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One Dark Night

 


 


By Jaid Black

 


 



Prologue

Sunday, June 8

3:10 a.m.

 


Even after fifteen years of working as a police
officer, ten of which he’d spent as a homicide detective, the scent
of death never got any easier to stomach. It was a hideous smell,
especially if the flesh of the victim had been decomposing for a
period of time, as was the case tonight.

Detective Thomas Cavanah
stepped over the yellow crime scene tape that had been woven across
twelve feet of muddy ground and chain-linked fence and walked
towards the body of the decomposing victim. He ignored the whirring
of lights from nearby police cars, the buzzing sound of
vultures—also known as reporters—as they clamored around for a
story, and concentrated on the crime scene.

She looked just like the
others before her. Late twenties to mid-thirties. Light brown—maybe
dark blonde?—hair. Average height. Well endowed. Very
dead.

“Cavanah!”

Thomas glanced up at the
familiar sound of his partner’s voice. He absently watched
Detective James Merdino flash his badge at a rookie cop securing
the scene before stepping over the police tape. Thomas cast his
gaze back down to the muddy ground, his thoughts on the
victim.

The UNSUB who did this
woman in likes to play, he thought, his acute brown eyes
immediately noting the several superficial lacerations zigzagging
across her torso. Cuts like that weren’t meant to kill—only to
injure, to torture. To give hope of living where none exists. To
play…

His gaze flicked up to the
woman’s bared breasts. Or what was left of them rather. A large
hole had been dug out of her chest, a gaping wound where her heart
should have been revealing that, just like the others, that
particular organ had been removed from her body—probably when she’d
still been alive.

Thomas pinched the bridge
of his nose. He took a deep breath and blew it out. When the
perpetrator finally allowed the victim to die, she had been
grateful for it, he was certain.

“On my way over
headquarters informed me that the heart was missing,” James said,
squatting down on the ground next to the victim. “I see they got
that right.”

“This dude is one sick
bastard,” Thomas muttered, his gravelly voice kept low.

“They all are.”

Thomas’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Not like
this, bro.”

James nodded down to the
victim. “He tied her up like the others.”

“Yes.”

“Any signs of a struggle?”

Thomas snorted at that.
“Hell yeah she struggled,” he growled.

“You know what I mean—”

“But whether or not she
struggled before he tied her up I just don’t know.” Thomas frowned. “Let’s hope
the coroner can answer that one. We need something more to go on
because right now we have as much as we did when the last body
surfaced—nothing.” He ran a hand through his dark brown hair, the
muscle in his bicep bulging. “Why do I have a feeling Dr. Goldstein
is going to say she’s too badly decomposed to tell?”

“Because she is. They
always are.” James sighed, standing up before his
partner.

“He’s gotten good,” Thomas
murmured. “Too good. He knows how to cut them, how to hide them,
never fucks up. Never leaves DNA traces behind.”

“He will eventually. And
when he does, my friend, we’ll get his ass.”

Thomas was silent for a
protracted moment as he considered that. “Right now we’ve only got
one thing going for us. His ego. It’s getting bigger and
bigger.”

He glanced back down at the
victim, his eyes narrowed in concentration. The laceration marks
across her torso were almost artsy this time. “He’s not just
cutting them up and killing them anymore. He’s taking his time,
confident in his ability to keep from getting caught.”

“And the more time he spends with them…”

“The more chance there is
that he’ll leave behind a fiber—anything.”

James nodded. “We’ll get him, buddy. I know
we’ll get him.”

Thomas forced his intense
gaze away from the victim’s body. His brown eyes clashed with his
partner’s. “I just hope we get him before he gets anybody
else.”

Silence.

That scenario was as unlikely as the perp
turning himself in, a fact both detectives implicitly understood
would never happen.

Somebody else would
die.

And given Lucifer’s penchant for playing, it
would happen soon.


Chapter 1

Sunday, June 8

11:10 a.m.

 


“How much blood has he lost?”

Dr. Nicole “Nikki” Adenike
put the question to the OR nurse as she quickly scrubbed down,
preparing for an emergency surgery. The victim took a bullet
through the chest, just two inches shy of his heart.

“A hell of a lot. We can’t
even tell.”

“Drug related?”

“Yep.”

Not that it mattered. Not
that she cared. It was Nikki’s job to save the man’s life, not to
play judge and jury. When he was healed he would be handed over to
the Cleveland Police Department. Until then, she had a job to
do.

“Has he been prepped?” she asked as they ran
together from surgery toward the awaiting victim in the operating
room.

“Prepped down in
ER.”

The scene inside the OR
room would have looked like chaos to the casual, untrained
observer. In all actuality the team of nurses and doctors attending
to the victim moved with expert precision, the singular goal of
saving the drug dealer’s life paramount to all else.

“We have to move fast so
don’t make me repeat myself,” Nikki calmly intoned as she took her
place next to the victim. “Nurse, gauze please.”

For the next eight hours
Nikki worked like Mozart before the piano, doing what it was she
did best. Her hands were steady, her fingers skilled. She detached
herself from the pandemonium around her, concentrating instead on
picking out the bullet, restoring the victim’s vital signs, and
sewing up the obscenely gaping hole in his chest.

Easier said than done.
There was a lot of blood loss. His vitals were touch and go. Twice
she almost lost him.

But in the end, eight
hours, a perspired brow, and a fatigued body later, the victim’s
chest had been sewn back up sans the bullet, his vitals improving
if not fully restored.

He would live. He would be
staring at the inside of a jail cell soon enough, but he’d
live.

Her job was done. Today.

“You did good,” Juanita
Brown remarked as she swiped at the sweat from her forehead with
the back of her hand.

Nikki smiled, then tiredly
patted the younger nurse on the back. Juanita was a terrific lady
to work with, her favorite on the trauma surgery team. They’d been
saving lives together since Nikki had been a resident surgeon. “You
weren’t too bad yourself, kiddo.”

Juanita half smiled and
half sighed. “Damn, I’m beat. I’d say let’s go grab a bite to eat,
but I’d rather go catch some Zs.”

“Me too. I’ll grab a burger from a fast food
place on my way home.”

“Watch out. That stuff will
kill ya.” They shared an insider smile, both of them recalling the
man they’d saved together barely a week past after he’d almost
choked himself to death by swallowing hamburger bites too fast.
“You on call tomorrow?”

“Nope.” Nikki grinned. “I
have a day off if you can believe it.”

“Well enjoy it. I got stuck pulling a double
shift.”

“Hey I’ve had my fair share
of those. See you Tuesday, Nita.”

“I’ll be here.”

Fifteen minutes later, Nikki had changed into
her street clothes, alighted into her Mercedes Benz, and was
driving toward the apartment she rented out in a high-rise complex
that catered to doctors and other affluent professionals who worked
at or around Cleveland General. Only ten minutes away, it was a
logical place to live when people were depending on you to show up
at the hospital on a moment’s notice in order to perform emergency
surgeries.

The minute the hospital was
out of sight, so too was it out of mind. Nikki had learned the
importance of leaving her work at work long ago to avoid
burnout.

She doubted that most
people could appreciate the stress that is inherent with playing
God in people’s lives, to know that they lived or died depending
upon how well you performed on any given day. There was no room for
error. Only for precision. An impossibility given the fact that she
was human.

Due to the nature of her
occupation it was vital to not only be a skilled healer, but also a
skilled commander of people that her trauma team respected. They
looked to her for direction, for the ability to provide authority
and leadership.

Not that she was
complaining. Nikki loved her job, always had. She took a lot of
pride in what she did and the fact that she did it so well. Nobody,
however, can be precise, commanding and authoritative all the time,
so she looked forward to her days off as a time to recuperate, a
time where she could be plain old Nikki instead of the respected
surgeon, Dr. Nicole Adenike.

Exhausted, Nikki smiled as
the high-rise complex she lived in loomed into view. She patted the
grease-stained paper bag sitting on the passenger’s seat beside
her.

First a burger and then a
hot bubble bath. Damn, she loved her days off.

 


* * * * *

“Another body was discovered in the early hours of the morning
outside downtown Cleveland’s financial district. The victim,
identified through dental records as thirty-three-year-old Linda
Hughes, was a well-respected international tax accountant at the
prestigious Waterson, Helman, and Pandley firm.

Reported missing several
months ago, news of her death nevertheless came as a shock to
family, friends, and co-workers, all of whom described Linda to
reporters as an affable, highly intelligent businesswoman and
friend.”

Nikki watched the news report on the flat panel
TV display that had been mounted onto a nearby wall from the
bathtub she was soaking in. She absently worked soap bubbles over
her breasts, then up and down her arms, as the victim’s shaken
mother spoke tearfully before the cameras.

“If this can happen to my
Linda, it can happen to any woman,” Mrs. Hughes said, her voice
quivering. “My daughter was a smart woman. She never would have
gotten herself into a preventable situation.”

Which meant, as the police
no doubt already suspected, Linda had trusted the man who had
murdered her. It was kind of unnerving to think that this
particular serial killer had ingratiated himself into the lives of
so many women—so many smart women at that. Doctors, lawyers,
CEOs…the man whom the Cleveland press had dubbed “Lucifer” was
nobody’s fool, she thought.

The phone rang, breaking
Nikki out of her reverie. She reached for the TV’s remote and hit
the power button, flicking the box off at the same time she
answered the cordless. “Hello?”

“Hey Nik. It’s Kim.”

Nikki smiled into the
phone. Kimberly Cox was her nearest and dearest friend. “After
sixteen years, one would think you would quit identifying yourself
every time you call. I do recognize your voice, my dear,” she said
teasingly. “I’ve only known you since, oh, college.”

“Hey, you never know. We’re
both thirty-four now. Starting to lose brain cells and
all.”

“Uh huh.” Nikki tucked a
light brown lock of hair behind her ear. “What’s up?”

They chatted for a few minutes, catching up
on the past seven days, neither of them having had time to phone
the other at all last week.

“As nice as that sounds,
I’m too beat to go out tonight,” Nikki said regretfully. “I feel
like bumming around in my sweats and that pina colada stained
t-shirt I got when we vacationed in St. Maarten.” She smiled when
Kim chuckled nostalgically. “Want to do brunch tomorrow
instead?”

“Sounds good. I really need…I need to talk,
to see you.”

Nikki’s eyebrows slowly
drew together. “Is something wrong, kiddo? If there is I’ll be
right over—”

“Nothing that can’t wait
until tomorrow,” Kim cut in.

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Nikki wasn’t precisely
certain she believed her, but decided to let it go. The last thing
she wanted to be was a nag. “That little French bistro in the
Flats. At, let’s say, eleven?”

“It’s a deal.”

She hung up the phone a
minute later, the next day’s plans cemented. Whatever was worrying
Kim, they would deal with it together over crepes tomorrow. Their
usual method of enlightenment.

Tonight, she told herself,
was for Nikki. And for her, um…research.


Chapter 2

Sunday, June 8

10:23 p.m.



Okay, so it wasn’t research
in the clinical sense. In fact, most people would probably chalk it
up to reading porn, but in Nikki’s eyes it was still legitimate
research. That it involved the sex life she aspired to have one day
rather than work was beside the point.

Her gaze skimmed over the
books sitting in her lap. The titles said it all. She nibbled on
her lower lip, wondering if she was depraved or if other
professional women in high-stress careers fantasized about the
types of situations she fantasized about.

Submitting To The
Master.

The Definitive Guide To Bottoming.

Sexual Servitude 101.

Uggh. Her mother would roll over in her grave if
she had any inkling that the greatest sexual aspiration her surgeon
of a daughter possessed was to dramatically submit her body as a
sensual offering to a dominant man behind the closed bedroom
door.

Then again, her mother would roll over in her
grave if she knew Nikki had any sexual aspirations at all.

She sighed, deciding that, if nothing else, her
fantasy life would make for an excellent edition to the Jerry
Springer show.

These deviant physicians say there is
nothing wrong with getting handcuffed to a bed and made to perform
fellatio on the alpha males in their lives. Stay tuned as we talk
to doctors who like to get down and dirty. Coming up next on Jerry
Springer…

Nikki shook her head. Down and dirty indeed. She
hadn’t performed fellatio on a male, or done anything else with or
to one for that matter, in over three years. She was as celibate as
a saint, she thought a bit grimly. Single and celibate. She didn’t
mind the former, liked it in fact, but the latter really
sucked.

Moving the Domination/submission books from her
lap to the coffee table, she stood up and made her way over to the
computer. She absently switched on the power button, her attention
temporarily snagged by the mirror suspended to her left on the
wall.

She pressed her face in closer, wondering what
it was that men saw when they looked at her. Did they think she was
at all attractive? At least average, maybe? Or did they think she
was ugly? Too serious? Too brainy? Too…something?

Whatever it was, she thought, it was definitely
keeping her from scoring.

She chuckled at her own thoughts. “Scoring,” she
murmured. “You sound like a middle-aged pervert, Nikki. And a male
one at that.”

She sighed, deciding that’s what happens to a
woman when her sex life is as barren as the Sahara. She
straightened her shoulders, giving her features a serious, critical
evaluation.

She wasn’t ugly, she decided. Not gorgeous, but
definitely not ugly. Nor was she plain. Her face was pretty in its
own way, her eyes wide and green, her lips full and soft. Her nose
was a bit longer than what was considered fashionable and her smile
was slightly crooked, but all in all she wasn’t too bad. Unusual
looking perhaps, but not too bad.

Her light brown hair was long and curly and
typically rolled into a neat bun at the nape of her neck for work.
Her coloring was good for someone who rarely had time to see the
sun, a light beige given to tanning on the rare occasion she made
it outdoors.

At five-feet six inches she was neither tall nor
short. At one hundred and forty-five pounds she was neither skinny
nor overweight. She was just average—boringly average.

The only thing that stood out about her body,
she admitted, was her chest. Even she, her own worst critic,
thought she had nice breasts. They were large and round, and still
on the perky side for thirty-four. Perhaps not the sexiest chest in
the world, but it would do.

“So why are you dateless, Nikki?” she murmured
to her reflection. She absently wondered if a makeover would
heighten her appearance at all. “What the heck is wrong with
you?”

Nothing was wrong with her and she knew it. The
average man was intimidated by her professional accomplishments, a
fact she had long ago come to accept. A cliché perhaps where career
women are concerned, but a true one nevertheless. So it was either
go dateless or couple off with fellow physicians who, like her, had
little time on their hands to devote to a relationship.

Truthfully, she loved her career too much to
care for the most part. It was just on nights like this, when she
was over tired from a long workday and allowing herself to indulge
in the occasional therapeutic bout of self-pity, that she gave her
lack of a dating life any thought at all.

Otherwise she was happy. Content in who she was,
happy with her life. Besides, she silently conceded to the mirror
before glancing away from it and sitting down in front of the
computer, the dates she had gone out on in the past year had been
far from earth-shatteringly profound.

A few months ago there had been Ted. A fellow
physician and a nice guy, but oh so dull. She’d dated him twice,
deciding to try and stick it out. Then he’d dumped
her, wanting to be “friends”. She hadn’t been saddened in
the least.

Before Ted there was Mike. Another physician,
another nice guy, another man who put the d in dull.
Him she’d dated three times before they’d parted their separate
ways, that time of mutual accord.

And, finally, before Mike there was Elliott. A
physician. A nice guy. Dull. Yada, yada, yada. Same story,
different doctor.

Nikki sighed, wondering for the first time if
all three of those men had really been as dull as she remembered or
if the fact that her fantasy life was a bit more dramatic than what
was probably considered normal could account for it. Simply put,
she couldn’t imagine any of her former dates handcuffing her to a
bed, and then treating her body like a sexual offering to a
dominant god. She blushed, mortified by the thought that she might
be abnormal.

“You’re a weirdo,” she dismally muttered to
herself as she brought up her email. “A definite weirdo.”

She didn’t know why she fantasized about sexual
submission, only knew that she did. Perhaps it was because she was
so in control in her professional and personal lives that she
wanted to be helplessly out of control in the bedroom.

Perhaps it was because she knew she’d never be
considered a great beauty, yet to have a man desire her in such an
all-consuming way would make her feel like one. In all of the D/s
books, the Dominant spent hour upon hour laving attention on the
body of his or her submissive, bringing them to climax over and
over again. Due to the complexities required of the relationship,
such as the complete trust put into the Dominant, a D/s partnership
is supposed to be more bonding and emotionally rewarding than many
other kinds of relationships.

Maybe her fantasies were all very Freudian in
nature and somehow or another they stemmed back to her childhood,
to a time when her mother’s needs had always been paramount and
Nikki’s had mattered very little. Growing up, she had been a shy,
chubby girl, an awkward kid with pimples and thick glasses who was
more comfortable surrounded by books than by people.

Books never disappointed…people always did.

That was the lesson she’d learned early in life,
and one that hadn’t been easy to surmount. She couldn’t count how
many times she had tried to reach out to her emotionally vacant
mother, how many times she had thrown her arms around her middle
for a hug, only to feel her mother tense up. Eventually she had
stopped trying.

A child takes experiences like that personally
because they aren’t mature enough to realize that the vacancy and
neglect has nothing to do with them and everything to do with the
one neglecting them. All a child understands is that they want the
one they love to show love back. When that love is not expressed
physically, through hugs and kisses and smiles, they take it to
heart. Nikki had been no exception to that rule.

Maybe it was because she was plump and
unattractive, a young Nikki had thought. Maybe her mother was
disappointed by the fact that she wasn’t a part of the in-crowd.
She didn’t know. All she knew at the time was that she ached for
affection from a woman who was unable, for whatever reason, to
bestow it upon her.

Nikki had loved her mother to her dying
day—passionately at that. Still did. And although she wasn’t the
type to sit around and bemoan her upbringing, for as an adult she
was able to realize that her mother loved her in her own way and
had been dealing with problems of her own, the emotional neglect
Nikki had experienced at her hands left her feeling very lonely and
isolated as a child. She couldn’t help but to wonder if that
accounted, at least in part, for the types of all-consuming
fantasies she now entertained.

Fantasies of being the sole recipient of one
man’s undivided, sensual attention. Fantasies of being longed for,
desired…wanted.

D/s requires by its very nature for the Dominant
to be in tune with the emotional and sexual needs of his or her
submissive. It would be impossible, after all, to place enough
trust in a person to permit them to handcuff you to a bed if you
suspected they didn’t pay the proper amount of attention to the
emotional and physical reactions elicited by their touch. It is
crucial for the Dominant to be focused on the submissive’s needs at
all stages of the game.

Or at least that’s how it was supposed to be
according to all the Domination/submission texts and fictional
stories. Whether or not it actually played out like that in reality
she hadn’t a clue.

But damn did she want to find out.

Nikki took a deep breath, realizing as she did
that she was unlikely to ever get her answers firsthand. She wasn’t
willing to chance something like that getting out about her,
for if it did her career would be irreparably damaged. She also
didn’t want to live a D/s lifestyle twenty-four hours a day and
seven days a week. She only wanted to experience it behind the
closed bedroom door. So, in the end, what were her fantasies worth
to her?

She frowned. Unfortunately, a lot.

Perhaps if she could meet a like-minded
professional…

She snorted at her thoughts. Yeah. As if a
like-minded professional would advertise for a sexual submissive
anywhere. He’d be just as afraid as she was of his own career being
ruined by gossip!

Nikki sighed as she pulled up her web browser.
If she couldn’t experience D/s firsthand, she could at least live
vicariously by reading stories about fictional women who had.

 


* * * * *

“Oh God!” I screamed.

I wanted him to take me, to ravish me, to
plunge his stiff cock deep inside of my wet, awaiting pussy.

The metal of the handcuffs lay cold against
my heated skin. The power that emanated from him was a tangible
thing.

“Master! Please fuck me—Master!”

Nikki squirmed in her chair, the e-book having a
decidedly pronounced affect on her libido. “I’m pathetic,” she
mused even as she drew her face closer to the screen. “Completely
and utterly pathetic.”

She decided not to think too much on that
admission lest she grow depressed.

An hour later the e-book had ended, the Master
and the sex slave had fallen in love, gotten married, and the
heroine was pregnant. A typical romance, if a bit more brazen than
most. She loved it.

Curious about the author, she typed her name in
the web browser, added dot com onto the end of it, and waited to
see if she had her own site. Sure enough, she did. Nikki spent over
an hour researching every title the author had written for future
reference, then clicked on the Links page just to see what was
there.

The author’s favorite authors. The author’s
favorite vacation spots. The author’s favorite—

Whoa! What was this?

Her eyes wide, Nikki backtracked up the web
page.

“Favorite alternative sites,” she murmured,
reading the text aloud. Her wide green gaze zeroed in on one site
in particular. “Dom4me.com,” she whispered.

She gulped, her heartbeat inexplicably racing as
she clicked on the hyperlink. You are pathetic, she thought
excitedly as the website opened up and displayed on her screen.
You find a place that specializes in D/s personal ads and your
body reacts like a kid on Christmas Eve!

Nikki spent the next two hours giddily sifting
through dozens upon dozens of ads. There were older men, younger
men, short men, tall men, pudgy men, and muscular men—all of them
Dominants, all of them looking for bedroom submissives.

She narrowed her search down to the five ads
that appealed to her the most. None of the five had photographs
attached to them, but all of the five were intelligent, well
written, and posted by men who claimed to be professionals that,
just like her, needed the utmost discretion concerning this part of
their lives.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she grinned as
she opened up a word processing program and began to type out a
brief description and bio of herself. She kept the biography very
general, not wanting anything to be traced back to her.

I’m a thirty-four-year-old professional
woman seeking to be sexually submissive in the bedroom, but
otherwise my partner’s equal…

After creating a special account for D/s email,
she put a few polishing touches on the bio, then copied and pasted
it into five separate emails and whizzed it off to the recipients
she’d carefully chosen. That accomplished, she sat back in her
chair and took a deep breath.

She had done it. She had actually replied to
five D/s ads.

She sighed, convinced nothing would come of
it.

“They’re probably a bunch of phonies,” she
muttered, standing up.

She switched off the computer screen, doubting
she’d hear a word back from any of them.

And if she did, she mused, all five of them
would be fat, bald, ugly men who still lived at home with their
mommies.


Chapter 3

Monday, June 9

11:17 a.m.

 


“Mmm mmm. These are excellent, Nik.”

“Agreed,” Nikki cheerfully concurred around a
mouthful of strawberry jam and butter crème crepe. She chewed the
bite and swallowed. “The best I’ve ever had. Bar none.”

Kim smiled, the gesture absent.

Nikki stilled, her eyebrows drawing together
quizzically. “What’s wrong, hon?” She set down her fork. “You
sounded weird on the phone last night too. What is it?”

Kim closed her eyes briefly, rubbing her temples
as she sighed. There were visible bags under her eyes, Nikki
noticed for the first time. As though she hadn’t slept in days.
“Kim?” she quietly prodded, worried.

“It’s happening again,” Kim murmured. She opened
her eyes and found her best friend’s gaze. “Just like last time.
Only worse.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean…”

“Yeah. That.” Kim snorted, glancing away. “God,
I’m a freak,” she mumbled.

“That’s not true,” Nikki said softly, her gaze
gentling. “You are…gifted.”

Kim half smiled and half groaned. “I’m just
lucky I have you to talk to. Can you imagine me confiding
this…this…mess to anyone other than you?”

No, Nikki couldn’t. But she didn’t say as
much.

She couldn’t blame Kim for keeping that aspect
of herself a secret. Admitting that one had visions, premonitions,
ESP—whatever you wanted to label it—might go over well in some New
Age artsy circles, but you might as well wear a tattoo on your head
that said “Looney Tune” if admitting to it in theirs. They lived in
the heart of Ohio for goodness sake.

Nikki hated conceding to a prejudice, but if
anyone except Kim had confided their psychic abilities to
her, she wouldn’t have believed them. She didn’t know why because
such occurrences were very possible from a physiological
standpoint. Possible, just not probable, as humans tend to utilize
a very small portion of the brain.

But Kim…how could she not believe studious,
upright Kim? A teacher of physics at the prestigious Eastern
Academy, an elite boarding school in Hudson, her best friend was as
sensible and logical as people come.

“You said the occurrences have gotten worse.”
Nikki thought back on the last time, the time when Kim had been
able to locate a missing bracelet in an area she’d never before
been to or even heard of. Not a big deal really. Just kind of neat.
She cleared her throat then lowered her voice, not wanting anyone
to overhear their conversation. “How so?”

“They’ve become clearer, crisper. It’s hard to
explain…” She sighed as she ran a punishing hand through her blonde
hair. “And darker.”

“Darker?” Nikki murmured. “What do you
mean?”

Kim’s eyes were intense, her expression pained.
“I’m envisioning awful things, Nik. Stuff worse than you can even
begin to imagine.” She shook her head slightly. “I don’t know what
to do, don’t know how to turn it off. It’s awful. Awful!”

Nikki blew out a breath, uncertain as to what
she could possibly say to put her friend’s mind at ease. Then
again, she conceded, sometimes there wasn’t anything that could be
said. Sometimes the best therapy was simply to listen, to allow
your friend to vent. “Go on,” she said encouragingly.

“In my dreams,” Kim whispered. “It’s awful. The
images of blood and screams…” She let her sentence trail off as she
took a deep breath. Nikki’s eyes widened.

Kim smiled softly. “You’re a terrific friend,
Nik. I feel better having told you even that much. But I came here
to forget. Let’s just eat our crepes, okay?”

“Oh sure,” Nikki said dryly, trying to lighten
the mood a bit. “Drop a bomb like that and then leave me hanging.”
She smiled as though teasing, but she was serious. Kim had never
dreamt morbid things before. That she did now was a bit
unsettling.

She had known Kim since their undergrad days at
Youngstown, the mental click between them instant and strong. If
one were to judge solely by outward appearances, they would have
seemed ill-suited as best friends back in those days. Kim heralded
from an extremely affluent family, while Nikki’s upbringing had
been lower middle class at best. Kim was tall, blonde, and
fashionable, while Nikki had been a shy, plain Jane of a bookworm
with almost no fashion sense.

And yet, surprising as it was to the
superficial, they had hit it off from the moment they’d met in
English Lit and had been all but inseparable ever since. What the
superficial hadn’t realized, of course, was how much Nikki and Kim
had in common on the inside—everything from emotionally vacant
parents, to a love of French bistros, to a shared disdain of
shopping.

Their personalities went together like red beans
and rice, like peanut butter and jelly, or as the running joke had
been in those days thanks to MTV, like Beavis and Butthead. Nikki
had been shy and socially awkward, never feeling as though she fit
in anywhere. Kim had felt much the same way, she’d just done a
better job at hiding it. “Always smile,” had been Kim’s motto.
“Never let the assholes get you down.”

At any rate, they had both been enrolled in the
same pre-med accelerated program and had finished their Bachelors
in two years time. Whereas Nikki had continued on, enrolling in
medical school at nineteen, Kim had decided against it, physics by
then her raison d’etre.

After leaving the accelerated NEOUCOM program
behind, both women headed for Harvard, allowing their friendship to
further grow and strengthen. Nikki had been in medical school, Kim
in the physics department, but they had spent time together every
night after classes were out, having decided prior to arriving in
Cambridge to share an apartment.

They had struck up a deal from the beginning.
Because Nikki had come from such humble beginnings and possessed
little money, rather than getting further in debt and taking out
loans to pay for her share of an apartment in Cambridge, Kim
covered all the bills. In exchange Nikki had done all the cooking,
which she loved to do anyway and Kim had never taken to.

Those years had been a blast. They had grown up
together, became women together, taught each other, and learned
from one another. Kim had given Nikki fashion sense, and Nikki had
given Kim the security of knowing she was loved not for how much
money she’d inherited, but because she was simply Kim.

They had watched each other fall in love for the
first time, and then held each other when their hearts were broken
for the first time. They had shared each other’s victories and felt
each other’s disappointments. That Kim was purposely withholding
information from her now after their long and meaningful history
was disturbing.

“I’m sorry,” Kim said. “I’ll confide more in you
when I feel up to recounting it, okay?”

Silence.

“Kim…” Nikki sighed. “I don’t want to press
you—really I don’t.” She ran her hands through her hair as she
expelled a breath of air. “But you didn’t ask me to meet you today
just to eat crepes and we both know it.”

“I don’t want to be a burden, Nik. I know things
at work are crazy for you right now. Dr. Sorenson has it out for
you and—”

Nikki waved that away. “I can handle Dr.
Sorenson. He’s such a whiner that the Chief of Staff doesn’t put
any stock into what he groans about anyway. Honestly.” She gave her
a level look. “Besides, Kimmie, you are my best friend. If you
can’t unload on me, then what kind of a friend am I?”

Kim considered that for a moment. “Okay, fair
enough. But I have to warn you…” She sighed. “Nikki, these images
are not pleasant.”

“I’m a surgeon. There is little I haven’t
seen.”

“Touché.”

Nikki offered her an encouraging smile. She
lowered her voice. “Go on, sweetheart. Tell me. You need to get
this off your chest.”

Kim was quiet for a prolonged moment.
Eventually, however, she made eye contact and lowered her voice to
the same hush as her friend’s. “There is this woman…” She shook her
head. “I don’t know who she is, or even what she looks like. The
image on that in my dreams is so muted as to be nonexistent.”

“Go on,” Nikki murmured.

Kim quietly cleared her throat. “She is
enraptured with this man. This man who, just like her, I cannot
see. Except for his eyes.” She shivered. “His eyes are the most
chilling, icy blue. Anyway, that’s neither here nor there.”

Nikki nodded, but said nothing.

Kim leaned in closer. “She goes to meet him.
Funnily enough, considering that she cares for this man, I get the
impression this is the first time she’ll have ever met him face to
face.”

Nikki’s forehead wrinkled, but she said
nothing.

“I know. That makes no sense. Anyway, after
that, the images flash-forward to this black space. A dark room? An
abandoned house? I don’t know. It’s so dark I can see nothing but
silhouettes. I’m able to see what is happening to the man and the
woman by a single ray of moonlight that penetrates wherever it is
the couple is standing. Other than that, I get no impressions of
where they are.” She frowned. “The scent of water is strong—very
strong.”

Kim sighed, looking away. “That’s when it
becomes awful, Nik. The things he does to her…”

She glanced back, making eye contact. “This
woman is tortured for hours. And when I say tortured, I do mean
tortured. I’m not talking a little bit of pain here. I’m talking
being raped so brutally that blood flows down her legs. And while
he’s raping her, he’s also stabbing her. He stabs her just right,
so that the cuts don’t kill her until he’s ready to deliver the
deathblow. So he can keep pumping away inside of her while she’s
still alive.”

Nikki’s eyes widened. She shifted in her chair,
the tale uncomfortable but engrossing.

“And the entire time he’s doing this to her…”
Kim briefly closed her eyes while she took a deep breath.

“Go on,” Nikki whispered. “Tell me.”

“The entire time he’s doing this to her he’s
humming—humming the theme song from the movie Somewhere in
Time.”

“Jesus.” Nikki blinked, then blew out a breath
of air. “No wonder you’ve got bags under your eyes. You must not be
getting a wink of restful sleep. How long have you been having this
dream? Is it the same one every time?”

Kim shrugged. “More or less. It varies in detail
now and again, but yeah, it’s basically the same dream.”

“How many nights now?” she asked again.

Kim sighed. “Fourteen.”

“Fourteen!” Nikki frowned. She didn’t know what
to make of this. She also didn’t know what to suggest to make Kim
feel better. She’d have bags under her eyes the size of Texas if
she had been haunted every night the past two weeks with images
like that.

“Have you thought about talking to someone,
hon?” Nikki reached across the table and gently placed her hand
over Kim’s. “You know, a professional?”

Kim scoffed at that. “I’m not crazy!”

“I know that!” Nikki said with just as much
force. “I didn’t mean that so don’t go getting your feathers
ruffled.” She squeezed Kim’s hand. “I’m a surgeon, not a
psychiatrist, but surely there has to be something on the market
that can stop dreams. Then again, maybe not. But you should at
least find out!”

“No way.” Kim pulled her hand out from beneath
Nikki’s and made one definitive slash with it through the air. “No
way am I going to a shrink. Uh uh. No.”

Nikki sighed. She was stubborn as a goat. Yet
another trait they had in common.

“Kimmie,” she said quietly, “a recurring
nightmare does not a premonition make. All of your verifiable
premonitions have been small, almost insignificant in scope. And
they have always occurred while awake, never in slumber.
This sounds more like disturbed sleep patterns than anything else!
Lots of people experience recurring dreams. You should see a
doctor.”

“Maybe you’re right, but…” She blew out a breath
of air. “I can’t.”

“May I ask why? It’s hardly a mark on your
character.”

“Work,” she admitted. “If they ever found
out…”

“They won’t. Besides, we don’t know that this is
a premonition. As I said before it could be something as simple as
a recurring dream.”

Kim looked at her skeptically. “I really don’t
think so, Nik,” she whispered. “But lets use the best possible
scenario and say that you’re right. Even so, what do you think
would happen to my job if it was found out that I keep have
disturbing recurring dreams about rape and torture?”

Her career would be over. Nikki frowned. She
couldn’t deny the saliency of that argument. An elite boarding
school would never have a potential nutcase on staff. Not that Kim
was crazy, but they’d treat her as though she was.

“Fair enough,” Nikki murmured, feeling as
defeated as Kim looked. She was silent for a moment and then, “What
are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” Kim forced a grin. “Sell my
memoirs and become fabulously wealthy?”

Nikki snorted at that. “You’re already
fabulously wealthy,” she muttered.

“Okay. So I’ll give the proceeds to charity
then.”

“Kim…”

“Don’t chastise me, okay?” She sighed. “Look,
Nik, I’ll figure something out. I promise. But you have to
understand that I can’t let something like this get out.”

Nikki smiled supportively, but on the inside she
was still worried. “Sure,” she whispered. “I understand.”

Kim smiled back. “I wish you did understand.”
She glanced away, her look thoughtful. “But you can’t possibly know
what it feels like to be a freak,” she murmured.

Not true, Nikki thought, biting down onto her
lip. It might not be exactly the same thing, but her intense D/s
longings made her different, unusual. She didn’t really want to
know just how unusual. And, like Kim, she didn’t want to chance her
career being ruined if word got out.

That’s why she hadn’t confided her yearnings to
anyone. Embarrassment was why she hadn’t even confided them to her
best friend.

“You’re not a freak,” Nikki softly reiterated.
“You’re just gifted.”

 


* * * * *

“Boy oh boy, is this hombre gifted or what?”

Detective Thomas Cavanah snorted at Dr. Felix
Goldstein’s sarcastic assessment of Lucifer’s work. He’d known the
fifty-year-old coroner for over five years and highly respected
him. “Or what,” Thomas murmured.

“His cuts are clean, precise. His hands are
steady.”

“How pro do they look? Are we talking Boy Scout
level, a surgeon, what?”

“Maybe a surgeon but not one that graduated at
the top of his class if so. Somewhere in between is my best
guestimate,” Felix said thoughtfully. He threw a white sheet over
the remains of Linda Hughes, then motioned for Thomas to follow him
into an adjoining conference room.

“Well that only leaves a million or so
occupations to plug into the databases,” Thomas said dryly. “Thanks
for clearing that up, doc.”

Felix smiled. “I wish it was that easy.” He
sighed as he took a seat behind the desk. “Because of how my field
is portrayed in the media, people think my job is simple.” He held
up a hand. “The coroner examines the dead, runs a few tests, and
the perp is nabbed. If only it really was that
straightforward.”

One corner of Thomas’s mouth hitched up in a
gesture of camaraderie. He knew exactly how Dr. Goldstein felt. In
the movies, a cop’s job was more science than art. In reality, the
opposite was true. There was a lot of science involved, these days
more so than ever before, but it still came down to intuition, gut
instinct, problem solving skills, and tenacity. In a word, art.

“So,” Thomas said as he took the seat across
from the coroner. He tugged at his suit, feeling big and
uncomfortable in it. At six-foot-three and carrying around
two-hundred-forty pounds of solid muscle, he had never warmed up to
the professional suit attire of a detective. He belonged in a
football jersey and sweats. “You got anything new?” he inquired,
his gravelly voice sounding sharp for a man who hadn’t slept in two
days.

“Actually, yes,” Felix said, surprising him.

Thomas’s eyes slightly widened. He ran a
callused hand across his five o’clock shadow. “Well hell, doc, why
didn’t you say so?”

“Very rarely do I get to make such a dramatic
announcement. Allow me to savor it, eh?”

Thomas smiled. “What do you got for me?”

Felix sighed. “Not as much as I’d like, but at
least it’s something.”

The detective sat up straighter in his chair.
“Go on,” he prodded.

“We’ve got a fiber.”

Yes. “It doesn’t belong to Ms. Hughes?
You’re certain?”

“Positive.”

Thomas’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of
fiber?”

Felix frowned. “Now there’s the shit part.”

“The shit part?” He grunted. “What are you
saying, doc?”

“I’m saying that the fiber was too threadbare to
positively ID.” The coroner sighed. “When I burned it down to
analyze there just wasn’t enough there, buddy.”

Thomas closed his eyes, momentary defeat gnawing
at him.

“But…”

“But?” His eyes flew open. “There’s a but?”

Felix smiled. “A small one, but yes, there is a
but.”

He threw a hand towards him. “What is it?”

“Just my hunch.” The coroner steepled his
fingertips together. “My hunch will never hold up in court—you know
that, detective. The defense would shred it to bits.”

Thomas waved that away. All he needed was a
lead. He’d find evidence that would hold up in court once he had
something to go on. “Tell me.”

Felix nodded. “Leather. I think the fiber was
black leather.”

Thomas chewed on that for a protracted moment.
“Any particular reason you think that?”

“None. Just experience, detective. Nothing more,
nothing less.”

But experience made up for plenty. He inclined
his head, and then rose to his feet. “Thanks, doc,” he murmured,
holding out his hand for a shake. “Let me know if you find anything
else.”

 


* * * * *

Kimberly Cox arrived back home a little past two
in the afternoon. She felt drained by the time she opened up the
doors to the colonial style brick mansion nestled within the elite
suburb of Hudson where she lived, worked, and had been raised.

To outsiders, she led a charmed life. Having
been born the sole heiress of a multi-millionaire father, she had
wanted for nothing her entire life. Indeed, she had never felt the
social pressure to outperform others in the way that many of her
peers she had gone to school with had. She had grown up knowing it
wasn’t necessary, counting herself blessed that she could choose to
work at a profession she loved rather than feeling obligated to
choose one merely because it was high paying.

She didn’t have to keep up with the Joneses. The
Joneses were too busy trying to keep up with her. Not that she
bothered competing.

Much to her social snob of a father’s dismay,
his only child had never cared much about coming off to others as
pretentious and worldly. She was just plain old Kim, a spinster
schoolteacher who loved working with kids and was passionate about
physics—a subject most people fell asleep just thinking about.

Kim valued logic and reason, higher thoughts and
self-contemplation. She did not value this…this thing…that
she had become.

She sighed a bit wearily as she padded into the
bedroom, exhausted from a lack of sleep these past two weeks. She
could only pray that the fates would grant her mind a bit of
surcease and permit her to get some much-needed rest this
afternoon.

Sleep without dreams. Sleep without
nightmares.

She was beginning to forget what it felt
like.

“Please,” she whispered to the walls as she
stretched out onto the four-poster bed and closed her eyes. “No
blood. No death. No screams.”

Her dreams of late had been a bit more
complicated than what she’d expounded upon to Nikki. Not much, but
a little. She hadn’t particularly seen the point in going on
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