
  
    [image: Wicked Bone]
  


  
    
      
        
        For Loretta

      

        

      
        My very own Pashmina.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Wicked Bone

    

    
      
        Kari Kilgore

      

    

    
      Spiral Publishing, Ltd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The bright white ceramic tiles in the glorious, airy sunroom were one of Katie’s favorite things about the vacation house high in the Virginia Blue Ridge Mountains. Light flooded in from three glass walls and the ceiling, making this one of the few places she felt truly warm so far north in the deep wintertime.

      The angular, Art Deco lounge chairs and loveseat had matching white steel frames contrasted with deep, thick cushions in luscious, cheerful shades of every hue she loved. Blue, red, green, purple, and especially pink transformed the room from a beautiful if sterile white box into her little slice of personal heaven.

      Even on painfully, unreasonably frigid days, the intense sunlight let Katie pursue her lifelong art and passion of gardening. Rich, earthy scents of jasmine and patchouli brought a welcome touch of her pride and joy, her sprawling prize-winning garden in Miami, to their frozen northern retreat.

      The peppery bite of nasturtium lingered on her tongue. She couldn’t resist munching on at least one of the gorgeous orange flowers every time she set foot in her Garden of Eden North. Thanks to Nora, their neighbor and caretaker while they were out of town, Katie’s plants were always thriving.

      Brilliant, marriage-saving compromises with her long-time husband Ken stretched far past her beloved white tile and rainbow of cushions in one spectacular room. Ken was out here as often as she was, enjoying the endless sea of mountains, blue and green and brown rolling and swelling as far as the eye could see in warmer weather.

      Today crashing waves of brilliant white set off a soaring winter sky so blue it made Katie’s eyes water. Well-planned and expensive construction paid off as the high altitude wind picked up. Glittering veils of ice diamonds danced across her view and over the transparent roof, bringing whispery sounds like sand skittering across the beach. Not the slightest trace of chilly air intruded no matter how hard that bitter wind tried to force its way in.

      The house itself was a grand compromise, one Katie was thankful they’d come to the year she’d turned forty-five and Ken forty-three. She would have preferred a house further south than their home in Miami, maybe even the hedonistic, rum-soaked paradise of Key West. She still held out hope for that cozy, exclusive bungalow where the ghost of Hemmingway roamed free as the chickens.

      Ken longed for the mountains of his childhood, though, and she had to admit he was right about the song and beauty of the rugged land. At the height of smothery, muggy summer in Florida, the cool breezes and chorus of frogs and insects up here were a symphony for her senses.

      A soft, tickly caress across her bare feet, warmed by the fabulous radiant floor heating, reminded Katie of another much-loved compromise. She picked up a delicate, soft as cashmere, absolutely stunning solid black cat. Pashmina rumbled like she had a belly full of bumblebees, and she blinked her gorgeous deep green eyes slow as sweat rolling down a huge glass of summer afternoon iced tea.

      Katie had never been a pet person until those emerald beauties claimed ownership of her heart as surely as Ken had.

      “Glad to be back in the mountains, my Pashmina love?”

      She held the dainty creature up to her ear, grinning as the purrs vibrated through her own skull. Pashmina batted at Katie’s brown curls, then tried to pull her reading glasses from the top of her head.

      “You’re right, gorgeous girl. Mommy did come out here to do a little reading.”

      Katie headed toward her escapist and adventure corner, a huge purple beanbag piled high with rainbow pillows, and the delightful fantasy adventure novel she’d been dying to get back to. She loved anything but legal thrillers. Her real life job as an attorney made it far too clear that courtrooms were much more hurry up and wait than anything thrilling.

      Before she took three steps, she froze.

      There. Right there on her perfect, clean white tile.

      Once in a great while, deep down inside her own mind, Katie remembered why she’d never wanted pets in the first place.

      A smear of blood. A tiny fluff of grey fur.

      A stomach no bigger than a dime.

      Katie groaned. “Why can’t you wait until Ken gets home?”

      Pashmina blinked her seductive, languorous blink and purred even louder.

      Katie put the vicious, murderous feline on the dark red loveseat. Appropriate match for such horrifying bloodlust.

      “Good kitty,” Katie said under her breath. Ken said she had to praise Pashmina for her excellent hunting feats, no matter how messy or how often. “Brave kitty. Clever girl.”

      Pashmina rolled onto her back, but Katie had finally learned not to fall for that trap. Cat requests for a belly rub came with claws and sometimes teeth right behind.

      The ways of the tiny house panther’s hunts were still foreign and mysterious to Katie, and she thought they always would be. One day a delicate, pathetic foot lingered to announce the kill.

      Another day, the tail. A head without a body. A body without a head.

      In Florida Pashmina added lizards, huge insects, and an occasional scorpion to her menu, but continued her rejection of some random body part. Always proudly displayed where Katie would be sure to notice. No rhyme or reason to any of it.

      Only bleach and gloves and scrubbing.
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      Just as Katie stepped out into the gusting wind cutting through her indoor clothes like a hand through still water, she heard the jangling approach of Ken’s Jeep. He’d bought a second-hand dark blue boxy monstrosity, outfitted with four wheel drive and pulleys and winches and everything else he could think up.

      That was another idea of his that seemed strange to her at first, but it shifted into perfect sense and clarity after the first snowstorm up here.

      The Jeep still looked horrid to Katie, and her ears recoiled from the irritating noise of the chains on the quiet winter day. And she was consistently amazed at how well that sturdy tank made it through the worst that winter or spring storms could throw at it. So far no creek was too flooded, no road too muddy, and no snow drift too high to stop Ken and his favorite mountain toy retrieved from his childhood.

      She dropped the bag of distasteful guts and the paper towels she’d used to clean it into one of their three huge garbage cans. Ken was returning from hauling off the garbage among other things, so the small paper sack made a massive resounding thunk in the empty green canister. The frigid air damped down the musty, rotten smell that lingered no matter how clean the inside of the cans looked.

      Katie flipped the raccoon guard - a bar that covered all three cans and kept their garbage inside rather than scattered all over the ground -down just as Ken’s Jeep rounded the last curve of their steep graveled road.

      He tapped the old-fashioned blaring horn once, and she heard the rough motor grind down into a lower gear. They left the grouchy old mountain goat here year-round, thank goodness, at her brother-in-law Dave’s rustic cabin lower down the mountain. Her sensible and lovely grey Volvo waited in town for the return journey to warmer surroundings.

      Katie couldn’t imagine trying to make it to Georgia, much less all the way down the length of Florida, on those jouncy Jeep seats with plastic windows shrieking in her ears. She doubted the stubborn thing would make it to highway speeds even going down the miles-long mountain toward North Carolina.

      “Hey there gorgeous!” Ken said as he pushed the Jeep’s screechy door open. “What the hell are you doing out here in the cold?”

      Katie realized her teeth were chattering, making her skull and her jaw ache.

      “I heard you coming for the last three miles,” she said, smiling without exposing her sensitive teeth to the awful cold. “I decided you deserved a hero’s welcome for hauling the garbage away with your trusty battle-hardened steed there.”

      Ken leaned back in and grabbed two canvas grocery bags off the front seat. He wore a plaid-lined denim jacket and a goofy red wool cap with the ear flaps pulled down, both hand-me-downs from his grandfather. Katie couldn’t see his red hair shot through with silver under the hat, but his mountain man beard only had a little bit of color left in it. She knew he’d shave every trace of it before they drove south, no matter how many times she said he looked more rugged and manly with whiskers, gray or not.

      “I return to you in triumph, my Lady,” he said, leaning down with a cold, bristly kiss. “Having dispatched the foul midden pit and secured wondrous feasts for our fair household.”

      “Bring them inside posthaste before they freeze solid, my Lord.” Katie checked for a lurking Pashmina before she opened the glass kitchen door. Despite her pampered indoor life and variety of hunting conquests, the cat still sometimes tried to dart outside whenever they were here. “I’ll start a fire to thaw all of us out.”

      “Seriously, why were you out there?” Ken said, hanging his coat and hat on the row of hooks by the door. His hair crackled with static. “It’s just above zero.”

      Katie grimaced before she could help herself.

      “Pashmina secured her own wondrous feast. She left me the most choice morsels, as usual.”

      Ken wrinkled his nose and caught her up in a proper, surprisingly warm hug.

      “What bit did she leave this time? In the sunroom again?”

      “Of course in the sunroom,” Katie said, breathing in the wool and sweat and firewood scent of her husband. “She can’t resist blood on white tile. The stomach most foul displeased Her Majesty today.”

      “I wish you’d leave that for me.” Ken kissed her cheek and turned to help her put the groceries away.

      Katie shuddered. “I can’t stand to leave it all over the floor. I just wish I knew why she does this. The different bits, I mean.”

      “Because she loves you?” Ken winked as he opened the black refrigerator. “My brother actually reminded me today of what our grandmother used to say about things like this. Granny said every creature on God’s Earth was born with a wicked bone.”

      “Every creature?” Katie stowed a bag of small red potatoes in their bin and turned back to him. “That sounds a bit extreme.”

      “Well, she did make an exception for whatever dogs she had at the time. Especially the redbone hounds. They were exempt. But every other critter had a wicked bone. Could be muscles or guts or whatever, and cats wouldn’t eat that part. She said if they ate the wicked parts, they’d get too evil and mean to live around people.”

      “Not a cat person, huh?”

      “My Granny? Not even a little bit. But she always had one to deal with the mice no one can keep control of out here. They were always black, too, just like your killer princess there. Maybe Pashmina knows how heartbroken you’d be if she turned all nasty on you.”

      Katie glanced toward the sunroom, and dark green eyes were indeed watching her. Pashmina sat in the doorway with her bushy, luxurious tail curled around her feet, giving every appearance of listening in.

      “She’s right about that,” Katie said. She made the kissy noises her house panther loved, and Pashmina wrapped like liquid velvet around her ankles. “I wonder if it offends her when I throw them out.”

      Ken laughed. “Well, you won’t be surprised to hear my Granny held firm beliefs on the matter. She said you had to get rid of whatever a cat left you, and right quick. That’s one reason she hated it when folks around here started embalming humans instead of burying them right away. Remember how fast her funeral was?”

      “I couldn’t possibly forget. I had to cancel with an incredibly unsympathetic judge to make it up here in time.”

      “I appreciate that still.” Ken kissed the tip of her nose. “Granny flat-out refused, made sure it was in her will that she would not be embalmed. She insisted on going in the ground quick even though she despised graveyards, so she could turn to dust straightaway. She was always onto us to never hang around or play in them, especially the big modern ones. All those wicked bones gathered up and preserved forever.”

      “So humans have wicked bones, too?”

      Ken grunted. “Usually a lot more than one bone. You know that better than anyone, Madame Prosecutor. Wicked humans all over Florida are a big part of what paid for this little chalet.”
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