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eBook License Notes
 
    
 
   You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles and reviews, or in accordance with federal Fair Use laws. All rights are reserved.
 
   This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Disclaimer
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
   To Svitlana Karpova,
 
   The best mother and mother-in-law in the world,
 
   Thank you for believing in us.
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   Leave Me Love is the second book in the Call Me Cat Trilogy. If you haven't read the first book, Call Me Cat, you can find it here.
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading.
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   [bookmark: Start]Words From The Past
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ASH STOOD AT my hospital door, his face an unreadable mask, hands shoved into his jean pockets as he waited for me to respond.
 
   I scanned the ominous note in my hand. One is such a lonely number. Two make a couple. Enjoy it while it lasts.
 
   It wasn't typed, like the others, but it was the same cream stationary with the same watermark, the same tone as the Midnight Murderer.
 
   Lucky hadn't killed my parents. 
 
   The killer was still alive. And now the man I'd fallen in love with had a confession to make, even as his scent lingered on the note I held. I stuffed it under my blanket.
 
   Bridgette stood. "I'm going to go call my parents and let them know you're doing better."
 
   She left the room and Ash took the seat next to me.
 
   We hadn't talked since I told him the truth about my double identity, that I was both Catelyn and Cat. My head spun, pain pounding behind my eyes and a buzzing in my ears distracting me from his voice.
 
   "Catelyn? Cat?"
 
   I looked up at his dark brown bedroom eyes, his black locks of hair that always looked like he'd been running his hands through them, the dimpled chin, the face I couldn't get out of my head. I nodded. "Sorry. My head's still not on straight." Being unconscious for a week does that to a girl. I still couldn't believe I'd lost a week of my life, a week I'd never get back.
 
   He swallowed and straightened his shoulders, pulling a rumpled piece of paper out of his pocket. "We didn't meet by accident."
 
   I stilled my heart, breathing deeply and telling myself to give him a chance to explain. "What do you mean?"
 
   He handed me the paper. Palms sweating, I opened the note and skimmed it, the large loops of my mother's writing familiar to me in a way that made my gut tighten. 
 
    
 
   Ash,
 
    
 
   Meet me at my office tomorrow. There is something you need to know. Tell no one.
 
    
 
   ~Alice Travis
 
    
 
   The letter was dated the day before she'd been killed. I held it up, glancing at the front and back to make sure I'd read everything. "Ash, what is this?" 
 
   "I hoped you could tell me," he said. "A few months ago, my mom asked me to take some of my old clothes to a homeless shelter. I found the letter in a coat. Why would Alice have wanted to meet me?"
 
   "No idea. Did you know her?"
 
   He shook his head.
 
   "Then how'd you recognize her name?"
 
   "She…" He paused. "Your parents' death was big news."
 
   "Right." But what were you about to say?
 
   "I had my private investigator do some digging," he continued. "He found you, and I arranged to run into you."
 
   My head ached with anger. "So you could interrogate me?"
 
   "So I could get to know you." He grabbed my hand and squeezed. A heavy sorrow dwelled in his eyes. A cold truth rang in his words. "I don't know why your mother wanted to meet me. But I can't help feeling—if I'd found that letter earlier, if I'd talked with her, maybe she'd still be alive. Maybe I could have stopped it."
 
   "How?"
 
   "I don't know. I thought if I got to know her daughter, maybe I'd understand. But I never expected to fall in love. I never expected you." He brushed a strand of hair from my face. 
 
   I smirked. "How long have you been rehearsing that speech?"
 
   He looked like a kid caught sneaking candy. "Since I left the room."
 
   "It's nice. But self-contradicting."
 
   His eyebrows jumped. "What?"
 
   "You arranged to meet me, but didn't expect me?"
 
   He chuckled. "Well, a guy's got to try, right?"
 
   I patted his hand. "You'll do better next time."
 
   He gave me puppy eyes. "So there's a next time?"
 
   "Depends. Why are you telling me this now?"
 
   He shrugged. "You told me about Cat."
 
   "And how do you feel about that?"
 
   "Hurt. Because secrets hurt. I never want to hurt you, Catelyn."
 
   I sighed. "Are you okay with me being Cat?"
 
   "I am. Are you okay with me setting up our meeting?"
 
   "I am."
 
   He grinned. "Is this the part where we hug?"
 
   "And the romantic soundtrack kicks in." I leaned forward to hug him, but my head started to spin. "Whoa. Sorry."
 
   "I'll settle for this." He kissed my mouth, fully and deeply, cupping my face in his hands. He tasted like peppermint. 
 
   And then the taste turned bitter.
 
   I pulled back, a ringing in my ears. "I… I have… something…"
 
   "Cat, are you okay?'
 
   "Catelyn… call me Catelyn." My head felt stuffed full of cotton balls, leaving no room for thought. My hands flapped around, as if searching for something. The stationary. The stationary that smelled like peppermint and cigars. I pulled it from below my blanket and passed it to Ash. "The Midnight Murderer is still alive. He sent this."
 
   Ash took the note, glanced it over. His eyes turned wide. "Catelyn. This is blank."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_2]Chapter Two
 
   Disappearing Ink
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I GRABBED THE stationary back from Ash, my heart racing as I looked for the blue, neat writing that had been there a few moments before. "That's impossible. I saw it."
 
   Ash rubbed his chin, thoughts stirring in his eyes. "You've had a head injury, been through major trauma. Is it possible you imagined it? Maybe had a nightmare?"
 
   Anger boiled in me, fast and bright, and I held up the cream stationary. "Am I imagining this? I'm not crazy! I know what I saw. He threatened us. Threatened you."
 
   Bridgette peeked in the room. "You two okay?"
 
   I waved the note at her. "Bridgette, you saw it, right?"
 
   She nodded, her uneasy smile curving into an uneven frown. "So it's not from Ash?"
 
   Shit. Bridgette had never read the note. "It's from the Midnight Murderer."
 
   "What? Let me see." She snatched the note and turned away from me as she read it. "Um, Catelyn, it's—"
 
   "Blank. I know." I sighed, rubbing my eyes, trying to see through the fog of deceit around me. Stay rational, Catelyn. The Midnight Murderer wants them to think you're unstable. "She imagined it," he wants them to say.
 
   Bridgette handed the stationary back. "Maybe it's a prank? Someone used disappearing ink to scare you?"
 
   A shot of clarity. "That's why the ink was different this time." I searched the note for residue. Then, unable to find any, dropped the note near the flowers. "This isn't a prank. It's him. We have to call Detective Gray."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A nurse checked on me and tidied up the room as I got off the phone. "Beautiful flowers," she said. I nodded in reply.
 
   Gray arrived a few moments later. "I'd just left the hospital." He slipped the blank note into an evidence bag and wrote something in his notebook. "We'll have it tested for residue. If there was disappearing ink used, it will show up." He sighed. "Anything else before I leave?"
 
   I folded my arms. "You think I'm making this up." His resigned posture told me so.
 
   Gray frowned. "I think you've been severely traumatized, physically and emotionally. The department can recommend someone who specializes in post-traumatic stress disorder—"
 
   "I don't want a therapist."
 
   "A counselor then."
 
   "What's the difference?"
 
   He shrugged.
 
   Ash squeezed my hand and I took a deep breath, startled at how quick I was to anger since I woke, as if rage boiled just under my skin, needing the barest heat to explode. "When will you have results?"
 
   "Depends on how backed up the lab is. I'll call you when we know something. But I wouldn't worry, Miss Travis. The killer is dead. You're safe." Gray stuck his notebook in his pocket and turned to leave.
 
   "Lucky wasn't the killer, Detective. The sooner your department realizes that, the sooner you can get back to work."
 
   He said nothing as he left. 
 
   Tears burned my eyes, but I blinked them away. "The note was there, Ash. I swear it."
 
   "I believe you, sweetheart. We'll figure this out. Get some rest."
 
   A nurse interrupted us with a fake smile and a wheelchair. "Time for more tests, Catelyn. First, though, I need to remove your catheter."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two days into my intolerable hospital stay, I was determined to bathe. I couldn't stand the smell of myself and didn't know how Ash could, either. 
 
   He supported me from the bed and into the bathroom. His lips brushed my neck from behind, and he blew a hot kiss against my skin. "Need some help?"
 
   I pulled away, resisting the urge to moan yes. "I can do it myself."
 
   He chuckled, and his voice set me burning inside. "You can have it your way." He ran his hand down my back, separating the hospital gown and cupping my ass. "But I can promise you this: you'll enjoy my bath a lot more."
 
   His touch sent my heart racing. I grabbed his hand and pulled it off me, but couldn't bear to let his fingers go. If he took me now, I'd be powerless to stop him, like a leaf caught in a storm. He'd consume me. 
 
   I turned to face him, waggling my finger. "Dating before sex."
 
   "Says the phone sex operator."
 
   "Well, you know what they say. Don't mix work and play."
 
   "So that night—"
 
   "Was following a near death experience." I remembered him inside me, pushed the thought away before I tore his clothes off. "What if we don't work together? Like a real couple, in the real world—what if we don't fit together?"
 
   He grinned. "Oh, we fit together."
 
   I slapped the air in front of him, heat flushing my cheeks. "Once we get out of here, then we—"
 
   "Catelyn."
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Take your gown off."
 
   I shook at his command, my reservations crumbling, warmth pooling in my center. My fingertips sparked, the only relief the cool touch of his skin. I nodded and untied the hospital gown, letting it slip off my body and fall to the ground. I covered my breasts with my arms. "No sex."
 
   Ash started the water. "Who said anything about sex? I'm just giving you a bath. Hard work here."
 
   "Right. I'm sure it does get hard... for you."
 
   He laughed. "Come on." He helped me in the tub.
 
   "This was a bad idea." 
 
   "Why?"
 
   Because this seems more intimate than sex. I'm naked and you're not. I haven't shaved all week. You can see every flaw, every imperfection under these damn fluorescent lights. "It's nothing. Nothing you did. We should just—"
 
   "Catelyn."
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "You're beautiful."
 
   I could almost believe him, but I'd been passed out for a week. Bruises that would have been bright purple, blue and black had faded into a blotchy, watery version of their former selves. I'd lost too much weight. My ribs and hipbones poked out in a way that wasn't at all sexy or flattering, and one look at my hair had depressed me. I was pale with dark circles under my eyes. I looked like crap.
 
   But I was glad he disagreed.
 
   "No sex," I said again. And I sunk into the tub, grateful for the bars and steps built in to support the convalescing. I had my bandages removed, and the heat stung the scabbing cuts around my ankles and wrists. I pulled my knees to my chest, covering as much as possible.
 
   Ash snickered, but didn't say anything. Using supplies provided by the nurse, who had raised an eyebrow and smirked when she'd brought them in and disconnected my IV, he poured soap onto a sponge and started rubbing my back. "Relax."
 
   I tried, but his presence excited every muscle. 
 
   "Relax."
 
   I sighed. "You're very demanding, Bath Boy."
 
   He dipped the sponge into the hot water and squeezed it over my head.
 
   "Hey." I swatted at him, but he pulled back.
 
   "Just doing my job. Here, let Bath Boy show you how it's done." He massaged my shoulders, his hands warm like the water, and the tension began to leave.
 
   I closed my eyes, enjoying the soft touch of his fingers, imagining them all over me, lower, lower…
 
   "Lower?"
 
   I gasped. "What?" 
 
   "You want my hands lower?"
 
   God. Did I say that out loud? "Yes. Lower… on my back." 
 
   "Sure." He slid his hands down my spine, like a knife cutting through stress, and massaged my hips, his fingers brushing my ass. I imagined those fingers inside me, spreading me, filling me. But I'd said no sex. I couldn't give in now. 
 
   "Let's get back to the bath, Bath Boy."
 
   "Certainly." He washed my hair using the removable showerhead, avoiding the lump on the back of my head. After rinsing out the shampoo, he started at the bottom of my feet, massaging my soles and moving up my legs, his hands skilled at finding each tense muscle and working it until it relaxed under his strong, long fingers. 
 
   Those damn fingers again. I used to envision them when we had phone sex, rubbing my nipples, my thighs. God, his hands reached my thighs. I pulled my legs apart, giving him access to all of me, then shut them.
 
   "What kind of bath is this?" I teased.
 
   He gripped my thighs, his voice laced with desire. He had greed in his eyes. Lust in his hands. "The kind you'll never forget."
 
   He spread my legs apart, my body flaring, melting us together. Where his hand gripped my thighs it burned hottest, like a fountain of fire and passion. I wanted to swim in it. To lose myself in liquid ecstasy. 
 
   But… "Oh, God… Ash…" I wanted to say no, to protest. My mind demanded I speak up, but my body refused to form the words that would stop his fingers from exploring me.
 
   His nails dug into my skin, feeding the furnace within. His other hand slid between my legs and his fingers spread me, inching inside as his thumb rubbed against my clit.
 
   "Ash…" We shouldn't. But I wanted it, didn't I? I could stop him. Could tell him no. But I didn't, because it felt too good and I needed that. I needed a moment of bliss.
 
   He released my thigh and explored my breasts, teasing each nipple until they were hard and throbbing, ready to erupt.
 
   "Ash… Ash… Oh, God."
 
   He pressed his lips into my neck, and my words turned into a moan. I arched my hips toward his hand, wanting his fingers deeper, wanting all of him.
 
   "You like my fingers in your pussy?"
 
   "I… I…" 
 
   He started to pull out.
 
   "Yes. I love them. I fucking love them."
 
   He shoved them back in, sending shivers through me. "Don't think I haven't noticed you staring at my fingers. You want to come on them, don't you?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "You want to kiss them, don't you?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   He put a hand to my lips and I sucked on his thumb, pressure building in me like a wave about to crest. 
 
   "Come on my fucking fingers, Catelyn. Come for me."
 
   I gave into the bliss, drowning myself in a tsunami of flame. "Yes. Yes." I bit down on his thumb, letting go of my fear and pain and worry of the future and surrendering to the pleasure he gave me in that moment.
 
   His fingers stayed in me until my contractions abated, and my eyes opened as his lips claimed mine, the now-familiar taste of him a comfort to me even as it rekindled my arousal. 
 
   From the way his pants bulged, I wasn't the only one who wanted more.
 
   As he helped me out of the bath, I rubbed my hand over his cock and whispered in his ear. "When I'm released from the hospital, I want to suck this."
 
   He waggled a finger. "Dating before sex."
 
   "Right. Then what was that?"
 
   He had the devil in his grin. "The Ashton Davenport experience."
 
   I rolled my eyes. "Oh, the modesty. The modesty is too much."
 
   "Other girls didn't think so."
 
   "Other girls?"
 
   He blushed. "Oh, shit. Shutting up now."
 
   "Fetch my gown, Bath Boy."
 
   He did and helped me back to bed, squeezing my ass as he pulled the sheets over me.
 
   I smiled, and a bitter taste filled my mouth. A ringing filled my ears. "I need to rest." 
 
   "After that bath, so do I." He kissed my forehead. 
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   And I found myself in the corridor, alone. 
 
   It was quiet. The clock down the hall showed around 10 p.m. Hours had passed since my bath. A door to my side was ajar, and a young boy waved from inside, moonlight glinting on his dark hair. "What are you doing?"
 
   Good question. "Walking."
 
   He nodded. "I sleepwalk too, sometimes."
 
   I brushed the bump on my head.
 
   The boy frowned. "You okay?"
 
   "Yes." 
 
   "Maybe you need a nurse."
 
   "Maybe." Or maybe I just need to get out of here. "Don't tell anyone about this, okay? I don't like people knowing I sleepwalk."
 
   He lowered his head. "Me too."
 
   "Me neither."
 
   "What?"
 
   I shook my head. "Never mind. Goodnight." I found my way back to my room, only a few doors away, and lay down. It was dark, and Ash was gone. My IV hung to the side, discarded. I must have taken it out myself—I'd heard people could do stuff like that sleepwalking—or never put it back in. I buzzed for the nurse and checked my cellphone. Detective Gray had tried calling. I called back.
 
   "Hello?" He sounded tired, like he'd worked too much on a day he'd wanted to sleep through.
 
   "Detective Gray, it's Catelyn."
 
   "Miss Travis, thanks for calling back. We tested the note."
 
   I held my breath.
 
   "No residue."
 
   I dug my nails into the bed. "But I saw it."
 
   "I'm sure you did. Look, sometimes we see things that aren't really—"
 
   "Shut up."
 
   "Goodnight, Miss Travis." He hung up before I could respond. Stupid detective.
 
   I hadn't imagined the words. I'd read them. The ink had disappeared. It should have shown up in testing. Unless…
 
   Unless they didn't test the same note I read.
 
   Unless someone switched out the original note with a fake one.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_3]Chapter Three
 
   Coffee and Tea
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE NEXT DAY, I was finally discharged. 
 
   Every minute in the hospital had felt like torture. They'd tell me to rest, but would wake me up every few hours to give me medication. The medication would make my mind fuzzy, and my thoughts would drift as exhaustion and stress pulled me into a disturbed sleep filled with too many dreams.
 
   When I had a moment of clarity, I'd called Detective Gray and told him my switching note theory. He'd said he'd look into it.
 
   I looked forward to sleeping in my own bed and to more intimate time with Ash. He'd spent most evenings by my side, using his charm to get around visiting hours. But there were certain things you just couldn't do in a hospital.
 
   The doctor, a middle-aged woman with greying hair and kind eyes, handed me a stack of discharge papers. "Someone has to keep you company at all times to make sure you aren't suffering any more concussion symptoms."
 
   "What about work? School?" Already dressed in clothes Bridgette had brought me, I was ready to get the hell out of there.
 
   "Take it easy—and if you notice any symptoms, come back in immediately," she said.
 
   I nodded. In order to get out, I'd had to keep down solids while under supervision, so they knew my insides were working. I'd also had to 'prove my mental stability'—whatever that meant. I hadn't told anyone about the sleepwalking because I didn't want to give the doctors any leverage in keeping me here longer. Besides, it hadn't happened again.
 
   Ash frowned and turned to me the moment the doctor left the room. "You're not going back to work, Catelyn."
 
   "I have to. I still have bills, now more than ever with all the medical expenses." I wasn't looking forward to talking sex with people other than Ash, but I would make my own way until the scholarships Professor Cavin promised came through. It was just a few more months. I could handle that.
 
   I looked up at the man before me, his eyes stony and his face hard. I just hoped my new boyfriend could handle it.
 
   Bridgette showed up with flowers and a big smile. "Let's get you out of here. I can't stand hospitals."
 
   "That's always reassuring to hear from future doctors," I said.
 
   "I love the practice of medicine, but I don't think anyone likes hospitals. They're depressing."
 
   Ash pushed my wheelchair through the bleak corridors and carried my bags, while Bridgette chatted away about the week and all that I'd missed. Which wasn't much, except for a lot of press I was happy to have slept through.
 
   But the press wasn't done with us, and they were waiting in hordes when we left the hospital.
 
   Ash stood in front of me like a presidential bodyguard. "Bridgette, bring the car around. I'll handle them."
 
   She pushed through the reporters and cameras to get the car, while Ash blocked me from view, glaring at anyone who got too close. "Miss Travis has been through a trauma and is in need of peace and quiet to heal. She will not be answering questions. Now leave." Or else, his stare said.
 
   One bold cameraman stepped forward, and Ash widened his stance. I imagined him knocking the guy out with one blow to the neck and mentally heard the sharp crack as bone hit pavement. But hospital security intervened, creating a path to Bridgette's car: “Party’s over, guys! Time to go home!” 
 
   I slid into the back of the car, Ash got in the passenger seat—the first time I'd ever seen him in a car and not on his bike—and Bridgette drove away, hardly slowing for the assholes trying to get pictures of us.
 
   "If they get hit, it serves them right," she said.
 
   Bridgette and Ash talked all the way back to the dorms, but I was too tired to join in. Sighing, I rested my head against the window, watching the sights of Boston speed by.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Once I was settled in my bed, Ash kissed me and stood. "I'll call you tonight. Get some rest, sweetheart."
 
   Bridgette grabbed her keys. "I'm going to drop him off at his bike. I'll be back in a few minutes."
 
   Seeing them leave together made my stomach hurt, and I recognized the faint stirrings of unwarranted jealousy. Don't be stupid. They're just taking care of me.
 
   I tried to sleep, tried to read, tried to study—and finally just gave up. I was done being in bed. I needed to stretch, to breathe in fresh air and feel my body move. I also needed to check in with Professor Cavin and make sure everything was on track for next year. 
 
   My legs tired quickly as I walked through Harvard Square. The skies were grey, the rain soft, like heavy eyes trying to hold back tears and failing. The droplets trickled down Lucky's abandoned coffee kiosk, a dark shell calling forth even darker memories, weeping for the past. My thoughts had no place for Lucky and pushed those memories away, locking them in chains. But I wept for the girl who took a life.
 
   "They say he was a murderer." 
 
   I turned to the voice at my side and hit a cloud of smoke. A man, taller than Ash and bigger, a cigarette on his lips, stared at the kiosk like it held answers to questions that kept him up at night. He was bald, muscular, in his forties. A tattoo peeked out from under his collar and ran up his neck—roses on a vine of thorns.
 
   "You heard about that?" His voice had gravel in it. 
 
   I turned back to the kiosk, hiding my face, hoping he hadn't recognized me. I didn't want to be that girl again, blood on her hands. "Something about midnight."
 
   The man sucked down on his lips, so loud you could hear it. "The Midnight Murderer. He stalked this girl for years. Sent her letters, set up this kiosk just so he could be near her. I wondered, what's so special about her, huh? And then they showed a photo of this pretty thing. Eyes like chocolate. Lips like red wine. Enough to drive a man crazy."
 
   "She didn't drive him anything."
 
   He grunted. "You ever loved someone so much you'd kill for them?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "Then you've been driven crazy, too. Love makes us beasts, hungry for connection. The Midnight Murderer craved this girl. She filled some hole in his ravenous heart."
 
   I chuckled. "So he kidnapped her for the honeymoon?"
 
   The man shrugged. "We all show love in different ways. Love is as love does."
 
   "He hated her."
 
   "I never said he didn't." He turned to walk away.
 
   "Are you a student here?" Trying to finish your degree after prison?
 
   "A student of history." He disappeared in the growing mist, like a ghost swallowed up by white.
 
   Shivering, my clothes soaked through, I tried to walk, but my knees buckled. The bitter taste filled my mouth again. My ears buzzed. My head spun.
 
   "Catelyn? Catelyn?"
 
   A hand rested on my shoulder, and I jumped.
 
   "It's me, Catelyn. Let me help you."
 
   I looked into the kind eyes of Professor Cavin and gave him my hand. He helped me stand and walked me back to his office. I sat across from his desk, rubbing my head as he made us tea on his illegal hot plate. The peppermint drink gave me focus, warmed me up, and made me think of Ash. 
 
   "What were you doing out there, Catelyn? Shouldn't you be resting?"
 
   "I needed to stretch, and I wanted to see how the scholarships were going."
 
   He frowned as I stirred my tea and sipped it. "Catelyn, I'm afraid things aren't going well in that department. You didn't complete your final paper last semester, and that has affected some of the scholarship opportunities." 
 
   I set the tea down. "But you gave me an extension."
 
   "I know, and I'm sorry, I didn't know they would weight it so heavily. But don't worry, I haven't given up." He bent over and brought out a thick envelope from a box by his desk. "I do have some good news though. I found these this week and thought you might like them."
 
   I accepted the envelope from him. When I opened it, I found myself staring at a younger version of my mother, smiling and happy. "Where are these from?" I held up one of her by a cabin in the woods, standing next to the professor.
 
   "That's my cabin. I haven't gone there since…" His eyes welled, and he cleared his throat.
 
   "Sorry," I said.
 
   "Don't be. You lost more than me, dear girl." He tasted his tea. "We used to go out there a lot, for research, for… other things. It was a long time ago." His eyes lacked focus as he lost himself in the past.
 
   "Thank you for these." I put them back in the envelope. "Ash showed me a note he found recently, a note my mom left him. She wanted to meet him, before her death. Do you have any idea why?"
 
   "No," he mumbled, lifting his tea to hide his face.
 
   "Professor?"
 
   He shifted uncomfortably in his desk. Then lowered the tea. "I shouldn't be telling you this. I could get into a lot of trouble if anyone found out."
 
   "Please, it's important." My heart thumped in my chest as I waited.
 
   "You should ask Ash."
 
   "I'm asking you."
 
   "Catelyn, your mother, Alice, before she went private, she was a damn good DA."
 
   "Yes, I know."
 
   "When Ash was fifteen, he was arrested."
 
   "I knew he had some trouble with the law when he was young."
 
   Cavin leaned forward. "Your mom was the prosecuting attorney on his case. She put him away."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_4]Chapter Four
 
   Secrets and Betrayals
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I USED THE walk back to my dorm to clear my head. Or at least I tried. My mind spun with questions about Ash. My gut trusted him. He'd saved my life. He'd saved my best friend's life. But there always seemed to be too many secrets hanging between us, creating a wall that felt impossible to penetrate.
 
   Part of me wanted to walk away from him entirely, to avoid the drama and inevitable heartbreak that would come from loving a man like him. But that part did not have majority sway over my heart, mind or body, and so I clung to the idea of me and him, the idea of us, forever. Naive? Maybe. It didn't matter. I'd given myself to him and nothing I said to myself now could undo that.
 
   Beads of sweat dotted my face by the time I made it back to my dorm. I should have stayed in bed and rested like I'd been told. The strain of that walk—how could a walk be so hard?—took its toll, and I collapsed into my bed shaking and short of breath.
 
   When my cell phone rang, I wanted to ignore it, but when I saw the number I picked it up. "Hello?"
 
   I could sense Donna from The Pleasure Palace smiling through the phone. "Cat, it's good to hear your voice. We've missed you. Is everything okay?"
 
   I filled her in on the drama of the last two weeks.
 
   "Oh, God, Cat, I'm so sorry. I figured something must have been wrong, but this… I'm so sorry."
 
   Bridgette opened the door and threw her purse on her desk. "Catelyn, I—" She noticed the phone and sat down on the bed, biting her lip, hands folded on her lap.
 
   I spoke back to Donna. "I hope I still have a job?"
 
   Bridgette frowned. I ignored her.
 
   "Of course. When would you like to start back?" Donna asked.
 
   "How about tomorrow night? I just got back from the hospital…"
 
   "Yes. You should rest." She hesitated.  "Are you sure you'll be ready?" She sounded concerned, and I didn't blame her. 
 
   "I need to be. I've lost too much time already."
 
   We hung up.
 
   Bridgette verbally pounced. "Catelyn, you cannot go back to that job!"
 
   "Brig, nothing has changed. I still need the money and nothing else is available."
 
   She tossed a blond lock of hair over her shoulder, her ice blue eyes narrowed in critical judgment. "You're dating a billionaire."
 
   Seriously? "It's his money, not mine."
 
   "You think he's going to be okay with you getting other guys off every night?"
 
   I worried about this too. Maybe we could talk about it… but Bridgette was being such a bitch. "He'll have to be okay until I can find something else."
 
   "You're going to blow it with the best thing that's ever happened to you." Her voice escalated with each word.
 
   I wanted to pace the room, but my legs still wobbled, so I sat up and glared at her. "You seem awfully emotionally invested in my love life, Brig."
 
   She stood, clutching her purse. "At least one of us is. Don't blow it, Catelyn. A guy like him isn't going to come around again."
 
   She slammed the door behind her as she left and I sank into my bed, holding back tears of exhaustion and frustration. I hated fighting with Brig and hated knowing a similar fight was in store with Ash. I didn't blame either of them. If roles were reversed, I wouldn't want Ash doing this job while dating me—but he'd have to understand, because I didn't know another way.
 
   My head hurt, and I eyed the prescription pain medication on my nightstand, trying to decide if I should take one or tough it out. After an hour of tossing and turning, fighting the pounding in my head and buzzing in my ears, I caved and took a pill, then propped myself up with pillows and powered up my laptop.
 
   Google had to know something about Ash's early criminal history. Such a high profile family couldn't have kept it out of the news.
 
   I searched every variation of Ash's name, dates, family, everything I could think of, but learned nothing new. That first arrest happened when he was younger, so it was possible that without the prevalence of social media it had been keep quiet.
 
   Disappointed, resigned to talk to Ash about it tomorrow, I closed my computer and used the private bathroom—one perk of being roomies with Brig. The pain meds kicked in, filling my body with a heavy warm buzz. After washing up and changing into sweats and a t-shirt, I was ready to crash.
 
   Until I saw a manila envelope near the door. Had someone pushed it under?
 
   I picked it up and ripped it open, trepidation giving me goose bumps.
 
   The envelope held several eight by ten glossy pictures.
 
   The pictures were of Ash and Bridgette.
 
   Leaving a mansion together.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_5]Chapter Five
 
   Guns and Diamonds
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I DON'T REMEMBER dreaming during my week-long sleep at the hospital. Now, I couldn't close my eyes without being plagued by nightmarish visions of Lucky holding a knife to my face. That or the way his eyes looked, still open but dead, empty, the soul clearly gone, his face slack and bruised. What did it mean that I missed him? That it made me sad I wouldn't be able to visit his coffee kiosk for a caffeine refill?
 
   In my mind there are two Luckys. There's the Lucky who greeted me with coffee every day, who always had a smile and a hot cup of java waiting. And the Lucky who tried to kill me. Who took pleasure in sadistic torture. They weren't the same person. They couldn't be, because then I would have to revisit every memory I had of him and see it through the lens of a sociopathic killer, and I didn't want to take that trip down a blood-splattered memory lane.
 
   So instead I showered, blew out my hair until it gleamed, straight and shiny, and with a light hand applied just enough make up to bring some life back to my pale face. Today was my first date with Ash, and I wanted it to be perfect.
 
   I shoved the pictures of him and Bridgette under my mattress, like stashing away porn, and tried to put it out of my mind. I'd studied every detail of those photographs last night, and they told me nothing except that my best friend and boyfriend had been spied on by someone who wanted to hurt me. I didn't believe they'd cheated on me. I was sure there was a reasonable explanation, but Bridgette hadn't returned home from wherever she'd gone last night, so I'd have to wait to ask her.
 
   While debating between pants and a dress, I borrowed a few thick silver bracelets from Bridgette to cover the scars on my wrists left by the wire Lucky had used to bind me. I finally settled on black slacks that hugged my figure nicely, and a red cashmere sweater, items from the Beaumont shopping trip extravaganza. I was just zipping up my black boots when someone knocked on my door.
 
   Ash stood on the other side, holding a bouquet of roses in a vase, wearing his trademark leather jacket, a nicer pair of pants than his usual jeans, and a blue sweater. He smiled, appraising me with an admiring glance up and down my body and making me flush. "You look beautiful," he said.
 
   I considered asking him about the photos. Hey, have you been cheating on me with my best friend? But this was our first date, and that didn't sound like a first date question. So I thanked him instead.
 
   He handed me the roses. "I figured you didn't have a vase, so… "
 
   His words trailed and I took the flowers, inhaling the sweet aroma and clearing a space on my desk for them. "Do I finally get to know where we're going?" I asked.
 
   "Nope. It's still a surprise. You'll see when we get there."
 
   "Am I dressed okay?" I grabbed my purse and dropped the painkillers into it, just in case.
 
   He reached for me, pulling me against his chest as he cupped my face with his hands. "You're perfect, and I missed you last night."
 
   Before I could reply, he kissed me, his lips warm and soft and tasting of everything wild and spicy. My body responded without hesitation, leaning into him, aching to be closer than we could possibly be, fully dressed as we were.
 
   A wave of dizziness washed over me when he ended our kiss, and I gripped his arm to steady myself.
 
   "Are you okay?" His eyebrows furrowed in worry.
 
   "Yes. You sure know how to sweep a girl off her feet."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We held hands as we left the dorm room, sides pressed against each other. The sun broke through thick clouds, sending shafts of light to warm my skin. The campus smelled fresh, like grass after a rain. Students passed by, caught up in their own lives, just as we were. I leaned my head against Ash's shoulder, wrapping my free hand around his bicep as birds chirped around us, and I smiled, forgetting all my fears and concerns. Forgetting Lucky and the horrors that had plagued me. Forgetting everything but this moment together.
 
   Ash squeezed my hand as if reading my thoughts, his smile promising more times like this.
 
   I expected to see his motorcycle, but he walked me to a black Jaguar and opened the passenger door for me.
 
   "I figured this would be easier for you while you recover."
 
   The car gleamed and had that telltale new car smell. I raised an eyebrow. "When did you buy this?"
 
   "Yesterday," he admitted.
 
   "So, you bought a new car, just so you could drive me to a date?"
 
   "There are probably other uses for a car," he said.
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "Like, grocery shopping would be easier."
 
   "Do you do your own grocery shopping?"
 
   He smiled. "Not specifically."
 
   I laughed. "You're impossible." I couldn't even conceive of buying a car on a whim like that. I thought about the Bruiser, probably turned to spare parts by now. "Now tell me where we're going." 
 
   "We'll be there soon enough. Have patience, woman!" Laugh lines crinkled around his eyes when he smiled. We got in the car and he reached for my hand, holding it on his leg as he drove.
 
   The drive into Boston only took a few minutes and I expected to pull up to a restaurant, but he parked in front of a large brownstone instead.
 
   A brownstone so familiar it made my heart skip a beat. 
 
   The brownstone Ash and Bridgette were leaving in the photos.
 
   Before I could get out of the car, Ash put a hand on my elbow. "Let me." He walked around the car and opened the door. "Welcome to my home, Miss Travis."
 
   I swallowed, keeping my nerves at bay. And what would Bridgette be doing in your home?
 
   The front door opened to a spacious entry with high ceilings and a chandelier that seemed made of crystal.
 
   I followed him into the living room, slack-jawed at the sheer size of his home.
 
   "It was originally built in 1871 and was eventually purchased by President Grover Cleveland's Secretary of War in the late 1880s. It's a historic landmark, so I've tried to preserve a lot of the period details while also giving it a simpler, more modern feel," he said, showing me around the first floor.
 
   His modern touches of abstract paintings and simple clean furniture allowed the details in the home's architecture—exquisite black and white fireplaces, doorframes, ceilings—to stand out without looking gaudy. I followed him from room to room, admiring his decorating style.
 
   A woman and a man worked in the stainless steel kitchen, preparing a meal fit for a king. When they saw us, they both smiled.
 
   "Mr. Davenport, you're early," the woman said. "We're nearly done with supper. Everything outdoors is prepared." She had a warm smile and kind eyes, and I liked her immediately.
 
   "Mrs. Brown, I'd like you to meet Catelyn Travis." Ash presented me like a trophy.
 
   She wiped her hands on her apron and came to shake my hand. "Lovely to meet you, dear. We've heard so much about you. It's about time he brought you over for a proper meal. And none too soon, I can see. Did they feed you nothing at that hospital?" She had a lilt to her voice, possibly British, but subtle enough that it took a moment to notice.
 
   I smiled at her fussing. "No one wants to eat hospital food. I look forward to dinner. It smells heavenly."
 
   She nodded, her grey bun bouncing on her head. "As it should. Been working all day on it, I have. I hope you eat meat, my dear."
 
   "I do, Mrs. Brown. Thank you."
 
   Mrs. Brown pulled the man next to her forward. "This is my husband, Mr. Brown. He works here, too."
 
   Mr. Brown didn't look like the talkative type, and I had the sense that his wife carried most of the words in their relationship. Still, he grinned and bowed his head, then went back to the food, the apron looking odd over his fancy suit. 
 
   "You must love cooking in here," I said.
 
   Mrs. Brown put a hand on Ash's shoulder, like she was proud of him. "Indeed I do. Mr. Davenport makes sure I have everything I could want, and some things I couldn't possibly need. You like to cook?"
 
   I nodded. "But I don't get a chance to often."
 
   She gave a knowing look to Ash. "This one's a keeper. You mark my words, Mr. Davenport."
 
   "Yes, ma'am." He guided me out of the kitchen. 
 
   I waved bye and faced Ash. "They treat you like a son."
 
   "They've worked for me for many years."
 
   "Do they live here?" I asked.
 
   "They live in the attached brownstone. When they refused to take one of the rooms upstairs, I bought it for them."
 
   I whistled. "Guess it's good working for you."
 
   "I try to make it a pleasant experience." 
 
   I raised an eyebrow. "The Ashton Davenport experience?"
 
   We both laughed as we walked down another hall decorated with large modern paintings. I thought I spied an original Picasso, but didn't get a chance to ask before he opened double doors to a wood-paneled library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a black desk in the center with two computers on it. "This is my office," he said. There was no evidence he actually worked in here, as everything had a proper place and was polished to a high sheen.
 
   "Are you always this neat?"
 
   "No. I can be quite a mess sometimes, especially when I'm in the middle of a project, but Mr. and Mrs. Brown keep everything looking pristine."
 
   The sun was just beginning to set when he took me to the patio. It was a whole other paradise, with lush plants, a romantic table set for two with candles and white lights strewn in the trees and vines through the latticework. Soft music played from invisible speakers.
 
   "La Belle et La Bete," I said, remembering our talk about Philip Glass, back when Cat had been a different person.
 
   He reached out for me and I went to him willingly. "You are the beauty to my beast," he said. "I know I'm rough around the edges, but I'm falling in love with you, Miss Travis."
 
   My throat choked with tears. I tried to giggle them away. "Kind of forward for a first date."
 
   "Only if you think so." He kissed me, stroking my long hair, holding me tight against him. "I want more of this."
 
   "I think that can be arranged."
 
   He pulled my seat out and sat across from me, then poured us each a glass of wine. "To us," he said, holding his glass out.
 
   "To us."
 
   I sipped my wine, enjoying the view of Boston from his porch. Mr. Brown brought out a sampling of cheeses, fruits and olives "to take the edge off".
 
   At dinner, I ate more than my body weight of the finest food, and still managed to find room for the seven-layer chocolate cake Mrs. Brown served us afterward. "You're going to have to roll me around after this meal," I mumbled, taking another bite of the cake that would be my death if I didn't stop eating.
 
   When nothing but crumbs remained on my plate, we moved to one of the outdoor couches and enjoyed the fire pit that glowed blue like magic, as Mr. and Mrs. Brown cleaned up and said goodnight, letting themselves out with a reminder that leftovers were in the fridge and a You should really eat a second serving, dear to me.
 
   Ash handed me two gifts he pulled from under the couch. "Open this one first," he said, handing me the bigger one.
 
   "What's this for?" I unwrapped quickly, and then stared at the open box.
 
   "For your protection." He picked up the gun and cocked it. "This is a Springfield XDS 9 millimeter. It's small enough to be a useful concealed weapon but still packs enough of a punch to do some damage."
 
   "Ash, I've never shot a gun before." But I wanted to, I realized. I wanted to a lot.
 
   "I'm going to take you to the range and teach you, but you'll have to take a safety class and register it and get a license to carry. Right now it's in my name."
 
   I took it from him and felt the weight of it, then aimed it at a plant. "It feels good. Not too heavy, but not too light."
 
   He smiled. "Good. You'll become an expert in no time."
 
   I put the gun back in its box as he handed me the next gift. 
 
   "Because I wanted you to have something just for fun as well," he said.
 
   This box was smaller, and when I opened it I gasped. "It's beautiful."  A diamond heart hung from a white gold chain. 
 
   He took the necklace out and put it on for me. "You are my heart," he said, kissing my neck. 
 
   "Thank you. For both of them."
 
   We settled back into the couch and fell into a companionable silence as we held each other.
 
   City lights flicked on below as the stars struggled to compete in the darkening sky, the orange, red and yellow hues of sunset fading into black as a full moon took the sun's place. For those moments, with Ash's body warm against mine, his lips brushing against my hair and his hands and arms holding me close, my fears and pains and broken memories faded, replaced by a rare peace, a slowness of time that engulfed us and made everything not us disappear.
 
   I didn't want the moment to end—and, for a while, it didn't. We sat there, silent save for the soft music still playing and the whirl of cars as people raced home to their families or out for a night on the town. 
 
   How many of them had been touched by terror? How many knew love, real love? How many had a happy home to go back to? I imagined all the families in the city, kids safe with their parents, thinking nothing bad could ever happen to them.
 
   I hoped they were right. I hoped nothing bad would ever touch their lives, that they would never know what it felt like to fear for your life. To see the ones you loved most in the world killed in front of you. To never know who to trust.
 
   Ash stroked my hair and pressed his lips against the top of my head. "You look far away. And sad."
 
   I turned into him, resting my hand on his chest. "I was just thinking. Do you ever wonder what your life would be like if just one thing, one moment, had been different? If you'd made a different choice, what would that have changed?"
 
   He nodded, his eyes unfocused. "I do. I have." He refocused on me. "But it doesn't pay to live in the past. We'll never know what could have been different, so all we can do is move forward and make the best choices we can now."
 
   This time I nodded and, standing in front of him, I held out my hand and chose. "You never showed me your bedroom."
 
   His smile brought out the dimple in his chin. "You're right. I was saving the best for last."
 
   He led me through the quiet house and up the stairs to the third level. I couldn't imagine living here alone. Too many rooms. Too much space. I'd feel lost. Maybe that's what he liked about it.
 
   My heart beat more frantically the closer we came to his room. We'd had sex, the night I killed Lucky. A hot, messy, needy affair that mixed sweat and blood and pushed away my pain with the endorphins of climax. And we'd had an intense moment in the hospital, when he'd bathed me. But this would be the first time we made love. This would be the first slow, deliberate joining of our bodies in something more than primal physical need, more than a one-sided pleasure. It seemed each time we became intimate, it was a first in some new way.
 
   We stood in front of a mahogany door. "Close your eyes and wait here just one second." He disappeared into his room. 
 
   The darkness behind my eyelids turned a burnt red, flashing strange lights into my brain, sending a surge of panic through me. When he came back I was grateful, as I'd become afraid of the darkness in my own mind.
 
   He held my hand, which I wiped against my pants to hide evidence of my nerves, and we walked into his room.
 
   Candles of every size and shape glowed softly throughout. At the foot of the mahogany king-sized bed a fireplace burned bright with dancing flames skittering off the textured cream walls. 
 
   The room stretched wide and long, but had relatively little furniture in it. Ash liked open space, and his room reflected that. The bed, the fireplace, the side dressers on either side of the bed each with a small lamp, the large art pieces taking center stage on the sparse walls—each dramatic and engaging. A balcony overlooked the city and had a table and two chairs, and a walk-in closet held his clothes, all meticulously organized by style and color. The bathroom featured a Jacuzzi tub that could easily hold three adults, and a shower made for two with nozzles everywhere. I imagined sinking into the tub, soaking away my aches and pains, and smiled. Ash wrapped his hands around my waist. "I see we'll have to utilize the bath while you're here."
 
   "You have an amazing house."
 
   "It's more amazing when you're in it," he said.
 
   We moved back into the bedroom, and I noticed red rose petals spread over the black bedspread. "You thought of everything," I said.
 
   Next to the bed were two glasses of champagne and a bowl of strawberries. He handed me a glass and I sipped, enjoying the fizzy bubbles chasing themselves down my throat.
 
   He pulled out a remote and with a click of a button music embraced us from everywhere—soft, lilting piano, something I'd never heard before.
 
   "I wrote this," he said, his eyes devouring me. "For you."
 
   "I didn't know you composed." I listened more carefully and wondered what emotions he'd brought to this piece with its minor chords and sad melody.
 
   "I have many secrets," he said.
 
   "It sounds like a sad song."
 
   He pulled me closer to him, our bodies pressed against each other. "Sometimes love feels sad."
 
   My breath caught. "Do you love me?" I asked, feeling thirteen again, nervous about my first crush.
 
   He kissed me deeply. "I do," he said. "I love you."
 
   A pressure inside me unlocked, like air being let out of a tire. "I love you, too."
 
   Those were the last words we spoke as we peeled off each other's clothes slowly, deliberately, our eyes taking in everything, our hands exploring each other. We stood in front of each other naked, his cock hard and urgent in its need, his hands sliding down my body, thumbs grazing my aching nipples as his hands cupped my breasts, sending electric currents through me. I dropped my hands to his chest, running my fingers over his rock hard chest and abs, following the trail of hair from navel to cock until I brushed against him.
 
   He moaned and I stroked him, finding a boldness I didn’t know I had. I dropped to my knees, missing his hands on me but wanting to feel him in my mouth. I flicked my tongue over the tender line of skin up to the head, swirling my tongue around him before taking him into my mouth, sucking and licking as I stroked his base and ran my fingers over his balls. 
 
   His fingers dug into my hair and I could tell he resisted the urge to push deeper into my mouth, so I did it for him, taking him as far as I could without gagging. He was too big, too thick and long to deep throat, but I used my hand, sucking, licking, grazing my teeth very gently over his head then pulled back, trailing kisses and licks down his shaft and over his balls.
 
   "I want you," he said, lifting me to the bed, laying me over the rose petals as he spread my legs and dipped his head between them. His lips and teeth teased my thighs as he fondled my breasts with his hands. When he licked my clit my hips bucked up, my pussy so sensitive and ready for him I could tell I would come fast and hard. But he wouldn't let me—instead he teased and pulled away, licking and sucking, then paid attention to my thighs, massaging my body, rising to suck on a nipple or kiss me deeply, always bringing me to the edge and then retreating, leaving me desperate and begging for more.
 
   He played this game for what felt like hours, but likely was only a few minutes. When he finally slid two fingers inside me and used his tongue on my clit without pulling away, I came harder than I could have imagined, harder than I'd ever come before in my life, and while I rode that orgasm, he pushed himself into me, stroking my clit as he fucked me, making me come again and again, soaking his cock in my essence as he slammed into me harder and faster.
 
   I couldn't think of anything, couldn't worry about anything. All I could feel was him, his body, his hands, him inside of me. He was everything. We were everything. Nothing else existed.
 
   When he pulled out I whimpered, and he laughed and guided me to my knees, spreading my legs as he took me from behind.
 
   We hadn't done this position before and everything felt new and different. He felt deeper and the spot he hit inside me, oh my God. We found our rhythm and I thrust my hips into him as hard as he thrust into me, our bodies crashing together over and over in a primal beat of surrender and pleasure and crescendo.  
 
   His hands gripped my hips as he pulled me and pushed himself. My tender nipples brushed against the bed and the soft silkiness of the rose petals, adding to the pleasure as yet another orgasm built in me. His hand moved to my pussy, spreading me and rubbing against me as he fucked me, and I came again. God did I come. With him. Together. Over the edge and beyond.
 
   The fire crackled, warming the cool night as I lay with my head on his chest, listening as his heartbeat slowed to its normal patter. I dozed for a time, and maybe he did too, but nature called and I reluctantly left his bed to use the bathroom. When I returned, he was propped up in bed, his eyes following me as I crawled back in with him, letting him wrap his arm around me.
 
   "You're amazing," he said.
 
   "So are you. I feel so… happy, so safe here."
 
   His arm tightened around me. "I'm glad. I want to keep you safe, Catelyn. More than anything."
 
   I twisted to face him, my mind returning to harder topics. "Ash, I need to ask you something, and I need you to promise to tell me the truth."
 
   I could feel his heart beat a fraction faster under my hand. "Okay," he said.
 
   "Professor Cavin, my advisor, he gave me some of my mom's old stuff. Pictures, notes, that kind of thing. And in it, there was something about you. He said she sent you to juvie when you were a kid." I let the sentence hang there, not sure what I wanted to ask him. Why didn't you tell me you knew my mother? Did you kill her? Do you know who did?
 
   He took a deep breath and straightened his back, but didn't let go of me, which I counted as a good sign. "Catelyn. Cat, I did know your mom. Alice, she always had me call her Alice, she sent me to juvie. It's true. Detective Gray arrested me and she convicted me, and it was the best thing that could have happened to me."
 
   That surprised me. "What did you do?"
 
   "Grand theft auto," he said. "I went joyriding with some friends, took a car that didn't belong to us. We were drunk, high on something, and stupid as fuck. Your mom, she was more than just the DA on my case. She saw better things for me, and she wanted to scare me onto the straight and narrow. She also wanted me to get help, to get off drugs and find my way. If she hadn't done what she did and made sure I got into a program that actually focused on rehabilitation versus punishment, my life would be very different right now. I owe a lot to your mom. When I found out what happened to her, it crushed me."
 
   "Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   He frowned. "It's not a time in my life I like to think about or talk about, Catelyn. But I should have told you. I'm sorry."
 
   "So, you're not mad at her?" This wasn't the story I was expecting from him, but I could tell he meant every word. He missed her. He cared about her.
 
   Ash kissed my head. "No, I'm mad at the person who killed her. And now I'm in love with her daughter and there isn't anything I won't do to protect you, Cat."
 
   Fears set aside for the time being, I settled back into his arms, but then noticed the time. "Oh, crap. I have to go, I'm sorry. This has been amazing."
 
   He frowned. "Stay the night. I'll take you home tomorrow."
 
   "I can't. I have to work tonight."
 
   "You're working. Tonight? The phone sex?"
 
   I didn't want to have this fight. "Ash, I still need a job. I still need to make money. I'm sorry."
 
   "Fine. Get dressed, I'll take you home." 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_6]Chapter Six
 
    The Pleasure Palace
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BRIDGETTE HADN'T RETURNED when I got back to the dorms. Just as well since I had to mentally prepare for a night of getting strangers off. Ash had kissed me and promised to see me soon, disappointment in his voice. I didn't blame him. I'd be pissed if he were about to talk sex with other girls all night. The very idea made me sick to my stomach and my headache returned, buzzing behind my eyes, making the lights dance around like fireflies.
 
   When the phone rang, my mouth went dry. I reached for it, then yanked my hand back like I'd been electrocuted. The phone rang again. I reached for it again, my hand hovering over it uncertainly. Finally, I picked it up.
 
   Donna's voice calmed me down. "Hey, Cat. How are you, sweetie?"
 
   I'd never met Donna, but I always imagined her as a pretty girl with long brown hair and light eyes. I had no idea if that was remotely true, but I needed something to visualize when we spoke. "Hi, Donna. I'm okay. Ready to be back to work."
 
   "You sure? You can take more time. The job will be here when you're ready. I can't even imagine what you've been through." She clucked her tongue. 
 
   "I'm sure. It's not like it's physically demanding. Best job I could have, really."
 
   "Okay, well, if you're sure…" 
 
   "I'm sure." I'm not sure. I could be ruining the best thing that's ever happened to me, but what choice do I have?
 
   When she hung up, I shivered, cold, and dug through my dresser for thicker socks and a sweatshirt. Once I was sufficiently layered and propped up in bed with a book, a notebook, my phone and my blanket, I took a deep breath and readied myself for my first call. I hoped it would be someone normal and boring and lonely, someone who just needed a nice voice to chat with for a few hours but required very little in the way of sexual stimulation. Those calls came more than you'd think, and I needed one tonight.
 
   But the voice on the other end of the receiver didn't belong to a lonely guy who didn't need sex. No, not at all.
 
   "Hi, Cat. I've missed our talks."
 
   My heart thrummed in my chest. "What are you doing calling here?"
 
   "What do you mean? I thought I was your favorite?" Ash's voice teased.
 
   "Ash, you can't call here, this is my job."
 
   "I know, and I'm a man with needs. I'm a paying client, so you're stuck with me, Cat."
 
   "This is ridiculous." I snuggled under my covers and couldn't help but smile. The only voice I'd wanted to hear tonight had called me.
 
   "No it's not. Besides, my girlfriend bailed on me tonight, and I'm a highly sexual person. I need you, Cat."
 
   I stared at the posters on my wall, pictures of all the places Ash and Cat had visited on their phone calls. Our phone calls. I'd torn them down and then put them back up. I was glad I'd kept them. "And what would your girlfriend think of you calling a phone sex operator?"
 
   "I'm sure she wouldn't have a problem with it, considering she is one. That would be hypocritical of her, wouldn't it?"
 
   Once again, the thought of Ash calling anyone but me made me sick, and I felt horrible for keeping this job. "You have a point. Well, since this is your dime, what can I do for you, or to you, tonight?"
 
   "Do you ever do threesomes?" 
 
   His request threw me off. "What do you mean?"
 
   I could hear the smirk in his voice. "You see, my girlfriend is smoking hot, but I'm also quite fond of you. I'd love to take you both at once. Maybe have her ride my cock while you sit on my face and I eat you. What do you think?"
 
   My brain could not mesh that image together, since I was obviously both people. I just laughed. "You're a perv, you know that?"
 
   "Ah, but I'm your perv."
 
   "That you are."
 
   We spent hours talking about everything from politics to our favorite animals. Then Ash pulled up something on his computer, a list of questions he wanted both of us to answer.
 
   "Would you rather… get lost in space for thirty years, only to come home to everyone you know dead, or become immortal and outlive everyone you will ever love?"
 
   I thought about it. "Become immortal. At least then I can spend time with the ones I love. You?"
 
   "Get lost in space. That way I could still die a mortal death and join them in the afterlife."
 
   He inhaled something, his cigar probably, before he asked the next question. "Would you rather eat cow testicles or live cockroaches?"
 
   "Ugh. Are the testicles cooked and marinated?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then I'd pick them and pretend they're something else."
 
   He exhaled. "I'm going to have to go with cockroaches. I'm not putting someone else's balls in my mouth."
 
   I laughed. "You're such a man."
 
   "So glad you noticed, sweetheart."
 
   "Oh, I noticed."
 
   "Okay," he said, "next question. Would you rather be sprayed with gallons of tar, or dunked into a tub of semen donated by thousands of different men and beasts?"
 
   "Gross. You have a sick brain. I guess the semen. It's supposed to be good for the skin and certainly would be easier to clean off."
 
   "I'm going to have to say—"
 
   "Let me guess," I interrupted. "The tar, because you won't be covered in another man's semen."
 
   "You're learning, Law School."
 
   He hadn't called me that in a long time. It brought back memories of our early run-ins. Meetings that weren't as random as I'd thought. Did it matter? In the end, we fit together.
 
   "Next question," he said. "Would you rather walk across burning coals or be forced to stay awake for three days?"
 
   "Walk across burning coals."
 
   "Me too," he said.
 
   This went on for hours, until the sun came up and my shift ended. I yawned and turned my pillow over to the cool side. "Are you going to do this every night?"
 
   "Every night you work," he said.
 
   "You know The Pleasure Palace keeps most of the money. I only get a small amount of what you're paying."
 
   "Exactly," he said. "So you should just let me help you. Look at tonight. We could have been together, holding each other, saving money, kissing, touching, making love, drinking champagne in front of the fire."
 
   God, he made it so hard.
 
   "I'll see you soon, Mr. Davenport."
 
   "See you soon, Law School. Dream of me."
 
   "Oh, I will."
 
   The room felt so empty, so quiet, when we hung up. I wished I'd stayed with him, drinking champagne in front of the fire.
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   Vodka Confessions
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I'D BEEN DREAMING of Ash, a wonderful dream with waterfalls and monkeys and a hammock, when my roommate slammed the door and startled me awake, heart pounding from an adrenaline rush. "What the fuck, Bridgette?"
 
   She'd been gone all weekend. She looked tired, with bags under her eyes and her hair in an oily ponytail, like she hadn't washed it in days. 
 
   I leaned up. "Where have you been?"
 
   She grabbed a change of clothes and headed to the bathroom. "Places. I've been places." 
 
   "Brig, you promised the doctor you would keep an eye on me. Concussion, remember?"
 
   Her attitude drained away and she sat next to me, a half-smile on her face. "I'm sorry, Catelyn. I really am. I was just freaking out after everything that happened. We were all worried sick, and I thought you were going to die and I just… I just blew up. It won't happen again." She reached for her bag and pulled out bottles of vodka. "I brought apologies. How about a girls' night?" She looked at the sun streaming through the window. "Err, day. Girls' day."
 
   I checked the time. It was still early, which meant Ash was probably asleep, lucky dog. I almost protested, wanting to check with him about our next date, but I saw her eyes, how much she wanted this, and I relented. "Sure. That sounds fun."
 
   "Awesome!" She threw her arms around me and hugged hard.
 
   "Damn, Brig, you smell like cigarettes and old wine."
 
   She sniffed her armpits and scowled. "Yeah, I need a shower. Be right back." She stopped, staring at her bag, and pulled something out. "I almost forgot. I saw Ash on the way here. He asked if I could give this to you. He was heading over to see Jon."
 
   I took my jacket from her hands. I must have left it at his house, but why didn't he bring it to me himself? "Thanks."
 
   "Okay, give me a few minutes, and we'll start our screwdriver and sappy movie marathon."
 
   I tried to fall back asleep while she showered, but my brain was already too awake. Fortunately, Brig took a fast shower.
 
   She started Netflix and found an appropriately sappy movie, pouring us drinks that I only sipped at for fear of becoming drunk off my ass by noon. We'd watched three movies and were on a marathon-watching-frenzy of Sex and the City, the beams of sun through our dorm window turning to moonbeams, when I finally found the courage to hint at what I wanted to ask. "Brig, if there was something serious going on, you'd tell me, right?"
 
   Her eyes widened as she looked at me. "Of course. What do you mean?"
 
   I didn't want to accuse her of anything, didn't want to imagine her and Ash as anything but friends, didn't want her to think I didn't trust her. "Just, you know, we're best friends, right? So you'd tell me if something was weighing on you, right?"
 
   A tear slid down her cheek. "Of course." Her words were slurred.
 
   I looked at the vodka bottle and realized she'd had a lot to drink.
 
   "Hey Brig, maybe it's time to call it a night and get some rest. We have class tomorrow, you know?"
 
   She dropped her head onto my shoulder, the closing credits playing on the latest Sex and the City episode. "You're so lucky, Catelyn."
 
   "How's that?" I couldn't imagine why she'd think I was lucky, given our disparate lives.
 
   "Because, you have Ash. Sexy, rich, bad-boy-in-a-good-way Ash." She closed her eyes and my pulse raced as she continued. "I never told you, but I had the biggest crush on him for the longest time."
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   Back to School
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEEING BRIDGETTE'S HANGOVER the next morning, I patted myself on the back for only sipping my drink, even though it meant I'd been painfully sober for her late-night confession.
 
   My phone rang as I left my dorm, bag packed full with wordy law books. "Hello?"
 
   "Hi, sweetheart."
 
   "Ash, hi!" His voice made my heart happy. "I missed you yesterday."
 
   "Me too. How about I make it up to you tonight? Dinner, romance, maybe some kissing?"
 
   "I'd love to. But only if I can bring my books. I have to study or I'll never get caught up."
 
   He sighed dramatically. "Fine, but I reserve the right to distract you at every opportunity."
 
   "Sounds fair."
 
   The campus smelled like cold and rain and wet trees and I loved it. I loved seeing familiar faces rush to class, texting and talking on their cell phones, nodding to each other as they passed. I loved the tap of shoes on the pavement. It was familiar and comforting. It was home.
 
   I avoided Harvard Square and Lucky's old kiosk, taking a different path to my class with Professor Cavin. On the way I called Detective Gray for an update.
 
   "Hello." He sounded hung-over when he answered, and I wondered if he'd been partying last night too.
 
   "It's Catelyn Travis. Did you find anything on the guy who left the note?"
 
   "Yeah, about that…" I heard the clicking of a keyboard and someone shouting at someone else in the background. "We had a sketch made from the nurse's description. It looks like Ash."
 
   My heart stopped. "Did you show her a photo of him?"
 
   "Yeah. She said she wasn't sure."
 
   I sighed. "Someone dressed up like him."
 
   "Or maybe Ash is just messing with you. Rich boys can have a twisted sense of fun."
 
   I started biting my nails, then stopped. "Did you ask her if she switched the note?"
 
   He started chewing something, his lips smacking. "Yes. She didn't."
 
   "She might be lying."
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "Get her to take a polygraph."
 
   Smack. "Catelyn, she's not being charged with anything. I'm not asking her any more questions."
 
   I bowed my head, resigned. "What's next?"
 
   "Let me know if you get another note. In the meanwhile, you should really consider seeing a—" 
 
   I hung up before he could finish. "Jackass."
 
   A scrawny guy in front of me turned around, startled. 
 
   "Not you."
 
   He shrugged and walked off, probably texting his friend about the crazy lady talking to herself.
 
   My head spun as the anger built in me, and I leaned my forehead against a brick building for support, my eyes closed. I took deep breaths to calm down. My temper had never been this volatile, but ever since my mini-coma, I felt this rage living just on the surface of my skin, crawling over me like frenzied ants.
 
   Once my heart rate returned to normal, I opened my eyes and recognized the wall I was leaning against. Curious, I ran my palm over the textured and worn bricks until I found the loose one. I pulled it out and stuck my hand in the small hole, smiling when my fingers grazed a piece of paper. Covering my actions with my body, I freed the paper—folded multiple times like a note passed around class—and replaced the brick. Brig and I had used the loose brick to pass secrets to each other through undergrad. Four years of jokes, laughs and tears, all held by this silent wall. I still had a box of the notes, but hadn't checked the brick since last year.
 
   I opened the note and read Brig's fancy scrawl.
 
    
 
   Hey,
 
    
 
   What's the difference between a teacher and a train?
 
    
 
   The teacher says, "Get that gum out of your mouth," whereas the train says, "Chew, chew."
 
    
 
   I know, it's lame. But you try doing better.
 
    
 
   I laughed at the random nature of it, grateful for the small memory between friends. I considered writing a reply. A joke I heard in—
 
   "Catelyn!"
 
   I forced a smile, shoving the note into my pocket, as Jon approached me. "Hi," I said.
 
   "Hi. You're looking good." He smiled and for a moment I saw the resemblance between him and Ash.
 
   "Thanks. Trying to recover. Oh, did you have a nice visit with Ash yesterday?"
 
   He frowned. "No, why would I have seen my brother?"
 
   "No reason. I just though he stopped by." Because that's what Bridgette had said.
 
   "Nope. Can I walk you to your class?"
 
   "Um, sure." We headed that way while he made small talk about classes, the weather, other stuff I wasn't paying any attention to.
 
   "Hey, Jon, can I ask you a question?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Ash was arrested a while back, when he was a teenager. My mother was the DA on the case. Do you know much about it?"
 
   His face closed down, just like that. All the warmth gone. "No, I don't. I gotta get to class."
 
   "Okay, thanks for—" 
 
   He walked away before I could finish my sentence. I shook my head, forever perplexed by the moods of men. 
 
   I shrugged it off and took my seat in class, waving to Professor Cavin who smiled at me from his post in front of the projector.
 
   Cavin began his lecture. His words started slow, but sped up; the writing on the overhead blurred until I couldn't make it out. The buzzing started in my head again, this time louder than before. Pain spiked behind my eyes. Someone called my name as everything went black.
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   Brain Exams
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE DOCTOR WITH the bushy black eyebrows and thin lips stared down at his clipboard. "We're scheduling you for an MRI. This is likely a result of brain swelling from the concussion. I'm prescribing a medication that should help, but you need to be very careful and get a lot of rest this week while we run some tests." He looked up at me, his eyebrows coming together like a caterpillar over his eyes. "I'd prefer to keep you overnight for observation."
 
   "I know," I said, "but I'd rather sleep in my own bed. I don't sleep very well in hospitals."
 
   He nodded sharply, tore off a prescription and handed it to me. "The nurse will be in with your discharge papers and instructions. You can get dressed."
 
   When he left, I slipped off the gown and put my own clothes on while Brig checked out the medical supplies in the drawers.
 
   "You're such a snoop," I said.
 
   "It's my job." She glanced up from her rummaging. "How are you feeling, for real? You scared the crap out of me."
 
   "I'm feeling fine right now."
 
   My phone buzzed again and I checked it. Ash. Again. I had to call him back and let him know I was okay.
 
   "My parents are expecting us this weekend," Bridgette said. "I'll make sure it's a relaxing evening. No major parties."
 
   I shook my head. "Definitely not, or I won't go."
 
   "Agreed. We'll just rest, eat a lot of yummy food and pretend the rest of the world doesn't exist for a few days."
 
   "That actually sounds wonderful," I said, meaning it. "But Ash might come by. He wanted to spend time with me this weekend."
 
   She smiled. "I can't get over you having a boyfriend. It's crazy!"
 
   The nurse came in and handed me a stack of papers with a lot of scary warnings, and then we were free to leave.
 
   "God, Brig, these hospital visits are going to break me. Now they want an MRI. How much do you think those run?"
 
   She shrugged in a way only the rich can. "You have insurance through school, don't you?"
 
   "Yeah, but it doesn't cover everything."
 
   She linked her arm through mine. "I'm sure it'll be okay."
 
   Right. I rolled my eyes but said nothing. 
 
   Ash called Cat that night, and once again paid a lot of money to have a conversation with his girlfriend. I ended my shift early; the doctor thought my late nights had contributed to my blackout.
 
   The new medication made me loopy that week and school and studying suffered. I did get a lot of rest and started feeling better, to the point where I almost canceled my MRI, but Ash insisted I have it done and took me to the appointment. It seemed almost like a date, especially when we fooled around while I was in my hospital gown. 
 
   By Friday I was ready to leave town and head to Brig's house. It had been a few weeks since something truly awful had happened, and with no word from the killer I'd started to let my guard down.
 
   A laziness I would soon come to regret.
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   The Bruiser
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BRIDGETTE AND I talk much during the thirty-minute drive to Dover, which suited me just fine. My head hurt, and I didn't want to have to carry on a conversation, particularly one that would likely lead to fighting, since she was determined I quit my job and I was equally determined to make my own way.
 
   Instead, I texted Ash, smiling as he recounted his own day and asked about mine.
 
   The snow had almost melted away, but you could still see the cold in the air, our breath turning to white smoke before us as we carried our overnight bags into the mansion. Mrs. Beaumont greeted us both with quick hugs and cheek kisses. "Oh Catelyn, we've been worried sick about you."
 
   "I'm okay, Mrs. Beaumont. Thanks for letting us stay for the weekend."
 
   She flipped her hand dismissively. "Any time, dear. Any time. Our house is your house." She fidgeted with a string of pearls around her neck as her eyes landed on my new necklace. "Oh my goodness, where on earth did you get that?"
 
   I looked down at the diamond heart. "Ash."
 
   She raised an eyebrow. "I had no idea you two were so serious. That piece is worth a small fortune. It looks lovely on you." Her eyes darted around in a nervousness I'd never seen in her before. "Let's get you girls settled. Your father is in his study," she said to Bridgette. "We don't want to disturb him. He's been in a mood."
 
   As if on cue, Mr. Beaumont stomped out, a frown on his face. "It's too late for that. You three are like cackling hens chattering about nonsense. Please keep it down, I have work to do."
 
   He looked at me, his eyes unreadable. "Good to see you, Catelyn." Making eye contact with his daughter, he scowled. "You two try to stay out of trouble, will you? The Beaumont name has enough drama for a lifetime."
 
   Mrs. Beaumont tried to apologize but Brig was already dragging me upstairs. "God! My dad just gets worse with age. I think he and Mom need a weekend away. A good lay would do them both good."
 
   "I thought most kids didn't like imagining their parents having sex." I couldn't remember what I imagined at fifteen.
 
   She shrugged and tossed a pale blond strand of hair over her shoulder. "They're humans. They have needs. I mean, I don't want to see it or anything, but I get that they need to get it on now and then. My dad's been spending more and more time in his office lately. I think Mom's feeling neglected."
 
   "That sucks," I said, lacking any better response.
 
   I went to the guest room and flopped on the bed with a novel, not even bothering to unpack my bag, instead shoving it under the bed.
 
   I didn't get far in the book, and honestly couldn't remember what I'd been reading, when Brig came in and sat down next to me. "How's your head?"
 
   "Fine."
 
   "Good. Look, Catelyn…” She paused, then cleared her throat and plunged ahead. “I know you're trying to be independent and all, but you have a rich boyfriend." And queue the arguing. "You can't keep doing your phone job. It's gross. Besides, it's not fair to Ash, even you have to admit that." She said this like a teacher schooling a young child who's been naughty.
 
   My temper flared behind my eyes, literally making me see red. "You seem awfully concerned about my boyfriend, Brig. Why is that?"
 
   She stood and faced me, small fists on hips. "What is with you? It's like you're a different person since… everything."
 
   "Maybe I am a different person, have you considered that? Maybe being kidnapped and tortured changes someone."
 
   She rolled her eyes. Rolled her fucking eyes! "You were barely tortured. Ash saved you, and you repay him by continuing with a job that is basically cheating on him."
 
   I pulled my bag out from under the bed and reached in for the manila envelope I'd brought. "Let's talking about cheating, shall we?" I shoved the pictures into her hands. "Care to explain why you're cozying up to my boyfriend at his fucking house?"
 
   Her face went pale as she looked at the photos, and her lower lip trembled. "It's not what it looks like, Catelyn." Then she looked up, her face defiant again. "Where did you get these?"
 
   "Doesn't matter where I got them. I see you throwing yourself at a man you admitted having a crush on. Is there anything you want to tell me?" I was shouting now, completely out of control, and I couldn't stop this feeling that I was about to explode.
 
   Mrs. Beaumont pushed open our door, her face etched with worry. "Girls, Mr. Beaumont left for the office, said it was too loud for him to focus. I'm heading out for a few hours. Are you two okay?"
 
   I avoided eye contact, hiding my enraged face, but Brig smiled, always able to put on a mask when needed. "Yes, Mom, go have fun. We'll be fine."
 
   Mrs. Beaumont hovered there a moment, her handbag clutched to her side like a shield against our angry words, then nodded and left the room. "The house is empty, so lock up if you leave," she said from the hallway.
 
   I sunk to the bed, drained from the fighting, from all these unwanted emotions surging through me like poison. Before I could say anything to Brig, before I could figure out what I wanted to say or should say, my phone rang. 
 
   I listened to the man on the other end, nodding as he spoke. "Okay, I'll be right there." I hung up, staring at Bridgette. "I have to go. The impound lot called about the Bruiser. I have to go sign some paperwork. Can I borrow your car?"
 
   She pulled the keys from her pocket and tossed them at me a little too aggressively. I didn't bother thanking her, just stormed out of the house, slamming the door—which would have felt more gratifying if the door had slammed properly, but it was heavy and big and seemed weighted against me, so it lacked the proper crash-bang of a good slam. I felt stuffed full of fireworks. I wanted to punch something.
 
   Instead, I took to the slick roads, turning up the music until I couldn't hear my own thoughts anymore.
 
   I arrived at the impound lot just before they closed and introduced myself to the twenty-something hippie-looking guy working the front desk. "Hi, I just got a call to come here and sign some papers about my car? Catelyn Travis?"
 
   He typed something into a computer, his grease-stained hands leaving trace marks on the plastic-covered keyboard. "Um, hmm, yeah you already signed for this. No one from here called you today."
 
   I checked my phone and showed him the incoming call. "That's your number, right?"
 
   He scratched his head. "Yeah, no, that ain’t us. Sorry. Your car's already been handled."
 
   "Are you sure? Why would someone call me pretending to be you?"
 
   "Dunno."
 
   "Can I talk to your supervisor?" I asked, my stomach clenching into a pit.
 
   "Um, hm, not really, you know? Because, like, I'm all alone here today."
 
   "Right. Okay, thanks." I turned and got into Brig's car, pressing dial on my phone to see where this number lead. All I got was a disconnect message and more questions than answers.
 
   My hands shook, and I started the ignition and pulled out of the gravel parking lot and onto the street.
 
   The entire way back to Bridgette's my mind turned the strange scenario over and over. Did the Midnight Murderer call me? Was it a mistake?
 
   I had nothing concrete when I pulled up to the house.
 
   I knew something was wrong immediately when I saw the front door open.
 
   I ran through the house, calling for Bridgette. Crunch. I'd stepped on glass. A broken cup was scattered on the floor. The coffee table had been flipped over. An ottoman had been upturned. Red words—
 
   My throat closed up.
 
   Red words covered the wall.
 
    
 
   I have your friend. Find what I need and you might see her alive again. Fail, and I'll send her back in pieces.
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   Blood Tells
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TIME SEEMED SKIPPED, frantic, like the scattered heartbeat of a dying hummingbird. I called Detective Gray.
 
   "This isn't my jurisdiction," he said. 
 
   "Then coordinate with the local police force. Call in favors. I don't care. I told you the Midnight Murder is still out there, and you ignored me. Get your ass here!"
 
   "Miss Travis—"
 
   "Don't fucking Miss Travis me. Do your fucking job." The f-bomb seemed my new go-to profanity lately. I'd become a harsher version of myself.
 
   He sighed. "Fine. I'll be there."
 
   I hung up and paced the room. Have to keep moving. Have to keep moving. Because if I stopped, I'd have to think. And I couldn't think about my best friend… Because if I thought about my best friend…
 
   I took quick breaths. Sharp. Clean. I focused on them. 
 
   The Beaumonts came home. Had I called them? I couldn't remember. 
 
   "Catelyn, what's wrong?" Mrs. Beaumont asked.
 
   I kept pacing, pulled my hand from my mouth. I'd been chewing on my nail. "Bridgette's…"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   I stopped moving. "She's gone." 
 
   They froze.
 
   As if on cue, the police arrived. They scoured the house looking for clues, taking notes, taking pictures, leaving markers everywhere. Gray and another detective, Clark, with nondescript brown hair and a face you'd forget in a second, took down my statement.
 
   "I left because I got a call that I needed to sign forms for my car. When I got there, they already had my signature and said no one called me. When I got back, this is what I found." I was shaking, my head pounding behind my eyes, the lights and sounds and crowds of people making me dizzy.
 
   Clark frowned. "The Beaumonts said you were arguing before they left. What were you arguing about?"
 
   Was I a suspect? Absurd. I ran upstairs, accompanied by an officer, and handed them the photos. "Someone slipped these under my door at our dorm."
 
   Gray raised an eyebrow. "Was something going on between Bridgette and Ash?
 
   I shook my head. "Someone wanted me to think there was."
 
   Clark examined each picture, realization spreading across his face. "You're dating Ashton Davenport?"
 
   "Yes." 
 
   His eyes fell to the diamond heart I was unconsciously fiddling with. 
 
   "I see." He stuck the pictures into an evidence bag.
 
   Ash showed up and I ran into his arms, tears finally spilling where before they'd been pent up in fear and interrogations. "They think I had something to do with this," I said.
 
   "That's ridiculous." He kissed my head and held me as he took in the scene around us.
 
   Detective Clark came over, Gray on his heels like a trained dog. Clark showed Ash the photos. "Do you know who took these?"
 
   Ash looked at the pictures and then to me. "How long have you had these?"
 
   I explained to him what happened and when.
 
   He sighed. "This is absurd. Bridgette was worried about Catelyn after the hospital stay and came over to talk to me about what we could do to help her. Nothing untoward happened. I don't know who took these pictures, but it was clearly someone trying to hurt Catelyn."
 
   "It was the Midnight Murderer." I pointed at the wall covered in red. "He's done this before. Wrote me a message in my dead cat's blood."
 
   Gray sighed. "The words are written in lipstick."
 
   I put a hand to my heart. "Thank goodness. I thought it was—"
 
   "I understand. Shock blinds a person." He opened a nicotine packet. Popped the gum in his mouth.  "You've been through a lot lately. You should really consider… oh, why do I even bother? Call me if you remember anything else." He walked away, shaking his head.
 
   Ash held me by the waist. "He's right, you know. You have been through a lot."
 
   "And?"
 
   "I know someone who can help. An old friend of the family."
 
   "A therapist?"
 
   "A good one."
 
   I pressed my head into his chest, tears welling in my eyes. "Maybe."
 
   An officer walked up to Detective Clark, lowering his voice. "That ottoman is heavy, like real heavy. Who you figure flipped it over?"
 
   Clark frowned. "Someone who worked hard to make this look real. Too hard." They both glanced at me. 
 
   Before I could say anything in my defense, someone hollered from the patio. "Detective, we found blood. A lot of blood."
 
   And then I saw red behind my eyes, bright and viscous. It pounded through my head and body until I saw nothing at all.
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   Private Investigator
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE BLACKOUT ONLY lasted a moment, and I think only Ash noticed. He steadied me against his body, worry lines creasing his eyes. They looked lighter today, more hazel against his green sweater.
 
   "Catelyn, what happened?"
 
   "Just a spinning head." I took a sip out of the water bottle he handed me. "I want to see the blood."
 
   He shook his head. "I don't think that's a good idea."
 
   I ignored him, walking toward the back door. Then my phone rang and I snatched it up, worried it might be about Bridgette.
 
   "Miss Travis? This is Doctor Elliot. We got the results back from your MRI."
 
   "Oh." I'd forgotten about that.
 
   "It's not as bad as we thought. You have some mild swelling, which is to be expected, and I'd like you to stay on the medication we prescribed. It's important you're not alone right now. Do you have someone to stay with?"
 
   "Yes," I lied.
 
   "Good. Please come in next week for a follow-up and, in the meantime, stay on your medication, stay with someone who can monitor you if your condition worsens and try to avoid unnecessary stress."
 
   Ash raised an eyebrow. "Who was that?"
 
   I told him. 
 
   He stuck his hands in his jean pockets and stared out the back window. "You'll move in with me." 
 
   Detective Gray approached from behind. "I think that's a good idea."
 
   "Do I get a say in this?" I put on a rebellious front, but the fight wasn't in me. Truth be told, I didn't want to go back to our dorms alone, wondering where Brig was and what was happening to her. I didn't want to be alone, and I couldn't stay with the Beaumonts, especially not with the angry looks they kept throwing at me from across the room as if they thought this was my fault. They had told the police we'd been fighting. Why would they say that unless they believed I was guilty of something?
 
   Ash shook his head. "Nope. We'll get your stuff once we leave here, and you can move in tonight. I've already had a spare key made."
 
   It was my turn to raise an eyebrow.
 
   He smiled and pulled me to him. "Is it wrong that I loved having you in my bed so much I fantasized about having you every night?"
 
   That he'd been thinking about me like that made me tingle. Even at a time like this.
 
   Ash approached the detectives who were now conferring in hushed voices in the kitchen as Mrs. Beaumont served coffee to everyone. "Is it okay if I get Catelyn out of here? She needs to rest."
 
   They nodded and Detective Clark approached me. "Miss Travis, please don't leave the area. We'll need you to stay in touch as the investigation progresses. Is there anything else you want to tell me about what happened between you and Miss Beaumont before you claim to have left?"
 
   "Before I claim to have left? Can't you send someone to the impound lot to check my story out? Why do you think I would have something to do with this? She's my best friend." My voice grew louder, my control over my temper growing weaker.
 
   Ash put a hand on my shoulder. "No one thinks you did anything wrong, sweetheart."
 
   He handed a card to the detective. "If you need anything else from Miss Travis, please contact my attorney."
 
   For the third time that day I watched the familiar streets flash past the window as we drove back to Boston. Ash and I were headed to my dorms to pack up the rest of my belongings. Once there, I couldn't help but stare at Bridgette's side of the room as Ash made trip after trip to his car with my stuff in tow. "You just sit here and let me handle this," he said. "Doctor's orders."
 
   So I did, my mind churning over the possibilities of what would happen to Bridgette now, of what would happen to me. I'd have to take the bus to school every day, now that I'd be living off campus. That wasn't so bad. The headaches, though, were bad.
 
   When we got to Ash's house, a bald man was waiting for us on the front porch. He had a familiar face, and a black rose tattoo on his neck. 
 
   Ash shook his hand and introduced him to me. "This is Jim. I asked him to meet us here so he could help figure out what happened with Bridgette."
 
   Ash opened the door, letting us both in, and left to ask Mrs. Brown to make us coffee. 
 
   "You're the guy I saw by Lucky's kiosk," I said, finally placing Jim's face. "How do you know Ash?"
 
   Jim shrugged and looked to Ash who came to sit next to me, his hand resting on my knee as Mrs. Brown served the coffee with muffins that smelled freshly baked. "This is the private investigator I'd hired to track you down," Ash confessed.
 
   A shiver went up my spine. How long had this guy been following me, and how much did he know?
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   Mental Health
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   AFTER I TOLD Jim what happened with Bridgette, he left, and Ash cleared out space in his drawers and closets for me and made space in the bathroom for my toiletries. I drifted, dreamlike, through the unpacking, the surrealness of it all clouding my senses. I couldn't believe I actually lived with Ash now. "What happens when this is over?" I asked.
 
   "When what's over?" He looked up from moving shoes around in the closet.
 
   "When Bridgette is found and things go back to normal." Because I had to believe that, didn't I? 
 
   He frowned, not getting it.
 
   "Will I move out then?"
 
   He stood, pulling me into his arms. "That's up to you, but I certainly hope not. This isn't a temporary fling for me, Catelyn. I want you here. Period. Not because of a head injury or because your friend is missing. I want you here because I like that the sheets smell like you after you've slept in them. I like having memories of you in this house. I like how the sound of your life makes this feel like a home and not just a place to get lost in."
 
   He handed me a key ring with two keys on it. "What are these for?" I asked.
 
   "The silver one is for the house, and the black one is for the car. It's yours. I have my motorcycle."
 
   I rested my head on his chest, feeling his heart beat through me, and sighed, wrapping my arms around his waist. "I love you."
 
   He kissed the top of my head. "I love you, too."
 
   I couldn't imagine ever feeling that this was really my home; it all still felt so much like Ash. But when Mrs. Brown came that night to make dinner and I said I'd like to do it, Ash smiled and told her to take the night off. He helped me cut carrots and red bell peppers and we made salads with grilled chicken and had a quiet dinner. After, we sat together, cuddling and watching television. 
 
   When Ash's hand slipped under my blouse to cup my breast, I sighed and moved closer, pressing my body against his as the television droned in the background.
 
   Our kisses started softly, touches gentle and tame, but passion took us in an escalation of need and desire. Our lips pressed harder, hands groping desperately to remove the clothing that stood between us, blocking our flesh from meshing together.
 
   When Ash bent me over the couch and fingered me, I moaned, leaning into his hand, begging for more as one arm reached around to squeeze my nipples. 
 
   It felt good, so good, but I needed more to fight off the pain and sadness of the day, of the collection of darkness coalescing in my life like shadows huddled together or skeletons cluttering my closet. 
 
   I needed something I didn't know how to articulate.
 
   Ash seemed to sense this growing urgency and everything became heightened as his tenderness turned to rough pleasure. When he finally slammed his cock into me, leaning over my body to nip at my neck with his teeth, I knew it wasn't enough. 
 
   "More," I begged.
 
   "More what?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   His hand landed across my ass in a sharp burst of pain that startled me. I paused, reflecting on if that's what I needed.
 
   "Do it again."
 
   He smacked me again and the pleasure and pain joined into something new, something that satiated the gnawing need in my body and mind.
 
   Our lovemaking turned wild, loud, almost violent in its need. I could feel the burn of his handprints on my flesh and craved more.
 
   Each smack and thrust brought me closer to orgasm.
 
   My pussy clenched, and in a rush of heat and flames, we came together. I screamed. Roared. Released everything in me.
 
   And then I collapsed into his arms as we lay on the floor in front of the fire, naked and sweaty and breathless.
 
   I didn't speak for some time, waiting for my heart to slow and my breathing to return to normal. "Why does that feel good?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "The pain. Why did I like it?"
 
   He turned to face me, propping himself up on his elbow. "The line between pleasure and pain is thin. Sometimes straddling it brings out those sensations more intensely."
 
   "Is there something wrong with me?"
 
   He kissed my nose. "No. It's completely normal. More people than you'd think enjoy it rough from time to time. Is it something you'd like to try again?"
 
   I nodded, biting my lip.
 
   "There are a lot of things we can try together, sweetheart."
 
   I knew some of those things, had studied them while researching for my job, and I wondered how many of them I'd find enjoyable with Ash. The thought titillated me, but then reality crashed down again and I remembered what I'd been trying to forget about.
 
   "What if they don't find her?"
 
   "Bridgette?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "They will. Or we will. I promise."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ash's car attracted more attention than I would have liked when I pulled in to the parking lot near the law school. But, given the wealth on this campus, it didn't stand out nearly as much as I feared. 
 
   I thought I'd avoided any press intent on talking to me when Ash ran interference that morning, but I didn't count on the stupid on-campus journalists who wanted the local scoop on the “Girl Who Survived—Twice.”
 
   Two of them ambushed me just outside of Cavin's office. "Catelyn, can you tell us anything about Bridgette's kidnapping?" the aggressive brunette asked through overly bright lips, notepad in hand as her sidekick photographer snapped unwelcome pictures of the back of my hand and head.
 
   "I don't want to talk about it. Please leave me alone."
 
   She didn't back off. "Do you have any idea who did this? We heard you had a fight with Bridgette just before her kidnapping. Do you think that had something to do with it?"
 
   "Go away!" I clenched my teeth, waiting in front of Cavin's door for him to show up for his scheduled conference time.
 
   "Just tell us what happened. Our readers deserve to know."
 
   I spun on her, knocking the camera out of the guy's hand as I scowled at the girl. "They deserve to know? Why? Who the fuck gave them, or you, any rights to my goddamn life? My goddamn story. Get the hell away from me!"
 
   She smiled a predatory smile and took furious notes while the guy with her complained loudly about his broken camera. 
 
   Cavin showed up then, taking in the scene quickly and turning on the reporter. "I believe Miss Travis asked you to leave her alone, and if you print any of this exchange in any way, I will personally make sure you are kicked out of Harvard and lose all opportunity to work in journalism again. Do you understand me?"
 
   Her face paled and she turned to leave, dragging her pissed off photographer with her, but not before I grabbed the notebook out of her hand. "I'll keep this, thanks."
 
   As the anger drained out of me I began to shake, my heart racing and palms sweating as the world became too loud, too chaotic and I couldn't hear anything but the cacophony inside my head. My skin crawled until I wanted to tear it off and step out of it and I couldn't stay still. Couldn't breathe. Couldn't think.
 
   Cavin's arm settled over me as he guided me into his office and made me a cup of tea. "Drink this and just breathe."
 
   When my mind calmed enough to see more clearly and listen to him, he handed me a card. "I've taken the liberty of making an appointment for you with an old friend of mine. She's the best counselor I know and she even treated Alice once, years ago."
 
   I took the card, studying the name on it. Lauren Schultz. "What did my mom see her about?"
 
   "A cat, actually. She had this kitten she loved more than anything. When he died, she took it hard. Lauren helped her work through it. She specializes in PTSD and overcoming emotional and physical trauma. I think she'll be able to help you."
 
   I nodded, knowing I needed help. Knowing I couldn't keep going on like this. "When's the appointment?”
 
   He looked at his watch. "In twenty minutes. Come on, you can let me drive that fancy new car you pulled up in."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We arrived at Lauren's office just in time. Cavin waited outside while she offered me tea and my choice of seats in her comfortable office. I chose a chair, unwilling to lie down as I unloaded all my problems to a stranger. She took the chair across from me as I looked around her office. "It's nice here. I like the artwork on the wall." She had an eclectic selection of classic prints from the impressionist and expressionist eras.
 
   "Thank you. I try to make it a comfortable place for my patients."
 
   "Professor Cavin said you knew my mother, Alice Travis?"
 
   She nodded and smiled, her green eyes bright and happy, contrasting dramatically with her dark hair and clear skin. "I did. She was a remarkable woman."
 
   I shifted in my seat. "I went to a counselor once, when I was a teenager. After the murders. I didn't much like it, though, and my foster parents stopped making me go. So I'm not sure what we're supposed to do here."
 
   "There's no 'supposed to' here. We just talk and I see if I can help you handle some of the incredible difficulties you've been faced with lately."
 
   "So, where do we begin?" I asked, picking invisible lint off my jeans.
 
   "Why don't you tell me how you've been feeling since you were attacked and kidnapped?"
 
   She clicked on a recorder and my throat went dry. I sipped on the tea she'd given me and began to tell her about the headaches, the anxiety attacks, the colors and sounds and overwhelming anger I'd been feeling.
 
   She nodded, making appropriately comforting sounds as I spoke, her voice and demeanor professional and calm. At one point, she got out a bottle of perfume and sprayed it in the air. The sweet smell ticked my nose. I began to relax and share more, until I'd told her everything.
 
   "It sounds to me," she said, "like you're suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, which isn't uncommon after what you've gone through. That, combined with what's just happened with your best friend, can be very hard to handle. I know your doctor has you on medication for your head injury, but I'd like to prescribe an anti-anxiety medication as well, to be taken only as needed when things start to feel too overwhelming."
 
   I agreed and she put away her notebook and stood. "Our time is up, but I hope you'll continue to come see me so we can work through this together. I liked your mother and it would be an honor to help her daughter."
 
   "I'd love to come back," I said, "but unless my campus insurance covers this, I can't afford it."
 
   She smiled. "Your sessions are on me. Pro bono. You can pay it forward when you're an attorney and find a client who needs your help but may not have the means for it."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   I felt a small measure of hope blossom in my chest as I left her office, only to have it quashed when I found myself face-to-face with Detective Gray. "Miss Travis, I need you to come to the precinct with me and answer a few questions."
 
   The temporary calm disappeared and I looked to Professor Cavin, who stood behind him helplessly, and then to Lauren, who placed herself between me and the detective despite relatively little room. "What's this about?" she asked.
 
   "This doesn't concern you, Lauren," Detective Gray said in a way that made it seem he knew her personally. "Catelyn has some explaining to do about her relationship with Bridgette Beaumont and her role in the young lady's disappearance.”
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_14]Chapter Fourteen
 
   Alternate Theory
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THEY MADE ME wait in the interrogation room for three hours with no contact or interaction before Detective Gray and his potbellied partner came in. I wondered if they'd fall into the good cop/bad cop role and, if so, who would be what. From my vantage point, they were both bad cops.
 
   Detective Gray sat across from me and dropped Bridgette's journal in front of me. "This tells an interesting tale, Miss Travis. One of escalating anger and out-of-control outbursts toward Bridgette and others. One of a young woman who began to fear for her safety around her best friend. One that ends the day she was kidnapped after multiple people saw and heard you fight with her."
 
   My heart sped up and I wished I'd had time to fill the anti-anxiety prescription before coming here. It would be useful right now.
 
   "Is there a question in there somewhere or are you just talking to hear yourself talk?" I asked, surprised my voice sounded so calm and cold considering how absolutely terrified I felt inside.
 
   "That's not a very cooperative attitude for someone who claims to care about her best friend," Gray said.
 
   "I've told you everything I know," I said, my voice getting louder. "What else do you want from me?"
 
   "I want to know what happened the day your friend disappeared. I want to know why you're lying to us about going to the impound lot that day. I want to know why she was scared of you." His voice rose to match mine and his partner stood in the corner, his face unreadable.
 
   I guess I was getting the bad cop/silent cop treatment today.
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about. Brig wasn't scared of me or anyone else. And, yeah, we had fights. What roommates don't fight sometimes? But I love her and would never hurt her. You should be out there looking for the Midnight Murderer. He's the one who has her, not me."
 
   He pulled pictures out of a file and laid them in front of me. "We found a lot of blood on the Beaumonts’ back porch. Our labs matched it with Bridgette's. This much blood means she might not still be alive."
 
   My face drained of feeling, and probably color. I couldn't keep listening to this, couldn't let them talk about her like she was already dead and I was a suspect.
 
   "That's not possible. He has her. I told you. The message on the wall. The note."
 
   Gray sneered. "Right. The disappearing note that only you have ever seen and the lipstick message on the wall anyone could have written, including you. The man at the impound lot that only you have seen. No one there matches the description you gave us and no one claims to have seen you that day."
 
   This didn't make any sense. I wasn't crazy. I wasn't making it up.
 
   "You have to dig deeper. Look harder. Someone's trying to set me up. The guy who killed my parents is still out there."
 
   "So you say," he said. "But we have a different theory. We think that you have become addicted to the attention of being a victim, that when Lucky was captured you couldn't handle falling into anonymity, so you had to create a story that would keep you in the limelight. We think that Bridgette knew you were snapping and was trying to help you, but you two fought. And that day, when you snapped, maybe it was an accident. Maybe you didn't mean to hurt her. If that's the case, and you confess, we can help you. Get you help. But if you don't tell us what happened, there's nothing we can do."
 
   The roar in my head took over and I pushed my chair back and stood, screaming at Gray as I leaned over the table to hit him, to stop him from saying these things. "She's not dead. I didn't do anything. You're lying. You're in on it. All of you are in on it!"
 
   The silent partner in the corner rushed me, yanking my arms back aggressively and putting my wrists in too-tight handcuffs that pressed painfully against my still-healing scars. They dragged me down the hall and into a cell, locking me behind bars and leaving me alone. At least they'd taken off the handcuffs.
 
   I fell to my knees, sobbing and pulling at my hair, knowing everything in my life was about to crash down around me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I don't know how long I sat there on the dirty floor, tears streaking my face, before a different police officer came and escorted me out. "Your bail's been posted. You can leave."
 
   Ash was waiting for me in the front room, his face lined with worry and fear. "Catelyn, oh my God, what did they do to you?"
 
   I threw myself into his arms, shaking and crying. He put his arms around me and stroked my back. "Let's get you home. We'll deal with these assholes later."
 
   He glared at Gray who shrugged in a 'just doing my job' way.
 
   "You'll be hearing from my lawyer," Ash said.
 
   I looked up at him. "Lawyer?"
 
   He stroked my face. "You need a good lawyer, sweetheart. This is serious."
 
   "For what? I didn't do anything wrong. I can represent myself."
 
   "Catelyn, you're not a real lawyer yet and my guy is the best. Trust me."
 
   Gray smirked. "Listen to your boyfriend, Miss Travis. You're going to need one, but it's probably not going to help. Not with what we have. See you soon."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_15]Chapter Fifteen
 
   Guilty Until Proven Innocent
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MAXWELL FISHER, ESQUIRE, was a tall, lean man with impeccably cut sandy blond hair, an infectious smile and blue eyes. He looked trustworthy and likable and I knew every female jury member would be hot for him by the end of the trial. The guys would probably all want to buy him a beer just to feel cool. He was that kind of guy.
 
   I didn't trust him at all.
 
   He asked Ash to wait in the lobby while he escorted me to an expensive office with plush leather furniture and polished dark wood everywhere. Law books lined the walls behind his desk—books I'm sure he didn't use often.
 
   I saw one book I recognized and went to pull it from his shelf, opening it to my mother's familiar signature. "You knew her?"
 
   He nodded. "Fierce lawyer. The only time I ever lost was to her." He took the book from me and opened to the acknowledgements, showing me his name in it. "We respected each other, Alice and I. Her death came as a shock to us all."
 
   "Murder," I said.
 
   "What's that?" He put the book back on the shelf.
 
   "Murder. She was murdered. She didn't just die, she was killed."
 
   "Of course."
 
   "And you might have defended her murderer, had it come to that."
 
   He sat down behind his desk, where a legal pad and pen sat unused and waiting.
 
   I sat on the chair in front of the desk, crossing my legs and holding eye contact with him.
 
   "I wouldn't have taken the case, Catelyn. Not to defend the potential murderer of your mother."
 
   "But someone would have."
 
   He nodded. "Yes. That's our system. You of all people should know that."
 
   "He's still out there," I said.
 
   "I've heard that's your theory."
 
   “It’s more than a theory." I took him through everything that had happened, pointing out the key facts that lent credibility to my case.
 
   "Why?" he asked. "What does he want from you? What does he want with Bridgette?"
 
   "My mom's other book, the one she never published. It names names. It names his name. He wants it, and he thinks I know where it is."
 
   Maxwell leaned forward, his eyes greedy. "Do you?"
 
   "No, I don't. I don't think it even exists, but the killer seems to think it does."
 
   He sat back, his expression disappointed. "They're going to try to pin this on you, and they're not without evidence."
 
   "The evidence is fake," I said.
 
   "We have no proof of that."
 
   "Do you believe me?" I asked.
 
   "It doesn't matter what I believe, only what I can prove in court. And I'm going to prove you're innocent."
 
   His answer wasn't satisfying, but it would have to do.
 
   "First, Catelyn, I need you to tell me everything. Every secret, every misdeed, every skeleton. I can't help you if you're not 100% honest with me. I will never tell anyone, not even Ash. But you can't hold anything back from me or we're both fucked."
 
   "I've told you everything," I said.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. "I don't think you've told me everything. I'm a very good read of these things."
 
   I took a deep breath, weighing my options, trying to decide if I could really trust him. I looked over at the book my mother had signed to him. She respected him. That had to count for something. Ash trusted him. That counted for more. 
 
   "If I tell you, you can't tell anyone. Ever."
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_16]Chapter Sixteen
 
   Double Crossing
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THAT NIGHT I read through my mother's book again, looking for any clues that could help me. When I came to the acknowledgments, my eyes landed on my lawyer's name. Maxwell Fisher. How close had they been? Did they ever talk or meet outside of court? Did he know something about her murder that he wasn't telling me?
 
   Ash came into the living room and sat next to me, clicking on the news while running his hand over my neck, rubbing the tension out.
 
   Bridgette's kidnapping was headline news on each network. Various talking heads speculated about our relationship, about the Midnight Murderer and if I'd somehow snapped from the pressure. The police weren't helping matters any, strongly indicating I was the primary suspect without actually naming me. Ash was on the phone with Maxwell before the story ended, demanding he find a way to reign in “the assholes destroying my girlfriend's reputation with unsubstantiated lies and made up bullshit.”
 
   Jim came over that night with new information. Once again, as he looked at me, I felt like he was seeing into my secrets.
 
   "I found the guy you saw that day at the impound," he said.
 
   "Great. We can get him to go the police and confirm my alibi." I was relieved to finally have a break.
 
   He frowned. "I found him in the morgue. He died in a car accident later that afternoon."
 
   My legs wobbled. "That—that can't be a coincidence."
 
   Jim nodded. "I don't disagree with you. Here's the next best thing, though." He held up a piece of paper. "I tracked down the guy on duty the day you allegedly signed your name to the paperwork. I can check him out if you want."
 
   I grabbed the paper from his hand. "I want to go and talk to him myself. I want to hear him explain to me how I was there signing my name. I want to see if he recognizes me."
 
   Jim spoke to Ash, rather than me. "It could be dangerous. You should let me."
 
   Ash took out his wallet and handed the man a wad of cash. "I'll go with her. It'll be fine. Keep digging and see what else you can find. And thanks."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We drove to the address on the slip of paper Jim had given us and found ourselves at a run-down apartment complex with peeling paint and homeless men squatting outside chain-smoking cigarettes. A man with a beer belly and two-day-old beard answered the door, the few remaining strands of hair on his head combed over to cover his spreading bald spot. He had a Budweiser in one hand, a cigarette in the other, and armpit sweat stains on his used-to-be-white shirt.
 
   And he smelled like piss.
 
   I introduced myself, but saw no flicker of recognition on his face.
 
   "Sir, you work at the impound lot where my car was taken. Someone signed my name for it, and I need to know who that was." I gave him the details of my car and the date.
 
   He scratched his head with the hand that held the cigarette, dropping ash onto himself. "I don't remember nothing about your car, miss."
 
   Ash stepped closer. "It wasn't that long ago and this is important." He pulled out some money and the man's eyes lit up. 
 
   "I could be persuaded to remember. Do you have a picture of the car?" he asked. "I don't remember people, but cars I never forget."
 
   I pulled out my phone and scrolled through it, looking for the photo we'd taken with the car the night we'd christened it the Bruiser. I held the phone up to him. "That's the car."
 
   "Ah sure, I remember. Yeah, it was signed for, sure as shit."
 
   "By who?" I asked.
 
   He pointed to the phone. "By her."
 
   I looked where his finger landed.
 
   "You sure?" I asked.
 
   "Sure as shit. I don't remember people, but I remember that looker."
 
   I looked at the picture again, then showed it to Ash.
 
   He'd identified Bridgette.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_17]Chapter Seventeen
 
   Demanding Evidence
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "DID SHE SAY she was me? Did she say she was Catelyn Travis?"
 
   He shrugged. "I dunno. I just remember she had nice tits and a nice ass and looked fancy rich and I couldn't picture why she'd be worrying about that piece of shit car. She didn't seem the type, you know? Her purse was worth more than the car."
 
   "That's true," I mumbled, trying to take in what he was saying.
 
   Ash handed the man some money. "Thank you for your help."
 
   The man took it and stuck it in his pocket. "That guy she was with, he didn't seem the type neither. Fancy dude with that rich kid look, ya know?"
 
   I put my phone back in my purse. "She was with someone else?"
 
   "Sure as shit. But he didn't come to the counter with her. He stayed behind. I didn't get none too good a look at him. Just saw he had nice clothes, blonde, big guy, but not fat. Like a guy who works out. He wore one of those fancy striped suits, that's what I remember most. You don't see nobody wearing those unless they have lots of money."
 
   We walked back to the car without speaking. Once Ash started the engine, I told him to go to our dorms. "I want to poke around in Bridgette's stuff. I don't understand why she would sign for my car without telling me. She knew I was leaving to do that the day she was kidnapped. None of this makes any sense."
 
   I'd almost expected our room to be blocked off by police tape, but a crime hadn't been committed there. I was able to walk in without a problem, but could tell they'd combed through the room. They never left anything where it belonged.
 
   I didn't expect to find anything if the police had already searched the place, but I sat at her desk and went through the drawers, opening books to see if any papers were hidden in them, checking for secret compartments, and feeling very much like a spy movie cliché. Ash checked under and behind the furniture, making himself as useful as he could in the small space.
 
   They'd taken her computer and journal—and probably anything else she'd written in. It only took twenty minutes of fruitless searching before I was ready to give up, but something behind one of her anatomy posters caught my eye.
 
   A tiny sliver of paper stuck out from behind the one over her desk, and I pulled the pin out of the wall and took it down.
 
   And the buzzing in my head started again.
 
   Hanging in a baggie were several sheets of the exact embossed stationary used by the Midnight Murderer.
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   Cat's Letter
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ASH CALLED MAXWELL and he agreed to meet us at his office after hours. This time Ash joined us for the meeting, while I explained what we'd discovered about Bridgette. I showed him the stationary, which I hadn't touched except with tissue to preserve any fingerprints, and I showed him the pictures I'd taken before removing the paper. "I know it's not admissible as such, but it's something. It's definitely something."
 
   He used a handkerchief to slip it into an envelope. "Why didn't you call Detective Gray? To preserve chain of custody?"
 
   "Because he's already decided I'm guilty. We can't trust him to follow up on anything. But we should tell him where to find the guy who can identify Bridgette as the person who signed for my car. That has to mean something too, I just don't know what."
 
   Ash held my hand, the feel of his skin comforting and warm against my cold flesh.
 
   Maxwell took notes and then looked up at us. "It's definitely suspicious. We'll look into it and see what we can do with this."
 
   He then pulled out a shoebox from under his desk and handed it to me. "Catelyn, I found this and thought you should have it. You mom and I were close friends, and we often exchanged letters. We knew each other in law school, before we fell on opposite sides of the court room. They're… private letters, but maybe they can help you find the book she was working on."
 
   I reached for the box, looking down at what amounted to a treasure trove of memories of my mom. My eyes filled with tears. "Thank you."
 
   He plucked the top letter off the stack and opened it. "This one might be particularly useful," he said, pointing to a sheet of stationary with one line written on it.
 
   In my mother's neat scroll it read: The book is with Cat.
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   Family Dinner
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "DO YOU HAVE any idea what the letter means?" asked Ash as he drove us home.
 
   "No. None. I don't know anything about her book now, and I certainly didn't know anything back then when she wrote this." I'd read through some of the letters, which had been useless personal back-and-forths between her and Maxwell, but I planned on staying up all night reading through the rest. Maybe they held more clues—or any clues at all, really, since nothing I'd discovered had been particularly helpful thus far. 
 
   "There's one person who might know," I said, dialing Professor Cavin's number. After I explained what I found, he agreed to meet the next day.
 
   Ash got a call then and, when he answered, he turned into someone colder than the man I knew. I only heard his side of the conversation, which was all one word answers. "Yes." "No." "Maybe." "Okay." "Fine." "Bye."
 
   "Who was that?" I asked.
 
   "My dad. It's my mom's birthday and she wants everyone to get together for a family dinner at her favorite local restaurant."
 
   I waited for him to continue.
 
   "I have no desire to spend the evening with my dad. Or my brother for that matter. But I love my mom and this is important to her."
 
   Another pause. He pulled into a parking spot in front of his—our—house and we got out and let ourselves in.
 
   Finally, I broke the silence. "Are you going to go?"
 
   He looked at me, his eyes conflicted. "Only if you join us. Besides, I think my family should meet you properly, as my girlfriend. And, hopefully someday, something more."
 
   My heart thrummed at that someday, the implications that word held. "I'm happy to join you," I said, wondering if his family would be happy to see me, but finding I didn't care too much.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It's a tricky thing, navigating grief and fear and worry while undertaking the everyday chore of living. We were doing all we could to find out what had really happened to Bridgette, while also trying to live our lives as best we could. Birthdays happened, school and work needed tending to—though I'd once again taken a leave of absence from The Pleasure Palace, unable to deal with the inherent conflict in talking dirty to strangers with my boyfriend sitting next to me. It was one of the tricky areas of us living together that I'd have to sort out eventually.
 
   That night I wore one of the dresses purchased during my shopping spree with Bridgette, the most modest dress I had that was still fancy enough for a Davenport dinner. It was blue, with long sheer sleeves that flared out and a low back that draped glittering crystals across my skin.
 
   The diamond heart Ash had given me hung at my throat, sparkling like a million prisms in the light. I pulled my hair into a French twist and applied a light coating of makeup. 
 
   Ash whistled when I came down the stairs. "I worry that all the Davenport men will be chomping at the bit to get a piece of you."
 
   I kissed his lips, tasting his mint toothpaste and a hint of Cuban cigar. "Don't worry. I'm yours."
 
   He smiled, his dimple deepening. "I love the sound of that, Catelyn."
 
   We took the car and arrived last, much to the frustration of Mr. Davenport, who frowned and looked perpetually pissed off at the world in the way a rich CEO might look at middle age. He checked the Rolex on his wrist and sighed. "It's about time, Ash," he said by way of greeting.
 
   Ash made a point of checking his watch. "I'm just on time, Dad. Don't get your panties in a knot."
 
   Mrs. Davenport stood and kissed her son on the check. "Oh, Ash, try not to antagonize your father. You know how hard work has been for him lately." She looked beautiful in an elegant maroon dress, her long dark hair loose around her elfin face. She looked easily ten or twenty years younger than her husband. 
 
   We sat and I smiled at everyone. Jon smiled back and said hi, asked about school and my health.
 
   "Actually," said Ash, still lost in his own conversation, "I don't know anything about Dad's work."
 
   I could tell the dinner was going to be tense. I tried to break the ice. "Happy Birthday, Mrs. Davenport." I handed her a small giftwrapped box. "Ash and I got this for you."
 
   His dad raised an eyebrow. "I didn't realize you two were so serious."
 
   Ash put a protective—or possessive?—arm around me. "We are. Catelyn has moved in with me."
 
   Jon frowned and hid it with a sip of his wine.
 
   "Better protect your assets son, before you get in deeper. Gold-diggers are a dime a dozen and will leave you with less than a dime."
 
   My cheeks flushed red. "Excuse me?"
 
   Mr. Davenport looked at me as if just noticing I was there. "No offense, young lady, but I know your background and what you're facing right now. It's all over the news. My son is quite a catch for you and would set you up for life."
 
   Ash jumped to his feet. Seeing the look of horror on his mother's face, I placed a cool hand on his arm. "Ash, your father is just worried about you. It's okay." I looked at Mr. Davenport. "I can assure you I'm not interested in your son for his wealth."
 
   Mrs. Davenport cleared her throat. "Tell us about yourself, Catelyn. What do you do for a living?"
 
   "I'm in law school at Harvard," I said.
 
   His father smirked. "And how do you pay for that?"
 
   "Scholarships," Ash answered for me. "She's a straight-A student and a research assistant for Professor Cavin."
 
   "That can't be enough to cover tuition," Mr. Davenport said.
 
   "I do odd jobs, telemarketing and whatever work I can find on campus to make ends meet," I said. "Jon, how are you doing?"
 
   Jon cleared his throat. "Good. Mostly good."
 
   "How's that girl you're seeing?" asked Mrs. Davenport. "When are you going to bring her around?"
 
   I didn't realize Jon had a girl in the picture, but was happy to hear it. Maybe it meant we could be friends without any more awkwardness.
 
   "Have the police found any more leads in your friend’s kidnapping?" Mr. Davenport asked, unwilling to take part in any discussion not directed at me.
 
   "I don't know," I said. "You'll have to ask them."
 
   Mrs. Davenport patted my hand. "It must be so hard to have your best friend kidnapped like that. I'm so sorry, dear."
 
   Mr. Davenport poured another glass of wine for himself and adjusted his suit. "Yes, we're sorry for your loss. Though it sounds like you might know more about what happened than you've been telling the police."
 
   Blood boiled behind my eyes and I could taste copper in my mouth. Lights flashed around me, the buzzing and dizziness back.
 
   I lurched from the chair and ran to the bathroom, making it just in time to vomit in the toilet. 
 
   A hand reached down to me, pulling back my hair. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart," Ash said. "My dad's an asshole."
 
   "He thinks I killed my best friend," I said between heaves. "Everyone thinks I killed Bridgette."
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   PROFESSOR CAVIN'S OFFICE always felt comfortable, familiar, an anchor in midst of the storm my life had become. I sat there now, waiting for him to get our coffee at a new kiosk that had set up now that Lucky was gone. 
 
   Dead. Now that Lucky was dead.
 
   I still had nightmares about it. Still thought about what it was like to take a life, but with Bridgette still missing and everything in my life falling apart, it seemed killing someone had fallen to the backburner of my attention, which even I knew was messed up on many levels.
 
   Cavin was out of breath when he arrived, carrying two steaming cups of coffee. He handed me one and sat behind his desk. "Thank you," I said, sipping the hot liquid and enjoying the feel of it burning down my throat. 
 
   "You're very welcome, dear. Now, what can I do for you?"
 
   He'd already asked about the case against me, about Bridgette, and about my health. He'd also vetted my attorney and deemed him the best money could buy. But now I needed something more personal from him. I showed him one of the letters Maxwell had given me. "This talks about a place my mom went to write. Do you know where that was?"
 
   It was a stretch that he'd know, but I was rewarded for my efforts when he nodded, his eyes getting the far off look he got when talking about her. "It was the cabin, the one in the photo I gave you. It's a few hours from here. She spent a lot of time there, writing, thinking, getting away from the hustle of life. Sometimes I'd join her and we'd read, study, write together. Sometimes she went alone."
 
   I leaned in, eager for the first time in a long time. "Would you be willing to take me there?"
 
   His eyes snapped back to me, his mind returning to the present. "Hmm, well, I suppose we could do that. It's just been so long... " His voice trailed off.
 
   He seemed so sad, so mournful, that my resolve faded. "If it's too hard for you, we don't have to."
 
   "No, I will. I will. It's time to face the ghosts of my past, isn't it? Time to face them."
 
   I left him in his thoughts and met up with Ash in the center of campus. He smiled when he saw me and I let him wrap me in his strong embrace, inhaling the smell of his leather jacket, his natural scent and a lingering hint of Cuban cigar I still hadn't actually seen him smoke. "One of these days you'll have to smoke one of those cigars with me," I said.
 
   "Tonight then. We'll sit on the back porch, light a cigar and enjoy the smoke while watching the city lights blink on and off around us."
 
   I kissed the dimple in his chin. "Sounds perfectly lovely." We started walking through the campus, heading to the car as I told him about my meeting with Cavin.
 
   "When are you going?" he asked.
 
   "I don't know. But I'll let you know when I hear from him."
 
   As we turned the corner of one of the older buildings, we saw Jon heading toward us, books in his arms, ear buds distracting him with music. Before he saw us, I froze, noticing that, unlike the college kids in jeans and t-shirts around us, Jon wore a suit. A fancy striped suit.
 
   "Ash. Could that be…?"
 
   "The fancy suit the guy with Bridgette was wearing."
 
   "It could be a coincidence," I said without conviction.
 
   He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward his brother. 
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   "JON!" ASH CALLED for his bother and I tugged his hand, willing him to relax a little, though my nerves were on end too.
 
   Jon pulled the ear buds out and stuck his iPhone in his bag. "Ash, Catelyn, good to see you."
 
   "I like your suit," I said. "Is it new?"
 
   He frowned, sensing the undercurrent of unease in the air. "Yeah, it is."
 
   "Funny, that," said Ash. "Bridgette signed Catelyn's name to release her car at the impound. We don't know why, but we do know that a guy matching your description was with her, wearing that very same suit." Not exactly true, but maybe it would get him to talk.
 
   Ash poked him in the chest, and I could see Jon puffing up, ready to start something with his older brother. I reached for Ash's hand and implored Jon with my eyes. "Please, Jon, she's missing and we need to know what happened. What was going on?"
 
   He looked down at his feet then sighed and looked up. "Look, it's not what you think. Well, hell, I don't even know what you think, but the thing is, Bridgette and I were dating."
 
   That shocked me. "What? That's impossible. She would have told me."
 
   "She knew Ash and I had issues, and she didn't want to cause more problems with everyone, so we decided to keep it under wraps until we knew if it was serious or not."
 
   I sat on a bench under a tree, and Ash sat next to me. 
 
   Jon fidgeted on his feet, then sat on the grass in front of us. "We were going to tell you soon, but then… she disappeared and I didn't know what to do." 
 
   I realized then how hard this must be for him. His girlfriend was missing and because they'd agreed to keep their relationship private, no one even knew he was mourning. I reached out to him, put a hand on his shoulder. "I'm so sorry. If I'd known… "
 
   "When did you see her last?" Ash asked.
 
   Jon wiped a tear that had escaped and looked up. "The day before she disappeared. I went to the impound lot with her. She said she had to do something to help you, Catelyn. So I went with her but hung back to take a call while she signed some papers. Then we left."
 
   I could tell he was leaving something out, something critical. His face hid something. "What else, Jon? We need to know everything."
 
   He hesitated.
 
   “What else, Jon?”
 
   "She asked for my help," he said. "To buy a gun."
 
   "A gun? What for?" I asked. 
 
   "She was really freaked out after all the stuff with the Midnight Murderer. When you were kidnapped and then in a coma, she was a wreck. That's when we started seeing each other. She was scared and needed someone to talk to."
 
   I knew he was telling the truth, but it made my heart hurt that she was so scared and didn't tell me. I thought about what Gray had said about her journal entries. It all made sense, expect it didn't. Why was she hiding all this? Why was she hiding from me? I pinched the bridge of my nose as pain pushed into my eyes. 
 
   When I looked up, Ash was holding me on the ground and Jon looked concerned. They were both staring at me. "What happened? What's wrong?”
 
   Ash frowned. "You don't remember? You blacked out."
 
   I stood with Ash's help and took a deep breath. "I feel fine now. It was just a headache. I should get my medication. I left it in the car."
 
   We said goodbye to Jon who apologized again and promised he'd tell us if he remembered anything else. Ash drove me home, to our home, a place that was in fact starting to feel more like ours and less like his. We'd even gone shopping for some new paintings and decorations to add some splashes of color and make it feel more like something we'd both contributed to. 
 
   I took my medication and logged what happened in my journal as per instructions from my doctor and therapist, then went up to our bedroom and undressed to take a bath. 
 
   Ash beat me to it, running the hot water for me and filling the bath with salts and oils. "Do you want to be alone, or could I join you?" he asked.
 
   "Please join me. I've had enough of alone to last a lifetime."
 
   I watched as he stripped to nothing. I took his hand as he helped me into the bath then got in behind me, wrapping his legs around mine.
 
   I rested my head against his chest and closed my eyes, letting my mind drift as his hands rubbed a sponge over my body and between my legs. Letting go of the sponge, he moved his hands up, cupping my breasts and teasing my nipples. When he dropped one hand and slipped a finger between my legs, I rubbed my back against his hard cock, pushing my hips into his hand as I fought for the release I was so desperate for.
 
   When I came, he massaged me, demanding nothing more despite his hard-on. He kissed my neck and we fell into silence, holding each other, enjoying the heat of the water.
 
   "I'm scared, Ash," I confessed.
 
   "I know, sweetheart, but I promise I will do everything in my considerable power to protect you."
 
   "Someone's setting me up, aren't they?" I needed to hear him say it. Needed to know I wasn't imagining this.
 
   "Yes, it looks like it. But we'll find out who and why."
 
   "And Brig, in her diary, all her fear, and the gun. Why? It couldn't be her, could it? Why would she try to hurt me that way? I just can't imagine it."
 
   "There's got to be an explanation that makes sense," he promised. When his cell phone rang on the shelf by the bath, he checked the number then answered it. After another mono-syllabic conversation, he hung up.
 
   "That was Jim."
 
   I turned around in the bath to face him. "What did he say? Did he find something?"
 
   "Yes," he frowned. "A place was rented recently."
 
   My heart skipped a beat in excited nerves. "By Bridgette?"
 
   He shook his head. "No. By you."
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   WE TOOK ASH'S motorcycle at my insistence. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and feel the power of his bike thrumming underneath me. He fought me on it, worried about my head, but I assured him I'd be fine. I needed the adrenaline rush and didn't want to sit in a car.
 
   My fingers dug into his flexed chest muscles as he drove to the edge of town. Finally, we arrived at a dilapidated motel by the side of the road, a rundown affair patiently waiting for weary travelers who were too tired or too desperate to find a place more suitable for safety and sleep. We walked into the main lobby. 
 
   An old man sat behind the check-in counter watching M*A*S*H reruns on a small black and white television. He vehemently sucked on a peppermint candy, a bowl of which lay by his hand. The whole room smelled like peppermint, a creepy smell in this dingy room with its peeling paint. The waiting room had one lonely chair with a small but growing hole in the center of its orange seat. I could imagine a rat gnawing through it, slowly growing the hole until the seat no longer remained.
 
   "Excuse me," I said.
 
   The man turned, his eyes bloodshot and coated with a milky, creamy film. He smiled a half-toothless smile. "You need a room?" he said through the peppermint on his tongue.
 
   "No. I need to know about a room you rented." I took out my phone and showed him a picture of Bridgette. "This girl rented a room under the name of Catelyn Travis."
 
   He peered closely at the picture, squinting and pulling my hand so that the phone was an inch from his eyes. "Ah, yuh. Didn't recognize her ‘til that P.I. came by. Sure, she got a room. Paid for a month in cash. Can't turn down that, now can I? Don't get much business ‘round here since that fancy Hilton popped up."
 
   I had no doubt that was not the major detractor to his business, but I held my tongue. "Can we see the room, please?" I showed him my ID. "I'm actually Catelyn."
 
   He scratched his chin, considering. "Well, seeing’s how the room's in your name. Figure I gotta let ya, don't I? Room's locked up tight. Ain't seen no one there. After that P.I. told me about the girl I had to call the cops, you know. Since everyone is looking for her. But seeing’s how the room's in your name, like I said, then figure I can give you a peeksee ‘til they get here. Can't harm me for that, right? With your name and all."
 
   "No, they can't harm you for that," I assured him. 
 
   Knowing the police had been called made me nervous. I had no doubt Detective Gray would be showing up on his proverbial white horse to slay the dragon and save the girl. With me, unfortunately, in the role of the dragon.
 
   When he opened the room for us, the first thing I noticed was the smell. An old, wet, moldy smell that I was sure predated Bridgette's rental of this place. The second thing I noticed were the pictures.
 
   Hundreds of them, everywhere. All of Bridgette and Ash in innocuous poses.
 
   Ash sucked in his breath and the old man chuckled. "That man be you, sir. Looks like you got caught between two beautiful women. Worse places to be, I figure. Worse places, indeed."
 
   I turned to the man. "Can you give us a moment?"
 
   "Sure thing. I'll be in the office if you need me. This one’s a good one. That guy Hawkeye is just too much," he said, referring to his M*A*S*H episode.
 
   Ash closed the door behind him and we stared at the pictures, not wanting to touch anything and contaminate it with our prints. "What is this?" I asked. “I don't understand.”
 
   "I don't either." Ash circled the room, stepping over trash on the floor to examine the different photos. "Bridgette and I didn't spend that much time together. Whoever took these worked hard to catch every moment I was ever around her."
 
   I looked at the clothes and bags on the bed. "Ash, some of this is my stuff, things Bridgette bought me when she dragged me shopping. The rest looks new, but it's all in my size and style."
 
   Before we could ponder what that might mean, Detective Gray walked in, weapon drawn. I backed into Ash, who caught me around the waist and held me. Other officers crowded into the room, making me feel claustrophobic and anxious.
 
   "Watch them. Don't let them leave." Gray pointed at us, and an officer nodded. 
 
   Ash stepped in front of me. "This isn't Catelyn's room, Detective. I hired a private investigator to help find Bridgette. He discovered she rented this room out under Catelyn's name. The owner confirmed it. Then the owner called you."
 
   Gray chewed on his lip. "Wait in the hallway." 
 
   Ash escorted me outside and we sat on the porch near the door, a burly officer standing beside us with his hand on his holster.
 
   I put my head between my legs, breathing slowly as Ash rubbed my back. I pulled an anti-anxiety pill out of my purse and popped it without water. 
 
   I lost track of time. When Gray finally came out, he had a self-satisfied expression on his face. "Catelyn Travis, you're under arrest for the kidnapping and disappearance of Bridgette Beaumont. You have the right to remain silent…"
 
   The handcuffs gripped my wrists and Ash stood, looking helpless, jaw set in an angry line. "Don't say anything. Maxwell will meet you at the police station. Don't say a word until he gets there. I love you." He kissed me on the lips. "I love you and I will protect you."
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   "WE KNOW YOU forced her to buy you expensive gifts, clothes, purses. Give you cash. You made her check out the room for you." Detective Gray sat across from me. My chair was uncomfortable. The room was empty except for a large mirror on the wall.
 
   I said nothing, clenching my fists.
 
   Gray continued, "We found your fingerprints all over the place."
 
   "Impossible." I clasped a hand to my mouth. Shit. Don't say anything. Don’t say anything.
 
   He grinned. "Look, I get it. Your best friend was seeing your boyfriend behind your back. You had to follow them, take a few photos to make sure. Cheating is a hard thing to deal with—trust me, I know. I mean, what a bitch. She was screwing your guy one minute, visiting you in the hospital the next. Playing BFF the whole time. I mean, the fucking bitch needed to be taught a lesson, right?"
 
   I didn't respond. They couldn't have any fingerprints. They wouldn't have had enough time to test for any, right?
 
   Someone knocked on the door. Gray stood up, talked to an officer outside, stepped back in. "You're free to go."
 
   As I passed him, he whispered in my ear. "We have her diary, Miss Travis. Confess now. Make it easier on all of us."
 
   I didn't face him as the uniformed officer escorted me out. Ash waited for me in the lobby and held me against his chest when he saw me. "I got you out as fast as I could. It was easier with your medical condition."
 
   The police had given me my medication, but lying on a cot in a cold cell followed by an interrogation wasn't exactly the ideal place for my body to heal. Maxwell stood behind Ash, and I thanked him once Ash let me go. "I couldn't stand another minute in there," I said.
 
   Maxwell squeezed my hand. "You didn't say anything, did you?"
 
   "No, nothing. I did as you said.”
 
   He nodded. "Good. I'll come by later so we can strategize but, first, you've got an appointment with your therapist. She helped us get you out faster, contingent on you meeting with her as soon as bail was posted."
 
   I just wanted to go home, take a long bath and curl up on the couch with Ash while we listened to music and read books, but I guess this was better than staying in jail.
 
   Lauren looked composed and beautiful as always in an expensive suit skirt and blouse in neutral tones. Ash waited outside for me, kissing my forehead before Lauren closed her door and I sat in my customary chair.
 
   She sat across from me, a notebook posed on her knee, the scent of her unique perfume filling the room. "How are you?"
 
   I was going to say "fine," but instead I burst into tears that turned to body heaving sobs that left my ribs sore and my eyes swollen. Lauren handed me a box of Kleenex and waited until my breathing slowed and I could talk again. 
 
   "I'm scared," I said.
 
   "That's understandable." She handed me a glass of water and I drank deeply. "What scares you most?" she asked.
 
   "That I'm being framed for Bridgette's kidnapping. That they will convict me of murder and I'll spend my life behind bars. That I'm going crazy and imagining things, even though I know I'm not. Honestly, I'm terrified of everything right now. The whole world seems out to get me and I know that makes me sound paranoid but what other explanation is there?" I dabbed at my eyes. "Maybe not the whole world, but certainly someone. I'm sure it's my parents' killer. He wants me to suffer, though I can't imagine why. And that means he has Bridgette and who knows what he's doing to her and setting me up for." My whole body shook as I talked and I had to forcibly calm myself to maintain composure.
 
   "Everything you're feeling is completely normal, Catelyn. I know it doesn't feel like it, but it's true. You have a lot of people around you who love you and want to help, and you have one of the best attorneys in Massachusetts. It's not hopeless."
 
   I sat back, pulling my legs up and hugging them like a child. "How was my mom before she was killed? Did she behave any differently?" I'd been thinking more about my mom lately, how she might have been, what she was like as an adult. Until recently I'd always seen her through the eyes of a child, or young teen, but now I was starting to look at her through the eyes of an adult and it made me curious about what she was going through. Did she suspect something bad was going to happen?
 
   Lauren paused for a long moment before speaking. "I suppose it can't hurt to share with you about her. She's dead and you are her next of kin." Lauren's eyes unfocused to something in the past and I waited for her to compose her thoughts. "Alice was scared in the last few weeks of her life."
 
   My heart pounded in my chest and I dropped my feet to the ground, sitting forward, attentive, soaking up each word in hopes it would loosen some secret that would help me figure out the truth.
 
   Lauren took a bottle of perfume out of her desk and dabbed her wrist with it. The sweet scent filled the room again. She was lucky I wasn't sensitive to smells, but some of her patients would have been. I wondered if they ever said anything about it. 
 
   She settled back into her chair and frowned. "She started having doubts about some of the people closest to her."
 
   When she didn't continue I prompted her. "Did she ever say who?"
 
   Lauren shook her head. "No, she just said she worried that a close friend had betrayed her, but she wouldn't give me any details, though I pressed. I think she was worried that if anyone else knew, their life would be in danger."
 
   She didn’t say any more, and our session ended. I left Lauren's office with a prescription for antidepressants and more questions than I'd had going in. 
 
   Which of my mom's friends killed her?
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   ASH AND I spent the evening talking through every possible murderer while drinking really expensive wine. Probably the wine was contra-indicated with my medication, but I didn't care. It felt good and tasted good and I liked how the dark burgundy liquid looked in the fancy wine glass as I swirled it around. The wine had 'good legs.' That was the term, right? A wine connoisseur I was not, but it didn't matter. I could still enjoy the taste of it and the fire crackling in front of us. The smell of burning wood and flames made me think of camping, the trips we'd taken as a family before my family died.
 
   I closed my eyes and leaned back into Ash's arms, memories dancing behind my eyelids. Memories of s'mores and sleeping under the stars and my dad telling ghost stories even as my mom scolded him not to be too scary. But I never had bad dreams from his stories, even though my mom did. I never had bad dreams until after they were murdered.
 
   "Cat?" Ash's voice held worry and I opened my eyes and looked up at him.
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "I think I lost you there for a minute."
 
   I set my empty glass down though I couldn't remember finishing it. "Just thinking about the past. About my family and my life as a child. Do you have any good memories of your childhood?" He didn't like talking about his family, which I understood, but it couldn't have been all bad.
 
   "Sure. Everyone has something good, I suppose. Well, most people. My brother and I used to build fantastic forts in the woods behind our house. We'd find large leaves, branches, rocks, anything we could carry, and create these magical fantasy worlds where nymphs and fairies and dragons lived. We'd make swords from branches and train as knights." He stared at the fire, mindlessly running his hand through my hair. "We were so close in age that for along time we were each other's best friend."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   His eyes snapped back to the present and he finished the last of his wine and stood. "We grew up. Grew apart. Found that we had less in common than I'd thought. It happens." 
 
   There was more to the story, I could tell, but it could wait.
 
   We locked up the house, turned off the lights and found solace in each other's arms, making love to the sound of a light rainfall outside and falling asleep holding each other.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day, Professor Cavin picked me up and we drove the two-and-a-half hours to his cabin. Ash wanted to come along, but I insisted against it. This was something I had to do myself. I had no idea what we'd find when we arrived, if anything, but a buzz of anticipation built in my stomach the closer we got to our remote destination.
 
   The last leg of the trip we bumped along a dirt road that wouldn't have made it to any maps or GPS systems. Surrounded by oak, hickory, cherry and birch trees, with nothing but nature everywhere, it felt like stepping into another world. When the cabin came into view, it looked just as I'd imagined it. Cozy, small, made of polished logs, situated between the woods and a private lake. 
 
   I inhaled deeply as I stood on the porch waiting for Professor Cavin to unlock the front door. Nothing smelled as good as this—except maybe Ash. Clean air, wild flowers and a hint of the musky foliage decomposing under layers of forest floor. It smelled raw and natural, free of human pollution and toxicity. 
 
   Professor Cavin pushed open the door and fiddled with a light switch. The bulb flickered for a moment before coming on. "Wasn't sure it'd work. Haven't had electricity in here for years."
 
   He shuffled in and I followed, dropping my purse on a small table by the front door. A love seat sat in front of a wood-burning stove, with a reclining chair to the right of it. The kitchen and living room formed a large L shape, open and inviting. The hardwood floors and colorful throw rugs gave the room a warm, intimate feel. A two-seater table sat in the middle, made of the same wood as the cabin. 
 
   "It's a humble place, but good for getting away and clearing your head." Professor Cavin coughed, and I could tell being here was hard for him. He showed me the rest of the place, including the one small bedroom with a queen-size bed and dresser, and a bathroom with a shower, sink and toilet. 
 
   I stared at the bed the longest, knowing in my gut that this is where my mom had her affair with him. Had they made love on top of that handmade quilt? Or had they taken the quilt off first? Was it rough and rowdy or slow and sweet? I couldn't look at my professor and imagine him naked, sweaty and entangled with my young, beautiful mother. I shivered at the thought.
 
   Professor Cavin came up behind me, looking in.
 
   "You and my mom… "
 
   He nodded. "Yes. This is where it happened, during our last study retreat here."
 
   He walked away quickly, heading outside to the porch. 
 
   I used the time alone to search the small cabin, looking in drawers and cupboards, hoping for something that would lead to the book my mother wrote. All I found were a few dust bunnies and some expired cans of food.
 
   Frustrated, I joined the professor outside and sat next to him on the porch swing facing the lake. 
 
   He stared at the horizon. "Alice was a beautiful woman. One-of-a-kind. She had a passion for life I'd never seen in anyone else. That passion glowed within her and made her a star in a world of darkness."
 
   "I wish she was still here." I kicked my feet out in front of me to make the swing move faster.
 
   "I do too. I know she would hate seeing you go through all this. It would break her heart, but she would fight for you with every fiber of her being."
 
   I sucked in a breath and watched a squirrel climb a tree, wishing I could be as free and unencumbered. "I'm being framed," I said.
 
   Professor Cavin looked at me, his eyes narrowing. "Why?" 
 
   "Someone wants that book my mom was working on. They think I have it, or that I can find it, and they want me to trade it for Brig. That's why I wanted to come here. I… I don't know, I guess I hoped this cabin would hold some clues as to where my mom put it."
 
   The professor nodded sagely. "Who would know about the book? And who would think you had access to it?"
 
   Who, indeed? Plenty of people would have known about the book. She hadn't kept that part a secret.
 
   But only one person would have reason to believe I knew where it was. Only one person had a letter from my mother saying, The book is with Cat.
 
   Maxwell. 
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   THAT NIGHT, I told Ash my suspicions as we sat in the upstairs patio outside our bedroom, taking in the sights and sipping on cabernet. 
 
   "I don't think it's Maxwell," he said, stroking my hand. "Alice trusted him with that letter, with that information. If Lauren's right and Alice started to suspect someone close to her, it couldn't have been Maxwell or she wouldn't have confided in him, right?"
 
   "True." He had a point. "But maybe she was wrong. Maybe my mom trusted the wrong person, suspected the wrong person."
 
   We sat in silence for a few more moments as my brain churned with ideas. "What if we bait him?"
 
   "Who, Maxwell?"
 
   "Yes," I said. "I'll tell him I found the book and see what happens. If he's the killer, he'll act."
 
   Ash frowned. "That's risky, sweetheart. Acting could mean hurting you."
 
   I cuddled up against him. "That's why I have you to keep me safe."
 
   "Speaking of, this weekend we're going shooting and doing some hand-to-hand combat training."
 
   "Okay, deal. But first, we set this plan in action."
 
   Ash pulled me unto his lap. "That's not what's happening first."
 
   I smiled, rubbing against his already-hard cock. "Oh, really? What are you doing first then?"
 
   "You." His hand slipped under my shirt and up to my breast as he kissed me, first tenderly, slowly, then with deepening, toe-curling passion.
 
   "Shouldn't we go back in the room?" I asked.
 
   "Why? No one can see us out here. I want you under the stars."
 
   He lifted me up, switching places with me, pushing me into the couch while he kneeled in front of me and stripped my pants and underwear off. The cold air hit the warm folds of my pussy as he spread my legs and licked the sensitive flesh between my thighs.
 
   I moaned and thrust my hips toward his mouth. Using two fingers, he entered me, finding the right spot to rub as he used his mouth to bring me to climax.
 
   I came hard, my body bucking under him, and he shoved his cock into me as my pussy still clenched and unclenched. "God, you're so tight, Cat. You feel so good."
 
   He fucked me hard and fast and I begged for more, faster, harder, as another orgasm wracked my body. I dug my fingers into his back, scratching his flesh as a wave of pleasure released in me and I sank my teeth into his shoulder. He moaned and nipped at my neck as we fell into each other's arms, breathing heavily and leaving trails of cold air between us.
 
   "That was… amazing," he said.
 
   I shivered in his arms. "You're amazing."
 
   It was too chilly to sit there half-naked, so I pulled on my pants and curled up in his arms, satiated from our lovemaking and content to stay there forever. Ash, however, had other plans. 
 
   He stood and went into the bedroom, then came back with two Cuban cigars. "It's time we smoked together. You said, not too long ago, that you wanted to."
 
   I smiled. "I do."
 
   He clipped one and lit it, then handed it to me and did the same for his. I sucked deeply then exhaled, enjoying the night sky and the relaxing evening. 
 
   After a few more puffs, I set the cigar down on the crystal ashtray he'd brought out. "I'm going to get some water. Do you want any?"
 
   He shook his head. "I'm good." He pulled me to him and kissed me again. "Hurry. I miss you already."
 
   I went downstairs to the kitchen, still marveling at the epic size of this house and that I lived here. I poured a glass of water, then turned off the kitchen light. On my way out of the room, my hand knocked over something on the counter, sending it crashing to the floor. “Shit!” 
 
   I turned the light back on and found a shattered bowl of mints. I thought of the note I'd gotten in the hospital. Mints and cigars.
 
   My head spun, eyes buzzing as lights flashed around me.
 
   Then, nothing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I sat in front of a house I didn't recognize, but I knew the address. Lauren, my therapist. How did I get here? She came to the door, her face pinched in annoyance. "It's really not appropriate for you to show up at my door unannounced in the middle of the night, Catelyn. This crosses a line."
 
   My face burned in humiliation. "I'm sorry. I don't know how I got here."
 
   She looked around outside, then opened her door. "Come in. It's too cold out there."
 
   I looked down and realized I wasn't wearing any shoes or jacket, just the sweater and pants I'd been wearing while with Ash.
 
   We sat on her living room couch, and she offered me some hot tea after I texted Ash. She wrapped herself in a silk robe, her hair loose and draped over her shoulders. "Tell me what happened."
 
   I told her what I was doing before finding myself at her house, and she told me to make sure Ash brought my medication when he came to pick me up.
 
   We sat and talked and she probed me for what I was thinking before I blacked out. "These things usually happen around a stressful trigger. What triggered you this time?"
 
   "I'm worried about Ash," I confessed. "Do you know anything about Ash's trial when he was young? The one my mom was involved with?"
 
   "I do. I was the psych consult. I worked on a few cases back then."
 
   "What did you discover?" I wiped a sweaty palm on my pants and tried to stop my shaking.
 
   Lauren looked troubled, her mouth pinched. "I can't share that with you, Catelyn. You know that."
 
   "Is… is there something there to share? Something I need to know?"
 
   Lauren didn't answer, and the doorbell rang. Ash looked worried sick. "What happened? You went downstairs to get water and then you were gone."
 
   I buried my face in his chest, wishing I could trust him without reservation. Wishing there weren't so many secrets in my life. "I'm sorry. I blacked out and must have done some kind of sleepwalking. Did you bring my meds?"
 
   He handed them to me, and I took them and waved goodbye to Lauren, who still look haunted by something she couldn't talk about.
 
   Once home, Ash wanted me to go to bed, but I couldn't rest. I needed to know what happened to my mother all those years ago. I pulled out the box of pictures and letters I'd been collecting and started looking through them again. 
 
   One picture seemed thicker than the others, and I realized it was stuck to another one. I peeled the hidden one off the back, careful not to tear it, and found a picture that sent shivers up my arms.
 
   It was of my mother in a formal ball gown, holding a glass of champagne.
 
   With Mr. Beaumont putting an arm around her.
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   Past Betrayals
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ASH HAD SOME meetings that afternoon, and I used that time to drive to the Beaumonts’. The entire drive there I questioned whether this was the best course of action, but I knew I wouldn't turn around. I had to know what the picture meant, if anything.
 
   I felt a pang of sadness when I pulled up to their house. They had to live with the daily knowledge that their daughter was missing. It weighed heavily on me, but I couldn't imagine being a parent and losing a child like that. And once again I felt guilty for what happened to Bridgette. 
 
   Mrs. Beaumont answered the door, dressed in her customary pearls and a cream cashmere dress. Her face paled when she saw me. "Oh, Catelyn, I don't think it's a good idea for you to be here right now."
 
   "I just need to ask you and Mr. Beaumont a few questions. I'll be very fast. I'm trying to help find Bridgette, I swear."
 
   At the name of her daughter, Mrs. Beaumont's face collapsed. 
 
   Mr. Beaumont stormed in. "What are you doing here, young lady? How dare you come to our house after all you've done? Get out! Right now!" He was screaming in my face, his spittle hitting my nose, and Mrs. Beaumont shied away in fear or grief, I couldn't tell which. 
 
   I backed up, my heart pounding, fear coursing through my veins. "I'm sorry. I'm leaving. I'm just trying to help."
 
   "You've helped enough," he screamed. "Your whole family has helped quite enough!"
 
   I didn't know what he meant by that, but didn't think this was the time to ask. Instead, I drove away as fast as I could, still shaking from the confrontation, and wiped my face with my sleeve. 
 
   Just as I pulled onto the freeway my cellphone rang. "Catelyn, it's Mrs. Beaumont. I need to speak with you. Can you meet me for coffee?"
 
   We met thirty minutes later at a coffee house near Harvard, a place Bridgette and I liked to meet when I had the money.
 
   I secured us a table outside, under the sun, which had come out today and made me feel like spring was coming soon.
 
   When she sat down her eyes scanned the place like she might get caught doing something illegal.
 
   We ordered coffees and, when they arrived, sipped our drinks for a few minutes before I spoke. "Mrs. Beaumont, I didn't hurt Bridgette. I swear."
 
   She patted my hand. "I know you didn't, dear. That's why I'm here. My husband is an angry man and can let past hurts blind him."
 
   "What did he mean when he said he'd had enough with my whole family?"
 
   "It's nothing," she said, but I could tell she was lying. "What did you want to ask me about?"
 
   I pulled out the photo of Alice and Mr. Beaumont and laid it between us.
 
   She sucked in her breath and picked up the picture. "She was a beautiful woman." She laid it down again and looked at me. "You look so much like her."
 
   "What kind of relationship did your husband have with my mother?" I asked, wondering if she would answer the question honestly or not.
 
   She surprised me.
 
   "Alice used to work with us on legal disputes from time to time. She consulted with us and helped our company out of a few binds. We had some legal problems with the Davenports’ business and Alice was supposed to help us, to be on our side. Instead, she threw her lot in with the Davenports, and we lost a lot of money and clients. Henry's never forgiven her. Unfortunately, his hatred for your mother extended to you. He was upset with Bridgette for being your friend, but she told him he either needed to be nice to you or lose her. Henry loves Bridgette more than anything, so he agreed to her terms."
 
   I felt like I'd been hit in the stomach. Everything they'd done to help me, all the kindness they'd shown me. It was all because of Bridgette's threats. They'd never cared about me at all, this family I'd considered my own. 
 
   Mrs. Beaumont held my hand. "That's not how I feel. To me you are part of our family and are always welcome. I never wanted you to know about this, but with Bridgette…” her voice caught, "…missing, things have changed. I'm sorry."
 
   Across the street, something caught my eye. Jon stood in an alley talking on the phone. He looked angry, and I could almost hear what he was saying, he was talking so loud. 
 
   Mrs. Beaumont followed my eyes and frowned as Jon punched the brick wall after hanging up.
 
   She shook her head. "That poor boy, he's always had a temper."
 
   I looked at her, unsure if I should speak, but knowing I would. "Did you know he was dating Bridgette?"
 
   Her mouth dropped open. "No."
 
   "They started seeing each other right before she disappeared."
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   Game On
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WE DIDN'T BOTHER calling first, but drove straight to the police department. Mrs. Beaumont followed me in her Cadillac, likely still shocked that Bridgette had a boyfriend she didn't know about. A Davenport, no less.
 
   Detective Gray didn't make us wait long, probably because of the grieving mother angle, and we shuffled to his office and closed the door, his face grim as he sat behind his desk. "What can I do for you ladies?" His jaw worked his nicotine gum as he spoke, making his words sound muddled.
 
   Mrs. Beaumont wiped a tear under her eye. "Did you know Bridgette was dating Jon Davenport? Secretly?"
 
   She said the last word like it was a scandal, despite the fact that they'd had the Davenports over many times for their fancy parties. It must have galled her husband to have them in his house, but societal pressures being what they were, it would have caused too much tongue-wagging to not invite them. 
 
   "I didn't know that, no." He looked at me like I had a murder weapon hidden in my purse.
 
   "I didn't know either," I said. "Jon told us recently."
 
   "Us?" he asked.
 
   "Me and Ash." I told him about Bridgette signing my name for the car and how Jon was with her.
 
   Mrs. Beaumont sniffed. "He could have written things in her journal. That's possible." 
 
   Gray wanted to roll his eyes; I could see it in the way his face twitched. "It's unlikely he became a handwriting expert at Harvard. Writing like Bridgette would have been beyond his skill set."
 
   She dropped her head. "Oh. Of course."
 
   I knew she was trying to exonerate me and I appreciated it. "All those pictures of Ash and Brig, what if Jon was collecting them? Maybe he was jealous and was trying to frame me? He wanted to date me at one point, but it didn't work out. Maybe he manipulated Brig somehow." It was a theory that had been rolling around in my brain for awhile. 
 
   Gray stood. "Sure, that's possible, I suppose. We'll look into it. Thanks for coming by, ladies."
 
   Dismissed.
 
   I stood, muscles tense from anger. "You have to do something. I'm being framed and you don't seem to give a shit. This isn't justice, detective. You're not doing your fucking job!"
 
   "Catelyn, you need to calm down before I put you back in that cell. Take your medication and let us handle this case. If you're innocent, the evidence will prove it."
 
   He spit the gum he'd been chewing into the trashcan by his desk, giving the room the faint scent of spearmint and nicotine. 
 
   Mrs. Beaumont hugged me, telling me to keep in touch as she drove off in her car. As I walked to mine, holding my jacket over my head to keep the rain from soaking me, I spotted Ash's private investigator and changed direction toward his car, ready to give him a piece of my mind, even if it was drugged-up and crazy.
 
   "Shouldn't you be looking for Bridgette?" I asked.
 
   He sucked in his cigarette and exhaled. "Ash likes to keep an eye on you."
 
   "I'm fine. Tell him I'm fine."
 
   "It won't matter." He flicked ash out of his window, and I had to step back to keep from getting it on my shoe.
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Love is as love does," he said, echoing his words from before.
 
   I dropped my jacket and let the rain soak my head. "The day Bridgette disappeared, were you following me?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "Did you see Jon around her house?"
 
   He shook his head. "I had other errands to run that day."
 
   A dead end. "Have you looked into Lucky's contacts?"
 
   "He had a few cell mates back in prison."
 
   "Great. Have you tracked them down yet?" Lighting stuck in the distance, and I wondered how long until the thunder. Somewhere in the back of my mind I started counting, remembering an old scary movie I'd seen as a kid. Poltergeist. Even the memory made me shiver.
 
   "Yeah. They're still in prison."
 
   So they couldn't have done it.
 
   Jim continued. "I talked to them. They said Lucky was really messed up. Some serious trauma shit. He…"
 
   "He what?"
 
   "He ran his own kid over in his driveway. Was too drunk to notice."
 
   "Shit. Does he have a wife?"
 
   "She died young. Poor bastard had it hard."
 
   I remembered the night he kidnapped me. The way he held the knife to my face. "He wasn't a poor anything."
 
   "Catelyn, don't feel sorry for the man who hurt you. Feel sorry for the kid he ran over, the wife he lost. Feel sorry for the man he was before he turned hard." He breathed out smoke. "A hard life makes a hard man. Who's to say which one's to blame?"
 
   I sighed, frustrated and lacking any sympathy or empathy for criminals at the moment. "So do you have any leads?"
 
   "Whoever kidnapped Bridgette was close to Lucky. Someone who would have visited him, maybe even at his kiosk.  Likely, they were both behind the Midnight Murders. You know anyone like that?"
 
   "I never saw him with friends."
 
   "Anyone kind of older? Got coffee from him often?"
 
   "No one comes to mind."
 
   "Keep thinking about it." He leaned back in his seat.
 
   I turned to leave. "You can go now."
 
   "Hey, I'm following you."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I ignored Mr. P.I. and drove to the address Ash told me to meet him at for our first gun and fight club lesson. He kissed me when I arrived and escorted me into a shooting range where we spent the next two hours. Ash trained me in how to hold a gun, how to shoot without stumbling back from the recoil, how to load the gun, and how to turn the safety on and off. By the end of our time, I could successfully hit a target 60% of the time, which I thought wasn't bad at all, all things considered.
 
   He just smiled and kissed my head. "We'll keep working on it, sweetheart."
 
   When he showed me how it was done, I knew I had a long way to go. As he pulled the target toward us, I only saw one hole, straight through the heart, but he'd shot five times. And then I realized all his shots had gone through that one hole. I whistled. "You're like that dude in Lethal Weapon."
 
   Afterwards, he took me to the gym and we sparred. And by sparred I mean he knocked me on my ass a lot. I got a lot of bruises and in the end I learned, A: how to disarm someone who came at me really slowly from one very specific angle, and B: how to fall into my attacker to throw him off balance in order to get away. I was pretty sure I wouldn't be able to duplicate either of those lessons in real life, but Ash assured me it was a start and we would keep at it until I was one “badass motherfucker." That was my goal. 
 
   Ash was holding a punching bag and making me beat on it as he corrected my form, over and over, when his phone rang. I sighed with relief when he frowned. "Time to meet Maxwell. Game on."
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   Setting Up A Killer
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MAXWELL MET US at our house—I still had to remind myself it was our house and not just his house—and we settled in the living room with coffee.
 
   "Good news and bad news on the investigation into Bridgette's disappearance," Maxwell said.
 
   "Good news first," I said.
 
   "It's actually the same news. The good and the bad is that the police are now investigating Jon as a suspect in her case." Maxwell sipped his coffee and waited for one of us to speak.
 
   Ash clenched his teeth. "How is this good news?"
 
   "It means they're finally considering suspects other than your girlfriend," he said. "And we need that, otherwise, they'll put everything they have into pointing the evidence at her and that won't bode well for any of us."
 
   Ash stood and paced. "So it's better my brother is set up for this? He didn't do it."
 
   I kept my mouth shut, not sure what to say.
 
   "If he's innocent, then he'll be fine," Maxwell said. "The evidence isn't stacked up against him like it is against Catelyn here. Now, that's my news, what did you two have to tell me?"
 
   "I found the book," I said. 
 
   Maxwell's eyes widened and he put his coffee cup on the table in front of him. "The second book Alice was working on?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "Where? How? What did it say?" He could barely stay sitting in his excitement—or was it agitation? I couldn't tell.
 
   "It's safe. I can set up a meeting with the killer. I'm going to make a public statement, let the world know I have it and know who killed my mother, and wait for that person to contact me."
 
   Maxwell shook his head. "Absolutely not. It's too risky, and there are too many legal ramifications to consider. Why not go straight to the police?"
 
   "Because I don't trust them." My voice wavered and Ash squeezed my hand. "I want the information out. I have details about high-profile people who were, and are, corrupt, people my mother knew and had gathered evidence on. This needs to be made public before they can make this information disappear again."
 
   "I don't like it," Maxwell said.
 
   "You don't have to." I sipped my coffee and ignored my shaking hand. "It's my decision and I've made it."
 
   He stood, reaching for his briefcase. "Fine, I'll set up a press conference. I just hope you know what you're doing." He walked to the door and let himself out.
 
   After he left, I leaned against the wall and exhaled. "So do I."
 
   Ash trapped me with his body, his breath hot against my mouth. "We don't have to do this, you know. There are other ways."
 
   "None that make as much sense as this. If he's the killer, he'll act before the information goes public."
 
   "And what if he's not the killer?" Ash asked. "What will you say if you're forced to go ahead with the conference?"
 
   I took a deep breath. "I'll say I found the book."
 
   He squinted his eyes at me.
 
   "Because I have, Ash. I know where it is."
 
   "What?" Ash stood back and stared at me. "When? How? Where is it, Catelyn? You have to tell me."
 
   "I can't, Ash. Bridgette's life might depend on no one else knowing."
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   Indecent Proposal
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE NEXT FEW days passed by uneventfully. My medication began working, my headaches and blackouts virtually disappeared, and Ash continued to train me with guns and self-defense. I was actually getting to the point where I felt more confident in my ability to handle myself when I passed Mr. Davenport while getting a bottle of water at the gym.
 
   "Catelyn, how are you? I didn't know you worked out here." He carried a tennis racket and had a white towel around his neck and sweat dripping down his face.
 
   "Yes, just recently. Ash has been giving me some self-defense lessons. Are you just finishing up a game of racquetball?"
 
   He looked down at his racket. "Yes. I try to get down here a few times a week. Good for the heart. How are things going with the investigation into Bridgette's kidnapping?"
 
   The woman behind the counter handed me the water and I took a sip. "It's been hard. I miss her and we're doing everything we can to figure out what happened. I just feel so helpless."
 
   "I heard you've been looking for the book your mom was working on when she died. Did you ever find it?" He asked this with a carefully manufactured casualness that belied his intensity. 
 
   Ash saved me from answering by putting an arm around me. "Dad, what are you doing here?"
 
   "Just the usual, son. You should come by the house more often. Your mother misses you." With that, Mr. Davenport left.
 
   "He was asking about the book," I told Ash as we left the gym. "How would he even know about it?"
 
   "I don't know," he said, opening the car door for me. "Someone is talking when they shouldn't be.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the day of my public statement arrived, I nearly backed out. My headaches came back with a vengeance and I spent the morning throwing up in our bathroom. Ash called through the door. "I'm canceling this, Catelyn. It's not worth it. Let me in."
 
   "No and no," I said, taking deep breaths to calm myself. "I have to follow through with it. I'll be all right. Just, please, get me some water."
 
   He came back with a glass of ice water and I drank greedily and took another shower, then put on a classy but conservative pantsuit and heels. I called Detective Gray on the way to the press conference which Maxwell had scheduled to be outside the police department for added security. "Are you ready?" 
 
   Gray coughed. "Yeah, we're ready."
 
   "Just keep an eye out. The killer will be after me once I give my statement."
 
   "I'll keep an eye out."
 
   I wasn't sure if I could trust him, and I wasn't convinced he'd ruled me out as a suspect, but I had to hope he'd do his job, or at least someone in the police department would.
 
   Ash parked and opened my door for me, then pulled me into a hug. "I'm so proud of you. You're amazing and brave and the most incredible woman I've ever met."
 
   He got on his knees and I nearly choked when he pulled out a small black box. "I know this is shitty timing, but I need you to know, before you do this, how much I love you. Catelyn Travis—Cat—will you marry me?"
 
   I choked back tears and dropped to my knees in front of him, kissing him, but I didn’t take the ring. "I want to say yes. I'm so happy I could cry, but I can't say yes until this is over."
 
   He started to argue but I put a finger over his lips. "Just hear me out. I don't know what's going to happen next. I might go to jail. I might be killed. I can't let you tie yourself to me until we know what's going to happen."
 
   "I love you, sweetheart, and through thick or thin I'll be here. I'm not going to let you die," his voice choked on the word, "and if you're arrested, I'll spend my life fighting to free you."
 
   I kissed him again. "And if you still feel that way when this is over, then my answer is yes. But only once this is over."
 
   He took the ring out and took my right hand. "I want you to wear this, if not on your engagement finger, then on your right hand. It can be a promise ring, until you're ready to say yes."
 
   He slipped the princess cut diamond onto my finger, the sapphires on each side like teardrops. It was the most beautiful ring I'd ever seen. "I love you, Ash."
 
   "I love you, too." He helped me up. "I'm going to go let them know you're ready. Take a deep breath. You'll do great."
 
   A wave of nausea rose up in me as I watched Ash approach the podium, and I rushed behind the building to empty my stomach of what little remained in it. I pulled out a water bottle from my purse and rinsed my mouth, then turned to go meet Ash when I felt the cold steel of a gun in my side. "Don't move or I'll shoot."
 
   I knew the voice. My heart broke. 
 
   "Time to get me that book, Catelyn."
 
   I turned to face an icy smile and cold eyes. "Why are you doing this, Bridgette?"
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   Footsteps
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MY HEART HAMMERED in my chest as Bridgette held a gun on me and made me drive home to retrieve the book. Once at my house, I went to my side of the closet and pulled out a false panel in the wall I'd rigged after moving in. Inside was a box full of the letters I'd gotten from Maxwell. I handed it to her. "This is all the research."
 
   My hands shook and Bridgette looked through the letters briefly, shoved them back into the box and prodded me downstairs and into the car. "Don't make a sound. Don't call for help. Don't try to be a hero, Catelyn. Just drive where I tell you."
 
   We drove for over two hours and I recognized the route. I tried asking her questions. Why was she doing this? Was she working with someone else? But she didn't answer, just kept that gun muzzle pointed at my head. I had to shut down, had to close off my emotions and bury the panic building in me and just focus on the road, on the few feet of asphalt I could see in the dark night. 
 
   My cell phone rang and rang and beeped and beeped until she threw it out the window. Poor Ash would be worried sick.
 
   Professor Cavin's cabin looked different at night, more sinister than when the sun shined brightly. The lake was a gaping black hole that could have hidden bodies in its depth. "Why are we here?"
 
   She didn't answer, just pushed me into the house and revealed a door to the basement Cavin hadn't shown me during our visit. Bridgette kept the gun on me as we walked down the stairs. It reminded me of something you'd see in a horror movie. There were ropes, a bucket that smelled like piss and shit, and bowls for food and water next to a stained and bug-infested twin mattress. "What is this place?" I gagged at the smell as my eyes buzzed and I pushed away my headache.
 
   "This is where you've been keeping me prisoner. That's what everyone will think. Crazy Cat lost it and kidnapped her best friend, locking her up."
 
   I couldn't hide my shock. "Why, Bridgette? You were my best friend. Why would you do this to me?"
 
   "It's not personal. I had to get rid of you. I hated that you and Ash were together. He should have been mine.” She paused and laughed mirthlessly. “Okay, I lied. It is personal." She smacked her pink lips and smiled, but it was a cold and calculating smile that didn't reach her eyes.
 
   "Why did you need my mother's book? Her research? What does any of this have to do with you?"
 
   "You just have to know everything, don't you? Sorry, sister, but this isn't an after school special where everything gets explained and wrapped up in a nice little bow. You're just going to have to die with this mystery hanging over your head." She pushed me in the back, prodding me forward.
 
   I stumbled against a workbench and bruised the back of my leg, but I ignored the pain. "What happens now?" I was surprised at how calm my voice sounded, when inside I felt anything but. 
 
   "This is where I escape my evil captor, kill you in self-defense—which I'll feel super bad about even though you did awful things to me, because I'll remember the times we were friends, all those happy memories—and it will break me up, wondering how you could have done these things." Her voice took on a different tone, one the press would eat up as real tears slid down her face.
 
   She wiped away the tears and smiled again. "They won't be able to get enough of my story."
 
   "Please Bridgette, don't." My tears were real and so was my fear. 
 
   "Please Bridgette, don't," she mimicked in a mocking tone. "How do you not see what a whiny bitch you are?"
 
   Bridgette held the gun toward me, her finger twitching on the trigger. I reached behind me and grabbed the first thing I could find. A wrench. I threw it at her, hitting her shoulder, and ducked. The gun went off, shooting into the wall as I tackled Bridgette and tried to remember what Ash taught me about disarming someone.
 
   I managed to knock the gun away from her. She gasped, fighting back with a punch that missed my face. I gripped something, the wrench I'd thrown, and raised it over my head.
 
   With a whack, I slammed it against her head.
 
   She slumped to the floor.
 
   In a frenzy of fear and adrenaline I searched for her phone so I could call for help. The cabin didn't have a phone line, and my cell phone was on the highway somewhere.
 
   Finally spotting it just a few feet away, I reached for Bridgette's phone and was just about to grab it when the lights went out. It was so dark I couldn't tell if my eyes were open or closed. 
 
   Then I heard footsteps coming toward me.
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   Smoking Gun
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE KILLER WAS in the room. Someone who needed the book. Someone who was working with Bridgette. I felt around for the phone and my hand landed on it. Using flashes of light from the phone, I found the gun that had been kicked away.
 
   With gun in hand, I tried to put my back to a wall, but I couldn't tell where the wall was. I flashed the phone and saw nothing but the empty bed across the room. 
 
   I moved back, stumbling into the pot full of shit and flashed the phone again. Nothing.
 
   My breath came short and fast, head pounding with the beat of my heart, eyes buzzing, everything dipping and turning like a funhouse mirror. I tried to focus, and flashed the phone light again.
 
   I saw a person dressed in black from head to toe, face covered. A gun fired and I dropped to my knees, crawling, trying to avoid a bullet in the dark. 
 
   I shot in the direction I heard the shots coming from. Bang. Bang. Bang. I strained to hear if someone cried out in injury, but I heard nothing but the ringing in my ears and the sound of gunshots. 
 
   I shot again and then click. The gun was empty. Crawling around in the dark, my hand sliding in the excrement I knocked over, I searched for another weapon and found the wrench I'd dropped. 
 
   Someone smacked their lips in the dark. I flashed the phone and saw nothing.
 
   Another flash of light. 
 
   And another.
 
   Bits and pieces of the empty room came into view and disappeared. 
 
   And then the light flashed and the killer was there. I charged toward the person in black, tackling them to the ground. We fought each other. Legs and arms tangled up in kicks and punches and muffled screams. I knocked the gun out of their hand, but their fingers clawed at my neck, choking me. I grabbed their face, tearing off the mask though I still couldn't see them. 
 
   I felt a nose, dug my nails into their cheek. My hand grabbed a fist full of their hair and I pulled, using the last of my strength to focus, to try and breathe, though it was becoming more and more difficult. 
 
   The person pulled back, fighting their way out of my grip. I flashed the phone again. Again. Again. 
 
   I heard footsteps. 
 
   More flashes of light.
 
   Piece by piece.
 
   Flash by flash.
 
   The smell, it took over.
 
   Memories came back.
 
   A distinctive perfume only one person I knew used.
 
   Sweet.
 
   Strong.
 
   I flashed again and saw.
 
   Lauren. Her hair wild, eyes mad, shrieking with a trickle of blood running down her cheek. She lunged at me, knife in hand, but a gun exploded behind us, deafening me, making the ringing louder. 
 
   Flashing the phone again I saw Lauren. Collapsed. Dead. Her body covering my legs, pinning me to the ground.
 
   Standing over her was Bridgette, the proverbial smoking gun in hand.
 
   Pointing it at me.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: chapter_32]Chapter Thirty Two
 
   Leave Me Love
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BRIDGETTE HELD THE gun, her face a mask of shock, then she dropped it, shouting. She threw herself into my arms, crying and hugging. My tears came too, pouring out of me as the tension and fear drained away. We both wept, clutching at each other, shaking like leaves in a storm.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "It was all a set up," I said, sitting on a couch in the cabin between Bridgette and Ash.
 
   Detective Gray waved his pen at Bridgette. "You mean, you never—"
 
   Bridgette shook her head. "No one kidnapped me."
 
   Gray jotted something down in his notebook as officers searched the cabin. "So why disappear? Why frame your friend?"
 
   Bridgette grabbed my hand, squeezed it. "I was contacted by the Midnight Murderer while Catelyn was in the hospital. Lauren—though I didn't know who it was at the time—threatened to kill my family if I didn't cooperate. The only way she'd spare me and the people I loved was if I got ahold of Alice's book and research. I knew nothing about the book. She said my parents would die."
 
   I leaned into Ash, who'd arrived before the police, and hoped he'd forgive me for what he was about to find out. "The weekend I got home from the hospital, Bridgette told me what the Midnight Murderer—what Lauren—wanted her to do, what she'd already had her do, like signing my name at the impound lot and switching out the hospital note that had the invisible ink."
 
   Gray's eyebrow popped up. "You knew Bridgette did that? You could have saved me the annoying calls."
 
   I smirked. "I had to keep you on your toes." I paused. "And I had to act realistic. We knew we couldn't tell anyone about the threats in case the killer followed through, so we came up with a plan. Bridgette would contact the killer and say she could get me to find the book, but first she'd have to disappear and frame me for it. If I wanted my friend back, I'd have to find the book."
 
   "Still, why frame you?" Gray asked. "Why not pretend you had the book right away and set up the meeting?"
 
   Bridgette rolled her eyes. "Because if I showed up at that meeting, fake book or not, Lauren would have killed me. Tie up loose ends, you know."
 
   Gray kept writing. "So, you framed Catelyn to… get the killer’s trust?"
 
   I nodded. "Because Lauren didn't just want the book. She wanted revenge. She and Lucky were probably lovers. He was probably a past patient of hers. At the very least, we assumed they were friends. So, if Bridgette could help Lauren get revenge then…"
 
   "I could trick her," finished Bridgette. "I pretended to want Catelyn dead, told Lauren I was jealous of her and Ash. I would disappear, frame Catelyn for my kidnapping, Catelyn would get the book, then I'd kill her and pretend to escape. Lauren agreed to the plan and said she'd let me go afterwards. But of course, she'd have killed me, too, after Catelyn had been disposed of. She'd have made it look like we'd both died in a struggle."
 
   "So how did you two, um, disable her?"
 
   Bridgette took a deep breath. "When Catelyn and I fought in the basement, when I was supposed to kill Catelyn, I pretended to lose and pass out." Bridgette rubbed her shoulder and frowned at me. "Catelyn did a remarkable job of keeping the fight realistic. Thanks for that."
 
   I gestured to my clothes, or rather, Professor Cavin's old clothes. "At least you aren't covered in shit. I smell like an outhouse."
 
   Gray cleared his throat. "Then what?"
 
   Bridgette continued. "When the killer came in, whose identity we still didn't know, I was supposed to stop them."
 
   "It didn't go exactly as planned," I said. "We didn't expect her to turn off the lights."
 
   Gray just paced the room as he chewed on his nicotine gum, making a smacking sound that irritated the hell out of me. He looked at us, his eyes narrowed. "I can't believe you girls did such a stupid, idiotic and dangerous thing alone. You both could have been killed. You should have contacted us and let us handle the sting."
 
   "With all due respect," I said, "for all we knew, you were the killer. We couldn't tell anyone for this to work. Everyone was a suspect or a potential victim."
 
   Gray scratched his head. "Still, I can't believe… there was just so much evidence against you, Catelyn. The journal—"
 
   "I wrote some fake things," said Bridgette. "And set up the creepy room. Then I disappeared, hiding out in other small motels."
 
   "You must have had a way of communicating," said Gray.
 
   I nodded. "We hid notes for each other." We used the loose brick at Harvard, but I kept that secret to myself. "After I got arrested, the killer started to trust Brig more. Then, it was time to leak that I'd found the book. I told Max and I even told Ash, in case his place was bugged… which it was, Brig confirmed."
 
   "What? Are you serious? Catelyn, why didn't you tell me?" Ash looked hurt by the betrayal.
 
   "I'm sorry, Ash. I really am, but any changes to our house or routine would have tipped off the killer and not only would all of our lives be in danger, but we would have lost our chance to catch her. I was tempted at one point to tell Maxwell everything, but I couldn't risk it. Instead, I told him to come to me alone if he found out anything about my mother or her book." I held his hand tightly, the engagement ring on my right hand rubbing against his finger. "I had to keep you safe. I had to keep everyone safe."
 
   "The time came for the plan to happen," said Bridgette. "Before Catelyn told the public about the book, I had to kidnap her. We faked the whole thing because everything might have been bugged, the house, the car, all of it. We had to be careful. The killer was at the cabin, like we'd planned, hoping to kill me in the end, and that's what led to this."
 
   "What about the black outs and mood swings, were those real?" Gray asked.
 
   "Mostly, yes. I exaggerated the mood swings to make you more suspicious, but I have had the headaches and some of the blackouts. That also put a crimp in our plans as we were both worried that I wouldn't be healthy enough to pull off my end.” 
 
   "So Lauren, the therapist, was working with Lucky all along. She was the brains behind the Midnight Murders," Detective Gray said.
 
   "It looks like it," I said.
 
   "But why? What was her motive?" Ash asked.
 
   "Best guess," Bridgette said, "she was a high profile therapist. Alice was close to her and must have found out that she'd been involved in the other Midnight Murderer killings with Lucky. She was the brains, he was the muscle. After Lucky's death, she needed to find the book Alice had been working on, but also wanted revenge on Catelyn. At least, from our calls, that's what I've been able to piece together."
 
   We were talked out by the time our statements were taken and Detective Gray finally released us. Bridgette and I hugged again and then her parents showed up, both teary-eyed and elated that their little girl was okay. I steered clear, still hurt by Mr. Beaumont's feelings for me after all these years and instead went to the back porch to talk to Professor Cavin, who had been called since this was his property. 
 
   "I'm so sorry this all happened here," I told him. "I know this is a special place for you."
 
   He gave me a half hug and smiled. "Don't worry about it. I'm just so glad you're okay. This place, it's over for me. Too much death here, anyways. First the cat, then this."
 
   I turned to him, my heart skipping a beat. "The cat? My mom's cat? It died here?"
 
   "Yes," he said distractedly, pointing to a tree hidden in the rainy night. "Buried right over there. She even made a little tomb for him with sticks and rocks."
 
   "What did she call it, the cat?"
 
   Cavin shrugged. "She just called him Cat."
 
   I ran out to the yard, rain drenching me, my heart pounding, ears buzzing. It couldn't be. It would be impossible. Ridiculous.
 
   I found the stones and dug them out, using a stick to dig through the dirt until it hit something hard.
 
   A box.
 
   I pulled it out, brushing off the mud and shielding it with my body as I opened it.
 
   I prepared to see the remains of a cat, but instead I found a roll of battered papers wrapped in rubber bands. I opened them up and they were all in my mother's writing. Forcing myself to breathe, I read through the first page and froze. On the front it read: The Davenports will be responsible for my death. Someone has to get close to them and find out the truth. 
 
   I tucked the papers into the pocket of my jacket, pushed rocks and dirt back over the grave hoping the rain would settle it, and rushed over to where everyone else was just starting to come out.
 
   Ash hugged me. "What's going on? Are you okay?" He looked over to the tree.
 
   "Yeah, I'm okay. I just thought I was going to be sick. But it passed."
 
   "We should get you home. You're soaking wet and freezing. You've been through so much."
 
   I rested my head on his chest and looked at the ring on my right hand, then pulled it off and held it up.
 
   "Ash, I've decided." 
 
   He looked down, seeing the ring and froze. "Yes?"
 
   I slipped the ring onto my left hand. "I will marry you."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Watch for the final book, available April 2014.
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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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   Karpov Kinrade is the pen name for the husband-and-wife writing duo of bestselling, award-winning authors Kimberly Kinrade and Dmytry Karpov.
 
   Together, they write fantasy, paranormal, mystery, contemporary and romance novels and hook readers into new and exciting worlds with writing that blends side-splitting humor, heart-wrenching drama, spine-tingling twists and sigh-inducing happily-ever-afters.
 
   Look for more from Karpov Kinrade in the Seduced Saga, the Forbidden Trilogy and more coming soon.
 
   They live with three little girls who think they're ninja princesses with super powers and who are also showing a propensity for telling tall tales and using the written word to weave stories of wonder and magic.
 
   Find them at KarpovKinrade.com
 
   On Twitter
 
   On Facebook
 
   And subscribe to their newsletter for special deals and up-to-date notice of new launches.
 
   ~~~~~
 
   If you enjoyed this book, consider supporting the author by leaving a review wherever you purchased this book. Thank you.
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
LDARING
BOOKS





images/00004.jpeg
Click here to sign up
for our newsletter and

receive exclusive
subscriber perks!






images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
Click here to learn more about our books

gm‘ler\zy
OF TALES,






images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
A Gathering
of Tale

»

Gl

SHORT STORIES & GIVEAWAYS





