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The drums started beating. The slap of toughened hide against stretched buffalo hide reverberated into a deep throb that I felt in my bones. It was my signal to move. I rose from a crouch, each subsequent boom matching a step of my jeweled feet on the rough wooden stage. If I got a splinter in my foot I was going to kick somebody's ass.

I spun with the beat, dancing across the stage and twirling my gauzy clothes. No, I wasn't wearing clothes, I was wearing an outfit. A costume, really. The kind of thing these people wouldn't recognize. It was cheap where I came from, along with the matching costume jewelry. Anklets that stretched to a hoop around my middle toe. The plastic emeralds matched the green paint on my toes. The jewels were fake but my toes weren't. I think my toes were cuter too, but to each their own. 

Don't get me wrong, didn't have a foot fetish, but I know the time I put into keeping my feet soft and supple. These people had no clue. They didn't know the pleasure my feet could bring. They didn't understand that my sloping arch and nimble toes could do things probably better than their fingers could. They didn't know that my feet were just something I used to get me from one place to another. No, my feet were beautiful... my feet were sexy.

They weren't focused on my feet though, mores the pity. They were staring at the loose skirt that hung off my left hip when I wasn't sending it floating into the air with a twist or a spin. They caught glimpses beneath it to my underwear. My thong, a collection of silk and sequins that caught the light from the lanterns and fireplace and glittered. 

There was glitter elsewhere too. Not that cheap stripper glitter either. That shit got everywhere and was a nuisance. No, I meant the fake gold and silver threading in my filmy scarves I'd tied into a shirt. The scarves had sequins too — what wanna-be harem dancer would I be if I didn't add those in?

A proper twist of a lift of my arm to run my metallic green painted fingers through my long black hair would leave a different kind of bling exposed. The emerald sapphire dangling from my belly button. That was real too, but I kept myself moving to the beat so nobody could focus on it and realize it was worth more than they would make in a year... if it was even fair to value a year of trading crops or coyote skins against what my belly button piercing had cost me.

The beat picked up and I went with it. My head rolled on my shoulders and my hair flashed about, obscuring the diaphanous veil I wore across my face. A mask for a mask. They didn't care, they weren't interested in my face. My mouth, maybe, but not because there was a conversationalist in the entire crowd of the bar.

I danced across the stage, teasing them with my hands brushing against my body and spinning to keep my costume floating in the hot air. I circled around my drummer and rubbed against her shoulders and back. I couldn't do this without her. She was more than my drummer, she was what kept me sane. She grounded me and made sure I took care of myself. Without her... well... I didn't like thinking about what my life would be like without her.

With perfect timing she reached out between beats of her native drums and snatched the tie across my right hip. My half skirt fluttered the ground as I danced away from her. I didn't feel the tug but I did feel the extra air caressing my hip and thigh. I felt so much now. It had almost driven me mad at first, but I learned to adapt to it. With my blood racing and the eyes of all these barely washed locals on me I was in danger of overheating.

The beat changed and I went with it, sliding down to the stage and writhing on it. Still no splinters!

I twisted and shimmied, legs lifting and waving and offering glimpses of flesh they'd never get to touch or smell or taste. I grinned as a thought came to me. Part of dance was improv, after all. I adjusted my routine and spun enough so my feet were pointing at my partner and my head at the crowd. I writhed, rolling my back and humping my hips up in the air in time with her steady beat. Then I did it— I threw my legs up in the air and folded myself in half until my shins were brushing my cheeks. I rotated my hips and bent my knees, bringing both feet down until I could kiss my green hued toenail on my big toe.

I did it to both feet and heard some muttering and gasping in the audience. I hid my grin. They hadn't seen anything yet!

My legs straightened and shot up in the air, pointing at the ceiling and driven higher by my hips raising. I had to put my arms out to help me balance as my weight shifted to my shoulders and neck. My shirt fluttered again, dropping down and collecting around my boobs. My belly ring inverted, falling upside down as it dangled toward my face.

I spread my legs, giving them a show that was met with hoots and hollers. The crowd loved it and I luxuriated in the exhibitionism. My skin was so sensitive I could feel their eyes on me. I don't know if it was possible, but it made me hotter. I wondered if my scarves were thin enough to burst into flame where they touched me?

I kept bending. The show wasn't over— not by a long shot! I'd always been flexible but this... this was something new. My legs spread and my knees bent, bringing my hips down. My back bent but there was no strain to it. I was beyond limber these days. I pushed my elbows into the stage to lift my body up higher so I rested on my elbows and the back of my head. I could almost make out the closest members of the audience at the top of my vision. The cheering had stopped and left only the rhythmic booming of my drummer.

I bent further and brought my legs down. My hips followed and I rotated my hips out to the side. I was doing side splits now while upside down. Inverted side splits? Whatever, that wasn't my goal. I was maximizing the view. Giving them what they needed even if they'd never known they needed it before tonight.

I opened my mouth and extended my tongue. It was there. I was there. I licked my underwear. Not the sequin studded waistband, the front of the gusset I licked it and I could smell myself in it. The crowd howled. That wasn't good enough, they could do better, they just needed me to give them a reason.

I bit the front of my thong. My teeth crushed into my skin and I nearly moaned at the sensation. I scraped them across the flimsy material and then bit down so I could act like an animal trying to tear them away. That got the rowdy volume I wanted. The men exploded, shouting and even leaping to the feet in some cases to get a better view.

I let go of my underwear and place a gentle kiss across them. Yeah, they were damp, and it wasn't just from my mouth.

I rolled further toward the audience and came down on my recently nibbled parts. I rolled and spun up, coming to my feet before they thought they might try to see what might be hiding behind the thread running between my cheeks.

I bounced and danced across the floor back to my partner. She kept drumming but I saw her wide eyes boring into mine. The lighting was poor but it was enough I could see the fire in her cheeks. Yeah, she didn't know I could do that either.

I winked at her as I danced and circled behind her again. I stopped back there and writhed to the beat while hanging on her. I bent forward to drop my hair so it hid us from the audience. The illusion was what mattered. What were we doing behind that curtain of shiny black hair? Her hands didn't miss a beat.

I spun around her again, rubbing against her and causing her to reach out for me between thumps on the drum. She missed me, of course, but caught a loose tie. This time I felt it, but I was supposed to. I gasped and spun as she pulled my tied together scarves off in a steady stream. I faced the audience, my breasts exposed but for the seamless green hued metal that circled my nipples and pierced them horizontally. They were on fire and they ached to be touched, cooled, bitten, or just generally abused in the most delicious of ways.

I stopped as the music did. I stared at the now silent crowd. They went wild, waving arms and cups, shouting and cheering, and some even throwing coins and other trinkets on the stage for me. I jerked my head and hugged my arms over my chest, covering myself and grinning shyly. I backed away, moving back until I could hide behind my partner.

She stood up and waved and, together, we slipped off the stage. I rushed through the door to the back room where I could get dressed while she returned to pick up the offerings from the stage and smile and greet my new adoring fans.
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I threw open the shutters and stood in front of the open window. I was burning up in spite of the cold desert night air. It was January and here I was baring my tits to the world— from a ground floor room, no less! Okay, so that wasn't surprising, the only thing I loved more than dressing up was not getting dressed at all.

I'd gone from being a closet nudist to an exotic dancer to a... well, I'm not sure what I was now. I'd been a bodyguard— sorry, personal security director— but that didn't turn out so well. The family I'd protected was alive and well but I'd been shot to hell. I took a leave of absence after that, and that led me back here, to the growing city that had built up on Dark Earth around the Phoenix portal.

The door opened, spilling light into the room from the hallway. I didn't bother turning, I knew who it was.

"Jesus, Amy, people can see you!" my partner said.

"I'm burning up," I said.

"You're always hot."

I grinned. "Aww, thanks. You're gorgeous too."

She sighed. "You know that's not what I meant!"

"Oh, so I'm ugly?"

She stomped her foot. "Damn it, you know you're the sexiest thing this side of the portal, knock it off and get away from the window."

"Shut the door," I told her.

"I need to light a lantern first."

I sighed. "If you shut the door no one will be able to see me," I explained. "No light unless they shine one in here."

"Yeah, but then I can't see either," she pointed out. "I don't have bionic eyes like you do."

I sighed, she had a point. I leaned through the open window and enjoyed the chilly air brushing across my sweaty skin. My nipples tingled with the sensation and it brought a not-so-silent gasp to my lips. I grabbed the shutters and pulled them back, blocking me from the outside world again before I turned around.

Carmine lit the lantern and adjusted the wick before turning and shutting the door. She turned back and stared at me. She shook her head. "God... you're something else."

I smiled. "Thanks... wait, that was a compliment, right?"

She laughed and sank down in a chair built out of saguaro ribs. "It's a lot of things," she admitted. "You amaze me and you scare me at the same time."

"Scare you? I'd never hurt you."

"Again?"

I winced at the verbal slap. I deserved it. We'd become friends— the best of friends— and then I'd disappeared for almost two years. "I meant physically. No! Wait, I mean I wouldn't... shit..."

Carmine sighed. "I know, we've talked about this. I shouldn't have brought it up. Still, it's always there, in the back of my mind. Are you going to go away again without any warning?"

"It was to protect you," I whined. "I... I got involved with people your mom wouldn't like. People you wouldn't like. I had to do it."

"Bullshit," she said. She shook her head and held up a hand. "No, we're not doing this again. You were wrong, I was right. Let's just move on. As long as you promise me you'll never drop me like a bad habit again."

I wanted to argue with her but I knew it wouldn't do any good. I wasn't wrong, she was. I had protected her. I worked for a man who built his fortune on a drugs, guns, and exploitation. His business was changing now, turning legitimate, but old habits die hard. His business didn't bother me. People were going to use drugs. People wanted guns. As long as there was demand there'd be supply. I learned that on the streets and found out there was entire college degrees focused on it when my boss's wife had insisted I get tutored and earn my GED. 

None of that was something Carmine agreed with. She'd swallowed her adopted mother's line of thinking, and her mom was a cop. Well, one of them was. Her other mom was a retired hooker that was now a powerful shaman. I didn't want to argue today though, not when we were so close. "You're here with me now, aren't you?"

"I'm here with you now because if I wasn't there's no telling what trouble you'd be in!"

She had a point but I didn't have to like it. "I'd be fine," I lied.

"No, you wouldn't," she stated and stared down at her hands.

The light sucked, but I had bionic eyes. They compensated for low light, or, if I needed to, I could just switch over to thermal enhancement. I zoomed in on her face and saw the wetness gathering in her eyes. Shit.

I stepped over to her and sank down to my knees in front of her. I took her hands in mine and forced her to look at me. "My idea of fine and your idea of fine are different. I'd be miserable, possibly bruised and bloody, but I'd still be swinging."

"That's not fine!"

I smiled and squeezed her hands. "That's why you're here. You make me better."

She nibbled her lip and sniffed before giving in. She leaned forward and hugged me. It wasn't nearly long enough of a hug, in my opinion. "Oh my god, you're all sweaty and hot."

"Duh! That's why the window was open."

"Fine, go open it, but if you're going to stand in front of it put a shirt on."

I pouted before walking over and opening the shutters again. Glass was expensive on Dark Earth— too expensive for a shitty bar like this to have, at least. I enjoyed the cool air for as long as I dared and then backed away from the window and sat on the bed. The mattress wasn't a mattress, it was a rough sack filled with chicken feathers and straw. It offered a little padding from the planks used to build the bed, but not much.

"It can't be healthy, you're like, always running a fever," Carmine said.

I shrugged. "I feel fine. I always liked being warm anyhow."

"And now you like freezing cold air blowing on you!"

"Busted!" I admitted and shrugged. 

"What's that mean?"

I blushed and said, "It feels good. It's not hurting anyone, so why not?"

"Why not?" she repeated and rolled her eyes. "Whatever they did to you... that scares me too. I'm scared for you."

"It's all tested tech they put in me," I protested. "Maybe not, like, completely tested on people but...well... I'm not entirely a person either, so that works."

Carmine gasped. "You are a person!"

"My mom was," I said. "My dad... well... you know."

"I still can't believe it," she said. "I know this place has different rules and different things... but people that aren't human?"

"Elves," I said. "That's what they call them, and humans either don't believe they ever existed or they think they're just fairy tales told to scare others. There aren't many of them... but they're out there."

Carmine blew out a sigh. "It's wild."

"That's where I got my ears from," I said.

"Those too," Carmine said with a nod towards my bare breasts. Well, not my boobs... my nipple rings.

"Yeah, that was the last time I saw him." The him in question was an elf. Sort of. I still don't know if he was real or not. I guess he had to be, he gave me the earrings and that was real enough. I didn't want earrings though, but that wasn't a problem. They were made out of some special metal that my kind could use magic to manipulate. I'd touched it with my mind— or something— and then shaped it to a needle that passed through where I'd taken my piercings out and then shaped it into the shape they were now. They were almost nipple shields, except the metal was paper thin where it bordered my areola and left my nipple fully exposed and, most of the time, hard. That was another reason I was happy to go strip down whenever I could, chafed nipples are a terrible thing!

"What's the point though? Heating you up like that?"

"They call it a metabolic enhancement. Makes me heal and recover faster, and helps keep me bikini ready year round. Makes me eat like a horse though."

"Wish I had that problem," she muttered.

"See, a little extra heat is worth it!"

She snorted. "Except when you don't eat I get scared."

"I know, I get hangry. I told you I'm sorry—"

She shook her head. "No, not that. You lean out way too fast and I hate seeing what they had to do to you. I hate being reminded of what you went through."

"Oh... that," I said and fell silent.

"You scared a lot of people," Carmine said.

I nodded. "I had a job to do. I don't regret it. Sophia and Lindy didn't deserve what was happening to them."

"They shot you in the face!" Carmine hissed.

"Back of the head too," I reminded her. "That's what dropped me on my way to Tank's helicopter."

She shook her head and looked away. "I swear you get a thrill out of scaring me."

"Hey, they covered my skull in some fancy titanium alloy, face too. There's no way that's happening to me again."

"Except when you get too skinny I can see the lines of the plates under your skin."

I smiled. "So keep me fat and happy and there's no problem."

Carmine snorted. "You couldn't get fat if you tried."

Carmine had always struggled with her weight. She looked good to me, but I was biased. Carmine was the closest thing to a guardian angel I had, so other than when I was a stubborn bitch, she could do no wrong. I hated seeing her frustrated though, so it was time to change the subject. "What about the guys in the crowd? The ones we heard about... they were there, did you run into them?"

"Put a shirt on and I'll tell you."

I pouted. "Fine, but I'm washing up first."

"Whatever."

I walked over to the basin and poured in some water from a pitcher next to it. I dipped a rag in it and soaked it before pulling it out. I started wiping myself down without ringing any of the water out, causing the water to spill down my body and form puddles at my feet.

She shook her head as she watched me "You're messy."

"Feels so good though," I practically moaned. "You have no idea."

"Be splashed with water?"

"I wish you could feel what I feel."

"Is this just a cheap attempt to get me to touch you?"

I stopped and looked at her. "Carmine, I love you like no other, but I know you're not into me that way. Besides... my love life is complicated."

"She's married," Carmine stated in a low voice. "And old enough to be your mom."

"Maybe, but you can't deny she's a MILF."

"Oh my god!"

I grinned.

"You're messed up," she pouted.

"Oh, I am very messed up," I agreed. "And it's not even really an affair because her husband— my boss— knows all about us and he's okay with it!"

"That doesn't make it right."

"I'm not arguing with you," I said while I finished washing my front. "I know I'm confused and screwed up. I swear I'm never going to do anything with her again and then something happens and I get sucked back in. Can I ask a favor?"

She rolled her eyes. "Turn around."

I grinned and spun so my back was to her. I raised the rag and held it out for her to take.

Carmine took the rag, wet it again, and then started washing my back. I shivered and let out a soft moan at how amazing it felt. Having her do it instead of me only made it that much better.

"Why are you so sensitive?" she asked.

"The stuff they injected into me," I explained. "Nano-something-or-other. It made my skin tougher and able to restore itself better. That's why I don't have any scars after all the surgeries. Doctor Helzinger said it was genetic therapy and changed how my skin on the genetic level. It made it more sensitive too. So much more. These days I'm a firecracker. Out there, on the stage, I almost had an orgasm when I... you know."

"Oh my god!" Carmine gushed as she held the rag against my lower back. I felt the water trickling down between my cheeks and it made me bite my lip. "That was a new trick. I've never seen you do that... how did you do that, anyhow?"

I laughed. "I just thought of it and went with it."

"But how?"

"Doc H did shit to my bones and joints too. Some kind of bone density stuff. Made my bones heal faster and get stronger, but he said that procedure almost always causes bone spurs and mobility issues, so they had to do some joint sculpting to enhance my articulation. I was pretty flexible before now I'm, like, double jointed everywhere."

"I heard most of the stuff they did to you, but I wasn't thinking straight after seeing you hooked up to all those machines. You looked like a mummy, you were covered in bandages. It all just kind of flew over my head," Carmine said while she finished washing my back. She dropped the rag back in the basin and slapped my bare butt cheek with her hand. 

The slap triggered another enhancement they'd put in me. I heard it, but barely felt it. I spun and flashed a grin at her. "You just spanked me."

"Don't pretend you didn't deserve it," she scolded me.

"Mmm, I'm not. I am wondering what I can do to get some more though."

"Oh my god!" she protested. "What about Martina?"

I sighed. "A spanking isn't cheating... well... unless it's for the right reasons."

"Wrong reasons, more like it," Carmine said as she sat down in the chair again.

I shrugged and pushed my thong down my legs so I could wash the rest of my body. I tossed it in the basin to hand wash when I was done.

"She loves you, you know."

I looked up at Carmine. "Sorry?"

"Martina. When Sophie called and told me about you and I showed up, she told me you guys had a thing. I didn't know what to think until I saw her sitting their next to your bed. She barely left your side for weeks. She loves you so hard it made my heart ache to see her suffering for you."

I swallowed and forced myself to continue washing my legs and feet. "I never knew that," I said at last.

"We all say a lot of things," Carmine said. "I hear tons of bullshit every day in my job as a private investigator. Promises and pillow talk and any kind of words people can spin to get what they want. We all hear it and we all say it... but the way we act, that's what really matters. That's the truth. She loves you as hard and fierce as she's every loved anyone."

I swallowed. "I... I guess I knew that."

"Do you?"

"Do I know that?"

"Do you love her that much too?"

Fuck.

"Amy," she pushed.

I sighed. "I don't know. Sometimes I think... maybe I do. But then I think I need to get away. It's complicated. Coming here and doing this... finding my brother... that's the excuse I used to get away. I needed a break from her. From Gabriel. From all of them."

"I don't understand."

I sighed. "Sophia, Lindy, they're great kids. They don't deserve to be hurt or have the shit coming down on them like it did. Sure, Sophia was a bitch to me for a while, but she's gotten over that. She's got a good heart, she just needed to be reminded of it. All of them did, really, even Martina."

"And Gabriel?"

I hesitated. "I... don't know what to do about him. He's been nothing but good to me, but he's done a lot of bad things."

"I thought you didn't care about that kind of stuff?"

I shrugged. "Normally I don't. The world's a tough place and it's going to eat you up and spit you out if you can't handle yourself. Some of the things he's done though... especially over here. These people are tough people, but they don't know any better. He's trapped them in ways they don't have the experience to understand, and the work that's being done is only going to cause more problems."

"You are taking the moral high ground?"

I laughed at myself. "I'm surprised too. The guys that took Fenris... they're trying to protect the people here, but they hurt my people in the process. I'm going to get him back, and I hope that means punishing them along the way. When it's over with though, I'm going to have to figure out what to do with Mr. Martinez's business over here."

Carmine nodded. "Whatever it is... whatever you do, I'm with you."

"Even if it's the wrong thing?"

Carmine smiled. "I'll bitch you out, but I'll do it in private. I know you, Amy. You'll never do something that will make me turn my back on you."

I stared at her and had to blink back a tear of my own. "I don't deserve you."

"No, you don't," she agreed with a grin. "But you've got me anyhow."

"I wish you were into girls," I admitted.

Carmine sighed. "Amy... you can't say things like that."

"Why, it's true?"

She shook her head and stood up. "Because when you say something like that to me, it proves you don't deserve Martina."

I winced. Martina. Fuck. "The way you said she feels about me, I would feel that way about you if you wanted me to."

She nibbled her lip for a moment and then sighed. "Oh Amy..."

My eyes grew bigger and something pushed down on my chest, trying to suffocate me. "See, that's what I'm saying!"

"I need some fresh air," she said.

I wanted to whip around point at the open window but it wasn't fresh air she needed. It was air without me near her.

"Figure out why what you said is wrong," she said and reached for the door.

"Wait! So you're saying there's a chance?"

I could feel her rolling her eyes before she turned back to glare at me.

I withered under her glare. I'd been trying to flirt and joke with my question. Looks like I missed the mark by, like, a lot.

"The two guys in the audience?" she said, her voice cooler now. "Mercenaries, definitely, but not well trained. They might know the guys you're after... or a contact to get to them, but there's no way they are on the same level as the men who took your brother."

"Oh... um, okay," I said.

"What are you going to do?" she asked.

I hesitated. I was going after them to see what they knew. If they knew a guy who knew a guy, then I needed to meet that guy. Fenris had been gone damn near a year now. My brother, kidnapped and taken from me. Spirits, the kid was only eleven— no, he was twelve years old now. I hadn't seen him since he was eleven.

"Amy?"

I swallowed. I knew what I wanted to do, but there was a reason I brought Carmine with me. She was smarter than I was in every way. "I want to find out what they know."

She stared at me. "I'm wasting my breath if I tell you to not do anything stupid, aren't I?"

I smiled in spite of myself. "I'll be fine."

"Which means bruised and bloody, doesn't it?"

Damn her and her memory!

"They're going to want to sleep with you after that show you put on."

I shrugged. "I've fucked worse."

She rolled her eyes. "Fine."

"Really?"

She sighed. "Just... be careful, okay?"

I grinned. If Carmine approved, I was golden. I'd have done it anyway, but knowing she signed off gave me one less thing to worry about.

She dug into her pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. She dumped them on the bed and said, "Here's our tips for Bling's performance."

"Our performance," I stressed. "I couldn't have done it without you."

"That was all Bling," she said.

"I am Bling."

She stared at me and blinked her eyes a few times. "Some days I wonder."

I stared at her, my eyebrows scrunched in confusion, as she turned and walked out the door of our room. What the hell was that supposed to mean?
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There were probably a few different ways for me to get what I wanted. I even thought up a couple of them, but I went for the one that seemed the most direct and obvious. I dried off and dressed in some native clothes— a threadbare skirt made of yucca fiber and a cloak made out of rabbit fur. It was more of a blanket wrapped around me, but it had sleeves for my arms and a hood to hide my hair. I wore some deerskin moccasins on my feet.

I didn't want to face the crowd in the common room though, so that left me with one option: the window. It wasn't large and it was high enough off the floor it wasn't easy. Lucky for me, I had a few tricks up my sleeve. 

A quick check to make sure no one was outside looking my way was all I needed before I took a few steps back. One quick breath later and I was moving. Two long steps and then I was flying. Arms first and then the rest of me sailed through the open window. I tucked and rolled across the ground and leapt up to land on the balls of my feet. I crouched, looking back and forth. Nobody was around.

I closed the shutters on our room and fluffed my fur cloak. I was still warm and the cool air felt good. My stomach rumbled a little, reminding me I hadn't eaten since before my stage act. Too late now, I had a job to do.

I slinked around the tavern and then crossed the street so I could slip into the shadows between a couple of buildings. It was after ten thirty but the skies were clear and full of bright stars. The moon was about a quarter full too, but in the narrow alley that wouldn't have met building codes back in Phoenix, it was nice and gloomy. A perfect place for me to crouch down and wait.

I wasn't very good at waiting. All the augmentations I'd been given made that worse. I had energy to burn now, and sitting with my thumb up my ass didn't burn many calories. Then again, if I actually did use my thumb it might... I'm kidding. I wasn't into backdoor play. Oh sure, in the heat of the moment sometimes things happened and it could be a lot of fun, but it wasn't something I went out of my way to get.

I shook my head. This was bad. I was bad. I'd never had this much trouble staying focused before. This wasn't my first stakeout either, but the others I'd done I'd had company so I could at least talk to someone. Carmine, of course. I went with her a couple of times after I was released from the hospital. I had nothing better to do and I needed some time away from the Martinez family. I hadn't been well enough to go off after my brother yet, but I could sit in a car just fine. I was lousy company though. I don't know why or how Carmine put up with me. 

I studied the rare people that walked up or down the street. Most of them came from the tavern and headed home. Ten thirty was early where I was from, but for these people it was after dark and pretty late. They were up at the crack of dawn and worked their asses off all day. Hunting, trapping, farming, building, mining, or whatever manual labor they had to do. By the time the sunset it was time for dinner and then winding down and falling asleep.

I guess we were a bad influence on the Mayans. Since the portal opened we'd been pushing through more and more. Expanding trade and visiting as tourists or even homesteaders. We brought our bad habits with us too. Sure, there were plenty of shady things going on over here already, but we added technology to the mix and that only made everything worse.

Technology was screwing this world over without any lube. Strip mining with no environmental laws to stop them and desperate grabs for power that exploited the workers. Plus the little criminals that found ways to smuggle guns, drugs, and people through the portal.

There was a certain beauty to life without all the technology. It was harder, for sure, but it seemed safer too. I was born here, on Dark Earth, but my mom smuggled me through a portal at a young age. She paid a price for it too and worked her ass off until the US Government caught up with her years later. Fenris had been born here though, even though his dad was one of the Diné on the Dark Earth side of the portal. Diné is Navajo for The People. That's what the people of the Mayan Empire were up here. Further south they were, well, Mayan.

The door opened again, pulling me from my thoughts, thank the spirits! Two men walked out. One of them slowed and coughed into his hand before hurrying to catch up with the other. They walked past me, unaware that they were my targets.

I let them get ahead of me before I stepped out and followed behind them. I matched their pace as they walked and noted the man on the right had the same cough a lot of people had been coming down with over here. Mr. Martinez insisted his mine wasn't causing it, but I wasn't so sure. They were after uranium, for spirit's sake! And, from what I'd heard, there was a lot more going on other than just mining too. Experiments... maybe this sickness was—

The hacking man doubled over and did some serious retching. I slowed and came to a stop while his buddy turned to watch him. He straightened after a moment of coughing so rough that I felt it in my ribs.

"You o— hey, move along. My friend's fine... he's just got allergies."

I ignored his demand and studied them. "You're not from here."

"Does it matter?" he snarled at me. "Go on, we've got nothing for you."

I moved closer to them. The man who wasn't sick reached for his pistol. I held up my hands and said, "Are you sure about that?"

The sick man took a step. He wasn't trying to go anywhere, he was staggering. Another coughing fit struck him and he had to put one hand on his thigh to support himself.

"Look, lady— squaw— or whatever you're called, I need to get my friend back and—"

"Back where?" I pressed and stepped closer to them. The man was sick and going downhill fast. It never occurred to me to be worried about that though. I didn't get sick. Like, ever. I've never had a cold or a sniffle. Never even had an infection, which shocked Dr. Helzinger. I didn't skimp on the antibiotics though. I might be a little dumb, but I wasn't that stupid.

"To our rooms," he said. "We're not looking for company, if that's what your after."

I glanced around for show and then reached up and pulled my hood back. He stared at me and then squinted. His eyes widened as he recognized me and I offered him a smile. "Are you sure about that?"

"What— you're that stripper!"

I nodded. The title stopped bothering me years ago. "I'm a dancer. My friend was the one that took my clothes."

He chuckled and then sent a worried glance at his buddy who was spitting something on to the ground. He looked back at me. "Why are you following us?"

"I didn't think you were from here... I... I wanted to make sure."

"Wanted to make sure? Why?"

I moved closer and looked at the bent over man. With my eyes I could tell he was spitting a mix of saliva and blood. "We should get him somewhere. He needs rest."

"Yeah, that's where we're going."

The man's legs trembled. I knew what was going to happen and lunged forward. The healthy mercenary reacted too slow to stop me. He watched me catch his buddy as he fell. I guided him to the ground and kept his head from hitting the hard packed dirt. When I looked up at the other man I saw his hand was on his pistol again but he hadn't drawn it.

"I'll help," I offered.

He grunted and moved over to grab his buddy. The man groaned and tried to help, but he was weak and didn't seem to be with it. I could hear the rattling in his chest with every shallow breath he took. I tried to get under his arm over my shoulder so I could help lift him.

"You're too short, I got him," the man said.

I sighed. For all the things I'd accomplished and all the technology I had in me, I was forever going to be too damn short.

"Where are you staying?" he asked.

"Why?"

"I'm going to help you get him there," I said. "You carry him, I'll open doors. Grab his legs. Whatever it takes!"

He got his buddy's arm over his shoulder and coerced the man to attempt to walk before jerking his chin down the road. "Down there, on the right. The long building."

"Okay," I said and started walking ahead of them.

"Why you doing this?" he asked after we started walking down the empty street. "I'm not paying you shit."

"I don't want money," I said.

"Then what?"

I glanced back at him. His voice was strained and his face was red. He was practically carrying his friend now. "You sure you don't want me to help? I can grab his feet and you get his shoulders."

"I got him," he growled.

I cringed and jogged ahead to the door to the longhouse. It was about the cheapest place they could stay, short of camping in the wilderness. I'd spent the night out in the wilds here, I don't recommend it. It's not like the Earth I grew up on. Here there are a lot more wild animals that aren't afraid of humans. There are more than that too... things that the animals are afraid of. Monsters.

The building was exactly what I expected: a long hall with some tables set up in the middle and a bunch of cots and bunks around the outer walls. There was a large fire pit in the middle and an opening in the roof above it to let the smoke out. Probably most of the heat too, but it was warm enough in there with at least a dozen people either sleeping, talking quietly, or doing whatever it was people did this late at night.

I held the door so he could wrestle his buddy through it. He turned and pulled him across the room to a bunk bed. He all but dropped him in the lower bunk and then stood up, sucking wind grimacing as he worked his right arm that had born most of the man's weight. 

I waited a moment and then glanced at the top bunk. "That yours?"

He followed my eyes and nodded. "Yeah, why?"

I untied my cloak and reach up to grab the timber frame. I had to jump— I'm short and it sucks— but I twisted in mid air and landed on my butt while facing him. I slipped the cloak off my shoulders and bared my chest to him... and the handful of people that were paying attention and not sleeping.

"What the fuck are you doing?" he hissed.

"Do you want me or not?" I asked.

"What? Why... well, yeah, but why should I put my dick in you? What's in it for you?"

I licked my lips and smiled. "I want to get out of here. Once you... put your dick in me... you'll realize you can't leave me behind. I want to go to your world, this one's got nothing left for me."

He barked out a laugh but his eyes went to my boobs. "Girl, I've fucked and forgotten more women than you've ever met. There's nothing you can do that I haven't done before and probably done better."

"My name's not girl," I said. "And you're wrong. That's a bet I can't lose."

"Oh yeah? What is it? Not that I'll remember tomorrow."

I smiled and untied my skirt so I could unwrap it spread my legs so he could see the firelight sparkle on the piercing between my legs. There was no way a native girl would have the jewelry I had, let alone the belly and hood piercings I had, but I had him distracted enough by now that he didn't even realize it. "I'm Bling," I said.

He grinned and stepped in between my legs. "Yes you are."
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




Randy stunk. Randy, that's the guy with the sick buddy and the dick he wanted to put inside of me. I let him, but I managed to get him to take me from behind so I only had to fake my breathing and moans and not my expressions. It didn't take him long. A couple of minutes of ramming himself into me was enough to make him stiffen, shudder, and then roll off and let out a happy sigh. I felt some of him run out of me. Guess I got the wet spot.

"They scan people at the portal," Randy said.

I lay still a moment, recovering from the stink of his breath before saying, "Okay."

"You don't talk like you're from here," he accused me.

I switch to Navajo and said, "For having such a big dick, it's a shame you don't know how to use it."

His eyes narrowed. "What'd you say?"

"I said, 'You have a large spear, there must be many women that want to be yours, why haven't you chosen one yet?'"

He grinned at my blatant lie. Compliment a man about his dick and the job's all but done. "There's been a few that tried, but they don't like my work taking me away."

I reached down and rubbed myself between my legs. I was a sticky mess and I regretted doing it as soon as I felt it. "I would think a little time off would be good, I'm going to have a hard time walking after you stretched me like that."

He chuckled. "Point is, I can't get you through. You'd need a lot of money or someone with some kind of clout on the other side to pull some strings."

I pouted. "You tell me this now after you've ruined me for other men?"

"I'm not your first," he said. "I seen you dance too, you're a whore."

I bit my lip and rolled away from him. The inside of my thighs were slippery.

"Oh come on, don't pretend you're not," he said.

I sniffed a few times and then said, "I'm trying, okay? I... life is hard here. My people... my family, they're gone."

He rolled up behind me and put hand on my shoulder. "You're a hell of a dancer, where I come from you could make a lot doing that."

"But I can't get there," I reminded him.

He grunted.

"I was going to be a healer," I lied. "I learned all the dances. Rain, Warm, Crops, Love—"

"There's a love dance?"

I nodded and risked a glance over my shoulder. I couldn't see his face but I kissed his fingers. They were a little dirty, but at least they didn't smell bad. "Yes, to help make babies."

"Oh! That kind of love... hell, you put on a hell of a love dance at the bar earlier. Every man in there was ready to give you a baby, even Jerry and he said he was seeing two of everything."

"Jerry?"

"Yeah, my partner in the bottom bed. He was hoping for a little more out of the girl on the drums though, if you know what I mean."

I knew what he meant but I was trying to be an ignorant native. That fit the fantasy vision most of these mercs had in their head. "That was my friend, she plays the drums for me."

He bought it and laughed. "No, I meant—— never mind. It doesn't matter."

I frowned and then shrugged. "I'm not old yet, I can do many things for you. I cook, I clean, I... make love."

"You're talking different now."

I sighed. "I'm trying to be what you want," I lied. "You want a dumb savage, I can do that for you. You want more... I can try to do that too."

"Be who you are," he said. "Not like it matters."

I rolled over and captured the hand that had been on my shoulder in mine. We were inches apart. "It matters to me," I said.

"What, you saying you love me because I fucked you?"

I bit my lip and shook my head. "No... but I will if you let me."

"You will what, love me? Or fuck me?"

"Yes," I answered. "Both."

"You can't just love somebody!"

I shrugged. "Take me with you and I will."

"You don't even know me!"

"I will," I promised. "I will find out what you like. I will give it to you."

"What if I like ice cream?"

I frowned. "Ice cream?"

"It's frozen milk, more or less."

"How... it doesn't matter. Take me to your world and I will make it for you."

He laughed. "What if I like anal sex?"

I blinked and then nodded. "Then I will be ready for you to take me there whenever you like."

"Bullshit," he said while staring into my eyes. I didn't blink. He shook his head, "You're full of it."

"I was full of you," I said. "Now I'm empty."

He snorted. "So how would this even work?"

"You get hard and then we—"

"I know how that works!" he sputtered. "I meant how would this work with us? Between us? Whatever..."

I nodded. "You have a home over there, on the other world? Take me there. I will be your woman. Whatever you want me to do, I will do. I will take care of you and your home. Make money when you are away and greet you when you come back."

He studied me for a long moment before he asked, "What do you get out of this?"

"A home," I said. "A new family, someday. Someone, at least, that needs me. If none of that, then at least I'm not here, wondering if I'm going to have food and a place to sleep every day. I won't worry about being eaten by wolves or coyotes...or worse."

He thought my words over for a moment. "You're the sexiest little thing I've ever laid eyes on, I admit. You could use bigger tits, I suppose, but I'm not complaining. Not the best fuck I've had either. You're asking for a lot."

"I can be better."

He raised an eyebrow.

"You blood was up," I explained. "You were ready. This time I will make you last. You'll see. This will be better."

"Little lady, you're going to have to prove it."

The mess between my legs, alarming and nasty as it was, had affected me. During the best of times my sex drive was a few levels above healthy. Now, even the situation and partner weren't ideal, I was fighting the urge to rub my legs together and try to scratch the itch that my legs just couldn't scratch. I didn't speak, I acted. I slid down the bed and kissed his chest and belly through his shirt. I kept going and fumbled with his belt and pants, pretending I wasn't familiar with the modern fasteners. Finally I had them undone and I tugged his pants down. There he was, flaccid flesh resting amidst a nest of dark curls. I could smell us on him from before, his juices and mine. I know it says bad things about me, but that scent stoked the fires in my belly.

I took him between my lips and went to work. I tasted what I'd smelled, a mix of the two of us. Our most primal flavors. Spirits-be-damned, I was drooling in his lap because it made my mouth water. Good thing I knew a sloppy blow job was a good blow job.

But wait, all this talk of Martina and Carmine... and now Randy? What the hell kind of game was I playing? I wasn't a lesbian, but I wasn't straight either. I wasn't anything... but at the same time I was a sexual being. A very sexual being. This scenario was weird and kind of gross, and it turned me on that much more because of it. I was embarrassed to be doing what I was doing and embarrassed to be turned by it, which only turned me on more.

I'd promised him a wild ride he wouldn't forget. It was an act. A lie so I could get him to trust me and tell me what I wanted to know. The best lies are based on truth though, and it was a fact that I was give him a time that he would never forget!
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I woke up because my bed jerked. I kept my eyes shut  and hoped it would go away. Quite the opposite, it happened again. The wood creaked and I could make out another sound. A hissing noise, regular, but rapid. There was some soft popping too. Now I had to open my eyes. And my mouth. Great spirits, what was that taste in my mouth? What had I— oh! That's right. I did that. That's why my jaw was a little sore too.

The room was barely lit, the fire had burned low to embers. It was cold too, but I had... shit, what was his name? Randy! Randy had wrapped his arms around me and spooned me from behind. Speaking of from behind, I guess I hadn't taken care of him enough because I felt him poking my behind.

I wiggled out from his grasp and slid off the bed. The frame groaned some more before my feet hit the ground. Even inanimate objects insulted me, asking how a petite little thing like me could weigh so much. Stupid bed.

The bottom bunk was the noises were coming from. Randy's partner, Jerry, had thrown back the blanket Randy had tossed over him last night. His skin was pale and waxy and covered with sweat. I activated my thermal vision and almost pulled back. He was burning up. Like, literally. I expected him to burst into flames. My bionics told me he was almost a hundred and nine degrees. I thought that was deadly, but I wasn't quite sure.

I looked up at Randy and reached over to grab his arm. I gave him a shake and hissed, "Randy, wake up! Your partner... he's sick."

Randy groaned. He blinked his eyes open and looked at me. A few more blinks and he picked his head up so he could get a better look. His eyes lingered on my body and I remembered I was still naked. My ass was to the rest of the room but, well, I was naked. Oops. He grinned.

"Jerry's really sick," I said again.

He shook his head a little and grunted. "Yeah, I know."

"No, like, really bad. He's burning up."

Randy frowned and threw the sheet back. He rolled out of bed and slid down, landing with a thud beside me. He grimaced and picked up one leg, bending it at the knee and flexing it a few times while he looked at Jerry.
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