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Assistant DA Carolyn Hastings has an uncanny knack for putting away criminals. With one of the best prosecution records in recent history, her future as Manhattan’s next District Attorney looks certain. But her sixth sense for winning cases threatens to work against her when she sees a string of murders through the eyes of the killer.

With suspects piling up as fast as bodies, and the motives of those closest to her questionable, Carolyn doesn’t know who to trust. When the FBI assigns Special Agent Steve Williams to the case, Carolyn discloses her deepest fear - that the man she loves may be the one responsible for the city’s latest crime spree.

The only thing Steve knows for sure is Carolyn has an inexplicable psychic connection with the killer, and all the victims have one thing in common... a striking resemblance to Carolyn Hastings.

And he knows it’s only a matter of time before this psychopath knocks on her door.

“Taylor has a strong thriller where every single character has reasonable doubt flashing like a neon sign hanging over them, and right from the beginning, you are trying to guess who the killer really is. Gripping, rich and magnificent - crime whodunnits don't get any better than this!” Author Poppet / Gemma Rice—Author of QUISLINGS, BLINDSIDED, DJINN and DUSAN.

“CRYSTAL ILLUSIONS is a dizzying thriller with a terrifying killer, a unique detective, and some twists you will not see coming! This is Steve Williams’ most addictive adventure so far and J.E. Taylor at her very best!” Ty Drago—Author of PHOBOS and THE UNDERTAKERS: RISE OF THE CORPSES and Managing Editor/Publisher of ALLEGORY E-zine.

"This has to be one of the best mysteries I have ever read. Move over Agatha Christie. There's a new sheriff in town, and she is great."—PRG Reviews.
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CAROLYN HASTINGS SAT ERECT and damp with sweat. Her heart played a staccato beat in her chest while the last note of her shriek tumbled into the darkness.

Outside, lightning flashed, creating shadows on her bedroom walls. Carolyn’s gaze darted from one shaded spot to another, expecting the clawed beast from her nightmare to step out of the gloom.

Her hand flew toward the lamp on her nightstand, almost knocking it over. Mumbling a prayer, she switched it on and squinted from the light. She closed her eyes and trembled.

“Only a dream. It was only a dream.”

She glanced around the room, still hesitant to believe it just yet. “Nobody is here,” she reassured herself. Taking a deep breath, her heart slowed, and her sweating skin dried, leaving her shivering.

Carolyn hugged her legs, reviewing the dream with a shudder. She swallowed the metallic taste in her mouth and scanned the room again. It took a while, but she finally relaxed enough to lie down. It was only a matter of minutes before she drifted into a restless sleep.

The alarm went off at six, and Carolyn rolled, slamming her hand on the snooze button despite the busy day ahead. The shadows of her dream still haunted her, and her eyes opened to the stucco ceiling. With an uneasy sigh, she climbed out of bed and headed for the shower.

The warm water and regular routine did nothing to quell the nightmare. “Shit,” she muttered and turned off the water. It had been years since she had a dream that vivid, and those memories were unwelcome.

She headed back to her room and picked out a cornflower blue suit with a pale pink silk shirt. Soft. She wanted to appear soft today, and as vulnerable as the state’s client. Thoughts of the case erased any remnant of the nightmare, and she closed her eyes, pushing her emotions into a box and tying a sash securely around it. Angel needed her to be on her game, and if those emotions got loose, she’d blow the case.

Peering into the mirror, she adjusted her belt and tamed the few flyaway hairs that fell across her line of sight. Carolyn turned and headed to the kitchenette, stopping to grab the newspaper left on her doorstep. Tossing the paper on the table, she poured herself a glass of orange juice before settling in to read the headlines. She turned the paper over and inhaled the juice, the burn forcing her to sputter and cough.

The headline screamed:

TWENTY-THREE-YEAR-OLD BRUTALLY MURDERED

But it wasn’t the title that caused her to inhale her juice; it was the photo of the woman. The woman killed in her dream.

God, it was real.

Deep down she knew it had been more than just her overactive imagination, but it took seeing the victim’s face splashed across the front page for the reality of her vision to sink in. With it came both shame for not doing anything, and fear that there was some sort of connection—just like the last time. She shivered. Carolyn dropped the paper as if the beast from her nightmare would leap from the text and slice her to death.

“Boo!” a voice called from the kitchen doorway.

Carolyn let out a quick yelp and spun. “Damn it, Olivia!”

Olivia chuckled, crossing the kitchen with a lithe, sultry stride that screamed catwalk—tall and thin and in high demand with perfect chocolate skin Carolyn secretly envied.

“Sorry, I didn't mean to scare you,” Olivia said, but the twinkle in her eyes belied her words.

Carolyn knew better. She sent Olivia the ‘yeah, right’ expression she’d practiced on several juries over the years—one Olivia was familiar with ad nauseam. Olivia was the queen of practical jokes, and she enjoyed scaring the bejesus out of her. “Besides, it wasn’t you that spooked me. It was that.” She pointed at the paper.

Olivia gave a quick, uninterested glance at the headline and turned her attention to preparing her breakfast. “You and Randy had some time last night! You woke me up. You were so loud!”

“Randy wasn't here last night. I had a nightmare.”

Olivia turned toward Carolyn with raised brows.

“You mean to tell me you don’t know the difference between a scream and the throes of passion?”

Olivia laughed. “With you, I’m never sure.”

Heat colored Carolyn’s cheeks. “What are you doing today?”

“I'm modeling for a new artist. My agent said he's superb, but we'll see. Is today the day your client takes the stand?”

Carolyn sighed. “Yes, and I hope we nail the bastard to the wall.”

“I hope you do, too. That scumbag shouldn’t be allowed to walk free after what he’s done to that girl.”

“Agreed, but today is going to be a tough one. I hate putting kids on the stand, but I need the jury to have zero doubts. With the smoke screens the defense is throwing at every shred of proof I’ve delivered, I don’t think I have a choice.”

“Well, good luck today.” Olivia said, turning her attention to her breakfast.

“You, too, and be careful out there. We’ve got another wacko on the loose.” Carolyn pointed to the paper as she walked from the kitchen and out of the apartment. She headed to catch the subway downtown.

Carolyn stood on the crowded subway, glancing around at the people surrounding her. The overweight suit clutching his briefcase by the door. Poor bastard’s wife left him last week, now he's thinking about suicide. Her glance passed over a couple of boys who were not quite in high school yet. They were trying to get into a gang, but the gang wanted them to pull off a robbery. One was gung-ho, but the other has doubts. Too bad they’ll both end up across from me in court. The old woman with the carriage full of cans and other garbage was dying.

Carolyn closed her eyes against the silent assault of information. She hated the occasional flood of facts she encountered, and had no idea when or why they triggered, but most of all, once they started, she didn’t have a clue of how to shut them off. Today, of all days, she didn’t need to be tuned into the psychic world; she needed silence, concentration, not the world’s din.

“Sweet Jesus, will you just shut up?” she whispered, gaining a strange glance from the man standing beside her.

She got off at Park Place and headed up Broadway to City Hall, where the District Attorney’s office was located. She needed to review the facts and the science of DNA testing, so she had her biggest guns in order, and she couldn’t focus with the extra noise.

She slammed her door and shook her head to clear her thoughts. She needed to focus on her case. If all else failed, she’d put Angel on the stand. Glancing at her watch, she took a deep breath and gathered the papers on her desk, shoving them into her briefcase. She hurried downstairs and across the street to the courthouse, entering the courtroom early and setting up her space.

The doors opened, and child services escorted Angel, a ten-year-old Asian girl, to the prosecution table; giving a nod to Carolyn before leaving the girl at her side. Carolyn offered a smile, even though a little part of her heart broke every time she saw Angel. The girl’s fear raked across her skin.

Since her mother died two years before, Angel’s stepfather had subjected Angel to every abuse imaginable, repeatedly taking her at his whim, like a slave concubine.

“Good morning, Miss Hastings,” Angel whispered.

“Good morning, Angel. Are you ready for today?”

Angel nodded, taking a deep, shaky breath.

Carolyn put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I promise; he will never hurt you again.”

Her oval brown eyes glazed with tears, and she took the seat next to Carolyn, folding her hands neatly in her lap. When the door at the side of the courtroom opened, Angel’s hands clench until her knuckles blanched of all color.

Guards escorted Mitusi Yamakura into the courtroom. He was wearing the signature orange jumpsuit of the city lockup. He glared at Carolyn and Angel.

Anger laced Carolyn’s mouth with a sweetness that made her want to spit. Instead, she took a deep breath and boarded up the emotions, saving them for the right moment.

“All rise. The Honorable Judge Burke presiding,” the court bailiff announced.

Judge Burke settled into his seat and looked at Carolyn. “Miss Hastings?”

Carolyn looked down at her docket. “I wish to call Dr. Rutherford to the stand,” she announced to the court.

A petite woman in her fifties navigated the aisle and found her way to the witness chair.

“Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you, God?”

“I do.” Dr. Rutherford sat in the witness chair.

“Please state your name and occupation.” Carolyn approached the stand.

“Dr. Anna Rutherford. Forensic specialist.”

“Please explain your specialty for the court,” Carolyn directed.

“My specific area of expertise is in acid phosphate testing and DNA profiling.”

“Can you tell the court what acid phosphate testing is?”

“Acid phosphate is an enzyme secreted by the prostate gland and is present in large amounts in seminal fluid. Finding significantly elevated acid phosphate levels is consistent with the presence of semen and is the basis for testing sexual assault victims. It also aids in DNA testing.”

“And why is this important in this case?”

“Because a significant level of acid phosphate was found on Miss Yamakura’s sheets.”

“Was that the only test you conducted?”

“No. The semen was subjected to DNA testing, and we found the sequencing matches Mr. Yamakura’s DNA.”

Murmurs spread through the courtroom and Carolyn let the statement hang on the air as she looked at the jury.

“Thank you. No further questions, your honor.” Carolyn crossed to the prosecutor’s bench and sat down, satisfied with how today’s witness had performed.

The defense attorney was looking through his notes. He stood. “How long have you been doing forensic studies of rape victims?” He addressed the doctor.

“Close to ten years,” she answered.

“Have you ever been wrong?”

“Yes,” the doctor began, “But...”

“Now, I understand acid phosphate testing is not always indicative of sexual contact. Is that correct?”

“With the levels...”

“Please answer with a simple yes or no.”

“Well, yes, but...”

“The stains you found were on the sheets. Is it possible that Mr. Yamakura had sexual relations on those particular sheets with someone other than Angel?”

Dr. Rutherford blinked and looked in Carolyn’s direction, her mouth slightly askew.

“Answer the question, Doctor.”

“I guess that’s possible.”

“Thank you. That’s all I have, your honor.”

Carolyn scanned the jury and saw doubt in both their expressions and their minds.

Shit. She didn’t want any doubt about what a sleazeball this guy was. She needed Angel on the stand. The bastard was careful not to leave any DNA inside Angel, so this was going to be a case of her word against his, but she was betting on Angel’s innocence.

“Miss Hastings?”

“No further questions, your honor.”

“You may step down,” the judge instructed.

Dr. Rutherford climbed out of the witness stand and exited the courtroom.

“The prosecution would like to call Angel Yamakura to the stand.” Carolyn stepped around the desk into the center of the courtroom.

Angel stood and approached the bench where she was sworn in by the bailiff.

Carolyn inhaled, calming the building frustration in her chest. “Angel, your mother died when you were eight, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Was your stepfather granted custody by this court after your mother died?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How did you feel about that?”

“I was happy. Mitusi was good to my mother. He was a good father when she was alive.” Angel studied her clutched hands.

“Do you still think he’s a good father?” Carolyn asked.

Angel shook her head. Her fearful gaze shot to her stepfather and back to Carolyn.

“Please answer yes or no for the record,” Carolyn said.

Angel leaned forward into the microphone. “No.”

“What changed?” Carolyn asked.

“He started hurting me.”

“How?”

Angel bit her lip and looked down at her hands again before speaking. “At first he hit me.”

“Do you mean he spanked you?”

“No, he slapped me across the face in the beginning and then later he began using his fists when he wasn’t happy with me.”

“Can you give us an example of when he wasn’t happy with you?”

Angel bit her lip and nodded. “When I emptied the dishwasher, if the silverware wasn’t lined up in the drawer, he would hit me and send me to my room without dinner.”

“Was that all he did?” Carolyn asked, her voice gentle and prodding.

“At first.”

“What else did he do, Angel?” Carolyn asked again.

“When he came to apologize for hitting me, he’d touch me.” Angel cleared her throat and shifted in the chair. “He’d touch me down there.” She nodded toward her lap.

“Did he touch you with your clothes on or off?”

“Um, on, my clothes were on when he slapped me, but when he started hitting me with his fists, he would make me take my pajamas off before he said he was sorry.”

Carolyn risked a glance at the jury, and what she saw made her want to raise her arms in victory, but she still sensed some waffling. So she pressed on. “How exactly did he say he was sorry?”

Even though they had practiced this line of questioning over and over, Angel still pressed her lips together and fidgeted in the seat, swiping the tears away from her cheeks and unable to raise her gaze from the spot on the floor in front of Carolyn.

“He w-would push his fingers in me and make me touch him.”

“Touch him where?”

“His, his...” Angel swallowed. “His penis.”

“Did you ever tell him you didn’t want to?”

Angel nodded. “Yes.”

“And what did he do?”

“He would punch me in the stomach until I did as he said.”

“He punched you, fondled you, and made you fondle him...”

“Objection, leading the witness.”

“I’ll rephrase.” Carolyn held up her hand at the judge and turned back toward Angel. “Was there anything else that your stepfather asked you to do?”

Angel nodded.

“You need to say yes or no for the court.”

“Yes.”

“What else, Angel?”

“He used to put his, his thing in my mouth and make me swallow afterwards so there’d be no mess.”

“Beyond what you have already described, did your stepfather do anything else to you?”

Angel stared at her hands. “Yes.”

“Can you tell us what else he did?”

“He put his,” she paused and took a deep breath. “He put his penis in the same place he put his fingers.” Her chin trembled, and tears spilled over. “It hurt, but he hit me when I cried.”

Fury enveloped Carolyn and her jaw clamped tight, her teeth ground together at the injustice. She took a deep breath through her nose and refocused. “How often did he do this to you?”

Angel raised her eyes, meeting Carolyn’s gaze, and shrugged. “A lot.”

“What does ‘a lot’ mean? Every month? Every week? Every day?”

“He said he was sorry every day,” Angel answered. Fresh tears stained her cheeks. “Every day until they took me away from him.” She pointed toward the woman from child services.

“No further questions.” Carolyn offered Angel a smile and a nod, conveying that she did a good job.

The defense attorney stood and approached Angel. “Miss Yamakura, did you and your stepfather get along when your mother was alive?”

“Most of the time,” Angel replied.

“But not all the time, correct?”

Angel nodded. “Not all the time.”

“And you were happy when they granted Mr. Yamakura custody?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t it true that you got jealous when Mr. Yamakura started dating?”

“No, that isn’t true.”

“Isn’t it true that after watching Memoirs of a Geisha, you decided your stepfather should marry a geisha and not the woman he was dating at the time?”

“Yes, but a geisha is an honorable woman, and the woman he was dating was mean and rude.”

“Did you want to become a geisha?”

“Yes.”

“So...you wanted to marry your stepfather?”

Angel recoiled in the chair, her face painted in horror, and she shook her head. “No!”

“Are you sure? Are you sure you’re not making this up because your stepfather refused your advances?”

“No!” Angel cried.

“Then tell me why there was no semen found inside you, Angel? Tell me why it’s only on sheets that could be used on either of your beds?”

Angel’s eyes darted from the defense attorney to Carolyn. Wild desperation painted them darker than normal, and the tears came.

“Objection, defense is badgering the witness.” Carolyn popped up from her seat.

“Objection sustained. I will not have you badgering this child in my courtroom,” Judge Burke snapped at the young defense attorney. “Do you have any questions that are not argumentative?”

The defense attorney walked over to the defendant’s desk and turned back toward Angel. “No further questions.” He sat down.

Carolyn stood. “Angel, did you understand defense council’s question?”

Angel’s chin quivered, and she nodded. “Yes.”

“Can you explain to the court why we only found evidence on your sheets?”

“He never, um, you know, inside me. He would, um, do it on my stomach or in my face and make me clean it up after.”

“And you wiped up with the sheets?”

“Sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

“Sometimes he would make me eat it.”

Revulsion snaked over Carolyn’s skin, and she tried not to visibly shiver.

“That’s all, your honor.”

“You may step down now,” Judge Burke addressed Angel.

The woman from child services escorted her out of the courtroom.

“Counselor?” Judge Burke addressed Carolyn.

“The prosecution rests,” she announced.

Judge Burke addressed the members of the jury, giving them instructions as to their duty, and Carolyn surveyed each member, trying not to smile at the verdict she saw in each of their minds. The jurors filed out and court called recess.

Carolyn headed to her office across from the courthouse, waiting for the verdict to come in. She slid into the chair and leaned back, rubbing her face. Angel’s fate was in her hands and while she was convinced when she left the courtroom the verdict would be guilty, she pondered the entire case, looking for weakness and reasonable doubt, anything that could derail her last impression.

She swung her chair around and glanced out the window. The view of the city was suddenly replaced by a damp, moldy place with undertones of grease, and a woman with dark hair and bright, frightened blue eyes stared back at her.

“No, no, no, no,” Carolyn whispered as the claw from her nightmare rose in the air.

The blade ripped through the woman’s neck, slicing straight to the spinal cord, sending a torrent of blood toward Carolyn.

Carolyn shot to her feet, pushing the chair back, and almost fell over. Her breath came in ragged pulls as she scanned the office. “Jesus!” She looked out at the bright sunshine against the tall buildings of the city.

She jumped at the rap on the door.

“The verdict is in.” One of the office paralegals poked her head into the office.

Carolyn blinked and smoothed her skirt, regrouping and forcing her breath to come in even beats, quieting her racing heart. She pasted a fake smile on her lips and nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.”

The vision lingered, even as the jury read the verdict.

Guilty on all counts.

Carolyn smiled at her client, giving Angel a hug before relinquishing her to child services. She prayed Angel would be placed in a loving home. Foster care was such a crap shoot these days.

Packing up her briefcase, she focused back on the vision and shivered.

“Are you all right?” A voice whispered in her ear.

Carolyn snapped her head toward the voice, meeting the gaze of district attorney Jim Britt. She sent a nod his way.

Jim was a regal man in his early fifties. He had aspirations of entering the political arena but hadn’t taken the plunge because of his unhealthy addiction to putting criminals behind bars. “You did very well, Carolyn.”

Carolyn returned his beaming smile. “It certainly feels good to know he can’t hurt Angel anymore,” she replied, and her smile faded.

“What’s eating you?” Jim asked, escorting her out of the thinning courtroom.

“I didn’t sleep well last night,” she lied. The visions of both her dream last night and the assault in her office this afternoon weighed on her. Someone else just died and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

“You sure that’s all?”

“Even though we won today, Angel still lost. She lost her mother and now she’s going into the foster care system, which can be almost as brutal as what she went through in court.”

Jim nodded. “Yes, it can, but at least we know she’s safe now. I’ll make a few calls to make sure she’s placed in a good home and gets the help she needs.” He escorted her out of the courthouse. “There’s another case I’d like you to look at,” he said as they descended the stairs.

“I’ve got a pretty heavy case load, Jim.”

“I know, but this one is right up your alley.” Translation, it was a sensitive subject involving a child.

Carolyn stopped. “I’m not sure I can take another case like Angel’s.”

“It’s an eight-year-old boy.”

That’s all Jim had to say. They crossed the street in silence. Saving children had become her life’s work and every new case that crossed her desk brought with it the horrors of the real world.

Carolyn didn’t speak until they entered the offices, and she sighed. “Send me the file.” She turned and strode to her office, closed the door, leaned on it, and bracing herself for another tough case.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Crystal Illusions Chapter 2

[image: image]


[image: A black and white logo with an object

Description automatically generated]

CAROLYN SAT AT HER desk, staring at the case file, attempting to concentrate and push the visions from her head. She re-read the same paragraph three times before she gave up. The images were persistent, and she exhaled, swinging the chair around to glance at the Manhattan skyline.

Shuddering, she let her mind drift back to the deaths burned into her brain. The woman today looked like the girl from her dream last night. Dark hair, blue eyes and scared shitless.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her analysis.

“Come in,” she called, swinging her chair around to face the door.

Trent Kaplan waltzed into her office, dropping the case file into her in basket. “Jim said you’d take this one.”

He reminded her of a used car salesman—greasy, underhanded and just plain creepy. Being in the same room with him always made her want to drape a blanket around herself to hide from his obvious leer. She nodded and grabbed the file, opening it as he lingered. Ah fuck, he’s going to try to pick me up again.

“What do you say we go out for a drink after work?” Trent smiled, leaning his hip on her desk.

Carolyn slowly raised her eyes. “I have a boyfriend,” she said, trying to keep her temper in check. Trent was relentless.

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” He walked out of her office.

Carolyn shivered. He repulsed her. She left the opened file on her desk and stood, walking to the window. Closing her eyes, she leaned her forehead on the glass and returned to the vision.

Claw? It can’t be a claw.

Has to be some sort of blade bowed like a claw, which could mean several items from a sickle, which is unlikely based on the arc of the swing, but it could be a long knife or short-handled axe of some sort.

Ok, I’ve narrowed down the range of weapons. Now, where was the murder?

Alley last night.

Today’s wasn’t an alley. Where?

Carolyn closed her eyes again. The damp, moldy, greasy smell invaded her nostrils.

Greasy, like oil? Yeah, like oil.

Her eyelids slowly opened. “She was killed in a garage.”

Carolyn took a seat at her desk and stared at the file without seeing the words. The phone rang, and she was so engrossed in her thoughts that the shrill buzz didn’t penetrate the cloud of thoughts.

The rap on the door returned her to the present.

Jason poked his head in the room. “Got a minute?”

Carolyn focused on her paralegal. “You’re late.”

“I know. I had something come up this morning.” Jason schlepped across the room and slid into the chair across from her.

“You should have called,” she admonished. “We won, by the way.”

Jason hitched his thumb over his shoulder. “So I heard.” He shifted in the chair, trying to find a comfortable position.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. Jason wasn’t his usual upbeat self.

He shrugged. “Not perfect. I just got sidetracked and had to take care of an issue.”

Jason was hiding something, but she couldn’t see into his thoughts to discern what it was. He was one of the few people she couldn’t get a handle on, like he had an impenetrable steel wall blocking her abilities to see into his soul.

“I’m sorry,” Jason said, fidgeting under her intense stare.

“I didn’t say anything,” Carolyn replied. She glanced down at the case in front of her. “I’ve got a new case.” She folded the file and handed it to Jason. “I need you to write up a summary before the end of the day. I’m going to lunch.” She left him sitting, holding the file.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Crystal Illusions Chapter 3

[image: image]


[image: A black and white logo with an object

Description automatically generated]

CAROLYN LOUNGED ON THE couch with the television tuned to the local news and the evening paper spread out before her. The headline painted the death as a crime of passion, not connecting it with the death in the alley even though the signature was the same. What they didn’t mention in either case was the killer planted a red lipstick stain on the victim’s forehead.

Carolyn folded the paper and exhaled, rubbing her tired eyelids with fingers that felt like icicles.

The front door swung open, banging into the wall as Olivia made the routine grand entrance into the apartment.

“One of these days, that door is going to put a hole in the wall when you come in,” Carolyn commented.

Olivia laughed. “You know I can’t go anywhere without making an entrance.”

“Humph,” Carolyn grunted, returning her attention to the television.

“What’s up your ass?” Olivia strode across the room.

Carolyn pointed to the paper on the coffee table. “Another murder.”

Olivia snatched the paper and scanned the newsprint. “It doesn’t say they’re connected.” She handed the paper back, dismissing Carolyn. “My day was exhausting.” She slumped into the comfy chair on the other side of the table. “But the new guy is good. He’s pretty fine and I think he had a hot date because he disappeared for a while and when he came back, he was all flushed and looking damn sexy.”

Carolyn broke into a smile. “I’m sure Cameron would have an issue with that.”

“Fuck Cameron, he hasn’t called at all this week.”

“It’s only Tuesday.”

“Yeah, well, he hasn’t been all that attentive lately,” Olivia pouted.

“Poor baby.”

Olivia stood and left the living room in a huff.

Carolyn returned her gaze at the paper. “Son of a bitch is going to do it again,” she mumbled. They always did, and again she wondered what connected her to the killer.

Why am I seeing these deaths?

Olivia came back into the living room, wearing comfortable flannel pajama bottoms and a skimpy camisole that showed off her perfect chocolate cleavage.

“We won the case today,” Carolyn said once her roommate settled into the chair.

“That’s fantastic!”

Carolyn shrugged. She didn’t feel like celebrating this win. “She’s now in the state’s care, and that can be just as bad.”

“When did you become so cynical?” Olivia sat up, studying her roommate.

“It’s just been a long, draining case, and after everything that girl has been through, the thought of her landing in another abusive home makes my skin burn.” Besides, seeing these murders is a bitch.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts, and she climbed off the couch, crossing to the door with as much enthusiasm as a snail crossing the road. She swung the door open, and Randy’s gray-eyed gaze looked back. Randy Kincaid. Smooth talking Wall Street stockbroker with his hand on the pulse of the city. She wasn’t in the mood for him tonight, but she stepped aside, allowing him to enter anyway. “Hi,” she said.

“Hey, babe.” He leaned in and planted a kiss on her cheek.

Carolyn gave him a grunt and shuffled back to the couch, throwing herself down onto the plush fabric.

“Heard you won the case.” He plopped himself next to her.

Carolyn creased her brow. “Where did you hear that?” She didn’t see the verdict in the evening edition.

“I saw Jason. He was downtown this evening, throwing back a few.”

Carolyn nodded. He had handed off the file summary and skedaddled out of the office like a plague was ready to sprout. “Where did you go last night?”

“I had some business to attend to.”

“Ah, eat and run. You know this isn’t a fast-food joint, right?” Carolyn said, raising her eyebrows. The fact she had taken the time to cook a decent dinner after a long day at the office, coupled with his hasty retreat, irked her. And his nonchalant answer just fueled the fire.

Randy glanced at Olivia and received a shrug in return. “What’s wrong?” he asked, concern creeping into his voice.

If he was that clueless, it wasn’t worth explaining. Carolyn shook her head. “I’m not feeling well,” she said, derailing the conversation.

Randy put his arm around her and pulled her close.

Not the right move. Not even in the vicinity of the right move. Carolyn leveled a glare in his direction and pushed him away. “I don’t need to be coddled,” she snapped and stormed out of the living room.

Carolyn stared at the ceiling, slowly counting to cool her shot temper. The door opened, and Randy stepped inside.

“What is wrong?” he asked and sat on the side of the bed next to her.

Carolyn continued to count the speckles in the ceiling, formulating the words. “What’s wrong is such a loaded question.”

“Why?”

She sighed and glanced in his direction.

“I’m still upset that you took off last night.”

Randy cocked his head to the side, his eyes rolling. “You have nothing to worry about...”

“Did I say I was worried? I just said I was upset. Here I went to all that trouble to cook you a nice dinner, with my insane schedule, and you didn’t even give me a proper thank you.”

“Well, can I give you that thank you right now?” Randy’s eyes sparkled with insinuation.

Carolyn stared at him, sending her don’t even think about it look in his direction.

“You’re really pissed at me.”

“Ya think?”

“I told you I had a meeting.”

“I know,” she said under her breath.

“That’s not the only thing rubbing you wrong, is it?”

He certainly could read her better than she wanted him to. “You’ll never believe me.” She returned her gaze up, studying the spackle job.

“Try me.” Randy stretched out next to her and placed his hand on her stomach.

Carolyn took a deep breath. “I saw both murders.”

Randy removed his hand from her stomach. “What murders?”

“The girl in the alley last night and the woman in the garage today. I saw them.”

Randy slipped off the bed. “What do you mean you saw them?”

“Last night I had a dream and today I had a vision when I was in my office.”

His eyes narrowed. “What exactly did you see?”

“In both cases, I saw their throats slashed open by something that looked like a claw,” she said.

Randy bit his lip. “You didn’t see who did it?”

“No. I’m seeing through the killer’s eyes.” She looked at her hands before returning her gaze to Randy, wondering if she’d gone too far, trusting him too much with such a crazy concept. “And what he is striking with looks like a claw to me.”

Randy sat back on the edge of the bed. “You’re not kidding, are you?”

“No.” Carolyn met his gaze. “And he’s going to kill again.”

Randy tilted his head. “You’re saying they’re connected?”

Carolyn nodded.

“Why?”

It was Carolyn’s turn to wrinkle her brow. “I don’t know,” she answered. “Why are you so quick to believe me?”

Randy smiled. “You have successfully repeated my exact thoughts more than a handful of times since the day we met. This isn’t that far of a leap from reading minds.”

Carolyn laughed. “I can’t read minds.”

“You may not realize it, but that’s what you do every day.”

She bit her lower lip. She hadn’t divulged her abilities to Randy, and yet he nailed it. Her gaze found his, and she tried to read beyond the haze. His mind was a complete blank. “I can’t read minds,” she asserted.

Randy smiled and shrugged. “If you say so.” He stretched out on the bed next to her again, running his hand gently over her stomach, pulling the shirt up to reveal her alabaster skin.

“I’m really not in the mood,” Carolyn replied with a sigh.

“See. You can read minds.” He smiled, continuing his exploration under her shirt, undaunted by her comment.

“Randy!”

He grinned. “What?”

“I’m serious.”

“Fine,” he snapped, his aggravation etched into the tiny lines at the corners of his mouth. He rolled off the bed and headed for the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder just before he slammed the door shut.

Carolyn returned her gaze to the ceiling. The bang of the front door elicited a twitch in her shoulders. Something akin to disappointment burrowed into the lining of her stomach, creating a small ache, and she closed her eyes, shaking her head from side to side in denial. “What the hell am I doing?”
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CAROLYN SAT UP IN bed and her hand clasped her throat as the remnants of another nightmare flashed across her vision. She squinted at the bright overhead light that she had never turned off last night. The clock blinked a little after five in the morning.

Another day, another dead body.

With a sigh, she rubbed her face and swung her legs over the side of the bed. A stretch pulled her the rest of the way out of the covers, and she wandered into the bathroom. After stripping and leaving her clothes in a haphazard bundle on the floor, she stepped into the warm shower, but the water did nothing to wash away the vision.

After getting dressed, Carolyn walked into the kitchen, her mood much fouler than the prior evening. She shoved two pieces of bread in the toaster and slammed the button on the coffee machine, watching impatiently as the black liquid fell into the open pot.

She crossed to the front door, ripped it open, and swept the newspaper off the floor before returning to the kitchen and her burning toast. Bitterness swathed her tongue, and she pulled the coffee cup from her lips in disgust. She needed Starbucks, not this crap.

“Good morning!” Olivia announced as she entered the kitchen.

Carolyn muttered and sailed past her, picking up her briefcase in the living room.

“Carolyn?” Olivia called from the kitchen.

“What?” She spun, glaring at her roommate.

Olivia put her hand on her hip. “I
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