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 ANGEL INK

 


Angels, Art, and Abduction: The magic of an
angel’s heart…is written on his skin.

 


Haley Michaels, Reporter

 


I was minding my own business, trying to
escape a party, and walked straight into a murder. Which would’ve
been the scoop of a lifetime if my phone hadn’t died. And the door
hadn’t locked. Now I’m stuck in a cabin in the mountains with a hot
guy who appeared on the street like my knight on shining
motorcycle, and I should be more worried than attracted. I mean,
he’s covered in tattoos and is VP from the notorious Concrete
Angels MC, the same group I’m investigating. Because I know they’re
involved with the deaths of a U.S. Marshal and two FBI agents. My
love life luck sucks.

 


Michael, Concrete Angels’ VP

 


Love isn’t something that archangels ever
expect to feel. At least not the all-consuming, no-holds-barred
kind of love spoken about in films and songs. But that’s what I
felt the moment I laid eyes on Haley. She doesn’t know I’m not
human, or just how inhuman the rest of my MC is, but I can’t stay
away from her if I tried. Now I have to protect her – not only from
the men hunting her, but also from the truth. The question is: will
she stay when she finds out what I really am? Because if she can’t
be trusted with the truth, Loki will make sure she can’t pass on
the information. Permanently.
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Chapter One




Haley

 


 


I stood in the art wing of the Denver Museum
of Nature & Science and tried to smother a yawn as the curator
droned on about the new exhibit featuring rising-star artist Austen
Powyrs. Eye-roll to his name. Must have been a 90’s child.
From what I could tell the guy basically used light and dark shapes
like Bob Ross with his happy trees and Thomas Kinkaide with his
sparkly lights, but not nearly as well.

Dude, my holiday cards were better.

I took a few shots of the curator, the crowd
of press, and the art, but my attention wandered. This was a
frickin’ fluff piece to make the Fort Collins Bugle look good.
And get me off their backs looking into the story I want to
write.

Damn, I was bored with writing fluff pieces.
To be honest, I wanted to run through the vaulted rooms of the
museum screaming, “Let It Go” at the top of my lungs. Maybe with
a cute, long-haired electric guitarist following along. It
would definitely be more exciting than this story.

A scuffle in one of the side rooms drew my
attention and I slipped to the entrance to see what was going on. A
tall guy with angelic features around his large nose and wearing a
leather cut ran through the room, but paused in front of a painting
with light filtering through an autumn forest. For just a moment, I
swore I saw huge black wings rising up behind him.

He met my gaze and darted to me before he
grabbed me by the strap of my camera bag, pulling me to his chest.
He planted a hot and stunning kiss on my lips. I dropped my jaw and
his tongue slid along mine, electrifying me more than the
long-haired guitarist in my fantasy. I tasted cinnamon rolls and
hot coffee before he pulled back with a wild smile.

“I saw wings.” Okay, not the best response
to a sexy kiss.

“Don’t worry, love. It’s an illusion.”

And then he was gone.

I stood there, completely non-plussed and
out of words for the first time in my life, only barely registering
the rest of security streaming past me. It took me several minutes
to get over the kiss and the scent of the man who’d laid it on me.
He’d smelled like freshly baked bread with a hint of rosemary and
basil. They reminded me of safe, comfortable places where I’d
always had enough.

My cellphone rang, bringing my attention
back to the room. The art and people around me came back into focus
like hoodoos reappearing as the fog retreats from the lowlands.
Hell, a lot of them look like hoodoos.

“Haley Michaels.”

“Hey Hale, how’s it hangin’?”

I sighed. My best friend and co-conspirator
Tori Lindhurst did a lot to make me smile, but I didn’t need her
distraction.

“Hey, Tori. I’m just at the Denver Museum
getting the “scoop” on that hot new artist in town.”

“Blergh. That sounds as fun as watching
paint dry. It’s almost over, right?”

“Yeah.” I frowned. “Why?”

“Because I got something cookin’ that’s
right up your alley. Remember the story about the dead FBI agent
found after the big summer forest fires?”

“Yeah…”

Tori squealed her excitement. “I found out
where he’d been working undercover, and who he’d been working for.
And it wasn’t the FBI.”

“What?” I barked the word and winced when
people shot looks my way. “Are you going to tell me more? Or just
tease me, then let me die of curiosity?”

“Take me out to get a mocha, and I’ll dish
it up. Soonly!”

I gaped and got my ass moving. None of the
other members of the press paid me any mind as the museum curators
tried to placate them after security had run through. After the
baked goods guy. What the heck had he been doing there? Despite
his overwhelming presence, he hadn’t been carrying any stolen goods
that I could tell. Why had security been after him?

I shook my head as I pushed out the front
doors into the blustery, frigid February morning. Fuck, it’s
cold out here. We’d had a cold snap so sharp that everyone
dressed like marshmallows just to walk to their cars. I sped up my
steps so I didn’t have to withstand the icy wind shooting down the
funnel of the Front Range.

The relative heat of my car’s interior made
my shoulders loosen as I slammed the door shut and cranked the
engine. No matter what people said about those late model Subaru
Outbacks, they’d run forever when taken care of. I never missed an
oil change or maintenance checkup. I’d drive that baby into the
ground before I gave it up.

The wind threatened to push me off the road
as I drove north up I-25 toward Fort Collins. All this used to be
farm land and ranches, but as Denver grew to engulf Brighton,
Thornton, Longmont, and Loveland, it turned into one long city. It
was great for having places to go and things to do, but it made
traffic hell. I only came down to Denver when necessary or for the
airport. Otherwise, I preferred Fort Collins.

I lived on the west side up against the
mountains in what used to be old student housing for Colorado State
University. Campus had moved three blocks south of my street and
had sold off the old apartments. All the partying had gone with it
and my apartment building became secluded and quiet. The offices
for the Bugle sat on Harmony Road in downtown Fort Collins and our
favorite coffee shop, Jitters, was located just around the corner.
I found a place to park and hurried into the heated shop, sighing
at the scents of ground coffee and fresh bagels.

Tori sat at a table near the window, her
natural golden blonde tresses cascading artfully from beneath her
knitted hat around an elegant scarf. She’d draped her fitted winter
coat over the chair behind her and I was reminded just how ordinary
I was. I was the dark to her light, the woman passed over as
forgettable in Tori’s brilliance. It was a good thing she had the
job of print organization instead of reporting because I’d be out
of a job faster than one could say, “pretty.”

“Get your coffee and get over here. I have
such a scoop for you.” She grinned wide and her brown eyes danced
with excitement. “Come on. I can’t wait to tell you this.”

“Okay, okay. Give me a minute to thaw. It’s
fuckin’ freezing out there.” I disrobed from my thick coat and
draped it over the other chair. “I’ll be back.”

I headed for the counter and the scents of
the baked goods made me think of the hot guy I’d seen in the
museum. He’d smelled so good and made me hungry—but not necessarily
for food. To make me a liar, my stomach growled and I grimaced. The
barista winked at me, the freckles on his nose winking in the
overhead lights, his smile warm. He’d been interested in me for a
while, flirting when he took my order, but he’d never made the next
move. I considered the possibility of asking him out, but the image
of the dark-haired guy with the big nose crowded him out of my
thoughts and I let the barista go.

I got my coffee and a bagel with garlic
cream cheese and headed for Tori’s table.

“Okay, I’m ready. What the hell is going
on?” I sat down and fixed my gaze on her as I bit into the warm
bread.

“So you know about the guy in the wildfires
was an FBI agent and according to the ME’s report, he died of a
gunshot to the head.”

I nodded. “Right, executed and left to
burn.”

“Right. Well, it turns out he was supposed
to be undercover in the Concrete Angels Motorcycle Club, getting
the dirt on them for the FBI.”

I nodded again. The Concrete Angels MC was a
club local to the Fort Collins area and were rumored to be into
everything from drug and weapons sales to money laundering and
racketeering. But no one could ever get any dirt on them because
they also donated to charities, paid taxes, and protected the
weak.

Good Samaritans with a kick.

A memory surfaced of bikers wearing cuts
bringing in a whole bunch of women and kids to the Hopeful Heart
Shelter. I don’t know why I thought they were bikers—none of them
rode Harleys, but their leather jackets all had a gargoyle riding a
bike with flaming wheels and they had “rough life” stamped all over
them. I’d been there when they’d come in and helped get the kids
settled, but didn’t pay more attention to them. Turned out the kids
had been victims of the sex trade and they all appeared broken and
defeated. It had taken a long time for any of them to recover from
their ordeal, but I’d volunteered twice a week to help as I
could.

For Jeff.

Snapping of fingers in front of my face made
me focus on the present with a jerk.

“Earth to Haley, come in, please.” Tori
waved her hand until I looked her in the eyes. “Jeez, have you
heard a word I’ve said? Where the hell did you go?”

“Sorry, I was thinking about Jeff.” I
grimaced as her expression softened and waved my hand dismissively.
“Don’t worry about it. He’s doing much better now. What were you
saying?”

“Okay, so this FBI Agent, Eisenburg is his
name, was supposed to be undercover in the Concrete Angels, but he
got his hand caught in the cookie jar for embezzling from them.
Rumor has it they killed him for it, but the money didn’t go to the
FBI.”

I blinked. “Wait, Eisenburg was undercover
FBI, but he was skimming and not sending the money back to his
bosses?” I shrugged. “I assume he was setting up a nest egg for
himself. Why is this a big deal?”

Tori shook her head. “Do you think I’d tell
you this over a crooked Fed’s nest egg? Come on, you know me better
than that.”

“Kinda. Get to the punch line.”

“Okay, okay, keep your bra on. Five months
ago there was a big brouhaha over the US Marshal accusing the Fort
Collins Police Commissioner of beating him up and taking bribes to
destroy evidence.” Tori warmed to her subject, her eyes flashing.
“He took off and they chased him up into the hills where he drove
off a cliff and died in a fiery crash. An investigation was started
but the Commissioner, Daniel Ainsworth, had a heart attack and died
en route to the hospital.”

I frowned. “I remember that, but Ainsworth
wasn’t very old, was he? Somewhere in his late forties?”

Tori nodded. “Yeah, it was hinky all right,
but everyone passed it off as natural causes due to the stress of
his job. They didn’t bother with an autopsy and it was swept under
the rug.”

I tilted my head as I sipped my coffee. “You
think someone killed him and made it look like a heart attack.”

“No, my source does.”

“You’re the organizer for print, arranging
stories on the page. How do you have sources?”

“Hey, just because I’m not a field reporter
doesn’t mean I don’t have any skills at reporting.”

“If you have such skills, why aren’t you a
reporter?”

Tori grimaced. “Are you kidding? I don’t
want to be outside if I don’t have to. You know how fuckin’ cold it
is around here in wintertime? Plus, the pay is better as the print
organizer and I’m anal-retentive enough to make the Bugle look
fabulous every day. Even better than the Denver Post. Our paper is
sexy.”

I laughed and shook my head. “It is that. So
what does a dead marshal and now a dead police commissioner have to
do with the executed FBI agent?”

“It all comes back to the money.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course it does. Damn,
people are so fuckin’ predictable.”

“Hey, that’s how we have news, right?” Tori
winked. “Eisenburg was embezzling but it wasn’t going into his own
accounts or the FBI’s. My source said it was tracked to some
offshore and blind accounts that seemed to go nowhere. But they
also found a ledger which had a list not only of the accounts and
the money, but also of names.”

My heart rate went up. “What kinds of
names?”

Tori mercifully didn’t go for the sarcasm.
“Crooked cops, FBI agents and US Marshals.”

“Oh my glory. Was the marshal who died in
the crash one of them?”

Tori shook her head. “No, he’d been trying
to expose them, which is probably why they chased him off a cliff.
But Ainsworth was on the list.”

“Holy shit. Where’s this list now?”

Tori’s lips curled in smug satisfaction. “I
happen to have a copy of it, right here, right now.”

You ever seen those commercials where the
actors get this avaricious look on their faces and make
grabby-hands motions? That was me in that moment, desperate for the
story that would push me out of fluff pieces and into the world of
real journalism. And if I could take down corrupt cops, too, I was
all over it like white on rice.

“Are you going to give it to me?” I reached
for the piece of paper she held but she pulled it out of my
reach.

“I will, on one condition.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What condition is
that?”

“You have to introduce me to your hot
cousin.”

I frowned. “Which hot cousin? Jeff?” I shook
my head. “He’s not ready, Tori.”

Her mouth flattened. “You told me he was
bi.”

“He is. But he was so badly abused, I don’t
know if he can stand to be around anyone who gives off the sexual
vibe.” He’d been seduced, held hostage by an abusive sexual
predator, and I’d had to kidnap him to safety. He was the whole
reason I volunteered at the shelter.

She smiled with satisfaction. “Come on. It’s
just a tiny meet and greet. Promise me you’ll call and set up a
time for us to meet him for lunch or something, and the list is
yours.”

I bit my bottom lip. I really wanted
that list of names because I could start looking into the
backgrounds of the people on it. But could I set my cousin up with
Tori? Granted, he felt more comfortable with women after his
ordeal, but that didn’t mean he was ready for anyone sexually
interested in him.

Jeff was beautiful, devastatingly handsome
with clear light-brown eyes, golden brown skin, dark hair and a
sensual mouth that brought out dimples when he smiled. He stood
close to six-five with broad shoulders, narrow waist, and a
physique most men paid trainers thousands of dollars for. But he
was barely venturing out in public again after his sexual
incarceration. I hadn’t been able to help him during his ordeal so
I put my time in at the shelter for sexual abuse survivors, helping
others to make up for it. The shelter had helped rehabilitate him
enough to start life over again.

“Tell you what, the best I can do is have
you meet us for coffee this coming week. I’ll see him Saturday and
you can come along.” I held up my hand at her enthusiastic look.
“Keep in mind he’s just now regaining his confidence being in
public and you need to be cognizant of that. Don’t push him for
something he doesn’t want, Tori. I mean it.”

She gave me a winning smile. “I promise to
be on my best behavior.”

She handed me the list of names and I
wondered if I’d made a huge mistake. Yeah, I wanted this story, but
I also wanted to protect my cousin. Jeff had experienced the worst
of human behaviors and he didn’t need my overenthusiastic best
friend pushing him for something he couldn’t give. I thanked Tori
for the list but kept my worries to myself.


Chapter Two


Michael

 


 


“What the hell are you doing, Michael?”

Luke’s voice intruded on my thoughts as I
viciously scrubbed the kitchenette in my cabin. I resisted the urge
to snap at him as I threw down the sponge and turned to face
him.

“What the fuck are you doing in my cabin?”
Okay, so I sucked at resistance.

“Damn, who pissed in your Cheerios?” My
older brother raised a golden blond eyebrow as he tipped his head.
“I mean, I’m not expecting rainbows and unicorns, but usually
you’re usually a lot more mellow. Someone piss you off?”

He could say that. After we took the victims
of sexual assault and forced prostitution to the shelter, the fury
over their hurts hit me at odd moments. I stared hard at the
bubbles in sink, trying to find beauty and peace in their
iridescent marbled surfaces as I strove to calm down.

“What do you want, Luke?”

He tried to look innocent. Heh, the Devil
innocent? Not likely.

“Can’t I stop by to see my younger
brother?”

“Seriously, I don’t need your poking. What
do you want?”

Luke sighed as he ran his hand over the
angel wing tattoo on the back of his bald head. “I just wanted to
check on you. You haven’t been yourself since you raided that
makeshift brothel. I half expected to come in here and find
everything painted black. What’s going on?”

I sighed. Anger was exhausting, but I
couldn’t seem to shake it. “Nothing.”

“Come on. We’re not teenagers anymore.” He
smirked. “Come to think of it, we never were teenagers. That
would’ve been fun. Can you imagine cruising the streets, lookin’ at
hot chicks?”

I snorted. “I suspect you’ve done that
thousands of times already.”

“Hey, no one ever told those kids to do shit
like that, I just never bothered to rein ’em in.”

I rubbed my forehead and reached for what
was left of my legendary patience. “Why are you really here,
Luke?”

He lost his smirk. “I really am worried
about you. I’ve never seen you like this. You always bounce back.
What happened?”

I dropped the sponge and turned on the water
to wash my hands and rinse the sink. “I seem to have lost my faith
in humanity.” As his smirk widened, I held up my hand. “Don’t. I
don’t need to hear it. I just don’t understand how humans could do
such horrible things to each other for the simple gain of
money.”

Luke frowned. “Come on. You’ve seen this for
millennia. The powerful hurting and killing others for gold, land,
hell, even water. They create wars just to make a buck. What makes
this time any different?”

I shook my head. “I dunno. I guess I’m
tired. Tired of battling the same shit, different century. Tired of
comforting the victims of all these atrocities brought on by their
own people. I’m tired of the love of money decimating everything
around us.”

“Are you listening to yourself, Michael?
You’re part of the Concrete Angels MC, a group that runs drugs and
weapons to make money. Drugs and weapons hurt people every day.
Isn’t this a bit hypocritical?”

I scowled. “I joined Loki’s crew to keep him
in balance with you. We’re two sides of the same coin and we
balance out Loki’s chaotic neutral. We balance the scales of action
and consequence”

“Right, and without us, Karma wouldn’t have
anything to do. None of this has changed, but you’re still pissed
off. What gives?”

I sighed again and slumped into a chair,
rubbing my face. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this. It’s all
the same shit, day after day, year after year, without getting any
better and nothing to look forward to. I think I’m losing faith in
the world. Why defend people who seek destruction, pain, sickness,
and the very atrocities they claim to abhor? What the hell am I
doing here?”

For the first time, Luke wore real concern
on his face. “Michael, you’re the one who told me to look for the
good things in times of darkness, and glory knows, I’m supposed to
be the harbinger of darkness. But one thing my millennia of being
the Devil has taught me is people only let the darkness rule for so
long, then they rise up with light bright enough to blind. There’s
an ebb and flow to their love of light or dark. It’s a cycle they
have to learn from. Without the dark, they can’t appreciate the
light. And they totally need us both.”

He reached out to grip my shoulder. “They
need me to be the Dark One, the one they revile and blame for all
the wrongs in the world, including their own choices. And they need
you to be the bright, shining example of love, compassion, and
determination that allows them to swing back the other way. You’re
not really fighting for them, Michael. It’s more that you’re
fighting to show them the very best they can be and how to vanquish
their own inner demons.”

I considered what he’d said, wondering who
would fight my inner demons. No one knew my brother very well,
though they claimed they had an insight into him. But only myself
and a few others knew his secret. He’d been asked to take this role
rather than “fell from Heaven” as the humans told it. And he’d
accepted, with far greater grace than even I possessed. He’d become
the Dark One everyone blamed, because he had the most compassion of
all of us.

He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “I
can’t believe I’m asking you this, but isn’t there some brightness
you’ve seen that helps you find the good again?”

I opened my mouth to deny it when the face
of the woman who’d taken the kids filled my mind. Her name was
Haley. Like my big brother, she’d shown nothing but compassion
to the child victims, listening to them as she led them through the
shelter. She had a strength in her kindness and presence that
called to me with a yearning I’d forgotten in all my millennia with
humans.

“Ah ha, what just went through your
mind?”

Damn Luke’s sharp perception.

“Nothing.”

Luke snorted. “Don’t hand me that. I can
tell when you’re thinking of something good. You actually glow, you
know that? Might want to tone down your grace a little when you
think of…them. It’s a them, isn’t it?” He batted his eyes with
excited delight. “Oooh, tell me about them. Tell me
everything!”

I rolled my eyes and pushed him away. “Sod
off, you wanker.”

“Oh, no. Not after that reaction. I told you
all about Angelina, now you have to tell me who it is that makes
you find the light in the dark.”

I didn’t want to tell him about Haley, not
until I knew her better myself. But Luke had a way of pestering
people until they either threatened to kill him—which was never a
good idea—or they gave in. I was stronger than most, but it was
usually easier just to give him what he wanted.

I’d only met her once—and stole a kiss from
her—but she’d seen my wings, which weren’t normally visible.
Except to those who are our true mates. True, other angels
could see our wings, and sometimes the other Elder Races could as
well, but humans were usually oblivious. I’d originally blamed her
momentary vision on my distraction.

I’d only been at the museum because we’d
been tracking one of the cops on our erstwhile member Roy’s list of
Backlog members. He’d quit the Fort Collins PD and hired on as a
security guard at the Denver Museum of Nature & Science. I’d
managed to get one of Viper’s little spy gadgets onto his phone,
but he thought I was trying to pickpocket him when I put the phone
back and that engendered the chase through the museum.

I don’t know what made me kiss her. Maybe it
was because I knew the goodness of her heart after I’d seen her
take in those kids at the shelter. Whatever the reason, once I’d
kissed her, I couldn’t get her off my mind, and it worried me.
She’d been there with the press, which meant she was a reporter of
some kind. Not a good combination with a biker with dubious
humanity.

“I don’t really have someone.” I shook my
head and he dropped his chin with a dry look. “Seriously. I’ve
never actually met her.”

Luke laughed. “You know, your shoulders
twitch when you lie. You should really try to curb that tell.”

I scowled. “I’m not lying. I’ve spoken maybe
three words to her.”

“And?”

“What and? How do you know there’s an
and?”

“Because I know you. Have your doubts about
your worthiness of love totally derailed you?”

“What the hell has love got to do with
it?”

“Hey, hell is my bailiwick, so let’s just
leave that out of it.” Luke grinned and thumped my shoulder. “Love
has everything to do with it. Well, at least to do with
you.”

My scowl deepened. “I’m the Archangel
Michael, for glory’s sake. I’m a warrior not a lover. The lover is
Gabriel’s role.”

“And I’m known as the Devil in most circles,
but we both know the truth. Or at least I do.” Luke squeezed my
shoulder. “It’s okay to fall in love. Anyone would be lucky to win
your heart.”

I shrugged him off. “She didn’t win my heart
and I didn’t win hers. She doesn’t even know me.”

“Well then.” He gave me his best wicked
grin. “That’s the first thing we need to change.”

I swallowed hard. When Luke wore that look,
it usually meant things didn’t go as expected or remotely well. At
least, not for me, or the person he had in mind. I just hoped the
woman I’d kissed wouldn’t hate me for it in the end.

 


****

 


Haley

 


Tori had given me the list and I was all set
to start researching the backgrounds of the people on it, but Carl
had called and reminded me I’d promised to go with him to this
Valentine’s Day party filled with newsie movers-and-shakers. I
hadn’t wanted to go and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be with Carl
anymore, but I’d promised I stood by my word. There wasn’t much
integrity in journalists these days and I had to find something
that made me stand out from my colleagues. So I picked truth and
honesty. Not exactly the best qualities for a reporter who
didn’t want to be stuck writing fluff pieces.

So I stood alone at a Valentine’s Day party,
trying to avoid a predacious drunk guy and wishing I could just get
home. At least I had the list of names of the crooked cops in this
vast network in law enforcement. I damn near salivated with the
idea of being home with my computer and my search engines.

Yeah, while I get to stand here and look
like a stupid wallflower.

I stared at Carl, my soon-to-be-ex boyfriend
as he cozied up to two women who had bigger boobs and more makeup
than I did. He hadn’t bothered to introduce me so I wasn’t sure if
they were the movers and shakers to whom he’d promised to introduce
me, or just their main squeezes, but after his hands wandered to
their asses, I didn’t really want to meet them at all.

They might be high-priced hookers too.

Yeah, that wouldn’t surprise me. Inching my
way toward the buffet to escape the drunk guy who’d zeroed in on
me, I tried to find a quiet corner. Or a phone. Or locate someone
who might help my career if I talked to them. I slid past some
women who gave me a once-over that said they didn’t see much worth
value and checked my phone. Maybe I can call Tori to come pick
me up.

Except the phone sat dead in my hand like a
little sparkly paperweight. No, no, no. My phone couldn’t be
dead. I’d just charged it that afternoon, and I needed it to get
out of this place. Carl was my ride and I couldn’t rely on him. I
glanced in his direction and grimaced. He was getting handsy with a
redhead. I looked around for a phone in the room, but the drunk guy
was still lurching after me like a bad B-rate movie zombie and I
needed an escape fast.

And that’s why they call them ‘fire
escapes.’ I ducked out the emergency exit and closed the door,
hoping zombie-guy wouldn’t follow. Hopefully, I would be safe to
find a quiet and calm place to think. Since my phone’s dead and
I’m stuck here for a while.

I sat down on the cool concrete steps of the
back stairs and rubbed my face with my hands. I swore I’d never put
myself in such a position again, but there I was, sitting on some
back staircase with nothing but my dress, my high heels, my phone,
and what little privacy I’d found. You’re so dumb and trusting,
Haley. Which was pretty stupid considering I was supposed to be
an investigative journalist.

Thank glory I didn’t have my ID on me. Of
course, when they find your body, that’ll make it harder to
identify you. Oh yeah, I was full of those cheerful thoughts.
So much for getting into the holiday spirit.

I wrapped my arms around my chest and leaned
my elbows on my thighs. I was safe at the moment. Despite the
pounding bass coming through the emergency exit doors, the
stairwell was relatively quiet. A little light filtered through the
dingy windows from the street lights outside, but otherwise, it was
dark. So far, no one else had found this little oasis of calm to
have a quickie or a good cry. Although I’m getting close to the
second one.

I’d come here with the guy I’d thought was
my boyfriend. Carl had sworn it was going to be a fun holiday party
with the YouPros—Young Professionals, the new millennium’s
Yuppies—of Fort Collins. In Denver. He’d said it was where anyone
who was anyone would be at this time of year. For Valentine’s
Day? I hadn’t really wanted to go, but he said I’d make
contacts with the news corp. He played you, Haley. Yeah, it
wasn’t the first time. Eventually, I’d get wise.

I shoved the unhappy thoughts of the past
away and scrubbed my face. I should’ve known there was something
going on. Carl seemed to be getting twitchy, like a guy who’d been
using something addictive. He’d also had the look of frenzied
desperation, the kind of look on people jonesing for the next best
thing, and I totally bought into it. Right up until he started
playing tonsil hockey with not one, not two, but three of the
partygoers, one of them a guy. Yeah, can’t compete with
that. I was in the position of no ride, not enough money for a
taxi to Fort Collins, and no understanding of where the hell I
actually was. Yeah, I had my phone, but I couldn’t tell anyone
where to come get me.

I’m so fucked.

I needed to find a way home, but that meant
going back through the party to get out of the building. This
staircase led to the basement, and there was no way in hell I was
going down there. Hello, serial killerville. I pulled out my
phone to check what time it was and remembered it was deader than a
door nail. Shit. So much for GPS or calling the cavalry.

I bit my lip and considered the door I’d
come through. I might be able to find a phone if I went back to the
party. Hell, I could probably lift one off one of the guests and
they’d never notice. Those old pickpocketing skills came in handy
in the oddest times.

Sighing, I stood up and pulled my skirt back
down to the proper length. Yeah, I’d be getting rid of this dress
as soon as I got home. I hated when the fitted skirts rode up.
All right, Michaels. Let’s do this. I grasped the door
handle and pulled.

Nothing happened.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

I yanked on the door, but the latch held
despite using all of my hundred and sixty-five plus pounds of
weight. The door was locked and no one could hear me in the party.
And my phone was dead.

“Oh my GLORY!” I slammed my hand against the
door, hoping someone might actually hear me over the damn music,
but no one came to check it out. “Fuck!”

Biting my bottom lip, I looked up the
staircase. Maybe one of the other doors were unlocked and I could
at least get back into the building. I memorized the floor number
on the party’s door and climbed the stairs to the next floor.

I was about to bang on it, but I paused when
I heard what sounded like voices coming from the other side.
Logically, it would’ve made sense to thump on the door and have
them open it for me. But something made me pause. The voices
weren’t loud, but they didn’t sound happy or particularly friendly.
Maybe I didn’t want them to know I was there.

This was confirmed a moment later when
someone said, “You shoulda thought of that before you went up
against Backlog. You was warned. Now you’re gonna pay.”

What the hell is Backlog?

Before I could peer up the stairs, I heard
someone shout what sounded like, “No, wait! Don’t!” Just before two
gun shots rang out.

I gasped and froze, holding my breath. Not
that they knew I was there, but I wasn’t about to take any chances
they’d notice me.

“All right, come on. Get his legs and throw
him in the stairwell. They won’t find him until we’re long gone.
And don’t forget to police your brass.”

Stairwell? Fuck! Whatever they were
planning to do, it involved my stairwell and they were very likely
to see me. And shoot my unlucky ass. Panic hit me in a wave
and I backed away from the door, my shoes clattering loud enough to
be heard over the party.

Swearing under my breath, I bent over and
yanked off my heels before I padded down several steps and ducked
under the curve of the stairs. I flattened myself against the wall
as the door above me opened and light spilled into the stairwell. I
didn’t dare move as two guys dropped something heavy onto the
steps, grumbling about the weight.

“Shit, did the guy have to eat all those
frozen pizzas? He’s fuckin’ heavy.”

“Shut up, Inky. Just make sure he’s got no
ID on him.”

Inky snorted. “How’s that gonna help? His
fuckin’ face is all over the newspapers and internet. Takin’ his ID
won’t hide who he is.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and get some cops who
don’t know who he is.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Look, just clear his pockets and let’s get
outta here. I don’t want any of those partiers findin’ us here with
him. Backlog says we got too much to do in prep for the big boss
comin’ to town.”

“Yeah, yeah. Keep your shirt on.” There was
some rustling as they rifled through the body’s pockets. “Okay, I
think I got everything. Keys, phone, wallet, and Chapstick. No
wonder his lips looked so soft.”

“Eww, Inky, that’s nasty.”

“No, nasty is your lips, Tinder. There’s no
excuse for not keeping your lips healthy. You know the skin is the
biggest organ on your body, right?”

Their voices faded as the door above started
to close. Too late I realized that was my only ticket out of the
stairwell with the dead guy. I whimpered with distaste and padded
back up the stairs, hoping I’d be able to catch the door before it
latched.

Turns out, I needn’t have worried. The dead
guy’s foot had caught in the door, holding it open about an inch. I
glanced down at the body’s face as I made to pass it and stopped,
my stomach dropping into my bare feet.

“Holy shit, that’s ADA Patrick
O’Donnell.”

Inky had been right. Everyone knew Assistant
District Attorney O’Donnell and they wouldn’t need his ID to
identify him. And I’d been present at the scene of his murder.
Without a functioning phone. This night just kept getting
better and better.

I had to find a way to both report on the
ADA’s death and get home anonymously because I couldn’t do a damn
thing about a dead guy in the stairwell. Whoever Backlog was, they
were powerful enough to take out a famous ADA, and I didn’t want
them to find out about me. I crept up to the door and peered around
the edge. The room beyond looked like a new office space with
furniture wrapped in plastic and boxes of office equipment piled
around. Nothing remained of the murder except some blood splatter
on the floor and plastic wrap.

I reached for the door to pull it open but
stopped. Think forensics. The last thing I wanted to leave
were footprints or fingerprints. I used the heel of my shoe to
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