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Prologue

He pulled into the parking lot on the corner of 27th and Bethany, searching the shadows for the right girl. He wasn’t sure who she was yet, but when he saw her he’d feel it. He always did. A shortness of breath and a tightness in his chest. She’d be teasing him. Egging him on. Challenging him. She’d give him the look that said he wasn’t good enough for her. Not man enough to take her, just like his mother had always said when she whipped him.

He pulled through the parked cars that the busted parking lot lights left in the shadows. Some of the cars moved and others were for people like him. People looking for a good time. He laughed at the thought. These girls were dirty. They were used and nasty. Not fit for anything more than what they were. Momma always said these were the only girls he’d get.

Craig turned around a bend in the parking lot and started back down the other lane. Maybe he wouldn’t find her in this lot. That didn’t matter; there were plenty of other places to look for her. She’d be in one of them. He drove down the lane, slowing when he saw movement between the cars. It was a Jeep with an open door and a girl—a dirty whore—was bent into the seat with her head in the man’s lap. He sneered in disgust and kept driving.

His rusty Ford passed the last parked car in the aisle, signaling that he wasn’t going to find her here. He shrugged at the inconvenience and reached for the volume knob on his radio while stopping to let traffic clear. He didn’t need to focus for a little bit; he could listen to music instead. Trace Adkins filled his battered car, singing about himself. Craig opened his mouth to sing along when he saw her standing on the sidewalk a few feet from him. She stared at him and smiled. She winked, telling him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t good enough for her.

Craig looked her up and down. She wore a white halter top with laces interwoven across her cleavage to leave it in shadow. Her matching miniskirt shimmered in the passing lights. She finished the outfit with white stiletto heels, an unlikely color for a girl in her profession. Her hair was so blond it almost matched her clothes. She was beautiful and practically shone in the lights of passing cars. His voice was choked off, unable to speak while her lips pushed out in a pout and she started to turn away.

“Wait!” he croaked through his open window. It was an early fall night in Phoenix and his air conditioning had broken last year.

She turned back around. “You looking for somebody, mister?”

“Looking for—yeah, yeah I am. You think you can help me find her?”

“I don’t know. I’m on my way somewhere,” she teased.

“I can pay!” he blurted out.

She glanced back and forth. “What do you think I am?”

He followed her eyes nervously. He was always nervous at this point. Would they think he wasn’t good enough for them? Momma had always said the girls would know. They’d smell it on him. They’d know how pathetic he was with his tiny peepee and sick thoughts.

“No, wait! I mean, for your time. You know, for helping me out.”

She turned her head and smiled. She nodded. “Promise to drop me off after I help you out?”

“Oh yeah,” he said with a grin. “I’ll take good care of you!”

The lady in white walked around the front of his car and opened the heavy door of his car without a problem. She slid into the seat, her legs coming apart and forcing her miniskirt to ride up her legs. By the time the door shut, he caught a glimpse of her white panties as she sat there.

“Mister, my eyes are up here,” she teased him. “Now what can I help you with?”

He gulped and jerked his eyes up to hers. They were twinkling as she smiled at him. He nodded. “Yeah, uh, help. I’m, uh, looking for someone to help me.”

“Help you what?”

“Um...” He paused. What could he say that wouldn’t make him sound like a cop and frighten her off?

“You looking for someone to help you clean your place, maybe?”

He grinned at her and nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. Damn, you read my mind!” Except she hadn’t read his mind or she’d be screaming and running. He wanted to laugh at her.

“All right, mister, why don’t you show me what you need done. We’ll figure out how much when I see what kind of work I’ve got to do until you’re satisfied.”

“Satisfied?” he cackled.

“Satisfaction guaranteed.”

“Or my money back?”

She licked her lips and winked at him. “Don’t worry, baby—it’ll be the best investment you ever made.”

He chuckled and pulled out into traffic to head back to his dingy room a couple of miles down the road. The prostitute didn’t speak as he drove but her lack of banter piqued his curiosity. He kept glancing over and tracing the smooth lines of her leg to the shadows beneath her skirt and the flash of white between them. Then he’d lift his eyes up her lean stomach to the ripe looking mounds pushing her top out. He gasped when he saw the puckered fabric of her top, announcing her interest.

“Car!”

Craig jerked his head back and stomped on the brake to avoid the car that was turning in front of him. He let out a curse and then grinned. “That was close. Sorry.”

“You really shouldn’t swear,” she said in a tone that was both motherly and sensual at the same time. It confused him but caused the pressure in his pants to grow. “Is something distracting you?”

He glanced at her again and saw her legs had parted, showing more of her panties. “You really want it,” he growled.

“You have no idea,” she said with a knowing smile.

“How about you show me?”

She tilted her head and then smiled again. “Nice girls don’t do those things for naughty boys.”

His breath caught in his throat. He was a naughty boy. Naughty, filthy, and stupid. How did she know? Did she smell it on him? Could she see it in his eyes? Momma always said they would know.

“But you won’t be naughty much longer,” the white-clad hooker said. “Maybe this one time it’ll be okay.”

Craig jerked his head back when a car horn honked behind them. The light had changed. He pressed the gas pedal and saw movement out of the corner of his eye. She leaned over and used her long fingers to unsnap the button of his shorts and pull his zipper down. 

His breath wheezed out of his throat. He needed a cigarette! He glanced around, looking for the pack and then felt her fingers wrap around him and pull him out of his shorts. She moaned, making him forget his cigarettes.

“So big,” she cooed.

“Really?” he asked before he could stop himself. He wasn’t big. He was small. It didn’t matter what the whores said; he knew the truth. Lying whores trying to fool him and make fun of him. He’d show them! He’d show them all!

“I don’t know if I can get it all in my mouth,” she said.

He sneered down at her and was about to jam her head into his lap. He had plans for her. Big plans. But right now he wanted to suffocate her.

She went down on him before he could take his hand off the steering wheel. The hot and wet heat around him blew his anger away like a tumbleweed in the desert. He felt her lips stretched tight around him and she even scraped him with her teeth once as she went lower and lower. He felt the pressure of the roof of her mouth and then her throat. She paused, swallowing once and taking a breath, and then she pushed herself down farther and swallowed again to ease the passage.

Craig let out a startled yelp and slammed on the brakes again. He heard rubber squealing and listened to a couple of car horns honking this time. He yanked on the wheel, turning in to the parking lot of the motel room he’d rented. The whore swallowed again and pressed her lips into his hair. Then she started humming.

“Fuck!” He grunted and swerved into a parking spot. He released the steering wheel and was about to wrap his fingers in her hair and finish but she pulled herself off him and gasped for breath. Strings of saliva connected her lips to his lap.

“Oh my goodness,” she gasped. “So big! I can’t believe I did that.”

Craig’s mind was as blown as the rest of his body was. He barely heard her words; he was fighting the urge to explode all over the steering wheel and dashboard. “Inside,” he mumbled. 

She nodded and bit her lip. “Yes.”

He zipped himself up, wincing at the pain confining himself caused, and then all but fell out of his car. She followed behind him and waited while he fumbled with the room key. He swung the door open and stepped in, and then shut it behind her after she entered. 

He threw the locks on the door and took a calming breath. He could think a little more clearly. Not a lot, but enough to know that he’d practiced this several times. Trial runs with other dirty girls. This one, he knew, would be different. Better. But he had to do it right. He turned around and saw her standing naked, with her outfit lying in a pile on the floor next to her.

“Fuck.” He grunted again as a fresh surge of longing nearly made him rush over and take her. She was beautiful. Wicked and dirty and beautiful.

“You don’t need the handcuffs or the gag,” she said. “I won’t scream unless you want me too.”

Craig’s breath caught in his throat. He glanced at the open duffel bag lying next to the bed and saw his equipment in there. Had she seen the knife too? “Put ’em on,” he said.

“Please?” She pouted. “I promise you’ll like it better.”

He paused, tempted to trust her. Then he shook his head. “No!”

“Tell you what—let’s start out and if I can’t prove it, you can tie me up then.”

He clenched his teeth and shook his head but didn’t say anything. Her finger rose to her lips and she licked it before sucking it between them. He heard himself groan and then almost fell when she lowered her wet finger to her nipple and teased it.

She stepped up to him and pulled his shirt over his head before undoing his pants again and pushing them down. She ran her fingers over his hardness and moaned. “I can’t wait to feel this stretching me. You’re going to fill me up so full. Give me everything you’ve got. All the nasty you’ve got in you.”

His eyes widened and his nostril flared as he panted. He grabbed her and pushed her back, throwing her on the bed. He was on her in a minute, grabbing and groping and kissing and biting. She wrapped her legs around him and writhed with him, guiding her to her center until, at last, he found her core and grunted his way inside her.

She let out a sound that was part moan and part scream. He felt a blockage that he tore through. A virgin? A virgin hooker? He froze inside her and stared at her. Her back was arched, thrusting her breasts into the air towards him. Her eyes were wide open and staring at the dirty walls of the hourly motel room. Tears ran down the sides of her face.

“Wait!” he gasped, not believing his luck. A virgin slut! He couldn’t have imagined it. He’d been fantasizing about this his whole life.

He tried to pull away from her but she wouldn’t let him. She clung to him with her legs, keeping him buried inside her. Each struggle brought him closer to his moment of release. He couldn’t have that, not yet. He twisted and leaned over the edge of the bed, and then dug through his bag until he found the hunting knife.

“You don’t need that,” she whispered. He twisted and stared at her, knife raised up in plain sight. “Put it down, Craig.”

“How do you know my name?”

She twisted her hips against him, grinding her flesh against his pubic bone and earning a gasp from both of them. “I’ve watched you from the other side. Through the mists. I’ve seen what you can be, but she stopped you. She hurt you. She did this to you. Now that the door has been opened, I’m going to make it better.”

“What—Who? What door?”

“You know who,” she said and continued her gyrations. “Think of me as your guardian angel. I’m going to take all your nasty, all of your evil. I’m going to take it all and keep it safe inside me so you can be who you were meant to be.”

Craig didn’t understand her and that scared him. He was so hard and so close, too. He was confused. He just wanted to do what he did. What he always did. He lifted his knife up. “I’m going to cut you. Gonna kill you.”

“No you’re not,” she said.

He shook his head and then nodded, trying to make sense of what was happening.

She pushed his pelvis with her hands and then pulled with her heels. “Fill me up, Craig. Give me your hate! Give me your seed!”

Craig grunted as she tightened down on him and eliminated his last resistance. He tightened up every muscle in his body until he felt like he was tearing himself apart. Then it was over: his body released and everything flooded out of him in rhythmic explosions that left him gasping and struggling to stay conscious. He collapsed on top of her, the knife dropped beside the bed and forgotten.

“Sleep, Craig. Sleep and when you wake up, become the man you should have been.”

Darkness claimed him, pulling him into the first peaceful night free of nightmares he could remember.


Chapter 1

“Girls, be nice!” I snapped as two of my charges were busy teasing each other. 

Misty, the tall and skinny eighteen-year-old, was trying to ignore Sonia, her shorter and younger couch partner. Sonia kept slipping her feet against Misty’s legs and digging her toes into the older girl.

“Knock it off,” Misty hissed at her. “I’m too tired for this shit.”

“Spent too much time with your girlfriend last night?” Sonia teased her.

“She’s not my girlfriend!” Misty snapped. “She’s a friend. And my boss, sorta.”

“She better not be,” I warned. “I’ll kick Deedee’s butt and yours too!”

Misty rolled her eyes.

I heard the gentle hum of the garage door starting to open. “Good, now straighten up,” I told them. “She’s here.”

“How can you tell?” Sonia asked. “You can’t even see out front!”

“Garage door is going up,” I said with a smile.

“Yeah, sure it is,” Sonia pressed on. “Like you could hear that?”

I tapped my ears and winked at the seventeen-year-old. I’d taken her on when she’d become a ward of the state only a few months ago. She didn’t know about all of my improvements.

“She knows,” Misty warned her. “Trust her.”

Sonia pouted and stuck her tongue out at the older girl. 

Before the situation could degenerate further, the door to the garage opened to admit a pair of medium-heeled blue heels with diamonds sparkling on the toes. Long, toned legs encased in shimmering white nylons gave way to a navy blue skirt and matching jacket over a white blouse. Long and wavy platinum hair offset with a purple streak framed the face of an angel.

“Sky,” I breathed as my wife entered the room. Skyler flashed me a smile that made my heart dance in my chest in counterpoint to the butterflies in my stomach.

Skyler held the door open and another person entered. She wore dirty and torn denim jeans and a T-shirt that had been an advertisement for a light beer. Now it had a faded can and a few stains.

The brown-haired new girl looked around and held her head up, challenging someone to confront her. She looked at the two girls on the couch and nodded slightly when Misty smiled at her. Sonia looked away to the floor and blushed. Carmine’s gaze shifted my way and she looked me up and down before saying, “Damn, you’re short. What are you, a midget?”

A short joke? Really? I smiled and walked up to her. “Oh good, we got the short jokes out of the way already.”

“Naw, I got more.”

“Fine, but they don’t bother me,” I said. “Welcome to our home, Carmine. You know me and Skyler, but these two are your housemates. Misty is the skinny brunette and Sonia is the other one. I’m not going to tell you their stories—that’s up to them.”

“Whatever,” Carmine said. “Nice place, though. Beats jail, at least.”

“Ground rules,” I said, ignoring her rude comments. “One, no boys until we say it’s okay.”

Carmine smirked. “That’d fuck up your little lesbian sorority thing, wouldn’t it?”

“Two,” I continued, “you treat us with respect and we’ll treat you with respect.”

Carmine stared at me but didn’t say anything.

“Three. If you let me, I’ll love you as much as I love everyone else in this house and treat you like the daughter I can’t have.”

Carmine stiffened and her nose twitched. “I’m not a dyke!”

“Good, there’s too many in this place already,” I tried to joke. It came out flatter than I’d intended. “We needed to even things out a bit.”

“Hey!” Misty and Sonia both blurted out at the same time. The two looked at each other, surprised, but Misty was the first to speak up. “Deedee and I are not screwing around!”

Carmine’s eyes rounded and she turned to look at Skyler and then me.

I smiled at her and wondered if there was something going on I should dig into. “I know. If Deedee did anything, she knows what I’d do to her.”

“She’s not—” Misty began but stopped when I shifted my gaze to Sonia. Sonia’s cheeks were red and she was staring hard at the tile floor of the sitting room.

I cleared my throat and looked back at Carmine. Sonia I could talk to later; right now it was about the new girl. “You’re here because your parents didn’t know what else to do. This isn’t a last chance, but it is your best chance. You fuck up here and the only two places left are the street and prison. You do good here and there’s no limit.”

“Believe her,” Skyler said. “She and I have worked together to pull ourselves out of some pretty scary places. When you learn to trust and care about the people around you, there’s nothing you can’t accomplish.”

Carmine rolled her eyes again but held her tongue. She looked away from Skyler and then gasped as a flash of light sparked behind her. She spun back around and saw that Skyler’s blue-colored clothes were a burgundy color now. She stumbled and spun, looking at the others to check that she wasn’t crazy.

“Sky, stop,” I scolded. “You’re scaring her.”

“You’re a fucking witch!” Carmine blurted out.

I turned on her and raised a finger. “Respect, young lady.”

“Fuck you! This is bullshit. Witches are bad news. They can read your minds and—and—and shit. I don’t know. Turn you into a frog and shit like that!”

“I’m not a witch,” Skyler said. “I’m a healer. A shaman, I suppose.”

“You’re from the other side? Dark Earth? Oh fuck, where’s the door? I’m out of here. Fuck you guys, this is—”

Carmine was turning back and forth, her eyes flying to doors and hallways to try to find an escape. She turned back and found me standing in front of her instead of halfway across the room like I’d been a moment before. Carmine screamed and lashed out with her hand, trying to push me away.

I let her and kept my face neutral when she only succeeded in pushing herself back a step. She stopped and stared at me. “What the fuck?”

“Sit down, please.”

“What the hell is going on here? You too? Are you a witch too?”

“No, I’m something else,” I said. “Sit down and I’ll tell you all about us.”

She shook her head as she backed away. Misty used her hand to shoo Sonia away, so the girl pulled her feet away and sat up on the couch. Carmine backed up between them and grunted when her calves hit the couch and she fell back between the girls.

“You girls have heard this a couple of times—you can take off if you’ve got something better to do,” I told them. My eyes met and locked with Carmine’s as I added, “Not you, Carmine. You stay.”

“And miss the show? No way,” Misty said.

I frowned. “That’s not nice.”

“Sorry,” Misty said. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

“I’ll stay,” Sonia mumbled.

“All right,” I said. I moved to one of the extra-wide chairs opposite the couch and waited for Skyler to take the chair beside me. She was my rock and with her beside me, I could do anything. Even talk to teenagers. “So Skyler’s a witch—in a good way. You probably asked around about us before you agreed to try us out? What did they tell you? What questions do you have?”

Carmine glanced back and forth between me and Skyler before admitting, “Yeah, I checked you out. There’s all sorts of shit out there, though. I heard the rumors about you being witches. Heard you’re cops or work for the government, too. I just want to know where the door is so I can get the fuck out.”

“No you don’t,” Skyler said.

“Bitch! Don’t think you’re reading my mind because you ain’t! That’s not what I want!”

“You’re scared.” I tried to calm her down. “I get that. I’ve been there. More than you know.”

“What the fuck do you know about scared? You don’t know shit about me or nothing. Living in this palace, I expected you to be wearing some kind of dress or something. I need a fucking cigarette.”

“Not in this house,” I stated. “You’re too young to smoke. I am a cop and the woman I call my mother was too. Cops saved my life when I was your age, just like I’m trying to save yours.”

Carmine’s eyes twitched as she stared at me. “What, I’m your charity case to make you feel better about yourself?”

Skyler frowned. “Young lady, you—”

“I ain’t no lady!”

Skyler opened her mouth and then closed it. She turned to look at me and offered only a shrug. I could feel her anger and disgust. Whether it was our bond or her magic or just living with her for close to a decade, I don’t know.

“I’m not much of one either,” I said. “But I learned how to fake it a long time ago.”

Carmine looked back and forth between us and ignored the girls beside her. “Nobody’s showing me the way out?”

“No,” I said.

She scowled and leaned back on the couch. “Then talk.”

I spared a glance at my wife and then turned back. “Well, Skyler’s a good witch and I’m a cop. I used to be a detective but they promoted me off the streets, so now I mostly do speaking engagements and paperwork. I work part-time and try to help out around here the rest.”

“Doing what?”

I shrugged. “Helping you guys. Teaching, talking, shopping. Whatever you need.”

“I don’t need a mother!”

“You might be right,” I admitted. “Maybe not having a mom is better than the one you had. That’s how it was with me past a certain point. I know I would have been better off without a father.”

“Katy!” Skyler gasped.

I shrugged. “It’s true.”

Carmine looked back and forth between us and her lip curled up in a smile. “Why’s that?”

“That’s none of your business,” Skyler said.

I raised her hand to stop Sky but Carmine beat me to it. “You bitches want me to even think about trusting you, then you come clean to me. Tell me what’s so bad about your dad. Did he beat your mom? Did he beat you? Did he fuck you?”

Skyler had risen halfway out of her seat but I saw it coming and grabbed her arm. Skyler’s hair, once lying perfect about her head, rose up and shimmered with power. “Baby, it’s all right,” I soothed her.

Skyler took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes shut before she relaxed and opened them again. She sat down and waited for me to handle the girl. My hand felt hot where I’d touched her arm.

“I do want you to trust me,” I said. “We want to help you. As much of a snotty bitch as you’re being right now, I know about the scared kid inside who wants someone to help her. She wants someone to give her a hug and help her know it’s going to be okay.”

Carmine opened her mouth but I kept going before she could interrupt. “So I’m going to tell you what you want to know. I’ve been a lesbian my whole life. I knew it when I was half your age. Girls were all I liked and that was that. I wasn’t confused and I wasn’t turned into it. My parents couldn’t handle it when I came out. They’d already split up by then, but it just made my mom drink and smoke more. My dad, well, it did things to him, too, I guess.”

“They hit you?” Carmine asked.

I smiled without any humor. “The day I turned sixteen I went over to my dad’s but he wasn’t there. Wait, sixteen—that’s how old you are, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

I shrugged but hoped it would draw us closer. “So nothing. I looked around but didn’t see him, so I was going to walk back to my mom’s when I noticed the basement door was open but the light was off. I figured I’d better check. A lot of doors were open. I wondered if maybe somebody broke in or something.”

I turned to see Skyler staring intently at me. The immaculate blond’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears as I recounted the story in front of our charges.

“So I went down calling for him. Truth was I was hoping maybe he wasn’t such a dick. Maybe he’d set up a surprise party for me. Sweet sixteen, you know? Or better yet, maybe he’d finally accepted me for who and what I was?”

I paused to let that sink in. I’d been a girl once. I knew they kept secrets close that they didn’t tell anyone—even themselves. Hell, I still was a woman, even if I had certain modifications that included the replacement of my uterus with a state-of-the-art bio-identical hormone distribution system to turn me into a better cop. Or at least it had been state-of-the-art when I’d gotten it nearly twenty years ago.

“Well, it wasn’t the kind of party I had in mind,” I continued. “I remember smelling the cigarettes and tequila right before something hit me. Not something. Someone. Someone strong and big. I was tackled and thrown on a cot in the dark. I didn’t remember my dad having a bed in the basement but I really wasn’t thinking about that right then.”

I had her full attention now. She’d leaned forward on the couch and was staring at me.

“I struggled some, but he was so strong and I was so scared and so small. You think I’m short now, imagine me almost thirty years ago. Was I going to die? Was he going to kill my dad next or had he already? What about my mom—would he go after her too just to finish off my family? Nothing made sense, but I never even once thought about what was really going to happen. I was just a dumb kid. I didn’t know what the real world was like. I didn’t know what a man could do.”

I took a breath to keep my memories from becoming too real. I told the story from time to time to kids and parents who needed to hear about someone else who’d gone through a similar situation. It never made it any easier.

“I was tied up, gagged, and blindfolded. I didn’t fight. I was too scared. Then he cut my clothes off and if I didn’t stay still sometimes the knife cut me too. Sometimes it wouldn’t cut fast enough, so he just ripped them. I was so scared I peed myself. That didn’t stop him either.”

Carmine was caught up and hugging her arms across her belly as she leaned forward. I had her interested. More than interested; she was invested. This is what made reliving my experience worth it. Seeing the effect it was having on someone else. Someone who needed to know she wasn’t alone.

“It got brighter in that room. I had a sack over my head but it was thin enough I could see the light. I heard him breathing as he got closer. Heavy breathing. Hard breathing. Drunk and worked up from the work of capturing me, I guess. When he spoke, I wanted to die.”

“What?” Carmine whispered. She jerked and glanced around, as though she’d surprised herself by speaking.

“What did he say?” I asked her.

She nodded and stared into my eyes.

“He said, ‘You’re not a little girl anymore. It’s time you learned what having a man can do for you.’”

Carmine’s lips parted and she let out a tiny whimper. She clamped her lips together and glanced at her couch mates, but both girls were watching me. Sonia had tears running down her face. It was a story that rang all too close to home with her. I wanted to get up and hug her but I couldn’t. Not yet, anyhow.

“It was my father. You figured that out, right? You were right when you asked if he’d hurt me. If he’d...fucked me. He kept me locked up in his basement for twenty-four days and hurt me every one of them. Sometimes he raped me more than once a day. He took the gag off to let me eat and drink and I begged him then. I told him I’d do anything. Told him I’d be his perfect little girl. I’d go straight.”

“How’d you get away?” Carmine asked me.

“I didn’t,” I said. “My pleas fell on deaf ears. He was insane. Always drunk or worse. He didn’t have a job but somehow he had enough to keep himself fucked up enough to think that he could teach me something by raping me over and over. I wanted to die but he wouldn’t let me. He kept me trapped and tied up. I became an animal. When I couldn’t kill myself, I wanted to kill him, but I couldn’t.”

I paused to take a breath. Carmine’s eyes were shimmering and I knew without looking that Skyler was crying beside me. She felt my pain more than I did. But she knew more than these girls. She’d met my father and had somehow managed to keep herself from killing him with her magic. At least, the first time she stopped herself. The second time was different.

“One day—day twenty-five—he didn’t come down. Somebody else did. It was a police officer. Seeing me freaked him out. When he untied me, he barely got out with his life. I was crazy. I wanted nothing but to hurt every man I saw because it was every man’s fault. They had to keep me locked in the room until they called in a female officer. She was the one who made a difference. She was the one who saved my life.”

I smiled and wiped away the moisture in my eyes. Talking about Janice hurt too, but only because she left me too early. “Her name was Janice Wimple. She—”

Carmine straightened. “Wimple? That’s your name.” 

I nodded. “Yes, it is. She took me in and let me live with her. She helped me learn how to be human again. Until she was killed in the line of duty several years later. I took her name as my own because she’d been a better mother to me than my own had.”

“Wow,” Carmine breathed. She let out a breath and chuckled. She wasn’t laughing at me, just releasing tension and emotion. I smiled with her. “Is all that true?”

“Every word.”

“What about your father? What happened to him?”

“He spent the next twenty years in jail and when he got out, he died saving my life.”

“He what?”

“I killed him,” Skyler said and offered a meek smile.

“Holy shit,” Carmine said.

“That’s another story,” I told her. “But believe it or not, we ended things on good terms. I’ll never forgive him for what he did to that poor little girl, but I understand him now.”

Carmine shook her head and turned to look at the girls on either side of her. She saw their expressions and nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay.”


Chapter 2

“You’re amazing,” Skyler whispered as she draped her arms around my shoulders and pressed her luscious lips against my ear. It sent chills down my back.

“All the girls tell me that,” I teased and spun around in her arms. I caught her lips in mine and felt the tingle that raced through me every time we kissed. I didn’t know if it was her magic or good old-fashioned chemistry, but I craved it like a drug addict craves her next fix.

“I mean it,” Skyler said. “You opened Carmine up like a book waiting to be read.”

I chuckled. “Please, she hasn’t told me anything.”

“She was freaked out and you talked her down.”

I admit, I was proud of how I’d handled Carmine, but I had a lot of experience and training. Still, there’s nothing more rewarding than a job done well. “I had some great teachers,” I told her. “With a team like you and Nat, how could I not learn something?”

“I know what you’re doing,” Skyler teased. “You’re trying to use flattery to get into my panties.”

I cocked my head to the side and teased her right back, “You decided to wear panties to the dress rehearsal then?”

Skyler’s lips parted into a surprised smile. Her eyes narrowed and I knew I was in trouble. It was a good kind of trouble, though. “Play your cards right and you’ll get to find out later,” she said.

“If I don’t?”

“Then I’ll blindfold you first and you’ll never know.”

I growled and kissed her. “I love you so much, baby,” I blurted out once our lips parted. “I never would have guessed I could be so happy. Thank you. For everything.”

Skyler shook her head. “It takes two to be this happy,” she said. “Now get in there and make sure your girls are getting ready.”

“My girls? This foster idea was your idea.”

“Motherhood suits you well,” Skyler said.

I couldn’t stop my smile. It did; I admit it. I wasn’t their real mother, but I loved them like I was. I pecked her lips with mine again and swatted her butt. We both wore silver dresses with low backs. Not I-can-see-your-ass-crack-low, but still low. I didn’t feel any panty lines on Skyler’s ass so I had my answer. I couldn’t help it; it was the detective in me.

“Go!” Skyler demanded. She stepped back and pointed down the hall to the wing where the girls had their rooms. 

I blew her a kiss and turned around. On Skyler, the silver dress looked elegant and regal. On me, it made me feel silly. Such a beautiful dress on someone short and curvy. Yeah, I’d put on a few pounds over the years. Not many, but enough. I compensated with shoes. Skyler was the femme in our relationship and a clotheshorse. She knew fashion better than most designers. But even so, I was a shoe whore. The higher the heel or platform, the more I loved them. Damn straight, I was compensating!
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