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THE LITTLE DEATH 

by Adalind Winters 

 

Chapter 1 

The victim was named Melany Webber—23, Caucasian, brown hair, blue eyes, roped to a St. 

Andrew’s cross in the center of a private room at Club Bacchus, her throat slashed and the lower 

part of her abdomen ripped open by a deep, jagged wound. The violence had been fast, 

methodical and messy, but the perpetrator had taken great care to remove her internal organs and 

arrange them in a circle on the floor around the body. 

There was something almost ceremonial about the crime scene, 39-year-old Detective Dash 

Chandler thought, rubbing thoughtfully at the wedding band on his left hand like it was the lamp 



of a djinn that might grant him all the answers he needed. Sadly, after almost ten years of 

working homicide, he knew better. Nothing was ever easy. Human beings’ endlessly creative and 

fiendish cruelty to each other knew no bounds. Likewise, there was never a simple, clear-cut 

answer to any of it. 

“I want all the camera footage you can find and I want this place dusted down top to bottom,” he 

ordered the forensic team as it scurried about.  

The crime scene was kicking him in the back of the brain. He’d seen—or, more likely—read 

about something similar. He just needed time to remember.  

While the cops on duty, along with the M.E and her assistants, fluttered around him, Dash 

carefully removed the notebook he always carried with him in the inside pocket of his smoothly 

pressed raincoat and started making notes. He could hear some of the cops muttering off in their 

corners. He was a method guy, liked to make plenty of notes, and had a huge dry board in his 

office he used to study the cases assigned to him. Some of the guys on the force thought that was 

pretty funny; he didn’t care about their opinion, only that he caught the bastards responsible for 

their crimes. The way he looked at it was, if they thought police work was funny, they were 

never going to get out of their uniforms anyway, so they were never going to be his problem.  

He knew that something would come to him soon. “What do we know about the victim?” he 

asked one of the rookies putting up yellow crime scene tape. The kid briefly consulted his own 

crumpled notes in his pocket, gotten when he interviewed several patrons of the club prior to 

Dash’s arrival. He was making notes, which was good. Unlike the other clowns, he might make 

it out of his uniform one day. “Melany Webber. Single, 23, worked as a party planner to the rich 

and famous. She was a member of this club.” 

“Bacchus,” Dash said, looking around the room at the black pleather furnishings, racks of whips 

and floggers, sawhorses, Eton benches, and the X-shaped St. Andrews’ cross set up in the center 

of the room—the place where Melany had met her end. The lighting was low and moody, with 

candles burning down to wax nubs on the ornate oak mantel at the far side of the room. Only a 

few hours ago, a couple had been satiating their wildest bondage fantasies. Now the girl slumped 

from her cross, disemboweled and exsanguinated, and her partner and murderer was out there 



somewhere. Not a good end to the night. “That’s the Roman name for Dionysus, the god of wine 

and sex,” he mused. 

“It’s a BDSM club,” the kid added unnecessarily, but eager to please.  

Dash reached up and spun a number of cushioned leather handcuffs hanging off what looked like 

a human mobile in the corner of the room. “I gather that. Cameras? Witnesses?” 

“No cameras. That’s what the owner said. And no witnesses. Everyone was in costume.” 

Dash felt a surge of annoyance at the news. “Christine? What do you have for me?” 

The Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Christine Fowler, turned from examining the body. She was a 

tall, curvy woman in her twenties with a perpetually cheery expression and long blonde hair 

twisted into a topknot. She was dressed in a white forensic jumpsuit and gloves as she used a flat 

wooden toothpick to scrape the victim’s fingernails for evidence, but her generous curves 

showed and most of the cops on duty took notice. One even catcalled from across the room. 

Dash was about to go over there and flatten his goddamn nose when Christine held up a slender 

hand to stop him.  

“Let it go, Dash. It’s not worth it.” 

He grunted. “Talk to me.” 

“Pretty brutal stuff,” Christine said, transferring the sample to an evidence bottle before 

consulting her clipboard. She always managed to remain cool, professional and unflustered in the 

face of even the most brutal crime—or the biggest misogynistic idiot. Dash enjoyed working 

with her. Besides being tough, she had a keen mind and a good eye for observation. “You can 

tell by the blood splatter pattern that she wasn’t disemboweled post-mortem.” She indicated the 

pattern of stains on the walls and floor with one gloved hand. “She was still alive when it 

happened. Some kind of ceremony, I’d wager. The perp’s knife hand was rough, though. Poor 

girl suffered, I’d wager. I’ll know more when I get her back to the lab.” She turned away from 

the victim and offered Dash a sad, sympathetic smile. “By the way, it’s good to have you back, 

Dash. How you holding up?” 



“I’m good,” Dash said, rubbing at the back of his neck but offering a neutral smile. They held 

each other’s eyes for less than two seconds before he dropped his attention back to the notes in 

his hands. Christine was the first colleague he’d told about Pepper’s diagnosis. She’d visited 

Pepper almost every day in hospice, right up until the end, and afterward, she’d been a rock for 

him. She smiled back reassuringly, though Dash detected a hint of pity.  

He hated that more than the ribbing—the looks he got from his friends, the little reassuring 

touches, the tiptoeing around him like he was made of glass and might shatter at any moment. 

The thought made him angrier with himself than with Christine. He knew he was spending too 

much of his time being angry, but he didn’t have any family, and only a few close friends. There 

weren’t many people he trusted to talk to about this. For over ten years, Pepper had been his 

rock, his whole world. Now Pepper was gone, had been for almost six months. He knew it was 

time to move on, to stop blaming everyone and everything for something so freakish and 

unexpected it was like being hit with a meteor while on your way to work.  

Only a year ago, they got pregnant for the first time. Pepper was overjoyed. They’d been trying 

for almost ten years. But the pregnancy did something to Pepper’s estrogen levels, and only a 

few months in, she found a lump. By then, it was already almost too late—Stage 4, aggressive, 

the doctor said. They discussed treatment, but Pepper refused the chemo and radiation. It would 

have killed their baby. They argued and Pepper won. She was six months on when the cancer 

finished its job. It took her and their baby. In less than a year, his family was gone. Pepper was 

32 years old at the time. 

Looking up apologetically, he smiled. “Could you rush me your report?” 

“Will do,” Christine said with a salute.  

He nodded over at Christine’s staff. “You can take her now.” 

Christine mobilized her unit and they started cutting down the victim and moving in the gurney. 

“Where’s the owner?” he asked the rookie, who pointed with his pen toward the door.  

He was standing with his back to Dash, talking to one of the cops. He was a tall, rangy, but well-

built man in his early twenties with a slick, Eurotrash look about him that Dash usually 



associated with trust fund babies. Dash suppressed a surge of irrational anger. The guy wore a 

dark red pleather suit that positively screamed bondage, and his pale, honey-blond, shoulder-

length hair was tied back in a queue. Dash couldn’t help but groan at what had to be a custom-

made, ten thousand-dollar suit clinging to his hips and shapely ass as he walked over to talk to 

the man. 

Before he could reach him, the man turned around as if sensing his presence and stuck out his 

hand. “Detective Chandler, is it?” he said, speaking with a watered-down British accent.  

“Yes,” Dash answered without taking the man’s hand. Due to his ten years of police work, he 

was generally distrustful of men who extended themselves too willingly. Besides, the owner 

looked so young, he thought maybe the rookie was mistaken. Maybe the club belonged to his 

father or family. He couldn’t be more than twenty, with the face of a prince, a fair, almost 

ghostly complexion, and eyes as fiery blue as a Siberian Husky’s. He was ridiculously beautiful, 

like a man who’d had good plastic surgery done. He wore rings, cufflinks, and a sly, cat-like 

smile on his pearly pink lips. The smell of money and imported Egyptian cologne clung to him.  

“You are…?” Dash said abruptly, because beautiful men always put him on the defense.  

When the young man told him, Dash thought maybe he was joking, or that it was an affectation, 

like calling yourself Lestat or Vlad Tepes to seem cool and hip. He’d seen it enough times in 

these types of places.  

“No,” the young man said before Dash could ask. “It really is Dorian Gray.” Obviously, he was 

used to this type of skepticism. Undoubtedly, he had faced it his entire life, not that it seemed to 

bother him. His smile was confident, even a little playful. He brushed his ponytail off his 

shoulder and the overhead lights played over his lean, youthful face, making it shimmer like 

white satin. No surgery scars were apparent. “I can show you my birth certificate, if you like.” 

The offer sounded more like a quip or a challenge than an offer. A sort of arrogance poured off 

the young man that fanned the flames of Dash’s anger. Anger, always anger, he thought. His 

grief counselor had said Dash had unresolved issues, but he knew the truth. These sparkling 

young, untouched types with their perfect lives and money and shatterproof naiveté just pissed 

him the fuck off. They had no concept of what it was like to live in the real world. “That won’t 



be necessary,” he said, writing it all down. His jaw ticked. He’d have one of the rookies look into 

the man’s background at a later date. “Were you here at the time of the murder?” 

“Yes, as was all of my staff, though we didn’t know anything about this terrible tragedy for some 

time. The young woman—Melany—had retired to this room with her partner. And the room—

well, in case you hadn’t noticed—is soundproofed.” 

“Didn’t you check on them? You must have gotten suspicious after a while.” 

“We were a private club having a masquerade ball. All of us are legal, consenting adults. I have 

background checks done on all my members.”  

Obviously not well enough, Dash thought. “Do your members generally stay with the same 

partner all evening long?” 

“No. That would be boring, and my patrons don’t come here to be bored.” 

“I doubt they come here to be murdered, either,” Dash bit out, then regretted it. It was just stupid 

anger talking. 

“Tell me, Detective Chandler, do you get bored?” 

“I’m a cop. Cops don’t get to be bored in this town.” 

“I’ve never had a cop before,” Mr. Gray mused, touching his lips with two fingers in a coy 

gesture that looked like something from another century. 

Dash shot the man a glare. Any other night, he might have been flattered by the man’s flirting 

and obvious interest, but tonight was not that night. “Do you have any idea who Melany’s 

partner was?” 

“Over five hundred members were here tonight, all of them masked.” Mr. Gray lifted the mask 

he was carrying—a red plastic devil mask. “The whole point of the evening was not knowing 

who your partner was until your private session was over. No one was supposed to get hurt. No 

one ever does here.” 

“Until now,” Dash pointed out. 



Mr. Gray bit his perfectly plump bottom lip and looked around at all the patrons being 

interviewed by the uniforms. “Touché. I can get you our members list, if you like. This whole 

business is awful. I’ll help in whatever way I can.” 

Dash was surprised by the offer and reconsidered his initial assessment of Mr. Gray. Maybe he 

wasn’t the beautiful, money-hungry airhead he’d initially assumed he was. He suddenly seemed 

much older than his years. “I’d appreciate that.” A thought occurred to him. “So none of the 

people here tonight knew who their partner was? Isn’t that taking a bit of a chance, even for a 

place like this?” 

“Not really. Everyone here uses protection. We’re not stupid,” Mr. Gray said, sounding insulted. 

Dash scribbled more notes, then looked up, surprised by what he saw. Though Mr. Gray’s face 

was young and smooth, there was something about his eyes that made his features all wrong. The 

reality of the situation had torn away the flirty mask this man normally wore and Dash was 

seeing the man beneath—at least a little. His eyes looked like they belonged to a much older 

man, a man who had seen terrible things far beyond his years. “Thanks. We’ll be in touch.” 

“Remember my offer,” Mr. Gray answered as Dash walked away. “Take full advantage of me, if 

you must.” 

Dash shook his head. As he headed out of the room, it occurred to him why the crime scene 

looked so familiar. The mutilation of the body was almost exactly like that of Jack the Ripper’s 

historical slayings.  

*  *  * 

Chapter 2 

The whole affair was brutish and unnecessary—but familiar, as well. 

London, Dorian Gray thought. We have come full circle. 

Dorian watched the detective go. He was a big man, powerfully built, but meticulous in his 

grooming. His chestnut hair was cut neatly and slicked back, and his suit and raincoat pressed. 

His outdated skinny tie made Dorian smirk. He was striking rather than handsome, and his hazel 



eyes were full of years and sorrow. A skeptical tic to his jaw spoke volumes about his life, the 

things he’d seen and how they had shaped him. He was wounded and cynical, but not beaten. In 

another life, he might have been a knight or warrior. Dorian would have to have him. There was 

no question about that.  

There was something about his large, scarred hands, soft voice and demanding intelligence that 

made him irresistible. Loneliness clung to him like a bittersweet scent. If nothing else, pleasuring 

the good detective might help smooth these unpleasantries over. It wouldn’t be a hardship. 

Dorian glanced around at the crime scene, clenched his fists at his sides to keep the low-grade 

panic from rearing its ugly head, and marched away to his private office at the back. Star, his 

business partner, and co-owner of Club Bacchus, was on the phone when he got there. She was 

going, “Uh-huh. Yes, exactly.”  

“Star, we really should talk…” 

She held up a well-manicured finger for silence. She was a striking woman in her early forties 

with a thin but virtually unlined face, peachy fair skin and whorls of blonde hair that she wore in 

a tumbling fury down her back. Star had worked as an exotic dancer, a high-end escort, and a 

dominatrix for most of her life, yet somehow she had never lost the bright-eyed, child-like 

appearance that had made her so successful. Retired now, she enjoyed helping him run the club, 

and despite what most people thought, she was an astute businesswoman. Her petite, curvy body 

was hugged by her costume of the night—a blue and green hobble dress, heavily sequined, with 

peacock feathers trailing off the hem. On Dorian’s desk lay her mask, also feathered, which she 

had been wearing when she first discovered Melany’s eviscerated body hanging in one of their 

private rooms. 

After a moment, she hung up and turned to him. “What awful business! That was Martin 

DeBeers. He said he’ll be right over, in case we need his assistance.” 

Martin DeBeers was their attorney, and in many ways, their only true ally in this city. He was not 

the straightest of arrows as solicitors went, but he got the job done, and Dorian and Star had 

needed him on several occasions over the years—mostly cases where their patrons’ particular 



predilections were discovered by angry spouses or the media. Dorian waved it away. “The good 

detective won’t be making any arrests tonight.” 

Star arched an eyebrow. “What did you do to him, Dorian?” 

Dorian held up one slim white hand and smirked. “Nothing, my dear, I promise. I wouldn’t be so 

bold…or foolish.” 

She put a hand on one hip. “I should hope so! I don’t fancy having to pick up and go—especially 

after what happened in London.” 

He met Star in London in the early nineties, when she was nothing but a slip of a girl. Dorian had 

been running a strip joint in the East End called Eden’s Garden. He had hired her as a dancer, but 

she’d been far cleverer than he’d given her credit for, and over the years, she’d managed to put 

two and two together. When she finally discovered his secret, she’d confronted him with an 

intention towards extortion. She wanted ten million dollars, or she promised to call in the media, 

the newspapers, and national TV. Dorian was disappointed by her betrayal but not really angry. 

She’d come from a poor, hungry, abusive background. Were he in her position, he would have 

done the exact same thing. 

He considered leaving the country for the Americas then, but his plans were forestalled when a 

number of his girls were attacked and mutilated by what seemed to be a serial murderer. Both the 

police and Scotland Yard investigated his club, but they could make no connections, though he 

himself was suspect for a while when he became involved with a particularly beautiful Detective 

Sergeant. It was not his smartest move. Eventually she discovered an old birth certificate of his 

from the early 19
th

 century among his things—one of many he’d kept as souvenirs as he moved 

from place to place, assuming the identity of his own son again and again to cover his 

peculiar…condition. The Detective Sergeant had been close to revealing everything when she 

accidently ran into the killer in an alley behind the club. The killer had never been caught, 

though he did send Dorian a brief letter that read only: You’re welcomed. Until we meet again, 

Jack.  

When everything finally blew over, Dorian finalized his move to America and invited Star to 

join him as equal partner. He was unsure about his decision at first; he had spent the long 



centuries alone, separate from the world and its people, but quickly learned it was good to have 

an ally to watch his back…and share his secret. They’d been inseparable ever since.  

“You have nothing to fear, my dear,” Dorian said as he took his place behind his desk and tapped 

in a few commands on his laptop. He laced his fingers together. “I shall, as always, keep the 

disaster to a minimum.” 

Star moved to stand behind her partner and rested her hand on his shoulder while Dorian did a 

search on local antique dealers. “What are you doing?” 

“I never told you, but back in London, when we had that spot of bother, the knife that Jack used 

was purchased locally, from an antiques emporium. He always uses the exact same knife to kill 

the same kind of girl. And that, my star, is what the detectives call a lead.” 

 “If you say so. I spoke to security and they said no one who wasn’t a member was let in or out 

of the building all night. They made quite sure of that.” 

Dorian rested his hand on hers as he started scrolling through results. “That means whoever 

killed Melany was here all along.” 

“One of our members.” Star sounded miserable. “Lovely. What are we going to do?” 

“We’re going to find him, uncover him...and then destroy him.” Dorian hit print, then turned in 

his chair and regarded his partner with serious eyes. He kissed her hand. “Would you be a star, 

Star, and print out our bluebook?” 

Star was in charge of staff and records. Her computer had all their up-to-date memberships 

stored on it. But Star gave him a woeful look. “You’re not giving that detective our bluebook?” 

“I think it would be prudent. He could be very helpful to us.” 

“What if he leaks it to the public or the press? The patrons will be furious. Everything we built 

here will be ruined!” 

She made a good point. They had built this business on being clandestine, and Dorian had no 

reason to believe the detective wouldn’t sell the information to the press, but he had a feeling 



about him. There was a kind of…righteousness about the handsome detective. “I dare say 

everything here has already been ruined by this unfortunate event, my star.”  

Dorian sat back in his seat and folded his hands. Anger spiked within him for the man who had 

harmed Melany, for the man who was now threatening their business and very existence in this 

town. These people trusted him with their secret passions, and he had let them down. They were 

no longer safe, and the killer might not even be human. “There’s only one reason for this murder. 

It’s a message to me, Star. A warning. We’ll need to proceed carefully, and if the detective can 

help us expedite things, all the better.” 

Star’s mouth pinched into a thin white line. “What makes you think your lovely detective will be 

any help at all?” 

“I don’t,” he admitted. “But he may be all the ally we get in this matter.” 

Star shivered and clutched her elbows. “Fine. Do what you want, Dorian, but I don’t think you 

should get personally involved. If you feel the need, write an anonymous letter to the police 

detailing your suspicions, but don’t get too close to that detective.” She shook her head. “It won’t 

end well.” 

“It will end.” Dorian climbed to his feet and clutched his partner and best friend’s shoulder. He 

gave her a reassuring squeeze. “I will end it, Star. I will end him.” 

*  *  * 

Chapter 3 

The M.E.’s office presented its findings at a morning briefing the following day. The bullpen 

was buzzing with excitement—this was the first serial they’d had in a long time and almost 

everyone had been included in the task force. Dash stuck to the back of the room, passing a few 

words with his former partner Tony, who had been reassigned during his leave, but saying little 

otherwise. It felt odd to be back after six months, to see such familiar and sympathetic faces, to 

have no Pepper to go home to after he punched out. 

Lieutenant Maria Martinez stepped into the bullpen with Christine on her heels. As their 

commanding office at the 13
th

 Precinct, Martinez was a tall, thick-bodied, no-nonsense woman in 



her early fifties. She was always neatly pressed, but her face was heavily lined and showed her 

years. The boys in the bullpen called her the Ice Bitch behind her back, but Dash knew it must 

have been hard for her to get where she was in a mostly male-dominated field. Because she was 

a woman, she had to be twice as tough—and twice as mean. Martinez wasted no time giving her 

men the rundown and warning them if they dropped the ball, the FBI would likely swoop in and 

steal their case.  

There was much grumbling among the ranks. Everyone knew the FBI treated local cops like idiot 

kids who were getting underfoot. 

After quieting the troops, she stepped back so Christine could present her evidence on the 

bullpen’s dry board. “It’s most definitely a Ripper clone.” She flipped the board to show them 

enlarged photos of the evidence. Pictures of the vicious, gory wounds and the weapon covered 

the board. “A black-handled surgeon’s knife with a six-inch blade was used to disembowel the 

victim, Melany Webber, before the perpetrator cut her throat. However, we didn’t discover it 

until we did a full autopsy and found it lodge up under the girl’s ribcage. There was no note or 

message, but we think it’s significant.”  

“He’s taunting us,” Tony said and the other officers agreed. 

“What do we know about the knife? Is it real or a reproduction?” Dash asked, making notes in 

his notebook.  

Christine found him at the back and smiled. “Excellent question, Detective. It’s an antique. 

London manufacturer, made specifically for surgeons. It was produced around 1888, right 

around the time of the real Ripper murders.” 

The bullpen exploded into theories and suppositions, some logical, some pure fantasy. Martinez 

stepped back in, holding her hands up for silence. “Chandler, you were first on the scene last 

night, so I want you on lead. The rest of you, we have about 500 suspects to comb. So—

background checks and interviews. Start with the victim’s friends and family and work your way 

out. I want everything neat and concise and by the books. No mistakes. Don’t let the Feds take 

this.” 



Most of the cops in the room made disgruntled noises about being relegated to desk jockeying. 

Dash saw some of the catcallers from the night before shooting him dark looks, but he ignored 

them. He was one of the youngest guys to make detective. That was part of their grievance with 

him. The other part was more elemental. Despite being married for almost a decade, most of 

them had learned over time that he liked playing for both teams. That didn’t sit well with some 

of the more backward uniforms, but he hadn’t gotten where he was by worrying about other 

people’s prejudices.  

As everyone scattered, Dash fetched the M.E. files from Martinez. “You can take Tony until we 

get a partner assigned to you,” she said. 

Something about having his old partner with him depressed him endlessly. It would be like the 

old days. Except it wasn’t the old days anymore. It never would be again. He shrugged it off. 

“It’s just legwork. I can handle it alone.” 

Tony, a tall, handsome black man with a normally dazzling smile, looked disappointed, but Dash 

kept his attention focused on the boss. He expected Martinez to give him lip about it, but she just 

nodded. A few years ago, Martinez’s nephew had gotten into serious trouble with the law and 

was borderline suicidal after the kids at his school called him gay. Dash had managed to talk the 

kid down, and ever since, Martinez had been in his corner—just one more reason for everyone to 

hate on him. “Just get it done,” she said, beefy arms across over her ample bosom. “And the 

minute you have something, I want it on my desk.” Always brusque, she turned back to the 

bullpen and said, “This is going to be a PR nightmare, folks, so I find out any of you are talking 

to the press, your badge is mine. Got it?” 

More grumbling. Tony turned to Dash and offered him a dear-god-she’s-on-a-rampage-look, but 

by then Dash was grabbing his coat and exiting the bullpen. He didn’t want to shoot the shit with 

Tony, or with anyone. He just needed work. A lot of it. As much as he could handle. Anything to 

keep his mind focused.  

He stopped at the local coffee shop-slash-cop hangout to buy a coffee, then sat in the parking lot 

and slowly went over the finer details of the forensics reports. The perp was both smart and 

arrogant to do this in the middle of a bustling club full of people with only one thin wall between 



him and everyone else. The method…the timing…this wasn’t some amateur who just happened 

to have a knife and a psychotic break. Everything had been thought out and planned in advance.  

He turned to Christine’s report on the knife. It was a rare antique, the kind of purchase that 

makes people remember you. The perp would have purchased his weapon locally, in cash, from a 

collector, antiques dealer, or pawnbroker. Someone shady who had a lot to lose if he flapped his 

lips. Having grown up in lower Brooklyn, Dash knew all the major players. There were only a 

few antique dealers who met the definition of “shady”.  

He’d just started the car when someone popped up on the driver’s side, wearing some kind of 

Inverness coat like the one that Sherlock Holmes wore. Dash was so startled, he had his gun out 

before he realized the man was unarmed and holding his hands up in surrender. 

“Are you Detective Chandler?” he said. He was small, in his mid-fifties, with mouse-like 

features, beady eyes and an overbite. Dash disliked and distrusted him at once. 

“Who wants to know?” he asked, putting his gun away. 

The man produced a business card. “I’m Rudy Delaney, head of the Historical Preservation 

Society.” He said it like Dash should automatically know all this.  

Dash looked at the card. There was a bloody cartoon knife on it, and below that, it read 

RIPPERWALK.COM and had a bunch of contact information. It took Dash a moment to realize 

Rudy Delaney was a Ripperologist, a person interested in the mystery of Jack the Ripper. 

Something of a history buff himself, he’d come across the phenomenon on some late night TV 

shows when he couldn’t sleep. Feh, Dash was more inclined to call them crime buffs, journalists, 

cranks and hoaxers. Worst of all—armchair detectives. He gave the card back. “I have nothing to 

say to the press at this point.” 

“Very wise,” the man pointed out. “But I’m not the press. I just run a website that gives virtual 

tours of Jack the Ripper’s stomping grounds.” 

“Good for you.” Dash started the car. 



Delaney grabbed the car door. There was a positively maniacal gleam in his eyes. “Look, I can 

help you out. You won’t find anyone else locally who knows more about Jack the Ripper than I 

do. I’ll even volunteer my time.” 

“You’re not volunteering your time and you’re not getting involved in this investigation…” 

“So you admit there is an investigation?” 

Dash offered him the kind of withering glare that usually had suspects cowering in seconds. 

Ruby Delaney was either too crazy or too stupid to react. “And if you interfere, I’ll run you 

downtown for obstruction of justice.” 

Delaney took his hands off the car door. 

Dash hit the gas and pulled out recklessly into the street, barely missing hitting a sign on the side 

of the road. Delaney ran to the end of the parking lot and started yelling something about all the 

information he had, but by then Dash was too far away to hear what the crazy man was saying. 

Just great, he thought. Because of last night’s media coverage, this whole thing was going to be a 

media circus whether he wanted it to be or not. 

Ten minutes later, he was pulling into the parking lot of one of the more infamous pawnbrokers 

in downtown Brooklyn. The owner, a character named Shelby, had been busted on several 

counts of trafficking stolen good. His specialties were antique weapons like swords, bows and 

spears, many of them crafted from elephant tusk and black rhinoceros horn and sold on the black 

market to high-end collectors who knew better than to buy them but were too rich to give a shit. 

Shelby pissed him off in a special way. Not because his crimes were grandiose and news-

breaking, but because they were small, cruel, and consistent, and no matter how many times they 

closed down his shop, he managed to bounce back on some technicality. The man had no 

conscience.  

He was prepared for arguments and much abuse when he pushed through the old, creaking 

wooden door into the musty interior of the dim little shop, but not for who was in the shop. 

Dorian Gray, he of the unfortunate name, was standing at the counter. He was dressed more 

conservatively in a dark suit and ascot, his luxurious blonde hair braided back away from his 



ridiculously perfect ivory profile. His eyes were a fiery blue and centered on Shelby across the 

counter from him. A switchblade with a jade handle was in his hand, and he was holding it under 

Shelby’s generous waddles and saying, “Say it again, please, sir. I want a bloody reason to slit 

your throat from ear to ear.”  

Shelby held very still but his eyes moved sideways to follow the tinkle of the bell as Dash 

stepped inside. “A little help here, Detective.” 

Strangely enough, Dash’s first instinct was not to jump to Shelby’s rescue. He knew the man too 

well. Instead, he crossed his arms across his chest. “What did you say to him, Shelby?” 

“Nothing!” 

Dorian Gray looked dark and dangerously sexy as he lifted the blade slightly and Shelby’s whole 

gelatinous body went to tiptoe. Dash felt a strange thud from within—not fear or outrage. It felt 

like his heart had been relocated to some place further down in his body. “Lying does not 

become you, sir,” Mr. Gray said in his proper British upper crust accent. To Dash he added, “I 

was here only to inquire about a purchase, and Mr. Shelby made a despairing remark about my 

sexual preferences. One would think, considering our modern era, that American men would at 

last find such sport distasteful.” 

Dash quirked an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure about the fancy language, but he was pretty sure he 

knew what the man was talking about. “Shelby’s a troglodyte. He’s not indicative of most 

American men. Now, Mr. Gray, if you’ll be so kind as to lower the weapon…?” 

Mr. Gray considered that. Their eyes met and a kind of secret signal passed between them. “Only 

because an officer of the law is present.” The knife, an antique of some kind, snicked closed and 

Mr. Gray tucked it away in his jacket pocket. 

“That guy is crazy! I want you to arrest him!” Shelby pointed, snorting with indignation. 

Dash examined some knives in a velvet case on the counter. He picked one up. “Elephant tusk. 

Are you sure?” 

“He threatened my life!” 



Dash turned to Mr. Gray. “Did you threaten Mr. Shelby’s life, Mr. Gray?” 

Mr. Gray gave him facetiously large eyes. They made him look even younger than he was, and 

slightly innocent, which he certainly was not. “No, sir. Of course not.” 

Dash turned back to Shelby. “In a court of law, it would be your word against his…and let’s face 

it, Shelby, you’re not exactly an upstanding citizen with a sparkling record…” 

Shelby gaped. “He’s threatening me! You’re a cop, man!” 

“Tell you what, I’ll take Mr. Gray out of here and give him a stern talking to if you can give me 

some information regarding this.” He withdrew a picture of the black surgeon’s knife from the 

forensic file and deposited it on the counter.  

Shelby insisted he knew nothing about the knife, had never seen it until today. He looked 

genuinely confused by it. Dash was pretty sure he was telling the truth. Shelby was a scumbag, 

but he’d never been a good liar. It was an antique, he said, rare and well preserved for its age. 

Doctors and barbers in 18
th

 century London owned scores of them, but the metal deteriorated 

fast. That’s all he could say about it. When Dash pressed him, he admitted a number of antique 

surgery sets had gone to private auction recently, but it had all been hush-hush, Upper West Side 

stuff that Shelby had heard about but not been privy to.  

It wasn’t much to go by.  

“That’s all I know. Now get that freak out of here!” Shelby demanded, pointing a trembling 

finger at Mr. Gray, who was examining a set of Samurai swords mounted on the wall. 

Dash went over and seized Mr. Gray by the elbow. He was only an inch or two shorter than 

Dash, but slimmer, more delicate somehow. Dash was almost afraid to bruise him. “Knife. Now. 

Please,” he said, and Mr. Gray handed over his switchblade with no argument. “Time to go,” he 

said, dragging him to the door. Mr. Gray let Dash steer him out the door. 

“I hope you’ll be giving me my stern talking to soon, Mr. Detective,” Mr. Gray quipped. “I’m all 

aflutter with anticipation.” 



Dash ignored him. “Mind telling me what you’re doing here?” He jerked Mr. Gray 

unceremoniously across the parking lot, not that Mr. Gray seemed to mind too much. 

Thunderclouds were gathering above and some light pellets of rain fell upon them as they headed 

toward Dash’s unmarked car. 

“Obviously, the same as you. I thought the knife might be a lead.” Mr. Gray smiled, fully 

unleashing his boyish, languorous charm. He knew he was beautiful and he knew how to use it to 

get out of sticky situations. He’d probably been doing it his whole life. The problem was, when 

he smiled so charmingly, he didn’t look young after all. 

“You can stop doing that now. I’m not going to arrest you.” Dash stopped and let him go. 

“Do what, Mr. Detective?” Mr. Gray asked innocently.  

“That. Whatever you’re doing.” He gave Mr. Gray back his knife, then started toward his car, but 

Mr. Gray dogged him. If anything, the whole experience had made him ratchet up the volume on 

his charm. Dash got into the driver’s seat and slammed the door, but Mr. Gray leaned in the open 

window.  

His smile was as charming as ever. “I have that client list you need. Why not take tea with me 

and we’ll discuss the possible suspects?” 

*  *  * 

Chapter 4 

Mr. Gray suggested an authentic Chinese teahouse on the outskirts of Chinatown. It really wasn’t 

Dash’s “scene,” as the young people would say. Since Pepper’s death, Dash’s diet had mostly 

consisted of cheap takeout food from fast-food chains. If it wasn’t for the gym, he’d be as big as 

a house. Hell, even before then, he and Pepper had rarely darkened the doorways of these high-

end places, preferring to take turns cooking at home. On a cop and teacher’s salary, you did what 

you had to do. 

Talking to Mr. Gray had possibilities, though, Dash thought. He was part of that Upper West 

Side scene that Shelby had mentioned.  Someone among them had likely bought the knife that 



had ended Melany Webber’s life. Maybe by plying the man with questions, he’d get a better idea 

of what kind of a monster he was dealing with. Or that was what he told himself, anyway. 

The fact that Mr. Gray was easy on the eyes was just a very nice bonus.  

The man ordered the best imported Indian tea from the server, then set his hands on the teak-

inlaid table. Some distant strains of an Asian melody drifted high above from unseen speakers. 

“No, I don’t have the bluebook on me. It would be irresponsible of me to carry such information 

on my person.” 

Dash took pains not to look too surprised as he unrolled his cloth napkin. “What?” 

“That was going to be your first question. You want the bluebook.” 

“I’m not sure I follow. Bluebook?” 

Mr. Gray made a dismissive gesture. “The list of our patrons. In English Society in times past, 

the roster of private club members was referred to as a bluebook.” 

“I see.” 

“You never share your bluebook with anyone unless absolutely necessary.” 

Dash supposed that was prudent. The last thing a bunch of rich guys with bondage fetishes 

needed were the details of their personal nightlife getting out. But he frowned anyway. “But if 

you don’t have it on you, then why did you invite me here?” 

Mr. Gray looked perfectly serious. “I wanted to get to know you. Also—tea!” 

The server returned with their tea, serving it out of a complicated samovar before setting the 

device down on the table between them, along with some Chinese fruit pastry tarts. When she 

was gone, Dash bit through his teeth, “I don’t have time to fool around with you, Mr. Gray.” 

“Shame,” Mr. Gray said in total honesty before taking a sip from his cup. 

Dash got up, but Mr. Gray grabbed his hand. It was smooth and a little cool. Dash felt a spark 

across his skin that stopped him in his tracks. “I can help you find the killer,” Mr. Gray said in a 

sibilant little hiss meant for him and him alone. “I didn’t exaggerate about that. The bluebook is 



exhaustive. I can help you cut down the time by discounting those I’m sure were not involved for 

one reason or another.” 

Their eyes locked and Mr. Gray’s pale blue eyes seemed to deepen, to darken. They really 

weren’t the eyes of a young man at all, Dash decided, but trying to peg Mr. Gray’s age was 

virtually impossible. He thought back to Shelby’s store. Mr. Gray’s eyes had been dark like this 

then, too. “How do I know it isn’t you? You did hold a knife to Shelby’s throat.” 

“That was fun. Is Shelby your friend?” 

“No,” Dash said resoundingly but sat down again. 

“You dislike the man.” 

“That’s putting it mildly.” He took a sip of tea, surprised by how good it was. “He sells elephant 

tusk.” 

“And you like elephants.” 

Dash hated how easily Mr. Gray was able to pick apart his psychology. No one—certainly no 

one so young—had ever been able to do that to him. He rubbed his wedding band, saw Mr. Gray 

looking. “My wife loved elephants. We went on safari in Africa for our honeymoon. Didn’t 

shoot anything, of course. But we took a lot of pictures of the elephants.” He squirmed. It was 

more information that he usually offered anyone about his life, yet he went on. “She passed on 

recently.” 

“I’m sorry. Loss can be so difficult a burden to bear.” 

“You’re young,” Dash said angrily. “I doubt you know much about it.” 

Mr. Gray took no offense. He just smirked rather sexily from behind the rim of his teacup. “I 

assure you, Mr. Detective, I’m older than I look.” He set the cup down in its saucer with a police 

clink and pressed the cloth napkin in his lap to his lips. “Let’s get that bluebook for you, shall 

we?” 

*  *  * 



Chapter 5 

Running into Detective Chandler had been a sign. Dorian was sure of that. A bit of good fortune 

he hadn’t expected but wasn't so foolish as to throw away. He thought about the detective’s 

lusty, hungry eyes and cynical smile as he led the way through the darkened corridors of the club 

to his private office. “This way,” he said, unlocking the door. 

Detective Chandler gave the room a dubious once over, but Dorian wasn’t insulted. He would 

have been disappointed in the detective if he hadn’t been more cautious. The walls of the room 

were wainscoted, and there were plush, forest green velvet furnishings and heavy drapery on the 

windows. Pictures dotted the walls, though none but one meant anything to him. Most had been 

picked up at auctions or gotten through trade. He had chosen mostly portraiture, the subjects 

languishing like white swans on divans or sitting like nymphs on swings in deep forests. There 

was even a triptych of nude forest maidens dancing with silken scarves around one of the old 

gods with his buck’s head and cloven feet.  

“I promise I don’t bite…unless you ask very nicely,” Dorian said with his utmost charming 

smile. 

“Do you always do that?” the detective asked, staring at the triptych with something that was 

either fascination or horror. 

“What’s that, detective?” 

“Flirt with every man you meet.” 

“Only, I assure you, the more fuckable ones.” 

He waited for a reaction. In years past, it was his forte to be embarrassingly forward in his 

intentions toward his lovers, both ladies and gentlemen. Watching them squirm with long-

ingrained mortification was always a delight. He expected some form of surprise or insult to 

spread across the good detective’s stern, handsome face. Instead, he was delighted to see the 

detective quirk an eyebrow before passing him and stepping into the darkened office. No 

shrinking violet, this one. 



Dorian followed, impressed by the detective’s bravado. He crossed to the desk at the far end of 

the room and turned on the old-fashioned banker’s lamp there. It shed little light, but it was just 

enough for the detective to admire the rest of his private quarters. Half of his office was for 

entertaining and tea, and the other half dedicated to Dorian’s greatest and longest-lived 

passion—the written word. He had over a thousand books on shelves that covered two whole 

walls. A sitting arrangement was situated near a fireplace, with comfortable overstuffed wing 

chair, a wet bar, fire to burn in the hearth, and an ornate teak tea table bearing the mosaic image 

of Bacchus himself. While Dorian retrieved the bluebook from his desk, he asked, “Did your 

lovely wife know you were bisexual when she married you?” 

The detective went to the far side of the room to run his fingers over the spines of Dorian’s vast 

collection of books, many of them rare, antique collections of erotic art and poetry. He never 

flinched as he chose a random book off the shelf and paged through the glossy illustrations. 

“How do you know she was lovely?” 

Dorian turned and leaned back against the edge of his desk. “She left a dark and terrible 

emptiness within you, one you have yet to fill—if, indeed, such a thing can ever truly be done. 

Thus, she was lovely, blessed with grace, dignity, and a beautiful soul.” 

The detective tore his attention away from the illustrated book in his hands and centered it on 

Dorian. “She knew,” he said in a serious tone of voice. “We kept no secrets from one another.” 

He glanced upward and his eyes came to rest on the portrait that hung over the mantel. He 

studied it silently for seconds before setting the book aside and approaching it. “Was it some 

joke?” He moved his hand up and down in pantomime. “The period clothes and all…” 

“A portrait of my ancestor, also named Dorian Gray,” Dorian said. “He was born into the 

aristocracy, but his father was a vile man. A brute and a monster. After his son turned eighteen, 

he ran away and joined a theater troupe. From there he had many great adventures.” 

The detective smirked. “I always thought Dorian Gray was a happy fella, at least until Lord 

Wotton got his claws in him. That’s how Oscar Wilde portrayed him, anyway.” 

“Oscar Wilde was known to exaggerate his imagination.” 



The detective studied every line of the portrait. Another vanity of Dorian’s—like the birth 

certificates he collected. Star’s warnings came flooding back to him, then. It was a dangerous 

game he played, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted to know what stuff the detective was 

made of. He wanted to feel it. Taste it in his mouth and over his tongue and teeth.  

This was, of course, the flip side of his curse. To live forever. To lust forever.... 

“So there was a real-life Dorian Gray,” mused the detective.  

“Indeed. Mr. Wilde interviewed him as inspiration for his book. The real Dorian Gray was well 

into his fifties when he met him, yet his countenance remained that of a nineteen-year-old boy. It 

fascinated Mr. Wilde endlessly.” 

The detective bit back a cynical smile as he crossed the room to stand before him. He was 

looking for the punch line to the joke, of course. Dorian was pulling his leg, trying to make him a 

believer. The anger and frustration pouring off this beautiful detective’s muscular, well-cut 

figure was like a blast furnace. Dorian couldn’t resist the game, even though he knew he was 

putting himself in danger. He had to run this out to the end, see where it led. “And you’re going 

to tell me now that there was no ancestor. That you’re Dorian Gray. Forever young.” 

This time Dorian didn’t smirk. He merely waited. 

The detective’s eyebrow bobbed up skeptically. His skepticism, his grief…the exquisite 

intelligence of this man…made him more desirable than ever. Dorian needed him like a seed 

deep in the earth needs the rain. “And what about Henry Wotton? Sibyl Vane? Did they exist, 

too?” 

“I’m afraid Mr. Wilde made those creations up from whole cloth.” 

The detective inclined his head and stuck his hands in his coat pockets. “But not you. You’re 

really him, right? Over a hundred years old.” 

Dorian canted his slim body back slightly to appear more open, more inviting. He could tell this 

man was a true alpha, that he liked to take charge and make his lovers submit. It made Dorian’s 

mouth water in sheer anticipation. “177, to be exact.” 



The detective sighed, obviously tiring of the game. “Look,” he said, ruffling his hair in 

frustration, “I don’t know who you are, or what mental illness you have, but can I have the 

book?” 

Dorian clutched it to his chest. “No, detective, you may not.” 

“You said—” 

“Payment first.” 

“What payment? If you want me to get a warrant…” The detective stomped forward, boxing him 

against the edge of the desk. 

“Kiss me.” 

They stood inches apart. The detective eyed him dubiously. He was not a trusting man, but then, 

few were in this day and age. Dorian would need to win him over. 

“Is it such a hardship, detective?” 

“Frankly, you’re a little young for me.” 

“I’m older than I look. I told you.” 

Dorian could feel his desire, but also his hesitation. It didn’t take a genius to figure him out. In 

his own strange little way, the detective felt he was being unfaithful to his deceased wife’s 

memory. It was a silly sentiment, but his loyalty to the dead only made him seem dearer and 

more precious. Setting the bluebook down on the desk behind him, Dorian slid both hands up the 

detective’s solidly muscled chest, but held his even gaze at the same time. The detective’s hazel 

eyes looked fiery amber in the light of the banker’s lamp. They flickered nervously around the 

room. “This place…” he said distractedly, finally settling on the collection of antique weapons 

on the wall behind Dorian’s desk. “It all looks like something out of another century…” 

Dorian leaned in and teased a kiss across the man’s full pink lips. His chin was rough with 

shadow, but his lips soft and giving.  The detective sucked in a sudden breath at the contact. 

Obviously, he was out of practice with these things. Dorian would need to re-teach him. He slid 

both hands up the sides of the detective’s face, seized his cheeks, and kissed him fully, his 



tongue teasing into his mouth and delicately feathering over the detective’s teeth. Dorian used 

the tip to tickle his roof, then slid it with snakelike stealth down his throat briefly. The detective 

looked dazed and slightly guilty as he drew back.  

“Bittersweet, as I expected,” Dorian whispered against his lips. “Like mocha and coffee and 

crème de mint. Old dreams. Forgotten memories…” 

The detective only gave it a moment’s hesitation before pushing Dorian back against the desk 

and leaning his pelvis against him. He threw a thickly muscled arm around the back of his neck 

and kissed him back, softly, gently, but with the subdued aggression of loneliness and a man’s 

bottomless hunger. Dorian sank his hands into the detective’s burly shoulder muscles in order to 

hang on. The man’s mouth nipped him, kissed him, fed at his mouth with hunger, but also with 

incredible control. Dorian could tell that as a lover he was sweet but demanding. It drove Dorian 

wild.  

His kiss was bittersweet, and his mouth hot and meaty-tasting. The hardness in his trousers 

rubbed against the front of Dorian’s body. Dorian groaned at the sensation of the detective’s 

strong biting teeth, the way he caught his tongue by accident.  

Then he drew back. “Sorry. Out of practice.” 

“I don’t mind the pain,” Dorian admitted. He could feel the heat in his cheeks, hear the shy echo 

in his own voice. Normally, he was a very good actor, very good at leading men and women on, 

but at the moment found no need to put his extensive acting skills to work. The detective made 

him feel strangely young, almost virgin. Safe. And safe was something he hadn’t felt in a very 

long time. He touched the impressive bulge in the detective’s trousers, gently, coaxingly. “Will 

you rub it against me? I want to feel you.” His voice was plaintive, like the soft growl of a kitten. 

He could tell the detective was the kind of man who instinctively protected others, who easily 

responded to such dulcet tones of voice. He touched Dorian’s face in wonder before lifting him 

up with no trouble at all and setting him down on the edge of the desk. He pushed Dorian’s legs 

wide apart. “God, you’re fucking gorgeous. I can’t believe you’re real.”  

The words sent a trill up Dorian’s spine. He’d heard that phrase—and variations on it—for 

centuries, but somehow it was fresh and new and special coming from this man. Bracing his 



hands on the desk to either side of Dorian, he leaned in and rubbed himself against him—all that 

heat and pressure—dry humping him until Dorian could feel his breath catching in his throat. He 

wanted this man, wanted him fast and hard—and without delay. He hadn’t felt this kind of desire 

in a century, at least.  

But he had to proceed cautiously. This wasn’t some witless fop he was seducing. The detective 

was smart and aggressive, and once he had something in his teeth, he knew instinctively that he 

never let it go. It made Dorian kiss him again, harder, his fingers digging into the rock hard 

muscles of his shoulder. The detective grunted in response. He pushed Dorian down, one large 

hand in the middle of his chest, pinning him to the top of the desk while he started kissing, 

biting, chewing delicately on his bottom lip. He turned his head and nibbled the supersensitive 

skin under Dorian’s ear. The sensation all but brought Dorian in his pants.  

The detective was so bottled up with need, passion and frustration, Dorian doubted he was even 

aware that he was fumbling at Dorian’s belt and trousers. Too quickly, he thought. This 

generation was sadly impatient and obsessed with faster and easier ways to self-gratification. He 

wanted this to last. He wanted to make it perfect for this man. He sat up and slid a hand down the 

detective’s deliciously muscled body and cupped his balls, giving them a firm squeeze. “Slow 

down, beautiful man. We have all night.” 

The detective flinched. “Sorry.”  

In less than a few seconds, Dorian had regained control of the situation. “Don’t be,” he said, 

bowing his head and looking up at the detective from under thick eyelashes. The detective started 

saying something, but Dorian covered his mouth with two fingers and, with his other hand, 

pushed him backward so they were both standing once more.  

“The best things in life are savored slowly and thoroughly,” he explained. He pushed again, and 

in a step or two, they had reached the big, comfortable armchair Dorian often used for his 

afternoon reading. The edge of the chair hit the back of the detective’s knees and he collapsed 

into it. Dorian leaned over him and licked his lips. “Just let me take care of you, detective. Let 

me show you desire. It is a specialty of mine.” 

*  *  * 



Chapter 6 

Dash wasn’t sure why he allowed the beautiful, if mysterious, Dorian Gray to seduce him. He 

wasn’t one of those guys who was easy. He didn’t treat sex like an inch to scratch. He’d had at 

least a dozen opportunities to seduce, or to be seduced by, Dr. Fowler, but he had chosen to 

remain a gentleman. He couldn’t bring himself to take advantage of her.  

It had been too long, he thought as Mr. Gray pushed him down into the big armchair. Maybe, he 

thought, if he’d had a little wild, meaningless sex after Pepper had died, with either a man or a 

woman, he wouldn’t have allowed this to happen. Maybe.  

Mr. Gray leaned down and cupped his chin and kissed him once more. He had a fierce mouth, 

sharp teeth, and a smooth, silken face. His body was rangy, but surprisingly strong. It wasn’t like 

kissing a woman at all. Dash started to reach for him but Mr. Gray grabbed his wrists and 

pressed them to the armrests of the chair. “Don’t touch,” he instructed. 

Dash felt his heart thud against his ribcage and his hands clenched. He wasn’t sure how he felt 

about being restrained. Even when he’d been with the few guys he’d been with in college, he’d 

always been the one in charge. The one on top. This was a new experience. He wasn’t used to 

letting some gorgeous twink keep him in line. “I…” 

“Shh.” Dorian Gray leaned down and brushed a light, almost nonexistent kiss across his lips. 

“Don’t move.” He turned away and went to a large chest near the hearth. From inside he took a 

pair of red silk scarves. “My place. My rules. Understand?” 

“You’re really into this kinky stuff?” 

“What kinky stuff, detective?” 

“This stuff.” He made a generalized indication of the scarves. 

Mr. Gray offered him his coyest smile. “We’re both men. You can use the grown-up word, 

detective.” 

“Bondage,” said Dash. 



“Bondage. There. Don’t you feel better?” Mr. Gray knelt down in front of him to secure his left 

wrist to the armrest of the chair, followed by the right. He knotted the scarves tightly and 

expertly so Dash grunted. When h looked up, there was a lusty gleam in his eyes. “Too tight?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. That’ll keep your hands off me.” 

“I didn’t mean…” 

“I’m teasing, Detective.” He smiled seductively. He looked nineteen until you saw the age in his 

eyes—the worldliness there. “Normally, I insist on safewords with all my lovers, but I’d like you 

to trust me completely. Can you do that, Detective?” 

Dash’s heart went from a trot to a gallop. He clutched the armrests, flexed his muscles, testing 

the knots’ strength, but they held. “I don’t know.” 

“Do you trust me?” Dorian Gray asked, there on his knees on the floor between Dash’s legs. 

“Did you kill Melany Webber?” 

Mr. Gray held his even gaze and said, “No, Detective. I did not.” 

“I trust you,” Dash responded, surprised by the conviction in his voice. Gut instinct told him that 

Mr. Gray was kinky, perhaps even delusional, but not dangerous—at least, not dangerous in that 

way—and he always listened to his gut. 

Mr. Gray gave him that soft, kitteny look before pushing his legs wide apart. Dash felt a trill of 

fearful anticipation.  

“Afraid?” 

Dash swallowed against what felt like a walnut stuck in his throat. “I’m fine.” 

“Liar,” Mr. Gray said. “Your heart is pounding. Your mind is reeling. You’re trembling like 

some lovesick child.” He reached out and ran both hands down the lapels of Dash’s coat before 

undoing it and his suit and shirt beneath. “I can smell your sweat…and your arousal.” Dash 

shivered while the man’s cool, perfectly manicured fingers traced invisible patterns down over 



the bare skin of his chest. Mr. Gray was so beautiful and white and perfect. He made Dash feel 

like an ogre. He was much too large and hairy for someone like Dorian Gray. Yet the man 

looked him up and down, licking his lips with obvious hunger before undoing Dash’s belt and 

the front of his trousers.  

Dash’s heart thudded harder than ever and his breath caught as Mr. Gray freed his erection. He 

gripped Dash at the base and murmured some words of approval before bending his head to it 

and kissing the crown. The light, airy contact made Dash suck in a quick breath and clench his 

hands. He wanted to move, to grab at his lover, but he was bound to the chair and completely at 

Mr. Gray’s mercy. Mr. Gray licked him, hot and quick, like some lizard tasting the air. He gave 

his cock a firm squeeze and Dash jerked in his seat and felt his balls tighten painfully. A bubble 

of pre-come formed at his crown and Mr. Gray rolled his eyes up to watch Dash as he licked it 

fastidiously away with his long, quick, catlike tongue.  

“Oh god,” Dash groaned.  

“Shh,” said Mr. Gray. “Don’t make me gag you. Remember—my house, my rules. Now be quiet, 

my beautiful man.” 

Fine. They’d play by Mr. Gray’s rules—at least until he was free of his bonds. Then Mr. Gray 

was his. 

Mr. Gray inclined his fair, shining head so all Dash could see were the well-tamed curls of his 

queue, and licked at his cock once more, his tongue scraping with wicked precision along the 

head and down under the ridge before taking it fully in his mouth. He moved to cup Dash’s balls 

while he swallowed him down slowly, an inch at a time. The heat of his mouth made Dash 

tremble. Mr. Gray took him all the way down to the base before letting him go, the long strings 

of his saliva clinging to his shaft. Then he repeated the gesture, twining his tongue around the 

girth of his cock before releasing the stiff length of him. He sucked at the head to induce more 

pre-come, then sipped away all the cream bubbling up. The hot suction of his lover’s mouth 

made Dash buck, made his back stiffen and his shoulders writhe against the back of the chair.  

Now Mr. Gray gobbled him down, held him in the seething heat of his throat for long seconds. 

Dash tilted his head back and moaned aloud. God…how long had it been since he felt this? He 



couldn’t even recall the last time. He clenched his legs down around Mr. Gray’s ears. The 

licking…the sucking. It was the sweetest torture in the world. Christ, he hadn’t felt anything like 

this since long before Pepper’s sickness, at least. The thought drove a spike of guilt through his 

heart, and despite all the pleasure that Mr. Gray was bringing him, he felt himself soften.  

“Detective…” 

He felt even guiltier now. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” 

“Shh…let me help you with that.” Mr. Gray rose from his knees and undid his jacket and shirt. 

He shed them like a snake, like someone used to strip teasing for his lovers’ pleasure, and tossed 

them into a heap on the floor by the hearth. He was even more beautiful out of his clothes. He 

looked like a young Greek god in a play Dash couldn’t remember the name of. He was more 

muscular than Dash had given him credit for, with broad shoulders, a beautiful, V-shaped body, 

and a swimmer’s graceful physique. Dash felt his lust surge. In the lamplight, his skin was like 

gold satin. Nipples like rosebuds. When he freed his hair from its binds, it showered over him 

like pale molten fire. There was not a single blemish upon his wintery skin, like someone born 

from a dream, someone who could not possibly be real. He thought again of Mr. Gray’s 

preposterous story—to live in perpetuam, untouched by time—but now it seemed just a little less 

like some delusional fantasy.  

“You have experience?” Mr. Gray asked, running one long hand over the smooth, hard, well-

defined muscles of his chest and belly before sliding it past the band of his own trousers. He 

gently played with himself as he spoke. 

“Some,” Dash answered, watching Mr. Gray clutch his own cock and squeeze it until the front of 

his trousers dampened. His eyes fluttered closed and he grunted. Watching him masturbate was 

one of the sexiest things Dash had ever seen. “I had a couple of male lovers in college, but it 

never went anywhere.” 

“I see.” Mr. Gray let himself go and licked the spunk from his own hand before climbing into 

Dash’s lap with all the grace of a large cat. He steadied himself with both hands on Dash’s 

shoulders and narrowed his lusty gaze. Christ, he smelled as good as he looked, like violets and 

vanilla. Dash clenched the armrests and moaned when Mr. Gray nuzzled his cheek. Dash kissed 



the side of his neck and his gently flitting pulse. He kissed Mr. Gray’s chin and mouth. Mr. Gray 

purred in response, and kissing him felt like pressing a hummingbird against his lips. Just the 

taste and feel of him drove Dash crazy with need, and within seconds he was hard again, and 

wanting, but the wanting was more powerful now, more demanding. He wanted to lick and kiss 

and bite every inch of this man.  

“Oh,” said Mr. Gray when Dash gently bit the side of his neck. “Yes, that’s wonderful, detective. 

Do that again.” 

“Let me go.” Dash strained his binds. 

“No.” 

“Please.” 

“Make do.” 

Dash leaned forward and licked and sucked at Mr. Gray’s wreathe of small clavicle bones before 

dropping his chin and teasing his tongue over one rosy nipple. Mr. Gray accommodated him by 

sitting up more and pushing that small bite of flesh deeper into his mouth. Soon Dash’s mouth 

was filled with that firm bud of flesh. He rolled it around, sucking upon it and biting gently into 

the soft, fragrant flesh. “I’m not hurting you?” he murmured.  

“Harder,” Mr. Gray insisted. “Harder, please.” 

Dash unhurriedly pleasured both his lover’s nipples before returning to the side of his neck. Mr. 

Gray’s pulse beat tiny, wild wings against Dash’s tongue. He swirled that wet muscles up and 

down the taught white skin and ran his open mouth over the column of his lover’s throat. He 

wanted to be fierce. He wanted to be gentle. He hadn’t wanted anyone so badly in a very long 

time. “I want to be inside of you,” he said, without the least bit of shame. Under normal 

circumstances, such an admission would have embarrassed the hell out of him. But everything 

seemed all right with Mr. Gray. He wanted to feel this man’s tightness and heat surrounding him, 

holding him, milking him. 



Mr. Gray drew back, his eyes bright and dark with lust, and brushed an almost chaste kiss across 

his lover’s lips before reaching into his pocket for a condom. From there it was only a matter of 

seconds before he got the sheath on Dash’s dick and his own trousers opened.  

It was pure torture, watching, wanting, but being unable to touch. Mr. Gray’s cock was thick and 

wet with pre-come. It slapped eagerly against his flat lower belly, splattering them both. Dash 

didn’t care at all. He was all instinct now, and the scent of arousal made his desire burn. He 

could imagine sliding his big hands inside Mr. Gray’s pants, cupping his firm, apple-shaped ass, 

fingering his sweet little hole. He had to touch him.  

“Let me go,” he barked again, his voice rough this time, almost a growl. “Now.” 

“Aren’t you the demanding little bitch?” Mr. Gray said, playing with himself. He pushed himself 

a little higher so Dash could see every part of his anatomy, could see him playing with himself. 

“But no. You can fuck me, beautiful man, but you can’t touch me.” With his own thick, veiny 

cock in hand, he slid the foreskin back and forth, biting his bottom lip as he did so. Pre-come 

bubbled up over the crown, dripping through Mr. Gray’s fingers. Mr. Gray moaned and rubbed 

copious amounts of his own pre-come over his perineum and ass before carefully inserting a 

finger in his own rectum. He went slowly, letting Dash see every move he was making.  

Dash gasped at the display, strained his binds until the whole chair groaned under his assault. 

“Oh,” Mr. Gray said, eyes fluttering and back arching as he pleasured himself inside. “Oh, yes.”  

Dash snarled with frustration when Mr. Gray inserted a second finger and continued to finger-

fuck himself, widening and preparing his ass with a series of shallow thrusts. He undulated his 

hips in time to the penetration, but centered his attention wholly on Dash. “Don’t you wish it was 

your fingers inside me, Detective,” he moaned out in that sexy British voice of his. “Tossing me. 

Making a toy of me. I want to feel you inside me, beautiful man…feel you rodgering my ass with 

that lovely, thick cock of yours…” 

“Oh God…please,” Dash begged. “Ride me. Now.”  

Finally, Mr. Gray took mercy upon him. He slid his come-slick fingers out and rested his palms 

on Dash’s shoulder, guiding himself down upon his bone-hard erection. It worked out well for 



them both. In his current position, Dash didn’t have to batter his way inside this gorgeous, lustful 

man. He wouldn’t have wanted to, anyway. He was too beautiful—too precious—to hurt that 

way. Instead, he let gravity do all the work. Mr. Gray let himself down inch by inch and took 

Dash inside himself at his own speed, with a deep-throated warble that sounded more birdlike 

than human.  

“Sweet Christ,” Dash said. Mr. Gray’s body felt like a hot iron vice. Squeezing him. Holding 

him. 

Locked together, they kissed, fully and completely, feeding spit and lust and words into each 

other’s mouths. Mr. Gray took a moment to acclimate himself to Dash’s size, then began to 

move upon him, twitching his hips in half circles and riding him like some trick pony. They 

panted and gasped in unison as Mr. Gray slowly set their rhythm.  

The pleasure was too much. Clenching his fists, Dash managed to rip his right hand free of his 

binds. He grabbed at Mr. Gray’s slim hips, fingers digging deep furrows, and bounced him up 

and down a few times. Each upward thrust forced a cry of pleasure from Mr. Gray’s lips. Each 

descent made the intoxicating pleasure pulse deep inside Dash’s body so he groaned and began 

to move faster, then faster still, pushing them both toward the edge.  

They humped each other hard and fast, then slow and easy. Up and down. Their mouths clung in 

a kiss. Mr. Gray’s body squeezed him tight. Tighter. He turned his head and moaned the most 

romantic and perverse things in Dash’s ear as they came together, thrusting, grunting and 

kissing. Dash sank his fingers in deep to anchor himself and bucked his hips one last time, hard. 

Mr. Gray yowled like a cat in heat and came hard against him, pulsing seed against the front of 

his body. Dash came seconds later, holding him down and pumping up inside his lover’s sweet 

body.  

They gasped and shuddered, then slid softly against one another—Mr. Gray’s slim, almost 

hairless chest against Dash’s thickly muscled, softly furred one. Dash kissed Mr. Gray’s 

forehead, smelled his sweet hair, and said, “Thank you, Mr. Gray. I needed that more than I can 

ever tell you.” 

*  *  * 



Chapter 7 

Dash got up early the next morning, ran the shower, and found himself humming an old tune 

from his teen years, something he hadn’t done since before Pepper. He soaped up, letting his 

hands linger longer on himself than he usually did. The sweet vanilla shampoo he used made 

memories of the day before come flooding back. He realized he would never be able to smell the 

scent of vanilla without thinking about Mr. Gray.  

Dash shrugged the memory away. He was too old to act like some pining teenager, and after 

their encounter, he and Mr. Gray had kissed and then gone their separate ways, with no plans for 

hooking up a second time. Really, he was acting like some idiot. 

It was a lark…a one off. An itch he didn’t know needed scratching. He wouldn’t see the man 

again. In fact, it was for the best, he thought as he washed the soap away and then turned off the 

taps. No one could replace Pepper. Certainly not a man ten years his junior with a funny name, a 

charming smile and a bondage fetish. 

In his room, he dressed and straightened his tie. He looked at his and Pepper’s wedding picture 

on the bureau. They stood outside, under a trellis, where they had gotten married, he in a rented, 

ill-fitting tux and she in a discounted wedding dress. He touched the picture with just the tips of 

his fingers. Her eyes were radiant and her soft, sable skin glowing against the white of the gown. 

It looked like nothing in the world could touch such a happy couple.  

In the bureau mirror, he touched his own lips, still slightly swollen from the day before. “What 

are you doing, old man?” he asked himself and shook his head at his own foolishness. 

He was barely in the door of the station with his coat over one arm when he saw Tony waving a 

case file at him from the coffee counter of the employee lounge across the bullpen. “We have 

two more!” he shouted as Dash made his way toward his former partner.  

“I thought I got rid of you,” Dash said. 

“Bad penny. I always turn up,” Tony said, adding milk to his coffee and picking out a bear claw 

from the box of donuts the station chipped in for every morning. He muttered some details about 

the newest murders while Dash got a coffee, black. Two girls this time. Found together down in 



the old Kips Bay neighborhood. “Believe me, you’ll need me for this one. The press is all over 

this like shit on a baby’s blanket.” 

Ton’s words were not reassuring. Dash nodded and hastily sipped his hot coffee while wiggling 

back into his coat—what he secretly called the cop juggle. A few cops cleared the way as they 

headed for the door and he spotted Rudy Delaney just coming in, wearing his stupid Inverness 

coat and huge, goofy grin on his face.  

“What’s he doing here?” Dash asked sotto voce. 

Tony, his mouth stuffed with bear claw, struggled into his own coat. “Ripperologist,” he 

mumbled. “He runs a website and wants to help. Heard about the new murders on the police ban 

radio.” 

“I met him yesterday. We’re not taking him along?” 

“Martinez thinks he might be able to shed some light on things.” Tony took a huge bite of his 

donut. “Can’t hurt, can it?” 

Dash sighed and finished his coffee, tossing his cup into the nearest hooped wastepaper basket. 

“Fine. But you’re babysitting his ass.” 

They took Tony’s ride out to Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital at 30
th

  & 1
st
, an old, brick rambling 

monstrosity that was the oldest hospital in America. The neighborhood was rundown and the 

hospital had lain empty and abandoned for years. Rudy sat in the back of the cruiser, regaling 

them with stories about Jack the Ripper that probably had nothing to do with this case, but as 

they pulled up alongside the hospital, he fell blessedly silent.  

Ancient and dilapidated, Bellevue reminded Dash of fictional accounts of Arkham Asylum in the 

comic books he used to read as a kid. Part of the old hospital had been renovated into a homeless 

shelter some years ago, but most of it had gone to seed. They got out and Dash looked it over. 

Bricks were darkened by soot, the grounds overgrown and choked with weeds, and dead ivy 

vines were tangled over the darkened and barred windows.  

Normally, the local neighborhood ignored the old place—a relic from another era—but today the 

street was packed with police and hospital vehicles, and there were thrill-seekers and newspaper 



people crowding the walk as Dash muscled through them to the front entrance, followed by Tony 

and Rudy. “Oh my, this isn’t good,” he heard Rudy stutter nervously.  

There was even more chaos inside the old building as cops and volunteer workers from the 

homeless shelter worked frantically to keep people from slipping under the yellow police tape 

strewn across the corridors and contaminating the crime scene. Forensic workers, dressed in 

protective suits and booties, moved up and down the hallway with clipboards, searching for the 

smallest clues.  

Dash felt a shiver as a uniform motioned to them, leading them down a series of twisting 

corridors and into a sun parlor at the end of a hallway. The smell, before anything else, hit them 

first. 

“Holy shit,” Tony breathed, and Rudy muttered something similar under his breath.  

The murder scene looked like something out of a horror movie. The room had once been used to 

wheel sick patients into the flooding daylight of the huge, floor-to-ceiling windows, the belief 

being that sunlight could cure certain diseases of the body and mind. Many of the wheelchair and 

gurneys were left behind when the hospital was condemned and the derelict room was full of 

overturned furniture and covered in white sheets splattered in blood. A long gurney was set up in 

the center of the room with a victim strapped to it. She had been eviscerated in a similar fashion 

as the first victim, Melany Webber, and most of her organs removed and, this time, carefully 

piled in a hospital try near her head.  

Across the room lay the second victim. She had been carefully hung upside down with ropes 

attached to her ankles and secured to the beams high above. A bucket of blood sat just beneath 

her mutilated throat. She looked like a hog in a slaughterhouse, her throat slashed and her 

intestines partially removed.  

Rudy took a few tentative steps forward, his mousy eyes deliriously large as if he couldn’t 

process it all. Dash couldn’t tell if he was fascinated or horrified—perhaps both. “It’s like the 

other murder. Definitely. I can see the Ripper’s influence in this.” He started babbling about his 

studies, his theories, and how this murder corresponded to others, but by then Dash was losing 

interest in his assessment.  



He didn’t need a Ripperologist to tell him it was the same guy.  

Christine was examining some evidence on the floor, but quickly jumped to her feet when she 

saw him approach. “Welcome to the party, Dash…such as it is.” 

“What the hell happened?” 

Christine, also dressed in a protective suit and booties, checked her notes. “The first vic’s been 

identified as Kasey Wright, a vagrant and part-time prostitute. The second is Allison Orlando, a 

runaway. The man who identified the bodies”—she stopped to point at a priest being interviewed 

by one of the uniforms—“claims they were living in the homeless shelter next door where he 

volunteered, so, presumably, they were abducted, brought here, and murdered.” 

Dash looked at the tray full of bloodied medical gear and felt his stomach churn. “Were they 

alive when the perp started on them?” 

“Looks that way.” 

“And no one heard them scream?” 

Christine pressed her lips together into a thin white line. “This place is huge, and most of the 

walls soundproofed. So, no…no one noticed until they’d gone missing. The priest said the 

shelter girls often brought their johns here or used this place to shoot up, which is why he wasn’t 

immediately alarmed and didn’t go looking for them until early this morning.” 

He looked at the bodies, rage bubbling up deep inside of him. Kasey Wright was a pretty black 

girl in her early twenties. She reminded Dash so much of Pepper he felt sick. The other girl was 

so young he might have cried if he were a rookie. “It’s like last time. A few walls between him 

and the others, and he goes and does this. It’s like he’s taunting us, playing with us.” He 

indicated the tray of tools. “I want all this analyzed for prints,” he barked to the forensics team, 

“and I want to talk to the priest and anyone Kasey and Allison knew from the homeless shelter!” 

He noticed something lying on the floor, partly obscured by the gurney. He grabbed at one of the 

sterile hospital gloves in the box that Christine had provided for her people and bent to pick it up. 

The blade was reddened with blood. Not a black-handed surgeon’s knife this time, but definitely 

an antique. An imperial switchblade, the kind that folds out, with a white jade handle. 



His heart thudded once, hard, then seemed to still in his chest like some dead bird that had 

battered itself against a window. He felt the room jar around him and a sickly, surreal feeling 

enveloped him.  

It was the same blade that Mr. Dorian Gray had held to Shelby’s throat the day before. 

*  *  * 
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Chapter One 

Half a minute after I finished explaining everything, Jason threw the bundle of roses he’d gotten 

me against the wall beside me. Petals fluttered everywhere and the roses slid moist and 

despondent down the wall, leaving a snail-trail behind them that was going to play havoc with 

the moiré wallpaper I’d picked out for our condo. 

I gave him a steady look and crossed my arms over my ample bosom. “That’s real adult, Jason.” 

Jason stomped around in a circle before giving me an angry look. “Don’t give me that shit, 

Morgan. I’m tired of hearing it!” 

“Hearing what?” I spread my hands. “You know I have to do this!” 



“Erica is twenty-four-fucking-years-old! She doesn’t need you mommying her because she broke 

up with her latest burnout of a boyfriend!” 

I could almost feel the steam pouring out of my ears, cartoon-style. Jason knew family was 

important to me. “Erica is my fucking sister!” I retaliated, struggling not to ball my fists up 

childishly at my sides. “The only family I have, and she’s in trouble! I have to take care of her! 

It’s my job!” 

After Mommy and Daddy died, I was put in charge of Erica’s welfare. Even though she was 

technically an adult, she still needed me. 

 Jason gave me narrow green eyes. I used to love those eyes, and the way a lock of his hair 

always fell boyishly across his forehead. I used to love everything about Jason. Then we moved 

in together and I realized he was seriously flawed. He was a slob, for one thing. I tried my best to 

ignore it, and I reminded myself every day that I loved him despite those flaws, but I couldn’t 

forgive him this. He was crossing the line. “Erica is always in trouble,” he said. “You’re always 

riding off to save her ass!” 

“Well, what would you do?” I cried, realizing that our romantic night out was about to devolve 

into one of the worst fights we’d ever had—and not for the first time. It seemed lately we were 

fighting about everything. When we’d get married. How we’d spend our money. Vacations. 

Kids.  Erica… 

Jason continued to stomp around, stopping by the black leather sectional furniture we’d bought 

together. He grabbed a pillow and twisted it as he glared at me. A part of me wanted to tell him 

to put the pillow down, to stop messing up my living room arrangement, but I held myself back. 

See, I can be reasonable. “This isn’t about Erica. Or all of it isn’t,” he finally admitted. 

I uncrossed my arms and pulled at my suit, A-line straight and winkle-free, unlike his. “Well, 

then, what is it about?” 

He threw the pillow down and it tumbled to the floor, distracting me. I thought about picking it 

up, but he wasn’t done with his childish tirade. He ticked points off on his fingers. “For one 

thing, I set a reservation a month in advance and you go and re-arrange it behind my back…!” 



“It’s Friday. That place will be packed…” 

He ignored me and went on. “I order red roses, but I can tell you don’t like them because they 

aren’t the right color…!” 

I eyed the roses lying on the floor. When Jason and I moved in, we’d decorated in black, white 

and orange, my favorite colors. Red roses were going to clash with the décor and he damned well 

knew it. 

Still, he wasn’t done. “And now this?” He spread his arms. “You’re going to cancel the whole 

weekend for Erica? Because Erica called you?” 

“She’s my sister!” 

“Morgan, you’re a control freak! You have to control everything! Work! Erica! Me!” 

I shook my head. I didn’t understand. I wasn’t undermining him, just tweaking his plans, the way 

I’d always done to make them picture perfect. I worked the same way at the office. That way, 

everything ran smoothly. There were no bumps in the road. After all, someone had to take care 

of things… 

“I don’t understand…” I said. 

“That’s just it! You don’t! Everything has to be Morgan’s way!” 

“Now, come on…” I barked, getting angrier by the moment. I went to the galley kitchen to 

retrieve the dustpan for the roses, but he caught up to me, grabbed my arm. 

“Where does it end, Morgan? Why don’t you just move Erica into the apartment? That way, you 

can keep an eye on both of us twenty-four-seven!” 

For a moment, I thought he was being serious.  

His eyes widened. “Oh my God. You’ve really thought about it, haven’t you?” 

“The place is half mine!” I retorted, pointing at the floor. “I pay for half of everything!” 



“And it’s half mine!” Jason shouted back, making the crystal in the room sing. “That means I 

have half say—but around you I never have any say on anything!” He snorted through his nose. 

Normally, Jason was an extremely mild-mannered man. It was what had attracted me to him in 

the first place. Laid back and flexible. Or he had been, anyway. This whole blow-up was coming 

as a shock to me. “You have to micro-manage every single last detail, including everyone in 

your life! Well, I’ve had it, Morgan! I can’t do this anymore!” 

Boiling, I chopped at the air in front of my face. “Fine. You know what? You don’t have to.” I 

threw the dustpan at him. The pain of his words vibrated through my heart. “This? It’s all yours, 

Jason. Every inch of it! Have fun!” I started marching toward our bedroom to pack. 

“Morgan, for heaven’s sake…” He tried to grab at me, but I jerked away from him. I micro-

managed everyone? Well, we’ll just see how he did without me around to make sure he got to 

work on time and his dry-cleaning was picked up! Let him take care of the messes he made all 

over the condo. I gave him a week at most and he’d come crawling back to me! 

I started throwing clothes into the suitcase I kept in the closet. I realized I couldn’t spend another 

night under this roof, not with him. 

From the doorway, Jason barked, “That’s right, Morgan. Just run away. That’s what you do 

whenever you don’t get your way! You run like a snotty little girl!” 

I slammed the bedroom door as hard as I could in his face and something in the living room fell 

over and crashed to the floor. For once, I didn’t give a shit.  

*  *  * 

Chapter Two 

Erica was more than happy to let me room with her in her tiny, decrepit Soho studio apartment 

with its sad brownstone walls and mismatched furnishings. We had a girls’ night in, ate take-out 

Thai, indulged in chocolate sundaes, talked shit about our exes, and binge-watched Charmed the 

way we used to do when we were kids.  

Later, lying on the cot in the dark of my sister’s guest bedroom, I replayed my fight with Jason 

over and over in my head. I knew I wasn’t going to get much sleep tonight. I got up, watched 



some women’s porn on my laptop, pretended Jason was inside of me instead of my own fingers, 

and got myself off. After that, I feel into a fitful, if troubled, sleep. 

I was a natural morning person. I got up early the next day and cleaned up the living room and 

loaded the dishwasher. Since it was a Saturday, I had to have something to do—something to 

keep my mind off Jason—so I picked up laundry, cleaned Erica’s kitchen and one tiny bathroom, 

then rearranged some of the furniture in the great room to add space, since it seemed I would be 

staying for a while. 

I was vacuuming the carpet when I spotted a sleepy, bedheaded Erica shambling toward the 

galley kitchen. She was wearing a Ren & Stimpy T-shirt, men’s boxers and socks. She stopped 

to squint at me, her face pale and puffy. I could tell she’d been crying over her boyfriend Matt 

leaving her. You and me both, I thought. Spinsters- in-arms were what we were now. “What are 

you doing?” she said in a dry, squeaky voice. 

I shut off the vacuum and started coiling up the cord. In years past, I’d often do a little light 

housework before I made breakfast for us both. “I figured I’d let you sleep in while I tidied up.” 

She looked around the studio with wide eyes. “Jesus, Morgan. You didn’t tidy up. You changed 

everything around!” 

“Not true. I made you more space,” I told her triumphantly, then I indicated the kitchen. “The 

Kuerig is on, if you want coffee. I’ll pop out today and get a regular coffee pot so we don’t have 

to do the one-cup juggle. By the way, your microwave acts a little weird…” 

“It does that…” 

“I’ll make sure to replace that, too.” 

She held up a hand. “Stop. Just stop, Morgan. All right?” 

I didn’t much appreciate her tone. I put my hands on my hips. “I want to help out.” 

Erica shook her head. “I don’t need you helping out, Morgan. I don’t need that anymore than I 

needed you cancelling your plans last night with Jason…” 

“You called me last night!” I shouted.  



She rubbed at her eyes with her knuckles. “Yeah, just to talk a few minutes. Vent. That isn’t code 

for you to drop everything and run over here.”  

I felt a spike of anger—I had ruined a six-month relationship because of Erica!—but before I 

could say anything, she held up both hands. “Look, I gotta cover that big modern art exhibit 

down at Battery Park, so I’ll be out of your hair today.” Erica worked for a popular Ne w York 

City tourist site, taking photographs of famous landmarks while she built up her portfolio. Her 

studio was filled with oversized prints, mostly architecture and cityscapes. She was very good at 

what she did. She looked around. “I know you want to help, but don’t change anything else, all 

right? Morgan?” 

I blinked dumbly at her words. I couldn’t understand why she was so angry. I’d been raising 

Erica single-handedly since she was nine years old, after our parents were killed in a freak car 

crash. I acted more like her mother than her sister. “I don’t understand,” I said. “I’m just trying to 

take care of you, sweetie.” 

“Well, don’t. I’m okay. I’m a grown woman.” 

She headed for the kitchen. I trailed after her. She rooted around in the ancient cupboards before 

saying, “Where’s my favorite mug? The one I made in Art Class?” 

“That old, misshapen thing? I threw it out.” 

She looked at me and I could see the tension building in her face. “Oh my God, you’re such a 

control freak!” She turned on her heels and stomped back to her bedroom. 

After she went off to work, I finished the housework, put some food into the crock-pot for dinner 

tonight, then took a long, hot shower. I tried singing with the radio, but I was hopelessly tone 

deaf. After blasting the suds out of my hair, I slid down the tiled wall and just sat there, the suds 

washing off me, and wept. 

*  *  * 

Chapter Three 



“Morgan, do you have a minute?” my boss Malcolm Sloan asked the following Monday, rapping 

his knuckles on the inside of my open office door. 

I looked up from the pile of manuscript submissions sitting in orderly stacks on my desk, put on 

an appropriate smile, and said, “Yes, of course, Malcolm. Come in.” I slid my glasses to the top 

of my head.  

“I brought some lattes,” he said, carrying them in a carton. Malcolm Sloan was, beyond doubt, 

the best boss I’d ever had. He was VP of Harper House, the second largest publishing house in 

the United States, and the man who had hired me as Acquisitions Editor of their romance 

imprint. And yes, the fact that I ran the romance department but had never had a romance that 

had lasted more than six months was not lost on me. Talk about cosmic irony. 

“You shouldn’t have. You’re making me fat,” I said, carefully shifting my stacks to make room 

for him.  

“You’re not fat. You’re deliciously curvy,” he said, setting the lattes down. Had any other man 

said such a thing to me, I would have slapped him with a sexual harassment suit, but that was 

just Malcolm’s style. He looked and acted like someone from another century and was given to 

such observations. Plus, he was gay and quite happily married. I had nothing to fear from him. 

He was smirking as he sat down in my guest chair, tucking his cravat into his suit jacket. 

Malcolm had hired me two years ago. At the time, I was young and green by publishing industry 

standards. Even now, I remained the youngest acquisition editor on staff. Still, he’d given me a 

lot of responsibility, and I took such things very seriously. 

Malcolm wasn’t at all extraordinary, at least on the outside. Middle aged, with a medium build, 

medium brown eyes and hair. Ordinary and unassuming, and yet he threw off such a raw aura of 

sensuality that most men and women were rendered damned near speechless when he walked 

into a room. A true alpha dog, Malcolm reveled in his power over others, yet he was also 

extremely even-handed and fair. Alpha dog charm, I called it. 

I took a sip of the delicious drink and raised an eyebrow. “You’re not here to fire me, are you?” I 

half joked. Despite his easy nature, I’d seen him chop down men twice his size with a flourish of 

a pen or his rapier-like wit and observations. 



His smirk saddened. “If that were true, would I waste a latte?” He sipped his drink, then set it 

aside. “Actually, I need a favor. Bella Dalton is flying into the city tonight for a book signing at 

The Crossroads Bookstore. I know she isn’t a romance writer, per say, but she is one of our 

bestselling authors. Could you be there tonight to keep the wheels from falling off? I’d go, but 

I’m indisposed.” 

Bella Dalton was a big deal. A retired professional dominatrix, she had written our current 

bestseller, Learning the Ropes, recounting her years in a business very few ordinary people even 

knew existed. I’d read it, but, personally, I couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Still, 

that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do my best. “Ah, a bribe then.” I saluted him with my latte.  

He smirked at that. Malcolm was one of the very few who got my quirky sense of humor.  

A thought occurred to me. “You’re not ill?” 

“It’s Devon. I promised him I’d take him to the Dollhouse a couple of weeks ago for our bi-

monthly Society meet-up, but we had that late night contract negotiation, if you remember, so I 

had to cancel. I want to make it up to him.” 

Devon was Malcolm’s husband, and the Society one of his pet interests outside work. He’d 

always been very candid about the Society, who they were and what they did at the Dollhouse. 

I’d found it odd and maybe a little questionable in the beginning, but there never seemed to be 

any scandal, and it didn’t interfere with Malcolm’s work, so who was I to judge a group of kinky 

men and women who met up twice a month to have public sex for the entertainment of their 

friends?  

I sat back in my seat, fixed my paper stacks so they were geometrically aligned on my desktop, 

and said, “It doesn’t bother you, does it?” 

“What’s that?” 

“Subjecting Devon to public humiliation.” I’d met Devon on several occasions. As far as I could 

tell, he was a very sweet man, playful but submissive. I wasn’t sure what he was doing with the 

likes of Malcolm Sloan. Opposites attract, I guess. 



Malcolm smirked in that way he did that said nothing and everything at the same time. “I think 

you have the wrong impression of the Society. Any humiliation exists entirely for the pleasure of 

the gentlemen and courtesans or courtiers who have gathered. Why not join us some night?” 

I crossed my arms across my chest, taken aback by his invitation. “Why would I do that?” 

Malcolm reached out and pushed one of my stacks out of alignment. I reached out and 

straightened it. He maintained his smirk. “A woman like yourself might find it very…liberating.” 

“I’d rather not humiliate some man, thank you very much.” 

“I wasn’t suggesting you join us as a lady, Morgan.” 

A “lady” was a female dominant in Malcolm’s little Dollhouse world. That meant he was 

suggesting I join as a courtesan—a submissive, like Devon. “Excuse me?” I thought maybe I 

hadn’t heard right. 

He looked me over, not in some sexual way, but like he was judging a fine piece of art. “You’d 

make a lovely courtesan. I know several gentlemen who would jump at the chance to tame an 

alpha like you.” 

I blinked. Tame me? “I’m a feminist, Malcolm. I wouldn’t enjoy it.” 

“You never know until you try. Alphas often make the most interesting courtesans.”  

Before I could react, he got to his feet and deliberately pushed one of my paper stacks out of 

sync with the others. I had the feeling he was playing with me and worked at not touching it, not 

putting it back in place. “In any event, you’re always welcomed at the Dollhouse—If you’re ever 

interested.” 

I tried not to let my lips twist into a sneer as I said, “Thanks for the offer, Malcolm, but I think 

I’ll pass.” I was hardly sub material. 

As soon as Malcolm was out of the office, I pushed my paper stack back in line with the others. 

A courtesan, I thought, rolling my eyes. “Sure, Malcolm,” I said as sarcastically as possible. “I’ll 

get right on that.” 
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