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Prologue

Another drop of blood fell into the puddle on the dirty concrete floor. The body lying tied to the wooden structure shifted, a low moan escaping the lips of the man. He jerked his head back and forth, fighting against the last of the drugs that confused his senses. Disturbed by his movements, fresh droplets of crimson liquid fell.

The wooden legs of the table shifted as the captive man grew more restless. With the diminishing drugs came an increased awareness of his condition. He gasped and tried to overcome the narcotics. His arms and shoulders were chiseled with strength but now seemed reluctant to obey him. In a desperate bid to fight against the darkness he picked his head up and smashed it back. It worked, forcing away the shadows that threatened to consume him. He struggled anew and felt the table shifting on its rickety supports.

He picked his head up again, thinking it might be instrumental in his release. He had faint recollections of what had happened, but his last memories were those of a woman with hair that was shaved closer to her head than his own.. She’d seemed fascinated with his training and how it helped him in his job as a bounty hunter. After his workout she’d even bought him a drink at the juice bar, asking him more and more about the details of his workouts.  His memories grew blurry at that point. He’d never asked her name.

He remembered his name now, Jimmy Macavoy. He’d been fighting for as long as he could remember,  from the time he’d ended up in prison defending a helpless girl to when he’d been released ten years later and ended up falling in love with the same woman. He might not remember what had happened to him but he knew he was a fighter and this latest development was not something that he would allow to take him out.

He gasped, seeing shapes sitting on the floor in the room. The light was faint, spilling from around the edges of a window that had been covered with some sort of fabric. He squinted to bring clarity to his vision. The shapes took on a resemblance that made his stomach clench. With the clenching came an agony he could not remember. His head fell back, lips parted and he gasped for breath that would not come.

The table creaked again, an ominous sound that only continued as the aged wood surrendered to gravity. It shifted and collapsed to the ground with a crash that his battered body couldn’t handle. He passed out from the agony of it, mindless of the fact that the table had broken and freed the restraints binding his wrists and legs.

When he became aware again a great burning pain swept through him. He gagged, fighting the overwhelming urge to vomit. Each spasm sent fresh waves of agony through him, emanating from his stomach. He was certain he must have swallowed an entire pack of razor blades.

He pushed with a wooden arm to raise himself up onto his side. His stomach was cold, in spite of the lines of fire that burned through. Something pulled at his abdomen. He looked down and found himself not only nude, but with an image his eyes couldn’t understand.

Jimmy reached down with a trembling hand to touch the smooth incision that began just below his sternum and ran almost the entire length of his abdomen. The skin had split wide open, with blood, both fresh and dried, clinging to his skin. Beneath he could see his abdominal muscles, the upper ones draining a steady stream of blood from where they, too, had been cut.

He clamped a hand over the worst of the injury, wincing at the pressure and the bile that rose in his throat. He could hear his rapid gasping and feel the desperate throbbing of his heart in his chest. He’d nearly been disemboweled—or had it already happened? Was he missing important organs? Had he been drugged and dissected, his parts sold on a black market?

He looked up again, remembering the people. He was close enough to clearly see both figures had their heads hanging over the chests. They had long hair. Long, dark, and full he knew, the hair of beautiful Mayan women. His own injuries momentarily forgotten, Jimmy dragged himself closer to the two most important people in the world. Behind he left a smear of blood.

“Brina?” He whispered, reaching out to stroke the leg of the larger of the two. His fingers were coated in blood and he felt that he was burning so hotly he might burst into flame. The leg he touched was cool. Cool and still. He forced himself to look up and saw both bodies bore only dark streaks for clothing. Unlike his, theirs were dry.

“Rachel?” The words sounded alien to him.  He reached out again, forcing his tortured body closer to the two bodies. His body was wracked by a spasm that drove the breath from him and left him sprawled on the floor. He lay there, staring up and trying to see through the hair that hung listlessly from their heads. He passed out again, desperately hoping that his wife and young daughter would raise their heads and look up at him.


Chapter 1

“I’ve been wondering something.” I sat my empty drink down and glanced around for our waitress. I looked everywhere I could except at Skylar.

“How can somebody let themselves be tied up and treated like that?” Skylar asked, thinking she’d read my mind. It wasn’t uncommon. Not her reading my mind but her being able to know what I was going to ask or say. She was wrong this time but now I needed some extra time to gain my nerve. She saved me by talking some more. “I used to have a couple of clients that were into some light BDSM. I dommed them, never the other way around. Well, outside of when we went looking for Hannah.”

I shuddered. Recovering Hannah, a very butch but also very straight bodyguard that had been kidnapped on Dark Earth, hadn’t been one of our more pleasant jobs. We learned the hard way that Hannah had been infected with an animal spirit and was, for all intents and purposes, a werewolf. I’d been bit too, but it turned out I was safe, at least from having to worry about accessorizing a flea collar with my shoes. Something about all the tech in my body turned the wolf spirit off. I could understand why, some days I felt I was more man-made than natural.

But that wasn’t why rescuing Hannah had been difficult. Sure I’d been shot, chewed on, and beaten up, but that was standard fair for me. No, it was rough because it came at the same time my girlfriend Natalie realized I was just a mid-life crisis for her. Skylar was there for me, just like she’d been after Natalie and I helped her save her brother from an angry Mayan spirit. Skylar had done a lot of growing up in the year since she’d helped me bust a prostitution ring that spanned my world and its technologically backwards sister planet, Dark Earth. When she’d needed my help finding and saving her brother she’d really started coming around. She’d also found out she was a witch and that changed her a lot, so I guess her maturing wasn’t all because of me.

Sky wasn’t the kind of witch that parks in a handicap spot at the grocery store just to inconvenience the old lady with a walker. Skylar was the riding on a broomstick kind of witch. No cauldrons or black cats, though. Technically she referred to herself as a shaman, but I think that was just she was mimicking the natives who showered her how to use her gift with magic. They lived kind of like Native Americans on our earth once did, except they were part of a Mayan Empire that stretched from southern Utah all the way through Central America.

I’d been touched by magic, too. The difference was with Skylar it had been a gentle touch and with me it had been with the punch of a lightning bolt. I learned a valuable lesson: a more or less normal girl shouldn’t pick a fight with an angry spirit. Thanks to my mistake I wasn’t exactly all that normal anymore. I’d been made a blood-sister with a couple of Native American spirits. Monster Slayer and Born of Water were their names. I couldn’t pretend to say their names in their native tongue, so that was the best translation. Having a touch of spirit magic helped me kick the snot out of the skin changing spirit that was after Lucas, Skylar’s brother, so it ended well.

Skylar spoke again, drawing me out of my memories. “Katy? You do know what happened, right? I lied to you at the time because I was afraid of what you might do if you knew.”

I blinked, refocusing again on Skylar. “What happened? With Hannah?”

She shook her head. “No, when they captured me, I mean. When you found me and saved me.”

“Oh, um...wait, you didn’t...they didn’t—“ She shook her head slowly. I looked away, blinking back the tears while I tried to clench my stomach muscles to control the mule that kept kicking me. No, I wasn’t pregnant—I’d sacrificed my womb years ago for a handy device that processed various hormones and chemicals and introduced them into my body when I needed them. Made me stronger, faster, and quicker to recover. It also meant I sometimes flew off the handle prematurely, given the extra energy and confidence it gave me. Then there was my libido, which was off the charts. Skylar could keep up with me, most of the time, but she was the one and only I’d ever dated that could.

“I’m sorry,” Skylar whispered, staring at the table. She looked up at me, moisture glimmering in her beautiful electric blue eyes. They were so beautiful that in the right mood and at the right time they could glow in the dark. I mean it, they could literally glow in the dark. Maybe not everybody saw it but people like Skylar and me who’d been touched by spirits could see the magic making it happen. “We had to get back safely, all of us. You were so beyond exhaustion if I’d told you, you wouldn’t have come back to me. I couldn’t lose you. It...it wasn’t so bad. I mean yeah, they hurt me, but my mind and my soul escaped. I went to a special place, where nothing could hurt me. Your voice brought me back. I knew if I heard you calling my name everything would be all right, that everything would be safe. I’ve been lucky in all the years I spent as personal entertainment counselor. Nobody ever did anything I didn’t allow. But I know a lot of girls who weren’t so lucky, so I kind of had an idea how to protect myself.”

I tried to sniff and tried to blink the tears away but it didn’t work. The first tear rolled down my cheek. I wiped it away quickly, but didn’t catch the other cheek in time. I reached across and grabbed Skylar’s hands in mine. “I should have never let you go by yourself.”

She shook her head. “It’s over and behind us. We couldn’t have known and we couldn’t have done anything else. Hiding that from you has been eating me up, I had to tell you. I’m so sorry I lied, please forgive me.”

I nodded. Forgive her? I could forgive her just about anything. That was the emotions and the hormones—and the libido—talking, but it didn’t make it any less true. Height was not one of the genetic legacies my worthless parents had left me, so I had to stand up to tuck the purple strands of her hair behind her ear. Aside from that purple streak the rest of her hair was platinum blond. Blue eyes, blond hair, and a face that could melt a glacier. Her body, on the other hand, looked like it had been built for sin. It was, too. I’d tried just about every sin I could think of on her and she’d responded marvelously.

“Skylar, just promise me you’ll never lie to me again, okay?” I managed to say. I wasn’t upset at her, instead I felt sad. Sad that she’d been forced to endure such brutality. If she’d managed to do as she said and escape it, at least mentally, then that was something. She’d done better than I had.

Skylar nodded, the corner of her lip trembling. She took a drink of her own strawberry concoction and then squeezed my hands encouragingly. “You didn’t want to ask me about BDSM, did you?”

“What?” I blurted out. Then I blushed as I remembered how the conversation had started. I’d just finished putting away a guy who ran an underground sex club. As a cop we had better things to do than bust businesses that were borderline legitimate. The Velvet Cage, on the other hand, coerced pretty girls who were looking for a way into the country or girls who had no other choice. We were over halfway through the 21st century but sexual slavery was still very much a real problem. Most of the racism of the past had died away, as had much of the social stigma associated with homosexuality. With so many of the cancers of society like racism and homophobia beginning to fade the sex slave issue that had been growing for the last sixty years was finally starting to be addressed. That had been my focus working for Valley Defense Incorporate, the private company that held the contract for policing the greater Phoenix valley.

“I know you probably saw some sights that amazed you in that club, but that’s not what’s eating away at you. I know you too well, sweetheart.”

I blushed and looked away. She did know me too well. This blushing shit needed to stop, too. I was a grown woman—older than Skylar by seven years. It was 2061 and Skylar was 28, which meant I was old and crusty. She loved me though, or at least she kept insisting on it and I had no reason not to believe except my own insecurities. Still, I was getting older and I knew there was nobody else in the world like her. It was funny, in a sick way that in spite of the cruelties and suffering I saw in several of the cases I worked I could understand the mind of the perps who terrorized and abused their women. Skylar was so far out of my own league that I lived in terror every day that she was going to wake up, realize she could better, and leave me. I’d never do it but I could understand the sickness that ate away at some people and made them want to chain up their women so they could never leave.

“No Sky, I’ve never really cared for bondage and domination. Don’t need to know any more about it than I already do—although a blindfold and a pair of fuzzy handcuffs can be fun sometimes.” Skylar’s nose crinkled in the cutest way as she giggled. I wanted to kiss her so bad. I forced myself to hold onto her hands, squeezing tightly. “No baby, I wanted to ask you something else...” I paused to take a deep breath and pull a box out of my pocket. I clenched it in my fist and put it on the table, then blurted out, “Will you marry me?”


Chapter 2

I didn’t want to wake up. I was warm, I was comfy, and I felt safe and secure in a way that I hadn’t felt in years. No, that wasn’t right. I’d never felt this good, not even when I was a very little girl cuddled up with my daddy on the couch and my teddy bear in my arms. That was years before my father turned on me and became a monster, but this was not the morning to think about that. I felt complete.

I groaned and tightened my grip on Skylar’s arm. She was curled up behind me, spooning. We’d just naturally fallen into the sleep pattern of Skylar curling around me most nights since she was taller than me. I liked to be the aggressor in the bedroom, but once she took the fight out of me I wasn’t much more than a kitten ready to drink milk out of her palm. And Skylar knew just how to tame me.

“Good morning,” she breathed, her mouth close enough to my ear that I could feel her breath on it. “How do you feel?”

I groaned again. Dinner and drinks—a lot of drinks—and then sex. A lot of sex. All kinds of sex, starting out rough and wild and then mellowing into me and Skylar making gentle love until we fell asleep. All that exercise would have cleared the booze out of my system when I was younger.

“That bad? Did I hurt you? You kept asking for it harder and faster...”

I smiled and kissed her hand. “My brain and my body aren’t talking to each other yet,” I managed.

She pressed her lips against my shoulder. “Just as long as you remember your promise to make an honest woman out of me.”

I smiled again and burrowed into her, pressing as much of my body back into her as I could. She squeezed me, returning the gesture. “I don’t know about the honest part...”

She pinched my nipple, drawing a yelp from me. I spun in her arms so that I was facing her. I reached up to tuck her purple streak of hair behind her ear and then just smiled. I felt so good I had trouble breathing. Skylar blinked and a tear started to run across her nose.

“What’s this for?” I asked, rubbing the tear away with my fingers.

Her chin quivered in spite of the smile that lifted her lips and made her eyes shine. “I’m so happy,” she whispered. She leaned forward and kissed me, her lack of morning breath proving that she really was magical. “I’ve loved you since I met you and now this...it’s all of my dreams coming true. I feel so blessed.”

Who was she kidding? I was the lucky one. Skylar was out-of-this world beautiful. She was rich. She was talented. Hell, she was a fucking witch that could do things usually reserved for Hollywood movies or fairy tales! And she thought she was blessed? I shook my head and smiled. “Stop it. You’re amazing and you know it.”

She grinned and nodded, prompting me to return the nipple tweak. “You made me promise to stop doing that, so don’t you start doing it now.”

She gasped at my fingers but sobered up quickly. “You’re right, I’m sorry. It’s just...I didn’t see this coming. I dreamed about it, but it didn’t seem like it was possible. We’re so busy! We never talk about the future, we just live in the moment.”

“That business with Billy shook me up,” I admitted. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

“Me too.” Skylar’s eyes lost focus as she thought about the retired assassin that had showed up on our doorstep looking for my father. He’d looked me up, hoping to find Frank through me. He’d been shot and beaten up pretty badly, but the old coot had enough left in him to drive across two states and find me. His recovery was postponed permanently when a team of cleaners were sent to ensure he couldn’t come out of retirement. Skylar and I were still dealing with the repair bills from that unplanned party.

“I realized I didn’t want to be a ghost hanging around waiting for you,” I said. That had been part of Billy’s story—the spirit of a woman he’d accidentally killed years ago had stayed to haunt him. They ended up falling in love, as unlikely as that seemed.

“You already haunt my every waking minute,” Skylar said.

I rolled my eyes at her. “Getting deep in here. That or you really are happy!”

She grinned and nodded her head. “Just tell me if I get too smothering, okay?”

I laughed, then clapped my hand over my mouth. Just because Skylar was a goddess without morning breath didn’t mean I could claim the same. “Hmm, let’s see here. I’ve been alive thirty five years and we’ve been together for four of those. That means I’ve got thirty one years of not getting enough love to make up for. You smothering me is not possible. You could spend every waking minute with me and I’d only ask you for more.”

“Now who’s being sappy?” she teased. “I’m going to start stalking you.”

“Bring it!”

She laughed, then her eyes widened. “Oh, don’t make me laugh, I have to pee.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.

“Come on,” she grabbed my hand and tried to pull me out of our king sized bed after her.

“Into the bathroom?”

She nodded. “Smothering, remember?”

“But you’re going to pee!”

She grinned.

“I’ve created a monster.” I shook my head and scooted out of the bed after her. I stopped. “Oh no, this isn’t going to turn into something weird, is it?”

Skylar looked at me, her brow furrowed in the cutest possible way. Her eyes widened then she laughed. She cut the laugh short, her hands both going to her groin. She rushed into the master bath and nearly crashed into the toilet in her haste. It was my turn to laugh.

“That was close!” She said with a red cheeked grin. “And no, that’s one thing I never allowed my clients to do. Yuck!”

The clients she referred to had been how Skylar had made her small fortune. She’d been a very exclusive call girl with clientele that were willing to pay a premium for discretion.

I walked into the bathroom behind her, distracted by the soreness in my legs and core. Skylar was right, we had been pretty rough at first last night!

“There’s one more thing I want us to do before we make it official and start planning the wedding,” Skylar said.

I leaned against the sink and watched her. I was surprised at how giddy I felt by our new closeness. Oh sure, there’d been times where one of us would be getting ready and the other would need to take care of some personal business, but it was an exception. Now we were intentionally saying it was okay. That last boundary was behind us. My hangover was gone and forgotten but I had a hunch I’d be walking funny for a day or two. “I hope it involves a couples massage.”

“Maybe after.” She smiled but it faded too fast for my liking. “Baby, we need to talk to Frank.”

“Really?” I managed. “After last night and this morning you’re going to bring that up?”

“Are you mad?” Skylar’s lip stuck out just enough to make her irresistible.

“Am I mad?” Damn right I was mad. Or I should be. Somehow I couldn’t find it in my heart to be angry at her. I sighed. “I should be, but I’m not.”

“That’s a good sign,” she said with a hopeful smile.

“It only means I don’t want to kick your perfect ass between your shoulders. Frank’s still a piece of shit I wrote out of my life. I don’t need to see him. I don’t need to talk to him. I don’t even need to know he exists.”

Without letting her stare waver, Skylar said, “I do. I need to meet him. Maybe he’s a terrible person, but I want to meet the father of my bride.”

“He’s not even a person,” I muttered. “And how come I’m the bride, shouldn’t you be the bride?”

“Who wore the harness last night?”

I ignored the heat in my cheeks. And the soreness in my more delicate areas. “I drank a lot,” I tried to explain. “I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve let somebody do that to me.”

“You liked it last night. What did you say? ‘I never knew I could get off back there?’”

“That wasn’t what I said!” My cheeks had to be glowing I was so embarrassed.

“No, it wasn’t, but I don’t like using language like that outside of the bedroom.”

Damn her, she had me. But she was also distracting me. I tried to scowl the heat in my face away. “I’ve got no interest in him. If you want to see him, fine, but count me out.”

“Katy!”

I shrugged. “Sorry Sky, but I’m serious. I wrote him off and spent most of my adult life either hating him or in fear of him. Or both. You’ve helped me get over that, and I have no reason to ever go back.”

She nodded. “Okay. But I still want to.”

My sigh of irritation was interrupted by my phone ringing. I hurried over to grab it, anxious for an excuse to get out of the conversation. I heard the toilet flush behind me.

“Yeah?” I answered, my tone not recovering from the mood shift I’d undergone.

“Morning!” Lisa Murphy, one of the detectives at the office, said to me. She had an annoying tendency to always sound calm and happy. “Got a case you might be interested in.” 

“I was planning on trying to enjoy the weekend,” I said.

“Two bodies and a survivor.”

“Sounds more like homicide.”

“The two bodies are a mother and a young daughter. The father’s in critical condition.”

“Did he do it?” Seemed like a cut and dried case, why’d they need me?

“Not unless he tried to disembowel himself with a surgical instrument after he was done.”

It sounded familiar. “This the same guy that’s been killing people and dissecting them?”

“We think so, never seen women involved before though.”

“All right, let me get dressed and I’ll head out, what’ve you got?”

She gave me what little details she had, then sent the address of the crime scene to my cell. I turned and saw Skylar leaning against the door of the bathroom, her robe hanging over her shoulders but still open in the front and displaying her super heroine perfect body. I smirked at the thought. “Give you some spandex and you could come with me.”

“What?”

“You look so good you could be a superhero,” I told her.

She walked over to me and hugged me. “You’re all the hero I need,” she whispered. Her hug and whispered words sent chills through me. “I’m sorry if I upset you. I love you.”

I squeezed her back. “It’s okay, I love you, too. Now let me pee and get dressed or I’m never going to get out of here!”

“Would that be a bad thing?”

“You’re the devil,” I accused.

She grinned and put her fingers up next to her forehead, pantomiming horns. I shook my head and gave her a quick kiss. Any more than that and I’d be forced to make good on my threat.


Chapter 3

One of my fellow boys in blue held up the police tape so I could ride my Harley V-Rod into the weathered parking lot. Mother Nature had been doing her best to reclaim the abandoned pavement, leaving holes and cracks in it. I found a spot to park I could get my bike back out of and hopped off. The almost energetic dismount reminded me that my body felt like it had been run over by a freight train. Moving slower, I pulled off my helmet and left it on the seat to protect it from the Phoenix sun. Burning my ass when I hopped on my bike was a constant threat in Arizona.
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