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“I don’t think this is very smart, Reno.”

He glanced at Bella with a grin. “Neither do I. But it’s all we got. And hey! That’s something right?” He gave her full fanged smile and two thumbs up. Bella just stared at him, muttering out, “Unbelievable,” before she tapped in her code on the keypad by the back door of the entrance of The Grid station. He wiggled his fingers to help with his nerves as the door popped open, Bella entered and he was right behind her. His eyes went up to see a security camera swivel their way and he threw his hand out. Wisps swarmed and coated the lens seconds before its electronic eye landed on them. Bella froze in her tracks at the sight and blew out an awed, “Whoa. That is so cool.”

Reno chuckled as he passed the young relay in-training with his senses alert to the open space in front of them, saying with a snicker, “You think that’s cool? Just wait, I got all kinds of stuff.” He turned his head to wink at her as they headed down the hall.

Witch had wanted him to bring a weapon—a gun, a dagger, something, anything—but he didn’t wish to appear as a threat. He just needed to see the dead woman who had come back to life—came alive yet vastly changed. Just like Reno had three months ago after being slaughtered ruthlessly by Epsilon, a man he would find out later was his father. Father-ish. Sorta. Well, the asshole had been the sire of this body, not him really. No, he was a whole different thing altogether—this body was just the latest feature.

Here comes the complicated part, folks.

Reno Sundown was a being known as a Shadow-Keeper—Keeper for short. He was now a being created to host, harness and maintain one of the darkest powers that tormented mankind; feeding it but never letting it get out of control to destroy the human world. But the greed of the God that made him, which coincidentally was also Epsilon, had gotten in the way so his creation had been screwed up. Reno had instead manifested as the dark-side of a hero’s personality by the name of Jess William Bailey, who was a Breaker. Breakers were immortal bad-asses on The Grid that protected mankind by keeping the dark from devouring every soul on the planet. And all those mortal lights were connected and monitored until mankind could protect itself and darkness was chased from the world.

It was called, The Grid.

Reno used to be a Breaker on that same network when first ripped from Jess’ mind and given—tada—this body. But it had its issues too—like now having a split personality of his very own who had the name of Sundown. But they worked pretty well together in the new body and their new life had been getting better by the day. That was until Reno had been slaughtered and his Keeper purpose was able to take over when no mortal one stood in the way.

For all The Grid knew?

He was still dead, after his brutally murdered body had disappeared shortly after being found. And it was best that way. It gave him the time he needed as he learned his new powers and skills. One of the weirdest things he had to learn to deal with was what ran through his veins was no longer blood, but a portion of the power he kept. Insanity, going by the title of Madness, was dark and hidden but forever connected—so crimson no longer pulsed through Reno’s veins, what pulsed there now was black. He had no heartbeat or body heat. And since he was just an upper-class animated corpse (he hated the word zombie) by that power, he was completely dead without it. Because of that, Keepers couldn’t die again; they just went to a place between realms called the Void. The same location the other powers were housed. As long as a Keeper didn’t have their head severed from their spine, or bleed out, their wicked benefactors made sure they made it back to their bodies. It didn’t usually take long, for they healed those fast too.

As cool as that sounded, however, there is always a price and the same applied to the Void. It always took something for hosting you and your power before it sent you back to the world of the living. Memories. Skills or another important thing you might need. There was no way of knowing. Reno was kind of avoiding the Void for those very reasons alone. He was pretty much flawed as hell already, so the thought of losing the ability to pee standing up or something else was scary. But even worse, his greatest fear was forgetting the woman he loved or her child he had come to adore. Nope. Not going to the Void anytime soon.

Until tonight he and that woman Emma, who he called Witch, were the only ones that knew he existed after being declared dead. That was until Bella had walked in on them doing well, uh, naughty things. She had been staying with Witch to help with her daughter, Sophia. Who he called Rugrat (yeah, he had nicknames for a lot of people). After the shock of her almost shooting him as he stood there naked wore off, she had told him about a woman brought in for lock-down at The Grid. A woman who they had found slaughtered.

And she had come back. But different and it sounded to Reno they were the same type of being.

So, Reno needed to see that woman. He had thought he was the only Keeper, but knew he was definitely the first one, albeit he gotten a little lost for over a century. Maybe this woman was another of his kind and he had to know.

“Freeze! Hands over your head.”

Reno’s eyes drifted over to Bella’s with a wince as he did as told by the armed Relay’s now standing in front of them. He  lifted his hands over his head as he said amusingly, “Oops. Yep, bad idea. Hey! You were right.”
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Boss! You need to get out here. Now!

The alert that went through Bounce’s stamp—a high-tech mesh of nanobots merged with his DNA that formed a live connection to the grid which appeared like an intricate tattoo on his pectoral—was not the thing the God wanted to hear in the morning.  Especially before he even finished his first cup of coffee.  The newest interruption was in the form of a loud yelling Relay in his head via that internal link. He sighed and grumbled back, “What is it? I’m cranky.”

“Reno’s alive. And boss? He’s here.”

That had the almost seven-foot tall God on his feet, coffee forgotten and running to the main operations center of The Grid station. “This has got to be a joke,” he thought as he moved. Reno had been killed more than three months ago, and his body found after a fucked up few weeks. Then … that same body had been taken right out from under their noses in the middle of the night by the Goddess YinYang. That’s when he had found out the body that was used to make Reno had been Epsilon’s son, the one and only sick offspring of Lucifer. But why Yin took Reno’s remains he hadn’t been able to get out of the Goddess of Balance—the bitch just enjoyed her games way too much.

As he ran, he commanded to control center in a barked voice, “I want all guns hot and trained on Reno. Do not let that man move without a bullet ready to stop him. Do you get my drift?” The voice that came back through the mental link said a curt, “Yes Sir”. He hit the command center and slid to a stop in his high top sneakers to see that Reno was indeed standing there, along with the young Relay Bella, who was shielded behind the man. A dozen or so Recons, along with Breakers, had surrounded him with guns held at the ready, safeties off but keeping their distance. Narrowing his eyes, Bounce walked within the edge of the circle to scrutinize the ‘dead man’.

Reno was deathly pale, yet there was a strange energy vibrating from him. Reno’s eyes were always a brilliant blue, but now they seemed even more so. The man’s chest rose and fell, as well as hands flexed at his side as if trying to stay calm and validating he was alive. But Bounce could tell this wasn’t the same Reno they had seen before who was falling apart before he died—there was something more intense, more predator like rather than human. But more importantly on the freak out scale— Bounce didn’t detect even a hint of life in the man. His nostrils flared as he said in disbelief, “You’re dead.”

Reno smiled with just as much ease and goofiness as before when he turned his gaze to Bounce. “Yep. Totally. Hi, Bounce.”

A Tech Relay stepped up to Bounce and had to swallow just to be able to speak to whisper in amazement, “He’s saying the truth, Boss. No heartbeat and no heat signature. He’s dead. I’ve never seen anything like him. And he’s got dark energy, a shitload, just like the woman.” The Relay stepped back and if Bounce didn’t know better, the man crossed himself and maybe pissed a bit in his camos.
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It wasn’t the first time Reno had guns pointed at him. Shoot, as the split personality of a gun-slinging outlaw, it used to be an almost daily occurrence. But he really should have thought this through but when did he ever do that?

Things like—what to say when they realized he was dead would have been a good idea. Oh and when he was asked what he was, which he was sure was happening any minute, how to explain just what he was. Yeah, he was the worse at making decisions and this instance was just another indicator of that.

Because you never listen to me and you really should. It’s not like you have to call or text. I’m like right here. You know, in your head, idiot. Bet if I dry hump your grey matter you’d remember.

“So, not helping,” he whispered under his breath to Sundown. His gaze scanned the men and women with guns pointed at his head and heart. He began to determine distance, speed, and how much damage could be done or not done. Already his dark side—besides giving him a sometimes entertaining inner dialogue—was gearing up to send a jolt of adrenaline and strength to carry out any action they needed to survive. Well, survive as much as a dead guy could survive—gosh it got confusing sometimes. Witch would so be saying, “I told you so,” when and if he got out of this without going to the Void.

“I need to see that woman Bounce. I came unarmed and don't want to have to get messy, but I need to see her.”

Bounce snorted as he walked through the armed personnel to look down at Reno at a distance of about six feet away. “So, you’ve been dead. Still are dead, come in here without a heads up,” nailed his eyes to Bella, who shrunk farther behind Reno, “and I’m supposed just to say sure, ‘Come in Reno. Want some cookies and milk?’” He crossed his arms over his massive chest with a smirk, and in a voice full of authority said, “Not happening. Not until you explain how you’re here and what you are.”

Reno’s gaze darted left, then right before coming back to Bounce with a nod. “Okay. You and me talk,” he waved a hand around at the others, “alone and without enough beads on my brain to make a necklace.”

Bounce gave a nod and held his hand out in the direction of his office, letting Reno lead the way. Paused and pointed to Bella, clipped out, “Secure her until you hear from me. But non-hostile handling. In other words,” he turned to follow Reno, “don’t hurt her.”


[image: ]



“So explain.”

Reno looked around Bounce’s office and noticed the God hadn’t even repaired the dent in the wall left from the last time they “talked”. He sat down in front of the desk and shrugged and just let it all babble out to get it out of the way. “Uh. I was dead, and then YinYang and Omega brought me back. Seems like I’m a Shadow-Keeper and they tell me I have been lost for a really long time. So, once I was dead that purpose could take over and I’m back to serve my dark power.” Reno smiled as he pulled out an ever present Twizzler to slap on his tongue and spin with his fangs. “Insanity if you can believe that one. It goes by the name of Madness and its kinda fun and entertaining.”

If your idea of fun is having your nerves shredded with a cheese grater and making loony bin chunky soup, sure, we’ll go with fun.

Bounce gave him an incredulous glance as he moved to sit down and face Reno from behind the desk. “You’re the lost Keeper? I thought that was a just myth. An urban legend.”  The big man sat back and carefully picked up the Rubik’s Cube from its stand to roll it in his hands, ensuring he didn’t change the order of the colored squares. “So Yin figured it out and got the Omega to give you a spark? Your new purpose?” His brows went down. “Well, your original purpose. That’s a messed up story right out of Final Fantasy, you are aware of that right?”

Reno laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “Oh, I totally know it’s messed up. But it’s the truth.” He stood up to brace his arms on Bounce’s desk to become eye level with the man. “Bella told me about the woman you found. How she was slaughtered and then came back alive. Let me guess—no heartbeat, no body temperature, and her blood is black, right?”

Bounce sat back and shook his head, eyes focused on the cube to dispute him. “Two out of three isn’t bad.”

Reno frowned as his eyes slid left then right in thought before going back to meet Bounce’s eyes when they lifted. “Wait, which two did I get right?”

Bounce stood as he put down the cube, pausing a moment before lifting his hand to point a finger at Reno. “Her blood is purple. Same as her eyes. Come with me.”
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McKenzie Miller had no idea how long she had screamed. Kenzie Miller was not a screamer—until the recent days. But the pain that felt like it was ripping her apart, molecule-by-molecule, was like nothing she had ever imagined; and considering her fucked up life, that imagination didn’t have to be too huge. Her body was in agony from the inside out with her head being the ground zero of that torture. Now hours, days, hell maybe weeks later, her throat held the testament of that pain in the fact her screams came out in a hoarse croaking sound without much volume. She sat curled up in the corner of a padded room, her hospital gown soaked in sweat with her hair a matted mess from the same.

She had no idea where she was or who these people were that gawked at her through what she somehow sensed was a two-way mirror. She sensed them, how the fuck did she do that? She knew as much as she could count her fingers that there were four people standing on the other side of that glazed silver surface and all of them were whispering about her—staring at her as if she was the most bizarre goldfish in the world. Kenzie often glared at the glass and brought up her hands, both of them shaking to flip them off with a weak smile crossing her lips. Ever defiant, well, until she started screaming again.
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“There she is. No one can go in there with her. She freaks out more and they do as well. So we have her isolated.” Bounce looked over at Reno and back to watch the girl, his voice failing to sound completely detached as he said softly, “Whatever she’s going through must hurt like a bitch. She’s screamed from the moment she came back from the dead.”

Reno leaned forward to look at the woman and instantly felt sorry for her, knowing exactly what she was going through. “It hurts like crazy and I was a Breaker.” He stood back up straight. “And I was alive when it happened.” He glanced at Bounce before his gaze went back to the glass. “Was she human before? What do we know?”

Bounce turned to rest against the counter of monitors and devices as he lifted his shoulders to cross his arms. “Yes. Totally human but any other details? Nothing. We can’t get her to tell us her name. And we ran her through facial recognition and it got no returns. So either she’s been a real good, little human with no run-ins with the law or her record is sealed. With that being said, no, we don’t know shit about our screaming mimi in there.” Bounce lowered his head as his brow came down and so the other three men couldn’t hear said with a scowl, “We do know she was repeatedly raped and then stabbed several times. The last blow sliced her heart in two.”

Reno’s head twisted fast to look at Bounce after those statements, with a sinking ball of dread curled in his gut. “Raped? And her heart was sliced in two?” Epsilon. It had to be. And judging by the expression on Bounce’s face, the God knew it too. Epsilon had done the same death blow to Reno’s heart when he had been killed. He stood and blew out a breath. “I need to see her. Now.”

Bounce reached over to place his hand on Reno’s chest only to yank it away fast to mumble, “Damn. You are cold.” He opted for no contact as he turned to face him and put himself between the man and the door. “No. Can’t allow it. I know you are being honest with me. But I also don’t know all the facts of how or why you’re back. Nor do I get the darkness we’re picking up off of you. It’s the same,” he threw a thumb over his shoulder pointed back behind him at the woman, “type of power we feel off of her. But we know that when she freaks, it puts a drain on The Grid and we can’t allow that. The two of you together? There is no telling how big a hit that would be. No. Not happening.”

Reno rubbed a hand over his face and shook his head, frustration hardening his voice to say, “I need to see her Bounce. I can help her! If she’s like me, she’s scared and confused. I can get her past that.” He glanced over at the God with his fangs bared as his jaw tightened and snarled out, “You can’t keep her locked up like this. That’s torture in itself.”

Bounce looked back at the woman and without even batting an eye, stated as simple as if he wanted to go for a drive for ice cream. But the God wasn’t the commander of the war by being a softy. “You’re right. It is. It’s why we have it slated to destroy her in forty-eight hours. Can’t take the chance of a hit to The Grid from a being like that getting loose.” He then looked at Reno, his face stern as his eyes phased to a dark grey. “So you don’t have to worry. Besides, she was dead already.”

Ah shit, big guy got something against dead folks. That’s not nice. Dead folks got rights, well, not really, but still. Please say we’re going to stand up for dead folks that can’t stand up for themselves. Because well, their dead…

Reno gawked and before he considered how stupid it might be when he got the go-go surge from Sundown, he had pushed Bounce until the God’s back met the wall hard. The four men in the room jumped up, pulled out their guns to aim. He spun and put the God between them as he snarled out, “You know, you already tried that bit with me. Destroying me? It didn’t work out too well.” He peeked over the God’s shoulder at the four men and then angled his gaze back to Bounce. “And I can take them out. You too. I am not the same joke I was before.”

One of the men made a move and suddenly black snarling wisps swirled out from their Keeper and swarmed at the men. The Relays backed up frantically screaming as the tiny being’s nipped and hissed at them, and their guns clattered to the floor. Reno smiled and with a voice that bordered on glee to say to Bounce, “Now. Can we discuss a second option? Or do I show you just how much I’ve changed?”

Bounce raised a brow at the wisps as he nodded and then the things, whatever they were, returned to Reno. He shoved Reno back from him as he stepped away. “No need. And you do that to me again?” He pointed a finger at Reno’s face. “You’ll get to see how far I’m willing to go to not let you.”
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“They should be back by now.” Emma Devenmore pulled yet another tray of cookies from the oven. Turning around, she realized she had ran out of spots in which to cool the latest batch. Fine, so she had a habit of baking when she was stressed and worried. “Good thing Candyman loves my cookies,” she said as she set the tray on top of the fridge. It was true—Reno enjoyed eating sweets but it served a dual purpose—the sugar helped keep his head quiet when both his dark sides, Sundown and Madness, were wanting attention. It was for the same reason he had earned the nickname Candyman—Reno always had candy on him, his confection of choice being Twizzlers. The man seemed to constantly have one spinning around his tongue or close at hand. But to her, the woman that loved the complicated man, he had that name because she thought he was the sweetest bad-ass around.

She had walked into the dining room and started making room there on the table for more cookies when she heard the sounds of car doors coming from the driveway behind the house. Tossing her oven mitt, she ran to the back door and threw it open, relief washing over her when she saw Reno and Bella walking up the sidewalk to the house. Running, she threw herself into Reno’s arms as she wrapped her arms and legs around him to bury her face against his neck. She smiled when she felt his heart start to beat at her touch—a heart that only beat for her. She moved her head to meet his eyes as he continued to walk towards the house with her wrapped around him. “So you don’t seem to have any new holes. It went well?

They reached the house and Reno let her slide down to stand in front of him. “Well, if you consider a bunch of guns wanting to shoot me. Bounce threatening to do bad things to the dead guy you love? Sure. Went just great!” He smirked and then smiled as he bent his head to kiss her, loving how each touch or kiss from his Witch made him come alive—literally. It was her touch, and only her touch that made that dead heart inside of his chest and the black fluid of his power pulse like blood, warming his skin and death took a break while it did. He loved it—but not as much as he loved her.

“Oh! Is that fresh cookies?”

Bella pushed by them to go seek the source of the delicious smell and he looked down at Emma to say with a whine, “She’s going to eat all my cookies.”

Emma laughed as she splayed her hands on his chest. “There is no chance of that. Trust me.” She took his hand in hers and pulled him over to the breakfast bar to sit before handing him a plate of warm cookies. “So what happened? What did Bounce say? Did you see the woman?”

Reno took a few cookies, with his eyes rolling in pleasure at the taste of them as he shoved them in his mouth, and talked around them to reply, “They freaked. Still freaked to see I’m alive, well, dead-alive. Bounce knew about the Keeper legend so that helped. I saw the woman through glass because they have her locked up. And she looks bad Witch, real bad.”

Bella came over to sit with them as she brought all three of them glasses of milk and nodded as she listened. “They said they found her out at the old Presidio Hospital. A Muni found her. She had been bound, gagged and they said all kinds of stuff had been done to her. But I do know they said she had been dead for more than a day or so. All stiff and everything.”

Reno glanced meaningfully over at Witch as he dunked a cookie in the milk and decided not to discuss the most horrific details of the woman’s condition in front of the seventeen-year-old Relay as she told what she knew. “She apparently came to well, back alive—whatever—while she was still in the body bag as they were heading back to the base.” Bella’s voice was higher with the fascination of it all. “She went nuts and made the two Muni’s run off the road scared as heck. I can guess that would freak just about anyone out. But they got her back to The Grid, tried to clean her up and put her in a padded room. No one can get close.” Bella finished her cookies and milk, realizing the two adults needed to talk and wouldn’t do it in front of her. It was sweet—but she wished they would realize she wasn’t a kid. Not after all she had been through with her dad. “I’m going to check out my Facebook,” she said as she snagged a few cookies to take with her and left the two of them alone.

As soon as she went to her room, Reno sat his cookie down and turned to face Witch, his voice softly sad to say, “She was raped. Several times they said. And stabbed…” he reached over to take her hand. He knew the next part might bring back memories of when she had to prepare his body when he was killed, “with her heart sliced in two.”

Witch’s eyes widened as her hand tightened on his. She didn’t think she would ever get those memories to be very far from the surface of her mind. Not with her job having to deal with life and death every day. But seeing Reno here, with her, definitely helped, dead or not and she was grateful. “Do you think it was Epsilon? Why would he do that?”

Reno blew out a long, frustrated breath before he leaned over to put his forehead on her shoulder. His voice held a haunting of pain as the same memories in her head, were always in his. “Because he’s trying to make more Keepers and he’s attempting to have control.”

Emma brought her hand up to sink into his soft hair, stroking her fingers through the wavy locks that never seemed to want to behave, as unruly as the head it sprouted from. “We need to help her Reno. We have to. We can’t let him get to her.”

He nodded, sighing in pleasure at her touch against his scalp as his arms wrapped around her. Turning his head, his eyes drifted to all the cookies and he knew she had been worried. And considering what he was about to tell her? They would probably going to need a lot more counter space—or possibly another oven or two. “We are. But you may not like how I have to do it.”
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Three Weeks Ago




“Snap! You got a customer. Get your scrawny ass out here.”

Kenzie hated that nickname most of the time, but when the asshole she worked with said it? She hated it more. She had it since she was a juvenile punk, given to her by one of her foster parents due to her mood being able to snap from good to bad instantly which led to the tattoo she had. It was of snapdragons that went up her spine to twist its way along the back of her neck. She regretted telling the why's of the ink to another co-worker when it was asked about and before she knew it, the whole auto repair shop was using it. Rolling out from under the F-150 truck she was replacing a main bearing on, she laid on the car crawler to pull out her earbuds blasting classic Rolling Stones song playing to look over at the customer counter. Sitting up, she grabbed a shop rag to wipe her hands as she got to her feet to find out what the latest abuser to automobiles had done.

She had been working at Sal’s Auto Salon—stupid ass name for a greasy chop shop—for over six months, which was the longest time she had ever spent at a single job. It wasn’t easy being a female that knew cars better than she knew how to cook—which truthfully, wasn’t at all. Add a tainted past of being slung around the foster system worse than a yo-yo in a blender which made for a castic attitude and McKenzie Miller did not have what one would call a stellar work history.

Her father had taught her how to work on cars at a young age. Kenzie could work on just about any model of car from foreign to domestic as well as figure out pretty much anything with moving parts. She could also kick someone’s ass who dared to call her a girl or weak. Those were two things she made sure she always proved. From her swagger to her intense glare, Kenzie Miller was not a girl—but a force to be reckoned with and not one you wanted to piss off.

She was tall and lean, standing at five foot, eight inches with almost no boobs and very little ass. Her hair was dark but that tended to change colors depending on what tint she felt inclined to dye it that week. She kept it up in a ponytail most of the time, with twin tendrils of brightly colored locks loose at her temples. She wore very little makeup beyond eyeliner and that was just because she thought her eyes were the only attractive feature she had.

They were light purple, a soft lavender hue. You know just like that classic actress Elizabeth Taylor’s eyes—so were Kenzie’s. Everyone always asked her if they were her real eyes and she would just scoff and usually reply, “No. They’re someone else’s eyes, idiot.” Yes, Kenzie you are a real kind and sweet person. And, as she walked up to the counter she mumbled to that inner voice, “Liar. Sweet my ass.” She saw Sal—a greasy, fat groping man—at the counter as she approached still cleaning her hands. “What’s up?”

Sal threw a thumb in the direction of a gentleman that stood with his back to them in the sunlight beyond the overhang of the shop. “Fancy Pants asked for you. Said he needs you to look at his Beemer. He said you came recommended.” Sal smirked as he snorted, “Who the hell would recommend you? You ain’t even ASE certified. And a BMW? Hell…”

Kenzie wondered that herself, but no way she was going to let Sal know it as she smirked to reply, “I can handle a Beemer. Don’t you have some Redtube.com to go watch?”

She didn’t give Sal a moment to respond as she walked over to the car owner and cleared her throat to introduce herself. “Sal says you were looking for me? You got me.”

Kenzie was not expecting the man that turned to face her—even though he was a complete stranger, she didn’t think there was any scenario that would had her doing so. There was something about his smile which was slow and spreading over perfect teeth that gave Kenzie some weird, inner gut twist. It wasn’t unpleasant but it was also strange for it manifested something unknown inside she had never felt before. Not even close.

Careful…

Her always present inner dialog warned her and stalled her a bit to listen as she rubbed her hand on her coveralls before she held out her hand. She could tell the man had far too much money for his suit was undoubtedly designed and tailored to fit his tall and lean frame. His hair was pure white above a face that said an older age but yet strikingly handsome and strong. But it was his eyes that struck Kenzie and caused that inner twist to tighten—they were the most brilliant, pure blue she had ever seen. It was as if they glowed from the inside out—it was the most breath-taking gaze she had ever looked into.

“McKenzie Miller, yes?” He reached out to take her hand in his as that smile spread even more, clasping his other hand over hers in his grasp, which was warm and to her, seemed to vibrate slightly. “You came highly recommended to me as the mechanic that could figure out what is the matter with my high-priced POS BMW. I hope I haven’t caught you,” he let his eyes trail down her body and then let out a soft sigh as if he liked what he saw, “at an inconvenient time?”

Kenzie pursed her lips at the guy’s casual yet blatant visual appraisal of her—dudes like this one could most likely have whatever female they wanted—if the guy were straight, that is. She highly doubted he would want a thin as a rail woman like her with oil smeared most likely on her face at the moment, dressed in a pair of coveralls that were loose. Even if she did have an ass and tits, it wouldn’t put either in the best silhouette. She looked down at their hands and pulled hers away, feeling that odd sensation as if the man had been electrically charged, causing Kenzie to shove her hands into her pockets to rid herself of the sensation.

“There’s no such time that is inconvenient if you can pay the price Sal charges.” That’s when she noticed the most beautiful piece of mechanics she could have only dreamed to see behind him. Kenzie walked over to the beautiful, sleek BMW X6 M G-Power Typhoon wide body and actually let out a groan. “My god, I’ve never actually seen one of these, just read about them in Car and Driver.” Her voice held so much awe; this was like seeing Jesus walking down the street in her mind as she walked around the beautiful car. “You own this? Or stole it?” Her hands ran over the sleek black matte finish of the fender, her fingers brushing over the hood scoops that feed the 725 horses, 5.5 cubic-inch beast of an engine under them.

The car’s owner laughed a deep, sophisticated sound as he replied, “Oh I own it. Bought from a private seller,” he watched her with his eyelids going down to hide the pleasure he found in doing so. “But I know nothing about cars other than how to drive them. And, in this case, break them.” He tossed her the key which she caught without even looking—just as he had expected. He walked over to stand next to her and as to not break the worship of the car the woman seemed to be having, said softly, “Can you perhaps take a look at it and I’ll return tomorrow?”

Kenzie looked down at the key fob and then back up at the man, blinking in disbelief as she sputtered out, “You’re kidding right?” She threw a thumb over her shoulder to point behind her towards the shop. “I’m going to take your lack of not being around here to cover you haven’t noticed we do domestics. And I’m not talking new domestics either. Shit, we’re lucky if the cars even run when they are brought in. And you want to bring a car that’s worth over four-hundred grand here?” She laughed with a snort and held out the fob for him to take. “I’m going to cut you some slack and spare the car by sending you on your high dollar way. We work in penny drives here, buddy. Now if you get an old beat up Ford or a spewing oil Chevy, we are definitely the shop for you.”

The man just kept that smile on in spite of her disclaimers as he leaned in, his warm breath tickling the shell of her ear and whispered, “I want you Kenzie.” His hand didn’t approach the fob as he turned away to a waiting limo parked on the curb. “I shall be back tomorrow. Do not disappoint me. It would benefit you to please me,” he stopped and turned to look back at her over his shoulder, “and I do pay well to those that do. So do, please me, Ms. Miller.” He gave her another intense smile as he turned away to step into the limo as the driver held open the door.

Kenzie couldn’t help but stare at him before looking down at the fob in her hand and then to the car. “Oh come to Kenzie you bad, bad boy.” She quickly unzipped to shuck off her coveralls down to her Paramore concert t-shirt and ripped up jeans to prevent getting any grease or oil on the hand-tooled leather interior. She opened the driver's door to sit in the seat. “Oh god, I need to change my under-roos right this moment,” she whispered adoringly as she ran her hand over the dash and hit the start button there. The car’s powerful engine roared into life with a growl and she closed her eyes with a purr of pleasure coming out from between her lips. “You and me are going to rock. All night long. And one of us is going to need a shower when we’re done, baby.” She matted the gas and out came another groan. “Perhaps two or three…”
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Epsilon slipped into the backseat of the limo with its dark tinted glass and cool air-conditioned plush interior and simply said, “Drive.”

His assistant who sat across from him looked up from his laptop looking like the perfect human executive, yet was not at all being a demon. “Your thoughts, Master?”

Epsilon smiled as he sat back into the luxurious seat and glanced out the window as Kenzie shed her work clothes before he slid on his dark sunglasses. “Lust has found a new toy. The toy just doesn’t know it yet.” He gave his assistant a cold, calculating glare that could be sensed even if not seen behind the lenses that covered it. “I will be playing with it first.”
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Kenzie could only find a jump switch that was throwing codes when she ran diagnostics on the beautiful car—a car she wanted to make her new lover. If only we could.

She had even taken the car on a test drive to her place after she decided there was no way she was going to leave it locked up in the shop with its half-ass chain link fence enclosure. No one stole beaters and wrecks—but a BMW sitting there? Far too tempting in the Tenderloin District of San Francisco, so now it sat in the crappy garage of her cheap rental brownstone but at least there it was safe.

As she toed off her combat boots, tugged her t-shirt over her head followed by kicking off her jeans, she walked towards the kitchen in just plain boy shorts and exercise bra to pull a bottle of beer out of the fridge along with a cold drumstick from KFC left over from the day before. Hopping up on the counter to eat, she thumbed the top off the beer as she hit the remote to turn on the television to watch the news.

The usual humdrum of the city by the bay filled the broadcast and she didn’t pay any attention to it really—it was just white noise in a place that was far too quiet. As Kenzie sat there with her back against the backsplash tile of the wall, she couldn’t help but remember all the late days when her father would come home from his own auto shop. He would turn on the TV just like she had done, and drink beer while he waited for her mother finish cooking dinner. It was a simple, far-too-common memory but Kenzie cherished every single one of them, no matter how dull. Because it was all she had left of the time in her life when she was happy and felt loved and deep down thought, she would never be those things again. She took a long drink of the beer before she decided to swap it for the hard bite of whiskey and whispered as she unscrewed the cap, “Here’s to the memories…”
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She had only been eight-years-old when she lost the both of them but it seemed like it had wilted her childhood to nothing only yesterday. The evening it happened had been like all the rest of their blue-collar, lower-middle-class life. Her mom, Patricia, had always been a stay at home wife and mother. Whereas her dad, Richard, had worked his way up from being a grease monkey in other peoples shops, to opening his own three-man operation in the past year. Kenzie thought the sun and moon rose with her father and she completely adored him as a total daddy’s little girl. Her parents had always tried to have other children; her father had always dreamed of having a son to teach auto mechanics and other manly skills to. But three miscarriages later—the last ending in a hysterectomy—her father never had that son.

But he had Kenzie, and she was more than happy to learn all that her father had to teach. When she was able to hold a wrench she was in the garage of their brownstone or at the shop learning all that the man had to teach her under the hood of whatever car he was working on. She was able to do her first oil change on the family sedan when she was just seven-years-old. She swapped out her first V8 in her first car, a beat up Crown Vic when she was sixteen thanks to her father’s lessons and her drive to build on that knowledge. She had just wished he had been there to see it.

They had never had a lot of money but her parents were proud and hard-working; never taking for granted that though they didn’t have much luxury, they had worked for everything they did have. They never spoiled Kenzie with material things but that didn’t mean they didn’t love her unconditionally and in enormous amounts. Being a poor kid had almost been a badge of honor to Kenzie in school because of their influence to never back down but never not deal with what life gave you. She had simply put up her chin, straightened her spine and taken all the jokes and cruelty kids had to dish out because of her status in their eyes. All it took was a hug from her father or a kind word from her mother and life was as it should be—full of love, care and knowing she was cherished.

But all that changed in one night—a night she would never forget—no matter how much time or shots of whiskey to try to dull the sharpness of the memories. Getting drunk only seemed to make it hyper-clear, as that moment started to play once again in her head...
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She had stayed out late playing at one of the neighbor children’s house and Kenzie knew that when the porch lights came on, it was time to be at home where dinner waited. It was the screaming she heard as she reached her porch that let her know that something about this evening was different. Her parents never fought and she not once had heard her father raise his voice to her mother. But tonight all of that was about to change—so much was about to be no more—like Kenzie’s innocence and childhood.

Running inside alarmed, she froze as she entered the room at the moment her father backhanded her mother. She went crashing against the kitchen counter and Kenzie watched as if everything seemed to have slowed down, as the dinner her mother had made splattered on the faded white wall.

“Did you fuck him? Tell me, did you?”

Her mother cowered in the corner as she pressed a hand against her cheek before she shook her head desperately fast to deny the accusation. “Richard, what are you talking about?”

Neither one had seen their daughter standing there with her hand wrapped around the door jam. She gripped it so hard that her knuckles blanched of color as she watched timidly around the doorway.  She took in the scene with scared disbelief but unable to look away—really wishing she could. Her father threw some piece of paper down at her mother, his words slurred by rage as he stood over her to snarl bitterly, “The plumber. How cliché Pat. What? A mechanic ain’t good enough for you? Now you got to move to the other white collar bastards?”

“Richard? Why would I do that? What’s come over you? What’s the matter with you?” Her mother’s voice sounded strange and she had tears running down her face. Kenzie pressed her other hand against her mouth, holding back both a sob and the urge to run to her mother. Her father picked her mother up and began to shove her to the master bedroom. Kenzie shrunk back still unseen, to move out of the way. She heard her mother let out a strangled noise as, once again, the sound of being struck was heard. Kenzie ran down the hall, her legs feeling like lead with each step and this time stood in the doorway hoping maybe her parents seeing her would somehow stop what was happening.

It all played out before her eyes, time seemed to once again slow down. Her father yelled, pointed to a bed that was unmade, grease marks on the pillows. Weren’t those her father’s? But she knew he always made a point of cleaning up before he came home—his mother would complain about the grease and he would then kiss her and promise that he would never mess up her pretty housework. Something about these marks on the pale crème colored sheets had her father angry. And her mother was now stood and screamed back at her father as she got in his face. Kenzie had brought her shaking hands up to her ears, as she tried to shut out the rage filled voices from two people she had only seen love from before.

Suddenly her father hit her mother again, but Kenzie became confused as her mother had started laughing. But Kenzie didn’t hear it because her heart had beat so fast and loud it seemed to block out all sound as if her hands weren’t needed to do so. But it was what her father did next that would change her life forever.
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Kenzie downed more of the whiskey and closed her eyes, that headache starting to pound in her head like it always did whenever she thought of that night. The first shot had scared her—so horrifically she had run to her room and hid in her closet, frantically pulling down her hung
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