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Chapter 1

Torture





Friday, November 26, 1999 

It was Ivy’s first time watching the kill.

The walls dripped with moisture. Rancid human juices stained the stiff air, coating Ivy’s youthful body with a sheen. As she reached the last step, she took a deep breath of copper and rotting flesh. The circular basement was more like a cave. It was a womb for the tortured.

Dim light cast an orange hue over the collection of custom-welded devices lining the walls. Merv—or Mad Merv, as she liked to call her grandfather—aspired to create an inviting ambience, despite the fate of his guests. She’d spent most of her week down here, polishing each of his creations to a shine. Not a trace of human essence remained on any of the iron-and-steel surfaces.

It was serendipitous that she was nearing adulthood just as her grandfather was showing signs of his age. His meticulous execution had begun to falter lately, as he seemed to forget things. Four weeks away from her eighteenth birthday, she was ripe for the picking, more than ready to take part in Merv’s underground activities.

As she walked across the room, the principal attraction came into full view. The Iron Maiden, a masterpiece shaped to look like a woman and large enough to hold an adult. The inner walls were lined with spikes, strategically placed to pierce around the internal organs, causing a slow bleed out. Merv had moulded it with blazing fire, modelled after the design supposedly used in a Nuremberg execution in 1515, though evidence that this really occurred was lacking. The old methods of torture inspired him. He had followed the description provided by Johann Philipp Siebenkees. Merv has fashioned his maiden to reflect a rather sophisticated-looking version of her face, a tribute to his beloved granddaughter. 

She had to admit, it was a masterpiece. He insisted he was self-taught, despite her suspicions that perhaps he’d been a professional welder. There was very little she knew about his past.

Ivy plucked a pair of latex gloves from the centre table and pulled one over each hand with a crisp snap. Merv, already hovering over his creation, vibrated with excitement. His thick, white hair shone under the glow of the room.

He turned to face her when he heard her approach. “Apple of my Ive.”

She smiled at his sincerity. He’d been calling her this nickname, his version of the old saying apple of my eye, ever since she could remember. She loved it. She hoped nothing would change when she turned eighteen. Her mother, Celine, had never approved of how much Merv doted on her. But…Celine had perished nearly six years ago on Ivy’s twelfth birthday, and thus, wasn’t here to give Ivy any disapproving looks. Ivy still resented how it had all played out.

“This is your big moment.” Merv beamed.

“It is.” She sidled up next to him.

The double doors of the Iron Maiden were open, exposing the man inside. Sweat poured down his face as he squirmed in desperation. Hefty, buckled straps wound around his neck, wrists, and ankles, holding him upright against the back wall of the metal masterpiece. His gaze darted wildly around the room, taking it all in. Ivy wondered what it was like from his perspective. Was the realization overwhelming? Were his insides cringing? Was his brain seizing? Who was he thinking about?

A jolt of electric energy sizzled through Ivy. She’d never witnessed the kill before. She’d pictured it hundreds, no, thousands of times.

“Let’s begin.” Merv pointed his finger upward.

“Will I get to do it?” Ivy bit her bottom lip. It was her dream to close the doors and click the switch to trigger the spikes. She wanted more than anything to be the one to cause the screams of the victim.

“That’s not the plan.” Air whistled through the gap in Merv’s front teeth. “You know.” He frowned. The muscles in his upper arms quivered. He’d always been tough as nails, strong and muscular from lifting sheets of metal. Lately, his frame seemed gaunt. Along with his muscles, his appetite was also dwindling.

“I know. I will observe and learn.” She pouted.

“You know that won’t work on me.” His dentures clicked as he chided her. “Your time will come. If we stick to the plan, you will have your moment, the night that we celebrate your eighteenth birthday.”

She relaxed her shoulders and retreated. She knew better than to argue with Merv. Besides, she didn’t want to. He’d been good to her. He was the only one who had ever understood her. Yet, her desire to kill burned hotter every day.

“Shall we begin?” Merv nodded.

Their guest turned restless. A muffled plea escaped his lips as he struggled within his metal cage.

“Oh, look at this. He’s eager to continue.” Merv clapped his wrinkled hands together. “Are you ready?”

“Yes.” She licked her lips as she pulled her long, chestnut hair back and secured it with an elastic.

Merv clicked a switch on the front of the maiden. The spikes retracted into the several inch thick iron doors. He’d customized the design to amplify the fear factor. First, the victim would be entombed in the iron cage, then he would be surprised by the trigger of the spikes suddenly piercing into his flesh.

Merv grasped the handles on each of the two doors. A loud creak echoed through the quiet space as he inched them toward the body of the maiden. The cries of the man inside intensified.

Ivy stared into his eyes, bright blue and alive with panic. Even after the doors were closed, she’d still be able to watch his reaction through the opening that Merv had fashioned.

Merv pushed against the doors. Several inches remained.

Ivy bit her bottom lip and swallowed.

Two inches away.

Excitement roiled within the pit of her belly.

One inch away.

She took a couple of steps forward, wanting to hear every sound. Screeches echoed from within the maiden, bouncing off its walls. The doors clicked as Merv pushed them into place. The smooth iron gleamed under the orange glow of the dungeon as Merv’s hand hovered over the switch mounted on the front.

Ivy pictured the spikes piercing flesh and the blood pouring down the man’s body, pooling on the floor of the maiden.

She shuddered. Saliva drizzled down the back of her throat.

The man inside looked directly at her. She grinned.

“Good girl.” Merv praised her reaction. “Now, the show.” A click reverberated through the thick silence as he triggered the switch.

A series of wet thwacks sounded. The man behind the metal squealed like a schoolgirl.

Hot blood surged through Ivy’s veins. Vigorous tremors hijacked her body. Sparks ignited her feminine parts.

Merv turned and walked toward two chairs set a couple feet away, facing the torture device head on. She’d always admired his chair, set in the prime position for whatever show he was putting on. It was time for her to claim the second chair that had appeared a few days ago.

They settled into their thrones and sat silent for several minutes before Merv spoke. “It could be up to a full week.” His dentures clicked and clacked. “The first few hours are fascinating. The spikes having freshly pierced the skin, this is when the blood flow is the heaviest. Once it eases up to a slow trickle, and our guest is past the initial shock, the body will attempt to defend itself. The blood will clot around the wounds. Without removal of the intrusive objects, the flesh won’t close, and the blood flow will continue. Slowly.”

Ivy’s eyes remain glued to those staring out from the maiden as she took in every word. When she’d first seen the torture device, a sense of awe overtook her. She’d read every scrap of literature she could get her hands on about the fascinating device. Yet, she grasped onto each word Merv spoke as if it were the first time she was hearing them.

“Tell me again about the spikes.”

Merv patted her gloved hand with his own. “Iron clad. Strong. Sharp but short. The internal organs remain intact, the heart still pumping and the lungs still filling. The Iron Maiden is one of the most effective of devices. As the victim bleeds out over a matter of days, his or her condition worsens, and the mind weakens. The desire to speak of secrets increases with each tick of the clock.”

“How long will he be with us?”

“Depending on how strong our guest is, he could remain with us for a few days, even a week. It’s an estimation, based on my experience with my previous guests. During this time, we will be most accommodating. We will keep him company for a good portion of his stay. Of course, at night, we will all need our rest. We will provide him with a warm and comfortable setting to endure his journey. We will rejoin him bright and early each morning to welcome him. He won’t be lonely.” The whistle between Merv’s teeth heightened and eased in time with the rise and fall of his voice. “Water will be the only thing that we give him, to ensure that he doesn’t perish before he fully bleeds out.”

They sat in silence for a while, grandfather and granddaughter, sharing a passion that crossed the decades between them. Ivy relished in the panic and pain seeping from the blue orbs as she imagined the spikes now settled deep within flesh, safely away from critical lifegiving organs. She pictured the blood oozing around the holes, coagulating into globs of scarlet. The body would fight, but it would lose. Ivy would be here to watch every stage of the process, side by side with her grandfather, the one who had taken her in and taught her everything she needed to know.

She settled back against the soft cushion of her chair. The Iron Maiden was a masterpiece. Literature argued over its existence. It was well and alive at this very moment. She only hoped that her role in the family business would indeed become more prominent, as Merv had promised. His deteriorating mind worried her. If her first kill wasn’t perfect, her destiny was at stake.








  
  

Chapter 2

Kill





Friday, December 3, 1999 

The room had a wet heat to it. A metallic tinge licked the air. The overhead light burned on high volume. The vibe was electric. Ivy nestled back against the soft cushion of the chair. A killer queen perched on her throne with a prime seat.

The young man held captive by the Iron Maiden whimpered regularly. Blood slithered from the bottom of the iron casing, a thin translucent skin forming over the partially coagulated pool on the floor.

She pulled her freshly washed chestnut hair back into a low ponytail and secured it with a thick elastic. As she slid a pair of earphones over her ears, a jolt of excitement shot through her. She’d found the perfect soundtrack for her debut experience of watching the life drain out of a human being.

She’d witnessed death. Many times. Once, nestled in a cross-legged position on the grass of the backyard of her childhood home, she helped a large black squirrel cross to the other side. Cradling his tubular body in her palm and gripping his throat hard enough to force his mouth shut, she slid the tip of a jackknife down the length of his body, neck to anus. The knife belonged to Rodney, one of the jerks at school. She pretended to flirt with him and slid it right out of the pocket of his team jacket as he blushed and all the blood rushed to his brainless head.

As the hot blood poured from the creature, trickling over her fingers, electric excitement sizzled through her veins. She was so entranced, she didn’t hear her mother approach from behind. Her mother’s shrill shriek caused her to jump, losing her grip on the squirrel. It limped away as she froze against a bombardment of vile phrases thrown at her. She was disappointed that she missed the final moments of its suffering.

Today, she wouldn’t miss a single second.

She pushed play on her ruby-red Philips Discman. Powerful tendrils thrust through her veins as the guitar riff unfolded. Iron Maiden was Merv’s secret gift to her. She’d found the stack of records tucked in the back of his bedroom closet one afternoon when he had gone into town. The moment she’d dropped the needle on Fear of the Dark, she was hooked. She didn’t dare ask him about it. As she couldn’t very well sit at the dining room table listening to them when he was around, she’d found the CD versions and built up her own collection.

The singer’s voice vibrated through her ears. His story of walking alone on a dark road soothed her soul. She found the lyrics haunting and poetic, a reflection of her own journey. Although it was nothing more than a coincidence, her toes curled in delight at the realization that their name matched that of the device that would pop her human-death-show cherry.

As the song progressed, Ivy looked straight into the half-open eyes of the dying man. When he saw her gaze, he forced his drooping eyelids open and silently pleaded with her. Did he really think she was going to help him? A sign of unbridled desperation.

A perfect cocktail—one part panic and two parts pain—seeped from his expression. A tear slid down his cheek. The moist air, tinged with copper, wove up Ivy’s nose. The bright lights electrified her own eyes. All of it made the blood surge through her veins, her stomach flutter with butterflies, and her heart beat hard against her chest.

She couldn’t wait to hear his last breath and watch his eyes turn glassy.

It would have been cool if Merv had been here with her, but it was the middle of the night and he was fast asleep. When they checked on their guest before heading to bed, the young man barely responded. As Merv had held a vial of smelling salts through the opening in the face of the maiden, the young man moaned weakly. His eyes didn’t open. Merv predicted that the man likely wouldn’t be alive in the morning. He’d had no problem calling it a night and missing the big show. Ivy could swear that he’d spent all night down in the basement on multiple occasions when she’d first moved in. Now, he refused to miss a good night’s sleep. Unlike him, she’d never witnessed the final moments of life drain from a human. She wasn’t about to miss her opportunity. 

Ivy stared at the ceiling for hours until she finally slipped out of bed and down the stairs. She couldn’t sleep at a time like this.

The song ended. She hit repeat. Her skin crawled as she lost herself in the power of metal. She’d never felt more ready for anything in her life.








  
  

Chapter 3

Display





Saturday, November 4, 1999 

The moon shone bright in the midnight sky, a beacon guiding them to their destination. The isolated road stretched out in front of Ivy as she gripped the steering wheel of the eighty-nine Dodge Ram. The driving conditions were good. Fall had failed to turn to winter. The temperatures had been consistently above freezing, and the occasional light dusting of snow had melted the moment the flakes hit the ground. Merv, hunched over the passenger seat, hadn’t made so much as a peep for several minutes.

“Next right?” Ivy asked. She knew it was. The question was more of a check in on Merv. She’d studied the map a million times, over excited about her debut involvement in Merv’s most recent kill.

“Yes.” Merv pushed himself up against the seat. “Then a left.” The whistle of air through the gap of his front teeth seemed louder than usual.

She twisted the steering wheel, guiding Merv’s clunky Dodge Ram down a side road. It didn’t corner like her Pinto. They were on the outskirts of Beiseker. With a population of less than a thousand, it was categorized as a village. Ivy nearly rolled her eyes now thinking of how much Merv loved that they were surrounded by villages, as if they were back in medieval times. He usually disposed of his guests on his acreage, or in the thick blanket of woods surrounding the property. Many times, she’d crept from her bed in the middle of the night, pulled her coat over her nightgown, slipped on her boots, and made her way toward the single light shining through the darkness. Each time, she would find Merv, sweat pouring down his face and bare arms, white tank top clinging to his muscles, shovel in hand, dirt flying fast, building a pile next to an open excavation.

When she turned sixteen, he’d invited her into the old barn converted into his workshop. She’d been involved in creating his devices. She knew what they were. Their purpose. He had the same tendencies as she did. It was the reason he was the one who understood her. She’d always wondered how long he’d been hosting guests and keeping them forever on his property.

“Next right.” He repeated his instructions.

“Thank you.” She cranked the steering wheel. They rolled down a road covered by a rooftop of branches stretching out from trees lining both sides like bony fingers. The black branches dimmed their moonlight guide. Ivy squinted, trying to see the road.

“There it is.” Merv leaned in toward the windshield, pointing a finger at the house.

The house appeared. Old. Tattered. Pieces of siding hanging at obscure angles. A grandiose air clung to the massive dwelling. Once a dignified house. Now a forgotten place. She wondered what it looked like inside. Was it like their house? Crumbling on the outside, but shining on the inside? She pictured a family sitting down to dinner in a chandelier-lit dining room.

“The Beiseker Butcher,” Ivy whispered. Her veins sizzled with fresh energy. She couldn’t help but be excited. Good ol’ Mad Merv had told her all about Robert Dawning. He’d lived in his mansion perched in the middle of a massive acreage in the prairies for decades. Had a wife and three kids. They lived a quiet life, isolated from the rest of the world. After killing a baker’s dozen, he took the life of his family, then himself. Some said that he’d made a deal with the devil and was burning for his sins in the depths of hell. Merv said he was one of the real ones, a bona fide torturist committed to the old ways. Merv had even fashioned a tool for Robert, which to this day hadn’t been found.

Ivy put the truck into park. A creak echoed through the silence of the night as she pushed the door open. She walked toward the house and looked up at the large windows staring her down like black eyes.

Merv shuffled up behind her. “Yup. This is it. The mansion of a man who knew the ways of the old world.”

“Where will we put him?” Ivy asked.

“Our guest? Oh, we will place him in a special spot. In honour of Robert.” Merv smirked.

He turned and walked back to the truck. Ivy followed. A click pierced the night as Merv unlatched the bed of the truck. Their guest, wrapped in thick plastic, lay still.

Merv handed her a pair of fresh gloves. He snapped his own pair over each of his hands. She pulled the tight plastic over her cold fingers. Merv grunted as he pulled the body toward the edge of the truck. His mouth twisted and sweat trickled down his face.

Ivy remembered watching Merv in the darkness, her nightgown fluttering in the chill breeze. Back then, he could lift a full adult without a sound. She didn’t mind taking on an equal partnership in the family business. Her stomach roiled at the thought that her partner was becoming a liability. He’d taught her the most meticulous habits. Recently, his sloppiness astounded her.

Merv turned to face her. “I know how strong you’re becoming. You’re ready for this. We’ll lift him together, then carry him to the front porch. We’ll take our time.” He smiled.

Ivy nodded.

Merv grabbed their guest from the bottom, securing his gloved hands underneath the middle of the legs. Ivy slipped her hands underneath the shoulders, the wrapped head resting on her chest. Merv looked at her and nodded. Plastic crinkled as they lifted. Her biceps bulged under the weight. Crunches crackled as their boots shuffled over the gravel driveway leading up to the house. They reached the front porch. Ivy turned her back to the house and lifted her feet one at a time up the half-dozen stairs. The wood creaked and moaned under the weight of her boots.

The moon made a brilliant return, breaking through grey wisps of clouds at the very moment they settled their gift-wrapped guest onto the cracked wood of the porch.

Merv stood back and smiled. “Now, we get to the fun part. We’ll unwrap him and put on one hell of a display.”

“Have you ever left one like this?” Ivy couldn’t resist asking the question. She’d been dying to know ever since Merv had announced that they needed to share their guest with the world to make a statement. To show the world what they were capable of.

“Oh yes.” Merv’s eyes lit up. “Back in the day, I left my share of displays. Got to be careful, though, how many you leave, and how often you leave them. You need to be strategic with your decisions.”

“How many?”

“My dear, apple of my Ive, I will give you all the answers you seek. At this moment, we must tend to our guest here.”

She nodded. Of course. They had work to do. A thrill shot through her at the thought of hearing Merv’s stories.

“First, we unwrap.” Merv crouched and went to work.

Although she’d rehearsed this millions of times in her mind, she followed Merv’s motions in appreciation of his lead role in the family business. Things were shifting. Yet, she still had a sense of loyalty to the man who cared for her and understood her.

Once fully exposed, they positioned their guest in an old rocking chair beside a large window looking into the grand living room. They stretched his hands over the edge of the arms of the chair and hooked his fingers around them. Up close, the glassiness of his still eyes, the bloody signs of torture, and the ripped skin were obvious.

Ivy stepped down from the porch and shuffled backwards several feet.

From afar, their guest looked like a man sitting in a chair, watching the sunrise from the comfort of his front porch. Out here by the window of an abandoned house on the side of a deserted road, only the occasional car drove by. The next house wasn’t for miles. Vast fields and dense forest spanned all directions. Not a single sign of humanity.

She wondered how long it would be until someone noticed their guest.
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Chapter 4

Hot Rock





Tuesday, December 7, 1999: The Warehouse, Toronto 

A cosmic stream of pink, orange and purple pulsed over the stage, beckoning its rock star to take his place. Gem-doused groupies in tight leather, holding glasses of cheap liquor in both hands, cluttered at the lip of the stage, silently fighting for the centre spot. Glammed up in black pleather pants and matching jacket, Stella sipped a double bourbon. She rooted her boots solidly against the floor, shielding the pressing crowd with her clenched shoulders. This was Stella’s spot. Hell would turn icy before she gave it up.

It had been thirty-seven days since Detective Stella Mahoney had plunged into a night of disco biscuits, double bourbons, and heavy metal. Since she’d sexually ravaged a buffet of strangers and stared into the olive eyes of the very killer she was hunting. Everything was on track. She couldn’t take it for another second.

Tonight, she’d blow her life apart.

She fluffed up her strawberry blonde curls with her free hand. The savage energy within her simmered on high. She’d used her Mahoney instincts, the trait she’d inherited from her detective father, to hunt serial killers. Despite her rookie status at only twenty-two years old, it was time she used her internal wiring to guide her own destiny.

A long pull of her bourbon left a sting in the back of her throat.

The last time she’d let the fingers of a metal show caress her heart, she’d been at Vintage on Electric Avenue. Acid burned the back of her throat as she tried to swallow for the millionth time the fact that the Skin Peeler had seduced her. Lolita’s olive eyes haunted her. She could still feel the touch of a killer’s tongue on her own ivory skin. Stella wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to forgive herself.

Sutton, her boss, had. Parker, her partner, had. Of course, Jakey, her wiz-kid analyst, had never held it against her for a moment. He kept reminding her that she had been de-badged, kicked off the highest profile case to hit their city in nearly a decade, and that she’d done what any normal human being would do—numbed the pain with a few drinks.

What he didn’t know was that she’d jumped onto an ecstasy-laced, bourbon-doused ride for the night, and everything had blurred together.

It was her fault that she ended up in an after-party with a guitar goddess, a plethora of starstruck groupies, and the Skin Peeler. She took another slug of the bourbon and tried to clear her mind of the invasion of memories she wished she could burn from her brain.

Rumbles from the stage grabbed her attention. It was almost time.

Could she do this?

Like any of her other bourbon-metal-sex binges, she’d plunged into an alcohol buzz in the depths of a sweaty dive joint. Her body buzzed with the anticipation of the lustful prowl she was about to unleash on the lead singer.

Despite the familiar situation, tonight was different. Tonight, what she was about to do would destroy everything that was going right for her. Her grip on how many nightcaps she indulged in. The impeccable record she had at work for taking orders and working well with others. Tad. The golden-haired, smooth-voiced singer who had somehow taken the title as her boyfriend.

When he found out she’d sexually ravaged a rock star for the hell of it, he’d throw her out of his life. Her first genuine relationship would be over before it developed solid roots. She simply couldn’t take it anymore. The intimacy between her and Tad was suffocating.

An electric guitar sent vibrations through the space. The gem-covered groupies nestled against the stage. Stella pushed back against them as they attempted to jostle her aside. A redhead in hot-pink pleather and red high heels and a blonde in tattered jeans and high black boots simultaneously eyed her up and down with disgust. Pink Pants curled her blood-red lips into a sneer. Stella smirked and raised her glass, then took a long gulp. She licked her top lip, tasting a hint of cherry in the red gloss she’d dabbed on. No way in hell she was giving up her position for a couple of sluts. It was her turn to be the slut, and she was going to take a rock star for a fucking wild ride.

High-voltage guitar broke the moment. The snarling women flung their eyes to the stage, no longer interested in Stella. Electric pulses shot through her extremities. This was going to be one hell of a night. The Warehouse wasn’t a concert stadium. It was larger than the venues she frequented back home, yet it still had that dive-joint vibe and smell that she craved.

A psychedelic pink-purple glow blazed across the stage. A trio of guitarists stood atop a ledge near the back, hair flowing, fingers flying, electrifying the entire room with their magic touch. The opening bars of Revolution Calling reached familiar fingers through Stella’s ears. She’d discovered Queensrÿche in her father’s LP collection. The first time she’d dropped the needle, something inside of her blazed with a lustful fire. Less hardcore than her usual metal, there was something powerful about it that took a hold on her and wouldn’t let go. Somehow, it felt like the perfect in-between world of her father’s classic rock and her savage metal.

A poof of candy-scented smoke blasted the stage. As it dissolved into thin air, a silhouette appeared right above Stella. Black leather so tight it revealed every muscular contour. Tank top plastered to a chiselled back. Dark, flowing hair. It was him. The target of her lustful hunt.

As he released the first words of the song, he spun slowly to face his crowd. He sung of pulling the trigger. She ached to launch a bullet at the state of her life.

Stella closed her eyes and tilted her face upwards. A hot spark of desire built within her, waiting to ignite. The sweet moments leading up to the first syllable leaving the singer’s lips were the most electric.

His voice unleashed into a rock wail. Tingles erupted in Stella’s gut, migrating up her body, down her arms, through her loins. The rock wail eased into a smooth serenade. His voice got closer. She could feel him hovering. She opened her eyes.

His eyes found hers for the slightest moment.

Her senses went into overdrive. Every part of her hungered for the touch of his lips. Every ion in her body ached for his skin pressed against hers in a sweat-coated meeting of strangers.

As he launched his voice into the chorus, he moved along the stage, exploring the audience, feeding them what they came for. An after-wave washed through Stella. She took a long sip of bourbon and a deep breath. Tad’s golden hair wove through her thoughts. She silently told it to fuck off.

The singer called for a revolution. She was ready for her own revolution against everything in her life that wasn’t her.








  
  

Chapter 5

Neon Green





Electric vibes clung to the space as the crowd thinned. The pot lights over the stage dimmed, glowing a burnt yellow. Stella ditched her empty glass on a high table as she wove through bodies slick with sweat. A thick, green curtain hid whatever was going on in the back of the joint. 

She pushed the material aside and walked through. A large claw-footed tub lined the right wall. A hallway thrust deep into the bowels of the place. Her boots clicked along bare concrete as she walked forward, straight toward a single door.

She knocked. A flake of peeled paint fell to the ground.

The hinges creaked as the door opened. Slate eyes found hers, then wandered down her face and over her body. The singer smiled, then motioned for her to join the party.

A tangerine glow resonated through the room. It was larger than typical with walls slathered a neon lime. Shiny guitars lined the back wall, propped up on stands. A portable CD player, set on an antique chest, and bordered by a pair of speakers, filled the room with the sounds of Eyes of a Stranger. The very voice that had descended upon her from the stage, only moments ago, told her they were alone now.

Two of the guitarists from the show lounged across a purple velour couch. One had long, rich brown curls, the other concealed his dark locks with a wide-brimmed black hat. A trio of women stretched out on the floor over a scarlet faux-fur rug. One wore a shiny skirt and fuzzy pink sweater. One of them a leather skirt and transparent top. The third seemed out of place in a pair of jean cut-offs and a plaid shirt. They lounged, sipping on drinks and exploring Stella with their eyes. Stella was relieved that the unfriendly redhead and blonde from the lip of the stage hadn’t made their way back here.

The singer nodded to a makeshift bar along the far-right wall. Stella followed him. His carnal scent, earth and salt, lured her toward him. He picked up a bottle of Old Forester, poured three fingers into a crystal glass, then handed it to her. She took it and indulged in a long pull while looking into his eyes.

He poured a drink for himself, then walked over to a chaise lounge set beside the couch. The fuzzy-sweatered woman had mounted the guitarist with the curls, grinding against him with aching desire. The other two lay back on the rug, running their fingers over each other’s bodies.

The voice from the speakers intensified, singing of trying to leave someone but seeing constant reminders. Tad’s face flashed through her mind. A claustrophobic grip grasped her heart. She took a long pull of the drink and silently told Tad to get the fuck out of her life.

The singer, stretched out over the chaise, devoured her with his gaze. Hot lust surged through Stella’s body. He slipped something from the pocket in his silk shirt, the top open, exposing his muscular chest. He held out his hand, palm open, exposing two blue pills. Ecstasy. He took one and pressed it to his tongue. The other remained for her.

She’d gone for a luxurious disco-biscuit-laced ride the night she joined the after-party with Lolita. Unaware that Lolita was the Skin Peeler, the killer that she was hunting, she’d indulged in an intimate night with a dangerous stranger. Lolita’s eyes pulsed in her mind. Stella’s legs buckled.

The singer jumped to his feet, put his arm around Stella’s waist, and grabbed her drink. He led her to the chaise and laid her down. Taking a deep breath, she ran her fingers through her strawberry blonde curls and composed herself. Suddenly hot, she removed her leather jacket and placed it beside her. The glass was cold against her fingers as she took it from him. After a long sip, she relished in the burn at the back of her throat.

He held out his palm again. She longed for a wave of hot love.

She took the pill and swallowed it.

His long, dark hair spilled over his face as he leaned over her and pressed his lips to hers. The kiss lingered, long and luscious. He pulled away, leaving his salt-and-earth taste on her tongue.

The voice from the speakers heightened, breaking the moment.

The singer turned toward his bandmates. “Turn that off.”

Stella grazed her fingertips along his cheek. “Sing to me.”

His voice, rich and melodic, reached into her soul as he sung of lies and tragedy.

She wanted no more lies. No more Tad. No more regret over her last case. She wanted this, right now.

A creak jolted through the room. They turned their heads. A woman walked through a side door, a mirror and porcelain sink behind her. She wore skin-tight leather and a rhinestone belt. Her cherry lips smiled at the singer. Her hair, fire red, framed the creamy skin of her face. The slight lines in her otherwise smooth skin hinted that she was still fresh yet weathered. Early thirties, perhaps. She walked over to the chaise and nestled close to Stella. The singer examined Stella’s reaction. Stella raised an eyebrow and settled back against the armrest.

The woman slipped her lace shirt over her head, exposing her creamy skin. A tattoo of a black scorpion crawled across her left breast. The woman leaned in and planted soft kisses over Stella’s neck. She smelled like cinnamon.

Stella drank the rest of her drink and set the glass on the floor. She laid back and embraced the ecstasy ride taking hold. The singer slid her shirt off and explored her body, migrating over her breasts and down her abdomen. Hot, tantric fingers ran over her. The woman followed the singer’s lead in sync.

A sexual fire raged through Stella’s body as she let go of every image, every thought. Her body succumbed to the hands of a stranger.








  
  

Chapter 6

Fancy Suit





Wednesday, December 8, 1999: Toronto 

Her heels clicked as Stella strode across the polished floor of the hotel lobby. This place was way out of her budget. She figured she needed to at least appear professional if she wanted to get information from this guy.

She walked to the lounge and scanned its occupants. He said he was thin, wore glasses and a pinstripe suit. There he was, waving at her. He hadn’t mentioned how properly cute he was. She made the ascent up the few stairs to the lounge and walked toward him. A weight sat heavy in her gut. Was this a bad idea? Should she turn, walk away, and let it go? Then again, wasn’t that what she was trying to do?

She had to know. From scouring the newspapers for a good year after her father’s death, she’d pieced together what she could. Not a single soul had revealed anything more than surface details to her. Not even her mother. When she’d first earned the title of Detective, she’d devoured every old file related to any of her father’s cases that she could get her hands on. Yet, there were gaps in the story about the night he died. Something in the pit of her belly told her she needed to find out if there was anything else. She needed it to click. She knew she wouldn’t let it go until it made sense to her.

Fancy Suit stood and reached out his hand. “Stella Mahoney? Detective Dixon.”

She took his hand. His shake was stronger than she’d expected. Tingles wove up her arm. “You knew it was me?” He’d given her a description. She didn’t recall giving him one.

“Well, I looked you up in the database. Besides, you’ve got the Mahoney jaw.” He smiled as he sat down.

She stretched her jaw then sat down across from him. He hadn’t been the first to notice her Mahoney jawline.

“What can I get you?” a sultry voice came from above.

Stella looked up into amber eyes and a creamy face framed by blonde hair. “Bourbon. Double.”

The waitress nodded, then walked away. Her muscular legs teased Stella as she took long strides in high heels.

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“What do you mean?” Heat flushed the back of her neck.

“Clenched jaw. Double bourbon. A taste for luscious women. You’re very much like your father.” He took a sip of his own bourbon.

Stella swallowed as she slipped her coat off.

Dixon bit his lower lip. “Apologies. I don’t mean to be so forward. You just…you remind me a lot of him. And hell, he was the best detective I ever worked with. Even though it was only one case.”

Stella eased her shoulders down and looked straight into Dixon’s eyes. “It’s fine. You aren’t the first to notice my Mahoney traits.”

The server returned and set Stella’s drink down as she smiled, lingering, scanning Stella from head to toe. Heat flushed Stella’s cheeks, but she didn’t look away. The woman winked, then walked away.

Stella took a long pull of the sweet alcohol then looked back at Dixon. “Great service.”

“It’s…uncanny. I mean, this is the same lobby that I came to with your father, to get away from headquarters. During the case.” Dixon sat back in his chair and placed his polished black shoe over his knee.

“The Susie Slaughters. Part two.”

“Yeah.”

“Did he stay here? My father? During the case?”

Dixon chuckled. “No. Not in the budget. He was up at the Hav-A-Nap.”

No fucking way. She couldn’t help giggling.

“What?”

“That’s where I’m at.”

“Ha.”

“Technically, I’m on vacation. This is out of my pocket.” Her muscles relaxed. Dixon seemed cool.

“So, what do you need from me?” Dixon’s expression turned serious.

“Honesty.” She leaned closer. “No one will tell me fuck all. I get it, I was twelve when he died. I’m not a tween anymore. People are still closed-lipped. I’ve read everything I can find. Papers. Files. Something doesn’t click.”

Dixon drained the remaining alcohol in his glass then set it down with a click. “What do want to know?”

“You were there the night he died?”

“Yes.”

“I want to know what really happened.” She leaned in close enough for her breath to touch his face. “I need to know what it was like for him when he died.”

He nodded. He sat back in his chair. “He was found in his car, a couple of blocks from the house of the killer.”

“Stab wound in his abdomen. Bled to death. Attacked by Saul the Ripper. The Blood Demon.” Dryness scratched her throat. She took a sip of her drink. “More girls would have died if he hadn’t gone in the house. The papers said his intent was to question Saul.” She narrowed her eyes.
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