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Chapter 1




The Angel of Death walked unbowed
through the night and the pouring rain. Her bright violet eyes were
laser-locked on her target and she was a heat-seeking missile, bent
on absolute and total destruction.

All around her bodies swirled like a
human ocean, ebbing and flowing and then parting as she passed. She
sliced through like a knife, barely cognizant of the mass of bodies
around her. The only thing that existed in the world at that moment
was her target, and there was no force on Earth that would stop her
from completing her task.

It was a cool, early spring New
Mexican night, warm enough for the attendees of the Greater
Southwestern Comic-con to leave their coats at home and come out in
all of their fully costumed weirdness. The people flowed in, out,
and around Tingley Coliseum, most all of them dressed in the garb
of their favorite fictional characters. The coliseum grounds were a
wild collection of superheroes, space pirates, feudal knights,
robots, and aliens of all kinds. There were tons of women there,
almost all of them made up in ways to make them look sexy and
showing plenty of skin, even the ones who didn’t have the body to
pull off the looks they were going for.

All of it went over Angel’s head.
She’d never had time for comic books or movies, for playing dress
up or for imagination. Her life had been the kind of real life
horror show that people like this never knew and couldn’t
understand. Angel felt the resentment percolating deep in her soul
as she watched the smiling faces pass by her and heard the laughter
carried on the mountain winds.

Angel used that resentment; it fueled
her and drove her forward, closer to her target. Angel blended
right in with the wildly dressed crowd. No one paid too much
attention to the pretty, short girl with the sassy, hip swinging
walk, even with the toy six shooters in a plastic holster slung low
around her waist, or the repurposed broom handle that served as a
home-made staff that hung down the center of her back. She whizzed
past people, her long, rainbow-colored hair trailing behind her,
face covered in pale white makeup with slut red lipstick and
glittery eye shadow. She paid no attention to the admiring looks
she got from more than one convention goer as she strutted past in
her blood-red, faux leather bustier under a black motorcycle
jacket, tiny plaid miniskirt, and knee-high white stockings with
low topped black boots. Under her left arm, Angel felt the
reassuring weight of the very real Glock nine-millimeter pistol in
a shoulder holster, fully loaded and hungry for blood.

Ahead of Angel, two high powered
headlights cut through the swirl of humanity as a black limo pulled
quickly up to the curb and sat idling, brake lights shading
everything behind the limo in bright red as the driver declined to
put it in park. Out of the corner of her eye, Angel watched as the
first security guard emerged from the front entrance a moment
later, a thick Mexican gentleman in a nicely tailored suit and
closely cropped black hair. He walked with a sense of urgency and a
certain weight that immediately sent a message to anyone around
him, and dutifully, if subconsciously, the crowd gave him room. He
circled around the rear of the car, passing through the beams of
the brake lights, and took up a post just beside the driver’s
door.

Almost immediately a second guard
emerged. He had the same walk and attitude, though this man was
taller and leaner than the first. His suit didn’t fit as well, and
when he took his post ten feet out from the left side passenger
door, Angel clearly saw the bump of his gun under the man’s suit
jacket.

Next came the target, Rafael Baca, the
pathetic half-son of a powerful Mexican drug lord. Known derisively
as “Reckless Raffy,” Baca lived large on his father’s money and
reputation. Baca existed on a diet of high quality cocaine,
expensive liquor, and cheap whores. He was a wash-out; a family
embarrassment that was largely unwelcome at home and completely
unrelated to the family business.

It was his reckless lifestyle, not his
family connections, which had marked Rafael Baca for death. The
overgrown fan boy had gotten wasted and stupid and strangled a
sixteen-year-old girl dressed as Wonder Woman, and left her body
lying in an alley in downtown Minneapolis. He’d left it up to his
bulky bodyguards, his expensive attorney, and his family name to
keep himself out of jail, and it had worked.

The grieving father, frustrated with
the failure of the so-called justice system, had sought relief from
other sources. Somehow, he had been put in contact with a man known
on the streets as The Thunderbird. For a generous fee, The
Thunderbird had agreed to resolve the issue. He had, in turn,
dispatched Angel to provide the family with the only kind of
justice they would ever get.

The Thunderbird was Angel’s master. He
had taken her in off the streets and molded her into what she was
now: a highly efficient, emotionless killer. The only thing in the
world that mattered to Angel was the job in hand, the target, and
the successful completion of the mission. Success made Master
happy, and when Master was happy, life was good.

Angel had
never failed
Master.

Baca emerged from the front door of
the coliseum looking like the cliché that he was. It was the look
he aimed for, wearing an expensive tailored suit with the shirt
unbuttoned a quarter of the way down, Italian loafers, slicked-back
hair that was intentionally ruffled, and lots of jewelry. He was
not an attractive man in the least and he knew it, which was why he
dripped money everywhere he went. Money was the only thing that
could make this mousy, acne-scarred shrimp of man appealing to the
beautiful girls that managed to gather at every stop.

Angel had been following Baca for
weeks now as he hopped from one convention to another. She had
observed his every move, and by now had a detailed understanding
not just of how he worked, but how his three-man security detailed
operated. She knew how much cocaine they snorted, how much alcohol
they drank, and exactly how they moved around each other. She had
thrilled when Baca had gotten himself into a scuffle at a
Meet-and-Greet for some famous comic book artist in Las Vegas and
his bodyguards had left him twisting in the wind for several
minutes. Angel had smiled as she watched them taking in the scene
with amusement before finally, reluctantly, swooping in to save
their charge.

She recognized in each of the three
men an air of danger and a certain taste for the rougher aspects of
their job. She also noticed their blatant dislike for Baca, and it
was that dislike that made them soft and slow. They used their
stature as their primary deterrent and that had been more than
enough to diffuse any trouble.

It wouldn’t be enough to save Reckless
Raffy on this night.

Everything about her look was
specially tailored to catch Baca’s eye. She might have felt foolish
in the get-up, if feelings were something she allowed herself, but
they were not. The costume was just a tool, the key to get her next
to Baca, nice and close, where she could deliver her message
intimately and publicly.

Baca strolled out into the night with
a girl under each arm; one was a big busted blonde in booty shorts
and pigtails, the other a shorter, stouter Asian girl with a teal
wig, wearing a tight, black leather bodysuit. Baca was talking a
mile a minute and grinning from ear to ear while the girls giggled
and hung on his every word. Behind him, the third security guard
trailed, holding an umbrella not quite over Baca’s head. He was the
oldest of three and the one Baca liked the best, so he was always
the one that stayed closest and got the embarrassing jobs like
holding Baca’s umbrella. On this night, there was just enough wind
that the guard had to hold the umbrella with both hands to keep the
wind from ripping it out of his hands, the guard’s gun completely
useless under his suit jacket.

Angel had timed her approach
perfectly, passing through Baca’s line of vision just as he came
around the rear of the car. She let her gaze settle on him, making
sure that he saw.

“Whoo, wow baby, look at
that,” he called out loudly. “Look at that strut.”

Angel kept walking briskly, but gave
him a corner of a smile and slight head nod to acknowledge his
comment. Baca couldn’t stand for a woman to ignore him once she had
caught his eye. He stopped walking and slid his right arm away from
the busty blonde’s shoulder.

“Hey! Yo! Rainbow! Over
here, sweetness.”

Angel stopped short and pivoted
sharply to face him. She cocked her head to one side, placed one
hand on her hip, and leaned forward slightly to give him a glimpse
at her cleavage. Angel wasn’t particularly endowed by any means, so
the outfit that she wore was specifically designed to make her
appear much larger, and it worked. Baca’s eyes slid down her and
back up, like he was eyeing a piece of meat in a steakhouse window.
His tongue slithered out of his mouth as he licked his
lips.

“Hey baby,” he called out
again. “You like to party?”

Angel straightened up and shifted her
weight from one foot to the other. “Whaddya you think?” she called
out in a ridiculous accent that was somewhere between a southern
drawl and Brooklyn snark. She never claimed to be an
actress.

“I bet you do,” Baca
muttered with a shake of his head. “Come over here, baby. Let me
get a better look at you.”

She smiled full, letting him see a
mouthful of pretty white teeth as she sauntered towards him.
Angel’s eyes moved quickly to each of the three bodyguards. She was
looking for any sign of recognition, of danger. Instead she saw
only complacency and annoyance. They weren’t prepared for a fight,
weren’t ready to act. She passed by the taller guard and gave him a
flirty wink. She was inside their triangular perimeter now, and
although none of them knew it, Rafael Baca was already a dead man.
As she got closer, Angel licked her own lips, slowly, letting him
see her tongue make its way around. He smiled bigger. Beside him,
the girls were annoyed at Angel’s presence and both yapped at him
to get in the car, that they didn’t need any more company. They
didn’t want to share their newfound sugar daddy.

Angel stopped her approach an arm’s
length away and again leaned forward to give him a glimpse. “You
like what you see, baby?”

“You know I do, sugar,”
Baca grinned.

Quick, quicker than Angel expected, he
reached out, wrapped his left arm around her waist, and yanked her
in close. The move stole Angel’s breath for a second, before she
rebounded. He was an inch or so taller than she, so she craned her
neck slightly to look up into the face of her victim. He reeked of
overpriced cologne and booze.

With his left arm still around her
waist, he traced the line of Angel’s face with his right index
finger. “I don’t know this character,” he whispered. “But I like
her.” He let his hand fall, brushing over her breast and down her
side. Angel feared for one second that he might feel the Glock, but
his hand never came near it. Instead, it settled on one of the toy
guns in her holster. He pulled it slowly and held it up to the side
of her head. “Boom,” Baca grinned, and pulled the trigger, and the
plastic hammer clicked in her ear.

“Are you playin’ with me?”
Angel teased, still putting on the silly accent.

“I sure am. I like to
play. Do you?”

“You know it.” The other
girls glared at her and Angel returned the favor. “I can show you
things you could only dream of.”

“I doubt that,” Baca cooed
back at her. “But you’re welcome to come back to my hotel and try
and prove me wrong. You wouldn’t mind a little company, would you,
girls?” They kept glaring, but as he looked down at each in turn,
they grudgingly put on fake smiles and agreed.

“So let’s get the party
started. What do you say…uh…?”

“Cassie,” Angel answered.
Cassie was the name of the girl he had killed. Now she searched his
eyes for any glimmer of recognition and found none. Angel nuzzled
up closer and slowly inched her right arm inside her jacket until
her fingers brushed the grip of the Glock. She knew that their
bodies were shielding the guard by the door and the one holding the
umbrella, so as long as the point man couldn’t see what she was
doing, this would be easy. “Do you know what she does?” Angel asked
eagerly.

Baca rolled his eyes quickly, then
down at her with a condescending grin. “What does she do,
sweetness?”

Angel smiled back at him. “She avenges
murdered girls,” she said, dropping the fake accent. In those few
seconds, it finally dawned on Rafael Baca what was happening. Only
now it was far too late. Angel produced the Glock like magic,
pressed it under his chin, and fired two quick rounds directly into
his head. The girls screamed and plastered themselves against the
limo in terror.

Everything turned to chaos around her
as the crowd began screaming and swirling. They were trying to get
away, but most people had no idea where the shots had come from so
they scattered in all directions at once. As Baca’s limp body began
collapsing to the ground Angel turned slightly, targeting the guard
by the door, who she had assessed to be the most dangerous of the
three. As he tried to pull his gun, she shot him in the
forehead.

Angel turned, aware that the other two
guards would be pulling on her at any second. The one with the
umbrella was struggling, momentarily stunned by the speed of
Angel’s moves. Knowing that the point man was the immediate threat,
Angel reached out for the blonde, grabbing her by the arm. She
yanked the tall blonde forward and shoved her directly at the point
man, who had already cleared his weapon and had Angel dead to
rights. Angel moved forward toward the Asian girl, who was finally
getting her wits about her. The point man fired, but the blonde
stumbled into his line of fire and her head exploded as the bullet
slammed into her skull.

The umbrella guard had finally let go
of the umbrella and was reaching under his sports coat as the Asian
girl started to run. Angel fired a blind shot at the point man to
slow him down as she lunged at the Asian girl and shoved her in the
direction of the umbrella guard. The girl went sideways and down,
her teal wig flying off as she stumbled and rolled into the guard’s
feet, knocking him off balance just as he was clearing his
gun.

Angel continued moving toward the rear
of the car. The rear guard was trying to extricate himself from the
Asian girl at his feet and never saw Angel target him, never had
any clue that death was coming as Angel put in a bullet in the top
of his head. The man toppled over the screaming girl.

One guard left. Angel risked a glance
over her shoulder as the point man adjusted his aim and she fired
another quick shot, not going for a hit but merely trying to make
him pause. She was surprised when her shot found home, ripping
through the meat on his left side, just above his hip bone. It was
enough to make him jerk as he fired, and yet another potentially
fatal shot missed her, slamming into the rear quarter panel of the
limo. Angel felt a sting as something, probably a sliver of metal,
penetrated her leg, but she was moving too fast and far too busy to
worry about it. She reached the rear of the car, hurdling the
fallen bodies of the guard and the girl, when a second car came
tearing through the crowd toward her. Angel stopped in surprise as
a huge gold Lincoln Continental screeched to a stop and the doors
flew open.

She’d never known that he had a second
security team. She’d never caught any wind of them
whatsoever.

Angel skidded to a stop, then quickly
turned and rounded the rear of the car as three men emerged from
the Lincoln, each with a gun in hand. The point man was still
firing, but again her change of direction had thrown him off and
his shot went into the crowd, where an onlooker fell and a fresh
set of screams erupted from the crowd. The limo driver had finally
realized what was going on and hammered the gas, causing the limo
to lurch forward and fish tail. Angel crouched low and ran
alongside, using it for cover. Someone yelled out in Spanish, which
was quickly answered, and then more shots filled the air, many
impacting the limo, the pavement, or the walls of the coliseum
around her. As the limo turned away from her and towards the
street, Angel peeled off the other way, heading for an adjacent
parking lot. As she ran she began shouting, “Gun, gun! They’re
shooting! Call the police!” This sent people skittering in all
directions again and gave Angel some cover. The shots were still
coming and getting closer, so Angel fired two blind shots over her
shoulder with an immediate answer and a new round of
screams.

Angel reached the parking lot, still
crouched low, and tried to lose herself in the throng of cars. She
moved slower now, more carefully. She tried to pick out the sounds
of approaching footsteps from those that ran away in terror. She
zig-zagged along, sprinting from one row of cars to the next.
Sirens fired off somewhere in the distance, but coming
closer.

Angel forced the myriad of questions
that pounded at the back of her mind to be silent. She needed to
concentrate. Without some sort of a break, she would have to shoot
her way out, against four-to-one odds with no element of surprise.
If this was the end for her, she would go out fighting and she
wasn’t going alone. Angel kept flexing her fingers around the butt
of the pistol, readying herself for the final shootout, when a new
sound filled the air: the high-pitched whine of a motorcycle
starting up.

Angel risked raising her head, and two
rows ahead of her position a brightly colored head in a full-faced
motorcycle helmet began moving quickly. Almost instantly the men
spotted her. A man yelled “Ahi” and the gunfire started again.
Angel immediately ducked and began running, only now she changed
her course, angling to intercept the bike. As she ran, Angel stowed
the Glock in her holster and slipped the broom-handle staff off her
back and into her hands. The men behind her were continuing to yell
to each other, their shots coming closer, but Angel only needed a
few more seconds now.

She popped out from between two cars
seconds before the bike passed her. She took the chance, standing
tall and gripping the broom handle with both hands like a baseball
bat. The rider’s head swiveled toward her but he was too late.
Angel hit him across the chest and knocked the rider off the back
of the bike, which fishtailed for a few feet then went down on its
side and skidded into a parked car.

Angel tossed the broom handle aside
and pulled the gun. Two of the newcomers were chasing her, but they
were further off her track than she had originally thought. She
pulled the gun and fired a quick shot in the general direction of
each, just enough to make them duck. Just enough for her to make it
to the downed bike and get it back on its wheels. As the fallen
rider groaned loudly behind her, she mounted the crotch rocket and
screamed off, throwing up a plume of thick, white tire smoke as she
did.

Angel screamed out of the parking lot
a moment later. Ahead, the interstate and freedom beckoned. She
risked a glance over her shoulder to see the Lincoln with its fancy
custom paint job glittering under the orange street lights rounding
a corner behind her, the two men waiting anxiously at the curb for
it to stop.

Good luck,
she thought as Angel accelerated, certain that
the bulky old car had no chance of keeping up with her. In normal
conditions she would have been right, but she hit a puddle on the
street and the bike slipped and skidded on the wet pavement,
forcing Angel to back off and use her feet to keep the bike
upright. Behind her, the Lincoln’s tires squealed as the driver
floored it, the headlights illuminating her fully in the
night.

“Damn it,” she muttered as
she righted the bike again and started for the interstate. She had
gotten cocky and it had almost cost her. It still might. Angel rode
low, as close to the motorcycle’s body as possible, and she kept
zigging, making herself a small target, all the while fully aware
of how quickly the powerful bike could get away from
her.

That didn’t stop the men in the car
from firing at her, with a couple of shots whizzing by much closer
than she would have liked. Then the on-ramp to the interstate
materialized out of the mist. She’d almost run right past it. Angel
hit the brakes hard, causing the back tire to lift up, and the bike
was dangerously close to nosing over. Angel threw her weight back
and the rear tire slammed back down with a jolt that rocked her.
Knowing that she had no time to waste, she jerked the bike to the
left and took off again, rocketing up the ramp and onto the
highway, the Lincoln closing in all the while.

Angel wanted to let the bike out full
throttle, but the slippery conditions prevented it. Up here, the
puddles were deeper and the traffic was throwing showers of water
at her as she passed. All of it allowed the Lincoln to keep in
sight of her, the men inside occasionally risking a shot, even in
the moderate evening traffic. They were headed east, toward the
dark shadows of the Sandia Mountains in front of them. Angel pushed
as hard as she could as she tried to build herself a little
cushion. She had spent several days driving all over the city,
plotting out various escape routes. She knew one would come
available to her once they left the city and the darkness swallowed
them up. She just needed space and time, two things she was sorely
lacking at the moment.

The chase continued, both vehicles
weaving dangerously in and out of traffic as innocent commuters
narrowly avoided them. The lights of the city thinned out and the
highway made a sweeping curve to the left, and just like that the
city was gone, obscured completely by the mountains. Angel put the
bike in the far inside lane as she readied herself to make her big
move, the one that would either secure her freedom or seal her
fate. She glanced over her shoulder to see the Lincoln weave over
in response as she’d hoped they would. She backed off the throttle
and let the Lincoln close the gap. They started shooting again, but
Angel held the line for one heartbeat…two…three. Then she wrenched
the bike hard right across the other lanes of traffic, angling for
an off ramp she’d ridden right up on. Behind her the Lincoln
squealed and skidded, but there was no way the driver could
replicate her move.

Angel sped down the ramp, where
several cars waited at a red light at the base. She piloted the
bike between the idling cars, looked once to assess the flow of
traffic, then shot into the intersection, braking hard and steering
left, accelerating again before the wheels could gain traction,
throwing more smoke into the air. Just before the tires bit and the
bike lurched forward, she saw the Lincoln barrel down the ramp
after her, the chase not yet finished. She poured on as much speed
as she dared. Ahead, the mountains rose to greet her, the traffic
thinned, and the darkness surrounded her.

Angel relaxed just a bit and sat up
straight, giving her back a much-needed break from the
uncomfortable position she’d been riding in. It was only a brief
respite, because far sooner than she’d expected, headlights swept
around a corner and fixed on her. Even as Angel slumped back down
and gunned the engine, she had a fleeting moment of respect for
whoever was driving the Lincoln. Not many drivers could have stayed
with her, especially in an ancient old barge such as
that.

The gunfire resumed, only heavier now
that there was almost no traffic in the way. Now as she dodged
their shots, the realization dawned on Angel. In a night full of
uncharacteristic mistakes, she’d just made the fatal one. She’d
planned on having enough space and time to just duck off the road
and let her pursuers shoot past her in the dark, but they’d stayed
close, and now it was only a matter of time before one of those
wild shots hit home. The only thing she had left to hope for was
that when the bullet did hit, it would be an instant death and not
just a wound. She had no desire to be dragged off and tortured by
some depraved cartel enforcer.

She kept pushing, kept dodging, hoping
for something that could tilt the odds back in her favor. The
Lincoln couldn’t close on her, but she couldn’t lose it either. No
matter how small and nimble a target she was, the law of averages
told her she was running out of time and luck.

Ahead, yellow reflectors warned her of
a coming turn. Angel knew what she had to do. She sped into the
coming turn and was thankful for the momentary relief as the
Lincoln’s headlights disappeared. They were back a moment later,
the opposing driver still charging hard in his pursuit. If she
could hold off until the next curve, Angel could simply put the
bike down in a controlled skid and skid right off the road and into
the woods. She would probably fly into a tree trunk and snap her
back, or scoot right off the edge of a cliff, but both of those
outcomes were preferable to torture. More reflectors appeared in
front of her and Angel prepared herself mentally for what was to
come. No matter what happened next, she knew it was going to hurt
like hell.

The curve approached rapidly and Angel
sat upright on the bike, preparing to force the skid, when a bullet
slammed into her left shoulder. The impact threw her forward. The
bike danced on the wet pavement and then went over on its side.
Angel flew off, landing hard on her right side, and went skidding
across the pavement, then into the dirt and off the side of the
road. She went airborne again for a moment before landing hard on
her back.

She was on a steep incline, first
sliding, and then rolling down the hill. Above her, the bike hit a
tree and the darkness lit up as it burst into flames. Angel saw the
light of the fire for just a moment before she was absorbed by the
dark. Her descent continued, her body skewered by sharp rocks and
twigs and brush. Angel tried to stop her slide by digging her feet
into the soft ground, but she was going too fast. Her ankle buckled
and she cried out in pain, only to be rewarded with a mouthful of
sod for her trouble. The move had sent her tumbling off to the side
for several feet before slamming into a tree stump. The impact
knocked all of the air out of her lungs and sent her tumbling off
in a different direction, flipping over onto her stomach. Her body
was burning everywhere, her mind swimming, almost overcome by pain.
Instinctively, Angel dug her nails into the ground and finally,
mercifully, she slowed, and came to a halt.

Angel spat out a mouthful of moist
earth and managed to look back up the mountain that she’d just slid
down. There was but a faint glow of orange high above her. Angel
managed a faint, exhausted smile before the pain overcame her and
she passed out.


Chapter 2




Case Talley walked unbowed through the
rain because he didn’t give a damn. In fact, it had been a long
time since he’d given a damn about anything. He had built himself a
nice little cabin in the wilderness, far from prying eyes, and
disappeared from the world. He only stuck his head up once a month,
after his check was deposited in his bank account. He often drove
hundreds of miles out of his way to withdrawal the funds from a
different ATM in a different city. From there, everything he did
was with cash so as not to leave a trail. Case Talley was a
ghost.

On this night, he had
settled in front of his fireplace with a copy of
Sports Illustrated and a
cup of coffee. He had a static-filled feed of the Rockies game on
his radio and a pot of chili on the stove. He was
content.

The commotion outside got his
attention. Immediately Case’s instincts kicked in. He shot up out
of his ratty old garage sale recliner and threw on his boots and a
camo parka. He pulled the shotgun off the wall over the fireplace,
grabbed a metal flashlight off a table, and set out into the night.
Case immediately smelled smoke in the air from a nearby fire, which
added to his concern. Forest fires had long been Case’s biggest
fear, the only kind of monster that could drive him out of his cozy
hiding place.

Case walked a wide circle around the
cabin, training his flashlight into the darkest reaches of the
woods, and saw nothing. He was ready to write it off as nothing
more than his mind playing tricks on him. Case had always been
keenly aware of the risks his isolation posed. He feared the onset
of some sort of loneliness-induced hysteria. Was this the
beginning?

Just as he switched the flashlight
off, the beam flashed across something unnaturally white in the
trees. Case flicked the beam back on and soon found the item in
question…a white stocking, torn and stained black with mud and red
with blood, attached to a black boot. He approached carefully,
shotgun ready in one hand. With each step, more of the figure was
revealed. When he was standing over her, he could tell it was a
girl.

She was a curious sight there in the
mud and the leaves. Her legs were cut up and bleeding, her plaid
skirt pushed up over white cotton panties that were similarly
stained. A leather motorcycle jacket had bunched up around her
shoulders, and her hair was dyed the colors of the rainbow. The
left side of her face was exposed to him and she appeared to be
pretty, but was wearing ridiculous make up that was smeared all
over her face.

Case had read all about this new
trend. Cosplaying, where grown adults dressed as movie characters
and made fools of themselves. It made him sick to think that half a
world way, young men were dying, or worse, in the asshole of the
world so that grown people could play make believe without a care
in the world.

At first Case feared the girl was
dead, but as he knelt beside her body, he detected light but
troubled breathing. Case knew what to do…he’d had years of training
and even more experience. Yet in that moment he hesitated, rocking
back onto his haunches as he stared down at the young woman and
debated. They were miles away from a hospital, far off any main
roads. It would take forever for an ambulance to get to them, and
that was after he went miles looking for a phone.

Case had no choice. He cradled the
woman’s head and rolled her over gently. His eyes immediately fixed
on the nasty exit wound on her left shoulder, just below the
clavicle. He’d seen enough gunshot wounds to recognize it
immediately. Who was this strange girl, and why was she out here?
Had someone dumped her body here, thinking her dead?

This was no time for wondering. Case
scolded himself and went back to assessing the girl. He pried the
girl’s eyes open and found violet eyes staring lifelessly back at
him. “What the…?” he muttered. Case let her eyes close.

Case stood and hurried back to his
cabin. He had a long folding table that he used as a kitchen
counter. He cleared it, wiped it down, and folded the legs up
underneath it. In a box in his coat closet he found a pair of
ratchet-downs, gathered them with one hand, and carried the table
back to the girl.

When Case got back she was moaning
softly, her red lips making a perfect little O as she did. She was
so young. What could she have possibly done to have deserved this?
Case shook his head. He should know better than to ask that
question. He’d seen enough to know that life didn’t much care what
you did or didn’t deserve. Bad things happened to people all the
time, often for no reason.

He placed the table on the ground next
to the girl and prepared to transition her to it when his hands
brushed against something hard under her jacket. Case’s mind told
him instantly what it was, but he couldn’t believe it. He reached
under her coat and pulled the pistol out. Case chuckled at the
thought of this tiny girl running around with a hand cannon under
her arm. He clicked the safety on and tossed the gun to the side.
He would come back for it later.

Carefully he edged the young woman
onto the table, then secured her using one ratchet strap across her
forehead and another just below her knees. Then he began to drag
the table back to his cabin. The trip was rougher than it he would
have liked and with each bump he feared that he could be doing more
damage if the girl had sustained a neck or spinal injury. Still, he
knew he had no choice but to move her. He couldn’t leave her, and
help was too far away.

The table bumped over the entryway to
his little cabin, and Case slowly and carefully negotiated the
table through the living room, down a narrow hallway, and into his
cramped bedroom. He angled the table against the foot of the bed,
undid the ratchet straps, and carefully slid the girl onto the bed.
Case took a few moments to arrange her, then tied her with the
straps so that she wouldn’t roll off the bed while he was
gone.

Case was on automatic pilot now. On a
shelf in the bedroom closet was the bag of doctor tools he’d never
been able to part with, some part of his brain knowing that, sooner
or later, his skills would be needed again. He gathered clean
towels and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide from the bathroom, and two
mixing bowls and a clean sponge from the kitchen. Once he had
everything he needed, he set the table up beside the bed, again
wiped it down with Lysol, set up his workstation, and began tending
to the girl.

He stripped her first, carefully
removing what he could, and then cutting away the rest. He found
hundreds of cuts, scrapes, and bruises, as well as scars from
several old wounds; wounds that Case recognized easily enough. She
had been abused, probably for years. There was a nasty, dark purple
bruise under her left arm, and he quickly reasoned that she’d
broken several ribs. He removed her boots and found her right ankle
discolored and badly bruised. He was thankful for the girl’s
unconsciousness as he reset the dislocated joint. She called out in
discomfort, but the pain wasn’t enough to fully wake
her.

Case carefully cleaned the gunshot
wound. The bullet appeared to have missed doing any serious damage,
so he stitched it up and bandaged it. Then Case set about tending
to the less serious wounds, picking concrete and gravel and
splinters out of the cuts. He cleaned a nasty case of road rash
that ran from her right buttock midway up her back and
side.

Once Case was done with all of that
and confident that he’d done everything he could in the moment, he
went to his medicine cabinet, took out one hydrocodone and one
amoxicillin, ground them up, dissolved them in a salt water
solution, and injected the concoction into her arm.

Once he was finished with the girl,
Case walked back outside to find the gun. The rain had slowed to a
mist and the slight smell of smoke that he’d noticed earlier was
gone. The night was peaceful and still now, no hint whatsoever of
the strange goings on that had resulted in a woman being dumped on
his doorstep. It took some searching but Case finally located the
gun. He started back inside when he noticed the drag marks on the
ground from the table. He was instantly beset by a nagging thought
in the back of his mind. Case tucked the pistol into his waistband
and set about obscuring the trail. On his hands and knees in the
dark, more than once Case felt foolish. Who was going to come
traipsing through this part of the woods looking at the ground?
Instantly the response was: the kind of people who would shoot a
girl and dump her over a cliff.

Once Case was done obscuring his trail
he sat down and inspected the pistol. The girl wasn’t just carrying
it as a deterrent, she’d fired it. He counted six shots left in the
fifteen-bullet clip. That single piece of information bothered Case
more than the rest. Up until that point, he’d been convinced the
girl was on the run, a victim. Now it seemed that she might be
complicit in something, something likely to be illegal, and Case
might have unknowingly brought a felon into his home. He studied
the gun in his lap with a heavy heart. He was right back in the
shit now, with not even an inkling of just how deep it
went.

Finally, Case managed to gather the
energy to get up. He carried the gun into the bedroom, pulled a
locked box out from under the bed, entered a four-digit code on the
keypad, and popped the box. Inside was his old service pistol,
three fully loaded clips, a loaded .22 revolver, two boxes of
shells for each, and a cleaning kit. He disassembled the Glock and
gave it a thorough cleaning. When he was done with that, he tossed
it and the clip inside, slammed the box shut, and slid it back
under the bed.

After that he cleaned up his impromptu
work station. He threw the bloodied towels in the wash. He took her
tattered clothes outside, threw them in a metal barrel and burned
them. When all of that was done, he checked on the girl, who seemed
to be sleeping fine. He covered her with a heavy quilt and trudged
back to his recliner.

Case was jacked up with adrenaline so
much that his hands were shaking. He was silently impressed with
himself, though. Even after all the years, he hadn’t lost his
touch. He wondered some more about the girl as well. She was
obviously mixed up in something very bad. By bringing her into his
home, had he unwittingly put himself in harm’s way?

With worries preying heavily on his
mind, Case Talley plopped down in his seat and eventually fell
asleep.


Chapter 3


Slowly, Angel returned to the
world.

The first thing she noticed was the
sound of the rain falling hard on a roof. The knowledge that she
had been brought indoors stirred her and she began to move. Each
movement brought fresh waves of pain from fresh places. Before she
opened her eyes, she began to make a mental checklist. Her left
shoulder was killing her, as was her right ankle. She had a
pounding headache and her entire body felt raw, like all the skin
had been peeled away.

With a deep breath, Angel opened her
eyes and found herself lying on her back in a soft, warm bed. She
was nude, but covered to her chin with a heavy quilt. The room was
dark, but as she waited, her eyes began to pick out tiny details.
There was a small window high on the opposite wall that was covered
with dark curtains, green perhaps, that had some sort of tiny
design on them. The walls were plain sheetrock, no pictures
hanging, and the room was small. Underneath the window was a long,
squatty piece of furniture that looked like a dresser with no
mirror.

She turned her head, getting the best
look she could, but the movement caused a nasty wave of nausea. She
closed her eyes and breathed deep and slow, a relaxation technique
she’d picked up somewhere. When Angel opened them again, she noted
a small nightstand on her left side with two amber pill bottles, a
glass of water, and a small lamp. Just inside the door, a portable
table leaned up against the wall with the legs folded
underneath.

Slowly, she turned her head all the
way to the right and willed away the nausea. There was another door
that looked like a closet on the right wall, and that was it. She
turned her head back to center and stared at the ceiling. Someone
had found her and brought her in and, best of all, had not called
the cops. That was a stroke of luck.

Angel tried to push herself up, but
her left shoulder immediately protested. With a growl, she wiggled
her butt and slowly inched her way up. The bed had no headboard,
but she pushed herself up far enough to lean her head on the wall.
The exertion was painful and her lungs felt like they were on fire.
She struggled to catch her breath from such a simple
task.

She had really messed up, and now she
was at the mercy of whoever had taken her in. For all she knew,
this stranger might have already taken advantage. She didn’t feel
as though he had, but as much as she hurt she couldn’t be
sure.

The thought didn’t really bother
Angel, not anymore. She’d been through the ringer often enough that
she was numb to the entire process. Master had been using her for
his personal pleasure for years. For Angel, unwanted sex
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