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-1-

 

I was not without competition at the police academy. 

From the moment I crossed the threshold of the academy’s main hall, I felt constant competition with and irritation toward one character in particular. 

Dan DeMilo was an arrogant shit of a man who made a clear first impression on me from the very first ignorant remark of his that I overheard.

“They have a quota, you see,” DeMilo had been telling one of the other recruits. “They have to hire so many of certain ethnic backgrounds and so many women.  It’s called equal opportunity. I call it a shame that my own brother didn’t make the cut. He’s a Caucasian male, after all.  Me… I have two college diplomas and I was on the waiting list for two years. Caucasian male, you see. It’s blatant racism and sexism, I tell ya.” 

He gave a gruff laugh, but the only truly funny thing was, the ignorant moron didn’t seem to understand that his own comments were blatantly racist and sexist. 

He continued by stressing, “Being a Caucasian male is a double whammy against us.  They probably deduct ten points from the interview score sheet for that alone.”

From that point on, I felt the pressure to excel, to prove that I wasn’t there just to fill some administrative quota or represent my gender, but because I was fit to become a police officer.   

I was out to prove myself worthy of the title.  

I was measured in many ways at the academy, but none so harshly as by the scrutiny of DeMilo, who certainly bore an old-fashioned grudge against women who dared to call themselves his equal.  

He didn’t come right out and make remarks against your womanhood, since it would be evident sexism that he could be disciplined for, but he seemed intent on making me feel uncomfortable, making me feel like I was a less worthy than he, less than adequate to be in my station as a Probationary Police Officer with the City’s police force.

And lucky me – I got to be in his training group, along with three other women and twelve other men.  

Hooray.  

We got to hear a lot about him and his accomplishments, since DeMilo was something of a braggart, boasting often about his background, the long lineage of cops from his bloodline who had served in our city. 

His father was a cop, as had been his father’s father, one of his brothers and two of his three uncles—the third uncle being a fruit for deciding to become a nurse in DeMilo’s eyes.

With every irresistible opportunity that he had when the Instructors were out of earshot, he made comments about the women in the group, about our suitability for the job. 

Comments that he never seemed to make about the men in our group.  

We had done nothing to deserve to be the targets of his snide remarks and skewed observations.  If we did happen to make a mistake—which all beginners were prone to do—he made our mistakes well known by obnoxiously broadcasting our newbie flaws to any who would hear him. 

He was especially vocal during the times that we were training at the firing range, constantly making comments about how he didn’t feel safe around us with guns in our hands, or some other nonsense related to our use of the training equipment.

On one of these occasions, after one commentary too many, I lost my temper with him and did something I probably shouldn’t have—I grabbed him by his shirt collar and put him up against the wall.

I had barely put any effort into the move, trying to make it more of a warning than an assault, but I still heard the loud thud behind him as he connected with the brick. If DeMilo or any of the others noticed my supernatural strength, they said nothing of it. 

“Ooh, the rose has thorns,” he muttered, smiling down at me from the five inch height advantage he had over me. 

“Shut your stupid mouth before I shut it for you, DeMilo.” I held him by the front of his shirt, pinning him against the wall. “I’ve had it with your comments.”

“That’s enough, Bennet,” the Training Officer warned me, sounding a bit surprised by my behavior.  “Let him go.”

Wishing that I could punch DeMilo in the face, I instead obeyed the stern order of the trainer and released him, venerated somewhat by the pallor that had appeared mask like over his ignorant grimace.

I had shaken his cool demeanor and it showed. “Just like a woman, to fly off the handle like a-“

“De Milo, can it already,” warned our Firearms Instructor. “Before your mouth gets you into something your ass can’t handle.”

DeMilo snickered. “Don’t make me laugh. I could handle her, anytime, anywhere.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I snarled at him, ready to pick a fight.

The instructor was unimpressed with us and made it clear with his announcement, speaking mostly to DeMilo. “The both of you are getting a written reprimand for this. You, DeMilo for being unable to keep your mouth shut and Bennet for reacting so poorly to your big mouth.”

DeMilo glowered at me for the rest of the exercise.

Now I had made an enemy at the academy.

Nevertheless, by standing up to DeMilo, I had made greater allies out of the women in our group and I think even most of the men – with the exception, of course, being DeMilo himself and his little fan club of adoring assholes. 

Regardless, they all seemed to respected me more for putting him in his place, despite the unprofessional nature of the outburst.

In fact, taking him off his feet might even have put the fear of women into De Milo.  

If nothing else, at least the comments had stopped.

Yes, surprisingly enough, he was keeping his mouth shut around me though likely, this was not the case behind my back.  Despite his apparent silence, I admit, any time he was near me, I half expected his big mouth to open again and start running off accusations about women being here only because of quotas that needed filling, or some other such garbage.  

Knowing that he despised me kept me on edge.

I didn’t trust my temper around him, so, I was glad for his golden silence. 

I didn’t want to get into any more trouble with my instructors who, despite the incident with DeMilo at the firing range, seemed fairly impressed with me.

I knew why they seemed pleased. I stood out from the crowd in all of our testing areas.  I was succeeding in proving myself as a person fit to become a police officer. 

I was perhaps one of the most fit of all the recruits they were testing.  

In our obstacle course training, even when I wasn’t trying, I could lift and push and pull a surprising amount of weight despite my feminine form and had to be cautious not to draw attention to the presence of the Dark Thing in my augmented strength.  

The physical component was only part of my success.  

I was also doing well in all of my other classes, from Human Behavior and Criminal Law to Traffic Law and Policy and Procedures. Even in Report Writing, Crime Investigation Procedures and Safety Practices, I was acing the programming. 

I also wasn’t a bad shot at the firing range during our firearms drill. I usually shot a tight cluster in my target area. I wasn’t nervous around the firearms, even though my first time handling one at the academy was also my first time handling one at all.  

Our graduation date drew nearer and nearer, until finally, the day finally arrived.  

It was hard to believe that my time at the academy had come and gone – how quickly those four months had flown by.  

I had learned a lot about what it would mean to be a police officer, but I didn’t feel changed in any significant way.  I hadn’t let my training at the academy affect the other areas of my life.  I even managed to sneak out of the academy barracks on a few separate occasions to answer the bloodthirsty call of the Dark Thing, without affecting my performance in any of my classes. 

Graduating from the police academy wasn’t that much different from graduating from college.

My parents were there with their digital camera and supportive smiles. My eleven year old brother, Darren, still thought it was cool that his big sister was going to be a cop. He had not grown out of the sentiment over the years.  

He wanted to be a firefighter, which probably horrified my mother even more than the idea of her daughter becoming a cop.

“Fine! Be a cop. Whatever makes you happy.” My mother had finally relented, once I had told her the news of my acceptance letter, back in April. “Just don’t expect me to be too thrilled about it.”

I hadn’t expected her to be thrilled.  

I was secure enough with my place in the world and my relationship with her, that her approval—or lack thereof—didn’t bear much weight with me.  

In fact, I wasn’t becoming a police officer to fulfill or deny any of her expectations. I was doing this to carry out my part in making our society a better, safer place and within the confines of the legal system. Not to mention, being a cop would pretty much secure my access to all kinds of resources that I could use in my fight against the evils that lurked in the City.

Being a police officer was a noble way to fight crime. On the other hand, I could do much more in my off duty hours, as the wielder of the Dark Thing.

Lord knew, the Dark Thing didn’t care too much about breaking the law in order to exact justice…

We broke a lot of laws, the two of us, in our symbiotic relationship.

I still didn’t know much about the vampiric exoskeleton.

I knew what it could do.

That it was a shield as much as it was a weapon.

That somehow, it knew where to find the worst breeds of human monsters.

That it needed to feed on the blood of those human monsters in order to maintain our shared strength, and that when the Dark Thing fed, it somehow also passed visions of the criminals crimes against society into the forefront of my mind.

This was definitely the most frustrating, upsetting and detestable part of our conquests.

The passage of the visions.

I hated it.

I didn’t like seeing what those vile bastards had done to their victims.

I didn’t like seeing the exploitation of the weak, the infliction of all that pain and suffering.

What I did like was the pain and suffering of our victims.

This was also a tangible part of the bloodletting.

Rather than fill me with dread, as the visions of their crimes did, the sensation of my victims’ suffering was a balm to my soul, a quenching to my thirst for vengeance, a nourishment to my ravenous rage, a satisfying conclusion to any violent encounter with the vermin of society…

Sometimes, after the Dark Thing took its feeding, drawing the blood of our victims into its black reptilian skin that was second to my own, I was left feeling much less than human and a little more than damned.

Who was the greater monstrosity, though?

The villains I faced in the night, who seemed to be growing in number no matter how many times I hunted and dispatched of them – or the woman in the living suit of unknown origin, with her assorted weaponry, superhuman strength and seemingly limitless hunger for the blood of the guilty?

It was a question I put to myself more often than not.

It was a question I dared not put to another living soul.

No one knew my secret.

Some had seen my face and lived to tell the story…there were a few known witnesses.

Yet I was alone in this.

Alone and desperately wishing that I could share my secret with a sentient being.

The Dark Thing, it knew my secret.

It was my secret.

But besides its nudges and pulls and pushes and impulses – and the bloodletting visions – it never so much as whispered to me.

Would it ever tell me where it had come from?

Would I ever know?

Was its secret in a dusty tome on a shelf in an archive somewhere, or on the website of some obscure cult, or written in the stars, or passed along in the oral history of an indigenous people, or buried in a government filing cabinet somewhere?

Was it alien?

Ancient?

Some kind of secret military weapon?

A curse?

A mutation?

Secrets.

Questions.

It was a wonder that I had passed the psychological exam for the police force…

Graduation come and gone, I was thrilled with the division they assigned me to in our fine City. 

Ours was the 67th precinct. 

We were one of the largest precincts, with a wide variety of services and residential areas in the geographical area of our jurisdiction.  We had broad cultural appeal which included churches from several denominations, synagogues, public and private schools. Two hospitals, a number of strip clubs in what was basically a red light district, a small China Town, a Little Italy and a strong Hispanic community.  

The ratio of the residential population to the services sector was a percentile of roughly sixty to forty, or two thirds, depending on what zone you were in.  

The 67th Division itself was divided into seven different zones, which were patrolled by police on foot patrol, on motorcycle and by car. 

My first two days at the 67th were my orientation days, where they showed me to the desk in the workspace that I would be sharing with my partner – who I had not yet met.  

They showed me what paperwork went where, how to log unto the computers and navigate the various systems, how to file reports, where my locker was, where the showers were, the small gym for our use, et cetera. 

I was given a tour of the entire building – from the bullpen where my desk was, to the briefing room where we would be meeting at the beginning of every shift. 

From the interrogation rooms (of which there were six) to the holding cells (of which there were a dozen). 

From the small cafeteria with its modest menu to the parking garage, where the squad cars were kept. 

I wasn’t actually given a squad car until I was assigned to a Training Officer. 

This man would also be my partner for the first four months of my probation, if not for the duration of my time as a Rookie cop on patrol.  Everybody had to start somewhere, with someone and in hindsight, I am grateful that I had Phil Conner as my partner.

What can I tell you about Phil Conner?

I may as well start with my first impression of the guy.

That day in January, I was sitting in the Captain’s office, shooting the shit with her, waiting for my Training Officer to arrive when someone knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Captain Briggs called out and the door opened, her smile welcoming a tall black man in the dark blue uniform of the beat cop. 

He was at least six foot four, with a bit of grey mixed into the black of his short cropped hair.  He had a small paunch on him, the kind of belly that men get when they have a wife who cooks too well or too often – or both.  

He carried with him an air of certainty and confidence and he was at least twice my age.  

His brown eyes sought me out and then turned back to the grey haired Captain. “This her?”

She nodded. “Sergeant Phil Conner, let me introduce you to your new partner, Officer Samantha Bennet.”

I looked at him.  

He looked at me.  

My green eyed gaze met his brown eyed one.

As we were busy, sizing each other up, he was the first to crack a smile. 

“Aren’t we the combination,” he remarked, the grin not leaving his face. 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Old black veteran like me teamed up with a young white Rookie like you?”

I knew he meant no harm with the comment—certainly not with the warm smile he was offering me.  

It wasn’t a racist slam, so much as it was a teasing welcome.

“Don’t tell me you have something against working with young white Rookies like me,” I replied in playful banter, smiling right back at him.

“Hell no.” He took the only free seat in the room, next to me. “I don’t mind working with Rookies at all.  I’ve certainly been through my share of babysitting.  Trained a lot of greenhorns in my day.  They turned out to be some of the best cops you’ll ever meet in this precinct.”

“Only some?” I asked mischievously.

Captain Briggs laughed and it was a pleasant sound. “If you watch closely and listen intently, you’ll learn a lot from Sergeant Conner.  He’s been on the force for a number of years and has countless experiences from which you can be sure to draw a lot of knowledge.” Her blue eyes twinkled as she continued. “And I guarantee you, Samantha, so long as you can put up with Phil’s strange sense of humor, I’m certain that the two of you will get along just fine.”

Phil rose from his chair. “Well, kid – ready to roll?”

Ready to roll?  It could only mean one thing, we were about to go out on patrol.  

Suddenly, my heart began to pound a staccato beat in my chest.  

This was it.  

I was really a cop now. 

This was going to be my first real act of duty.  

Was I ready?

This was the culmination of all of my training, all of my years of waiting, my years in college—all of it had been in preparation for this moment.  

Yet, I was a nervous and worst of all, I knew it showed.  

My heart continued to hammer against the inside of my ribcage and my palms felt damp.  

Was I ready?

“Sure she is,” Captain Briggs answered for me, her blue eyes shining. Then, there was an almost motherly affection in her voice as she said, “Don’t worry. You’ll do well.”

I wondered if maybe she was a mind reader, or if she could smell my fear, or if maybe she just knew what it was like to be a Rookie with absolutely no experience on the job…  

“Thank you,” I replied simply and rose to my feet.

We left the building through a side entrance, gaining access to one of the two parking lots on site. A few rows of black and white squad cars were left in the lot. 

All of the rest, I imagined, were out on duty, out on patrol.  

Which one was ours?

I followed my partner, our footsteps sounding well matched on the concrete of the covered parking lot, as I tried to keep up with his long strides.  The parking lot smelled of exhaust fumes, old and new and I found myself wondering if he would be expecting me to drive. 

I looked beyond the parking garage and at the light flakes of snow that were falling.  

I found myself hoping that he wouldn’t be expecting me to drive. I had only driven a few times in the snow and the roads were looking a bit sloppy.  

I didn’t want to make an ass out of myself with my lack of driving experience, not on my first day with the Sergeant.

“I’m driving.” He spoke up suddenly, stopping in front of a black and white Chevrolet that looked clean, as if it had just been washed. “At least until you get a feel for the area.” He tapped the top of the car where our car’s number was painted. “We’re car nine-oh-five Tango.  That is our call sign, that is who we are—got it?”

“Got it,” I replied, feeling like he was testing me for something already, as he unlocked his car door with the key and then used the electronic lock to unlock mine.  

“We’ll do a quick equipment check and then we’ll be on our way—got it?”

“Got it.”

“Now I know that you were in with Personnel and then the Captain today, instead of at the roll call, so I’ll fill you in on what happened in briefing.  We’re patrolling Zone Two and Zone Seven today, which are mostly residential areas that lay on the Western outskirt of our division boundary.” 

He consulted his clipboard.  

I noticed that some of the papers he flipped past were regarding my training.  The top sheet of paper—the one that he flipped back to—was his notes on the morning’s briefing in the briefing room. 

“What else should I know about Zone Two?” I asked him out of curiosity

“It’s a mostly Jewish community—lots of synagogues—with some Hispanics and Pilipinos thrown in for good measure.  They’ve also got a jewelry store that was knocked off twice last year and your usual run of mom an’ pop shops and restaurants. So even though it’s residential, we have to, of course, be prepared for anything.”

“Of course.”

“As you already know, this precinct is located smack dab in the middle of our 67th Division, in Zone Five, which is a mostly downtown area.” He put the key in the ignition and despite the cold air of the parking garage, the car thrummed to life. “So what we’re going to do now is head out west to Zone Two, keep our eyes and ears open and otherwise listen to the radio for calls—got it?”

“Got it,” I said, feeling like a got it parrot already.

Upon checking our equipment, he continued with the orientation. 

“On day shift, coffee break’s at ten o’clock, unless we’re otherwise preoccupied.”

“Do you have a place in mind?” 

He put the car into reverse and pulled us smoothly out of our parking spot. 

“We’ll probably just hit a drive-thru somewhere, unless we need a bathroom break as well.”

He drove to the parking lot entrance and then turned our car unto the street.

“You’ll find that, being a cop, if people see you on your much deserved coffee break, they get all riled up, because they think that you’re slacking off, that you should be out fighting crime somewhere, catching baddies.” 

The car accelerated under his command, catching up with the speed of the street traffic. 

He continued. “What they don’t understand is that we often end up working through our breaks, that sometimes were just too damned busy to take one.  There will be days, Samantha, that you won’t even eat until you get home, but when you do get home, you’ll be so beat, you’ll barely have the energy to microwave your Swanson TV dinner.”

“Sounds like fun.” 

I wondered if this was the strange sense of humor that the Captain had warned me about Sergeant Phil Conner.

“You don’t know what you got yourself into, Rookie.” He smiled at me. “You here to change things, right…save the world?”

“I’m here to help make our City…help make the world…a better place.”

“Yeah, well I’ve heard that before.  It’s always nice to hear a Rookie say that, before they become too jaded.”

“Jaded?”

“Let me put it this way, Samantha.  We are extremely outnumbered by the bad guys and they know it. I wish John Q. Public knew it too.”

I wasn’t sure if I heard him right. “John Q. Public?”

“You know, the citizens. The taxpayers.”

“Oh. Right.” I hadn’t known and was embarrassed by it. 

 “I wish they’d cut us some slack for not being able to be everywhere at once.”

“They seem happy enough when an officer shows up at the right place at the right time.”

“Trust me, kiddo, that’s not the rule, that’s the exception.” He paused and I knew that he had much more to say. “You see, girl, life as a cop…it ain’t no parade.  It’s a thankless motherfucker of a job.  Getting cursed at, ridiculed, spit on, stabbed at, shot at, by everyone from little old ladies to ten year old gangster wannabes.”

“That happened to you?”

“Most of it, yeah.  And worse.”

“Wow.”

“I don’t mean to scare you, I’m just telling it like it is.”

“Telling it like it is?” I grinned at him. “Just like Dr. Phil, from the Oprah show.”

“That’s me, Dr. Phil,” he joked. “You know, he got his own show, eventually.”

“I know,” I told him, with clear distaste. “My mother used to watch it all the time.”  

“Does your mother approve of you being a cop?”

“Hell no. She wanted me to be a lawyer, if I was going to be involved in law at all.”  

“After a few weeks of patrolling with me, you might end up wishing you’d taken your mother’s advice.”

“Why, are you a hard ass?”

“Me?  Not at all.  But these streets, they’re not so kind to sweet, innocent little Rookies like you. Especially pretty dark haired ones with a nervous grin and big, curious green eyes.”

“Yeah, well after a few weeks of patrolling with me, you might end up realizing I’m not the sweet, innocent little Rookie that you seem to think I am.”

“Ooh…Rookie has a dark side,” he sounded rather amused with me.

“Rookie has a very dark side,” I replied, thinking of the Dark Thing and of the dark things that we did together.

After that, neither of us said anything more. 

In fact, there was nothing but silence in the car, for a long, long moment.

Finally, Phil said, “You’re not joking. You really do have a dark side to you, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” I asked and tried to laugh off the topic.

“Not like you do.” He suddenly sounded very serious.  

I glanced at him. 

He was glancing at me.

And from the look in his face, he was as serious as a gravedigger. 

“What do you mean?”

“I can sense these things about people.” He dared to take his eyes off the traffic to look at me. “I can see it there, in your dark green eyes.  There’s a taint there.  A darkness of some kind. You ain’t no doe-eyed little school girl, I’ll give you that much.”

“Well I was a bartender.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it. Those green eyes of yours… they’ve seen a lot, haven’t they?”

“Are you always so dark, so brooding?” I asked him, trying to shift his focus off of me.

“Hell no.  I’m just telling you that’s what I read from you.  I’m never wrong about what I read from people.  Not ever.  You’ve got a strong soul, Samantha Bennet.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?” I asked him, gazing out the window, at the falling snow, at the apartment complexes we were driving by.

“Take it any old way you want,” he replied, firmly. “I guess I’m just saying I’m glad that you’re on our side and not theirs.”

“Our side?”

“The side of the good guys.  Of justice.  Of the law.”

“Well, why wouldn’t I be?”

“A girl with an aura as powerful as yours is an asset to whichever side she chooses.  I’m just glad you chose ours.”

Aura?  

Once again, was this the strange sense of humor that Captain Briggs had been talking about? 

“A powerful aura?” I asked him, following up on his jest. “Now, I don’t know whether that’s a compliment, or if you’re teasing me—“

“Just a statement.” He replied. “That’s all.”

“So, you read auras?” I asked him, point blank.

 “But not minds – not really.” His brown eyes kept a steady watch on the traffic around us.  “I’m psychic, yes, but not that psychic.”

“So…” I tried not to laugh, tried to take him seriously. “You’re telling me that you’re psychic?” 

“Yes.”

I tried not to grin.  “That’s a rather personal secret to entrust a Rookie with. You just met me.”

“And now, you probably are thinking that they hooked you up with a nut for a Training Officer.” He put the signal light on and we were soon turning left. “That, or you think that I’m joking.  Pulling your leg.”

“Well…” For some reason, I thought back to the night that my innocence died. The night of my first transformation into the Dark Thing. “I’ve had weirder things happen – trust me.” 

“You just wait,” he promised. “You’ll see over time just how psychic I am.”

“Well your secret’s safe with me.”

“It’s no secret, either.  Everyone at the 67th knows.” 

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“You don’t believe me?” He asked, as much in command of my attention as he was of the steering wheel of the squad car, even with the slush on the road. 

“I believe you,” I said, light of tone.  

I didn’t really believe his outrageous claim—at least not at that point.  

Yet, as I had told him, I had been witness to weirder things…

If there were Dark Things in the world, lurking in await of discovery, I did not at all doubt that there could be psychic cops.

“No you don’t. You don’t believe me at all.” He let loose with a loud laugh, a laugh so sudden and boisterous that it seemed to fill the car with its presence. “You just wait. I’ll prove it to you sometime.”

After that laugh, we rode several blocks, again in silence.

Finally, we crossed the invisible boundary between Zone Five and Zone Two.

“Well, Rookie, this is Baron Avenue. Welcome to Zone Two.  You will come to know these streets as intimately as the back of your own hands.  Until you do know them, at least half-decently, I will be doing the driving, so that we get there quickly and in one piece.  Got it?”

“Got it,” I told him, observing our surroundings.  

Zone Two was mostly residential. A few high rise apartment buildings loomed overhead and modest homes lined the streets.  Here and there were the occasional businesses which included a small grocery store or newsstand, but otherwise, Zone Two seemed pretty residential, so far.

We cruised up and down the streets, chatting every so often about something either related to my training, or popular culture, which Phil surprisingly had quite the grasp of.  

I assumed that he either read a lot of the rag magazines and tabloids on celebrity gossip, or watched one of the tabloid shows on television. 

Whatever the reason, he certainly seemed to know a lot about what was going on in the love lives of movie stars.

“I can’t believe you didn’t know about the Charlie Sheen thing,” he said to me, in awe. “Everyone and their dog knows about the Charlie Sheen thing.”

“Well, make that everyone but me.”

“You been hiding under a rock or something?”

“I just don’t keep track of those things.”

“Well how about that crazy cat, Mel Gibson?” Phil steered the squad car around yet another corner. “You heard the news on that one, didn’t you?”

“All I know about that fiasco is what I saw on the covers of the magazines in the check-out aisle of my grocery store,” I replied, in complete honesty.  

“Then what do you read for pleasure?”

“A bit of Dean Koontz.” I told him, though I hadn’t done any reading since my weekends in college. “A bit of Stephen King, Anne Rice, Laurel K. Hamilton, that sort of thing.”

Phil laughed at me. “Oh, you like that spooky shit.”

“Every now and then, I do.”

In truth, reading a little horror fiction at bath time helped distract me from the horror reality that was my apparent destiny.

The radio crackled, interrupting our pleasantries.  

“Base ten to nine-zero-five Tango. Copy?”

Something lurched in the pit of my stomach and adrenaline began to course through my veins.  

The call was for us.  

This was it. 

My first call, on my first shift. 

This was what I had been trained for. 

Phil replied over the radio. “Copy base ten, go ahead?”  

“Domestic dispute call in Zone Two at apartment six, two-twenty-four Banner Street, Lilydale Apartments Complex.  Land lord will be waiting at the front entrance to allow access to the building.  What’s your position, over?”

Phil continued. “Base ten, we’re on Stratton Avenue, approximately three minutes away from that location. Let them know we’re on our way now, copy?”

“Copy that, nine-zero-five Tango. Over.”

Phil turned the car around at a gas station near us and then flicked the switch that would turn on the sirens and lights on the roof of the squad car.  Accelerating the car up to the highest speed that he dared with the slush on the road, we flew down Stratton Avenue in the direction of the dispute.  

Over the wail of the siren, Phil gave me a lecture. “Stratton Avenue will take us back to Zone Seven.  It intersects with Banner street, just before the San Clara bridge.  There are several crack houses, shooting galleries and a lot of meth use in that area, so be prepared to walk into anything.  That neighborhood has a cluster of low-income housing tenements and if memory serves me correctly, the place we’re headed to is one of them.”

He was right.  

The L-shaped Lilydale Apartment Complex was a low-rise apartment block, with gangland graffiti sprayed on the off-white brick of the building exterior.  It was the roughest residential area we had driven through yet and the few people who lingered outside the building looked as dingy as the older-model vehicles that lined the parking lot of the complex.  

Not even the snow could disguise all of the rubbish on the ground and the snow itself looked not only grey but somehow dirtier than the rest of the snow in the City.  

Or was it just my imagination?

“This is one of the more colorful neighborhoods in Zone Seven,” Phil told me, as though giving me an orientation. “The really colorful atmosphere is across the San Clara bridge, in the 66th Division.  This is just a taste of what our brothers and sisters in blue find over there.” 

As he pulled the car into the no parking zone, he continued, “This part of town looks a lot like what you’d see at the south end of Zone Six.  This is gangland.  Lots of thugs and drugs.” 

He parked the car in front of the building, shut off the engine and then turned in his seat to look at me closely, “Are you ready for this?”

I hoped that I didn’t look as nervous as I felt. 

I was the wielder of the Dark Thing and had already sent more than my share of villains to their graves, yet the prospect of walking out of the squad car filled me with an odd sort of dread.  

Here I was, a police officer—on probation, no less—with stage fright. 

“As ready as I’m gonna be,” I replied, since he was expecting me to answer. “Gotta get my feet wet sometime and now’s as good a time as any.”

He seemed satisfied with my reply and opened his driver’s side door. “Well then, let’s go.”

I opened my door and stepped out, thinking to myself why does one small step feel like such a big deal?

Resolving to get myself a pair of balls, I refused to hesitate any longer and stepped out of the squad car, into the cold of winter.  My boots pressed the slush of the street underfoot and I took a deep breath of the cold air.  

I felt the weight of my gun beneath my winter coat.  

I felt the honor of having my last name embroidered in gold thread over my right breast and felt great pride in the badge pinned above my left breast.  

I looked at my partner, already at the front of the car and saw him grinning at me knowingly.  

“Coming?” He asked, feigning impatience.

I said nothing, but felt my cheeks flush in response as I followed him all the way to the front door of the Lilydale Apartment Complex. The door was opened for us by an older grey haired Asian gentleman with thick glasses, who I correctly assumed was the building manager— the landlord.

“Thank you for coming, officers,” he said and I secretly thrilled at having a civilian refer to me as an officer.  

“Are you the one who called in the dispute?” Phil asked him.

“Yes,” he replied, rubbing his hands anxiously. He gestured for us to follow him. “This way—ground level, apartment six.  They’re fighting again. I’m worried about property damage. They’re breaking things. I want to make sure there’s been no property damage.”

He certainly seemed concerned about property damage—obviously his right.

“We’ll check it out,” Phil tried to reassure the distraught man. 

He followed the manager and I followed him down the narrow hallway.  

I saw graffiti scratched and written into the walls here. They were more gangland signs and the occasional bit of profanity.  The dim lighting made the yellow walls seem dirty somehow, making them look like they had been stained by tobacco smoke, or by some other means.

It wasn’t long after we had stepped into the hallway that I heard it— a woman yelling at a man in what sounded like Tagalog, the language of the Phillipines. Her shriek of what was likely cursing was followed by the sound of wood splintering.  

Phil knocked on the door with the edge of his nightstick. “Police, ma’am! Open the door.”

We heard the smash of glass on what was most likely a wall, followed up by a man’s awestruck swearing. 

“Fuck, bitch…you nearly hit me that time!”

Again, Phil hammered on the door with the edge of his baton. “Police! Open the door, or we’ll open it for you and you will have to pay for the damages incurred.”

“Damages?” Asked the building manager, horrified. ” No need for damages. I have key right here.”

Phil winked at the Asian man, his voice barely above a whisper, “But they don’t know that.” 

There was a sound of movement coming from inside the apartment.

“The police are here, Manny. You’re really gonna get it now,” came a woman’s voice, getting closer to the door.  

After the sound of the deadbolt sliding, the door swung open and a woman with a swollen lip, wild-looking eyes and matted hair stood there. She wore denim shorts and a stained t-shirt that had once been white.  

Her face was spotted with anxious sweat and she was clearly upset with her Manny.  

She pointed over her shoulder, back at the interior of the apartment. “That sonofabitch hit me.” She pointed at her swollen lip. “Right here. Take him to jail.”

We heard the man, Manny, call out. “She started it.”  

A shirtless man with dark hair came rushing around the corner, holding a dishtowel to his head, apparently to staunch the blood flow. 

So, this was Manny. “The crazy bitch, she cut me with a plate, officers.”

“I started it?  You’re the one who was chatting online with that blond bitch Leah.” She looked back at us, her eyes wild with outrage. “I told him doing it on the computer was the same thing as cheating in real life and I told him it was the last straw and I told him to leave.” She gasped for a breath, “But this fucking loser wouldn’t budge. He told me to leave the apartment if I didn’t like it.” She turned around to glare at Manny. “So yes, that’s when I started breaking shit - and then, he fucking hit me!”

Manny was incredulous, his eyes wide open with disbelief. “Because you snapped and cut my fucking head open when you threw that fucking plate, bitch.”

Phil put his hand up, requesting a moment of silence. “Now, I’m willing to listen to everything you have to say, sir, but can you please quit calling her a bitch? It’s very inappropriate, isn’t it, Officer Bennet?”

“Very,” I agreed. “Very inappropriate.”

“Is that what happened?” Phil asked, of the bleeding man. “Is she telling the truth?  You hit her after she hit you with the plate?”

“Yeah, officer,” Manny said, adjusting the towel on his head.  “Why?”

Phil reached for the handcuffs on his duty belt.  “Because I’m going to have to place you both under arrest, for assault, in your case,” he said to the woman and in turning to the man, added, “And for aggravated assault, in your case.”  

Phil looked at me and smiled. “Officer Bennet, you can place this woman under arrest.”

“You are under arrest,” I began, unclipping the handcuffs from my duty belt. The words to her Miranda rights rolled off my tongue, right out my textbook from the Academy.  “You have the right to remain silent.  If you give up that right, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

“Aww, shit.” The woman turned around, putting her hands behind her back for me.  

She did it with the practiced look of someone who’d been through it before.  

Perhaps more than once.

Securing the handcuffs around her wrists, I continued. “You have the right to talk to a lawyer and to have a lawyer present while you are being questioned…” 
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Having dropped the happy couple off at the station, as we got back into the squad car, Phil said something wonderful to me. 

“You handled that like an old pro, Sam.  Cool and calm and nothin’ but class.”

I beamed at my Training Officer.

 “Thanks, Phil.”

“It’s time for our first coffee break.  I know a place not too far from here. Bernie’s.  You like tomatoes?”

“Sure.  As much as the next vegetable.”  

“Good.” He opened his car door, then unlocked mine. “They make the deadliest toasted tomato and bacon sandwich you’re ever going to eat, in about five minutes from the time you order. You simply have to try it to believe it.”

“Sounds good to me,” I got back into the car.

A short drive later, we were pulling into a small restaurant, sharing the parking lot with another squad car and two civilian automobiles.  

“I wonder who we’ve got here,” Phil wondered aloud, scratching his chin.  He gazed past the windshield, into the small restaurant. “Looks like Sergeant Dawson and that Rookie, Officer Schroeder.”

I glanced in the direction that Phil was looking and saw two uniformed officers at a table near the doors, one a lot older than the other, both Caucasian males.  

The older one was lean and dark haired, with a trim moustache. 

The other one was blond haired with a solid build.  

From our position, I could not see his face, but I got a sense that the blond was probably attractive, from the way that the one waitress kept glancing at him.

We left the car and made our way toward the front door.  A bell chimed overhead and as we walked in, Phil tapped his boots on the carpet provided.  

Out of respect for the place, I did the same and knocked the snow from my duty boots.

The long-legged waitress saw us first, her eyes lighting up at the sight of old Phil. 

“Phil,” she sang out to him, a warm smile on her face. “Your usual table?”

He shook his head and approached the two officers right next to us. 

“I thought we might join Dawson and his Rookie, if they’ll have us.”

“Sure thing,” said Dawson, moving over on the bench seat to provide room for Phil. “Have a sit-down.”

The Rookie, Schroeder, looked up at me.  

A blue eyed gaze met a green one.  

We stared at each other, but were not staring each other down, as adversaries might.  

We were admiring each other, in the way that breathless way that men and women do, when someone fascinating has caught their interest.  

He made quite the first impression.

He was attractive, all right – no two ways about it.

As I looked into those clear Aegean blue eyes of his, I felt something stir within me.

Something that was alien to me, but not in the way that the Dark Thing was unusual, something…arousing.  

Something female and primitive.  

Something that spoke to me of lust and desire…of very natural human hungers that longed to be sated.

Time seemed to stop and I felt hung-up on that moment, breathless indeed, as though not sure what to do, or what to say.  

I felt a heat creep into my cheeks and I knew that the blond haired officer had noticed me staring at him. 

I saw a similar response in his cheeks, the faintest bit of blush warming the flesh of his clean-shaven face, the lobes of his ears...  

I looked away, breaking the spell and found myself looking instead at Phil, who was watching me closely.

“Gentlemen, may I present to you Miss Samantha Bennet, the newest and brightest Rookie to join the City’s finest?” His intelligent brown eyes hadn’t missed the brief –and almost intimate –exchange between me and Schroeder. “It’s her first day in the car.”  

Dawson politely made brief introductions. “I’m Sergeant Dawson, this is Officer Neal Schroeder and might I recommend the toasted tomato and bacon?”

“Already done,” said Phil, sliding in next to Sergeant Dawson.

I dared to glance back at Neal, who was watching me intently, the slightest smile on his full masculine lips. 

I found myself wondering what it would be like to kiss those lips and taste him there…

Would his kiss be aggressive or passive?

Wet or dry?

Demanding or yielding?

Teasing or exploring?

Oh no, I thought. Now he’s caught me looking at his lips.

“Pleased to meet you.” We ended up saying, at the exact same time.  

I wondered if I looked as awkward as I felt. 

My blush intensified and I knew that my cheeks, pink from the cold of winter, would only barely mask my embarrassment.  

I felt the intriguing warmth uncoiling at my very core, an arousal that I was eagerly trying to wish away.  

“Likewise,” said Dawson. 

He was so engrossed in his sandwich he was oblivious to what was going on between me and his Rookie.

Neal moved over in the booth, providing ample room for me to sit next to him.  

I finally felt able to breathe.  

“Thanks,” I mumbled simply and slid in next to him.

For the briefest of moments, our thighs touched and I felt the warmth of his body so dramatically, it was as if an electrical shock had gone through my leg.

I felt dazed.

Dazed and uncertain and oh my God, what was that incredible smell?

“And who is this?” The waitress asked Phil, with the briefest glance at me.

“Brand new Rookie,” said Phil. “Officer Samantha Bennet.  Bennet, say hello to Janine, the best damned waitress you’re ever gonna meet.”

“Hi Janine,” I mumbled, trying to keep my cool.  

The heat of Neal’s body, so close to mine, was an intoxicant, an aphrodisiac, making me feel light-headed from the pleasurable sensation it brought me.  

My entire left side felt warm, almost humming with delight.

“So, Phil, what can I get you?” The best damned waitress asked, producing a pen and a small notepad.

“My usual. Coke and a Clubhouse. On white.”    

“I should have known,” she said and turned to me. “And for you, Rookie?”

“I hear that your toasted tomato and bacon is pretty good.  Is it?” I replied, mostly in knee-jerk reflex to her question, rather than in genuine debate.  

What good was food when all I could think about was having sex with Officer Neal Schroeder…someone I had just met?

It was so unlike me, to have such a potent sexual craving.

Due perhaps to the fact that I hadn’t had sex in several months? 

I wondered what it would be like, if the clothing between us were to disappear. 

If he were to take me on this very table, right in front of everyone, neither of us caring in the least, consumed with hunger for each other… 

“It’s to die for,” Neal agreed, his rich voice so deep and masculine that it had an almost musical quality to lull me.  

Was that a country accent I was hearing, or was it just my imagination?

“Then I’ll have that. On rye bread.  Oh and a glass of water.” I swallowed nervously, trying now to think of something other than sex with this beautiful stranger. I gave Phil an accusing glance. “Clubhouse and a Coke?  I thought you were all gung-ho about the tomato and bacon.”

“I said it was good, I didn’t say I was gonna have it.” He replied and winked at me.

What the Hell, I wondered, is that wink about?

“Did you read the paper this morning?” Dawson asked, glancing in Phil’s direction.

Phil groaned. “Hell, no. You know I can’t stand the newspapers in this city.” 

“Sergeant, what’s wrong with the papers in this city?” I asked Phil, wondering if my question was naïve. 

“To be frank, Sam,” Phil said, choosing to call me Sam now. “I could go on for days about the papers in this town.” 

“A Coke and water,” said Janine, appearing out of nowhere to set them before us.

“Thanks,” I said, wondering if my hand would tremble as I reached for it.  

Damn that Neal and his tantalizing scent.  

Was it his body that smelled so good, with that masculine musk of male vitality?  

My sensitive sense of smell told me that it was so.  

For Heaven’s sake, he smelled like temptation itself!

“Thanks Janine.” Phil jabbed at the ice cubes in his Coke with his straw. “The papers. Shit – there have been a few times where I’ve been involved in a case and when the media runs with it in print, they always seem to screw up the details.  They seem to have a knack for inaccuracy. On top of that, it seems like every other week they’re printing some exaggerated story about police misconduct, excessive force or police brutality, or some other such nonsense.”

Dawson nodded. “Like remember that time you and Carrington were investigated by Internal Affairs for excessive use of force?”

“Everything was done like it was right out of a fucking textbook.” Phil seemed irritated by the memory. “We never laid a finger on that perp, except to restrain him and get him in the car.  Police brutality my arse.” He sucked back some of his Coke. “IA was up our ass for the better part of a month for it, too, before they dropped the case.”

Dawson laughed. “But the newspapers ran with that story for what…four months?”

“Something like that,” Phil growled. “In reality, we of course know that they could have filled a whole damned paper with the positive things that officers do in this city in a single hour.”

“He’s not kidding,” said Dawson.

Phil looked at me and then looked at Neal. “If you two kids are going to stick with this gig, as police officers, prepare to get fucking shredded by the media.  Get ready to get really pissed off at the stories they will run with about you and your brothers and sisters in blue.” 

“That’s why Phil only reads the tabloids,” Dawson added and wiped his fingers clean on a napkin.

“Exactly,” Phil continued. 

“Ask him why.” Dawson winked at me.

“Why tabloids, Phil?”

My partner sighed. “I’m telling you guys, there’s more truth in them tabloids than you’d think.  They’re not just a bunch of tall tales about crop circles and celebrity zombies, you know.”

“Speaking of tall tales,” Dawson teased Phil, “The reason I asked if you read the paper is the Wild Animal Killer struck again last night.”

The Wild Animal Killer.  

I kept my mouth shut, but my thoughts were racing.  

They were talking about me and the name that the media had established to lend a sense of ownership to the attacks I made, with the Dark Thing.  

There were times I considered sending an anonymous letter or phone call into the newspapers, to tell them to quit running with the Wild Animal line, but I kept changing my mind.  

It was better that I let them print what they wanted, rather than risk getting involved.  

It was better to let them think that I was a deranged killer on the loose, than for them to know the truth – that I was a twenty-three year old police officer with an evening vigilante gig. 

That and a sore-spot for reporters who sometimes made criminals seem like victims and the real victims seem like mere eye-witnesses to the accounts.

“Oh, that thing.” Phil rolled his brown eyed gaze in sarcasm. “The Wild Animal thing.”

“What do you think, Samantha?” Neal addressed me and, yes, I heard a distinct country accent in his words. 

I felt his breath on my cheek, but I didn’t turn my head to look at him. 

I merely gazed across the table at Phil, who was watching us intently. 

“About what?”

“The Wild Animal Killer, is it really something on the loose here in the city, or is it really a she, a woman some people have claimed to have seen, with dreadlocks, in head-to-toe leather?”  

Dawson added to the proposition, “A woman who, on occasion, calls up the police with information that’s helped them close so many cold files, they’ve probably lost count?” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen the police files regarding those cases,” I replied, glad to be talking with Neal and his partner, but also feeling a bit perturbed, hoping that I wouldn’t end up sounding like a fool. “I’d rather not run into the Wild Animal, whether it’s a creature or a woman.  People who run into the Wild
Animal seem to end up dead or traumatized.”

“Well, you need not worry about bumping into her,” said Dawson, picking his teeth with a toothpick. “The only people she seems interested in are all criminals and their victims.  Some of the thugs she’s attacked had rap sheets as long as your arm.  I think it, she, whatever – is doing us a favor, cleaning the streets of human garbage.”

“Seriously, Dawson?” Phil seemed irked.

“Shit.” The Sergeant laughed. “Whatever makes our job easier.”  

“I don’t know. A killer who kills killers?” Phil spoke in a sing-song voice. “Sounds like just another brand of serial killer to me.”

“Maybe it’s a group of vigilantes—more than just one person.” Neal offered, as a theory. “More than one woman. Maybe some leather enthusiasts taking the whole S & M thing a bit too far?” 

I found myself staring at his hands, wondering if they were as strong and as warm as they looked…

“If that’s the case, then they’re a group of serial killers,” said Phil, clearly drawing his conclusion and stating his convictions.

I understood Phil’s angle and respected his opinion, but I still couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed in my partner.  I’d had him pegged as someone who would probably be supportive of the Wild Animal Killer.  

I was wrong.  

He thought that I was a serial killer.  

Which really was not far from the truth of the matter, but still, it left me feeling mildly upset.  

“I’m just glad that she’s on our side,” said Neal. 

The warmth of his body—and his voice—was as much a comfort to me as his support of the Wild Animal Killer.

“On our side?” Phil was incredulous. “Let me spell it out for you guys, M-U-R-D-E-R-E-R.  Murderer! Vigilante or no, the Wild Animal is a murderer.  As law enforcement officers, we are expected to put murderers in prison, where they belong with the rest of the murderers.  Sheesh!”

Phil was getting irritated with the subject, so I decided to change it. 

“Looks like our meal is ready.”

“It is ready.” Janine was coming out of the kitchen with two heaping plates in her hands.  

She set mine before me and I didn’t want to complain, but I thought she should be aware of her mistake. “Uhm, I didn’t order fries.”

She smiled at me. “Oh, honey…you didn’t know. We always give you guys free fries with your sandwiches.  Our way of giving a little bit back to you boys and girls in blue.”

I didn’t really care for fries, but I decided to try to take them graciously. “Well, thank you.”

“No problem.” She put the other plate before Phil. “More Coke, hon?”

“Yes, please,” he replied, a smile on his face now that the food had arrived.  Something about the swell of his belly told me that he was a fan of food in general, but an even bigger fan of his usual here at Bernie’s.  “Chow down kid – you never know – you might not get another chance to eat today.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” said Dawson, getting his winter coat back on. “Well, it’s about time that me and the kid hit the road.  We’ve been here for nearly half an hour now – we don’t want John Q. Public getting upset with us.  He pays our salary, after all.”

“You’ll have to excuse me,” said Neal, getting his jacket on.

“Oh, of course.” 

I felt foolish and slid out of the booth, so that he could pass by me.

“Nice meeting you, Officer Bennet.” Dawson smiled at me. “And welcome to the Force.” 

“Yes, nice meeting you,” Neal remarked, as he brushed past me.  

That brief contact, his back next to my chest, sent a shiver of excitement coursing through my body.  

He was so warm and taller than I by about six inches, I figured.  

Not a bad height for kissing…

Not a bad height for bending me over and-

“Likewise,” I mumbled and sat back down into the booth, on legs that felt odd, almost weak.

“I’m sure we’ll be bumping into each other again soon enough,” Neal replied and followed the Sergeant out the front door, back to their squad car.

“So what was that remark about John Q. Public paying our salary?” I asked Phil, who would likely have understood the reference.

He took a moment between bites to speak with his mouth full. “As a cop, what you’re gonna hear a lot from your adoring public are things like why don't you leave me alone and go get the drug dealer standing on the corner?  You’ll hear things like there are people out there doing worse things than me – go get the real criminals.  And there’s the infamous John Q. Public remark I pay taxes and my taxes pay your salary!” 

Phil laughed. “Whether it's for running a stop sign or red light, for speeding, or driving under the influence, if I had a dime for every time I heard a civilian say my taxes pay your salary, I’d be rich. To that remark, all I can say is, just doing my job, boss.”

“A thankless job indeed.” I laughed and picked up my sandwich.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Rookie.” He popped a French fry into his mouth. “So hey, what did you think of Schroeder?”

What did I think?


I thought he was by far the most attractive man I had ever met.  

Maybe not super-model attractive by society’s standards, but he had certain qualities that had really brought out the woman in me.  

Like his full, masculine lips, for instance…

And that scent of his…

That heady male musk…

“I didn’t have enough time to get much of an impression,” I lied.

“Bullshit.”

“Pardon?”

“From the way the two of you were gawking at each other, you’d think you’d had a history or something.” He ate another French fry. 

“He seems…nice,” I said, simply, minding my own meal.  

“Well, did you at least find him attractive?” He probed, trying to elicit some sort of response from me.

I found my cheeks heating. 

Here I was, blushing again. 

My partner was damned good at pushing my buttons.

There was no point in lying to Phil.  

He was nosy, not stupid.  

“Sure, I mean, I guess so.”

“He’s a good-looking kid…” He smiled at me. “…and so are you.  The two of you could have beautiful children together.”

I felt like smacking the grin off his face. “No need to tease, Sergeant.”

“But you blush so easily.” He chuckled at me. “So does he.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Liar.  It was so sweet, the two of you sitting there, cheeks stained with embarrassment at your obvious interest in each other-“

“-oh, come on!”

“I bet you just can’t wait to see him again.”

I decided to ignore his comment and take a bite of my sandwich. I found that it was just as good as he and Dawson—and, for that matter, Neal—had said it was going to be.  The savory bacon and tangy tomatoes complimented each other well, with just the right amount of mayo to mellow it out, between the crunchy-chewy textures of the rye bread.

“Now this is what I call a sandwich,” I said, as impressed now with Bernie’s as they were.

“See, I told you,” Phil grinned at me, after which we finished our meal in silence.

A minor traffic accident, two break and enter calls and an assault causing bodily harm call later, our shift was pretty much over.  Since I had been riding shotgun as the passenger all day, while Phil drove, I had been the one filing reports using the squad car’s computer. 

But now, at the end of the day, it was time to file our end-of-shift reports. 

At my desk, I sat before the computer screen, typing in the last of my information when I felt someone watching me.  

I glanced across the bullpen and saw noon hour sex God Neal Schroeder sitting at a desk there, shuffling papers around.  

There were many desks and filing cabinets between us, yet I felt as though he was as near to me now as he had been at Bernie’s.  

I felt my body reacting to him, felt myself warming at the thought of what it would be like to be near him again.

He looked up from his work and smiled at me.  

That smile nearly floored me.  

He was very handsome and, despite the long work day, looked every bit as energetic as he had in the morning.  He had the vitality of youth about him and a sex appeal that I could not deny.  His very presence in the room roused in me a feminine stirring, an arousal that I found intoxicating, a very pleasant distraction indeed.

He lifted a hand to wave at me briefly and I found myself responding, raising my own hand to wave back.  

I felt like a schoolgirl responding awkwardly to her first crush. 

I’ve got to pull myself together, I told myself, yanking my hand out of the air to return it to the menial task of typing.  

I tried to return my focus to the dull, repetitive, clear, concise reporting, straight out of my notebook and into police record.

Paperwork. 

Nothing would kill my sex drive quicker.

I stared back at the computer screen and for the next half hour continued typing out my notes in the computer application’s required areas, going over my log book one, twice, three times to make sure that I had spelled everything correctly in the occurrence reports. The Motor Vehicle Accident we had responded to required the most documentation, since a copy of the occurrence report had to be forwarded to the Department of Motor Vehicles, for their records.  

It was amazing how much paperwork was necessary for even the smallest of criminal offences or even for a simple breaking and entering occurrence. 

I felt sympathetic toward the officers involved in investigating the Wild Animal Killer cases.  How much paperwork, how many reports had been filed because of my actions, how many countless hours of manpower had gone into documenting every Wild Animal or even suspected Wild Animal occurrence?

I didn’t know.  

But I imagined it was a lot, I had lost count of my victims, over the years, but somewhere out there, I was certain that the police and now even a special task force from the FBI, were keeping tally.

It wasn’t long after I had resolved to stay focused on my work that I saw movement in front of me, over the top of my computer screen.  

It was Neal, walking in my direction, his gaze fixed intently on me.  

I felt a thrill go through me, a moment of excitement so intense, it was hard to tell whether it was in joy, or panic.  

What could he possibly want?

I felt trapped at my desk.  

Even though there were other people in the bullpen with us, it suddenly felt as though we were the only two people in the world, part of our own private little drama. 

There would be no running from him, from whatever this visit entailed.  

A pleasant smile spread over his face, as he stopped right in front of my desk, his eyes not once leaving mine.  

He had me fixed, by stare alone, to my very seat.  

Damn, he looked as good in uniform as he did out of it. 

The dark blue sweater he was wearing fit snugly over his broad shoulders and clung to a broad chest that tapered down to denim jeans that could not disguise his lean waist and strong legs.  

His clothing left a lot to the imagination… and my imagination was running wild.

“You know,” he began, in his pleasant country drawl, “I’d ask you how your first day went, but I’d rather do it leaning over a nice meal than leaning over your computer.”

I looked at him stunned, not sure what to say.  

What was he talking about? 

Was he asking me out?

Like on a date?

That was kind of unprofessional…

Or was it just like, a coworker thing?

“You see,” he continued, “I was sitting over there, all by myself, for the better part o’half an hour trying to come up with a way o’asking you if you like sushi or not, when finally, it hit me—there’s only one way to find out.” His grin spread. “So do you? Like sushi, that is?”

I was speechless and in my reverie, I simply stared at him, uncertain of what to say. 

He was asking me out.  

For sushi, no less – my favorite meal!  

“Sure, I like sushi.” I relented finally, wondering what I had done to be so lucky. 

He leaned toward me and the flat-screened computer between us didn’t seem to leave me enough room to breathe. 

“Well, then, Samantha, would you like to accompany me for some late night sushi?  I know a great place, just down the street, a short walk from here.  They’ll be open ‘til midnight and it’s only eight o’clock now.” 

“I don’t know…” My voice trailed off as I considered it.  

Neal was making it so easy to say yes.  

He was so charming…but I wasn’t thinking straight around him.  

Didn’t he know how his very presence in the same room with me was having an effect that made my knees weak, made my very core ache for something more of him? Could he tell the effect that he was having on me?

He put himself out on a limb and, with no fear of rejection, tried another approach. 

“If you don’t like me, you can dine and dash on out o’there.  If you find me irresistible, stick around ‘til midnight, see if I turn into a pumpkin…what d’ya say?”

I decided to take him up on the offer, excited by the prospect of getting to know him better.

“I just have to finish filing this last report and then I can go.” I wondered why my voice was coming out a note higher than usual.  

Could he tell that I was nervous, excited?

“Well, how much more d’you think you have left?” He asked, sounding a little concerned.

“About fifteen minutes.” I wondered if he could feel the warmth of my body the way that I could feel his, even with the two feet of desk space between us.

“Perfect. That gives me time to reply to some email before we go.”

I looked down at my uniform and felt like a fool. “Oh and I’ll have to change first, too, if that’s okay?”

“No problem.”

“Where should I meet you?”

“I’ll be at my desk.  Just drop on by an’ let me know when you’re done.” 

With that, he walked back to his corner of the bullpen.  With his back turned, I knew he wouldn’t see me checking out his firm behind.  

From head to toe, he was quite the package.

I was certain he had a better ass than I did.

If my bartending tips were anything to go by, I had a very nice ass.

If my sexual conquests were anything to go by, I had an amazing ass.

Reluctantly, I took my gaze off of his shapely rear and stared back at the computer screen, to finish the report I had started.  I found myself typing with renewed vigor, anticipation making me eager to finish my work and call it a day.

At long last, I printed up copies of the report for the hard copy of our filing system and filed them in the appropriate cabinet. I looked at Neal, who was still busy at his computer.  I tried not to look as rushed as I felt as I went to the women’s locker room to get out of my uniform and into my street clothes.  

On the way back, I grabbed my winter coat and walked across the large room to his desk, my stomach seeming tumultuous with anticipation.  

The closer I got to Neal, the more nervous my stomach felt.  

Were these the butterflies that people always talked about, now fluttering in my belly?

“Hey,” he looked up at me with a boyish smile. “Just have to fire this off to Internet Land and we can go.” He dictated, aloud, the last few words of his email. “…and Mom, be sure to thank Aunt Susan for the strawberry jam she shipped out to me on the bus.  All my love, Neal.” 

He logged out of his computer and rose to his feet. “Just have to put my jacket on,” he said, almost apologetically. He gestured for me to walk ahead of him. “This way. We take the Young Street entrance.”

“Okay,” I started toward the entrance.

“Wrong way, Samantha.” As I looked at him over my shoulder, he grinned at me. He gestured at the hallway to my right. “Young Street is that way.”

“Right.” The nervousness I felt seemed to be distracting me. “I knew that.”

“Sure you did.” His hearty chuckle made me flush with embarrassment.

“Cut me some slack,” I groaned. “It’s my first day on the job.”

“If it’s any consolation to you, I ended up in the women’s change room my first day.”

“Intentionally?”

“Nope.  They were painting the door that day, so the sign had been taken off.  I had a feeling I was in the wrong area, but was in a hurry.  Long story short, the ladies in blue were none too thrilled about me appearing in their midst in nothing but a towel.”

“I can imagine.” 

“No, I don’t think you can.”

Oh, but I could.  

The image of him in a towel was already burned into my imagination.  

It was a wonderful image, at that.

“Were you the butt of many jokes? Pardon the pun.”

He gave a deep laugh. “Hardy har har.”

I couldn’t help but giggle at his humorless tone. “Is this a touchy subject for you?”

“Not so much now.  It wasn’t funny at the time – that day, I was mortified.”

“Really?”

“It seems police women hold a grudge. They were pretty unforgiving.”

“Surely not all police women hold grudges and are unforgiving?”

“Well the ones that were there showering that day teased me about it for weeks. As did everyone else we work with.”

We went down another hallway, where a janitor was mopping the street grime up from the floor.

“Be careful, man…floor’s wet,” said the thin man, pausing to let us pass by.

“Thanks.  And G’night Ed,” Neal added on our way out of the doorway.

“Goodnight,” said Ed, returning to his duties.

I opened the door wide and cold winter air rushed in. “God, it’s freezing out here.”

“Don’t worry.  Yamato Sushi is only a short walk away.”

We walked in silence for a few moments as I tried to think of something to say.

“So,” I began, “What made you pick sushi?  I mean, you could have asked me out for a drink.”

He smiled at me. “You seemed like the kind o’girl that would respond better to the invitation of an exotic meal than for an alcoholic outing.”

“Do you make a habit of asking strange women out for sushi?” I teased him.

“Only the pretty ones,” he teased back.

“Are you calling me pretty?” I laughed, feeling a little self-conscious.

“As unprofessional as it likely is - yes, I am.” He relented, rubbing his bare hands together to keep them warm. “Man, is it ever a cold one tonight.”

 “So exactly how did a country boy like you come to like sushi?” 

“When I first moved into the city, my cousin, she took me out to a Japanese restaurant to try something new.  At first, I thought sushi, raw fish – no way.  But she convinced me that some of it was cooked, so I finally worked up the courage to try it and I liked it so much, I kept coming back for more.”

“Well it’s so good, I mean how could you not?” 

He grinned at me. “Now I pretty much live on sushi, steak and Chinese food. And beer,” he added, as an afterthought. “Nice, cold beer.”

“Now there is something we have in common.” I gave him as warm a smile as I could manage in the harsh cold of January.

“So how did you know I’m from the country?” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Am I really that transparent?”

No, I thought, you’re actually a pleasant enigma.


“I could tell by your accent.”

“Is it that bad?”

“No, it’s not that noticeable at all.”

“So you’ve got a good set of ears, then?”

I thought of my supernatural sense of hearing. “You could say that…”

We walked a few steps in silence.  “So Neal, where’s your hometown? I’d say you’re from upstate, somewhere.”

“Then you’d be right.  I come from a small town – Crayton – of about a thousand people.” 

He slowed his gait and pointed out a neon sign over our heads that read Yamato in orange and blue. 

“This is it,” he gestured at the red metal door.

“That really was a short walk.” 

“Told you so.”

He opened the door for me and I brushed past him. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” he followed me into the warm building.

A slender Asian girl stepped through the split curtains just beyond the doorway, greeting us almost immediately. “Good evening. For two?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Neal replied for us.

“Would you like traditional seating, or regular seating?” She asked us, politely.

I looked at Neal for an answer. 

“Regular is fine,” he answered, unzipping his winter coat.

“Right this way.” The hostess grabbed two sets of menus from behind the front desk.

We followed her into a dining area that was surprisingly large, for the narrow exterior of the building.  The tables were decorated with dark burgundy tablecloths and had small chic lights in frosted blue orbs hanging over each, from the ceiling.  

“This is a pretty nice place,” I said finally, as we took our seats at the corner table designated by the hostess.  “I wasn’t expecting this kind of atmosphere from the way it looked on the outside.”

“Can’t judge a book by its cover.” Neal flipped open his colorful menu. “You know that.”

“So, what’s good here?” I asked him, as I perused the menu myself.

“Just about everything.  They’ve got the best dynamite rolls I’ve ever had, with tobiko on top.  Pretty good California rolls, too – simple, but good.”

“That’s crab, right?”

“…and cucumber, avocado and tobiko.” He replied. “They have some combination specials, if you’d like an assortment of different maki.”

My stomach growled in anticipation.  

I had not eaten anything since about two o’clock, before we responded to the Motor Vehicle Accident call.  

Phil had been right. 

We took our breaks when we could and ended up missing our afternoon coffee break altogether.

“I think I’m going to have to try their green dragon roll.” I said, of the photo image of the shrimp, smoked salmon and tuna sushi that was wrapped in thin slices of avocado and cucumber. “It looks really good.” 

“It is good.  I think I’ll have the red dragon roll myself.” Neal flipped his menu over to reveal the other choices. “It’s pretty much the same thing, only spicier, with barbeque river eel.”

“River eel?”
I had never been adventurous enough to try that. “I’ve never eaten river eel.”

He smiled warmly at me, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief. “Then it’s decided. I’ll order it and you can try some.” 

“Seriously.  Eel? As in river snake?”

“Pretend it’s chicken.”

“I don’t know…”

“C’mon.  Live dangerously.”

He had no idea just how dangerously I lived.

“I’m a cop now.  That’s dangerous enough for me.”

“Be adventurous.”

Again, he had no idea just how adventurous things got for me in the dark of night, in the company of evil men…and evil women.

“Sure.” I surrendered. “Why not?”

“That a girl.” He smiled at me over his menu.

I smiled back at him, enjoying the nearness of him, the intimacy of our small table.  It was strange, really, the way my attention focused almost entirely on him, as though her were the focal point of all of my senses.  

I was so distracted from reading the menu, I kept reading the words, all right, but it seemed like nothing was really sinking into my brain. 

I cleared my throat and looked at my sexy date for guidance. “So, you say that their dynamite rolls are good, huh?”

“Best in the city,” he promised. “But don’t take my word for it.  Tasting is believing.”

I closed my menu. “You were right about the tomato and bacon at Bernie’s, so I’ll take your word for it.”

He closed his menu with finality and set it atop mine.  “Here she comes.”

It was the girl who had seated us. “Ready to order?”

“I think we are.” Neal looked to me for confirmation. I nodded. “Go ahead,” he bid me.

“I’ll have an order of tekka maki, an order of agedashi tofu, two of your dynamite rolls and the green dragon roll.”

“And to drink?” she asked.

“Green tea.” I replied. “Thank you.”

“And for you?” She turned to Neal.  

I wondered if he made her feel the way that I felt…if she was attracted to him at all.  Strangely enough, I felt a small pang of jealousy.  She was younger than I was, more slender and had that delicate exotic quality that was common in Asian girls as pretty as she was.  

I found myself wondering whom he was more attracted to—her, or me.

They were strange—almost possessive—thoughts to be having about a guy that I had just met.

Strange thoughts indeed.

Neal handed her our menus. “I’ll have the red dragon roll, a killer bakudan roll, a Philadelphia roll, a dynamite roll and tea, please.”

“Very well.” She took the menus from Neal and gave him the slightest bow. “Thank you.”  

 “A killer bakudan roll?” I asked. “What’s that?”

“It’s sort of like a bakudan roll,” he replied, “But made with surf clam, covered in tempura flakes and hot sauce.”

“I can’t believe how hungry I am.” I smoothed my hands over my flat stomach. “My stomach’s been growling all evening.”

“I know,” he chuckled. “I could hear it from the other side of the bullpen.  When’s the last time that you ate?” 

“Around two, at Bernie’s, with you,” I confessed, feeling a little embarrassed that he had heard my stomach growling.

“You’ll learn to stash snacks in your desk or locker, just like the rest of us.” He grinned at me. “It’s like Phil said – with this job, you never know when you’ll get the next chance to eat.”

“So how long have you been on the force?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Four months now.” 

“Just four months?”

“I graduated in August, no doubt right before you started at the Academy.”

So he really was a Rookie, with just a few months under his belt.

“Yet you seem so comfortable in the role. So capable.”

“Capable?” He smiled sheepishly. “Thanks.  To be honest with you, there are a lot of calls that leave me wishing it was still just a drill back at the academy. It gets a little sketchy sometimes. I’m lucky to have Dawson as a Training Officer and partner.  He’s reliable to the core.”

“He seems like a battle scarred cop.” 

“He’s kind of stern, too.  Less so around Phil.” He looked thoughtful. “If you’re new to the force, you must have been in the batch that started in September, right?”

“Right.” 

I couldn’t help but stare at his mouth when he talked.  He had awfully luscious looking lips, for a guy.  His top lip was almost as full as the bottom.  They were the kind of lips that fantasies were made of.  

And he smelled so good…Like the musk of the forest on a humid summer day.  His spicy scent made me long to taste him, his lips, his mouth, his flesh.  

It was a very distracting series of thoughts.

“So, I have to ask…what’s it like working with Phil?  How is he, as a Training Officer?” 

“He’s okay.” I laughed, remembering the psychic comments. 

“What’s so funny?”

How could I put it into words, without giving too much away and without painting my TO as a complete and utter flake? 

“Well…” I sighed. “He’s got a really strange sense of humor, that’s all.”

“So I noticed.” Neal grinned at me. “It’s the whole I don’t trust newspapers, I read tabloids thing, right?”

“Oh, there’s more.”

“Did he lay the whole I’m psychic, everyone knows that line on you yet?”

I couldn’t help but laugh and it was so loud and sudden that it startled the couple at the table across from us. 

“As a matter of fact, he did.  I think he was trying to make a joke of some kind, to settle my Rookie nerves.”

Neal’s blue eyes darkened a shade. “From what I hear, it’s no joke.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.  They say that he can find things, find people.  That he reads auras, that sort of thing.”

“No kidding?” 

All of a sudden my stomach wasn’t just feeling hungry or nervous, it became heavy with dread.  

Both the police force and the feds were hunting for the Wild Animal Killer.  

If there was any truth to Phil’s claim – and now Neal’s - it wouldn’t do me any good if my partner on the force could see me for what I really was with his extrasensory perception.

“No kidding.” Neal shrugged. “That’s what they say, anyway.”

“Who says this?”

“People on the force.  His wife.  I don’t know if there’s anything to it, but Dawson seems to believe it and he’s not a bullshitter in any way, shape, or form.” He gave me a wry smile. “Lucky you, working with the human tracking device.”

“Yeah, lucky me.”

Suddenly, I didn’t feel so lucky…

“So besides the whole psychic thing, what’s he like?”

“I think he’s a pretty good TO.  He seems really patient and doesn’t mind answering all of my stupid Rookie questions.” I found myself glancing again at Neal’s lips and wondering what it would be like to kiss him… “What’s it like, working with Dawson?”

“He’s a pretty solid TO.  He’s patient enough and attentive enough, though I have to admit I get a little frustrated working with him because he expects me to remember everything he’s said to me, like I should be a human recording device, or something.” 

“That’s what our log books are for.”

He laughed and the sound of it made me warmer somehow. “I learned early on to make as many notes as possible when he was talking to me.” 

“Do you find that you’re learning a lot from him?”

“Something new, every day.” He paused and considered what he had just said. “There’s a lot that I can learn from him, on top of what I’ve learned already.”

The waitress returned with a teapot and two small cups without handles and set them on the table before us. 

“Here’s your tea,” she left us as quickly and quietly as she had returned.

“Thank you,” we said, in unison.

“So have you always lived here, in the city?” His intelligent blue eyes searched my face for the answer.

“I spent most of my life in the suburbs, which doesn’t really count.  Now I live in the North end, part of the downtown area of the 64th Division, in an apartment above this bar where I used to work, called Charlie Friday’s.”

“Must be difficult to get a decent night’s sleep.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Living above a bar like that.”

I thought of the outings with the Dark Thing that I had been making every other night for the last week. 

“No, not really.” I decided aloud.

“The patrons, they don’t get too noisy?”

“It’s not that rowdy of a bar,” I explained, feeling a bit pressured at having to explain my logic to him.  “Plus, they shut down around two o’clock in the morning, which is when I tend to fall asleep anyway.”

“So, you have difficulty sleeping at night?” He seemed genuinely concerned.

“Sometimes,” I admitted, thinking again of the Dark Thing and how it sometimes kept me from sleeping at all.

“I have a lot of sleepless nights too.”

“That’s hard to believe.”

“Well, believe it.”

“You strike me as having the boundless energy of a teenager.” 

“Trust me, it isn’t boundless energy.” He proved it to me with a sudden yawn.

“So these sleepless nights…what’s the deal?  A lot on your mind?”

“Not really. It’s just been that way ever since I was a kid.  Doc says that it’s insomnia, plain and simple.  When I was in college, I learned to make a friend out o’sleeping pills.  I seem to need them now more than ever, especially with this job.”

“More than ever?” Did this handsome devil of a man have a habit of some kind?

“If I haven’t fallen asleep by midnight on a day shift, I take a sleeping pill to be sure that I get five or six hours o’sleep in.  That sort o’thing. I don’t like ‘em. Make me groggy in the morning.” 

It was a reasonable enough explanation, I supposed.

“So what brings you to the big city?” I asked, curious to know how he had gone from a town of a thousand people to a city of seven million. “Why did you become a cop?”

“Once upon a time,” he began, pouring us both a cup of the tea, “I was just a simple country boy, living out on my parents’ farm, tending to the cows, making hay in the summer, that sort o’thing.  One day, a biker gang decided to set up a marijuana grow-op on a farm near my parents’.”

“Trouble, then?”

“Oh yeah, big time.  Though little did we know it at the start. See, there was nothing out o’ the ordinary at first.  They had bought the farm and property under a false pretense, o’course.”  

“But one night,” he continued, “I woke to the sound of a helicopter flying over the house, headed for the grow-op.  The area was crawling with police by daybreak. One of the men they were after had gotten away, run off into the bush somewhere.  I really got to see law enforcement in action. They had the sheriff’s office, the Drug Enforcement Agency, that helicopter, the police dogs unit…the whole nine yards. The excitement of the whole thing kind of stuck with me and I went into the tenth grade wanting to become a police officer, wanting more of that excitement.”

He paused. “Am I boring you yet?” He asked, taking a sip of his tea.

“No, no,” I reassured him. I was enjoying the story and the sound of his voice.  I could have listened to him talk all night long.  I found that he had my undivided attention. It didn’t matter what the topic was. I just wanted to hear more… “You’re anything but boring.  Carry on.”

Obliging me, he went on to say, “So yes, I wanted to become a cop, wanted to put away the poisoners and the murderers, the thieves and the rapists.”

“A noble cause.” I sniffed my fragrant tea. “Then what?”  

“Well, I figured I’d be o’more use to society here in the city than back at home, where the biggest concern is keeping cattle in their fences.  I was twenty-one when I finally made the move to the city. My brother was then old enough and wise enough to take on the responsibilities back home on the farm. Now, being twenty-one meant I made the age requirement, but I had no college or university credits, which is, as you know, necessary to become a candidate for the Police Academy.  So I went to school right here, in the City – got my Bachelor’s in Sociology, with a minor in Criminal Psychology.  Then I reapplied to the force and this time, I got in.” 

“So, have you found that excitement that you’ve been looking for?”

“More than I bargained for, actually.” He paused a moment, opened his mouth and pointed at one of his front teeth.  

I hadn’t noticed before, but a small portion of it was sheared off, at an angle.

“See this? I chipped that one separating two women in a bar brawl a few weeks ago.  And I’ve lost count of the scrapes and bruises along the way.”

“Sounds like I have a lot to look forward to,” I groaned, in mock horror.

“Of course, there are rewards to being a cop.”

“Like what?”

“Well for instance, no woman can resist a man in uniform.”

I knew what that felt like.  

Neal was irresistible, in or out of uniform. 

“Not even a woman in uniform? Maybe the two uniforms cancel out the effect.”

“Well, you’re here, aren’t you?” There was mischief in his smile, in his clear blue eyes. “You saw me in uniform and all.”

I felt the heat creeping into my cheeks.  

Here I was, blushing yet again, like some schoolgirl swooning over her high school crush. 

“You’re the one who asked me out, let me remind you.”

“Yes I did and let me be the one to remind you that you could have declined the offer,” he replied, his smile very sexy, even with the chipped tooth—perhaps made even sexier by it. “Yet, you didn’t and so, here we are. On a date.” 

“Oh…so this is a date?” I asked, coy of tone.

“Of course, it’s a date.” He stared at me for a long moment, keeping me captive in the warmth of his blue-eyed gaze. I didn’t have the heart to disagree with him.  For all intents and purposes, it felt like a date.  “So why did you do it?”

“Do what? Agree to go on a date with you?” 

“No. Why did you decide to become a cop?”

“For some of the same reasons that you did. I want to see criminals behind the prison bars that they deserve.” I sipped some of my tea.  Green tea.  My favorite. I then prepared to tell him the lie that I had told countless others, when they asked me why I wanted to be a cop. “Add to that, once upon a time, when I was fifteen, I was attacked by a man, not far from my home.  I got away okay, but as far as I know, he’s still out there.  It’s my hope to catch him one day and bring him to justice.”

“I see.” Neal looked past me and I heard the waitress approaching. “Looks like our sushi’s arrived.”

“That was quick.” 

“Here you are.” The dainty girl set the large platter of sushi before us and the bowl of agedashi tofu in front of me. She pointed out which items were which. “Red dragon roll, green dragon roll, tekka maki, killer bakudan roll and the dynamite rolls.”

“Thank you.” Neal brandished his chopsticks.

“Yes, thank you,” I said, feeling absolutely famished, my hunger burning a hole in my stomach.

“Well, let’s dig in.  Don’t be shy. Try that red dragon roll.” Neal lifted a piece of sushi to his mouth and devoured it without a moment’s hesitation. 

Following his lead, I took the chopsticks from the platter. Salivating, I lifted a piece of the red dragon roll to my mouth.  It was a large piece and I had to stuff it into my mouth using the chopsticks.  I chewed the roll and, in discovering its pleasant barbeque flavor, made sounds of pleasure.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” He asked, reaching for a piece of the red dragon roll himself.

I nodded and swallowed. “A bit chewy, but good. Thank you.”

“It’s one of my favorites.” He admitted, sharing yet another part of his world with me.

We ate the rest of our meal in near silence, enjoying each other’s company, bantering occasionally, until finally, the platter was finished, with nothing but a small pile of pickled ginger and traces of wasabi and scattered soya sauce stained rice left to tell the tale.

“Well that was an amazing meal,” I said finally, sitting back in my chair for comfort. “I’m stuffed.”

“You and me, both.” He agreed, toying with his teacup. “You want some more tea?”

“No, thank you.  I’m seriously full.” 

And I was.  

The sushi had been the best meal I’d had in a long time.  

The first bit of sushi I’d had in a long time, as well. 

It was much better than the meat and potatoes food at the academy.

The waitress took our platter away and left behind the bill.  Neal reached for it immediately, before I could even react.

“I’ll take care of this,” he said, seeing my alarm.

“But—“

“I asked you out on a date, remember?” His blue eyes twinkled at me.

“I don’t remember agreeing to a date.”

“Sure you did.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “You did.”

“I agreed to get some sushi with you. I think your exact words were would you like to accompany me for some late night sushi? To me, that doesn’t imply a date.”

“Well to me, it does,” he argued his point, grinning all the while. “However, if you don’t think it was a date, then why don’t you let me ask you out on one?”

“I was told that the department frowns on that sort of thing.”

“They frown on it, but it’s pretty much a don’t ask don’t tell sort of thing.  So it’s simple.  If they don’t ask, there’s no reason for us to tell.  And don’t even pretend that you don’t like me, because a guy can tell.”

“What, you’re psychic too?”

“No, I just know.”

“Well, maybe I don’t like you.” I bluffed.

“You’re still here.  That constitutes liking me in my books.  I told you, you could dine and dash on outta here if you wanted, but you’re still here and would you like to know why?”

“Why?” I asked, playing along with his game, whatever it was.

“Because you can’t resist me.” His smile was daring. “Admit it.  You’re smitten with me.”  

I knew from his tone that he was teasing, yet his words did strike a certain chord with me.  

I was very attracted to him…and had I ever been this attracted to anyone, ever?  

I didn’t think so, but I did not think that I was letting it show. 

“You’re not full of yourself at all, are you?” I laughed and decided to let down my long dark hair.  The tight braid at the back of my head was beginning to make my scalp ache.

“Nope. I’m just a simple country boy, ma’am,” he replied, seeming to enjoy our camaraderie and playful banter. “I’m too simple to be full o’myself.  I’m just stating the obvious. You’re into me, and how.”

I loosened the elastic at the bottom of my braid and then started the process of unweaving it.

“Oh, I’d say it’s the other way around.”

“Oh?”

“You’re the one who couldn’t resist asking me out on a sushi date.”

“So now you’re agreeing that it was a date.”

I threw my hands up, exasperated. “Fine.  I give up. Thank you for the date.  I’ve had an awesome time, so far. I’ve really enjoyed your company.”

“And I’ve really enjoyed yours.” He leaned toward me, closing in the distance between us. “Can I tell you a secret?”

“Maybe.” I teased, knowing that he was going to tell me anyway.

He tried to keep his tone serious. “You have to promise not to laugh at me.”

“Okay,” I finished the business with my braid and threaded my fingers through the long locks to loosen my hair, letting it fall in a dark wavy curtain about my shoulders.

“I haven’t been on a date since my second year of university.” He sighed under the burden of his secret. “Besides my mom and my chiropractor, you’re the first woman I’ve spent any length of time with in close company in nearly two years.” 

“Are you serious?” I was shocked that someone with his good looks and suave country-boy charm had a dating record even worse than mine.

“Dead serious.” He confessed. “After my last girlfriend dumped me for an art student, I pretty much just stayed away from women and focused on my studies until I graduated.  Two months after my university graduation, I was starting up at the Police Academy and you know how rigorous the pace is there.  You don’t have time to think, not to mention pursue a love life.”

I thought of the nights at the academy where I had vanished into the dark, to answer the call of the Dark Thing, to answer its hunger for justice.  

There were ways to get around the rigors of training, to pursue matters if one was dedicated enough to their cause… 

“I know what you mean.” I lied.

“Your turn,” Neal decided. “When’s the last time you went out on a date...and be honest?”

I had to actually think for a long moment, to answer that question. 

“Does it count if I walked out on the sleaze ball before the appetizer even arrived?”

“Sure does.”

“Then it’s been about six months for me,” I toyed with my thick hair elastic. “Before I went to the academy, my friend Charlie Friday set me up with this guy who turned out to be a total loser, who couldn’t keep his eyes off of my tits.”

“Pardon my opinion, but you can hardly blame the sleaze ball. You have a beautiful body.” Neal spoke with respectful admiration. “Plus, with those lovely green eyes and that dark wavy black hair of yours…those luscious scarlet lips…you have no idea how gorgeous you look right now.”

My breath froze in my chest. 

Was he hitting on me?  

Making a move? 

“Thank you,” I said, unsure of what else to say. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

There was a long silence between us and we just looked at each other in no rush to say or do anything that might break the spell.  

It was pleasant, just sitting there with him, admiring him while he admired me.  

It was as if we were making a connection, without even having to touch.  

Finally, he broke the silence. “Charlie Friday…as in the bar you used to work at?”

“And live above, don’t forget.  Yeah, he’s the owner-operator of the place.”

“What do your folks think about you becoming a cop?” He asked me, fidgeting again with his teacup. “Are they supportive, or…?”

I told him my story. “My mother, Lillian, is terrified that I’ll die in the street from a gunshot wound on a robbery call. My adoptive father, Paul, he’s a bit more…supportive.  At first, like her, he wanted me to go through law school, but now he wants me to do what makes me happy.  As for my little brother Darren, well to be frank, he’s jealous.  He wanted to be a cop too but now he has decided he wants to be a fire fighter.  He’s eleven and changes his mind as often as he does his underwear.”

“That’s a kid for ya.” 

I wondered about Neal’s own situation. “How about you? Were your parents disappointed when you told them you wanted to leave the farm?”

“They weren’t that disappointed, because Matty– my brother –always told them he wanted to take over the family farm.” He rolled the teacup between his hands. “My mother’s just as worried for me as your mother seems to be for you, but my dad, he’s real proud o’me.  He says that it don’t bother him in the least, that he’s glad that I made use of all that target-shooting out on the farm.” 

“He probably still worries, though.” 

“Of course he worries. I try not to give them anything to worry about.  I don’t tell them about the stuff we see on the job. It would only serve to upset them.”

“I think I know what you mean.” I had only been on patrol for one day, but had already gotten a good taste of what was in store for me. “I think it’s best if what happens at work stays at work.”

“Exactly right.  You gotta leave it there, because if you let it come home with you, it’ll begin to eat you up inside. If you take it home with you, you either become a cop with an alcohol problem, or a cop with his own gun in his mouth, about to swallow a round for the sake o’ his sanity.”

Another silence hung between us, until Neal spoke. “But hey, let’s not talk about work right now.  Let’s talk about our next date.”

“Our next date?” I asked him, with a small laugh.  

We weren’t even done with this one.

“Yeah,” he said, deadpan. “When is it?”
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“So, can I give you a ride home?” Neal asked, opening the door of Yamato for me.

“No, thanks, I’ll just catch the bus down the street.”

He looked at me as if I was a crazy person wearing a doomsday sign. 

“But it’s freezing out here.” He tried to sell me his offer. 

It really was.  

The temperature had dropped even more since we had been in the building.

“The bus stop is heated,” I said, defending my mode of transportation. 

“Well, so is my truck.” His mischievous blue eyes were trying to persuade me.

“Thanks, but I’ll just take the bus,” I told him. “I don’t want you to have to go out of your way.  We live at opposite ends of the City.”

“From your description, I know it’s not that far from my place,” he insisted, jingling his keys at me. “It’s no trouble, really. I’d be honored to give you a lift.  Being a chivalrous country boy and all.” 

“Geeze, you don’t take no for an answer, do you?”

“I shoulda been a used car salesman.” He laughed and hooked his arm in mine. “C’mon, let’s get back to the station before I freeze my nuts off.”

I laughed and followed where he led, delighted by the contact he had made in putting his arm through mine.  The way we were walking, with our arms interlinked, our hips kept brushing against each other with every single footfall.  I admired the strength of his arm, under the layers of his coat and the way he was so gentle in holding mine.  

Too soon, he let go of me as we gained access to the precinct building and stepped inside, grateful for its warmth.  

“This way,” Neal said, steering me toward the one-way windows at the rear of the bullpen. “I have to start my truck.” He flashed me the command-start remote control in his hand. “I just have to get to one of these windows…” 

He aimed the remote at the window nearest us and started his vehicle. I saw which one it was, from the way the headlights turned on in the parking lot. His was the little red pickup truck, looking shiny and new and almost out of place amongst the other vehicles in subdued colors.  

“So do you always go with public transportation?” Neal asked me, while we waited for his truck to warm up.

“Not always.”

“Are you a hippie or something?  Got a grudge against gas powered vehicles?”

“No, I just couldn’t justify the cost of a car when I was a bartender.”

“And now?”

“My father is going to help me find a car on my next day off,” I told him. 

“So how do you get around?”

“In the summer, I used my motorcycle for the most part. But since that’s not an option in the winter—I’ve been taking the bus when I can, or I catch a cab, when I must.”

He seemed amused with something I had said.  “Ooh…so you’re a motorcycle babe in the summer months, huh?”

“…and will be in spring and most of the fall.” 

“So, what kind of vehicle are you thinking of getting?”

“Nothing too fancy.  Just a small economy car.  Maybe a Toyota Echo, or a Honda Accord, Chevy Cobalt, Ford Focus – something like that.”  

“Something that will be easy on gas, easy to park.” He suggested.

I thought of my outings with the Dark Thing. 

Something small to hide behind buildings.  


  

Something dark to park in the shadows. 

“Something that suits my needs,” I decided aloud.

 “So… have you read any good books lately?” He asked, out of the blue.

“Where did that question come from?  How did we go from car shopping to book reading?”

Neal grinned at me. “Just trying to get to know you better, that’s all.”

“Well, if that’s the case, you should know that I watch movies more frequently that I read books.”

“Have you watched any good movies, then?” 

“Actually, I’ve been watching a bit of the Hellraiser series.  My Uncle Stanley bought me the first six movies on DVD for my birthday.  I’m about half-way though them.”

His lips curved into a frown. “Aren’t those the gory movies with the puzzle boxes and that Pinhead guy, with the hooks and chains that come out of the walls to tear people to shreds and whatnot?”

“That’s Hellraiser, all right.” 

“Gross.”

I laughed at his displeasure. “It’s an acquired taste.” 

“I’ll say.” He shook his blond head in disbelief. “What’s a nice girl like you doing watching movies like that?  In the dark of your apartment, no less.”

“Maybe I’m not the nice girl you think I am,” I challenged him, in the most sensual tone that I could manage, hoping that I looked as sexy as I felt.  

He was giving me a ride home, after all.  

I decided that I was going to invite him up to my place, for a cup of tea.  

If my lucky streak continued, I imagined that he would be staying well after that first cup of jasmine…

“Oh, I think I know a nice girl when I see one.” His glance fixed on my lips.

I licked my lips slowly and smiled at him.  

I watched his sexy mouth open slightly, as though he was going to say something, but then it closed and he swallowed. 

Clearing his throat, he seemed to decide upon something. “I think I’ve given my truck enough of a fighting chance – it can warm up on the way.  Let’s get you home.”

The drive back to my place seemed quicker than usual, even though I had to give him directions and was so distracted at one point that we missed one of the turns.  

Shortly after, we were pulling up to the rear parking lot of Charlie Friday’s.  

There weren’t many vehicles in the lot, but that was to be expected since it was only a Wednesday night and roughly ten thirty, at that.

“Thank you so much, for the ride,” I began, my heart pounding quicker in my chest as I realized the impact of what I was about to do. “Can I repay you with a cup of tea upstairs?”

I had put myself out on a limb and wondered if he was going to take the bait.  

A long silence filled the space between us.  

Finally, he let out the breath that he had been holding.

I needn’t have worried. Or wondered…

“Yeah, sure,” he said, accepting the invitation. “It’s still plenty early.”

We left his truck and I led the way, Neal following me to the rear entrance of Charlie Friday’s, to the stairwell that led to the three apartments above the bar. As we walked up the stairs, I wondered, for a moment, if I had completely lost my mind.  

He was a coworker!

What was I doing, inviting him back to my place so soon?  

I was sure he knew that there was more than a cup of tea in store for him. 

We were adults, true and I was horny, also true, but wasn’t this moving a little too fast, even by modern standards?  

Plus, there was no guarantee that he would want to have sex with me.  

Being a charming ol’ country boy with good manners and all…

I didn’t have much more time to think about it, because we were soon outside the door to my apartment and before I knew it, I had the key in the lock and was turning it to grant us entry.  Resolving to make the best of the evening, no matter what the outcome, I stepped inside my apartment and put my winter coat on the rack.

Neal stood just inside the door, a little uncertainly, as if he did not know what to do with himself now that he was here. I kicked off my winter boots and set them in their place by the door.

“Hang up your coat and stay a while,” I called to him as I made my way into the kitchen to set two cups out on the counter.  I opened the cupboard and surveyed its contents. “You have your choice of chai tea, green tea, jasmine tea, some kind of berry zinger tea that my mom gave me and Earl Grey or orange pekoe.”  

“That’s a lot o’options.” 

Neal added his jacket to the coat rack near the door and then moved into the small kitchen to stand near me.  He was close, but not so close that he made me feel uncomfortable.    

The kitchen suddenly felt too small.  

For one person, it was cozy enough, but put two people in there and it became smaller still. He looked down at me, with tenderness in his clear blue eyes and I felt that familiar warmth spreading through my loins, through my entire body.  

I had almost forgotten what desire felt like, if I had ever even truly known it before now.

“What are you having?” He asked me.  

We both knew that the invitation for a cup of tea was merely a ruse to get him upstairs and into my lair.  It was just going to be a matter of time before one of us made a move to call our own bluff.

“Chai,” I said, bringing the package up to my face, to breathe deep its spicy fragrance.  

Even through the pungent aroma of the tea, I could smell him, that earthy male musk that was his and his alone.  

“Sounds good to me,” he decided, looking casual and comfortable as he leaned back against my kitchen sink.  

Did he know how sexy he looked just then, his long body stretched out like that, his sweater taut across the muscles of his lean chest and strong arms? Did he know how the denim of his jeans was straining against his groin, making my imagination run wild with possibilities? 

I checked the water level on the electric kettle and flicked its switch to on. 

“It usually takes a few minutes to boil,” I said, apologetically.

“Don’t you worry none,” he spoke softly. “I’m in no rush.”

Good, I thought to myself. I want you to stay awhile.

“So what does your dad do for a living?”

“My birth father, or Paul?” I asked, for clarification. 

“Either, or.” 

I decided to keep the explanation brief. “I never knew my birth father.  As is the case with many deadbeat dads, he left my mom shortly after I was conceived.”

His blue eyes were sympathetic. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.  Paul—my true father—he’s the best parent a girl could hope and have.  He’s been supportive of me in every way.” 

Looking at Neal, I found myself basking in the warmth of his nearness.  Could he feel my nearness, as I could feel his?  Or was the Dark Thing making me more sensitive to the heat emanating from his body, making me more sensitive to my surroundings? 

“Paul’s an architect.  He even designed the home that he, my mom and brother live in.”

“And your mother,” he began, “What does she do?”

“She’s a nurse,” I replied. “She worked full time at the Boothe General Hospital until she became pregnant with Darren and then part time ever since.” 

“I’ve always admired people in the health care professions.  They have an even tougher job than we do.”

I grinned at him. “Her second job is to be a constant worrier.” 

“Isn’t that the case with all mothers?” He asked, in that slow, sexy country drawl of his.

“Mine is the exception to the rule.” I groaned. 

“How so?”

“She’s a mega-worrier.  For example, she didn’t let me take the training wheels off my bike until I was eleven.  Eleven.”

“A worrier indeed.  I bet she made you wear a helmet, too.”

“…and kneepads.” I remembered my embarrassment all too well.

“Well, things were different for us out on the farm.” He confided. “I only knew what training wheels and helmets were from what I saw in the Sears catalogue.  We pretty much rode our bikes at our own risk.  If we fell, we picked the gravel from the scratches in our knees and got back on to ride again.”

“I hear that kids grow up to be stronger that way, with less coddling.”

“Tough as nails, actually.” He conceded, crossing his arms over his strong chest. “You seem to have turned out okay, coddled or not.”

“It’s like the old saying goes, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.  Even if that means suffocation by way of your overbearing mother.” 

As predicted, a few minutes later the kettle began to make soft gurgling sounds and I knew that it had come to a boil.  I shut it off before the switch even popped back to the off position and poured hot water over the tea bags, in their respective cups.  

Fragrant steam rose up from the cups to meet me and as I set the kettle down, I caught Neal appreciating the backside of my body with hungry eyes.

His glance shifted and then he looked me in the eye. I smiled at him and held out his cup of tea with hands that were surprisingly steady for the adrenaline that was coursing through them. He took it, holding both the cup and my hands briefly, tenderly, in his. 

His touch, this time, was more intimate than all of the others I’d had the pleasure of on this evening.

If nothing else, if he left after his cup of tea, I supposed that I would have the memory of this gentle touch and this pleasant evening, to sustain me through the lonely winter night ahead.

To my pleasant surprise, he put his cup of tea down and in his rich, masculine voice said, “So when are we going to talk about this?”

“About what?” 

“This undeniable attraction between us.” Neal took my cup away from me and set it on the counter next to his. He lifted his warm hand to my face and cupped it gently, forcing me to stare into his intense blue eyes. “We’re adults, Samantha.  We can talk about it, can’t we?”

“Actions speak louder than words,” I said, daring him to act.

“Woman, you are driving me crazy.” 

He leaned forward and closed the distance between us.  

His kiss came as suddenly as his words, but it was soft, pliant and oh…so sensual.  He took my breath away with that kiss and I found myself greedily suckling his bottom lip, wanting more of him, more of him, more of him…

He held my face with his hands and kissed me harder, more ardently, showing me his desire – a desire that was a match unto my own.  

“Open your mouth for me,” he said breathlessly and I moaned, letting him in.  

His tongue flicked across mine as he kissed me deeply, with more passion than my imagination had given the ol’ country boy credit for.  His need was evident as he pressed his body against me, pinning me between his torso and my kitchen counter.

The muscles of his back were hard beneath my fingers as my hands sought first, his shoulders and then worked their way down his spine, to his narrow waist and lower, to cup the muscles of his well-defined ass.  

I smiled into our kiss as I felt the sign of his arousal pressing into my hip, straining against his jeans, as surely as I could feel the hard strength of his chest against my soft breasts.

As our mouths continued to explore each other, his hands fell to my ass and squeezed the cheeks possessively. He then ground himself into my hips and I broke our kiss to look down, at the awesome clothed erection that was there between us, a long firm rod of at least seven inches that promised to please.  I

 swallowed a gasp of delighted surprise that spilled from my lips like warm honey from my mouth. I threaded my hands through his tousled hair and kissed him roughly, wantonly, stealing his breath from his lips.

It pleased me to see that he was as aroused as I was.  It justified my own arousal, gave meaning to my heat.  My pussy was throbbing with anticipation and I knew that this was just the beginning of my pleasure, so long as he was willing to play along and give me what I wanted. 

What I needed...  

“You're a good kisser,” he said, breaking the contact of our lips to stroke my jaw with his fingertips.

“I try,” I replied, lips swollen from our passion, my breasts aching for his touch.

“You've got a hot body.” He crooned, a hand on the small of my back.  “One I've come to want very badly...”

“Then take what you want.” 

I wanted the pleasure that I knew his body could give.

His reaction was slow, sexy, intentional. The very tip of his tongue darted out to lick the rim of my upper lip and then the rounded pout of my lower one. He delved his eager tongue into my mouth, where it danced and tangled with my own, a kiss of enticement enriched with demand.

Finally, he pulled away to speak.

 “How about I take my time with you?” He turned my head so that he could whisper in my ear. “I want to lick and taste every inch of you.”

“Wait…” Reluctantly I hesitated, my palms pressing into his chest. 

Logic had to prevail for a moment.  

“What?  What’s wrong?”

“I gave my box of condoms to a girl I bartended with.  I haven’t had a chance to replace them.  Haven’t had a reason to replace them.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“Shit is right.” I groaned with frustration. “Do you have a-?”

“No, I’m not packing any protection, I’m sorry to say. Didn’t know this was in store for me.”

A long silence passed between us.  

The sexual tension in my kitchen was so intense, I could taste it. 

I exhaled a long sigh of annoyance.

“Well…Neal…did anything come up in your medical?” I was referring to the blood tests he would have undergone before his time at the academy.

“No,” he replied and I trusted the solemn set of his mouth. “Yours?”

“Nothing.” 

I wanted him inside of me so badly.

“Then I’m willing to risk it if you are.”

I swallowed nervously. “I am.”

“Are you on birth control?” 

“Since I was eighteen.”

“Then we’re more or less covered if the statistics are in our favor,” he said quickly and kissed me again, fanning the flames that were burning low in my body. “Take us to your bed.” 

Weak in the knees, I led him by the hand to my small, tidy bedroom.  

He grinned when he saw the twin bed, amused by its small dimensions.  

“Well, it’s not much to work with,” he teased me, “but it will have to do.”

At his gentle insistence, I lowered myself to the bed and he covered me with his body.  I wrapped my legs around him, encouraging him as he pressed his pelvis against me.  We were both still fully clothed, but the action was as intimate as it came.  From what I could tell of myself, I was soaking wet now and ready for him, my clitoris throbbing against the seam of my jeans with every new motion he made.

I ground my mound into his hand when he unzipped my jeans, seeking my moist slit with his fingers.  His fingers, though large, were incredibly nimble, exploring my crevice and my clit.

“God… you're so wet.” He groaned, fingering my slick hole.  

“I’m so Goddamned horny.”

He probed two fingers inside of me and I gasped and rocked against him, already so near an orgasm that I thought it might burst out of me, without warning. 

He brought his fingers to his mouth and licked them. 

“Mmm. You taste good.”

“Oh God,” I groaned, as he returned his fingers to their ministrations. 

Sure, I was enjoying the way he was finger fucking me, sliding his fingers slowly in and out. I knew that masturbating me just wasn’t going to sate the gnawing hunger deep within.  

I wanted to have him inside of me.  

I needed to have him inside of me.

“Masturbation just doesn't cut it.” I pulled his hand out of my pants. “I have to have you. Inside of me.  If I don’t, I think I might die and then you’d have to explain that to Phil.”

He seemed slightly taken aback, yet delighted by my claim.  

He kissed me one more time, roughly and then stood up. “If that’s the case, then we have to get you out of those jeans.”

I raised my bottom to help him, as he pulled them down over my hips. 

He whistled, low and sexy.

“What?”

“Do those sexy orange panties match your bra?”

“But of course,” I grinned at him and tugged my panties down my legs.

“Nice landing strip.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Now let me see yours?”

“Nothin’ to it.” He smirked at me in the dim light. “Lose the shirt.”

I pulled my shirt up over my head while he stepped out of his jeans, revealing an erection that his navy boxer shorts could not fully conceal.  He was soon pulling his sweater over his head, to reveal a chest that was every bit as masculine as it had felt, with a small amount of golden hair at the center and a sparse trail of it leading down to his navel.  

He pulled his boxer shorts down and stepped out of them, so that he was standing naked before me.

“Neal…”  

“Like what you see?” He asked, stroking his seven inches of sweet promise.

“Oh yeah.” Licking my kiss-swollen lips, I groaned. “For the love of God, hurry.”

My breasts perked up within the restraint of my orange lace bra, as though begging for his touch.

He pressed his body against mine, covering me entirely. A soft moan escaped my parted lips and his next kiss was so ardent, it left me with the distinct sensation that the room was spinning. The very feel of him was intoxicating, elating, euphoric…

“You have such beautiful breasts.” He pulled down the bra to suckle first one nipple and then the other. His hand found one breast and then the other, kneading them gently.   I thought that I was going to orgasm from the feel of his tongue alone, by the swirling sensations I was getting from his mouth as it explored my left nipple and then the right. My nipples stood erect as his tongue continued to tenderly assault my breasts. 

He was clearly in no rush.  

But I was.

“Please, Neal – do me now,” I begged.  

He shrugged and smiled down at me. 

He gently parted my thighs at the knee and positioned himself between them. 

"If you insist..." He said simply and slid his entire length into me, in one sweet, long movement.  

I had not been as ready for him as I'd expected and gasped my surprise, my delight.  He filled me entirely, with depth and girth of ecstatic proportions... I wrapped my legs snug around him, taking him captive, holding him there, inside of me.

 “Oh, God, Sam…”

“Neal?”

“You feel so good,” he drawled. “So tight.”

All I could do was moan my pleasure. He started with a slow, deep, steady rhythm, no more than six or seven thrusts in all and then he stopped, just as I was beginning to melt from the molten hot ecstasy of our shared passion.  

"Why are you stopping?" I asked, bewildered by the pause in motion.

There was tenderness in his blue eyes as he smiled down at me. “You're about to come already, aren't you?”

“I was, until you stopped.” I pouted.

“Good.” He began to thrust anew, with the same slow, sweet rhythm.  The tempo of his motion was riveting, causing something primitive in me to stir, as though to unheard music. That restless little something inside of me began to unravel, slowly, uncoiling as the heat of my building orgasm was just beginning to blaze, in a way that left me moaning when he stopped again.

“Neal!” I groaned, my pussy throbbing around him.

“Oh, sorry.” He chuckled and thrust deeper, a new tempo, a new stroke.  My orgasm picked up where it left off and I fought off the spasm, waiting until it built to the point where I couldn't help but give in.  

I shuddered and buried my short nails into the skin of his back and cried out as wave after wave of intense pleasure fluxed through me like untamed electrical current. My clitoris twitched and pulled rhythmically, each spasm a new brand of wonder.  When at last I began to coast down from the dizzying heights of my orgasm, it was only so that I was at the brink of another from Neal’s attentive thrusts and withdraws...

“Oh, Neal!” I cried out as a stray wave of pleasure left me speechless in its wake.

“That's two,” Neal counted, keeping the same maddeningly steady rhythm. 

“Oh my God!”

“You fit me like a fucking glove…”

I couldn’t believe it…I was about to come again.  He had a magic stroke.  The missionary position had never done for me in the past what it was doing for me now…

This was my third and most powerful, most mind-numbing orgasm yet.  It shattered the world around me, leaving me feeling weightless and dizzy.  As I faltered, Neal seemed unable to wait any longer. With urgency, he pumped into me more quickly now, wanting to catch up to the orgasm I had achieved.  

I wrapped my legs around him. 

“Come for me,” I told him breathlessly. “Come with me.”

I was feeling the heat of another orgasm building, when suddenly, he began to throb wildly inside of me. He groaned aloud, losing control of himself and I knew that he had come too.  He made the last few strokes count, driving deep inside of me, making me cry out.  

He felt so good…

He propped himself up on his elbow and, still inside of me, I felt myself throbbing again when he muttered an apology, “Sorry, I couldn’t hold back any longer.”

“Shhh. Don’t apologize.  That was amazing.” I grasped him closer with my quivering legs, not wanting to let go.  

It was a beautiful moment.  

Our moment.  Ours.

Unfortunately, the afterglow couldn’t last forever.  

We both began to feel sticky from the various bodily fluids we had exchanged and so, I suggested we shower together, to which he, of course, complied.

When we entered the bathroom, he grumbled about the tight fit in the shower. 

“I warned you it was small,” I told him.

“We’ll make it work.” He assured me, as the steam rose around us.  He poured a dollop of body wash into his hands and proceeded to smooth it all over my breasts, my waist, my ass… and lathered my body back in the direction from which he had started.

“What are you doing?” I asked, with laughter.

“Just giving you a little wash,” he said mischievously.  “I could never get enough o’these breasts, they’re two perfect handfuls and heck, I have big hands.”

“So I noticed.” I fondled his thickening manhood. “Ready for round two already?”

“Not yet,” he confessed. 

“It’s a shame.”

“Why?  You ready?”

“Well…”

“I have a better idea, if the lady is in need.” 

Neal got to his knees, careful not to knock me over in our cramped quarters.

“Neal, what are you-?”  

He looked up at me with all the eagerness of a puppy trying to please its master.  

“Spread ‘em.” 

I swatted his prying hands away. “Oh, Neal…I haven’t even washed there yet.” 

“You think I’m afraid o’the taste o’my own cum?”

“Well…”

“Are you afraid o’my-?”

“No.”

“Then spread’em.” He tried to bury his tongue into my slick crevice. “Come on, darlin’.”

I sighed and relented, offering up my pussy to him…  

After the shower, we sat cuddled up on my futon, watching a late night talk show when I felt it.  Something was tugging and beckoning at my very core.  

Something…dark and disturbing and demanding.  

Something hungry.

I recognized it as the call of the Dark Thing. 

Moreover, it was getting more insistent with each passing minute.

I stood up and faked a loud, almost obnoxious yawn. “Well, Officer Schroeder, it’s definitely way past our bedtime.”

“Are you inviting me to stay?” He asked, smiling.

“My bed’s too small for two.” I told him, hoping that I wouldn’t hurt his feelings as I walked away from him into the kitchen.

“Well, what about your futon?” He suggested, gesturing at my couch. 

“What about your clean change of underwear?” I countered, arching an eyebrow at him.

He shrugged his surrender and followed me into the kitchen. “So – you’re kicking me out so soon?”

“We both have to work in the morning, so yes.” I tried to keep the conversation lighthearted with a smile. “I am.”

He gestured at our untouched teacups. “Do you often invite strange men up for tea that they don’t drink?” He asked, as I poured the contents of the cups down the sink.

“No, actually, I don’t.” 

I went to my bedroom to put on a nightshirt. He followed to collect his clothes.  We both dressed in silence.  I sat on the bed and watched him wrestle his way back into his navy sweater.  Man, he looked as good in clothes as he did out of them…

“Neal,” I started, hoping that I would find the right words to describe how I was feeling.

“Is this the part where you tell me you regret our being together like this?”

“What? No, God no.”

“Then what?” 

“I know that this is going to sound like a cliché of the worst kind, but I want you to know, I don’t make a habit of sleeping around with men I work with – or, with men in general.” I poked him in the ribs and smiled playfully. “…and certainly not on the first sushi date.”

“Yeah, well I don’t make a habit of asking women out for sushi.” He paused, let out a sigh and then met my glance. “So…when can I see you again?”

“Soon.”  

Back in the living room, I fetched a piece of paper and a pen from my coffee table, so that I could quickly scrawl out my digits. The Dark Thing was beginning to make my skin itch with its relentless hunger and that was never a good sign.  

Trouble was brewing somewhere in the City.  

Whatever the Dark Thing was, wherever it had come from, two things were certain.  It was never wrong and it was always impatient where the threat of unchecked criminal violence was concerned.

I handed him the paper.

“What’s this?” He grinned at me.  

“I’m giving you my cell number.” I told him, trying to sound calm, despite my urgency. “You can call me anytime, leave me a message or text me if I don’t answer.”

I watched him as he put on his boots and then his jacket.  My body hummed with the memory of how he had touched me and despite all that we had done together, I still wanted to have more of him.  

Just a little more time, I promised the Dark Thing, whose call was becoming more urgent with every beat of my heart.

“Well, if nothing else, I know where you work,” he teased, trying to sound dire.  

“You most certainly do.” I kissed him lightly and opened the door for him.  “Goodnight, Neal.”

“Goodnight, Samantha.” He left my apartment. “Sleep tight.”

“You too,” I said and closed the door.
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Two Months Later

 

Then there was the morning in early March that started normally enough. 

Shortly after my arrival, the district sergeant took a squad car roll call for the second shift of the day. We were briefed by the Captain on the most notable incidents and details from the previous shift. Phil and I did our equipment check and then set out together to patrol our assigned zones in the division: Zones One and Seven.  

Zones One and Seven were primarily residential areas, with the occasional support service thrown in the mix. There were two walk-in clinics, two pharmacies, a few convenience stores, small restaurants, a few strip malls, that sort of thing.  Zone Seven was just below Zone One and Zone Two on the large wall-sized map of our division that occupied the better part of one wall in the briefing room.  We seemed to receive mostly domestic dispute calls out of Zones One, Two and Seven, as well as the regular break and enters and the occasional assault causing bodily harm.  

It wasn’t long after we had responded to our first domestic dispute of the day that the radio crackled, again coming to life. “Base ten to nine-zero-five Tango, copy?”

“That’s us, kid,” said Phil, stating the obvious to me before replying over the radio: “Copy, base ten – go ahead.”

The radio continued, “There’s a ten forty-seven—“ —a robbery in progress— “—in Zone Seven at the Circle One Convenience Store at three-thirteen Evans Street. Suspect is a six foot tall black male, wearing a black ski mask, black hoodie, black pants and is armed with a handgun. Nine-zero-five Tango, please acknowledge?" 

Three thirteen Evans Street was only a few blocks away.

Phil fumbled for the radio, hands quivering slightly with adrenaline.  Even a veteran with as many years on the force as Phil was prone to get a little excited at the call of the dispatcher.  A dispatcher with news of an armed robbery, no less.  

Armed robberies were rare pretty much unheard of in this area of the city, due to the low concentration of businesses in the locale.

“Ten four!” Phil responded with our location and then ended the call. “You heard her, kid.  Three thirteen Evans street!  Drive as fast as you dare and try not to hit anybody.”

“Yes, sir, Phil, sir. Just like at the academy!” I said to him with a nervous smile as I began to accelerate the car.  I flipped the switch to activate both the lights and sirens and sped toward our destination. 

Up until this shift, in my career as a Rookie cop, I had never been on an actual robbery in progress call.  

Much less, an armed robbery in progress call.  

As my Training Officer, Phil was no doubt nervous because he had a Rookie to take care of.  

Me – I was nervous because I had a veteran to impress. 

We both headed into the call with our breaths coming quicker from the excitement tingling down our spines.

The convenience store looked just like every other convenience store in America. You know the kind—the usual hole in the wall shop that every neighborhood seems to have, with bars on the windows and hand-written advertisements plastered across the glass. Tacky posters also covered the windows of the doors to the establishment, a place no bigger than your average size beer and wine store. 

I pulled the squad car up to the parking lot and was just about to put the car into park when a man dressed head to toe in black burst out the front door and ran around the corner like a bat out of Hell, disappearing down the back alley. 

It was him—the suspect in question, no two doubts about it.

Phil was out of the car first, running after the guy and I second, right behind him, the both of us chasing the suspect down the back alley.  

About a half-block away from the store, the suspect paused, turned and opened fire, shooting in our direction twice.

He got a lucky shot in. 

A bullet struck Phil square in the chest, making my partner stumble to the snow-laden ground. The other shot struck a garbage can a few meters from us, resulting in a loud hollow metallic bang that made me flinch. I knelt down next to Phil on legs that were shaking with adrenaline, to see how bad the damage was.

“Phil!”

“Got my vest.” Phil declared. 

He fingered the bullet hole where he had been struck in the chest. He tried to get up, but winced with the first breath he took and sat back down. 

“Gonna bruise like a bitch from the impact.  Maybe cracked a rib.  Go get him, kid.  I’ll call, see what’s holding up our back up.”

As he reached for his radio, I got to my feet and ran after the perp, using my sensitive hearing. I located him running nearly a block away from me.  I gathered my wits about me and chased him down.  I made visual contact as I turned the corner and sprinted after him as fast as the Dark Thing would carry me.  

Too busy looking over his shoulder at me, he unwittingly ran into the loading bay at the back of a Safeway shopping center, where I now had him cornered between the chain link fence and the loading bay itself.

I came to a halt, in the classic weaver stance—feet shoulder width apart, hands outstretched before me, gun drawn. “Drop your weapon and get down on the ground, or I will shoot.”

He was turning, raising his gun to fire at me – but I didn’t give him the chance to shoot.

I pulled on the trigger once and the gun bucked in my hand. The sound of the gunshot rang in my ears.  I saw the suspect take the slug in his right shoulder, making him drop the handgun.  

He didn’t fly back from the gunshot, like people did in the movies.  

However, this wasn’t TV, or the movies—this was real life and I had just shot somebody.  

My resolve was still firm. 

“Get down on the ground, hands where I can see them!” I called out to him in warning.

He leaned forward toward the ground, but something told me that he was not about to surrender. The Dark Thing was humming within me, heightening my sense, warning me of certain danger.

I didn’t need the Dark Thing to know that the perp wasn’t giving in just yet. It was something in the way that he didn’t take his eyes off of me.  His left hand was outstretched toward the fallen weapon.  

“Don’t do it, or I’ll shoot again.” I warned him, but he wasn’t stopping. 

He was reaching more toward his right side, toward the gun that had fallen to the concrete before him.

“Don’t do it, asshole.”

He reached for the gun, had just brushed it with his fingertips when I pulled the trigger for the second time.  This second bullet tore through the left side of his chest and this time sent him careening to the left.  He slumped to the ground, surrendering at last.

I approached him with due caution and knew, from the small, but spreading pool of blood beneath his body, that this guy was in rough shape. 

I felt the Dark Thing’s tremendous hunger, urging me to let it feed from him.  It had been a while since it had been fed—three nights, to be exact.  It wanted the blood of this criminal. 

It seemed like the Dark Thing needed the blood with vicious urgency and this made my skin nearly itch with its hunger.

While I reached for my radio to call up the ambulance, I couldn’t see the point in wasting the blood that was spilling to the concrete.  I figured that it might as well be put to use… 

Upon holstering my weapon, I knelt down, next to him and placed my left hand over the wound in his left breast, letting the Dark Thing feed.  I willed the Dark Thing to spread in secret, in a thin layer covering the palm of my hand, out of sight... 

I willed it to lap up the blood pouring from the criminal’s chest wound. 

With my right hand, I retrieved my radio and called our dispatcher. “Base ten, this is nine-zero-five Tango, requesting medical assistance.  The robbery suspect is down, we need an ambulance behind the Safeway on Deighton Avenue, please acknowledge.”

The passage of blood from the criminal to my body brought with it images of his crimes against humanity.  

I saw the gang related activities – the beatings, the shootings, the many other robberies and victims he had left in their wake.  His crimes, though many, didn’t seem to justify me ending his life intentionally, so my thoughts weren’t set to murder him, since he had never committed a murder himself.  

The Dark Thing wasn’t asking for his death either, but fed from his guilty blood just the same. 

Even though I wasn’t going to take his life intentionally, there was a good chance that he was going to die anyway. 

He seemed to be fading fast…

Though I had no medical training, I knew that he had lost a lot of blood already.  The Dark Thing had not yet drank its fill and there was more of rich warm crimson still in the pool that had formed under his body. 

Things weren’t looking very good for the gang banger.

My dispatcher responded. “Base ten to nine-zero-five, ambulance has been dispatched to your location, copy?”

“Nine-zero-five to base ten, copy, over.” I replied, ending the transmission.

“What are you doing to me?” The young black man asked weakly, as though sensing that something was wrong with the way I was helping him. 

“Stop—“

“I’m just putting pressure on your wound.” I told him, a blatant lie.  

Soon after my comment, the Dark Thing seemed satisfied with the amount of blood that it had drawn and so, I willed it to conceal itself into my hand, back where it belonged. 

Now, I really was putting pressure on the wound, with the genuine intention of delivering First Aid. 

He should have been glad that the Dark Thing hadn’t wanted him dead.

“The ambulance is on its way.” I tried to reassure him, the taste of copper in my mouth. “What’s your name?”

“Gary.” He said simply. 

“Gary, you’re going to be okay.”

“I don’t want to die,” he sobbed, tears rolling down his face. “You plugged me good, cop.”

I was somewhat surprised that the Dark Thing hadn’t wanted more of this perp’s blood – that the small amount it had taken was enough to purge its thirst.  Normally, a simple sampling would have just made its hunger worse. I guessed that it simply wasn’t interested in whether the perp lived or died.  

If his crimes against society had been more severe, the man would have been dead already, with little or no argument from me. 

I heard footsteps behind me, slowing from an awkward run to a weary walk.  

It was Phil.  Breathing heavily.

“I heard your gunshots,” he rasped breathlessly when he arrived at my side. “You okay?”

“Yes.  But he’s in rough shape.”

“I see that.” Phil was sticking with short sentences. “Two shots in him?”

“He’s lost a lot of blood.” I answered, keeping pressure on the chest wound. “The ambulance is on its way.”

“Good job.” Phil breathed. “Taking him down.” 

He breathed again, as deeply as he dared with his tender ribcage. 

“Thanks.” I said, yet I actually felt a small amount of pity for guy I had just shot. 

“You should be wearing gloves,” Phil remarked, chastising me because I should have known better.  The vinyl gloves came as part of the standard equipment we wore on our belts, which we were supposed to use if we happen to come into contact with bodily fluids. “They protect us from hepatitis. HIV. AIDS…You put yourself. At risk. Unnecessarily.”

“Uh, dumb Rookie mistake,” I told him, not exactly in a position to explain the feeding that I had just taken. “Thanks for reminding me.”

“Don’t let it happen again,” Phil said, with so stern a frown that he was furrowing the dark skin of his face into a multitude of wrinkles. “You have to look out…for yourself first, them second.” His brown eyes closed as he winced with pain. “Don’t forget that.” 

 “How are you doing?” I asked him. “Do you really think you broke a rib?”

“Cracked, if not broken.” He replied, with a grimace of discomfort. “As you can see… it’s important to always…always wear your body armor.  No matter what the day or call.  They stop most bullets, but even then…there’s no guarantee…that you won’t get hurt.  I, for one…will be bruised to shit…from the slug my vest took.”    

A faint gurgle from Gary became the focus of our attention.  He coughed and turned his head to the side, to spit out the spittle-laden blood that had come up from his throat. His breathing sounded more labored and there was faint gurgling with every exhalation he made.

“I’ve seen this before,” said Phil, as sirens sounded in the distance. “I think they called it …a tension hemothorax.  His lungs are probably…filling with blood.”

“That isn’t good, is it,” I commented dryly, keeping pressure on his wound. 

“Nope,” Phil took hold of his radio and spoke briefly with the dispatcher.  

I turned my attention back to Gary.

“Do you have any family that we should contact?” I asked him, pity in my voice.

“Fucking cop, fucking killed me,” Gary whimpered, coughing again, with more blood—darker blood—showing this time. “Fucking bitch.”

“Gary, do you have family or friends we should contact?” I repeated, trying to be compassionate.

“Fuck you,” he replied, wild eyes filled with hatred as he tried to spit a bloody gob at me.  From his position on the ground, it didn’t work out the way that he thought it would.  He just ended up spitting on himself.  

It was pathetic, really.

“Just imagine,” said Phil, done with the radio.  “If this upstanding young …citizen lives long enough…to make it to court…his defense attorney will gladly start…tearing the shit out of this case…and trying his damnedest to get this punk off.” Phil was still sticking with short sentences, clearly in a lot of discomfort. “You know, Samantha…it would have been a lot less paperwork…if you had just killed him.”

Phil was joking.  

At least, I thought he was…wasn’t he?

As the sirens drew closer, I thought of the many forms that I’d have to fill out. 

“I can imagine the days of paperwork that lay ahead, for this.”

“Well, Rookie, look at it this way…the positive thing is you finally…get to see what a shots fired report looks like.” Phil started to laugh, but ended up groaning instead. “I’m getting way too old…for this shit.” 

A squad car pulled up in the alley behind us, almost at the same time that the ambulance approached, its sirens screaming, lights flashing as it pulled into the loading dock of the Safeway.  The two officers from the squad car were on us almost immediately.

“Bring us up to date,” said the older of the two, a man with grey hair cut military-short.

Phil looked at me, almost apologetically. “Look forward to a lot of questions…and even more paperwork.” He turned his gaze to the two officers. “Congratulate my Rookie on her…first real collar.  Caught the guy red-handed and all.”

As I looked down at Gary, I didn’t feel like I deserved to be congratulated at all.  

Of all the crimes that the Dark Thing had shown me, murder had not been part of Gary’s portfolio.  

If the Dark Thing didn’t want him dead, maybe he didn’t deserve to die…

“Good job, Rookie,” said the younger of the two cops, whose name, I think, was Earl.

“Thanks.” I said, trying to be courteous. “But it was either him or me.  He merely left me no choice in the matter.”

“Isn’t that often the case, though?” The older cop asked and then turned to his partner. “Well, let’s get started investigating this thing, eh?”

“This is gonna be a lot of paperwork, I’m gonna be swamped.” Earl said and looked at me with something that might have been sympathy, or, upon closer inspection, might have been irritation. “Officer Bennet, I have to ask you a few questions about the shooting.  Strictly routine stuff, don’t worry…”

Meanwhile, the two paramedics vacated the ambulance and one of them opened its double backdoors.  They each grabbed duffle bags full of supplies and ran the few steps to us, making every second count.   

I found myself wondering how many minutes poor Gary had left in this world, as they worked on him, cutting through his black hoodie with scissors, taking his pulse, his blood pressure, measuring his other vital signs, making their assessments.  The paramedics were throwing medical jargon around as if it was confetti, working together like two parts of a well-oiled machine, seeming to predict each other’s actions before they even took a step toward them.

Another squad car pulled up, with another pair of officers to join in the mix.  The senior officer amongst us—Earl’s partner—ordered one of the officers from that car to accompany Gary in the ambulance, on his way to the hospital.   

At what point they actually arrested the kid, I don’t know.

After the paramedics loaded the gurney, one of the officers from the second squad car got in the back of the ambulance with the Gary and the other paramedic closed the double doors behind the first and then went up front, presumably to drive.  With that, the ambulance was gone, sirens blaring, lights flashing, in as dramatic an exit as they had made an entrance.  

Strangely enough, I found myself hoping that Gary would be all right, that he would seek help, rehabilitate and become a productive member of society.  

It was very nearly a prayer.

I had never really prayed before.  Not really.  It felt odd, to be sending a small request on his behalf, to a Heaven that I had never given much thought to existing.

Even if I didn’t believe in Heaven, it would later seem that Heaven believed in me…

 

Undressing for the day in the women’s locker room several hours later, I saw that I had messages on my cell phone, one from my parents and one from Neal—whom I had been seeing now on a fairly regular basis, since our first night together back in January.  

I depressed the voice mail button on my phone and was soon listening to my mother’s message.

“Samantha, it’s your mother calling.  Please call me to confirm that you are going to be home for Sunday dinner.” I knew that she meant the family home, not my home. “We never seem to see much of you these days and we’d like to see for ourselves that you’re okay.  If nothing else, I can at least be certain that you’ll have eaten at least one good meal this month.  The last time we saw you, you were nothing but skin and bones.  I worry for you, Samantha…really, I do. Call me.”

I groaned and deleted the message, resolving to call her soon.

Neal’s voice was soon filling my ear with the promise of an intimate encounter. “Hey, babe, gimme a call when you get off.  I’d really like to see you tonight.  We can watch a movie, eat some take out and then I can eat you out.  Lemme know what you think of that.  Ciao.”

I smiled into my locker and deleted the message.  He was so naughty… and I wouldn’t have had him any other way.  I dialed him up.  He answered on the second ring. 

“Hey Neal, I got your message.  Your place or mine?”

“Mine,” he said. “My bed’s bigger.”

“Your mind is in the gutter again,” I scolded him, playful of tone.

“In case you haven’t noticed recently, I am a man.  All we think about is sex, twenty-four-seven.” He gave a small chuckle. “…and it seems lately that all I think about is sex with you.”

“Twenty-four-seven?” I teased.

“Twenty-four-seven.” He sounded so sexy, his voice so mischievous that it caused a sweet ache at my very core. “When will you be arriving?”

“Well, I’m just fresh out of the shower now,” I told him. “I’m still in the locker room.  I just have to get dressed and I’ll be right over.”

“Mmm. Clean pussy, my favorite.” His voice lowered, to ask: “Are you naked?”

“I’m in a towel.”

“What color?”

“White.”

“Sexy.  I bet it contrasts well with your tan.”

I looked at myself in the full-length mirror attached to the end of the lockers.  He was right. I did look sexy, with my long tendrils of damp dark hair, pink cheeks, lean feminine muscles and a light tan that lacked tan lines.  

“It does.” I said simply.

“Please, get here soon.”

“I will.” I promised. “What are you feeding me tonight?”

“Well, what do you want?”

“Chinese.” I decided, without hesitation. “Battered chicken, sweet and sour or honey garlic—you pick. Veggie-fried rice and beef and broccoli. From the usual place.”

“Worked up an appetite, did you?”

“We worked through our lunch break.” My stomach growled its malcontent. “All I’ve had is coffee and a granola bar. I’m running on fumes.”

“Heavy shift?”

“I’ll fill you in later,” I promised.

“Okay. I’ll call in the order, complete with spring rolls and fortune cookies.”

“You’re my hero.”

“See you soon, sexy.”

“Not soon enough.” I ended the call.

His apartment was quickly becoming one of my favorite places to be.  

I was beginning to get a little too comfortable there.  His bed was like my haven from the world outside, my sanctuary.  His arms were a sort of security that I had never known I needed.  

It was his bed, again, that I thought of as I drove to his place. It was his kiss and touch that burned in my memory and made me want him near me.  They made me want more of him, more of his talented mouth and firm body. More of his gentle hands and hungry needs.  I was filled with warmth at the very thought of touching his skin, breathing in his scent, as I remembered too well the taste and feel of him.

Remembering his prowess between my thighs, I throbbed for him and knew I was already becoming wet with anticipation…

Seeing that there was room, I parked my black Chevy Cobalt in the street outside of his apartment building and went up the front stairs to the lobby.  I rang the buzzer for apartment twenty-three.

“You rang?” the speaker came to life with Neal’s sense of humor, as he impersonated a black and white TV star.

“It’s me.”

“C’mon up, doll.”

He buzzed me in and I walked up the two flights of stairs on knees that felt weak, like rubber bands.  I wondered if it was more due to low blood sugar, or the fact that I was now quite horny.  My stomach turned and twisted with more than mere hunger.  

There were those butterflies again.  

I was really looking forward to seeing him.  

That couldn’t be said of most of the people I knew, that was for sure.

I turned the corner to enter the hall and heard the metallic click and slide of his deadbolt.  His door opened a moment later and his blond haired head peeked out at me from around the doorframe.  His blue eyes lit up when he saw me and the scent of incense filled the hall.

“Well, Hello, nurse!”

“Hi Neal.” They two were the only words I could seem to manage.  

He was gorgeous as always, his Aegean blue eyes genuinely happy to see me.  His dirty blond hair was wet from the shower and he looked great, in a worn blue t-shirt that clung to his body and a pair of comfortable-looking navy gym pants.  

He smelled of his cologne and something a little less tangible – his scent.

He wasted no time in kissing me so abruptly and so passionately that I nearly dropped the bottle of wine that I sported in my hands.

“Nice to see you,” he said, letting me up for air.

“Nice to see you, too.”

“What’s this?” He asked, of the hard object wedged between us.

“A chardonnay, by Robert Mondavi.” I replied. “I figured a white wine would probably go best with the Chinese food.”

“You know me.  I’ll drink anything.” Neal took the bottle of wine as he stepped back through the door to welcome me in. “Being a simple country boy and all.”

The simple country boy line was his cop-out for everything. 

I wasn’t a wine connoisseur myself, but I knew a little about the differences between reds and whites and zinfandels.  I had been a bartender, after all and even Charlie Friday’s—a primarily beer and shots dive – had carried wine from a few decent vineyards.

I walked inside, saw the Chinese food take out boxes strewn across the coffee table of the living room, saw the tea light candles which were the source of the incense fragrance, scattered around the apartment. I took my winter boots and jacket off at the door and followed him into the living room, where he had set two cushions on either side of the coffee table. 

My stomach rumbled loudly, acknowledging the presence of the food.

“Hungry?” He teased.

“Very,” I replied, taking my cross-legged seat on one of the cushions.

He smiled at me. “Then you start dishing your plate up and I’ll get some glasses for the wine.”

I started opening the containers. “So how was your day off?”

“Relaxing,” he answered from the kitchen behind me.  “I didn’t do much o’anything and I was fine with that.  I watched a bit o’cable and even had an afternoon nap.  I drank some beers, waited for you to call back.” 

“Anything good on TV?”

He reappeared in front of me, with a corkscrew and two wine glasses. “Nothing too exciting, nothing to write home about.  How about you, Sam?  How was your day?”

“Well, I popped my cherry,” I told him, scooping sweet and sour chicken balls unto the plate he had provided. 

“Your cherry?” His head jerked up in alarm. “You discharged your weapon?”

“Unfortunately.”

“What happened?”

“I had to shoot someone today.  Me and Phil, we got a call, an armed robbery in progress. The perp got a lucky shot in and Phil took one to the chest.”  

“Oh, shit.” His face froze with concern. “Is he okay?”

“Yeah, he’s all right, just some bruised ribs.”

“Thank God for that.”

“I was so scared for him.  So relieved when I saw he was okay.”

“How about shooter?”

“The perp, this Gary kid, he didn’t get off so lucky.  He ended up forcing my hand, so I had to plug him twice.”

“Jesus. Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” I said, though I still felt a bit of remorse over what had happened. “I keep wishing he hadn’t forced my hand, though.  He’s in intensive care, in police custody now.” 

“So that’s what kept you at work so late?”

“Yeah, that and a mountain of ridiculous fucking paperwork.” My stomach growled anxiously. 

“Dig in, woman, before your belly eats you.”

Nodding, I popped a chicken ball into my mouth.  I was ravenous…

I felt like I couldn’t eat enough fast enough and had to force myself not to gobble down my food. 

“Sam, what kind of paperwork?  The shots fired stuff?” 

“I had to complete the longest occurrence report ever and tomorrow, I apparently get to be investigated by our own people, to see if my actions were legit, or if I fucked up and shot the guy for nothing.  Like any cop with any sense of morals or ethics would shoot someone over nothing…”

“I’ve only had to draw my gun on a few occasions.” Finished with the task of opening the wine, Neal lowered himself to the cushion across from me and began to fill our glasses.  “I fired a warning shot once, to get someone to stop running.  I haven’t popped my cherry yet and I hope I never have to.”

“It’s not a very nice feeling,” I told him. “That kid’s a fuck-up, but he doesn’t deserve to die and he just might, yet.”

“When you say that he forced your hand, what do you mean by that?” He asked me, wanting more details.

“The first shot I fired was in reaction to him aiming for me.  I had warned him to drop his gun, but he was intent on getting a shot off, so I fired.  He ended up dropping the gun, but he was reaching for the piece for a second attempt, even though I threatened to fire again. So I had no choice but to immobilize him.” I put another chicken ball in my mouth. “He was too far away for me to use my Taser and so, my hand was forced.”

“Sounds like you had a shitty day.”

“Tomorrow’s going to be even shittier.  I just hope that the shooting review board and the chain of command see things the same way I did.”  

“I’m sure they will.”

 “Phil says that I can expect to be interviewed by Captain Briggs tomorrow, to explain first-hand what happened.”

“That’s just routine. Don’t worry too much about it.”

We ate the rest of our meal in silence, until we finally, sated our appetites. 

“Ready for dessert?” Neal asked, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief.

“God no. I couldn’t. I’m stuffed.” 

“Oh don’t worry,” he said to me, standing up. “I’ll be the one doing all of the eating.”

He walked around the coffee table to me and reached down for my hands.  I could see the beginnings of a hard-on straining against his gym pants.  I obliged him and got to my feet.

He hooked his fingers in my belt loops and pulled my body close, so that I felt the warmth of his chest against mine, the swell of his pelvis against me.  

I turned my face up to him, knowing that he wanted to kiss me.  His mouth found mine and I opened for him, the way he liked and he plundered my mouth, leaving me breathless.   

His hands found my breasts and kneaded them a moment before trailing down the sides of my body to my slender waist and then my belt buckle.  His agile fingers unbuckled the belt and before I knew it, my zipper was undone and he was licking his lips as though mine had left a taste of candy on his. 

“Well, milady, let’s take off these jeans, shall we?”

He peeled the jeans down over my hips and pulled them further, to my knees, to the floor, exposing the peach satin of my panties.  Before I knew it, he was hooking his fingers through my panties and they were soon going the way of my jeans, down my hips, my knees, to the floor.  I stepped out of the garments and he instantly urged me to lie back on his couch, lifting the nearest leg over his shoulder, the other hanging over the upholstered edge of the furniture.

He brought his hands and his mouth to my inner thighs.

“You smell so good,” he drawled, stroking my shaved pussy with knowing hands. “And you feel like warm velvet.  Did you shave this just for me?”

“Uh-huh,” I replied, rapt with desire for him.  

I knew what was coming.

“Naughty girl.” He bowed his head to begin worshipping my body. “You make me so horny.”

I was pleased to know this.  I wasn’t exactly a newly sexual initiate, but every time we became intimate, I felt we learned something new from each other and I knew that he took pleasure in showing me all that he knew, every way that he could please me.

As he licked and stroked me, I whimpered with pleasure.  His attentions were making the muscles in my loins quiver, made even my legs spasm occasionally.  I might have felt a little embarrassed with all of my spasms and the noises coming out of me, but more than that, I felt good. So good that the room and the candles, ceased to exist, so that all I came to care for in the world was the feeling of his mouth and fingers bringing me to the heights of bliss. 

As I came for him for what was either the fourth or sixth time—I lost count – he kissed the insides of my thighs and then moved up my body, pushing my sweater above my breasts, freeing my them from my bra of peach satin.  He took my left breast into his mouth and suckled its nipple hungrily, his free hand stroking my sensitive clitoris, trying to bring me to another orgasm.

He was so good to me, such a generous lover…

“What can I do to please you?” I moaned, wanting him to feel his share of pleasure.  He was so very deserving of it.

He looked down at me and smoothed a tendril of my long dark hair away from my face. “Let me make love to you,” he whispered and bent his head to kiss me.

I figured that love was a strong word for what we were engaged in, but I didn’t want to ruin the mood by correcting him on it.

“We’ll have to use a condom,” I told him, hoping that my announcement wouldn’t spoil the mood either. “I’m on the break part of my birth control pills.”

“I just want to be inside o’you, condom or no.” He scooped me up from the couch, taking me into his strong arms. He carried me into his bedroom and lowered me to his queen-sized bed.  He took a condom from the nightstand and tossed it on one of the pillows.

Coming back to me, he pulled his shirt over his head and I helped him with his gym pants, pulling them down over his hips.  His erection stood prominently out from his groin, pointing at me.  Leaning forward, I couldn’t resist the temptation…I took him in my mouth, enjoying the silken texture of his cockhead in my mouth, savoring the small, salty drop of precum that glistened at its very tip.  

As much as I wanted to feel him inside of me, I wanted to see him cum, wanted to satisfy him, as he had satisfied me.

He groaned and tipped his head back as I took his entire length into my mouth, into the back of my throat.

“Samantha, if you do much more of that, I’m not going to last long…”

I suckled his head and then hesitated, to let him out of my mouth. 

“I just want to please you,” I said, flicking the tip of his swollen cock with my tongue.

Neal put his hand on my chest and gently urged me to lie down. 

He picked the condom up off the bedspread and tore open the package to retrieve the latex ring. 

“Then tell me you want me.” He drawled, rolling the condom down the length of his shaft.

“I want you.” My voice was silken and sultry as he covered me with his body. “I want you to fill me up, again and again.”

I reached my hand down to guide his cockhead to my labia, to the warm folds of wet flesh there, to my honeyed slit. It was all the encouragement he needed.  He sheathed himself in my body and I moaned as he filled me, a perfect fit.

“Oh, Sam,” he groaned. “You have no idea how good you feel, how warm…”

I rotated my hips, languishing in the feel of him there, deep inside of me.

“You’re provoking me.” He warned me.

“Am I?” 

“You are.”

I squeezed my kiegels as tightly as I could and my reward was his sharp intake of breath. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I squeezed my hidden muscles again, for emphasis.

“You’re really asking for it,” he whispered hoarsely. 

“Am I?” Another squeeze, just for fun, to see the expression on his face, that barely restrained passion.

“You are.” 

It was then that he finally began to move, giving me pleasure, taking his own.  He moved slowly at first, then with quicker, more heated strokes.  He felt so good, scratching an itch in me that I hadn’t even known that I had, until I met him.  

Sex had been so monotonous until he walked into my life…

Every time he lowered himself to my body, I lifted my hips to him, taking him as deep as I could inside of me.  Heartbeats, seconds, minutes became timeless as my flesh whispered against his.  He repositioned us both, lifting my legs up over his shoulders so that he could strike that sweet target within.  My consciousness focused entirely on my pleasure now.  

I would not be denied it, I craved it, I quickened toward it…

I was so close now, I could almost taste it.

“Oh God, Neal,” I moaned, as wave after wave of pleasure built within me, threatening to sweep me up and over, tumble me into senselessness. “I’m going to cum.”

“Mind if I join you?” He asked, his breathing slightly labored.  

He wasn’t going to last long this time, I could tell by the urgency in his voice.

“Come for me, then,” I told him, urging him on, raking my nails over his back, the way that he liked.  

Barely able to think, I kissed him and then reached between our legs to gently squeeze his balls. He felt so hard inside of me, so very hard…my orgasm felt like it was going to last forever, as my cries echoed off the walls of his bedroom.

“I’m coming,” he announced, breathless.  

A pleasurable sound escaped his lips and then he was finishing, punctuating each shot of his jism with a powerful stroke of his cock. I clenched the muscles of my vagina for him and he pulsed into me, the last of his hot seed filling the latex condom.

“Oh God, Sam,” he panted, resting some of his weight on my body. “You fit me like a glove.”

“You and that glorious cock of yours.” I squeezed him again, internally. “I could never get sick of this Funtime at Schroeders.”

“Is that what you’re calling it now?” He chuckled. 

“Why?  What should I call it?”

“Call it making love.”

I flinched mentally at his casual use of the L-bomb. 

“I adore you,” I told him, kissing him softly as he lowered his mouth to mine.

He rolled off of me, taking a few minutes to stroke my body, just as I was running my fingertips over his, basking in the afterglow of our intimacy. 

Seconds passed, then minutes….then close to an hour.

I yawned, breaking the spell. “What time is it?”

“Bed time.”

“You’re probably right.”  

“I should probably get rid of this thing,” he said, meaning the condom.  

As he got up to go to the bathroom, I couldn’t resist the urge to smack his naked ass.  It was the sexiest ass I had ever seen on a man in my entire life.  

My hand felt magnetically drawn to it.

I was compelled.

“Hey!” He yelped, as soon as my hand fell.

“Oops, hand slipped,” I said simply and stood up on wobbly legs to follow him out of the room.

I was thirsty.  

I saw the wine on the coffee table, but decided to go with water instead.  I helped myself to a glass in his cupboard and ran the tap until it was cool.  

A glass of water later, I felt the oncoming of a hunger that was all too familiar…

“Well,” Neal began, as he came out of the bathroom. “I’m ready for bed, how about you?”

How was I going to explain my departure this time? 

Appearing almost suddenly, the Dark Thing was becoming anxious inside of me and wanted me to leave, to do its bidding.  

“Neal, if it’s okay with you, I think I’d like to sleep at home tonight, okay?”

He was silent for a long moment, clearly wary of my words.  

Finally, he posed a question, his blue eyes seeming stormy with malcontent. 

“Can I ask why?”

“Well, I don’t have my toothbrush, or a change of panties, for that matter.”

“Was it my making love comment back there? Is that why you’re going?”

I didn’t have time for this.

I felt annoyed at having to explain why I was leaving.

Annoyed at having to lie, yet again.

“No, Neal – not at all.”

“Really?” His voice took on a hard edge. “Because it seems like every time I try to get romantic with you, you freeze up somehow.  You turn cold.”

Why did he have to go and make this about feelings?  

I had to get out of there, fast.  

The Dark Thing’s hunger was building quickly…that was not a good sign.

“Look, I just don’t feel prepared for a sleepover, that’s all.”

“So borrow my toothbrush.  Wear a pair of my briefs.”

I gritted my teeth.  

He was being so stubborn about it.

Well, I knew how to be stubborn too.

I put my hands on my hips and tried to give him as premenstrual an attitude as I could manage. “I don’t suppose you have pads or tampons, in case my period comes early?”

It was playing dirty pool, resorting to ye olde women’s curse to fool him, but he was leaving me no choice in the matter.

“Well, no, but-“

“It’s like I told you, I’m on the break part of my pills and that means period.”

I really didn’t have time for this.  

The Dark Thing was making my nerves fray around the edges…

He sighed and crossed his arms. “Well, I don’t think you should drive home in your condition.”

“What condition?” I asked, knowing that I should leave soon. 

Very soon.

“You’ve had two glasses of wine.” He said flatly. 

“What are you getting at?”

“You’re legally drunk.”

“Neal, it was one and a half glasses.” I laughed off his stern glance. “Over an hour ago.  With food.  I’m far from drunk.”

“The law says that you are.” He insisted, genuine annoyance in his voice.

“Well, my experience as a bartender says that I’m not.” I watched his gaze fall away from me to the floor instead. 

Why was he so upset with me?  

Surely it wasn’t the wine alone. 

“Hey.” I took a step toward him. “What’s really bothering you?”

“It’s just that…It would be really nice to sleep next to you tonight.” He spoke softly, a hurt look in his blue eyes. “To be able to sleep next to you, without you leaving in the middle of the night, for example.”

“I’ll pack properly for a sleepover the next time, okay?” I promised, picking my peach panties up from the floor.  

I dressed in his silence and felt lousy for lying to him. 

The Dark Thing stirred inside of me, becoming more insistent that I leave, getting impatient with me and making my skin crawl.  

There was work to be done, somewhere west of this apartment…

“Fine, okay, sure.” Neal was still discontent, I could tell by the tone of his surrender.

“Thank you for supper, for everything.”  Dressed, I adjusted my bra and walked right up to him.  

I held his face in my hands and kissed him.  

He was hesitant at first, but I felt his displeasure melt away, as I kissed him more ardently, wresting from him a sense of passion, leaving with him a promise of more to come.

He followed me to the door and stood there in silence as I got my boots back on, along with my winter coat.

“Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay?” There was a wry grin on his kiss-swollen lips.

“Another night, Neal.” I zipped up my coat. He opened the door for me. “Goodnight?”

He nodded his defeat. “Goodnight.” 

I smiled at him and then turned to leave, the Dark Thing urging me to head west and to do it quickly.  I wondered what was waiting for us there.
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I had been driving for nearly twenty minutes, as fast as I dared toward that western destination, when I realized that the area we were headed for was likely the warehouse district at the City’s shipping port.  

In that vicinity, there was plenty of shipping and receiving going on, even at night.  

I drove past warehouse after warehouse along the wide road that ran parallel to the district and parallel to the shore where the docks met the ocean.  I found myself hoping that the port did not subscribe to the use of video surveillance, as I certainly couldn’t afford to be caught with either my license plate or my face on the evening news.

My instincts, sharpened by the Dark Thing, led me to a large warehouse at the furthest end of the shipping area, a hulk of a structure, with an aluminum exterior that was poorly lit and didn’t seem well maintained. It looked run down and would have seemed abandoned, had it not been for the presence of two vehicles parked outside. 

There was an older model limousine and a brand new Chevy Escalade, both black, both vacant.  Above the main doors of the building was a sign indicating that this was the Blue Water Shipping Company.

I parked my car in the lot of the warehouse next to the one that the Dark Thing had sought out, hiding my small car easily from sight behind a large orange shipping crate.  I shut the car off and stepped outside, throwing my winter jacket back in my car, since I wouldn’t be needing it.  

The Dark Thing would provide enough insulation to keep me warm, just as it had on other cold winter nights.  Feeling as though there was no time left to spare, I willed the Dark Thing to cover my face with the reptilian layer of its thick, off-black scales, so that I wouldn’t have to worry in the least about my identity being revealed.  My hair, now in the dreadlock clumps for which the Wild Animal Killer was known, was pressed tight against my skull, so that it wouldn’t obscure my view from the sides of my face.  My eyes, I knew from experience, would appear entirely black to any who saw them and that was just fine by me.

Mine was a monster’s mask, sure to scare the shit out of any villainous louse.

There was work to be done.

I walked up to the front of the warehouse, wondering what the best point of entry was.  The Dark Thing seemed to suggest that I should use the side entrance, so I ignored the two large double doors in the front and walked, instead to the side of the warehouse where there was indeed a side door. 

I listened intently. There was a man speaking inside of the echoing building, in what I pinpointed was a location closer to the rear of the warehouse.  

No other sounds seemed to permeate the metal door, except for the occasional restless footstep and the breathing of five or six persons. 

All inside seemed to be listening attentively to whomever was speaking.  

“Last chance Eddie,” I heard the voice continue. “What happened to the other six kilos of coke?”

As first impressions go, it sounded to me like a drug deal gone sour. 

I willed my fingers to grow short claws as I put my hand to the doorknob and, finding it unlocked, turned it and opened the door wide enough for me to gain entry.  

My luck was holding. The door did not creak as it opened, nor did it sound as I closed it gently behind me.

I saw row after row of shipping crates and cardboard boxes before me, with aisles so narrow that only one or two people could walk between them.  

Which was the safest aisle to take, to get a look at what was going on?  The Dark Thing was drawing me toward an aisle in the center and, trusting my supernatural instincts, I followed its advice.  

A sobbing male spoke up, “I told you man, I don’t know anything. I wasn’t even there that day, honest, I-“

There was the unmistakable sound of flesh hitting flesh.  

It sounded as though Eddie had just been slapped.

My padded feet made no sound on the concrete floor as I approached the voice with what I felt was due stealth—none that they could hear, at least.  

When I got to the end of the row of crates, I finally saw them standing to the left of the last crate in the row, near the double doors at the rear of the building. 

There were four men standing and three on their knees, their hands bound behind them with what appeared to be plastic wire ties.

The four men standing were armed, along with the guy wearing a chauffeur’s hat. Two of the men, looking quite like their role as common thugs, had handguns, what looked to me like a Colt .9mm and a Beretta of the same caliber.  

At the sight of the handguns, I willed the Dark Thing to plate my chest with a thicker coat of its armor, even though I knew that a thinner coat of the exoskeleton would do just fine.  I wasn’t going to take any chances with this much firepower at their disposal. 

The fourth man standing, an older heavy-set man who was probably the origin of the scent of garlic that hung heavily in this portion of the warehouse, had only a large knife in his hand and was brandishing it at the throat of one of the three men on their knees.  

This victim was the only one on his knees that didn’t currently have a rag shoved in his mouth as a gag.  I decided that he was probably Eddie, the one expected to answer the question about the cocaine.

All three of the men on their knees bore signs that they had already taken quite the beating. They were bruised and bloody, with split lips and swollen eyes among them.  The one man without the gag, with the knife at his throat, had already wet himself. 

There was a pool of yellow urine beneath his knees, floating atop the thick plastic sheet the assassins seemed to intend to use for the clean up of what was no doubt to be his very messy death.  The sheet was large enough to accommodate all three of the bound men, with plenty of room to spare for any blood splatters that might occur.

“Eddie, this is your last fucking warning.” The older man with the knife seemed to be in charge and also the owner of the voice I had heard. 

The Dark Thing’s hunger twisted and ached inside of me at the sight of the large man’s throat, above the collar of his black dress shirt.  

It wanted, very badly, this man’s evil blood in its self. 

“Tell me where it is or I will fucking cut you.” The boss sounded as though he were at the limit of his patience.

Eddie whimpered with defeat, sobbing freely.  

I wondered how long he had been begging for his life.  

“I don’t know, man, I swear to God I don’t know anything about it, I swear I don’t…”

“Fuck this shit.” The boss spat.

“No, please, no, don’t-“

The large man with the knife had grown weary of the ordeal.  He was about to make his move. I could tell from the way he had taken hold of Eddie’s hair and was now wrenching his head back, exposing the younger man’s throat.

With the Dark Thing’s hunger nagging at me, I decided, then and there, that it was time to intervene.  

Adrenaline flowed through my body, augmenting my courage.  

Forming a multitude of sharp points as long as ice picks out of the backs of my fists, I stepped out of the shadows of the storage crates and made my presence known.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, you fat fuck?” I called out to their leader. 

All heads turned in my direction.

They didn’t seem to know what to make of the new arrival.

The older man’s wild-eyed stare entertained me when he saw who, or rather what, the new arrival was.

“What the fuck are you supposed to be?” He asked, nearly dropping his knife in surprise.

I didn’t provide him with an answer, since the thug nearest me, the Mediterranean-looking fellow with the Beretta, had turned on his heel and begun to open fire on poor defenseless little old me.

A few of his shots went wild, but a few of them hit their mark, striking me hard in the chest, my abdomen, my left shoulder.  

I was glad for the Dark Thing’s protection. 

I felt a tiny fraction of the force of the bullets as they were stopped dead in their trajectories as the Dark Thing took the brunt of each blast.  The thug with the Colt .9mm followed suit and opened fire. 

The exoskeleton protecting my body absorbed the effect of each shot I took, so I stayed on my feet and stood my ground.  

Over the staccato blast of the gunfire, I heard, with satisfaction, the sound of lead bullets falling to the concrete floor, followed by another, more pleasant sound—the hollow click-click-click of the weapons’ firing pins hitting nothing but air.  

Both of the men had emptied their clips and the chauffeur seemed too terrified to act.

“Finished?” I asked, as they looked upon me in horror. “Then it’s my turn.”

I brought my spiked fists up and crossed them over my chest, only to fling them out, to unleash the sharp points through the air in a dark and deadly rain upon the two men who had shot at me.  

Many of the thick, long quills buried themselves in the flesh of the two men, piercing skin and muscle, producing screams of surprise, of pain...  

The quills that missed them fell harmlessly to the floor, where I knew they would disintegrate, turning into small piles of grey-black ash, merely because I wanted them to.  

The quills that had made contact fed on the two men and the thugs tore at their own flesh, trying to wrest the quills from their necks and their chests, but it was too late. 

With these remote devices of itself, the Dark Thing was taking the blood of the corrupt for its feeding.

The chauffeur and the fat man watched, horrified, as their comrades fell to the ground, the quills now fattening and growing from the blood of the thugs.  Like leeches, they detached themselves from their victims only when they had taken their fill.  

The leeches that squirmed and moved by their own peristalsis, came back to me and fused with the rest of my body. They melded seamlessly with my feet to augment my strength and the strength of the Dark Thing. 

With their blood, knowledge of their crimes and of the lives they had taken with bullet and blade came to me.  

I decided that society was much better off without them and, stooping to kneel by the man who had carried the Berretta, I honed a blade out of the back of my right hand, between my second and third knuckles.  

I buried the blade deep into the dying man’s chest, into the depths of his beating heart, the sharp edge of the blade glancing through two of his ribs as it made its single intentional mark. 

The fat man’s face was bloodless when I smiled up at him as wickedly as I could manage.  

I imagined that the mask of the Dark Thing had a horrific leer where my mouth lay beneath it…

“Did you really think that you would never be brought to justice?” I asked him, rising to my feet. 

“Well don’t just fucking stand there, Mario,” he swore at his chauffeur. “Shoot the bitch!”

Mario shook his head as though to shake himself out of his daze. 

He foolishly lifted his gun to take fire, aiming it at my face.  

I heard the gun fire in the same instant that the bullet nailed me squarely in the forehead, almost throwing me off balance with the force of the impact.  

I swore, upset and walked the few steps toward him, noting with dark humor that his shot became worse the closer I got. Almost all of his attempts to hit me missed their mark.  He was walking backward with each step, when his back suddenly came up against the warehouse wall.  

He had no place to go…and he was out of bullets.  

Not that they had done him any good, anyway…

Without hesitation, I closed the distance between us and was soon burying the blade of my right hand under his chin. I willed it to grow longer, into his Italian brain, as the blade punched through flesh and bone. 

Visions of a particularly violent couple of years in the fat man’s employ ran through the forefront of my mind, but they didn’t linger as I kept the link brief.

I heard the fat man’s footfalls as he attempted to flee, running away from Eddie and the plastic sheet, heading instead for a rear entrance, somewhere behind me.

I tore my fist away from Mario’s throat and turned on my heel, leaving the dying chauffeur’s body behind me, just as I had disposed of so much human garbage before him. 

“Not so fast,” I warned the fat man, but he kept running.

Forming a few sharp quills in the back of my left hand, I whipped my fist in a punch-like maneuver in the fat man’s direction and delighted in hearing his short-lived scream as the projectiles burrowed into his back and his left leg, hobbling him.

As I walked to where he lay, swearing under his breath, I saw the quills fattening, taking their feeding.  

It was amazing, really, how the Dark Thing seemed capable of so many things, how it had so many applications.  

It could be manipulated to the extent of my imagination, it seemed, with little limitation.  I had used the quills many times before, other projectiles as well to the same measure of success.  

The Dark Thing could transform at less than a thought and needed only guilty blood to keep it strong…it would have its fill tonight.

The fat man rolled over and I saw that he had knocked out a front tooth where he had fallen.  

Blood flowed freely from his mouth.  

“So this is it, huh?” He laughed, spitting out a mouthful of blood. “Curtains for Old Benny, huh?”

Benny.  

I wondered… 

“Benny the Blade, I presume?” 

“The one and only,” said the criminal, trying to pull out one of the quills from the back of his left leg. He tugged on it hard, but it would not budge. He laughed loudly and I wondered, for a moment, if maybe Old Benny had lost his mind. “It’s sure stuck in there good.”

“It sure is.” I said, standing over him, a conqueror of the guilty.

“You know, I could use a girl like you on my team.”

“Sorry. Not interested.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s been my experience that everyone has a price. Name yours.”

“Alright. How about your head?”

“My head?” He spat a mouthful of blood and laughed loud and hard.  Quite possibly, it would be the last obnoxious laugh of his life. “You drive a hard bargain.”

“So I hear.”

“I kinda need my head.”

“Seems I do too.  So we’re at a bit of an impasse.”

“How are you gonna do this, huh?” He asked me. “Slit my throat?  Bleed me to death? Or stab me in the heart, like you did to Tony?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of decapitation.” I replied, in honesty, willing the blade of my right hand to retract back into the Dark Thing’s flesh, right before his very eyes.  

In its place, I began to grow a set of crab-like pinchers between my thumb and index finger, the edges between them as sharp as all the other edges I had honed out of the Dark Thing.  

I let them grow until the pinchers were a foot long and then opened and closed them experimentally, testing this new weapon. 

“I’ve never done it this way before,” I told him, more honesty, light glinting off the gleaming edges of the black blades. “However, I’ve been wanting to try it for a while…so this will be a first for both of us.”

“I don’t think so, bitch!” 

It was then that I saw the small handgun in his right hand, a two-shot .22mm Derringer, likely pulled right out of his coat pocket.  He fired both rounds into my abdomen and then smiled sheepishly when I merely shook my head at him in disapproval as the flattened leads fell harmlessly to the warehouse floor.  

Obviously his attempt to kill me hadn’t worked. 

In fact, I had barely even felt the impact of the small firearm. 

“Aw, shit, it was worth a try.” He surrendered, lifting his head to offer me his neck. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

“No, I suppose I can’t.” I said, taking a handful of his hair in my left hand, much as he had done to Eddie only a few minutes before.  

It was funny, how life could turn the tables around on you at any time.  

What goes around comes around, I thought, as I opened the pinchers wide and put them right under his chin. 

“Just make it quick, will ya?” He asked. “I don’t want to feel it comi—“

I gave the doomed man his last wish and closed my modified hand before he even knew what hit him.  

His body, spurting blood, fell away from where I had made the cut and I held his head up by the hair, his lifeless eyes staring toward me in a way that was almost creepy.  

It was as though he could see me, even in death. 

His death face didn’t seem to approve of the turn his destiny had taken…

I discarded Benny’s head, setting it near his headless body on the cold concrete floor.

The quills snaked their way back to me, full of his blood.  I picked one up and watched it merge into my hand, just as I wanted it to.  

The others reconnected with me through my feet and I had passing visions of Benny’s sins, so many of them reeling in my mind that it made my head swim.  

I heard a man groan and then remembered the man with the Colt .9mm, who I had not, as of yet, completely disposed of.

Walking back to him, I made a quick, deep slit into his throat, all the way through to his spine, dispatching of him quickly.  

I saw three pairs of fearful eyes, watching me intently.  

I glanced at the men on their knees and offered them one promise. 

“The police will be on their way soon, if someone didn’t overhear the gunshots already.”

“Thank you,” said Eddie, barely able to look at me, for fear of everything he had already seen.  

I knew that my face looked monstrous, with its layers of scales, gargoyle-like bony prominences and pitch black eyes.  

Monstrosity had been my silent wish, after all.

And my wishes were always granted me by the Dark Thing. 

I left the way that I had come, got into my car and drove away.  I didn’t meet a single squad car until I pulled unto a busier street, where a police cruiser was set up as a speed trap, parked on the side of the road.  I knew from the lack of police presence that no one in the warehouse district had heard the gunshots—or if they had, they didn’t call it in. 

So, I drove until I saw a solitary pay phone, outside of a Seven-Eleven.  

I parked just down the street from the Seven-Eleven and then walked back to the convenience store to make the call.

The recording that I had heard several times in the past filled my ear. 

“If this is a fire emergency, press one.  If this is a police emergency, press two.  If you need medical assistance, press three.  If you do not have a touch tone phone, please stay on the line and—“

My winter gloves covering my fingers so as not to leave fingerprints, I punched in two and was soon routed to the emergency operator.

“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?” The man asked. 

“I’m calling to report a few dead men at the Blue Water Shipping Company, at the West end of North Pier Road.” I said, flat in tone.  I nearly let out a yawn. Despite all of the excitement I had just been privy to, I was tired and wanted to go to bed. “There are also three men who have probably lost the circulation in their hands already, they’ve been tied up so long.  That is all, thanks.”

Leaving the operator’s follow-up questions to the wind, I left the receiver hanging from its cord, certain that the police would be along soon to dust it for fingerprints, as they had no doubt searched for evidence on the other phones, the origins of the calls I had made in the past. 

As far as evidence, I didn’t worry about my footprints. 

I had already left some at the Blue Water Shipping Company and my civilian winter boots were a common enough model that I didn’t have to fret about them ever being traced back to me.  Even then, I had coated them in my second skin, so they weren’t likely to leave any useful evidence. 

My black Chevy Cobalt, parked down the street from the Seven-Eleven, would not have ended up on the convenience store’s video recording devices.  The tread marks from my tires were again, common enough reproduction that I didn’t have to worry about the car being traced back to me.  

All I really had to concern myself with was my license plate, but I doubted very highly if anyone had seen it.  There had been no eye-witnesses to tonight’s murders, except for the three men bound and deserted at the scene of the crime.  

I felt sorry for the police who would be answering this call.  

They were going to be swamped with paper work and evidence that they wouldn’t be able to interpret, from the claims of all three men that their savior had been a bullet-proof creature who could form knives out of the back of her hands, some of which she could throw as projectiles. 

Not to mention, those projectiles had turned into leeches on contact and slithered back to rejoin her body once finished with their gruesome, vampiric work.

A lot of paper work, indeed.

I crawled into bed with a conscience that was, as always, struggling to fully believe that I had done the right thing.  

The Dark Thing, whatever it was, wherever it had come from, had once again helped me deliver justice to victims of the criminal element.  

The notorious mobster, Benny the Blade, was now permanently out of business.  

Someone was likely waiting in the wings to take his place in the hierarchy of things…but not without the threat of the Wild Animal Killer on the loose as a constant concern, a fear looming in the back of their mind.  
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In the morning, Phil greeted me with a mischievous smile. 

“Late night at Schroeder’s?” He asked knowingly.

“What, is my aura telling tales?” I replied, sarcastically. “Are your psychic powers whispering my secrets to you?”

“No.” My partner chose to sit on the corner of my desk. “The shadows—the bags under your eyes, they say all I need to know.”  He probed deeper. “So what did you get up to last night?”

“You’re the psychic,” I told him. “You tell me.”

“It was a Friday night,” he mused. “So I’ll guess that you were raising a little Hell.  Out and about.”

“Actually, I was at Neal’s,” I told him, which was half of the truth.

He was aware of the blossoming relationship between Neal and I, if you could call it a relationship.  I wasn’t sure what to call it.  I mean, we had never really talked about it and I preferred it that way.  

I didn’t want to have the relationship talk with Neal.  

Not yet anyway. 

I was still just getting to know him.

“Ah, yes,” said Phil, reading a note he had made on his clipboard. “Young love.  I remember what that was like.  Burning the candle at both ends just to have another hour, another minute to be in my lover’s arms.” He sighed at the fond memory.  “Ah, but then me and Carla got married and that was the end of that.”

I was a little irritated with Phil.  

Love seemed to be a strong word for what Neal and I had.

“I think it’s a little early in the game to call it love, Sarge.” I told him, firmly.

“Speak of the devil.” A smile broke out on Phil’s cocoa-skinned face. “Officer Schroeder.”

I looked in the direction that Phil was looking and found Neal walking directly toward my desk, a warm smile on his lips. 

“Good morning, Sergeant Conner.” He greeted Phil and then looked at me, his blue eyes burning brightly with barely checked desire.  His voice lowered to a note that warmed me to the core. “Officer Bennet.  See me tonight?”

I swallowed nervously, but tried not to lose my composure.  

This man is going to be the ruin of me, I was certain. 

“I’d like that,” I replied honestly, feeling as though I’d been put on the spot.

“And this time, pack a bag for it.” Neal suggested, winking at me, even though my partner was there listening, watching, being entertained by our exchange.

“I will.” I promised, feeling my cheeks warm with embarrassment.  I just knew Phil loved watching me squirm like this. “Call my cell?”

“You know I will,” my lover said and then turned away, heading for the briefing room.  

My partner’s smile was far too smug for my tastes.  

“What?” I asked him, flustered.

“He’s totally smitten by you, you know?” Phil winked at me and then glanced at his watch. “Crazy about you.  I can tell just from the way he looks at you.”

“Really?” I asked, unable to see things the way he seemed to.  

I watched Neal’s blond head disappear around the corner. 

Was that how Neal felt about me?   

“Really,” Phil said and I felt the warmth in my cheeks return. “And he seems like a nice kid.”

“He is nice.”

“Well, you have my blessing.” He checked his watch again. “We might as well head to the briefing room—it’s almost that time again.”

By the time we got there, we entered a room filled to capacity.  There were no chairs left, so Phil and I stood at the back of the room, facing our peers.  Facing Neal, who was sitting so close to us, I could have reached out and touched him.  I found myself wanting that very much, perhaps wanting to touch him even more because I couldn’t.  

It would be unprofessional and everyone would see me do it...

Which made me want to do it all the more.

 “So did you hear about the weird one last night? At the North Pier Road warehouse district?” Officer Pratt asked his partner.  

“No, why?” Officer Dale asked, curious.  

Curious as well, I found myself eavesdropping, listening closely to their words.  

What had Pratt heard?

“It’s a bizarre case, all right.  The three victims of the ordeal claimed that a woman dressed in black leather wearing a monster mask saved them.  She took a good twenty rounds of bullets to the chest before taking out the four hostiles.” As Pratt spoke, I remembered too well the feeling of the bullets striking but not hurting me, as the Dark Thing stopped them in their trajectories. 

“No way!” Officer Dale turned in his seat to hear more. “Anyone notable?”

Pratt continued, “One of the deceased has been identified as Benny the Blade.”

“The mobster?”

Neal was paying attention to the conversation, as many of us were. 

“Seriously?” He asked.

“Seriously.” Pratt assured them. “The 55th Division of course had to turn their findings over to the special task force the FBI set up to handle the Wild Animal Killer.”

“Fuckin’ feds.” Dale’s face was marked with anger. “Them and their jurisdictional bullshit.  How do they even know it was her?”

I noticed that Dale said her almost reverently. 

“Apparently,” Pratt continued, “The flattened appearance of the twenty-plus rounds found on the floor of the warehouse stumped the 55th forensics team. The slugs were flattened like they had hit armor plating, or something” The officer paused and then continued, a sigh escaping his lips. “So it doesn’t look like the Wild Animal Killer is a wild animal anymore, like some witnesses were originally speculating.  That much they know for sure.”  

“How do they know that?” Neal asked.

Pratt shrugged. “The three vics are all singing the same tune.  And this morning’s papers…they’re calling her the Pier Heroine.” The officer gave a small yawn. “So anyway, that other description of the Wild Animal Killer is really holding water this time. A woman about six feet tall, with gloves or gauntlets of some kind that have claws for fingers, dreadlocks and a monster mask of some type.” He paused to frown at the officers to whom he was speaking. “Don’t you guys watch the morning news?  Read the paper?  This was front-page.”

“Naw,” Officer Dale yawned. “I slept in and pretty much rushed here.  I didn’t have time to glance at the paper, never mind watch it on the morning report.”

“So,” the more knowledgeable officer continued. “Heart of the story is, there’s some whacked-out woman out there playing superhero in a bullet-proof monster suit, who’s moved from slicing and dicing to decapitating her would-be villains.” 

Slicing and dicing?  I remembered how Benny’s eyes had stared at me, as he himself experienced the blades of the Dark Thing.

Officer Dale offered his two cents. “I remember when the Wild Animal theory first started, they thought that the killings were being done by some wild animal, there was that one homeless guy thought he’d seen a demon.  The monster suit would support that claim.  All those reports of a woman in head to toe leather.” 

“A bullet proof leather suit of body armor.” Neal concluded. “Any other idea is just too fucking weird to be true.”

It was a nice theory, but the truth was too fucking weird for anyone, excluding myself.  

Furthermore, it was a truth that only I was completely aware of.  The witnesses, as other witness before them, knew some of the facts, knew what their eyes had told them, those far-fetched claims that the police tried to rationalize and explain away.  

The details that the police didn’t want to believe.  

Couldn’t afford to believe.  

They had to chalk some things up to mob hysteria, which is how they would probably have classified the projectiles from last night, my leeches.

Nothing in science could explain some of the things that the three witnesses would have claimed to have seen, besides mob hysteria.  The police would have to conclude that they had all hallucinated, under the extreme duress of their traumatic situation.  

Any other explanation, they would conclude as Neal had, was simply too strange to be true.

“Hey,” Officer Dale said suddenly, becoming more animated over the topic. “I got an idea.  What if this woman isn’t a vigilante at all?  What if she’s in with one of the crime syndicates, killing off the rivals of whatever organization she’s serving?  Like maybe one of Benny’s rivals had a woman in costume do the bloody deed.”

“Nah,” Pratt yawned. “Think about the different types of victims there have been over the years.  That pedophile, the domestic cases, the rapists, the murderers, the gang bangers, et cetera, et cetera.  Think about—“

“Okay, everyone…let’s get this show on the road,” Captain Briggs declared loudly, interrupting the officers’ discussion of my most recent night’s adventure.  

I admired the way that the tall blond woman commanded the attention of a room full of cops.  

I found myself only half-listening as the Captain briefed us on the activities of the previous shift.  

I was mostly engrossed in staring at the back of Neal’s head, wanting to taste the skin of his neck with the tip of my tongue, wanting to taste that which I could smell so sharply with my heightened senses.

“Earth to Sam,” Phil whispered, reminding me to pay attention to the briefing.  

“Yeah, yeah,” I whispered back, the warmth of embarrassment spreading across my cheeks.  

I wondered how long I had been staring. 

I had rather zoned out, so Phil was right to have put me in my place.  It was difficult to focus on the Captain’s report, with Neal so near me. I could feel the heat radiating from his body.  

His was a body I had come to know very well over the past two months…  A body that I wanted to get to know even better.

“Okay, people, that’s it. It’s like a freaking skating rink out there, so drive safe.” The Captain wrapped up her briefing. “See you at sixteen hundred hours.”

Phil and I left for the squad car assigned us, did our equipment checks, checked in with dispatch and were soon on our way to Zone Three.  Lately, we had settled comfortably into our typical routine. He drove for the first half of the shift while I did the paperwork and I drove for the second half, while he did the paperwork.  

It was called teamwork. We were bona fide partners now, working as two halves of a whole.  I wasn’t a fumbling Rookie anymore—at least, not very often…

“Hey Sam, how about Vietnamese for lunch today?” Phil addressed me from behind the wheel of the car.  

Since we were headed for the downtown zone that included a large portion of the Chinatown region of the city, we would likely end up at our favorite place to grab a quick bite, the Phuong Nam Restaurant. 

“Sure, Phil.”

“Can I get a little more enthusiasm out of you?  We’re talking Vietnamese!”  

I feigned sheer excitement, my voice girly and saccharine sweet. “Sounds good to me, boss.  I can’t wait.”

“You got a bee in your bonnet?”

“I never did understand that expression.”

“Something on your mind, Sam?” Phil used his paternal voice.

“Nothing worth discussing.”

We rode a few moments in silence. “Vietnamese,” he repeated. “Spring rolls.  Pickled plums.”

“If there’s no line up.”

“Line up?  That doesn’t matter!  Girl, they can get a lunch combo into a take-out container faster than you can say hungry cops.” 

“If we get a lunch break, that is.”

“You seem…a little pissy today.”

“Pissy?”

“Cranky.”

“I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

I thought of the warehouse district, of Benny the Blade and the three eye witnesses who had seen everything.  I wondered what the feds were making of the case.

“I’ll bet.” Phil chuckled. “You Rookies and your youthful energy.  When you get to be my age, you’ll know the value of a good night’s sleep.”

“I spent most of the night tossing and turning.”

“Is that what you kids are calling it now?” He laughed again. 

I groaned in response.

“You want me to tell Schroeder to back off a little, that you need your beauty sleep?” Phil teased.

“You saying I’m anything less than beautiful?” I joked back.

“Naw.” My partner glanced at me with fatherly adoration in his eyes. “Besides that luggage under your eyes, you’re as breathtaking as ever.”

“Aw, gee, thanks, boss.” I said playfully.

Another comfortable silence passed between us.

“Vietnamese.” He said once more.

“Sounds good to me,” I said, thinking fondly of Phuong Nam’s spring rolls.  

I logged unto the computer and scrolled through the bulletins. “Looks like a quiet day for us, so far,” I told him. “Just like the Captain said.”

“I didn’t think you’d heard anything she said.” He chuckled. “You were so busy staring at Schroeder with that far off look in your eye and that dreamy smile on your face.”

“Will you quit busting my balls about Neal?” I asked, flustered.

“If you had balls, I’d consider it.” He began to apply the brakes of the car well before an intersection and frowned as it continued to slide forward, despite his intervention. “I’ll credit the Captain one thing. She was right about the road. It’s slippery as all Hell.”

 

No thanks to the icy road conditions, we ended up answering four motor vehicle accident calls before our lunch break, which finally came around one-thirty.  I was starving, to say the least, when Phil finally pulled the car to a stop outside Phuong Nam’s street entrance.  We had called in our order ahead of time on Phil’s cell phone.  He went inside while I waited in the car, taking the driver’s seat. He returned a short time later brandishing a large paper bag that smelled like Heaven to my growling stomach.  

“Settler’s Park?” I asked him, putting the car into drive.

“Sounds good to me,” he said, of the location that would put us in the middle of Zone Three.

Settler’s Park wasn’t really a park at all, so much as it was the WebDotWeb parking lot with a large abstract sculpture of what we all thought was a bird in the center of the property, looming over the cars parked around it.  We found a spot in the shadow of the massive WebDotWeb building and began opening take-out food containers when the electronic hiss of the radio interrupted our meal.

“So much for that,” I groaned under my breath and began putting the foil containers back into the paper bag.

“Base Ten,” crackled the radio that we sometimes loved to hate, “To nine-zero-five Tango. There’s a ten eighty-seven-“—shots fired —“-at the All Saints Church, in Zone Three at two-twenty Palmer Street.  Please acknowledge.”

“Ten four, Base Ten.” Phil answered the radio. “We’re on our way.”  He turned to me, as I started the engine and began to pull out of Settler’s Park. “Step on it kid, fast as you dare and-“

“-and try not to hit anyone.” I interrupted his usual spiel with mild annoyance. “I know, I know.”

We arrived to find a scene of bloodshed. 

At the base of the steps of the church was the body of a youth, no more than twelve years of age. He was lying in a pool of dark blood, made vibrant red at its edges by the white snow beneath him.  

The Dark Thing was made excited by the sight of the blood, so I knew that the young man was guilty of something noteworthy.  

Still…what a shame, I thought. One so young hurt so badly.  

As we approached the church, we saw that there was no movement coming from him.  Phil looked at me and shook his head.  The boy was dead, his body drained of its lifeblood, his eyes staring listlessly at the grey clouds overhead.  

We didn’t have to take his vital signs to know it, but Phil took the boy’s pulse at the base of his throat anyway.  At his solemn nod, I called dispatch for the coroner.

 “Sam, I knew this kid.”

The look on my partner’s face spoke volumes of his despair.

“Was he…troubled?” 

“You could say that. His name is BJ Brown.  I coach his basketball team at the Boys and Girls club. He was a great player.  One of my best.” 

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

His distaste for the turn that the youth’s life had taken was evident in the caustic tones of his next words. “He’s a member of the Blue Crew gang.”

“How do you know?” 

He lifted up the boy’s blue shirt with a gloved hand and indicated the gangland symbols tattooed into his abdomen. “See?  He’s the kid brother of one of their higher ups. JD is going to be really upset when he finds out his baby brother bit the big one.” 

Phil pulled the youth’s shirt back down and continued speaking in my silence. “What happened here today is just the beginning.  There will be a backlash and you don’t have to be my kinda psychic to know that I lot of people could get hurt in the process. There’s going to be more blood in the streets of Zone Three tonight, mark my words.”

We secured the scene immediately and were providing some crowd control when our back up arrived.  The homicide investigators were en route as well, the dispatcher informed us.

The Dark Thing seemed to be craving the predicted bloodshed, as much as it craved the blood beneath the boy’s body.  And I wasn’t just confusing its needs with the hunger pangs of my empty stomach, either – I knew the Dark Thing’s call too well, that tingling feeling, just beneath my skin, a growing itch that demanded attention, demanded appeasement. 

Another squad car pulled up to help secure the scene, as well as one ghost car driven by the homicide investigators.  Having been first on scene, it was our job to brief the detectives and we did so in earnest.  The victim of the shooting was the youngest person that I had ever seen dead, I realized, as Phil spoke to the detectives at length.

It was a damned shame, a kid like that tangled up in gang business.  

What did you do to get yourself killed? I asked the young corpse silently.  

I knew if I had access to his blood— if I could sample it with the Dark Thing—I would likely have the answer to that question, at least in the form of a vision of his crimes in my mind.

Nevertheless, there was no way that I could risk using the Dark Thing like that—not now, with so many officers around and not with winter gloves on my hands.

Besides, what would I tell the homicide detectives anyway?  Hey guys – just thought I’d let you know - I solved your mystery by using the blood of the victim as an interpretive tool?  Oh and by the way, I’m the Wild Animal Killer that you have been looking for, killing baddies from the tender young age of fifteen?

The Dark Thing made me aware of people watching us. 

It felt eyes and ears focused on the scene, hesitant to approach because of the police presence.  I looked in the direction that my instincts were insisting that I seek and saw two dark-haired heads looking in our direction from around the corner of a Laundromat down the street.  

I tried to listen to what they were saying, but over the noise of the officers nearby scurrying around, speaking with dispatch and talking amongst themselves, not to mention the din of the crowd of onlookers that had gathered about us, I couldn’t make out more than a few words with my sensitive hearing.  

Nothing that I could use to string together a single sentence besides two hastily spoken words, “Let’s go.”

The two, dressed head to toe in blue, disappeared around the corner of the Laundromat, heading away from the crime scene as quickly as they could.

I didn’t think that either of them were the shooters, since they were wearing the same colors as the fallen boy.  More than likely, they were from his Crew, gone off to tell the others what had happened—if the others didn’t already know.

The Dark Thing wanted me to follow them, all the way back to their leaders.  However, I couldn’t simply walk away from the scene of the crime.  There were things expected of me. I had a role to play, as a police officer who had been first on scene and they would notice if I were to disappear.  

In broad daylight, yet.  

The Dark Thing would have to wait.


 

Up next?

Reaper IV: Daddy
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