. I'm so wet for you, and your cock feels so good rubbing me like that. Mmmmm… I want you inside of me."
 
   He groaned and the slap-slap-slapping sped up. I glanced at the clock. We'd only been on a few minutes. I was supposed to keep them on as long as possible but at this rate he'd be done in under five. What did the other girls talk about for so long?
 
   I read from the page that said "strip tease," trying to sound extemporaneous and sexy. "Now I'm stepping back. I want you to see me fully before you take me. I want to feel your hands all over me, before I feel you inside of me. I'm slipping off my teddy so you can see my big, round tits, so full and soft with hard nipples just for you." 
 
   We burned a few more minutes, but he started to sound impatient, so I took it further. "I want to feel your cock now, baby. I'm bending over so you can slam me from behind. Spank my ass while you fuck me. Oh yeah, you like that don't you?" I slapped my arm to make the sound, like old time radio, and moaned some more. "Oh your cock is so big. Push deeper, yes, just like that, deeper. Oh God, I'm coming on your cock so hard. Oh God. Oh God!" I felt like Sally in When Harry Met Sally. "My pussy is so tight, so wet and tight, and it's gripping your cock in waves of contractions as you slam me harder and harder."
 
   I could tell the moment he came, and then he hung up, just like that. Twenty minutes of pleasure and thenwham-bam-thank-you-ma'am, but without the thank you. 
 
   I studied and wasted time on Facebook, waiting for my next call. When it came, I wasn't as nervous. It was more of the same, and I got better at talking through the sex acts, trying to keep it 'fresh' throughout the rest of the night.
 
   The next day I went to school red eyed and tired, but I'd made decent money and managed to eat a decent meal. 
 
   The next night, everything went to hell.
 
   "What do you want me to call you?" I asked the first guy on the line, as I polished my nails a new shade of purple (a gift from Bridgette—"Just because you're poor, doesn't mean your nails should look it.")
 
   "I'm Ash. What's your name, beautiful?"
 
   My hand slipped, spreading nail polish across my fingers and part of my coffee table. This couldn't possibly be the same guy, could it? There had to be more than one Ash in the world. 
 
   I swallowed and stuck to my script, hoping this was a cosmically fucked-up coincidence. "Call me Cat."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_7]Chapter Seven
 
   Ashton Benjamin Davenport III
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "CAT? LIKE, THE animal? What kind of name is that?" His husky voice had the same cadence as the Ashton Benjamin Davenport the Third I'd met at the library, and he asked me the same question I'd asked him. But people always sounded different on the phone, so it was hard to tell if it was really him. If it was, I hoped he had no idea I was the girl from the library.
 
   "A nickname. But I can be anyone you want me to be, baby." I tried to sound sexy, but my voice caught at the end so I sounded like a frog croaking, which, in case anyone's wondering, is so not sexy.
 
   "To be honest, Cat, I'm not sure who I want you to be. I've never done this before. How does this work? You talk dirty to me until I come?" He sounded so sincere.
 
   "That's the idea. But I'll be honest. I'm new to this, too. Last night was my first night. So really, this can go however you want it to. Within reason." I couldn't believe I was telling him this, but what could it hurt? And it could lead to a longer conversation and more money for me. And honestly, the longer I didn't have to talk about pussies and cocks the better.
 
   "Well, that's interesting. So how does a nice girl like you end up in a job like this?" He asked with the same cocky flirtation he'd had at the library, and right then I knew this was my Ash. No, not my Ash, I corrected myself, but the Ash I'd met.
 
   "How do you know I'm a nice girl?" Nails all but forgotten, I sat back in my chair and twirled the old fashioned cord on my phone.
 
   "I'm a good read of people, even on the phone. I can tell."
 
   "Even good girls have to pay the bills," I said, with more honesty than was prudent under the circumstances.
 
   "And this was your only option?"
 
   "Something like that. But enough about me, what brought you to my line tonight?" I was genuinely curious. I'd just seen him a few days ago, and he didn't seem the type to need a phone sex operator to get off.
 
   "A series of unfortunate events," he said. "My last relationship ended badly, and I haven't really dated since. My brother said I needed to get laid. I told him I wasn't interested in the kind of girl who would just go home with a stranger. He gave me this number and told me to ask for your extension."
 
   I stood and paced my living room, thinking about what he'd said. "That's odd. I've only worked here two days. The number must have belonged to someone I replaced."
 
   I could imagine him shrugging. "Maybe. I figured it was worth a shot. The kind of life I lead, I don't make a lot of real connections. I know this isn't real, that you're paid to play a part, but I figured it would beat a meaningless night hitting on drunk girls in a bar."
 
   "I get that, I guess. I've never found the bar scene entirely appealing, myself." I relaxed back into my chair, my legs tucked under me, and pulled my throw blanket over my lap. "Too much slobber and stupidity. That's just not sexy to me."
 
   "What do you find sexy, Cat?" His voice deepened, sending a shudder through me.
 
   Resisting the urge to describe him, I hedged. "Kindness. Chivalry. A guy who would stop what he's doing to help an old lady across the street or get a kitten down from a tree for a little girl."
 
   He laughed. "Bullshit. I call bullshit on that."
 
   "Really? Because you know me so well?" 
 
   "I know women," he said with that same aggravating arrogance. "And you don't want nice. You want strong. You want a guy who will throw you on the bed, rip your clothes off and make you come in ways you've never come before. You want a man who will defend your honor and kick the shit out of anyone who tries to hurt you. You want an alpha male. All women do."
 
   I balled my hand into a fist around the phone cord. "What you're describing sounds like a barbarian. Maybe some girls like that, but not me. I need a man who's smart and kind and good."
 
   "I'll concede you probably also need that, but in addition to what I said, not to the exclusion of it. And if you don't believe me, then you've never had a man treat you properly. Or kiss you properly for that matter." Something clicked on his end, and I heard him drinking. 
 
   "I suppose this is where you're going to tell me that I need to be kissed, and often, and by someone who knows how?" I couldn't help but smile.
 
   "Well, yes, if I wanted to quote Rhett Butler. He certainly knew how to go about things. Rich, a way with women, always coming out on top. A man after my own heart." 
 
   "Figures he'd be your idol," I said with a touch of scorn. "But I'm no Scarlett O'Hara, so don't get your hopes up."
 
   He turned on music, and its familiarity surprised me.
 
   "Is that Philip Glass's La Belle et La Bete?" I asked.
 
   I could almost hear the smile in his voice when he replied. "Yes. I'm impressed you recognize him. I saw him in concert once in LA a few years ago and was blown away by his avant garde approach to opera and theater."
 
   "He played at my school once, in undergrad. I used to study to him during finals."
 
   "You aren't anything like what I expected, Cat." He sounded almost disappointed when he said that and I frowned.
 
   "I'm sorry. I know you're paying by the minute and this isn't the sexiest conversation ever. I've broken a lot of rules in this conversation already, I think. We can start over, if you want. I do know how to do this, even if I'm new." It was hard to refocus my attention, to become Cat the seductress versus Catelyn the law student, but I didn't want him reporting me for being argumentative and pissing off a client, especially my first week.
 
   "No, don't be sorry," he said with a sigh. "You're perfect. It's just… it's nothing. I've just had a long day, is all."
 
   "What do you do for a living?" I asked, enjoying the anonymity of my position. I could finally find out some things about this mystery man I didn't dare ask in person for fear he'd think I was interested.
 
   "I created a program that manages people's money for them, and in the process I made a lot of money myself." He said this like one might say they worked at McDonald's. 
 
   "So you're a hedge fund manager?" I raised an eyebrow, impressed despite myself.
 
   "Yes. Again, you surprise me."
 
   "My best friend's father does the same thing. Makes a shit ton of money and has a lot of free time, from what I can tell." Thus her inability to understand why I just couldn't fix my situation with money.
 
   "I keep my investors under one hundred to avoid FCC regulations. Keeps things simpler. What did you study in school?"
 
   His question threw me off guard. Would it occur to him that I was the same girl he'd run into if I told him the truth? "I have a double Bachelor's in Criminal Justice and Criminal Psychology with a minor in Political Science." For all the good it's doing me.
 
   "That's an overachiever if ever I saw one. And I'll bet you're doing this to pay for grad school?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "College is overrated," he said. "Everything you need to know you can learn in a library with a library card and a few dollars in overdue book fees."
 
   "So now you're loosely quoting Good Will Hunting? How original you are," I said. "Must be all that book reading you've done."
 
   He laughed. "I see I've irritated you again. Is this how you react to all your call-ins?"
 
   No, normally I'm faking orgasms until they come and I can get back to studying. "No, you're a special case. But if you'd like to talk dirty, we can do that, too. It's your money."
 
   "Cat, I think I'm enjoying this more. But I've got an early meeting with investors tomorrow so I'm afraid I'll have to cut this short. I'll be calling back tomorrow, and in the meantime I challenge you to look up the most successful and wealthiest people in history and see how many of them had college degrees."
 
   He hung up before I could reply, and I sat there staring at the phone, wanting to throw it at the wall. What an infuriating man. I didn't want him to call back. Maybe I wouldn't take his call when he did.
 
   But when I looked at the clock and realized how long we'd talked, and how much money I'd made, I knew I'd be taking all of his calls. Damn biker brat. At least he didn't know my real identity, and I would never see him again in real life.
 
   Which was a good thing.
 
   At least that's what I told myself.
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   Human Depravity
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY CALLS THE rest of the night became a blur of cocks and pussies and sucking and licking and fucking. I used language that would make a horny sailor blush, but no longer me. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not.
 
   Over the next few weeks, as more calls came in, I started looking at my fellow classmates differently. Did Rob who sat next to me in Torts have secret a fantasy of wearing women's pantyhose? (One of last night's callers did.) Did Larry dream of being slapped with a wooden spoon while someone sucked his cock? (Because apparently that's a thing, at least for one guy.) Would Harry prefer his woman to pee on him while having sex? (Yup, that's a thing too. A pretty common thing, it turns out.)
 
   Some of the calls grossed me out, and I had to focus to stop from gagging as I pretended to get turned on by sucking on dirty feet. One guy wanted me to force him to lick my muddy boots, and boy did he come hard the dirtier those boots were. I walked through mud and dog shit and fertilizer and rotten food before making him polish them with his tongue. "Mmmhmmm yes, clean those boots. I want my face shining in them by the time you're done."
 
   But I didn't hear from or see Ash again, which totally did not disappoint me. It wasn't like I was thinking of him each night, hoping he was on the line each time. Nope, not at all.
 
   My class load increased the closer we got to winter break. Sleep became non-existent, and I started wishing for caffeine IVs. But I had money for food and rent, and that helped a lot. I even tucked some cash away for next year's tuition.
 
   It's always when life is going well that shit explodes in your face.
 
   The day started out well enough, with my normal classes and a quick brunch with Bridgette at the cafe. 
 
   "Still at the sex work?" she asked as we sat at our usual booth.
 
   "Still at my acting work, yes." I glared at her. We'd made up after our fight, but things were strained between us. She couldn't understand I had no other options.
 
   "Right. So, any total perverts, or the normal run-of-the-mill pervs?" She sipped her coffee and batted long eyelashes at me.
 
   "A little of both." I hadn't told her about Ash. Not much to tell, at any rate.
 
   When the waitress came to take our order, I changed the subject, asking Brig about med school and boys and her life and avoiding questions about my own until it was time to go.
 
   As fall flirted with winter, leaves died and snows fell, and my strolls became an ordeal of shivers and chills. My car still needed repairs, but I wanted to make sure I had money for food and shelter, then school, before taking care of the wheels.
 
   As I walked back to my apartment, the familiar rev of a Harley engine came up behind me. "Hey Law School, can I give you a lift?"
 
   I turned to face Ash, looking dangerous and sexy and not my type at all. "No, I like walking, thanks. Are you stalking me?"
 
   "Nah, if I were stalking you, you wouldn't know it. Besides, do I look like the type that needs to stalk a girl to get a date?" He held his hands out as if showing off his sex appeal. 
 
   No, but you also don't look like the kind of guy who needs to call a 900 number to get a date either. "What do you want?"
 
   He parked his bike and started walking with me. "Why so hostile? Have I done something to offend you?"
 
   Besides not calling me back? "No, I'm just busy. Unlike some people, who apparently have nothing better to do than ride around all day harassing the innocent, I have work and studying."
 
   "See, this is what I don't get. You're clearly a smart girl. You wouldn't have made it into Harvard Law if you weren't. But like so many smart people before you, you fail to grasp what is painfully obvious to me." He smirked, waiting for me to swallow his bait.
 
   Which I did. "And what's that?"
 
   "It's not about working hard, sweetheart." He nudged my shoulder as if telling me a great secret. "It's about working smart. Leveraging your time and skills so that your money is working for you and not vice versa. You know, I could teach you how to get rich without all this needless pandering to an intellectual wasteland of regurgitated facts meant to enslave you to an outdated system that never made anyone happy or wealthy."
 
   "Aren't you a pedantic ass posing as someone socially enlightened," I sneered. "Besides, how do you know my aim is to be rich?"
 
   His eyebrow shot up. "Because you want to be a lawyer." 
 
   "I'm going into law for social justice. To punish those who are guilty. To keep society safer."
 
   He threw his hands over his face. "Oh God, it's worse than I thought. You want to work for the DA's office? Too much work, zero pay, and always dodging the bullets of bigwig defense attorneys who are paid nicely to get their clients off. Prepare to be disillusioned within six months of graduation, sweetheart." 
 
   "My name is not sweetheart." We were nearing my apartment, but I didn't want to lead him straight to my house, so I turned a corner and walked around the block.
 
   "It's that or Law School, since you still haven't told me your name."
 
   "And I'm not going to. I have to go. Or rather, you have to go. I don't want to lead a stranger home. That wouldn't be wise." I stopped, refusing to move until he left.
 
   "Of course. Keep playing it safe, Law School. We'll see how far that gets you." He bowed in mockery of old-fashioned gentlemen and strode off, his jeans hanging from his hips like they were made for him.
 
   Irritated, I jogged the rest of the way around the block to release tension, checked my mail in the lobby, and read through envelopes as I walked up the stairs.
 
   When I got to my door, I dropped my mail and stood slack-jawed.
 
   My door had been broken open, and a peek into my apartment showed it ransacked.
 
   That bitch, Violet the Violent. She'd come back to take more of my shit!
 
   I ran in, unconcerned with who may still be in the apartment, and searched for missing items, but couldn't tell if anything was missing since it was all destroyed. My bookshelf had been thrown to the floor, all my prized books torn or stepped on. My couch and favorite chair had been slashed, their insides strewn about the room. And on the wall under my parents' portrait, written in red, were words that made my blood turn cold.
 
   One is such a lonely number.
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   Trace Evidence
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY PHONE RANG, scaring me out of my frozen panic. I glanced at the clock on the microwave, the only thing that hadn't been destroyed, and realized my work shift was about to start.
 
   Shit. I didn't want to lose my job, but I couldn't do this tonight. I answered the phone anyway, since it could have been important, and heard a low voice more machine than man.
 
   "Hello there, Kitty Cat. I was going to call through your new hotline, but didn't think you'd be taking client calls tonight. Do you like the present I left you?"
 
   Did he mean my apartment? Or… Oh God. I dropped the phone and ran to my bedroom. There, hanging on the wall by nails, was Crackhead, surrounded by torn out pages of my mother's book, the only signed copy I had left, covered in the cat's entrails. His head had been crushed in, brains leaking out. The message in the living room hadn't been paint. 
 
   It had been blood.
 
   I leaned over and vomited, until nothing was left in my stomach, then dry heaved some more for good measure. When I regained my ability to walk I stumbled back into the living room, while the sadistic asshole laughed from the receiver on the floor. I left the line open and grabbed my purse, then ran out the door to call 911 from my cell phone.
 
   The day had turned from a balmy autumn to winter while I'd been inside. Without a coat, I sat outside my apartment complex, shivering, tears dried up but heart heavy with fear and sorrow as the cold froze over the grass under my feet, leaving green icicles clinging to life.
 
   Bridgette beat the cops over and pulled a blanket from her trunk—God only knew what she'd used it for—and wrapped me in it. "Oh, honey, I'm so sorry. I can't believe this. You can't stay here, you know that right? You have to come live with me, now. You have to!"
 
   Sirens blared through the air, and I nodded, agreeing to anything as long as it didn't involve me going back into that apartment. 
 
   I groaned when the police car pulled up and the unhelpful jerk from before stepped out. He had an older man as his partner, someone who had one foot squarely in retirement, with white hair growing from his ears and a potbelly that hadn't missed any meals, or beers.
 
   Detective Gray spoke into the radio attached to his stiff and underused uniform and stalked over, frowning, the scar over his left eye twitching. "We were told there's been a break-in?"
 
   Bridgette stood, taking over, which I didn't mind for once. "Yes, and it took you long enough to get here. Her apartment was destroyed, and her cat… he was nailed to the wall. It's the Midnight Murderer. He left a note."
 
   The detective glanced up from his notepad. "A note?"
 
   "In blood. On the wall. Same thing he always sends her each year."
 
   Gray scribbled some things down and put his notebook away. "And who might you be?"
 
   "Her best friend. Bridgette Beaumont.” 
 
   The officers pulled their guns and told us to wait downstairs. After what felt like forever, they came back down with grim faces.
 
   "It appears your stalker has escalated his behavior," Gray said.
 
   Well no, shit, Sherlock. 
 
   "We'll have forensics dust for prints and look for any clues as to his identity. Have you made any changes in your life lately? Met anyone new?"
 
   My mind went to Ash. It was technically possible. He would have been old enough at the time to kill them. But that was ridiculous. First off, if he was behind this, why give me his whole name and make it easy to hunt him down? Second, like he said, if he was stalking me, I wouldn't know it. Third, I couldn't bear to tell the detective about my new job, so I shook my head. "Just normal stuff. School, work, studying."
 
   He handed me a card. "Let me know if you think of anything else. Tomorrow morning, please come down to the precinct to fill out some paperwork, but for tonight, stay with family or friends." He looked up at the building. "You won't have access to your apartment for a while."
 
   I nodded, too numb and tired to care about anything.
 
   When the cops drove off, Brig pulled out her phone. "I'm calling my mom. We're staying with them for Christmas break. I was going to invite you anyway, so this is perfect. They'll help us figure things out." She patted my arm. "It's going to be okay, Catelyn. I promise."
 
   I knew she meant well, but her promise meant nothing to the Midnight Murderer. He knew where I lived. Knew where I worked. Knew where I went to school. I would never be safe while he lived.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_10]Chapter Ten
 
   Can I Call You Cat
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE BEAUMONTS LIVED a thirty-minute drive from downtown Boston in Dover, Massachusetts. Their sixty-acre property sat atop Strawberry Hill, clustered behind trees and a private road leading to the 10,000 square foot estate.
 
   I couldn't fathom growing up someplace like this. When my parents were alive, we lived comfortably on their lawyer's salaries, but nothing this extravagant. After they died, I lived closer to poverty level in a handful of foster homes until I turned eighteen and got kicked out of the system and into the world with just a backpack full of personal items and a small cash stipend to help me 'get on my feet' while I went to college. It ran out when I graduated and continued on to grad school.
 
   In this other life, Bridgette had gone to prep schools since preschool and still had a room in her private mansion, decorated the same way since high school. When you have a ten-bedroom house, I guess you can afford to keep your kid's room untouched.
 
   I didn't resent her these luxuries. I'm glad she had them. I just wished life wasn't so polarizing sometimes.
 
   We didn't talk much on the way to her house. Mostly we listened to music. I leaned my head against the cool window, closing my eyes as I considered what I was going to do.
 
   All of my law books had been ripped apart, except the ones Professor Cavin had given me when I'd said goodbye before leaving for winter break. I still had them on me and so had something with which to study over break.
 
   But my clothes had been shredded, down to my last pair of underwear. And it would take weeks of work to buy everything back. 
 
   Fortunately, the portrait of my parents had been spared. It had been tossed to the ground, crushed in the glass of its frame, but hadn't been badly damaged.
 
   I was grateful to have a home to stay with over break, but it did present a unique challenge to my current employment. "Hey, I still have to work for the next few weeks, or I won't be able to afford food and housing for spring semester."
 
   She looked over at me, and her eyes widened. "You cannot have phone sex while at my parents' house!"
 
   "Brig, I have to. Don't you get it? Do you want me to drop out of school? Or starve to death? Or live on the street? Because those are my options, okay?" My voice cracked and the tears finally came flooding down my face. "Do you think I like this? Do you think I want to talk to these men about this shit after what's happened? But I want out of this life of poverty. I want out of this helplessness I feel all the fucking time. And I don't know another way."
 
   My thoughts flashed to Ash, how he swore he could teach me how to make money without working so hard, but it took money to make money. I knew that at least. And hard work was rewarding to the soul. My dad had taught me that. I wouldn't take the easy way out. I would earn my living.
 
   She reached for my hand, squeezing it. "I'm sorry. You're right. I've been a shitty best friend. We'll make it work. The house is big. You can hide in my room if you need to."
 
   I closed my eyes again, relieved, and hoped The Pleasure Palace would understand why I had to take a few days off.
 
   When we pulled into the long driveway, the house was lit up with lights and other cars were parked in front. A valet in a tux came to our door. "May I park this for you, Miss Beaumont?"
 
   "No thanks, we got it. What's going on here?"
 
   "Your parents are having their annual fundraiser tonight." He scanned us over, especially me—mussed hair, smeared makeup, clothes a mess—and frowned. "Why don't you and your friend go in the back and get cleaned up before making your entrance?"
 
   She rolled her eyes. "Sure."
 
   I followed her around the house, trepidation settling into me. "Brig, maybe I should stay at a hotel. I can't handle a party tonight of all nights."
 
   She pulled me along by the hand. "It's just what you need. A night of distraction. If it's too much, we'll ditch them and hide in my room with Ben & Jerry, 'kay?"
 
   "Fine. But I'm only staying for a minute."
 
   Half an hour later I was clean, hair in an up-do, makeup perfect, and wearing a borrowed Vera Wang made almost entirely of sequins, lace and mesh in black and white. We glided like royalty down the spiral staircase, and everyone in the room looked up and stared.
 
   I had to admit Bridgette and I were striking together, her so pale and blond, me with the darker exotic look. But it wasn't the stares that made me almost trip over the last step.
 
   And it wasn't the horror of that night.
 
   It was the man waiting at the bottom with an ironic grin on his face, wearing a tux in lieu of his leather jacket, but looking just as dangerous.
 
   He held out his hand to me. "Might I finally come to know your name, Law School?"
 
   Bridgette glanced from me to him and back again. "You two know each other?"
 
   We both spoke at the same time. "No." "Yes."
 
   Ash laughed. "We've met a few times under haphazard circumstances, but I've never been able to nail her down for a name."
 
   Brig looked at me like I'd just sprouted wings. "Catelyn, please tell me you weren't rude to this man?" She appeared chagrined. "You'll have to excuse my friend. She's never afraid to speak her mind."
 
   I scowled at them both. "No I'm not, and I don't need anyone to make apologies for me either."
 
   Mrs. Beaumont, looking stunning as always in red chiffon, saved us from further verbal sparring when she walked up to us smiling. "Ashton, I see you've met our house guest for the holiday. Catelyn, this is Ashton Davenport the Third. Ashton, this is Catelyn Travis, a friend of the family."
 
   He took my hand in his and raised it to his lips, brushing a kiss across my skin. "It's a pleasure to meet you properly, Catelyn. Or can I call you Cat?"
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_11]Chapter Eleven
 
   Pissing Contests
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY HEART STALLED and my head spun. Everyone stared at me expectantly, Ash most of all. I pulled my hand out of his, the feel of his lips still burning my skin. "No. Catelyn, please."
 
   Mrs. Beaumont's laugh rang like bells. "Catelyn has never gone by a nickname, not since we've known her."
 
   Bridgette raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow at me, likely confused by my deer in the headlights behavior.
 
   Ash broke the tension with his own laugh, deep and sexy. "Catelyn it is. I met a Cat recently who reminds me of you somehow, though I'm sure the two of you couldn't be more dissimilar. No offense meant."
 
   Ha! No doubt. I'm the angel and devil all wrapped up in one. I recovered myself. Surely, he couldn't suspect me of being his phone sex operator. So I plastered a smile to my face. "None taken. It's been a challenging night. I'm just a bit overwhelmed at the moment and not entirely myself." I realized if Ash was at this party, he was likely a huge contributor to the charity, and I didn't want to spoil things for the Beaumonts after they'd been so kind.
 
   His brow furrowed in concern. "Nothing too awful I hope?"
 
   Mrs. Beaumont put a hand on my arm. "Poor dear came home to her apartment broken into. But we'll sort it all out, won't we dear?"
 
   I nodded. "Yes. Thank you for your help." But you don't have to go around telling people.
 
   Ash's face darkened. "Were you hurt? Are you alright?" 
 
   The intensity of his gaze frightened me, but no one else seemed to notice. Mrs. Beaumont excused herself to greet more guests, taking Bridgette with her because "there's someone here who wants to meet you, dear," leaving me stuck with Ash and an overwhelming urge to cry, which pissed me off.
 
   We stood by the staircase, the hall around us buzzing with the comings and goings of guests dressed in their finest. Servers in jackets with long coattails carried polished silver trays filled with hors d'oeuvres and bubbling glasses of champagne. My stomach rumbled loud enough for Ash to hear, and I realized I hadn't eaten all day.
 
   "I wasn't hurt," I said, after far too long a pause. "My cat was, though." I shuddered, remembering the way Crackhead hung from the wall, his blood splattered everywhere.
 
   Ash clenched his jaw as if he wanted to say something, but instead held out his arm. "Would you care to join me?"
 
   With no ready excuse to take my leave, I took his arm, his substantial muscles bulging under the expensive tux jacket. He covered my hand with his, burning away my chill with his body heat and making me feel safe for a moment.
 
   "I'm surprised you wanted to come to a party tonight, given how your day has gone," he said, leaning down so I could hear him.
 
   "We didn't know about the party until we got here." I gestured to my dress. "Bridgette dressed me like a doll and dragged me down."
 
   Ash laughed again, though I failed to see what was so funny. "You're a refreshing woman, Catelyn Travis. So how do you and Bridgette know each other?"
 
   Knowing a conversation about higher education would bring on a repeat argument, one he'd already had with Cat, I pulled away, nearly stumbling on my—Bridgette's—dress and shoes. "I should go find Bridgette, see if she needs rescuing from her mother."
 
   His eyes flickered to Bridgette, surrounded by handsome men laughing. "I don't think your friend needs any rescuing. She looks like she's enjoying herself. You might want to try that."
 
   I flashed a scowl at him. "I'm not really in the mood for enjoyment, after today, if you'll excuse me."
 
   I stormed away, a fool for overreacting, but needing to escape the heady intoxicating scent of his cologne, the feel of him close to me. Getting involved with him would be dangerous on so many levels, and I had enough danger in my life. I didn't need more.
 
   The patio was empty, likely due to the freezing cold evening, but I didn't care. I relished the quiet, inhaling the clean, cool air. By day, the view overlooked mountains and hills and trees, now all covered in snow. By night, the sky filled with stars that didn't have to compete with streetlights and cars and city distractions, but commanded all attention.
 
   I was hugging myself to stay warm, lost in thoughts, when someone cleared their throat and I turned, startled. 
 
   A handsome man with familiar eyes smiled at me. "I'm Jonathan Davenport. The First, if it matters. But I go by Jon."
 
   "Davenport?" He looked nothing like Ash, who was dark and smoldering to this man's blond and boy-next-door look, though they couldn't have been too far apart in age and had similar body builds—tall and muscular.
 
   "Ash's younger brother. I saw you talking to him earlier, then you stormed out here. I assume my brother's renowned lack of tact upset you in some way. I came to apologize on behalf of my family."
 
   There was a lot of apologizing for other people going around tonight. I nearly lashed out at him, but he seemed so sincere I pulled in my claws.
 
   He offered me a glass of champagne and I took it, sipping slowly. Even this amount of alcohol could fuck me up on an empty stomach. "No need to apologize," I said.
 
   Jon leaned against the railing, and we both gazed at the stars while sipping our champagne and not talking for a few moments. I didn't mind the quiet, but other people often got restless with too much of it. Jon was no exception. He turned to me, his glass empty, though mine was nearly full.
 
   "I haven't seen you at any of the other events around here. Are you new to the area?" He meant the Boston blue blood events, of course. 
 
   I shook my head. "I grew up here. I'm a friend of Bridgette's."
 
   The conversation stalled, neither of us knowing quite what to say. When I shivered, he offered me his coat, but I declined.
 
   My silence had been ruined, and my stomach rumbled once again, reminding me I needed to eat. "I think I'm going to head back in, Jon. Thank you for the drink. And the company."
 
   He smiled and opened the patio door for me. "Ladies first."
 
   I didn't want to be constantly aware of Ash, but it seemed my body had other ideas. The moment we walked back in to the ballroom, I felt his eyes zero in on me. When he saw Jon, he frowned and began walking toward us.
 
   Jon noticed and grinned. "My brother doesn't like competition."
 
   I bristled at that. "I'm not a bone for you two to fight over," I told him through clenched teeth. Men and their stupidity.
 
   "Of course not, I didn't mean it that way."
 
   Ash approached and handed me a plate of food. "You should eat."
 
   I knew I should, but resented him telling me to as if I was a child. Still, my stomach didn't let me protest. "Thank you."
 
   He nodded curtly. "I see you've met my little brother."
 
   "Yes, he was kind enough to apologize for your irritating manner." I couldn't help it, these things just dripped from my lips like venom. I shoved a stuffed mushroom into my mouth to keep it from causing any more trouble.
 
   Ash's dark eyes narrowed at his brother. "I guess I should thank him for making sure our family name is well represented."
 
   He didn't look that thankful, and the champagne was going to my head. I giggled, nearly choking on mushroom. "If you'll excuse me, boys, I'm going to track down Bridgette. Try not to piss on anything valuable."
 
   They both stared at me dumbfounded, though Ash had a twinkle in his eyes that made me think he admired my raw wit. I found Brig once again surrounded by men, but when she saw me she pulled herself away. "Where have you been?"
 
   I glanced at the Davenport boys, who both still stared.
 
   "Oh girl, you sure know how to pick 'em. Do you even know who they are?"
 
   I shook my head. I kept meaning to google Ash, but so much had been going on.
 
   She grabbed my elbow and pulled me to the corner as I sampled the plate of food Ash brought me.
 
   "The Davenports are the most powerful family in Massachusetts. Their father owns Davenport International—D.I.—which represents every major investor in the country. They're worth a fortune. Jon is set to follow in his father's footsteps. Harvard Law for now, then corner office at D.I. Ash went his own way. Got in trouble with the law several times in high school before his dad kicked him out. We all thought he'd end up an afterschool special kind of warning, but he proved everyone wrong by becoming a ridiculously wealthy hedge fund manager. He's worth billions, even more than his father, which didn't sit well with daddy dearest as you can imagine. Those two," she pointed to the brothers who were in a heated conversation judging by their faces and body language, "have been at each other's throats for years, and now you're stuck right in the middle."
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   Prayers and Mayhem
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MUSIC FROM the party—a live orchestra the Beaumonts commissioned just for this event—bled through the door of the guest room the maid had readied for me next to Bridgette's room. My misery and exhaustion felt inappropriate surrounded by sunflower yellow walls, a wood-burning fire place encased in stone and a four-poster canopy bed with a white comforter embroidered with yellow daisies.
 
   I slipped out of the dress, hung it in the closet, and pulled on silk pajama bottoms and a matching button down top Bridgette had loaned me. With my next paycheck, I would have to replace my whole wardrobe.
 
   The room came complete with a bookshelf packed with classics. I pulled a few familiar titles out until I settled on John Irving's A Prayer for Owen Meany.
 
   An overstuffed white chair sat in the corner near the fireplace, with a complimentary ottoman. I sunk into it, ready to get lost in the pages of fiction, when someone knocked on my door.
 
   Irritated by the interruption of reality, I rose and yanked open the door only to discover Ash holding a plate filled with various desserts including a chocolate covered strawberry, a slice of key lime pie and a berry torte.
 
   He winked at me, his dimple deepening with his smile. "I come in peace. May I come in? I've brought bribes." He raised the plate, and I opened the door wider and went back to my chair. He sat on the small stool in front of the vanity after placing the desserts on the table next to me. "You left the party."
 
   "You have alarmingly keen observational skills, Mr. Davenport," I said dryly.
 
   "I like your pajamas." He didn't sound at all daunted by my attitude. On the contrary, he seemed inspired by my surliness, which didn't bode well.
 
   "They're not mine. What can I do for you? I've had a long day and I'm tired." And I kind of wanted to dig into that dessert, but not in front of him.
 
   He glanced at the book in my hand. "You're a fan of Irving? I find his work repetitive for the most part. He uses the same archetypal characters, places and scenarios over and over until it fails to incite true emotion. You'll almost always find a Sarah Lawrence dropout and a retired wrestling coach with issues, for example."
 
   "That doesn't make his work repetitive. He has themes he addresses, universal themes one can't walk away from because they exist at a fundamental level in everything. And as for archetypes, those are found in all manner of books and genres. And I think this book," I held up Owen Meany, "is one of his most original, and certainly his best literary work."
 
   "Even better than The World According to Garp?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I guess we'll have to agree to disagree." He held his hands loosely on his lap, his long fingers tapping each other. 
 
   "We seem to do a lot of that for people who hardly know each other." I gave in and took a bite of the pie, nearly moaning in delight as the tart sweetness melted on my tongue.
 
   Ash noticed. "I've never been jealous of a dessert before, but if it can make you look that satisfied, I've got some competition."
 
   I put the fork down. "You and your brother seem to be suffering from the delusion that I'm a prize to be won in your pissing contest, when this is most assuredly not the case. I'm not playing your game, and I can't be had by the winner of this fictional competition you two have constructed."
 
   He stood, straightening his coat. "Oh, it's not fictional, I assure you. And sooner or later, you'll find I can bring you considerably more pleasure than that pie. Until then, enjoy your dessert, Miss Travis."
 
   When the door clicked closed behind him, I exhaled, unsure what to make of the warring feelings inside of me.
 
   I decided to do what I should have done in the first place, and pulled out my laptop to google the Davenports. What I found didn't make me feel any better. 
 
   Ash was more dangerous than I'd realized—someone I had to stay far, far away from. Because Ashton Benjamin Davenport the Third may have been many things. 
 
   But he was also a murderer.
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   Cigars and Women
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THAT NIGHT I dreamed of men in masks chasing me, killing everyone around me. I woke up in a cold sweat, shaking from fear. Bridgette drove me to the precinct that day to talk to Detective Gray and fill out paperwork. He had no leads, they knew nothing and I felt the same hopelessness I'd experienced during the investigation into my parents' murder.
 
   I checked in with The Pleasure Palace and got back on the schedule. They understood my troubles and offered to pay me early to help replace my clothes, an unexpected kindness that made me teary eyed. "Us girls gotta stick together," Donna had said.
 
   When my shift started that night, Bridgette tossed out excuses for me with her family, and I locked myself in my room and grabbed the phone. I had no desire to talk sex to strangers, but I needed the money. While I waited for calls to come in, I skimmed more articles on Ash, obsessed with figuring out the truth about him.
 
   I was reading through another news story on his arrest when my phone rang. Clearing my throat, I answered with a sultry, "This is Cat, how can I pleasure you tonight?"
 
   The man on the other line sniggered. "That's new. Seems you've been refining your call skills since last we spoke."
 
   I stared at the picture of the smiling guy on my computer screen and sighed. "Hello, Ash. I didn't expect to hear from you again."
 
   "Did you miss me?" he asked.
 
   "Not really," I lied.
 
   "Ha! Of course you didn't. You've no doubt had the cream of the crop calling you the last few weeks." 
 
   I closed my laptop and set it on the table next to me. "Naturally. So, what can I do for you this evening?"
 
   "I still haven't figured that out," he said. After a pause, I could hear him deeply inhale, then exhale.
 
   "Are you smoking?"
 
   "A Cuban cigar," he said. "I gave up cigarettes a long time ago, but still enjoy a cigar now and then."
 
   "Aren't those illegal in the States?"
 
   "Let's pretend I'm in Mexico right now, then," he said.
 
   "You know," I said, "I actually smoked my first cigar, a Cuban cigar, in Mexico during spring break once. They aren't bad."
 
   I could almost see his smirk when he spoke. "Maybe one day we'll meet in person and share one together. I'd like to see you smoke a cigar. I imagine it would be very sexy."
 
   "But you have no idea what I look like," I reminded him. 
 
   "I've seen your picture on your profile page."
 
   It was my turn to snigger. "You know those are all fake, right? None of us use our real picture."
 
   "Well, that's a relief. I didn't imagine you to be an over made-upblonde with a triple-D rack."
 
   "Nope, I could be a three-hundred-pound woman who happens to have a sexy voice."
 
   "And who says a three-hundred-pound woman can't be sexy? I've known many curvier women who are just as sexy as their more petite counterparts. Sex appeal isn't a number on a scale, it's an attitude, a state of mind. Any woman can be sexy."
 
   His words deeply affected me. I expected someone shallow and obsessed with a certain kind of look, but he kept showing more depth and wisdom than I gave him credit for. Which made my feelings for him all the more confusing. "You have a refreshing attitude about women, Mr. Davenport. I wish more men thought the way you do."
 
   He exhaled into the phone. "I think you'd be surprised how many men think like me, at least in regards to this. We're not nearly as hard to please as women like to think. It's women who are their own harshest critics, forreasonsI've never understood."
 
   After a long pause, during which time I couldn't help but mentally calculate how much money he'd paid to listen to me breathe, I asked him the question I'd been dying to ask since I found out about his arrest. "Do you have any regrets? Anything you wish you could change about your life?"
 
   "That's a heavy question for so late at night. I'll make you a deal. I'll tell you mine if you tell me yours."
 
   I agreed and waited while he found his words. 
 
   "I got into a lot of trouble when I was younger. Let's just say growing up in the shadow of my father and grandfather didn't leave much room for innovative thinking. They expected their carbon copy, and I disappointed in every way possible." He inhaled his cigar before continuing. "My solution was to act out. I experimented with drugs and girls. Got into fights for stupid shit and generally made a public nuisance of myself. I'm not proud of it."
 
   "What made you change course?"
 
   "One night, at a bar, a guy came at me with a tire iron. I'd had years of training in Krav Maga. The guy never stood a chance. It was self-defense. I was arrested but quickly released. I thought I'd just banged him up bad, but I found out a few days later… he died from head trauma. His family wanted to press charges, but there were too many witnesses. He was armed, I wasn't. Still, it was the night I decided I didn't want to be that guy."
 
   I couldn't imagine living with the death of someone on my conscience and wondered what it did to his.
 
   "Now fess up, Cat. What's your biggest regret?"
 
   How much did he know about me already? About the real me, not the phone sex operator. I couldn't risk bringing up my real regrets. That I didn't act sooner to save my parents. That I didn't stop the man before he escaped. So I picked something easier to talk about. "I have a lot of regrets, some so old they've grown into something else I can no longer identify. But lately I've wondered how much I'll regret this job, once I've finished my education and am happily married with kids and a career. Will I look back and realize there were other options that I didn't look hard enough to see? Will it scar me in some way that damages me beyond repair, preventing me from creating the life I imagine for my future? So I guess my biggest regret is what might be my biggest future regret, if that makes sense."
 
   "It does," he said. "How do you feel about this job now? Right now, not in five years or ten years, but tonight?"
 
   "I don't know. At first it was really hard, and sometimes it still is, but it's gotten easier. I have some regulars that call in. Guys who seem harmless, lonely. I guess I'm getting comfortable in this role, and that scares me most of all. Who am I becoming that all of this feels normal now?"
 
   "You're adapting to your life circumstances. That's a healthy response and one that helps you cope. There's nothing to be ashamed of in that."
 
   "I guess not."
 
   "Tell me about your clients. Who's your favorite?" 
 
   I laughed. "Is this where I'm supposed to say you?"
 
   "Of course," he said, a smile in his voice.
 
   "I will confess that talking with you doesn't suck sweaty monkey balls."
 
   "Sweaty monkey balls? That's… creative. And gross. I'd hoped I'd rate at least as high as clean man balls."
 
   For the next hour we bantered back and forth, not talking about anything, really, but sharing something nonetheless. I felt alone and a little empty when we finally hung up the phone, and I wondered not for the first time what I was doing having this relationship with one man who thought I was two women. Guilt tore at me for what this might do to him, and to me, when the truth came out, because I finally realized that somehow, someday, the truth would come out. It couldn't be avoided at the rate I was going.
 
   When the phone rang again, I didn't want to answer, but I had a shopping trip tomorrow with Bridgette and would need the money to cover rent. My recent check would barely replace all my clothes and schoolbooks.
 
   So I took the call and didn't balk when Donna told me this client wanted something a little different.
 
   "This is Cat, how may I pleasure you tonight?"
 
   "Hi, sweetheart. What are you wearing right now?"
 
   I went through one of my scripts. The black lace and satin with stilettos one, and waited for him to give me an indication of what he wanted, which didn't take long.
 
   "You're a single mom in desperate need of a job," he said. "And I've hired you and given you and your daughter a place to live at my house, where I work from home. You answer my calls, take down information, write letters, that kind of thing. Make sense?"
 
   "Yeah, baby, I can do that for. Whatever you need. How do you want me dressed for work?"
 
   "You're wearing a short skirt with no panties and a button down white blouse with no bra."
 
   I worked with his fantasy, doing everything I thought would turn him on within the world he'd created. But then… things turned strange. He said I'd messed up an important letter and needed to be punished. When he undid his belt, lifted my skirt and bent me over the table, he wanted me to scream. Like, actually scream. I hid in my closet in the guest room, hoping no one would hear as I acted out this torture.
 
   But it didn't stop there. After he forced himself on me in a rape scenario, he asked me to get my daughter. When I brought her in, he started touching her, and told me to torture her, or he would, and worse. Bile rose in my throat, and I couldn't breathe. I was about to hang up when I heard someone in the background. Someone banging on wood and a little girl'svoice saying, "Daddy, please let me out now. Can I come out?" She was crying, and so was I. 
 
   I hung up, nearly hyperventilating, and called my handler at The Pleasure Palace and told her what happened. She sounded horrified and vowed to call the police and give them any information they had on the guy.
 
   I ended the call, but couldn't stop shaking. I ran a hot bath and soaked in it until the water was cold and my fingers pruned. I couldn't stop thinking about what that man had wanted me to do. Couldn't stop wondering what kind of monster got aroused by such violence. 
 
   That night my nightmares turned darker, and when I woke up I vowed to quit my job once and for all, even if that meant dropping out of law school. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_14]Chapter Fourteen
 
   Ethical Conundrum
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BRIDGETTE HAD SPENT the night at her new boyfriend's house (someone I hadn't even met yet), and was going to have him drop her off at the mall later that day so we could shop. So I borrowed her car to run errands in the morning. I hadn't heard back from The Pleasure Palace, so I didn't know if anything had come of the creep last night. I also hadn't told them I was quitting. The thought scared me. The thought of losing it all, of not being at Harvard, not being at law school. What career could I pursue with my current degrees? I couldn't teach at the University level. I could go into law enforcement. I was aptly qualified and would just have to go through the academy. It was something to consider.
 
   First I needed to talk to Professor Cavin and get his advice. Bridgette was the only person I'd told about my new job, and while I was loathe to involve someone I admired so much, I needed someone else to know, someone I trusted to give me guidance.
 
   Cavin sat behind his desk, white bushy hair a mess as he bent over another esoteric and out-of-print book on law. "Thanks for meeting me over winter break," I said by way of greeting.
 
   "I had to come in anyway to catch up on some lesson plans. I heard about the break-in at your apartment. Are you okay?" His blue eyes pierced through me, demanding the truth. 
 
   "No, not really. My parents' killer is back and I'm scared. The police are as incompetent as ever and I don't know what to do. To top it off, I'm in a sticky ethical dilemma that I need your help with."
 
   He raised a thick eyebrow. "I'll do what I can."
 
   I stood to close his office door, then sat in the seat in front of his desk. "There's a very real possibility I won't be coming back next year. Maybe not even next semester."
 
   He frowned. "Is it really that bad? I know you wanted more hours a few months ago, but I had no idea… "
 
   "It's really that bad. The thing is, I found something, a job that's helping me squeak by, if barely, but… there's a cost to this job I'm not sure I can pay."
 
   "Nothing illegal, I hope."
 
   "No, nothing illegal. You know I wouldn't do that. But, well… I'm a phone sex operator."
 
   His eyebrows jumped, and then fell with sympathy, and he nodded for me to continue. 
 
   With a lot of starts and stops, I told him everything. It felt so good to unload all the crap building inside of me that when I was done I understood why people go to confession. There's something inherently healing in exposing your sins and fears to the light of a trusted witness. To be seen and absolved.
 
   The clock hanging behind him clicked by the seconds as we sat in silence. My relief turned to fear as I worried through his possible reactions. Perhaps this had been a horrible idea.
 
   "Catelyn, I'm so sorry you've been forced into this situation, and I wish I could help you more than I have. I don't judge you for doing what you've had to do to stay in school and follow your dreams. I'll tell you something I've never told anyone. When I was in Los Angeles pursuing my undergrad degree, I once worked sweeping up sex clubs after they'd closed. Not, perhaps, as bad as what you have to do, but I do understand getting your hands dirty to survive. We all have to survive. There's no shame in it."
 
   I nearly sobbed in relief and had to laugh at the image of him sweeping up used condoms.
 
   "There may be a chance I can get you a good internship this summer—a paying internship. It would go a long way to helping with next year. I'm also looking into some scholarships I might be able to recommend you for, things only professors are privy to. Unfortunately, none of this will help for spring semester. So I guess the question is, with everything else going on in your life—which is not insubstantial—can you suffer through this work until July?"
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His words stayed with me as I purchased replacement books in the school bookstore and stuffed my backpack with study material for the break. It was only a few more months, and if any more calls like the one I'd just had came in, I could hang up. I could tell Donna not to send anything unusual my way. I could make this work, knowing there would be a way out soon. Knowing we all had to survive.
 
   And if Ash kept calling… 
 
   I jerked my mind from that dangerous road. If he kept calling, I would have a whole other host of problems to contend with.
 
   On a whim, I went to check the bulletin boards to see if any new jobs had been posted, anything that might be easier than phone sex, when Jon waved at me from a bench under one of my favorite trees. "Catelyn, hi." He walked up carrying his own armload of law books. 
 
   "Hi, Jon. What are you doing here during break?"
 
   He flicked his blond hair away from his eyes. "I was at the library catching up on some studying. I find it easier to focus. What about you?"
 
   "I had a meeting with my advisor," I told him as we walked together. 
 
   "Did it go well?" When he smiled, I could see bits of Ash in his face, and it made me miss my mystery man.
 
   "You know, I think it did. He gave me some things to consider for my future."
 
   "I'm glad to hear it. Hey, I was just going for coffee. Care to join me? We can compare spring classes and see if we've got anything together."
 
   "I'd actually love that," I said, surprised I meant it, "but I'm meeting Bridgette soon and have one more errand to run first. Rain check?"
 
   "Sure, anytime." He wrote down his number and slipped it in my backpack, since my hands were full. "Give me a call."
 
   Jon had a kindness to him that put me at ease. Like the sun peeking through clouds, he seemed to bring warmth with him and I liked that. I didn't get the same head rush his brother inspired, but I wouldn't mind sharing a cup of coffee with the guy while we talked law school and life. It could be fun.
 
   I found myself smiling and humming to the radio as I drove to my apartment to salvage my past.



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_15]Chapter Fifteen
 
   Stalkers
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THERE WASN'T MUCH that could be salvaged. The blood-stained message still soaked the walls, but Crackhead had been taken as evidence. A fine coating of fingerprint dust somehow did more to make my living room look like a crime scene than anything else. I felt like I was in an episode of CSI, one where a guest character comes on for an episode, has their life torn apart by murder and mayhem, and then is never seen again.
 
   I picked law school so I wouldn't be constantly cast as the disposable victim. I wanted to be the hero in my own story, convicting the bad guy and giving a sense of closure to the wronged. I was tired of being the victim. 
 
   I'd worn gloves and jeans as protection against all the broken glass. With trash bag in hand, I filled it with pieces of furniture, books and personal items that were beyond repair. Over a dozen bags later I found myself staring at a box with precious little left of my life. A few pictures, my jewelry (most of it cheap stuff I'd gotten at various farmers markets), and on top of it all the now-unframed and slightly scratched portrait of me with my parents. I couldn't tell if the creep or the police had taken anything else, and I didn't know if they'd found anything that could help catch the guy who did this, but at least I still had a few things that mattered to me.
 
   Growing up in foster care, I'd learned fast to live light, keeping only what I could carry in a box or suitcase from one family to the next. As I left my apartment that day, I felt like that fifteen-year-old girl with long brown pigtails, wearing a hand-me-down dress too big for my small frame, carrying a box to my new temporary home.
 
   I'd been luckier than most. I'd never been beaten or raped—horror stories I heard from other girls I'd lived with. A few parents were even kind and good, but none were permanent. None replaced the parents I'd lost that night.
 
   And so I eventually stopped crying myself to sleep at night. Stopped dreaming of them coming back to save me. Stopped believing anyone would save me. I learned I had to save myself. That I could only depend on one person, and that was me.
 
   I was still that fifteen-year-old in so many ways.
 
   As I locked up the apartment and picked up the box from the stoop, I heard the scuffle of feet behind me and turned in time to notice someone in a black hoodie disappear behind the building. My heart pounded in my chest, and I checked around to see if anyone else had seen him, but I was alone.
 
   The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, a shiver ran down my spine. I carried the box to Bridgette's car, and couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching me, but each time I turned around to check—nothing.
 
   It took another thirty minutes to take all of the trash bags to the dumpster and check in with the property management office. I didn't know the protocol for this kind of thing. I had to move out, but I would lose my entire deposit with the shape the apartment was in.
 
   The bells over the door rang as I stepped into the warm office and kicked the snow off my feet. When Martha noticed me, she came out, a sympathetic smile on her heart-shaped face. "The police were here. I'm so sorry."
 
   "Thanks. I have to move. I feel awful with the state of the apartment."
 
   She waved away my concern. "You've been an excellent tenant and the police explained everything. We're not going to penalize you. But, your car was towed after being parked too long in a guest spot. I couldn't stop it, I'm sorry." 
 
   "I couldn't afford to fix it anyway, don't worry. Thanks for trying."
 
   She handed me an envelope. "This might help. I couldn't get you the entire security deposit back, but I got you half."
 
   It was more than I expected and I choked on tears as I hugged her. "Thank you. It does."
 
   My vision clouded from the mix of emotions pouring through me as I stared at the envelope on the way to my car. I didn't see him until I'd nearly run into him.
 
   He caught me by the shoulders. "Catelyn, you okay?"
 
   I looked up into Ash's handsome face, his dimple subdued under his concerned frown. He smelled like leather and peppermint today and looked yummier than he had any right to. "I'm fine."
 
   "I didn't realize you lived here," he said.
 
   "I don't. Well, not anymore. I just moved out."
 
   "Oh. Do you have a moving truck?" He glanced around. 
 
   "No. It's complicated. What are you doing here, anyway? Are you stalking me?" I asked the question in jest, but then remembered my feeling of being watched and took a step back. How well did I really know this guy? I'd run into him so randomly so many times. Who's to say he wasn't some weirdo who liked to follow girls around scaring them?
 
   "I thought we covered this stalking business. I had some errands in this neighborhood. When I saw you come out of the office looking upset, being the knight in shining armor type, I came to see if I could help." He put on a charming smile that I'm sure melted girls everywhere, but I forced myself to stay frozen. If I melted I might never reform into something resembling myself again.
 
   "I'm fine, but thank you for your concern. I really should be going." I walked toward the car, willing myself not to look back.
 
   He reached for my arm and I turned, enjoying the feel of his hand more than I should. "We could be friends," he said, a sad look on his face.
 
   I hesitated, not knowing what to say.
 
   He took that as a sign and continued. "I'm not a bad guy, I swear it. Just give me a chance."
 
   "What if I'm the bad one?" I asked, leaving him speechless as I got into the car and drove off.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_16]Chapter Sixteen
 
   Shopping Spree and Creeps
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUN PEEKED OUT over the trees, giving us a break from the snow and some much needed vitamin D. I stood in the golden rays like a cat, basking in the almost-warmth as I waited for Bridgette to meet me at the Starbucks at Copley Place. I had no idea why, since a pair of socks at this mall cost more than my entire bank account.
 
   A sporty red car pulled up and Brig stepped out with a big smile on her face. She blew a kiss to the driver, presumably the new boy toy, and he drove off, burning rubber as he went.
 
   I walked over to her. "He's charming."
 
   "He's hot." As if that was enough. She linked her arm with mine. "Now let's get you a makeover, girlfriend."
 
   "Brig, you know this place is way out of my price range."
 
   She held up a platinum card. "Daddy gave his blessing for a splurge. He wanted to do something to help. For instance, buy you decent shoes." She looked down at my feet and sniffed.
 
   "I can't take money from your dad. Let's just go to Walmart, and I can pick up a few pairs of jeans and sweaters. I'll be fine."
 
   Brig would have none of it. I had two choices: 1) I could fight her and ruin our day. And still not win. 2) I could accept the gift she could afford, forget all my problems for a bit, and have fun with my best friend.
 
   It was surprisingly hard to choose option 2. I had to remind myself it was okay to enjoy life once in awhile. And if I was being honest, a part of me really wanted a nice wardrobe of designer clothes. What can I say? Even I have my little vanities.
 
   So I agreed, and she whooped and hugged me and laughed and dragged me into a hair salon. "First things first, you need a new cut, a waxing and a mani-pedi."
 
   I had no say in any of it, but two hours later I had to agree I looked amazing, even in my shitty clothes. My hair, which had been layered and styled, fell down my back in dark waves. My eyes popped after the waxing and my nails and toes flashed a sexy red.
 
   For the first time in a long time, we talked, laughed, and didn't delve into anything too serious. In other words, we had fun—something I'd almost forgotten about.
 
   It took another several hours to make the rounds through Barneys of NY, Saks Fifth Avenue, Coach and Gucci—and of course we had to stop at the Godiva Chocolate Store for a treat. 
 
   We were laden with bags, clothes and sweets when we saw Lucky walking toward us. He looked so out of place in this mall, I felt almost sorry for him.
 
   "Hey Lucky, what's up?" I smiled at him and Brig scowled and shifted her bags on her arms.
 
   "Hi, Catelyn. I didn't know you'd be here. I was just checking out this place to see if I could set up a coffee kiosk over the break. I'm trying to branch out with my business." He picked at a scab on his chin and shuffled his feet, his shoulders slouched.
 
   "That's great. Good luck!"
 
   "Thanks, Catelyn."
 
   My phone buzzed with a text, and I handed Bridgette a bag and checked my message.
 
    
 
   You girls look beautiful in all your new clothes. I bet you'll look even better without them. Guess you're not so lonely anymore, but I still am. See you soon.
 
    
 
   I froze.
 
   Bridgette, who'd been going on about how she could tell a person's character by how they walked, stopped mid-sentence when she saw my face. She grabbed my phone and read.
 
   Lucky frowned. "Something wrong?"
 
   "No," I said. "Nothing."
 
   "Okay." He shrugged, obviously aware of my lie. "Have fun shopping." He walked off, twirling his mustache.
 
   Bridgette glared at me. "The killer's in the store."
 
   "Or saw us come in," I said, scanning the aisles for someone shady.
 
   "This is getting scary, Catelyn. We have to go to the police."
 
   It was my turn to scowl. "Like they'll do anything about it."
 
   "For a girl who wants to work within the system of justice, you sure don't have a lot of faith in it," she said.
 
   "You wouldn't either, if you were me."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_17]Chapter Seventeen
 
   Untraceable
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DETECTIVE GRAY TOOK our statement, all the while looking constipated and in need of a good shit. Then he took my phone. "We need it as evidence."
 
   "The number he texted from is blocked. Can you trace it?" I asked.
 
   "We're looking into it," he said.
 
   "Have you found anything that might give us a hint as to who is doing this?"
 
   "We found several different prints at your apartment." He stuck my cell phone in an evidence bag and labeled it. "We're running them against you, your former roommate and Miss Beaumont here. If anyone else pops up, we'll let you know."
 
   Bridgette leaned in closer to him. "This case needs to be your number one priority, got it?"
 
   The detective nodded and walked away, leaving us to show ourselves out.
 
   Bridgette watched him. "He's an asshole, but he does have a nice ass."
 
   "For a future doctor, you really have a one- track mind," I said.
 
   We drove back to her house, and I carried my box up to the guest room, then went to Bridgette's room and flopped on her bed. She handed me her cell phone. "You'll need it for work. I'll get a new one from my dad."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   She lay down next to me, our heads side by side with our feet dangling from the bed. "What do I do now?" I asked, looking at her.
 
   "First, we have an awesome winter break. Then, you move into my dorm. And somewhere along the way, you lose your V-card to Mr. Hottie Billionaire."
 
   "So you're Team Ash over Team Jon?"
 
   She nodded. "I prefer the bad boy. They say girls want a bad boy who'll be good just for them and boys want a good girl who'll be bad just for them. If that's true, you two would be perfect for each other."
 
   I rolled onto my side and leaned my head against my hand. "I have a confession."
 
   She sat up and crossed her legs. "Oh, tell! Tell!"
 
   "Ash has been calling me."
 
   Her expectant face fell. "That's good, but hardly newsworthy. Are you going to go out with him?"
 
   I sat up to face her. "No, not calling me. Calling,calling me."
 
   Her face lit up again. "O.M.G. For real? Like, for phone sex?"
 
   "We haven't actually had phone sex, but yes, that's the line he calls."
 
   "If you're not doing it with words, then what are you doing?" She raised an eyebrow.
 
   I pulled one of her overstuffed pink pillows onto my lap. "We just, I don't know, talk."
 
   "About what?"
 
   "Stuff. Life. He's much less annoying on the phone than he is in person."
 
   She laughed. "I think you are the only female in the world who's annoyed by Ashton Davenport."
 
   "Maybe. He's just so arrogant and dismissive of everything I believe in."
 
   "But he's sexy. Like, god-status sexy." She fanned herself. 
 
   "I know you know that there are more important things than looks, Miss Genius IQ, so quit playing dumb. Yes, he's sexy, and there's a certain appeal to him being a self-made man, but I don't think things would work between us. Besides, how am I supposed to explain that I'm Cat, his phone sex operator?"
 
   She threw a pillow at me. "You make things so complicated. You always have! Just have fun. Live a little. Maybe tell him as Cat that you want to meet and when you show up as Catelyn he'll realize that the two women in his life are one and the same. He might be relieved."
 
   "I don't know. This is a bad time to get involved with someone."
 
   "Girl, there's never a good time to be involved with a man. So you might as well feast while there's an all-you-can-eat buffet available."
 
   I threw the pillow back at her. "Okay, enough about me. Who's Mr. 'My car is overcompensating for something'?"
 
   "If he's overcompensating, it's not his cock that's lacking, that's for sure. He's an awesome lay. Not very bright, but he doesn't need to be." She stood and yawned. "Let's change into our pajamas, get some ice cream and watch movies all night in my room. We can pretend we're still undergrads with nothing to worry about but our next test."
 
   That sounded like a perfect night. We spent the evening pigging out on junk food and talking about boys, avoiding any serious discussions until later. But my worries didn't vanish, and I couldn't be the college girl she imagined, because even in undergrad, I hadn't been carefree, not like her. I'd always had concerns that stretched beyond finals and boys, which is why I'd never been in a serious relationship.
 
   Bridgette may be my best friend, but she could never understand the darkness in my past. No one could.
 
   Expect maybe Ash.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_18]Chapter Eighteen
 
   Life Goes On
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOR THE NEXT two weeks, life settled into a rhythm at the Beaumont house. Snow blanketed the mountains outside. Inside we laughed, watched movies, and studied when we cared to. At night, I took calls and made what money I could.
 
   Ash called every evening and used up most of my shift talking about, well, everything. We still hadn't had phone sex, but it didn't seem to matter. The more I got to know him, the harder it became to stay 'Cat' and not reveal myself as Catelyn. I didn't run into him again in person, mostly because we stayed home. A big storm hit our area and made driving almost impossible, so we enjoyed our winter wonderland and pretended the rest of the world didn't exist.
 
   The Pleasure Palace had called the police, told them about the guy who locked his daughter in a closet, but phone sex operators weren't high on the trusted sources list, so nothing was done. My heart broke at the news, but after that night I'd only received mild calls from regulars, though I often didn't have time for anyone but Ash. I shuddered to think how much he spent to talk to me and was half tempted to give him my phone number to save him the cash, but then I'd out myself and have to take real client calls.
 
   The police didn't have any new information, but were still working on the fingerprints. I had the uncharitable thought that if they did their jobs half as well as the actors who portrayed them in television and movies, we'd already have caught the guy. 
 
   But then, life isn't like the movies, is it?
 
   Still, I enjoyed the calm before the storm.
 
   And the storm arrived the night of the annual Beaumont Christmas party.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_19]Chapter Nineteen
 
   Like Christmas
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I REMEMBERED CHRISTMAS as a child. Before my parents' murder. Before life changed into something I no longer recognized. Before I became a Charles Dickens character.
 
   It was a small affair, with my dad taking us to pick out a tree at the local tree farm a month before other families were picking out theirs. He'd buy me hot chocolate and let me walk the whole lot, boots crunching on the snow, as I studied each tree carefully before making my choice.
 
   We were chilled to the bone by the time we got home, but Mom would light a fire in the fireplace and turn on Christmas music and we would sing and dance and laugh and hang all the ornaments one by one, each special in its own way. I had one picture left of that time. In it, I was fourteen years old, and my dad was handing me the angel to place on top of the tree. We both wore Santa hats, and our tree had lights and tinsel and handmade ornaments that I'd made in school over the years. We looked so happy in the picture, and I could still see my mother smiling as she took it, never imagining it would be the last Christmas tree she would ever decorate.
 
   Bridgette had a very different Christmas experience growing up. Staff decked the halls while her mother supervised. There were no homemade ornaments or hand picked trees. Their ten-foot Douglas Fir had ornaments made of spun glass that reflected the Christmas lights into prisms on the walls. It was a perfect tree. Magazine perfect. All of the Christmas decorations in their house could have walked out of a magazine, from the garland wrapped around the stair banister to the crystal icicles hanging from the ceiling. Cool blues and icy tones dominated the color scheme, creating a cold Winter Wonderland feel to the house.
 
   Bridgette loved it, and I had to admit it was breathtaking, but my heart ached for our little family Christmas.
 
   Mostly my heart ached for my family. I felt their loss more during the holidays. I'd lost them several weeks before Christmas, shortly after I'd turned fifteen. The last time I'd seen my Christmas tree it was splattered with the crimson of my mother's blood.
 
   My parents had no siblings and hadbothlost their parents to death and disease. When they died, I had no one left to care for me, and so I was placed in the system.
 
   "Catelyn!" Bridgette squealed from the hallway, pushing my door open. I slipped the picture I'd been staring at back into my box and turned to her. She held up two bags, a big grin on her face. "Guess what I bought us?"
 
   I blinked away my unshed tears and tried out a smile. "I give up. What?"
 
   "You didn't even try," she pouted, then dropped the bags unto my bed. "That one is yours." She pointed to the bag closest to me, and I opened it, pulling out a slinky red dress with matching shoes.
 
   She grabbed the other bag and reached in to show me the ice blue dress she'd picked for herself. "Fire and Ice. You're the fire, and I'm the ice."
 
   I ran my hands over the dress, amazed at its softness.
 
   We both tried our dresses on and examined ourselves in the full-length mirror. Mine fit perfectly, and the deep red complimented my dark hair. Bridgette was a vision with her pale blond curls spilling over her cream shoulders, the light blue of the dress matching her eyes. "Thank you," I said, feeling bad that she'd done so much for me and I had nothing to give back.
 
   She hugged me from the side, still staring at our reflection. "No. Thank you." She turned to face me. "This house gets lonely sometimes, even with all the staff. I envy you the memories you have of your family, of the intimacy and tenderness you had growing up. Don't get me wrong, I love my parents and am grateful for them, but I'm really glad you're here with me."
 
   Her words surprised me, and we both brushed aside our tears.
 
   Shaking her head, she slipped out of her dress and back into her regular clothes. "Tonight is going to be epic," she said.
 
   "Will your new lover boy be coming?" I asked.
 
   She nodded. "And so will the Davenports."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_20]Chapter Twenty
 
   Christmas Blood
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WE SPENT THE afternoon getting hair and nails done (it was that kind of party) and by the time I put on my dress I felt like a nervous Cinderella getting ready for the ball.
 
   I hadn't expected Ash at the Beaumont fundraiser, nor had I expected him to pop up randomly when he did. This would be the first time I could anticipate our meeting, and my stomach filled with swarms of butterflies. It was silly to feel this nervous about a boy at my age. These feelings should be reserved for teenagers experiencing their first crushes, not law school students who had lived enough to know better.
 
   Except my heart and my head weren't on speaking terms, apparently.
 
   Before the first guest arrived, while the staff buzzed around downstairs making everything perfect, I sat watching Bridgette apply a coating of pale pink gloss to her lips while I fidgeted in my dress.
 
   She stared at me through her mirror, her puckered lips frowning. "Does it fit okay? I was sure I'd gotten the right size."
 
   "It fits fine. I'm just… " I didn't want to say it. Didn't want to confess my feelings for the tall, dark and sexy billionaire Harley rider.
 
   "Nervous?" She blew me a kiss. "Don't be. You'll have whichever Davenport you choose eating out of your hands by the evening's end. But I suspect only one has a chance with you."
 
   I stood, adjusting my dress one last time as Mrs. Beaumont called us down. "Neither has any chance with me. I'm not interested. Besides, once he finds out I'm Cat, any interest he might have will vanish."
 
   She shrugged. "Then don't tell him. Stop taking his calls, or get a new identity and a new fake name and let him think Cat is gone forever. Then make your move as Catelyn and let the past be the past."
 
   "And build a relationship with him on a lie?"
 
   "All relationships are built on lies. They're built on what we think the other person wants to see in us, and what we want to see in them, and how we each interpret the subjective symbols of communication. Too much truth would spoil it."
 
   "You're such a romantic," I told her as we walked down the staircase. Several guests had already arrived and were handing over winter coats to the butler and accepting glasses of wine and champagne. A handsome blond man with chiseled features looked up as we descended and smiled at us both with something of a leer that made me uncomfortable. Bridgette smiled at him. "That's Bradley!"
 
   Ah, so I'd finally get to meet her new man. After shoving his tongue down Bridgette's throat, he turned to me, kissing my hand with wet lips that stayed too long. I pulled back, resisting the urge to wipe his kiss off on my dress. "Nice to finally put a face to the name."
 
   "Bridgette never told me you were as stunning as she. A guy could do worse than the two of you in his bed."
 
   I shot a look at Brig, who laughed like this was normal, so I turned my attention back to the sneering asshole. "That guy would probably be kneed in his groin if he tried that, so I wouldn't envy him too much." I walked away with a scowl on my face.
 
   I didn't walk right into Ash, though I could have given my mood and lack of focus. Instead, he came up behind me and put his hand on my shoulder, to which I responded by elbowing him in the stomach.
 
   Not on purpose. But after everything that happened recently, I was a bit on edge, and he startled me.
 
   He groaned, and I turned around ready to apologize, but he was grinning. "You sure know how to spread the holiday cheer."
 
   "I didn't know it was you."
 
   "Who'd you think it would be? Because I feel bad for that guy."
 
   "You just took me by surprise."
 
   Something about this man always grated my nerves when we were together, but on the phone or in my thoughts he was much more enjoyable. Looking at him, I couldn't help but admire the way his tux showed off his muscles. It had clearly been tailored just for him. Tonight his hair was pulled back into a rubber band at the base of his neck, the black locks held in place by sheer force of will. It brought out his high cheekbones, sculpted jaw and seductive bedroom eyes.
 
   He took a step closer to me, resting a hand on my arm. "I'm sorry for scaring you. I should have remembered about your apartment. It's no wonder you're on edge."
 
   This close I could smell his cologne, and something else. I smiled. "Cuban cigars again?"
 
   "How'd you know I smoke Cubans? Maybe you're the one stalking me."
 
   I realized that I didn't know. Cat knew. I had to be more careful about keeping my two relationships with Ash separate in my mind. "You look the type to enjoy something benignly illegal, and I can smell the cigar smoke on you."
 
   "If a career in law fails you, you might want to consider the other side of the justice system," he said through a smile.
 
   "The other side? Like being a criminal?"
 
   His smile turned to a laugh. "Like being a detective. You're more observant than the average girl."
 
   "What about the average guy?"
 
   "What about him?"
 
   "Am I more observant than the average guy? Being compared only to other girls eliminates fifty percent of the competition."
 
   He dropped his hand, and my skin tingled where he'd touched me. "You're more observant than the average person—unless that's too limiting because it doesn't includeother sentient species that might have observational powers. And you're far more irritating than most of them, too, but I find myself entirely charmed by you nonetheless."
 
   "I think there's a compliment in there somewhere," I said, smirking.
 
   "There is. There always is."
 
   Jon joined us, just as dashing as his brother but with a very different look: the tidy, boy-next-door look. "Is Ash irritating you? Because I can play the prince and rescue you." He said this with a smile and a friendly attitude.
 
   "I don't need a prince to save me, but thanks for the offer." Someone should just nickname me Ms. Prickly.
 
   A deeper voice boomed from behind me. "Every woman should have a prince, even if she doesn't need one. Women should be treated like the princesses they are." I turned to see a man who looked more like Jon than Ash, but older. His blond hair had silver streaks, but his blue eyes were still sharp and it was clear the brothers got their height and build from their dad.
 
   Ash's smile wavered, turning to something sour. "Dad, this is Catelyn Travis, a close friend of the Beaumonts. Catelyn, this is Ashton Benjamin Davenport the Second. We just call him Dad."
 
   "Miss Travis, it's a pleasure to meet you. I hope my boys are treating you well."
 
   "Like a princess." I beamed. 
 
   He chuckled. I could tell this was a man used to getting what he wanted when he wanted, and admired Ash for being able to stand up to him and go his own way, even if he took some hits on the road to his own path. 
 
   "You've raised two gentlemen, sir," I said. Whatever I felt about the brothers and their irritating competition for my attention, I didn't want to set them against their father. They didn't deserve that.
 
   "Glad to hear it. Your name—Travis—is familiar to me. Have I met you or your family before?" His eyes bore into mine, as if trying to read every secret in my mind.
 
   "We haven't met, and I doubt you've met my parents. They died many years ago."
 
   I could tell the moment he connected the dots. "The Midnight Murderer. I remember that case. I had some friends in the DA’s office and every lawyer there was biting at the bit for it to go to trial, but the police botched the investigation. Never even had a viable suspect, I believe."
 
   My skin prickled with trepidation. "Yes, that's correct."
 
   Ash stepped in, offering me his arm, which I took. "I was just taking Miss Travis to get a drink. Good to see you, Dad."
 
   "Son."
 
   Ash escorted me away, securing us drinks on the way to the buffet table. "It seems my family will be perpetually apologizing to you for how we each behave."
 
   "He's… " I searched for the right word, "…an intense man."
 
   "Ha! That's one word for it."
 
   My nerves settled as the party became livelier and some unexpected guests arrived.
 
   Professor Cavin had polished up well, if not quite as high end as some of the other guests. "What are you doing here?" I asked, offering him a glass of champagne.
 
   "The Beaumonts are old friends, and their version of sending out Christmas cards is inviting people to their annual party." He didn't have quite the same confidence here that he had in the classroom, which I understood. Even a Harvard law professor could be intimidated by some of the names at this party, including a few well-known celebrities that I'd worked hard not to go all fan-girl over.
 
   "I'm glad you're here," I said.
 
   A waiter walked up holding a tray of hors d'oeuvres,and I did a double-take. "Lucky?"
 
   He smiled. "I got a gig with the catering company when I couldn't land a spot at the mall." He glanced down at himself. "I ain’t never felt this fancy before."
 
   "It suits you."
 
   The music, the food, the buzz of champagne running through my veins, all of it took the edge off the stress I'd been carrying for weeks. I laughed and danced and enjoyed myself. In an odd sort of duel, each of the Davenport men asked me for a dance, starting with their father.
 
   Mrs. Davenport looked on kindly as I walked to the floor with her husband. I felt no sexual intentions, but I did feel judged, as if my dance skills would be used to determine if I was good enough for either of his sons.
 
   Dancing with Jon left me happy in the kind of way a pleasant day at the beach might.
 
   And then I danced with Ash.
 
   "Saving the best for last, I see," he said, slipping his arm around my waist and pulling me closer to him, my breasts pressed against his chest.
 
   "Is there something going on with the Davenport men?" I asked.
 
   "One thing I will say about us, we appreciate a beautiful woman. And you have stolen this party tonight."
 
   His hand dipped down to the small of my back as he leaned in to put his mouth near my ear, his lips brushing my earlobe so gently I almost didn't feel it. "I'm tired of waiting for other people or fate to bring us together. Have dinner with me this week."
 
   I didn't know what to say. He made my body throb for something I'd never had before. He made me want to do bad things all night long, and then rinse and repeat. He made me wish there were fewer clothes between us, because suddenly dancing felt like vertical sex and I just wanted to feel him inside of me. 
 
   Dancing with Ash scared the hell out of me.
 
   Seeing him again. On purpose. For an actual date. I didn't know how that would work. The song ended and we stopped dancing, but still he held me close. "I'm not letting go until you answer me."
 
   "I'm in the middle of a big mess in my life. You don't want to be a part of that."
 
   "Let me decide what I want to be a part of."
 
   "Maybe. That's all I can offer you for now. Maybe."
 
   "Then let this inspire you to make the right decision." His head dipped down, arms pulling me closer as he found my lips with his. Without regard for who was watching, Ash kissed me deeply, taking his time to explore my mouth, his tongue dancing with mine. When his hand gripped the back of my neck, my body relaxed into his and I gave into the kiss, giving as much as he did, building the passion between us until we made our own music and everyone else disappeared.
 
   When he stepped back, my knees were weak, and I felt flushed.
 
   "Thank you for the dance, Miss Travis. I look forward to your answer."
 
   I pulled away from him and found the nearest bathroom to lock myself in, my heart hammering. I needed to talk to Bridgette, who I knew would encourage me to go for it. Maybe that's what I needed. Someone to talk me into doing what I really wanted.
 
   My head spun with music and the noise of those around me laughing and talking and enjoying the party. I searched for Bridgette, a new nervousness building in me when I couldn't find her. Her parents hadn't seen her, but Lucky said she'd looked tired and maybe a little drunk and might have gone upstairs.
 
   I was about to go look for her there when the butler brought me the house phone. "Miss Travis," he said with a frown—of disapproval or concern I couldn't tell— "the phone is for you. They were quite insistent that you take it now."
 
   I did.
 
   "You don't look lonely anymore, Kitty Cat."
 
   My heart stopped, and I almost threw up expensive champagne. It was him. The Midnight Murderer. He had the same Darth Vader voice the night he killed my parents. 
 
   "What do you want?" I panicked, looking around for someone to help, but I couldn't see anyone I knew. I ran upstairs to find my cell phone and dialed Detective Gray's number while I put my stalker call on speaker.
 
   "I want what I've always wanted," hissed the Midnight Murderer. "I want you. You got away that night, and my life won't be complete until I own you the way I owned your beautiful and so very tight mother."
 
   The detective's phone was busy. Damn it. I left a message, muting the stalker. "Detective, I have my parents' killer on the phone. Call me so you can hear him."
 
   I unmuted the killer. "Why? Why are you doing this?"
 
   "The problem of modern society is everyone wants to know why. We've become so whiny in our need to understand everything that we can't just live and enjoy. I'm only calling to tell you how beautiful you look tonight. Red suits you. It reminds me of your mother's blood. I don't like that you danced with so many other men, though. So, I've helped a friend accomplish something he's wanted to do for a long time."
 
   He was at this party. Oh God. "What? What are you talking about?"
 
   "Ask your B.F.F. She really does have terrible taste in men."
 
   The phone went dead, and I screamed Bridgette's name, forgetting about the detective as I searched for her in her bedroom, the master bedroom and every guest room I could find. Ash found me in the hall, tears streaming down my face, body shaking. He wrapped his arms around me. "Catelyn, what's wrong? What's happened?"
 
   "He's done something to Bridgette. We have to find her."
 
   He led me by the hand, and we searched the rest of the second and third floor, then went downstairs and searched the basement.
 
   Bridgette lay on a spare mattress, her dress torn, face bruised, body exposed. She looked dead. "Bridgette!" I ran to her, shaking her shoulder, holding her as I yelled for Ash to call 911. Bradley staggered into the room. He'd been in the bathroom, and his face paled when he saw us.
 
   I let go of Bridgette and flung myself at him. "What have you done to her?You asshole!" I punched him and felt something snap in my hand. "Bloody fucking hell!"
 
   He sneered at me. "Bitch, you need to get raped, just like her. I showed her, and I'll show you." He backhanded me, and I fell to the ground, my cheek exploding from pain.
 
   I'd forgotten about Ash—and, by the look on his face, so had Bradley. When Ash lunged at him, Bradley tried to fight back, but it was clear from the first punch that Bradley was outclassed in every way. 
 
   Ash knocked him on his ass with a well-placed punch, and I thought that would be the end of it. 
 
   But it wasn't.
 
   Ash kept punching.
 
   And punching.
 
   And kicking.
 
   His face filled with so much rage it scared me.
 
   Until Bradley lay in a pool of his own blood, as still as Bridgette.
 
   Detective Gray came down with Mr. and Mrs. Beaumont and Ash's dad, and I went into shock, shaking as flashbacks from the night my father was beaten to death filled my mind, paralyzing me and blocking out anything from the world around me.
 
   And then I passed out.
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   NEON LIGHTS BLARED down at me and the smell of antiseptic and sickness clung to everything. My head throbbed when I opened my eyes, unsure of where I was or what had happened. "Bridgette. Is she okay?"
 
   A man came into view, his bow tie undone and white dress shirtsleeves rolled up. His right hand was bandaged, but he didn't seem to notice. "Catelyn, you've rejoined the living."
 
   My vision cleared as Ash bent over me, but I remembered how he'd looked the last time I'd seen him. The rage and hate on his face. The uncontrolled fury. I pulled away from him. "Where's Bridgette?"
 
   He stood and sat down in the chair by my bed, disappointment in his sigh. "She's got her own hospital room, but she's going to be fine. They found GHB in her system. Bradley slipped it into her champagne when she refused him."
 
   "Oh God, did he—"
 
   "No, there were no signs that she'd been raped. We got there in time."
 
   I rubbed my head and felt a lump forming. My knuckles ached from when I hit Bradley. "What happened to me?"
 
   "The doctor said you went into shock and passed out. You hit your head on the concrete floor going down."
 
   My eyes fell to his bandaged hand, and I winced. He noticed and covered his hand with the other. "I'm sorry I scared you."
 
   I didn't know what to say. He had scared me. He still scared me. And I couldn't be with someone who had such little control over his temper. Something about the way he beat that man felt too… too much like the night my father was beaten to death. "My father… "
 
   "I know. The Detective told me. I can't imagine what you must have gone through. What you're still going through. But Cateyn, I want to help."
 
   He put his hand on mine, but I yanked away without thinking.
 
   "I can't. I'm not ready."
 
   "I can wait," he said.
 
   "No. Don't. I don't want you to. It would never work between us. I'm sorry, Ash. Please leave. I just need some time alone."
 
   He stood and draped his jacket over his arm, staring at me with an inscrutable look on his face. When I didn't say anything, he shook his head and walked away.
 
   Detective Gray shuffled in, holding a notebook and pen. "How are you?"
 
   I clutched my neck. "In pain."
 
   "Then let's get these questions over with."
 
   I told him about the call.
 
   Detective Gray took notes. "The Midnight Murderer must have provided Bradley with the date rape drug. That's what he meant by helping out a friend."
 
   "Bridgette told me they'd already slept together. Why would he—"
 
   "Maybe he has a rape fantasy. Maybe the Midnight Murderer just wanted to hurt you."
 
   I flexed my bruised fist. "Right."
 
   "You said he likely had a partner. You were right."
 
   "What will you do with Bradley?"
 
   "If he wakes up—"
 
   "If?" I leaned up in bed, though it felt like pounding nails into my skull.
 
   "He's still passed out. After the beating…" He stopped himself. "After the self-defense Ash gave him, the doctors fear Bradley might slip into a coma."
 
   "They better make sure he wakes up. He knows who killed my parents."
 
   "Don't worry, Miss Travis. He'll wake up. We'll get the answers out of him."
 
   I sighed. "Thank you."
 
   "One more thing. The killer was at the party. He saw your dress, knew Bradley had started his plan. Did you see anyone—"
 
   "Wearing a ski-mask and dressed in black?" I laughed, and then my laugh turned to anger. "How the fuck am I supposed to know what he looks like? How the fuck am I supposed to keep him from hurting my friends? From threatening to… " I clutched at the sheets, my pain replaced with rage, my breath heavy. 
 
   Machines started to beep around me, and a worried nurse scuttled in the room. "You need to leave now," she told the detective.
 
   "Sure," he said, getting up.
 
   "Wait," I whispered, my voice tired. "Wait. You came down with the Beaumonts and Mr. Davenport. How'd you get there so quickly?"
 
   He raised his eyebrows, as if sharing the obvious. "I was at the party."
 
   Then I raised mine, unable to remember him.
 
   He continued. "The Beaumonts invited me. I hoped we were becoming friends, but now I think they just wanted to pick my brain about your case."
 
   "What did they want to know?"
 
   "Everything." With a push from the nurse, he turned and left.
 
   Bridgette and I were kept for a night of observation and released the next day, both of us shell-shocked and quiet as her parents drove us home. When we walked to the front door, Bridgette burst into tears. "I'm sorry I ruined your party."
 
   Her mother hugged her and stroked her hair—a gesture so mother-like it made my heart hurt. "Darling, there's nothing to be sorry about. We should have noticed something was wrong. I'm just glad Catelyn got to you in time."
 
   Bridgette and I spent the afternoon watching old movies and not talking about what happened. That night I started back at my 'acting' job. Break would be over soon and I'd need the money for my share of housing and spring tuition.
 
   When my first call came in, I answered with a simple "hello," not sure how I'd get into my part. My emotions crashed within me like a storm, and I could no longer tell what I was feeling. Fear, longing, need. I missed Ash but feared being with him. He seemed dangerous but made me feel safe. None of it made sense.
 
   So when his voice answered back, I nearly broke and told him the truth about me.
 
   "You don't sound like yourself tonight," he said.
 
   "Neither do you," I pointed out.
 
   His laugh lacked his normal humor. "Touché. I think I ruined something with someone that could have been special."
 
   My heart flipped. "A girl someone?"
 
   "It's tacky to talk about other girls with you, isn't it? I'm not clear on the rules here." He blew into the phone.
 
   "Cubans again?"
 
   "Yes," he said. "My guilty pleasure."
 
   "You can talk to me about anything you want. There are no rules. At least, not about that. I, personally, have discovered some lines I'm not willing to cross, but this isn't one of them."
 
   "What lines would those be?" He sounded genuinely curious.
 
   "Men have some fucked up fantasies." I shuddered, recalling my worst phone calls. "Like, I'm not sure how some of these guys aren't in prison. I won't role-play anything having to do with sexually or physically abusing children. I won't have sex with animals, even imaginary animals. And I won't watch while you do those things."
 
   He whistled. "Do guys really ask for that shit?"
 
   I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. "Guys really do."
 
   "I can assure you, I'd never ask you to do or talk about anything like that. And I thought I had a dark mind. I guess I'm not as scary as I thought I was." 
 
   I chuckled. "You're not scary at all."
 
   "You'd be surprised."
 
   "Who did you scare?" And then I realized. He'd scared Catelyn. 
 
   "I hurt a man pretty badly the other night."
 
   His confession took me by surprise, and I measured my words. "On purpose?"
 
   "He'd hurt a friend and was about to rape her. I stopped him."
 
   "Sounds like you did the right thing." Except it had been much more than that.
 
   His voice choked. "But I didn't stop when he was unconscious. I kept kicking and punching him. Like something else had taken over. This fury built up in me. How could he hurt a woman like this? I wanted him dead, and I almost killed him. I almost killed again. Does that make me a monster?"
 
   He sounded so lost in that moment that I regretted sending him away so harshly.
 
   "No, it doesn't. It makes you human. After all, you didn't kill him, right?" The asshole had been admitted and was still alive when I left the hospital.
 
   "No, I didn't. But I could have. I almost did. I don't want to be that guy. I worked so hard to not be that guy anymore."
 
   I shifted in my chair, pulling my knees up and wrapping myself in a blanket. "I think self-awareness is the first step. You recognize this part of yourself and can identify when it takes over."
 
   "What's the next step?"
 
   "Finding a way to pull back before it goes so far."
 
   "How do I do that, Cat?"
 
   "I don't know. If I did, maybe I could fix myself as well. Perhaps we're all broken souls wandering this life looking for something that will make us whole."
 
   "Or someone," he whispered.
 
   "Or someone."
 
   "Cat?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   He paused, inhaling and exhaling his cigar. "I want you tonight. I want to make love to you. I want to claim a moment that's for pleasure and nothing else. A moment where darkness isn't allowed in."
 
   His words tore at me, and I knew I wanted him. I wanted him as Catelyn, not Cat. But Catelyn had rejected him.
 
   "With you, it wouldn't even be acting."
 
   He inhaled sharply. "What do you look like?"
 
   Uh-oh. "What do you imagine I look like?"
 
   "Petite. Dark haired. Clear skin and dark eyes. Exotic."
 
   He described Catelyn. That's who he wanted tonight, not Cat. God, this was so confusing to my heart. "Then imagine that girl as I straddle your lap and rest my hands on your chest."
 
   "I want you closer, Cat. I need you."
 
   "I'm here, Ash. Wrap your arms around me. Feel my body pressed against yours. Feel your cock growing hard as I press my pussy against you through our clothing. Your hands tangle into my hair as I lean in to kiss you." I could taste his mouth, a mix of mint and cigar, as I imagined us together. "My lips are soft, full, and I kiss you deeply, sliding my tongue over your bottom lip." My hand slipped into my sweats, and I rubbed a finger over my clit. "You pull up my shirt, exposing my bare breasts, nipples hard for you."
 
   "I want to suck your nipples as you stroke my cock," he said.
 
   Oh, God, Ash. Why did I send you away? "And then I pull down your pants and kneel in front of you, running my tongue up and down your shaft, encircling the head of your cock with my lips, sucking and teasing with my tongue."
 
   "While I finger you," he said, his breathing heavy.
 
   "Your fingers feel so good inside of me. But I want your cock to fill me."
 
   "I lay you back on the floor," he said, "and pull your panties off. I spread your legs, running my hands up your thighs until my fingers brush up against your pussy. I lean in, kissing your inner thigh and then flicking your clit with my tongue, so gently it just teases you."
 
   This time I moaned, increasing the pressure from my fingers as I imagined everything he said in vivid detail. "I want to feel your tongue deeper."
 
   "You will, sweetheart. You'll feel everything deeper," he said. "The pressure builds in you as I rub and suck and lick. But I stop just before you come, starting again slowly, going faster and faster until you come on my tongue."
 
   With his words I climaxed. My first orgasm with a client. He could hear me coming over the phone, and I knew he was close. "Slam your cock into me now! Feel how tight and wet I am for you, just for you, Ash. Pound me hard and deep and fast until you explode inside of me, our eyes locked on each other, bodies pressed together, my nails digging into your ass and back."
 
   "Yes, Cat. God, yes!"
 
   "As pleasure rips through your body, there's nothing else. Just this. Just us. Let yourself get lost in this moment with me, where only pleasure can live. Give yourself to me, Ash."
 
   And he came, and I cried, wishing he was coming with Catelyn and not Cat.
 
   After our call, I vowed to tell him the truth. Because I realized Catelyn wanted her chance with Ash. After all, he'd held back this time. He hadn't killed the guy.
 
   I imagined what I would say to him to make things right with us when Bridgette crashed open my door, tears streaming down her bruised face. "Oh my God, Catelyn. Oh my God."
 
   I rushed over and hugged her. "What's wrong? Are you okay?"
 
   She shook her head. "He's dead."
 
   I pulled back. "Who?"
 
   "Bradley. He died from complications in the hospital. Ash killed him."
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   WE LAY ON Bridgette's bed staring up at the ceiling and listening to the silence for over an hour before I finally found the courage to ask the question I feared most. "How do you feel? About Ash killing Bradley?"
 
   She didn't turn to face me, but I watched her profile as she answered, her blond hair spread out behind her like Sleeping Beauty. "I'm glad he died. He deserved it for what he did and almost did to me."
 
   "Buddhists believe in multiple lives," I said. "That we reincarnate and all our baggage and shit from our past life follows us into our new one. If they're right, he'll just come back less enlightened than ever and even more of an asshole."
 
   She turned to face me, her blue eyes glossy from unshed tears. "I grew up Christian, and while we may not be devout, I still believe in Hell. That's where he is now."
 
   Bridgette and I didn't talk religion often. I had none to speak of, growing up in so many different foster homes. As an adult I'd studied many spiritual practices and found them all lacking in some way, so I meditated and believed in 'something' but couldn't articulate what that 'something' was. I knew Bridgette had been baptized and believed in the God and Jesus of Christianity, though she didn't practice any more than I did. Still, if there were past lives, which from my studies seemed inevitable, then killing someone just created a new cycle of pain for everyone. Would Bradley's death bring Bridgette more peace or less? I hoped for more. Because she was my friend.
 
   And because I wanted the person who had killed my parents to die, karma be damned.
 
   I tapped my fingers on my pillow. "Can I ask you something?"
 
   She nodded, her head resting on her hand.
 
   "You know I got that call from my parents' killer. He was the reason we found you. He said he gave the rape drugs to Bradley. Do you think they were working together?"
 
   "I think Bradley was too dumb to help get away with murder. But then again, I think all criminals are kind of dumb. A smart person knows they'll get caught."
 
   "Maybe criminals are just confident." I rolled on my back. "They weren't partners. The Midnight Murderer tipped me off about Bradley, so he knew Bradley would get caught. He wouldn't have told him anything important." Which made feel better about Bradley's death and the answers I'd thought he held.
 
   Bridgette finished my thoughts. "So he pretended to be a dealer and sold Bradley the drugs, knowing what he would do."
 
   "He knows me," I continued. "He knows you. He knew Bradley."
 
   "Better than I knew Bradley."
 
   "He's someone close to us."
 
   Bridgette shrugged. "Or stalking you."
 
   "Or both."
 
   She gasped. "Who keeps bumping into you again and again?" She clapped her hands. "Ash."
 
   "No. He wouldn't… "
 
   "…kill anyone?"
 
   "He wouldn't hurt me." But then I remembered how Ash hurt Bradley, and I shivered.
 
   "No, you're right. He's not the type. He's not calculating enough. He's a more raw anger, caveman, do anything to protect his woman kind of guy."
 
   I sighed in relief. "Right. So who is?"
 
   She stood and walked to her rosewood dresser, pulling out a sheet of paper from the drawer. "This is a list of everyone at the party, and everyone who worked at the party. I figured we could go through it and see if anyone made sense."
 
   I sat up. "Where'd you get that?"
 
   She shrugged and smiled an impish grin. "I copied it before my parents gave it to the cops."
 
   "You're one sneaky almost-doctor. If the med thing doesn't work out, you could always become a P.I."
 
   She wrinkled her nose. "Ew. No. That job would be so boring. All those stakeouts and waiting and dealing with people's stupid shit problems. No thanks. I'll stick to medicine."
 
   Wind howled outside her bedroom window, and a tree branch snapped against the glass startling us both so much we screamed, then laughed. But Bridgette's smile vanished as quickly as it appeared. She held my hand and kissed my cheek.
 
   "What was that for?"
 
   "You saved my life. I never thanked you for that. You and Ash, both. I know it scared you, what he did."
 
   I was about to object but she cut in before I could speak.  
 
   "I can see it in your eyes every time his name is mentioned, but Catelyn, he saved me. Don't punish him for that. I think you two have something special. I can see it every time you're together. It's like you orbit each other like planets magnetically linked. Don't lose that, you might never find it again."
 
   "Are you using Twilight quotes against me now?"
 
   "Maybe, but it's true. Just think about it, okay?"
 
   I nodded and reached for the paper in her hand. I didn't recognize most of the names. "There's so many."
 
   She handed me a yellow highlighter. "Mark everyone on the list you know or have met."
 
   I did as she said, and when I was done we reviewed the names. "I put a star next to everyone I met that night, since I don't know if they count or not. I'm pretty sure we can eliminate all of these people though. I mean, none of them seem like a serial killer or psychopath."
 
   "Isn't that what they always say about guys like these?" she asked. "They seemed so normal, so ordinary."
 
   "I guess. But it's so hard to fathom anyone at that party could be responsible. It makes me sick to imagine. We're talking about people like my college mentor, the Davenports, your family. This all seems ludicrous." I handed the paper back to her. "What about the people I don't know? Anyone jump out as dangerous?"
 
   She scanned it. "Maybe. I mean, there's some high profile celebrities here, a few powerful judges and politicians, and then your average rich investor or businessman. But I see what you mean, no one screams psychopath."
 
   I sighed and flopped back on the bed. "Let's hope the police are better at this than we are." Something about my words tugged at my mind.
 
   "No kidding."
 
   My phone rang, and I picked it up. Three minutes later I hung up and stood. "We have to go to the police station. They have questions about our guest list."
 
   "Will we see that detective again?"
 
   The detective… I scanned the list and found an Aaron Gray. It had to be his name. With my headache at the hospital, I wasn't able to make the connection. But the detective had been at the party. And when the Midnight Murderer called, his phone had been busy.
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   DETECTIVE GRAY MET us at the front and escorted us to his office. "Where's Detective Reynolds?" I asked as Bridgette and I sat down.
 
   "He had a heart attack while on leave and has been forced into an early retirement. I'm taking over his cases permanently." He sat behind his desk and opened a file with a list of names we'd already gone over.
 
   "Oh my God. Is he going to be okay?" I shivered, partly for Reynolds, partly because Detective Gray may have killed my parents.
 
   "If he takes care of himself, he should be. Look, I need to apologize." He scratched at the scar over his eye. "I was an arrogant asshole the first time you came in. It was a hard day. A friend of mine was just killed on the job, and I had to tell his family. I wasn't in the mood to deal with a cold case, and I handled it poorly."
 
   My attitude toward him softened, and I remembered something my mother always used to say. You never know what a person's going through. Someone who lashes out at others needs more understanding and kindness than anyone. I felt bad for how I'd treated him and my suspicions. "I'm sorry for your loss. And, sorry I was a bit of a snarky bitch."
 
   He pushed the file toward us. "We know the killer was at the party. We've interviewed everyone who'd been present, and only one person has a criminal record."
 
   My stomach clenched.
 
   Gray pulled out a picture and showed us. "Ashton Davenport the Third."
 
   "Isn't it possible that the murderer doesn't have a record?" I desperately didn't want Ash fingered for this. He couldn't be the killer. I'd know if it was him. I'd recognize his eyes, or his touch, something.
 
   "It is. But the level of escalation this guy has shown makes it unlikely. Most people don't start by killing a family," he said.
 
   "Right. They start small. Animal torture, acting out in other ways," I said, recalling my criminal psych classes.
 
   "So for him to make it to adulthood with multiple murders under his belt and no arrests is possible—"
 
   "But unlikely," I finished.
 
   Bridgette flipped through the file, then put it down. "What if the killer isn't on the list?"
 
   We both looked at her.
 
   "What if he snuck in, or someone attended without an official invitation. It's possible none of these people are the killer," she said, tapping the list with a pink fingernail.
 
   Detective Gray nodded. "We've considered that, which makes our job particularly difficult. I need each of you to go through the list, mark anyone you know, make a note about anyone who might be suspicious, and see if you can remember anyone at the party who isn't on this list."
 
   Having already gone through something similar at home, we turned in our notes quickly, hopeless that this would help.
 
   Gray reviewed everything and frowned. "You don't remember anyone not on the list?"
 
   "I don't know most of these people," I said. "So there could have been someone there who wasn't supposed to be, and I wouldn't know it."
 
   Bridgette nodded. "I know most everyone, but I don't remember anyone unusual. However, I'd been drugged, so I'm not sure my memory is the most reliable. Have you talked to my parents?"
 
   "Yes," he said. "We got nothing."
 
   "Can you fingerprint the place?" I asked. "Run it through your database to see if there's a match with someone we didn't expect."
 
   He shook his head. "We don't have the man-power for that. Besides, given the size of the house and number of people in and out, and the limited nature of our database, it wouldn't yield the results you're hoping for."
 
   Frustrated, I stood and paced. "So there's nothing we can do?"
 
   "There is one thing. I'd like to tap your phone in case he calls you again. We can try tracing him if he does."
 
   Oh crap. "Um, sure, but then there's something you should know."
 
   One embarrassing conversation later and Bridgette and I left the office, me with the horror of knowing my phone sex calls would be recorded by the police department who now knew my deepest secret.
 
   When we left the building, Ash pulled up on his motorcycle, putting it in park and taking off his helmet.
 
   Bridgette excused herself when she saw him. "I'll go wait in the car. Take your time."
 
   "Hi," we both said at the same time when he walked up.
 
   "How are you?" he asked, his eyes sad.
 
   "I'm okay." All I could think about was our last call, when we'd come together in amazing phone sex.
 
   "Bradley died," he said.
 
   "I know." I rested my hand on his arm. "I'm sorry about what I said in the hospital. I didn't mean it. You saved my best friend and did nothing wrong."
 
   "I killed a man, Catelyn. That's not nothing." He pulled his arm away and stepped back.
 
   "It doesn't matter. Not to me. Not to us. I just… " My mouth went dry. "I'd like that dinner date, if the offer is still on the table."
 
   He shook his head and my heart sank. "You were right. We don't belong together. It would never work. You're going to be a great lawyer, Catelyn. You deserve better than the likes of me."
 
   "I get to decide what I deserve." I pulled him toward me and kissed him with all the unspent passion building inside of me. At first he resisted, but then his body took over and he pressed me against him, the leather of his jacket rubbing against my exposed skin as my shirt rode up my back.
 
   My knees felt week and my heart beat so loud in my chest I knew he could feel it. His mouth consumed mine, and our lips bruised each other with raw need. His cock pushed against his jeans, and I wanted so badly to fulfill all of our fantasies, to do every spoken and unspoken thing we'd imagined in our call. I rubbed my hand against him, feeling his cock twitch, and he pulled away from me, breathless and wild-eyed. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I have to go. This was a mistake." He turned to leave.
 
    I grabbed his arm. "Wait. Ash, don't push me away. Let me be there for you." My heart was raw, bared to him so completely that it burned from exposure. 
 
   But he kicked me aside. "No, Catelyn. You're not what I need right now."
 
   I stood shaking as he walked into the building without turning back. I'd lost him. One stupid fear, and I'd lost him for good.
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   Surrogate Sex
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE WEEK AFTER Christmas, Mother Nature got angry and took out her rage on most of the country, excluding California—which is where I desperately wished I was. Blizzards, crazy snow that made us prisoners in our own homes, power outages and dangerous roads prevented travel, and by New Year's Eve we all had cabin fever. Bridgette and I were bickering more than we ever had, and I spent more and more time alone in my room, wishing that Ash would at least call Cat if not Catelyn. I missed him and worried about him in equal measure.
 
   The Beaumonts were forced to cancel their New Year's Eve party, which turned out to be the only highlight about the storms. I couldn't handle another forced social engagement, not after what happened last time. I was honestly shocked they'd even consider a party so soon after their daughter had been attacked, but Bridgette assured me this was normal for them. "To my parents, parties are as much business building and networking as social, maybe more so. I would have been surprised had they not planned to invite everyone who's anyone over for New Year's."
 
   I planned to work that night. Lots of lonely people on holidays and I could make holiday pay. I had a few regulars, including my stocking and nylon fetish guy. I'd learned more about this subject from him than I'd ever needed or wanted to know, but he seemed harmless, if quirky, and I didn't hate his calls. The guy who wanted to suck on my breasts while I nursed him as he wore a diaper—he gave me the creeps. I finally hung up on him when he wanted me to change his diaper and let him lick the diaper clean. That was just… no. I'd found another line I wouldn't cross.
 
   Just as I was about to clock out for the night, I got one more call. Ash sounded drunk, with his words a little slurred, his speaking slower. And he sounded so sad. "Hi, Cat. Sorry I haven't called in a while."
 
   "Ash, I've been worried about you."
 
   "To be honest, I'm worried about me, too."
 
   I waited for him to continue, not sure what to say or ask, but the silence just hung between us, choking the words out of us.
 
   "The man I hurt?"
 
   "Yes…?"
 
   "He died. I killed him. I took another life, and it's a guilt I can't live with again. The weight is too much for me."
 
   I had no idea how to respond to him. I couldn't imagine what it must feel like to have taken someone's life. "Have you talked to someone about this?"
 
   "I'm talking to you."
 
   "Oh, Ash. I don't know what to say to help you." I gnawed at my bottom lip, wishing I had more wisdom or experience. Or better words that could make a difference to him. But I had nothing, only a deep and abiding sadness at his pain.
 
   "I want to meet you, Cat. In person. No pressure, no expectations, but I want to sit in front of you and see your eyes and know you for real."
 
   My heart stopped.
 
   When it started beating again, it beat too fast. My pulse raised and my mouth went dry. I didn't know what to say.
 
   "Cat, are you there? I'm sorry if I've scared you. I'm sure it's against the rules, but I promise I won't hurt you. We can meet somewhere public. Somewhere you feel safe. I just need a friend right now."
 
   He sounded so vulnerable, and I almost got angry at him. He had a friend. He had me. Me as Catelyn. Why couldn't he accept my friendship? Why did he need my phone sex persona more than the real me?
 
   "Is there no one else? No one who cares for you?" Like me. The real me. The one who is desperate to kiss you again.
 
   "There could have been someone, but I ruined it with her."
 
   Hope planted itself in my heart again. "Why not reach out to her? I'm sure she would be happy to hear from you."
 
   "It's complicated. She's on a path that I don't want to mess with. I don't want to mess up her life with my issues. She's got her own shit to deal with."
 
   I tapped my foot on the ground, so tempted to confess everything, but so scared at the same time. "But you don't mind bringing me into your mess?"
 
   "You two are very different," he said. "I feel so comfortable talking to you."
 
   "How are we different?" I asked.
 
   "I don't scare you," he said. "I scare her. I don't want to scare the woman I'm with."
 
   I had nothing to say to that. He had scared Catelyn. But Cat accepted him with all his dark corners. "I might be a huge disappointment to you in person."
 
   He exhaled his cigar. "I can't imagine that would be possible."
 
   "What about this other girl? Wouldn't she be jealous?"
 
   "She'll find someone better than me."
 
   "I need to think about it, Ash. This is big."
 
   "Sure, of course. Um, Cat?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "I need you tonight. If not in person, then this way. Like last time. Make me forget about everything except you."
 
   An ache spread through me as I remembered the way his hands caressed my body, how his mouth tasted, how his tongue felt brushing against my lower lip. "Do you have anything specific in mind?"
 
   "Have you ever been to Greece?" he asked.
 
   "No. I wish."
 
   "There's a hotel there that would take your breath away. It's in Santorini, an island about a forty-minute flight from Athens. I want to be there with you tonight. We'll settle into the honeymoon suite with its king-sized four-poster bed draped in white gauze. The walls are made of stone and marble, white and gold with hints of blue that match the Aegean Sea visible from our private balcony. First, we'll soak in our private hot tub."
 
   He paused, and I took over. "I'm wearing a deep blue sundress. It matches the hue of the sea, with swirls of white at the hem, like swirling water. As you sit on the edge of the bed watching me, I slip off the dress, baring one shoulder at a time, then turning around and stepping out of it, hiding my breasts from you for just a moment."
 
   "But I'm not a patient man," he said, "and I want to see all of you. So I reach for you, running my hands over your hips and to your stomach, pressing my chest against your back, my hands glide up your body, cupping your breasts as I lean down to drop kisses on your shoulder and neck."
 
   "I guide one of your hands lower," I said. "Past my belly, down to my center. With your fingers, you spread me and slip one into me, rubbing at my clit as I rub against your hard cock through your pants. A breeze from the sea sends the white gauze fluttering through our room, a soft light from the setting sun turning the room golden, magical, as your fingers go deeper into me."
 
   "But I need more than this," he said. "I need to feel your skin against mine. So I tug off my shirt and pants, and pull you into the steaming bath with me. I rub a bar of lavender soap over your body, letting my hands slide over your curves, memorizing every inch of your body."
 
   "And I turn to face you," I said, "straddling you in the water, pressing my body against yours, your cock rubbing against my clit as we kiss deeply. I can taste the smoky mintiness of your mouth as you tangle your hands in my hair."
 
   "I can't wait any longer. Holding your hips, I shove myself into you, feeling your pussy tighten around my cock, so hot and wet."
 
   I moaned, a real moan as I rubbed at myself, my orgasm cresting inside of me. "I need you deeper. Harder. Faster. I ride you as you suck on my nipples, my nails leaving red lines on your back and shoulders, your cock so deep, so thick and hard."
 
   "I continue rubbing your clit as you ride me." His breathing was labored as he brought himself closer to his own climax. "Stimulating you in both ways, and when you come, you take me with you, your pussy clenching me, squeezing me until I explode inside of you. I watch your face as pleasure takes you over, as you cling to me while your body clenches and releases in waves of ecstasy."
 
   As I came with him, everything disappeared and it was me, the real me, and Ash, in that hotel in Greece, with all of our troubles worlds away. "No one can reach us here," I told him. "We have each other and nothing else matters. Afterwards, we hold each other on a couch on the balcony, watching the waves crash to the shore as the sun sets, sharing champagne and strawberry kisses as the magic of Greece sings us a love song with wind and water."
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   I'D UNDERESTIMATED HOW much the Beaumonts had given to replace my destroyed apartment, which meant on moving day Bridgette's car wasn't big enough to pack up all of our belongings. We were forced to strap a few bags to the top and pray it didn't rain or snow during the drive back to the dorms.
 
   Somehow, Bridgette had arranged for her roommate to transfer and had talked her dad into covering the cost of the dorm for the both of us for the semester. Tears filled my eyes as I went to say goodbye to her parents. "Thank you so much for everything."
 
   Mrs. Beaumont hugged me. "My dear, you saved our daughter's life. You're like family to us. Never hesitate to ask for help if you need it."
 
   Mr. Beaumont was more reticent, but gave me a pat on the shoulder and hugged Bridgette stiffly. "Watch out for each other, girls. And drive safe. Call us when you get back to school."
 
   Harvard bustled with students coming back from holiday. Freshly fallen snow now looked trampled and dirty as everyone dragged their bags to the dorms and confirmed schedules and parties while mingling with their friends.
 
   Bridgette didn't tell any of her friends about the attack. When they asked about the still-healing bruises on her face, she said she'd gotten thrown from her horse when it got spooked while riding in the snow. That story garnered sympathetic coos and made her the center of attention as we made multiple trips to bring our boxes and bags up.
 
   "Hey, Catelyn!"
 
   I turned to find Jon striding over, a smile lighting up his face. 
 
   "Hi, Jon. Welcome back to school."
 
   "You too. Can I help you ladies carry something?"
 
   Bridgette nodded and handed him the largest box. "Thanks."
 
   With Jon's help, this was our last trip up. At our door, he stood awkwardly, as if waiting for me to say or do something, but I wasn't sure what. Finally he tilted his head and smiled again. "Um, would you like to grab some coffee sometime? Now that we're back."
 
   "Sure," I said. "I'd like that." 
 
   He left with an even bigger smile, and I had butterflies in my stomach, but I couldn't tell if they were from nerves, excitement, or something else.
 
   Bridgette raised an eyebrow as she sat on her neatly made bed, the dark blue quilt wrinkling under her. "Moving on to brother number two after brother number one rejected you?"
 
   "No, and I'm never telling you anything ever again," I said, surveying my side of the room.
 
   It was barren, with a twin bed that had seen better days. I unpacked my bedding first, making the bed up and stacking my books on the small bookshelf above my desk.
 
   "Oh relax. I think it's good. Ash needs some competition so he realizes what he's losing in you. I wonder if somewhere in his mind he's connected you and Cat and that's why he's reaching out to her?"
 
   I shook my head sadly. "I don't think so. He made a point of saying that we were very different. I think he likes her more."
 
   "You do realize you are her, right? Whoever he likes, it's still you."
 
   "Not really," I said, pulling out my clothes and hanging them in the narrow closet. "She's a role I'm playing, not the real me."
 
   "Maybe with other clients, but not him."
 
   "It's just confusing. I wonder if this is how Clark Kent felt when Lois Lane liked Superman more than him."
 
   "Then just tell him the truth. Meet him like he wants, and tell him everything. Then he'll love all of you and you two can live happily ever after."
 
   "Or he'll hate me and I'll never hear from him again, as Cat or Catelyn."
 
   It didn't take long to unpack and realize how little room these dorms offered. By the end I was glad I didn't have more crap to unpack. On an impulse, while Bridgette had dragged me to the mall over the weekend, I'd picked up a poster of my own, and when everything was put away, I unrolled it and pinned it on the wall over my bed.
 
   Bridgette looked up from her book, her long legs draped over her bed. "What's that?"
 
   "Something to brighten my side."
 
   She put the book down and walked over. "Is that Greece?"
 
   "Yeah. I thought it was pretty."
 
   She crossed her arms, staring at the expanse of brilliant blue sea with tall cliffs jutting over the water, houses built into the sides of the cliffs with winding roads that looked exciting and dangerous. "It's beautiful. I didn't know you were interested in Greece."
 
   "I had a dream about it recently. It made me want to visit someday." With Ash.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few hours later I left Bridgette to her book and went to Harvard Square for some coffee. Lucky had his kiosk up and ready to go and prepared a steaming hot coffee just the way I liked it when he saw me. "Here you go, Catelyn. Extra sugar and cream."
 
   "Thanks, Lucky." I gave him cash and told him to keep the change.
 
   "It's cold out today," he said. "What are you out here for?"
 
   "I have an appointment with one of my professors. I'm hoping he has good news about some scholarships."
 
   "Hey, that's great. Good luck." He shoved his hands in his pants and smiled a smile that always looked a little bit off center, like he wasn't used to making that expression.
 
   My phone buzzed as I sipped the scalding drink, and when I saw the text I dropped my coffee, stepping away fast enough to avoid scalding myself.
 
   Lucky ran around his stall and put a rough hand on my shoulder. "What happened? Are you okay?"
 
   I read the words again. It's good to see you again, Catelyn. Are you enjoying your coffee? Now that you're back at school, we can have some fun. I heard Bradley died an untimely death. Seems people close to you tend to drop dead. If I were you I'd be worried about the friends you have left.
 
   It wasn't signed, but I knew it was him. I looked around frantically, spinning in a circle to see if anyone looked suspicions. Too many students filled the area, and they all seemed completely normal. Some were texting, but none were paying attention to me.
 
   "Lucky, did you see anyone following me when I came over here? Anyone at all who might have noticed me, or appeared out of place?"
 
   He shook his head. "I didn't see no one. Sorry. Let me make you another coffee. It's on me."
 
   He had it ready in moments and I held it close, for warmth and to ward off the unease I felt now. "Thanks, Lucky. Let me know if you do see anyone strange, okay?"
 
   "Sure thing."
 
   I arrived at Professor Cavin's office still shaking, but he wasn't there yet. His office had been left open, so I let myself in and perused his bookshelf, skimming my fingers over the books, many of which I had read or recognized, until I came to a familiar title and froze. Pulling it from the shelf, I flipped it open and stared at my mother's signature on the cover page. Made out "in deep affection" to "George". Professor Cavin walked in, and we stared at each other for a long moment, until I held the book up accusingly. "You never told me you knew my mother."
 
   He sighed, and sat behind his desk. "It was a long time ago, Catelyn. Another life. She was my student once, beautiful and bright, just like you. It was before she met your father."
 
   I sank into the chair still clutching the book. "You had an affair. With my mother?"
 
   "We were… intimate… once. Only once. We both knew it wasn't right and it never happened again. But we always respected each other. I didn't see her much after she met your father, but when she published this book she sent me a copy. I'd helped her get the sources she needed to write it. In fact, she was working on the sequel when she… died." He choked on the last word and I could see he still cared about her.
 
   "Why didn't you ever tell me?"
 
   "I should have, but I didn't want it interfering with our relationship. I didn't want you to think differently of me, or her. I'd hoped to leave the past in the past, but I should know by know that secrets never stay buried."
 
   I had to leave, had to get out of there and think. I handed him the book but he shook his head. "Keep it. She'd want you to have it."
 
   I didn't know how I felt about that, but since I no longer had my copy, I didn't argue. Maybe this book held a clue to her murder.
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   CLASSES STARTED THE next day, and I went to my 7 a.m. lecture bleary-eyed after staying up all night re-reading my mother's book. I learned nothing new about her work, though, and she'd apparently left no notes about her sequel. I'd talked to Detective Gray and he reviewed the case notes. They had interviewed everyone she knew at the time and looked through her house and office, but hadn't found anything about the new book she'd planned on.
 
   By 10 a.m., after three hours of lectures, I was ready for my coffee date with Jon, if for no other reason than to get a much-needed shot of caffeine. I called him. "You there yet?"
 
   "Who is this?"
 
   "Catelyn."
 
   "Oh, sorry. You sound different on the phone. Yes, I'm there. See you soon." He was leaning against a tree when I arrived, clothes meticulous, hair arranged neatly, like a Ken doll. So different from the wildness of Ash.
 
   Just thinking about the tall, dark and handsome older brother made my stomach clench. I hadn't heard from him as Cat or Catelyn since our night in Greece.
 
   Lucky smiled his crooked smile and made me my coffee without asking, while Jon and I sat at a two-person iron table under a tree that still clung to the last snowfall.
 
   "How are you, Catelyn?" asked Jon. "You look tired."
 
   I sipped my coffee, sighing as the heat burned down my throat and into my stomach. "Lots of studying. How were your classes today? You must be excited to graduate after this semester."
 
   "I am. I'll be spending every waking moment studying for the bar exam, of course."
 
   "Yeah, that's going to be tons of fun. Are you worried?" We'd all heard the stories of people spending years in law school studying their asses off only to fail the bar over and over. It was our collective worst nightmare.
 
   "Not too much. I think I'll do okay with the way my dad's pushing me."
 
   I shivered as a cold wind blew through us, pulling my coat tighter around me. "It was nice meeting your dad at the party. How is he?"
 
   He gave me an odd look. "He's fine. Same as always."
 
   I tried to keep my voice casual. "And Ash? He must be shaken after that night."
 
   Now Jon frowned. "I don't see my brother much. We mingle in very different circles."
 
   "What kind of circles does Ash 'mingle' in?"
 
   Something built behind Jon's eyes and his normally friendly demeanor hardened. "Did you only agree to meet me for coffee to ask about my brother?"
 
   I blushed, ashamed at being caught. "No, of course not. I was just making small talk."
 
   "I saw how you led him on that night at the party, only to reject him later. What game are you playing at? Cat and Mouse? Seeing which one of us you want more?"
 
   Now my face turned hard and I stood, tossing my empty coffee cup in the trash. "That's out of line. As I reminded your brother, I'm not a toy in some twisted game. Nor am I the prize. I have to get to class," I said, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. "Thanks for the coffee."
 
   I turned just as Jon punched the table, and I jumped at the sound. He walked away with long strides, his shoulders set like granite.
 
   Guess Ash isn't the only Davenport with a temper.
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   BRIDGETTE AND I worked out an agreement for my work. I'd take my calls late at night, while she slept, and she'd sleep with headphones and music on. It wasn't ideal, and I was a zombie during the day, but it was the only thing we could think of.
 
   Ash called that night, as if he could sense my need to talk to him. Or maybe his brother brought up my coffee non-date, and he needed Cat to keep his mind off of Catelyn.
 
   It didn't seem to matter to my heart, because it still skipped a beat when I heard his voice.
 
   "Hi, Cat."
 
   I wanted him to call me Catelyn, and cringed when I heard my phone sex name. This wasn't who I wanted to be, especially not with him. I didn't mind the sex. Well, to be honest, I looked forward to it. But I didn't like him thinking I did this with him as a job. And I didn't want him knowing Catelyn did this for a living, either.
 
   Oh, the tangled webs. "Ash, it's good to hear your voice again."
 
   I detected a slight smile in his voice as he asked, "Did you miss me?"
 
   "Yes," I confessed. But dammit, the more I let Cat get close to him, the further I pushed Catelyn out of his mind.
 
   "How would you like to go to Bali with me tonight?"
 
   Did he mean for real, like, that's where he wanted to meet? Or in the same way we went to Greece? "Um… "
 
   He laughed. "Don't worry, I'm not going to kidnap you. For now, I'll settle for the phone trip."
 
   "I've never been. Do you want to start?" I settled into my dorm bed, under the covers, spreading my legs and slipping my hand down my panties as I imagined him in the room with me, his hard body pressed against my soft curves.
 
   "We'll go to Ubud," he said, his voice getting low. "It's a little town in central Bali and there's a hotel nestled in the heart of the rainforest preserve. A warm breeze blows through our room, scattering the tropical flowers laid out on the bed. We're dipping our toes into the private cascading pool that overlooks the jungles. In the distance, monkeys chatter in the coconut palms and we can hear the fast-flowing Ayung River toppling down waterfalls."
 
   I closed my eyes and imagined it all as he continued. 
 
   "In the gardens are cocoa and coffee trees blended with bamboo, flame trees and orchids to give us our own tropical paradise. Everything is lush and full of color, the water warm on our feet."
 
   "You might be better at my job than I am," I joked, then immediately regretted spoiling the mood, so I picked up where he left off. "I slip into the water, letting my white cotton sundress soak through, clinging to me until it's a see-through second skin. You can see the white lace bra and panties I'm wearing, and you pull off your clothes and join me in the water. With one hand you trace my hard nipples through the cloth, using the other to run your fingers through my hair."
 
   "I grip your dress at the bodice and tear it off you until you're left in just the bra and panties."
 
   My heart raced as I imagined him tearing my clothes off my body. 
 
   "I suck one nipple through the lace as I tease your pussy with my fingers, rubbing through the flimsy fabric, but not quite hard enough to give you real satisfaction."
 
   I teased myself with my finger, imagining it was his, as I took over the narrative. "I drop to my knees in the water, using the steps to prop myself as I lick the tip of your cock, returning the tease. I take one of your balls in my mouth and suck as I stroke your shaft with my hand, looking up at you as I do. Then I use my tongue to trace a line up your shaft and around the head, paying extra attention to your most sensitive spots, using light strokes of my tongue to make you desperate."
 
   "Oh, Cat, yes." I could hear him playing with himself. "But I can't take it anymore. I push my cock deeper into your mouth, and you suck harder and more deeply, taking so much of me in I can barely contain myself."
 
   "I make you come down my throat," I said, "licking up the salty explosion as you release into me."
 
   "But you keep sucking," he said. "And I'm still hard. I turn you around, pressing you against the edge of the pool, water flowing over us as I rip off your bra and panties, and with the waterfalls and monkeys and ancient Hindi temple as our backdrop, I shove myself into you, using my hands to stimulate your nipples and clit as I fuck you from behind."
 
   "Your cock is huge," I said, imagining the warm breeze on my exposed body, the sheer vastness of the jungle around us as he pounds into me. "I can barely take you all in, but you stretch me and push until I do. The pressure builds in us both, like a volcano about to explode."
 
   "I pull your hair as I shove one last time into you," he said. "And with that thrust, we both come, ripples of heat washing over us. You scream my name, setting off screams in the monkeys as they share in the magic of this moment. Once we are both spent, we collapse on the floating bed in the pool and I hold you in my arms, stroking your hair and kissing you as we let the warm air settle around us, the sounds of the jungle full of the wild abandon we just shared."
 
   We both came just as he said, images of Bali in our minds. And as my body relaxed, sinking into my bed, I wished more than ever it wasn't a phone I was holding but him.
 
   This double life had to end. I couldn't live like this anymore.
 
   "Cat, I need you. Have you given any thought to my proposal? If it's about work, I can pay you."
 
   "God, no, I'm not a hooker!"
 
   "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to imply that. I just didn't want you to think I was trying to get something for nothing. I just want to meet you."
 
   "Okay. We can meet."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yes. It's time." It was past time.
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   I WAS PUTTING up a poster of Bali when Bridgette came back from class. She looked quizzically at it, and then laughed. "These are about Ash, aren't they?"
 
   I nodded my head in meek confession. 
 
   "Do I even want to know?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Okay then. So, what's happening with loverboy, anyway?"
 
   I sat on my bed and shrugged. "Nothing much. I'm just meeting him in person as Cat, in order to expose myself as Catelyn."
 
   She shrieked. "What? Oh my God, that's huge! And about damn time, too! When? We need to go shopping for the perfect dress!"
 
   "Tomorrow night. We're meeting at a restaurant in town. Imagine how surprised we were to discover we lived near each other!"
 
   "Ha! Right! Okay, we have to go tonight. Studying can wait. Let's go." She pulled me from my bed and handed me my purse and jacket. "Time's a-wasting."
 
   That night I got waxed, plucked, polished, and buffed, and obtained a new dress that would, according to Bridgette, make him forget everything but his "immediate need to fuck me."
 
   As we sipped coffee, bags spread around us, I stared aimlessly at the scenery.
 
   Moonbeams danced on crystal flakes of snow and ice still clinging to the trees. The nearly full moon reflected off the street like something full of dreams and magic.
 
   "If he doesn't hate me, if he can forgive me for lying to him, then we will have sex. I will have real,live,in-person, body-on-body sex for the first time. I'm nervous, Brig."
 
   "Don't be." She blew into her coffee and sipped. "Once the initial sting is over, it's the most amazing thing ever with a guy who knows what he's doing, and I'm sure Ash does."
 
   "Not about the pain. About the emotions. I'm already ridiculously in love with this guy, and we've only ever had phone sex. How will it be when we are finally together for real? What if this isn't as serious for him as it is for me?" God, I sounded like such a girl.
 
   "Ash is clearly serious about you."
 
   "Maybe. But Cat or Catelyn? I just want to be seen, you know? For someone to look into my soul, for someone to see into the darkest parts of who I am, and to love and accept all those parts, unconditionally. We all crave that witness, that other to see us and bear witness to our lives, as we witness theirs. That shared journey seems more significant now than I ever thought it would be. But he doesn't see me, not really. He sees two separate girls."
 
   "Has it occurred to you," she asked, "that the Cat you are when you're with him is a part of the real you? That he sees Catelyn and Cat, and because he sees both, he's seeing more of the real you than you've ever showed anyone else?"
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_29]Chapter Twenty Nine
 
   Peppermint Memories
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I COULD HAVE swallowed a beehive full of angry bees and my stomach would have been more relaxed than it was right now. My dress, which had felt like wearing clouds the night before, now felt like wearing sandpaper. I could swear my shoes had shrunk overnight. My mascara wanted to mark every part of my face except my eyelashes.
 
   Finally Bridgette banned me from my make-up and took over, doing my hair in a French twist with curly ringlets around my face. She gave my eyes a sexy, smoky look, and polished my lips to match my nails—fuck-me-red.
 
   The black spaghetti-strap dress clung to me like a second skin. I breathed deeply, terrified I was making the biggest mistake of my life, but knowing that I had to do this. I couldn't lie to him anymore.
 
   Bridgette hugged me and dropped her car keys into my hand. "Be safe. Call me if you need me. And have fun!" She winked and then shoved me out the door with my winter coat and purse.
 
   I was grateful for the coat. At least I didn't look as underdressed as I felt.
 
   The drive to the restaurant took too long and ended too soon. Time played tricks on me, and my sweaty hands left prints on the steering wheel.
 
   What would he say when he saw me? Would he freak out? Would he be disappointed that I was there to ruin his date with Cat? Would he be happy to know the two women in his life were one and the same? I played through every scenario in my head of what could happen tonight, and most of them ended badly for us both.
 
   Parking near the restaurant was nonexistent, and I walked a few blocks in impossibly high heels, arriving out of breath. Standing outside, I opened my coat and let the chill of winter air cool my body and calm my mind. I remembered as a child I loved sucking on a peppermint candy and riding my bike really fast, breathing in the cool air, to capture the feeling I had right then. The smell of peppermint and cold reminded me of this, of winter, and a sleeping world with a secret life growing under it, waiting for spring to come. And now, also of Ash, of the way his mouth tasted when he kissed me. And in that there is also something sleeping, something secret waiting to come alive once the snow melts.
 
   Through the windows of the restaurant, Ash sat in a corner booth staring at the candle flickering on the table. I could see him, but he couldn't see me, or hadn't looked up to notice. He was expecting Cat, a girl he thought he knew. A girl he thought he could trust. And he was about to get Catelyn, a girl he didn't want. A girl who made him feel like a monster.
 
   A tear trickled down my cold cheek. I thought I only had one choice in this situation—to tell him the truth and suffer whatever fallout came.
 
   But I realized in that moment there was another choice. A harder choice, but in some ways easier, or maybe better.
 
   I could make Cat disappear. If she broke up with him, maybe he'd be willing to give Catelyn another chance. Maybe he'd see that she was the woman he needed. Because for all Bridgette's words, I couldn't accept that Cat was a part of me. She was an act, a role I played for money. I couldn't be her, because to be her meant I didn't know myself at all anymore. It meant I'd become someone I couldn't admit to myself, let alone other people.
 
   I dug through my purse and found a pen and a paper. Scribbling a note, I chose my words carefully, then handed it and some cash to the valet and asked if he'd deliver it. He agreed, slipping into the restaurant, a blast of heated air making me shiver harder.
 
   Placing my hand on the window, I drew a heart around the man sitting alone at the table. "I'm sorry, Ash. But you have to let go of her. She's not real. She never was."
 
   And then I turned and walked away.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_30]Chapter Thirty
 
   The Blue Dress
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I TORE DOWN my posters that night and cried myself to sleep, the ache in my heart growing bigger by the minute. Donna from The Pleasure Palace left multiple messages, frantic that one of my 'regulars' kept calling, upset and wanting to talk to me. She asked about what to tell him. I skipped classes the next day, preferring to wallow in private, and finally called her back late afternoon. "Tell him Cat doesn't work there anymore. I'll be back to work next week for everyone else, but he's not to know I'm still there and should never be transferred to me."
 
   She pressed for details, but I evaded her questions and hung up, ready to renew my moping for a few more pathetic hours. Cat had broken up with Ash. I'd explained it in the note, told him to move on, that I couldn't cross this line of meeting a client in person, that he should reconnect with the other girl in his life.
 
   Self-serving? Perhaps, but it was my last hope.
 
   But while he tried to call Cat every night, he never reached out to Catelyn. When I saw Jon on campus, he made polite conversation but would sulk and walk away if I brought up Ash.
 
   A week came and went, and I was due to start back at The Pleasure Palace, but I begged off for a few more days, unwilling to give other men what I wanted to give Ash alone. I knew I risked my job and future, but the whole thing made me sick to my stomach. School suffered, I didn't sleep or eat and Bridgette started giving me those lingering worried looks that annoyed the hell out of me.
 
   "Why don't you just reach out to him? Invite him to coffee? Anything is better than this moping miserable Catelyn."
 
   "I can't. I don't even know how to reach him."
 
   She closed her textbook and scooted her desk chair to face my bed, which I refused to move from. "I can help with that. I'll get you his number."
 
   "If I call him, he'll recognize my voice," I said. And I realized the fatal error in my plan even as Brig said it.
 
   "If you want him, you'll eventually have to talk to him on the phone. You can't keep it a secret forever. You should have met him that night and gotten it over with."
 
   And she was right. I couldn't live my whole life not talking on the phone to him if we ever did end up together. Maybe enough time would pass and he'd forget about Cat's voice and just think about mine.
 
   So I waited. And hoped. And tried to study.
 
   And one day all of my patience paid off.
 
   Bridgette and I had gone back to her parents' house for a long weekend at the end of January when a package arrived for me.
 
   "Who's it from?" Brig asked.
 
   I opened the card first, and smiled my first real smile in a month. "It's from him! He's invited me to dinner tomorrow night."
 
   I handed her the card and opened the box. My heart thumped hard in my chest as I battled with my own feelings. He'd sent a dress that looked exactly like the one I'd pretended to wear as Cat in Greece. Deep blue that turned to a swirl of white and blue at the hem, like surf. Did this mean he knew the truth? Or that he really wanted Cat and he was settling for Catelyn?
 
   I held up the dress and Bridgette whistled. "It doesn't matter why he picked that dress. You're wearing it, and you're going, and I don't want to hear another word about it. He invited you, Catelyn. Not Cat."
 
   She was right. This was my chance to set things right with Ash, and I couldn't let my own insecurities interfere.
 
   For the first time since my alter ego broke up with Ash, I didn't cry myself to sleep. And it had been over a month since my stalker had texted or called. Life was looking up, even if the police still had no leads on the killer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next twenty-four hours limped along painfully. I couldn't focus in class, and I nearly broke my ass slipping on ice several times while walking through campus, distracted by inner turmoil over my date that night. 
 
   I wasn't going to back out, though. And if he knew about Cat, which seemed unlikely, then I would deal with it. If he didn't know, then Cat could stay gone forever and we could build something new, something untarnished by that part of me.
 
   He'd given me an unfamiliar address for our date, and I'd assumed it was a restaurant, but when I arrived, I only saw abandoned buildings and an alley that had seen better days. The sun was setting, bringing the temperature down as it did. I parked Bridgette's car and checked the note against the street addresses again. Using caution in heels too high for me, I walked up and down the street, thinking maybe there was a hole-in-the-wall restaurant or cafe hidden somewhere here. Those places existed and sometimes were the best food ever. I could see Ash enjoying that kind of dining experience, but I found nothing like that.
 
   Something clattered in the alley to my left, and I turned to investigate, but saw nothing. Probably just a cat.
 
   My phone buzzed and for a moment I thought it was Ash, clarifying directions, but I remembered he didn't have my cell number. It had been too risky to give it to him. When I checked the text, I froze.
 
   Gullible girls deserve what they get.
 
   Someone wrapped their arm around me, covering my mouth with a rag. I inhaled something chemical and my body collapsed.
 
   The world sunk in on itself until everything went black.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_31]Chapter Thirty One
 
   An Enemy in Our Midst
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I WOKE IN pain and unable to move. At first I thought I was blindfolded, but then realized it was too dark to tell if my eyes were opened or closed. It took a moment for panic to set in, as if my brain and body had disconnected from each other. I observed my circumstances as if watching a movie or reading a book. My wrists stung from a thin wire binding them behind my back. My feet had the same wire wrapped around them, digging into my skin and securing them to a chair. Someone had shoved a ball gag into my mouth, the leather strap tugging at my hair, gagging me in a way that made my jaw ache.
 
   My head felt groggy and I knew I'd been drugged with something to get me here.
 
   When the panic finally hit, I wasn't prepared, and it ran through me like acid in my blood. I tried to scream but choked on my own tongue. When I struggled, the wire cut into me and blood trickled down my ankles and hands. I could hear nothing but the beating of my own heart. Feel nothing but the pain in my body and the terror in my bones.
 
   Because it finally clicked, and I understood. Ash hadn't invited me to dinner. My parents' killer had. Somehow he knew about the blue dress. Knew about our most intimate conversations. Knew that I was Cat.
 
   He knew everything, and now he had me.
 
   I stretched my neck from side to side, but saw nothing in the pitch black. I would die tonight. I would die because I'd been stupid and gullible and had believed that Ash wanted me and not Cat.
 
   How could I have been so stupid?
 
   I heard a noise and jumped in my chair, sending sharp spears of pain into my arms and legs. A candle flared to life and the silhouette of someone in a mask approached me. "I'm going to take the gag out, if you promise not to scream." The man spoke through a synthesizer, giving his voice that sinister quality I knew all too well.
 
   Fear spiked in me and I nodded, knowing I would need to cooperate to secure some semblance of freedom. 
 
   He took the ball out of my mouth. I retched, coughing and trying to breathe more deeply. I wanted to scream, to beg and cry, but I tried to keep my voice calm. "What are you going to do to me?"
 
   He ran a gloved finger down my cheek. "That's not clear yet. First, I need to know where the book is."
 
   "What book?" This wasn't the question I was expecting.
 
   "The book your mother wrote. Where is it?"
 
   "I don't understand. You can get that book anywhere."
 
   He backhanded me across the face and my head snapped to the side, the crack of my neck loud in the small room. "Not that book, the one after that."
 
   Now I cried, unable to hold in the tears or terror. "She never wrote it. It doesn't exist."
 
   Another hand across my face. "Liar. Where is it? Tell me, and you might live through the night."
 
   "I would if I knew, but it doesn't exist. The police looked everywhere, and there was nothing. She hadn't written any of it yet."
 
   "I was hoping you'd do this the easy way. I learned to like you after all this time." He moved to a table I hadn't noticed and unrolled something. The light of the candle glinted off metal and I bit my tongue to keep from screaming.
 
   Instead, I focused on every detail I could. Something tickled at the back of my mind, the way he walked, the way his shoulders slumped forward in a defensive posture. As he looked at his tools he brought his right hand to his upper lip, smoothing down the mustache hidden under the mask.
 
   And then I remembered the one name that hadn't been on the party list. Someone I'd seen and talked with, someone who was supposed to be staff but hadn't been listed.
 
   And I knew.
 
   "Lucky? How? Why?" I choked on my tears and thought back over the years. Lucky had been a staple in my coffee-addicted life since freshman year at Harvard. I'd learned his subtle tics and mannerisms from the many visits in between classes. He'd always been so nice, so kind to me.
 
   So attentive.
 
   His head snapped up. "Quiet! Don't you talk unless I ask you a question."
 
   He'd been at the party. He'd known my schedule, or could get it. But how did he mail the letters around the world? How did he text me when he was with me? Was it true? Could he have been working with Bradley all along? Maybe Bradley was sent to seduce Bridgette to get closer to us.
 
   "You won't hurt me, Lucky. I know you won't. I just want to know, why? Please, let me go, and I won't tell anyone, I swear. This can all end tonight."
 
   He shoved the ball back into my mouth as I fought him, shaking my head, trying to kick despite the restraints cutting me.
 
   He picked up a razor sharp knife from the table, one of the more innocuous looking tools he had, and held it to my face. "Tell me where it is, Catelyn. Believe it or not, I won't enjoy this as much as I normally do. You were always real nice to me." He removed the ball gag again so I could answer him.
 
   "There is no book, Lucky."
 
   "Then I'm sorry." He traced the knife down my neck, cutting just enough to bring a trickle of blood to the surface.
 
   My brain buzzed with only one thought—I was going to die tonight, but first I was going to be tortured.
 
   I braced myself for the pain, hoping I would die fast, before I went insane. Eyes squeezed closed, muscles tensed and ready, I waited.
 
   And someone burst into the room calling my name. Lucky turned on him, knife in hand, but my rescuer kicked it away and knocked him to the ground, then kicked him until he didn't move.
 
   "Catelyn, oh my God, Catelyn."
 
   He came into the light, and I sobbed. "Ash."
 
   He used a pocketknife to cut me out of the wires and held me close. "How badly hurt are you, Catelyn?" 
 
   I tried to speak, but fear had numbed my tongue.
 
   Pulling away from me, he searched my body, seeing the blood and cuts. "We have to get you out of here. Have to get you somewhere safe."
 
   "Wh-where are we? How did you find me?" Nothing about this made any sense.
 
   "I got a text from a blocked number telling me if I ever wanted to see you alive again I should come to this address. We're in an old mine that's been closed down for years. We have to go through the tunnels to get out."
 
   Ash let go of me to tear off a piece of his shirt and bind my wounds. As he bent over to pick up the light, Lucky rose, lunging toward him with the knife he'd used to cut me. I screamed, grabbing a hammer from the table, and swung as hard as I could.
 
   Lucky fell to the ground with a loud thud, and when I looked down I saw part of his brains spilling from his skull. I turned and emptied the contents of my stomach in the corner. Ash kicked Lucky's knife away and checked his pulse. "He's dead. He can't hurt you."
 
   I fell to the ground shaking. "I killed him."
 
   Ash dropped to his knees, hugging me. "I killed him. He would have died from the beating I gave him. It was me, love, not you. Don't take this on yourself."
 
   I crawled over to the man, his mask still clinging to what was left of his face. I slipped it off.
 
   "Who is that?" asked Ash.
 
   "Lucky. But why would he try to hurt me? Why would he have gone after my parents?" How could I have seen him so many times, spoken to him almost every day, and never realized?
 
   "We'll get some help and let the police sort out the details," Ash said, pulling me from the room.
 
   Pulling me away from the man I'd killed.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_32]Chapter Thirty Two
 
   Forgetting
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I SAT BEHIND Ash, straddling him on his Harley as he called 911. When he hung up he drove me somewhere and said some words but I couldn't think. Nothing penetrated the fog around my mind. All I could do was hold onto him and try to breathe.
 
   The motorcycle stopped, and he helped me off and led me into a hotel room with one queen bed, a television, dresser and bathroom. Nothing fancy. I had the absurd thought that he took Cat to the most exotic hotels in the world and I got this.
 
   He left the room, saying something I didn't catch, then returned with a Coke he made me drink while he dabbed something onto my wrists and ankles and wrapped them in bandages. Then he handed me a sandwich from a vending machine and told me to eat.
 
   "Catelyn, listen to me. You're in shock and you need sugar in your system. Eat. Drink."
 
   I did as I was told and felt a carb and sugar rush jolting me awake from my fog. I shook harder, a sob building in my throat. "I killed a man. Oh my God, Ash, what have I done?"
 
   He pulled me against his chest and rubbed my arms and back, murmuring into my ear about how it wasn't my fault and it would all be okay. The warmth, his warmth, finally reached me. The cold that had settled into my bones abated, leaving me craving more of him.
 
   I wrapped my arms around him, resting my face in the nape of his neck, relishing the feel of his skin against my cheek. Lucky would be torturing me right now if not for this man. I would either be carved up and wishing I was dead, or dead.
 
   Looking up into his eyes, I saw him for the first time. This man who put aside his own safety to save those he cared for. Or those who needed his help. This man who had walked away from the safety of his family legacy to carve his own path in life, come what may. This man who looked past the label of phone sex operator and saw the girl behind the job. This man who carried the weight of his heroism with him everyday.
 
   "Ash—" my voice cracked. I rested a hand on his cheek and he didn't pull away.
 
   "Catelyn… " I could see him resist. He knew what I wanted and he didn't want to take advantage of me while I was vulnerable.
 
   So I took the initiative and kissed him.
 
   The cool mint of his mouth made everything feel right inside of me. When he stopped kissing me I made a disappointed sound.
 
   "Catelyn, you're hurt. In shock. We shouldn't."
 
   "Ash, you have to learn. I make my own decisions. I know what's best for me. And I want you. I need you."
 
   I stood, slipping off the blue dress I'd thought he'd gotten for me, and pulled off my bra and panties, exposing myself to him the way Cat had so many times in our imaginations. I reached for his hand, placing it on my bare breast.
 
   He groaned, his pants showing a visible reaction to my body.
 
   "Make me forget," I said. "Make me forget everything about tonight except this. Just for a few minutes. Just for right now, take me somewhere else."
 
   He nodded and I helped him pull off his shirt as he discarded his jeans. 
 
   He explored my body with his hands and mouth, trailing promises across my flesh with tongue and teeth, gentle and demanding all at once. When he bent his head between my legs and slid his tongue into me, nothing in my imagination could have prepared me for the pure pleasure that pulsed through my body.
 
   Everything truly disappeared from my mind, my physical and emotional pain vanishing as he worked my muscles into knots with his tongue and fingers, pushing me closer and closer to the point of no return.
 
   When I came, I grabbed his head, pushing his tongue deeper into me and screaming his name as the spasms rocked me. Not all orgasms are created equal, I learned in that moment.
 
   He gave me no time to recover as he moved his body over mine, trailing kisses up my abdomen and breasts until his cock rubbed against my wet pussy. 
 
   He pushed into me slowly at first, easing the massive girth of his cock in one inch at a time.
 
   A dull ache formed, then a sharp pain as he pushed through my virginity, and then another wave of pleasure crashed over me as he rubbed my clit while thrusting himself in and out. 
 
   "Oh God, Catelyn, you're so tight." He looked close to coming and I needed more.
 
   I reached for his ass, pulling him harder into me, my nails digging into him as I begged for him to go faster, harder, deeper. I wanted to feel him throughout my body, claiming me as his. His release rocked us both, and I came again, clutching him as I lost control.
 
   He held me after, arms wrapped around me as his fingers ran through my hair. I'd given myself to him fully, but he still didn't know my secret. Guilt tickled my gut and kept me on the edge of sleep as I worried over how to tell Ash the truth.
 
   I opened my mouth, ready to confess everything, when someone banged on our hotel door. "Police, open up!"
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_33]Chapter Thirty Three
 
   Close Call
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WE DRESSED QUICKLY and he noticed the stain of blood on the sheets. He looked at me, wide-eyed. "Did I hurt you? Did he hurt you?"
 
   He looked ready to bring Lucky back to life just to kill him again. I shook my head. "It… it was my first time. I'm not hurt."
 
   He stopped buckling his pants and then pulled me into another hug. "Oh, Catelyn. Why didn't you tell me? This should have been so much better for you. I could have made it so much better."
 
   Tears stung my eyes. "It was perfect. You were perfect."
 
   He kissed me deeply and wiped away a tear. "The next time will be magical, I promise."
 
   I smiled and pulled on my jacket and heels, my heart practically jumping out of my chest at the knowledge that he wanted there to be a next time. It sunk when I realized he might not feel the same way after learning the truth about me.
 
   We let the police in and our room became smaller as Detective Gray, his pot-bellied partner and a female officer filled the space.
 
   Detective Gray looked at my wounds and frowned. "We have medics coming, but the weather is making it hard for everyone to get through. We found Lucky's body and everything was as Mr. Davenport described. I need you to tell me everything that happened."
 
   I did, starting with the dress and note. When Ash heard that, he looked crushed.
 
   Detective Gray turned on him. "Tell me again how you happened upon her in the middle of nowhere?"
 
   "I told you already. I got a text from a blocked number saying if I wanted to see her alive again, to come to that location. It said if I called the police, she'd be killed immediately. I didn't want to risk it, so I came alone."
 
   The woman took Ash's phone and dropped it in a plastic baggie as evidence. 
 
   After getting both of our statements, the police packed up and stood to leave. "I need to get back to the crime scene," Detective Gray said. "We'll dust for prints, collect evidence, try to make sense of all this and see if we can lay your parents' death at Lucky's feet as well."
 
   "It has to be him, doesn't it?" I asked.
 
   "It seems likely, but we just need to make sure it all adds up," he said.
 
   I nodded and Ash wrapped his arm around me.
 
   "I'm leaving Officer Larsen here until the medics arrive and check you out. If you need me, she can reach me," Gray said.
 
   They left, and Larsen stood by the door talking quietly on her phone. I excused myself for the bathroom, using the privacy to clean up from my first sexual encounter. As the endorphins from my orgasms and the adrenaline from my capture left me, my body succumbed to all the aches and pains those chemical reactions had kept hidden, and I gripped the sink to keep from passing out.
 
   Ash found me, pale and shaking, and called for the medics, who had just arrived. My breath came too fast and I couldn't get enough oxygen to keep my head from spinning.
 
   Working efficiently, they laid me on a stretcher and rolled me to the ambulance. Their voices came from far away, and I heard Ash arguing with someone as they hooked me to oxygen and tested my blood pressure.
 
   "I'm going with her, and you're not stopping me," he growled.
 
   "Sir, there's no room. Would you prefer we lost a trained medic to give you space?"
 
   The argument must have worked, because Ash's motorcycle engine revved, and the van door slammed shut.
 
   The cool hand of a woman pressed against my head. "She's burning up."
 
   A flurry of words flew over me, but I closed my eyes and let my mind wander to my time with Ash, the way his hands had known just how to touch me to bring me maximum pleasure, the way our bodies fit so well together.
 
   I dreamed of this life with Ash, of making love every morning and falling asleep in his arms every night.
 
   I woke to his voice, his face smiling down at me, his hand brushing through my hair. "Welcome back, Catelyn. You gave us quite a scare."
 
   "What did I do?" I asked.
 
   His eyes glossed over and his voice shook. "You almost died."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_34]Chapter Thirty Four
 
   Call Me Catelyn
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "LUCKY POISONED THE knife he'd used to cut your neck," explained Ash. "While the wound itself was harmless, the poison had infected your blood stream and was working toward your heart. If the medics hadn't arrived… " His eyes filled with tears.
 
   Smiling, I took his hand. "I'm fine."
 
   Ash started to say something, but stopped as Detective Gray entered the room.
 
   "Catelyn, I'm glad you're awake. How are you feeling?" Gray asked.
 
   Ash took a seat next to my bed, still holding my hand, as I sipped water and answered the detective. "Like I've been poisoned, beaten and left for dead," I said honestly. Morphine dripped into my IV, and I pressed the button, giving myself an extra influx of pain relief.
 
   "It looks like Lucky was the Midnight Murderer. We found evidence at his apartment of the other crimes, including DNA from his victims."
 
   "How?"
 
   "He took trophies."
 
   I squirmed, refusing to imagine what that could mean. "Anything about my parents?"
 
   He shook his head. "No, but we found the stationary he used to send you letters each year, and a closet filled with pictures of you. He'd been stalking you for years, documenting your every move."
 
   I shivered at the violation, and Ash squeezed my hand.
 
   "So it's over?" I asked.
 
   "It's over."
 
   "How did you find all this so fast?"
 
   The detective looked at Ash, then back at me. "They didn't tell you? You've been unconscious for a week. Believe it or not, when we have something to go on, we can accomplish a lot in that amount of time."
 
   A week? No wonder my legs felt like sandpaper and my mouth tasted of rotting cotton balls. "I'm going to need a shower, immediately."
 
   Ash laughed. "I'll give you a sponge bath myself."
 
   I blushed and looked back at the detective. "I still don't understand why Lucky did this."
 
   "The oldest reason in the book. Revenge. Lucky was a diagnosed psychopath and had committed other crimes before the Midnight Murders. Your mother, who worked at the DA's office, had convicted him once for assault and sent him to prison. He killed her when he was released."
 
   "How was he not a suspect back then?" Ash asked. "Surely your department looked into any released convicts Catelyn's parents had prosecuted."
 
   "We did, but Lucky went under a different name at the time and had a solid alibi," Detective Gray said. "We're still not sure how he did it."
 
   "Thank you, Detective," I said. "I'm so glad this is all over."
 
   He left, and Ash kissed my forehead. "Catelyn, I need to tell you something. I—" We were interrupted by Professor Cavin, who came bearing yellow roses, my mother's favorites.
 
   He set the roses by my bed. "Catelyn, it's good to see you awake."
 
   "I'm sorry I've missed class."
 
   He waved my apology away. "That can wait."
 
   "Professor, when Lucky was about to… torture me, he kept asking about the other book my mom was going to write. Why would it be so important to him?"
 
   Cavin rested his chin on his chest. "I already gave my statement to the police, so it couldn’t hurt to tell you." He looked up at me, a sadness in his eyes. "She made me promise not to tell anyone, even if something happened to her. She said it would put you in danger, so I respected her wishes, even back then. But it's time to talk about it. Your mother was obsessed with researching and understanding sociopathic and psychopathic tendencies and how they presented in many top entrepreneurs and CEOs in big businesses with statistically higher numbers than the general population."
 
   A shiver crept up my back. "That's nothing new."
 
   "Except," he said, pausing, "she planned on outing high-profile, wealthy businessmen who she believed were sociopaths. And who, she believed, had criminal and dangerous tendencies. She would have destroyed their lives, if her book had been published. One person in particular, would have lost everything."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "She never shared that, I'm afraid. But… a few days before she died, she told me she was close to discovering the identity of the Midnight Murderer. I believe he was the one." 
 
   "And you didn't tell the police?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing.
 
   "It wouldn’t have made a difference. No one could find her research, and she never told another living soul who she was writing about."
 
   A nurse popped her head in. "You have another visitor, Miss Travis, but you can only have two in here at a time."
 
   Professor Cavin stood. "Once again, I'm sorry I kept this from you. We can talk more later when you're feeling better."
 
   He left the room and Bridgette came in, smiling when she saw me. "You're never allowed to be kidnapped again," she said.
 
   She hugged me, and I released Ash's hand to hug her back.
 
   Looking between the two of us, she raised an eyebrow. "Have you two finally worked out your shit?"
 
   Ash clutched my hand again in response.
 
   Bridgette gave me a knowing look, and I shook my head slightly. I hadn't told him about Cat.
 
   With a twinkle in her eye, she backed out of the room. "I'm going to grab some coffee. You must be dying from caffeine withdrawal," she said.
 
   "I am. Thanks!"
 
   Ash frowned. "I don't think they'll let you have coffee yet. You haven't eaten in a week."
 
   "Right. Well, they can try to stop me." We chuckled. "You wanted to tell me something," I reminded him.
 
   His dark eyes became serious.
 
   And then he kissed me, his unleashed passion tearing through my body. I moaned, and our tongues danced with fire, the pain in me mixing with pleasure. I grabbed the back of his head, pulling him closer, needing him inside me.
 
   And he pulled away. "I want you, Catelyn. I know you deserve better, I know you deserve a man who's good and kind and honest. And I know I'm not him. But when I'm with you, all that slips away. When I'm with you, I don't care. All expectations fall away, and we are two people together, imperfect and beautiful."
 
   I pulled my hand away. Thiswaswhat I wanted. What I needed. But how could I tell him about Cat? "Ash, I… "
 
   He leaned back. "If you won't have me, I understand. I'm dangerous. Back in the mine, I wanted to hurt Lucky. I wanted to kill him." He stifled a nervous laugh. "Does that make me a monster?"
 
   "No," I said, and then I knew. I could no longer deny the part of me that was Cat, could no longer pretend that she didn't exist. She did, and she was strong and brave and had helped me make it through these hard times. She'd been able to see Ash in a way that Catelyn, with her fears and insecurities, hadn't. She'd made me stronger and I embraced her. "It makes you human," I finished, speaking both as Cat and Catelyn. Speaking as me.
 
   His eyebrows jumped as he recognized my words.
 
   "Ash, I lied to you. When you asked if I had a nickname. I do. You can call me Catelyn, if you want. But… "
 
   I swallowed hard, my palms sweating. "You can also call me Cat."
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   Confessions and Motives
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "I HAVE TO think about this," Ash said, his fists clenched.
 
   I nodded. "I understand." I sounded calm, but fear and anger stormed inside me. If you leave me, Ash, I won't blame you. But please don't. Because you're right. We're not perfect, but we're still beautiful.
 
   "Goodbye… Catelyn." Ash left the hospital room, his jaw tight. 
 
   My heart sunk to the bottom of my gut. I'd lost him. I knew it.
 
   Bridgette entered and grabbed my hand, and I told her what happened. She reassured me that Ash would come back once he calmed down. "Just give him a minute to make sense of it all."
 
   But something didn't make sense to me, and it nagged at the back of my mind. "Bridgette, if this is over, then who sent the text to Ash so he would find me?"
 
   "Lucky did," she said. "He wanted to get information out of you, then make it look like Ash killed you."
 
   "He wanted to frame Ash?"
 
   "Yep, for everything the Midnight Murderer ever did."
 
   "Wow. You came up with this by yourself?"
 
   She grinned. "Detective Gray and I bounced around ideas."
 
   "That makes sense. The Midnight Murderer was one of the subjects in my mother's book. Once he had it, and had someone framed for his murders, he'd be free. But why wait so long to kidnap me? Why torture me with letters?"
 
   Bridgette chewed on her lip. "Maybe when you started dating Ash, you triggered something in him. Some kind of need to control you."
 
   "And I'd given him a possible scapegoat. A rich boy with a criminal record." I frowned, twirling the straw in my plastic cup of water since the evil nurses had confiscated my coffee.
 
   Bridgette sighed. "What's bugging you, Catelyn?"
 
   "It's just—the book was about someone high profile, right? That wasn't Lucky. I mean, it was in the sense that he was the Midnight Murderer, but he wasn't a successful businessman who stood to lose everything. How would he even know about the book?"
 
   "I don't know, Catelyn, but you should stop worrying. It's time to stop living in the past and make room for the future. A future that will heavily feature Mr. Bad Boy Biker Billionaire." She waggled her eyebrows, and I laughed.
 
   "If he forgives me."
 
   "He will."
 
   A nurse knocked on my door and brought in a bouquet of two dozen long stemmed red roses. My favorites. "Someone left this for you. A handsome man in a black leather jacket!" She smiled and left it by the bed.
 
   Bridgette took the card and handed it to me. "It must be from Ash. I told you he'd forgive you."
 
   The envelope made my heart skip. I ran my finger over the grainy cream of the stationary, stared at the distinct watermark on the paper. I opened it.
 
   One is such a lonely number. Two make a couple. Enjoy it while it lasts.
 
   A scent wafted from the card, and I inhaled deeper, trying to place it.
 
   Cuban cigar smoke and peppermint.
 
   The hospital door opened and Ash stood there in his black leather jacket, hands in his pockets. "Cat, can we talk? I have a confession as well."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

THE END
 
    
 
    
 
   Get the next book, Leave Me Love, today on Amazon!
 
   Look for Tell Me True late April to early May or sign up for our newsletter to get immediate notice when the next book is out!
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Do you love a good romance? Then pick up When the Heart Falls, an epic stand-alone novel where love conquers all and two lost souls overcome their darkness together in the city of lights.
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   Thank you for reading!
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   If you enjoyed this book, consider supporting the author by leaving a review wherever you purchased this book. Thank you.
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