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Thank you for your input, Christian. The beginning is better because of your suggestions. I hope to have your insight on future books. Much love to you.
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Five years ago

It was late into the night and Decker’s eyes burned from going over every file on this latest case. He and his partner had been assigned to catch a rampant killer and they were close. So close.

Decker stared at the evidence on the holo. “Do we have a timeline for the unsub?”

His best friend and fellow Special Investigator, Roy, glanced up from his desk and met his stare. “Ahead of you already. I’m putting up what we have so far.”

With a wave of his hand, Roy sent the data on a holo screen. The three glowing squares appeared directly in front of Decker’s station and enabled him to compare every shred of evidence they had compiled from the series of murders.

In his estimation and from the best of their knowledge, the killings had spanned over fifteen years. If not for the comp tracking system identifying a common thread, they’d still have no idea these murders were connected. 

“You think it’s him?” Decker asked, staring at the image of the suspect. 

Roy grunted. “It’s possible. We just need to make a strong enough case to bring him in for questioning due to his position and standing in that community. I’ve laid out a tentative profile.”

One segment of the middle holo enlarged from Roy’s manipulation. Decker read through the data again, then nodded. “Yeah. It fits the pattern. I don’t think we’re wrong here. We have to find tangible proof or something to tie the suspect to the murders though.”

Sometimes the hardest part of working as Special Investigators for Sec Forces was getting solid evidence to connect the dots and show sufficient reason to at least bring the suspect in for questioning. Right now, they didn’t have that.

Unless...

Decker narrowed his gaze. He held up his hands, fingertips touching and expanded another segment on the holo by spreading his fingers apart. “What about one of the racers? If we can speak to someone who knows him well, maybe they can provide the missing key?”

“Can’t hurt,” Roy muttered and adeptly rearranged the holos onscreen.

The list of names was cross referenced with those who’d had contact with their suspect along with dates, times and locations. Three individuals in particular stood out and would be a good source but only one was on colony now and according to their records, at an event tomorrow.

Hover cycle champion, Magera Zhang. The woman had frequent contact with the suspect and might hold the answers they sought.

“She’s our in. I’ll talk to Shuman about speaking with her.” Shuman was one of the Senior Section Leaders and basically the boss for their division. His partner smirked, causing Decker’s shoulders to tense as he arched a brow. “What’s with the look?”

“Nothing.”

For a moment, Decker debated falling for his friend’s all too common ploy but in the end he couldn’t resist. “I give in. Just say what you’re thinking.”

Roy chuckled. “You never want to speak with potential connections or witnesses, preferring to dig through the digital trail. Now, you have no problem going out to a site to speak with this woman.”

Heat seared his cheeks at his friend’s accurate statement. “Fuck you, Roy.”

This brought on a burst of laughter from his partner and Decker found himself smiling. He’d be lying if he claimed not to note Magera Zhang’s attractiveness. She was damn beautiful and equally talented based on her career choice and record.

Roy held up a hand, shoulders shaking as he fought to muffle his humor. “I’m not complaining about getting to stay here at the offices for once.”

Decker dropped back into his chair with a groan, legs sprawled. He clasped his hands over his middle, tapping his fingers together as he contemplated the case. “We only need one break and I think we’ll get it if I talk to her.”

“Hmm.” Roy hummed under his breath and absently rearranged things on the holo. “I think you’re on the right track. Literally.”

Ignoring the smug look tossed his way, Decker ran through the facts of the case he’d memorized. “I could meet with the other two racers while I’m there, if it would help.”

The brief lighthearted moment faded and Roy shifted in his chair to face Decker. “No. In all seriousness, I believe Zhang’s our best bet. She’s known the unsub the longest.”

Decker nodded. It had been his thought too when he originally made the offer. Yes, he was initially struck by her appearance but working a case didn’t allow him the luxury to be sidetracked.

No dating, no sex, no social life. That was the current state of his existence. He allowed himself one last look at the dark-haired woman onscreen.

Heaving himself to his feet with a harsh breath, Decker tipped his finger to his forehead. “I’ll meet with Shuman before he leaves. She’ll be at a race tomorrow. See if you can also narrow down anything else the victims may have had in common with one another.”

“On it,” Roy told him, spinning back in his chair.

It didn’t matter how many times they had to go through the same data points over and over again. Neither of them would stop until they ended a killer’s reign of terror.

It was what they did. A job they thrived on.

***
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The race indicator light at the side of the course ticked to level two. Maggie drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. When the light hit level one, she and her six opponents lined up at the starting blocks would spend the next fifteen minutes going around the track at hair raising speeds until one of them was declared the winner.

And fastest.

The insulation of her helmet dimmed the roar of the crowd at the race track. The polyureK coating on the head gear was designed to withstand crashes at speeds up to three hundred cmps. Her hover cycle was capable of going as fast as four hundred but they didn’t have a helmet on the market for that yet.

Not that she planned on crashing.

“How you hanging, Maggie?” Her best friend, Tilly’s, voice came through the wireless comm in her ear clearly.

“Hanging high and dry,” she repeated her stock phrase for their pre-race check-ins.

“Good. Now, remember, Uren tends to ride close and intimidate others.”

Maggie grunted. She’d watched the Marenian’s prior races on vids but this would be their first time competing against one another directly. “I’m ready for him.”

Marenia had changed their ways and the Majad of the planet had brought them into the Alliance but there were a few who liked to push the edge and dance on the line of legality in small matters. Uren was one of them.

To her dismay, he had managed to claim one of the front placement slots awarded to the top three qualifying scores today. Right with her.

Against her better judgment, she admired his sleek nicely put together ride. His black racing suit matched his silver and black cycle.

New to the racing scene, he was considered an up and coming contender to be wary of. Mostly because of his dirty play. He’d been known to aggressively jockey into position, causing others to wreck, which he blamed on mechanical error. 

She didn’t think he was any threat to her status though. Seventeen races so far this year and only two placements to his name. He’d yet to actually win a race. No sponsor would touch a racer with under five wins and who rode as recklessly as he did. 

Meanwhile, she was looking to claim today’s match and add another trophy to her growing collection. Sponsors clamored to have her rep them but she worked with the same four organizations that had supported her from the beginning. They’d been the ones to dub her Maggie “the furious”.

“Eyes forward, countdown on,” Tilly said.

Maggie directed her gaze to the light system. Ten. Nine. Eight.

An engine revved to her left and she glanced to her side. The third top qualifier wore a dark green protective suit with black stripes down the sides. Catching her gaze on him, he nodded his helmet covered head at her. She bit back a grin. Kai didn’t stand a chance.

The light flicked blue and Maggie shot out of the blocks. Within seconds, she switched to hover mode and was airborne. More screams filled the outdoor venue below and the whine of blades from the other cycles surrounded her.

“Maggie, the furious, hasn’t made her move yet. Uren, the destroyer, has her pushed out...” The announcer spoke in his native tongue based on the hiss and click intermixed with the translated comments coming through the outdoor audio enhancers. 

Leaning low, knees locked tight to the frame, Maggie focused on the upcoming curve and the Marenian steadily edging ahead of her on the right. She soared past fellow racers, yet Uren kept pace. She risked a glance in his direction but the tinted shield on his helmet blocked his expression from view.

He gained a small lead on her and Maggie focused back on the course. She took the curve hard and moved forward the slightest bit. A flash of green signaled Kai trying to pass on her left. She gave way as riders jockeyed for position.

Time blurred as it often did when she raced. Her heart lit with fierce joy and the thrill of competing. Crowd noise and commentating from the announcers faded from her attention as she focused on doing what needed to be done.

“Doing good, Maggie. Kai’s gonna be mad he’s riding in your vapor trails today.” Tilly snickered. “You still need to get in there though. Uren’s kicking ass.”

“Affirmative.”

Ahead, Maggie noted the race tracking sign. They had three more laps to go. Plenty of time to gain placement. This was one of the shorter races, with only ten total laps.

She stayed on the outer edge of the pack. There were only three contenders she really had to keep an eye on. Kai, Uren, and another racer she couldn’t remember.

“Sensors going off on your rear propulsion system, Maggie. Bring her in on your next lap by the pit.”

Frustration nipped at her heels. Three laps were too close to have an issue at this point but Maggie wouldn’t ignore a warning. Tilly wasn’t just her best friend, she was the top mechanic on Maggie’s racing crew and her opinion was highly valued. From the day Maggie had started training for her first hover cycle championship, Tilly had been by her side. Now, three years later and forty races in, the two of them knew each other well enough to read the other’s thoughts.

“Coming in.”

She made her way to the far air lane. Uren had flashers on. Frowning, she tried to piece together what his problem was when the unknown racer spun out. Gasps spilled from the crowd.

Flashing lights and sirens signaled the medical crews on the move to assist. Maggie’s hands tightened on her grips as Uren immediately veered off to head to his pit, while the racer fought to recover. Others zoomed by as she made her way for a pit stop.

“That fucker!” Tilly snapped, going to her knees as soon as Maggie lowered to the ground.

Feet braced as she straddled her hover cycle, Maggie glanced around to make sure no one else could hear and there weren’t any media vid drones nearby. “I was watching and still can’t swear Uren did something to the other cycle.”

“Oh, he did,” Tilly muttered, spinning the Z-tool and popping out the circuit panel above the left side on her back wheel. “No way Vox lost control like that on his own.”

Vox. That was the other racer’s name.

Tilly rose and tapped the back of the seat as she met Maggie’s gaze. “You’re good now but stay away from Uren. Take the middle when you have the chance and win this.”

Maggie snapped off a salute and settled back on her seat. Under thirty seconds, still the best pit time around. With a flick of a button, she was up and off as she merged seamlessly onto the course and joined the race again. Uren joined behind her, followed by Kai.

Time to win this.

***
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“Well, well, my friend. Don’t look now but super hot and sexy guy alert approaching fast on the left.”

Instantly, Maggie swiveled around as she posed with her seventh racing hover cycle trophy. Around her, media vids snapped images and recorded live clips of her latest win to play later. She ignored the shouts of her name to turn toward them.

“Don’t look!” Tilly hissed but it was too late.

Dark eyes ensnared Maggie’s gaze, pitch black hair ruffling in the breeze. Heart already thumping from an intense race, the organ decided to suddenly increase its pounding beat.

A tall man in black strode in her direction with single-minded focus, each step a fluid motion boasting of the control he had over his body.

The crowd in the back parted as he drew near and she couldn’t help the raspy tone of her voice when she whispered, “Who is he?”

“A fan?” Tilly joked, standing shoulder to shoulder with her, ogling the newcomer as well.

Maggie snorted, knowing her friend didn’t believe that any more than she did. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him at a race before.”

She had a pretty strong following. Familiar faces she could pick out of any crowd. Of course, the other racers had a core audience too. There would always be those who loved the rush and excitement of the tracks and traveled to every event to see their favorites.

This man, this tall, muscular hot-eyed stranger, was not one of them.

“Damn, I wish I had someone to lock eyes on me like that,” Tilly said in a low voice.

The man slowed as he neared, his impressive height drawing Maggie’s gaze upward in appreciation. She took a step in his direction, compelled by some urge she couldn’t explain. Not looking away from his piercing gaze, she moved toward him with a brisk stride until they met in the middle and stopped. Neither spoke.

“I’ll take that.” Tilly swooped in, grabbed the trophy Maggie held uselessly at her side and darted away.

Flushing, Maggie swiped her hands down the protective red and silver suit she wore. The man glanced after Tilly before facing Maggie again. “Great race.”

That was it. Two words and she wanted to melt into a puddle. His voice was a deep rich bass that stroked over her skin like fingertips in a light caress. “Thank you.”

She didn’t stutter despite the pounding of her pulse and the surges of adrenalin pumping through her. This shouldn’t be happening. She was around men all the time due to her career in a male dominated sport. She’d spent most of her childhood following her father around at the tracks where he worked as a mechanic for hover cycle racing legends.

No one then or now had caught her attention like the man standing in front of her.

“Is that alright?” he asked.

She jerked, her face heating. He’d been speaking and she’d been staring at his broad chest covered in a smooth black material that glinted in the sun. “I’m sorry. What?”

The corner of his mouth twitched and he tipped his head to the side to say, “I’m Special Investigator Decker Samuels with Sec Forces. I’d like to speak with you concerning an important matter. Do you have a moment so we could speak privately?”

“Um...sure.” Sec Forces? As in the intelligence and security division under the Protective Planetary Alliance? That usually pertained to heavy hitting crime stuff.

Even as she pondered what he could possibly need, she looked around for somewhere to go, ignoring Tilly’s thumbs up gesture and wide grin.

Maggie eyed the now empty family section of the stands. Everyone would be heading home or to parties to celebrate today’s final race of the season. The benches were as private as they would get at the track and she definitely wasn’t taking him to the pit where she prepped. That was her inner sanctuary and safe space from intrusive fans and strangers. “We can sit over there, if that’s okay?”

His gaze followed her pointed finger. “That will do.”

She strode off in the lead, a flush once more burning her cheeks at the thud of his steps close behind. Why was she reacting this way to him? Attractive men littered the races, from the crews to the actual racers. 

But Decker Samuel had a draw she couldn’t explain.

When she reached the waist high railing separating the ground level track from the seats for the crowd, she braced one hand on the top and didn’t hesitate to hop over. 

Decker’s rich chuckle rumbled behind her. For some reason, the sound charmed her more than it should have.

Propping one booted foot on the edge of a seat and folding her arms across her chest, she watched him ignore the railing and leap over in one lithe move. Impressive. 

Reluctantly intrigued, she eyed the way the black uniform he wore rippled with the action before settling over his body. Her brows drew together as she tried to figure out what his jacket and pants were made of.

Instead of standing next to her, Decker dropped onto the bench near her foot, spread his legs and leaned forward. He propped his forearms on the railing and gazed at the circular track. “This is amazing. You must be used to it but I’ve only ever watched a race on vids.”

Surprised at the conversation shift, she adjusted her weight to the side to look at the track. For her, it was nothing special. She’d grown up around similar courses and her career had her spending a large portion of her time at a track, in a mech bay or in a pit going over schematics for her collection of cycles she raced.

It was such a normal part of her life she’d forgotten how others might view it.

“Congratulations on your victory by the way,” he added, gaze still forward as the last members of her team loaded her hover cycle under Tilly’s stern directions.

“Thank you. Did you enjoy the race?”

He nodded and hummed under his breath. “My first live one. Incredible. You were a beast on the course and not afraid to press the middle.”

Sincerity filled the simply stated compliment. She appreciated his lack of boasting as most were prone to do when speaking to her about racing. She sucked on her teeth and nodded. “Yeah. It’s risky but pays off.”

The middle was a hazard for any rider because the odds of an injury or going down in a crash increased. Falling from a hover cycle mid-air had resulted in some career ending injuries. It was also one of Maggie’s trademark moves though and usually secured the win in her favor.

“Indeed,” he agreed.

Her gaze drifted to the dark hair curling over the collar of his shirt. She wondered if it was as soft as it looked. He suddenly turned and their gazes met. Her pulse pounded and she swallowed twice to clear the lump forming in her throat. “Um...so you have questions?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MICHELLE
HOWARD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





