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I walked slowly up the flight of stairs, pistol at the ready. The hall was narrow and everything was colored that particular shade of gray that belongs exclusively to empty warehouses and basements. I was glad to be doing my hunting in the former. I was not a girl fond of being under the ground. 

I paused, looking first through the doorway ahead, and then up the stairs leading to the third floor. Nothing to see. Nothing to hear. But I knew my quarry was around somewhere. I just had to find it. 

Through the open doorway was a room with cracked windows. Patchy sunlight fell across the floor. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for me. My eyesight was better than your average human. 

Something moved. I caught it out of the corner of my eye as it went down another set of stairs off to the right side of the room. I followed quick, but still cautious. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure what I was chasing and it was always best to be careful in that kind of situation. A rule I always found easiest when I was alone and without back up. 

A bullet struck the railing as I stepped on the first stair. I turned and pressed my back against the nearest wall, then fired a blind shot down the stairs just to let my prey know I had claws. 

I waited to hear it running, at which point I could give chase. Instead, its footsteps started back up the stairs toward me. Brave, or stupid. Either way, maybe a little more dangerous than I’d expected. But I shouldn’t have been surprised, Brady never had sent me on an easy hunt. 

My prey showed itself. It was slightly shorter than I was, with narrow yellow eyes and skin like old leather. Some kind of lower level demon. I never could keep the species straight no matter how many crappy ass books on the subject Wade made me read. But one thing I did know, a demon like this wouldn’t be that hard to kill. And that was all that really mattered. 

It came at me with a little pistol held out straight armed like some dumb ass villain in a lame action movie. This wasn’t even going to be fun.

I grabbed its wrist and used our momentum to spin us around, firing a shot into its gut as we went. 

It grabbed at me and I shoved its arm up, then I elbowed it in the side of the head and wrenched the pistol from its hand, tossing it over the railing. 

I raised my gun to shoot again. The demon clapped both hands around my wrist and shoved with more force than I expected. I stumbled to the side, dropping my gun, and silently cursing myself for getting too damn cocky. Wade always did say that was going to be the death of me someday.

The demon punched me in the face, knocking me against the stair railing. It came at me, and I caught it by the shoulders, backing it up until it collided with a second demon I hadn’t even seen coming up the stairs. 

I caught the first demon by the throat and kicked the second one in the side of the knee. It squealed as it crumpled. 

The first demon was definitely tougher than it looked. I kneed it directly in the spot where I’d shot it earlier, and instead of dropping in pain, the damned thing started punching me in the side of the head. 

I body slammed it to the floor, then twisted to the side, looking for my gun. That was when the second demon hit me upside the head with a burlap sack full of something heavy enough to lay me out flat. 

Pain flashed behind my eyes. If I was human, that probably would have been lights out. Good thing I wasn’t.

I rose up and head butted the second demon in the groin. When it stumbled back, I punched it in its wounded knee, then jump to my feet and went to town on its face with my fists. When we got near the stairs, I kicked it in the chest, sending it tumbling down. 

The first demon tackled me around waist and down we went following after the other one. 

The fall broke us apart and I hit the wall. Before I could recover, the first demon had grabbed me and flung me down the short set of steps leading the rest of the way to first floor. 

I hit the wall again, my head rebounding off the cement. I bit my tongue and tasted blood in my mouth. 

The first demon came stumbling after me, holding the railing with one hand and grasping its bleeding bullet wound with the other. It aimed a kick for my head, but I moved at the last possible moment and its foot connected with the wall instead. 

I started to stand and it punched me again, then slammed me into the wall. I pushed it back and aimed another punch for its gut. Blood spurted across my knuckles. 

The demon howled in pain. Music to my ears. I hit it again, this time in the space between its ribs, and heard the satisfying sound of all the breath being expelled from its lungs. 

The demon doubled over and I kicked it directly in the knee with all the force I could muster, popping that sucker like a balloon. Down the demon went, sprawling across the floor. 

I started toward it and the burlap sack came flying through the air, bare inches from smacking me in the head. 

I spun around to see the second demon barreling down the stairs toward me.  I backed up just enough to give me room to maneuver. 

The demon pulled a skinny little knife from its waistband. It made a few clumsy attempts to stab me that I easily ducked out the way of until it got close enough for me to grab its wrist. I yanked  it to floor. I rolled to the side, twisting its wrist as I went. 

I came up with the knife and stabbed the demon between the shoulder blades. It squealed so shrilly I winced. I stabbed it again, but the fucking thing was still trying to get to its feet. 

So, I slashed it in the thigh just under its groin and when it grabbed at the wound, I stabbed it in the chest. It grabbed the hilt of the knife with one hand my face with the other, trying to push me off. 

The first demon hit me in the side, knocking me off the second demon. I drove my fist into its gut wound, my hand pressing against something squishy. I grabbed it and gave it yank, pulling the slimy bits out through the hole. 

I kicked the demon in the face, letting its guts slip through my fingers as it fell. This time it didn’t get back up. 

The second demon was gasping for breath and trying to pull the knife from its chest. I shuffled over to where the pistol lay on the floor, picked it up, and put a bullet between the damned thing’s eyes. 

I stood there for a minute, just catching my breath and letting the adrenaline cool in my veins. Then I went back upstairs to get my gun. By the time I came back down, my head was throbbing and my bloody clothes were starting to sour. But I wasn’t quite done yet. 

I dragged both bodies into the warehouse’s largest ground floor room, then lit them with a lighter I carried just for that purpose. 

Charred flesh. That's what they smelled like. Not sulfur. Why do people always expect demons to smell like sulfur? I stared down at the crispy critters. Low level demons. Way low level. Hardly worth my effort. I was kind of insulted Brady had even sent me after them. I mean sure, they put up a better fight than I expected, but it wasn’t anything some of the other bounty hunters under Brady’s employ couldn’t have handled. 

"You could have saved some for me." 

I sighed, turning to see Dash leaning against the frame of the open door. "Go back to the house. I don’t need your especially annoying brand of 'help'." 

Dash clucked his tongue. "Not very fair of you to go rushing off without even leaving me a note. We're supposed to be partners." 

I shot him a dirty look. "Listen here, superfreak, we are not now, nor have we ever been, nor will we ever be, partners. I'm babysitting you for a little while. That's all. Once Brady figures out how to neuter you permanently, it'll be so long and good riddance." 

"That hurts, Kris. It really does." He pressed his hand to his chest. "And here I thought I was starting to grow on you." 

"Like a fungus." I toed one of the dead demons with my boot. Brady could have sent Poe to deal with these things. Why'd he send me? Not to toot my own horn or anything, but I was the big guns. You didn't send the big guns out to deal with the likes of this. 

"Guess I'm all done here," I muttered more to myself than to Dash. I glanced around the room, wondering if I was missing something. As usual, Brady had been woefully short on the details when giving me this assignment. 

Mostly he would just point me in the right direction and tell me to go kill the nasty things. Which was generally fine with me, so long as there was a decent fight in it. Taking down a couple of low level scuds was beneath me. So maybe Brady didn't really care about the scuds. Maybe he was trying to get rid of me. He had been acting kind of cagey this morning, come to think of it.  

"So are we just going to stand around here admiring your handiwork or what?" Dash asked. “Because you’re starting to smell pretty rip over there.”  

"What part of 'go back to the house' did you misunderstand?" 

He grinned. "The part where I actually do it." 

I took a deep breath in through my nose and let it out between my teeth. "I'm going to the office. Brady has a little explaining to do. You don’t want to come. You'd be bored." 

"Oh, I don't know." He pushed off the doorframe. "I think it would be highly entertaining to watch you lay into Brady. It'll be like a reality show, only in person." 

Since I wasn't in the mood to keep arguing with him about it, I just gave in. Let him come. At least I wasn't going to be doing anything he could get in the way of. 

We left the warehouse by way of the front door, stepping out onto a wide expanse of weed choked asphalt. Not a sound to be heard but the distant drone of traffic on the freeway.  

I unsheathed my wings, letting them stretch out to their full ten foot width. A glance over my shoulder showed me Dash had done the same. He grinned at me, his eyes gone the same color as the flaming feathers spread out behind him. And even though his powers were securely bound by the nifty little collar Brady got off his pet necromancer, those eyes of his still put a chill down my spine. I'd killed a lot of paranormals in my time, and I was damn good at it, but I'd never tried my hand at anything like Dash. If I had my way, I'd never have to. 

We took off from the parking lot and made our way across town to Landers Street, where Brady kept his office on the third floor of a ten story business complex. I'd always found it an odd choice for a guy who specialized in running supernatural bounty hunters. It was so ... normal. Place was full of lawyers and business types, with the top story taken up completely by a multimillion dollar financing firm. We definitely did not fit. 

Brady's office was the only one with a balcony, or rather a landing pad, as he liked to call it, put there specifically to accommodate winged visitors. It was large enough so Dash and I could land at the same time with plenty of space to spare. 

The minute my feet touched down, I knew something was wrong. I couldn't put my finger on what it was, just something I felt in my bones. Dash tilted his head to the side, getting that look on his face like he always got when he was concentrating real hard. He almost looked like he was listening for something, but I knew it wasn't sound he was picking up on.

"What?" I asked, hating that I had to trust him even for a second, but in some ways his senses were better than mine. All I had was a gut feeling, he was the one who could back it up with evidence. 

"Demons. Three. And ...  something else. I don’t know. They're not here now. It's just Poe." 

I relaxed a little once I knew I wasn't about to step into a fight. But there shouldn't have been demons at the office. Brady had wards up. Demons couldn't step past them. Even Dash had to wait out on the landing pad when he came around. That meant Brady had to have let them in. Which made no damn sense at all, but did explain why he'd sent me out on a scud hunt. If he was entertaining demons, he wouldn't have wanted me around for it. 

"Wards are down," Dash said, pulling the door open. "But Brady's not here." 

Shit. He didn't have to tell me that was a bad sign. I followed him inside only to be brought up short by the sight that greeted me. 

The desk behind which the receptionist, one of Brady's few human employees, usually sat was split clean in two, with one half laying where the desk was supposed to be and the other up against the wall. Bits and pieces of wood, presumably from the three chairs that once occupied the room, were scattered all over the beige carpet.

Drawing my pistol, I slipped up to the partially open door of Brady's office. I didn't care if Dash claimed nobody was around but Poe, I wasn't taking any chances on how true that was. 

I let the pistol lead the way into the room, but, sure enough, there was Poe perched on the edge of Brady's desk in the middle of a room that looked as if a tornado had hit it. 

The desk was the only thing upright, though all of the drawers had been pulled out of it. Papers and leather bound books lay strewn across the floor, but no sign of blood, which I figured I should count as a good sign. 

I slipped the pistol back into its holster and sheathed my wings. "What the fuck happened here?" 

Poe lit a cigarette and took a long, slow drag before replying. "Don't know." 

"Where's Brady? Was he here when this happened?" 

One narrow shoulder lifted in a shrug. 

"Did you try calling him?" 

"Yeah." Smoke drifted up around him toward the ceiling. 

I counted to ten in my head. It didn't help. "Poe, if you don’t manage to string more than two words into a sentence in the next five minutes I'm going to kick your skinny ass." 

He pulled the cigarette from between his lips and gave me flat sort of look. "Brady didn't answer. Wade's gone out to the house to check up on him." Back went the cigarette. "I'm here waiting on you." 

"Wade wants me to stay put, I take it?" I wasn't the least bit surprised when Poe nodded. Typical Wade. "Give me your cell." 

Poe reached into the pocket of his brown leather jacket and pulled out a slim, silver cell phone. I snatched it from his hand, barely restraining myself from punching down on the numbers hard enough to break the thing. I pressed it to my ear and waited.

Wade picked up on the third ring. "He's not here, Poe." 

"This is not Poe." 

A heartbeat's worth of silence. "Hey, Kris. I guess you're at the office, huh?" 

"It looks like a tornado went through here." I bent over to pick a piece of paper up off the floor. "What's going on?" 

"I don't know." 

I'd known Wade long enough, and well enough, that I could always tell when he was lying. "Bullshit." 

He sighed. "I swear, I don’t know where Brady is or what happened to his office. I'd tell you if I did." 

"But you know something." I lifted my head and met Poe's mild gaze. He raised a brow in question and I shook my head. "I know there were demons here. Dash can sense them. Did Brady tell you he was meeting up with them at the office?" 

A pause. "Yes. He said he felt like it was the safest place. I disagreed, but you know he never listens to anybody. He wouldn't even let me stay with him during the meeting, so I could watch his back. He said he wasn't in danger." 

"And you believed him?" It was a good thing Wade wasn't standing in front of me right about then, because I was definitely in a face breaking kind of mood. "He was meeting up with demons. How did you think he wouldn't be in danger?" 

A longer pause. Heavy. He was hiding something from me and that wasn't like him. We were too tight for that. "What are you not telling me?" 

"I can't. I promised." 

"I don’t give a fuck." My voice raised as my fingers tightened around the phone. Wade should be glad my hand wasn't around his throat instead. "Answer the question." 

"Look, don't be mad, okay? Brady had a perfectly good reason for doing this. I swear. And I don’t think the demons he was meeting had anything to do with tearing up the office. Or with him being gone. So, before I tell you what I'm going to tell you, I need you to promise you will not leave until I get back. We need to think the situation over and make a plan. This a delicate thing, and we both know you're no good at handling delicate things." 

I blew a breath out through my nose. If anybody else had asked me to make a promise like that I'd have told them to go fuck themselves. But this was Wade. "Fine. I promise." 

"A real promise?" 

"Yes," I said through clenched teeth. "A real promise. You want me to swear it in blood? I’ve got plenty here." 

The corner of Poe's lips twitched almost into a smile. I shot him a dirty look. 

“What do you mean? Are you hurt?” 

“I’m fine, Wade. Quit trying to change the subject.” 

Another sigh. "You know one of the demons Brady was meeting. It ... it was Cole." 

I had to brace my hand against the desk or else fall on my ass, I was that shocked. I guess my face must hove showed what I was feeling, because it earned me one of Poe's exceedingly rare looks of concern. 

"Why?" The word came out on a breath. I had to squeeze my eyes shut because the room was starting to tilt. If I didn't get my shit together, I was going to pass out. Something I did not want to do with Dash standing there watching me. 

"Something is going on," Wade said. "I'd guess something big if it got Cole to come back. But I don't have any idea what it is. I swear. Brady wouldn't tell me." 

I took a breath in through my nose and let it out slow between my teeth. "Dash said something else was here. Not a demon, but he can't tell what." 

"As far as I know it was just the demons," Wade said. "Three of them. Cole and two bodyguards." 

I snorted. As if Cole needed a body guard. "I'm going to try real hard to keep my promise, but you better get your ass back here. Fast." I jabbed the end call button and then tossed the phone back to Poe. 

"What was all that about?" Dash asked. "You look like you've seen a ghost." 

"I wish." I grabbed Brady's chair off the floor, righted it, and dropped onto the seat. "Brady didn't meet up with just any old demon here. It was Cole." 

Poe let out a whistle around his cigarette. Which was a pretty extreme exclamation of surprise coming from him. Dash didn't say anything, but his eyes flickered red and I was pretty sure the temperature in the room came up a couple of degrees despite the collar. 

"I promised Wade I'd wait here for him," I said. "No running off half cocked." Even though that was exactly what I wanted to do. I didn't want to see Cole again, the last time we parted ways had been on far less than friendly terms, but if he had anything to do with Brady's disappearance then I wouldn't hesitate to get up in his face. I guess that's why Wade wanted me to stay put. Going and picking a fight with a Dark Realm prince wasn't exactly the most diplomatic thing for me to be doing. 

Maybe Wade was right. Maybe the demons didn't have anything to do with this. At least, not directly. But for sure this had something to do with whatever they were meeting with Brady about. Had to. It was too big a coincidence otherwise, and I didn't believe in coincidence. So, at least Cole could answer my questions about that.  

But I'd promised. So, I sat and stewed. Poe smoked. Dash leaned up against the wall. He'd put his wings out, so no danger he was going to set the building on fire, but he was still smoldering. He didn't like to hear Cole's name any more than I did, but for way different reasons. 

It felt like forever before Wade finally showed up. He walked through the office door, glanced at Dash, then came straight over to stand in front of me. "Are you doing okay?" He looked me up and down. “Did you have trouble on the hunt?”

I rolled my eyes. "Don’t start in with that big brother routine. I told you, I’m fine. What did you find at the house?" 

"Nothing." He looked around the office, brow creased in worry. "I think Brady must have been taken from here. I didn't smell anything at the house. Just the demons here." He shifted his glance to Dash. "You sense something else?" 

Dash nodded. "I don't know what it is. You can't smell it?" 

"No." Wade was clearly troubled by that. Me too. I didn't think there was anything a wolf shifter couldn't sniff out. 

"So where do you think we should go from here?" I asked. "Because my vote is straight to Cole's front door." 

Wade made a face. "You know we can't do that. We don't even know where his front door is." 

"Dash could find it. Couldn't you?" Much as I didn't want to ask a favor of him, I was willing to owe him one if it meant getting Brady back safe. 

"Probably," Dash said. "If I was properly motivated." He flashed me one of those cocky, irritating grins that always made me want to smash his teeth in. 

"For god's sake, Kris," Wade's voice rose, "do you want to start a war?" 

I threw up my hands. "Well what do you expect me to do? Just sit around here on my thumbs and wait to see what happens? Is that what you want to do?" 

"Of course not." Wade ran a hand back through his hair, taking a breath and calming his tone. "I care about Brady too, you know. I want to find him as much as you do. But we can't do something foolish. I'll call Phoenix. I'm sure he's the one who set up the meeting between Cole and Brady in the first place. He can contact the prince and find out what happened at the meeting. Get us some answers without any blood being spilled over it." 

It was the right move. I knew that. But it didn't mean I had to like it. "Fine. But those answers better come damn quick." 

"I'll call him right now." Wade pulled out his cell and stared at it for minute. "I don't have his number." 

Of course not. "Well that's just great. What do we do now? I doubt you'll find Phoenix in the ..." My voice trailed off as Poe pulled Brady's cell phone out of his pocket. I knew it was Brady's because it was in this weird leather case with little runic symbols sewn into it. "Really? You were just sitting there with Brady's phone this whole time? Why the fuck didn't you give it to me when I got here?" 

Poe shrugged. "You didn't ask." 

I half rose out of the chair. Wade clamped a hand on my shoulder, pushing me back down. Anybody else tried that and I'd have broken their arm. Wade was lucky I thought of him like a brother. So was Poe. 

Wade took a moment to search the phone's contact list. "There we go." He pressed the screen, then lifted the phone to his ear. "No, it's not Brady, it's Wade." He paused, listening. "Yeah. I don't know. The office is all torn up, but I don’t smell blood or death. I think somebody took him. No. That's why we're calling you." 

I fidgeted in my seat. Nothing is quite as annoying as listening to one half of a phone conversation. Especially an important one. 

"I thought you might contact Cole and see how the meeting went. I don't think so. My gut says no. But listen, Dash is here and he said he's sensing something besides the demons. He doesn't know, but I can't smell it." Wade glanced at Dash. "Yeah, I do. She is. I will. Okay, see you then." He lowered the phone. "Phoenix  wants to come and have a look for himself." He held up his hand when I started to speak. "I'll wait here for him. But I think you should take Dash and go home." 

"What?" This time I came all the way out of the chair. "Why? I need to hear what Phoenix has to say too." 

"I'll come by the house first thing," Wade said. "As soon as I know anything." 

"That's not good enough." I crossed my arms. "Why should I have to go anywhere? Dash is a big boy, I'm sure he can find his way home all by himself." 

“Wouldn’t you feel better if you had a shower?” 

“You’re deflecting again.”

Wade made this uncomfortable kind of face. "Phoenix asked for you to please not be here when he arrives." 

I opened my mouth, but nothing would come out. I knew Phoenix didn't like me. I wasn't especially fond of him either, and not just because he was a necromancer, though that didn't help. As far as I was concerned, mucking around with dead people made him no better than a ghoul, an opinion I'd shared with him on more than one occasion. But to tell Wade to get rid of me, which I was sure was what Phoenix actually said, was taking it a step too far. 

"Holy shit," Dash said. "Something actually rendered her speechless. Somebody call the Holy Ones, we got a genuine miracle here." 

"Shut it," I snapped, shooting him a dirty look before turning my attention back to Wade. "I'm not leaving just because Phoenix's drawers are in a bunch. This is Brady's office, not his, and I'll damn well stay right here if that's what I decide to do. If he doesn't like it, too bad." 

"Please," Wade said. "Right now we need to focus on finding Brady. That's more important than you and Phoenix getting into a pissing contest, isn't it?" 

He made a good point. Damn him. "If I don't hear from you in an hour, I'm coming back. Got it?" 

He nodded, obviously relieved. "Got it. Thank you." 

"You're welcome," I grumbled, pushing past him. "Let's go, superfreak." 

Leaving the office and heading for home instead of trying to track down Cole was probably the hardest thing I'd ever had to do. It was reasonable. Smart. The right thing. And completely against my gut instincts. 

"We're really not going to try and find Brady?" Dash asked as we touched down on my front lawn. 

"I told Wade I wouldn't, didn't I?" I sheathed my wings and stalked toward the front door. 

"Yeah, but I didn't think you meant it." 

I snatched the door open. "Well, you were wrong then." 

It was quiet inside the house, and dark. Still, I should have known something was off the minute I set foot through the door. The fact that I didn't notice until I was halfway across the living room just went to show how unsettled I was over this business with Brady. 

It was a small sound. Subtle. The kind of thing most people wouldn't even notice. But in my line of work noticing the small stuff could sometimes mean the difference between drawing your next breath and finding yourself on the receiving end of a bullet. 

I made a run for the kitchen, drawing my pistol and firing blindly down the side hall, where the sound was coming from. That it might be somebody friendly never crossed my mind. Nobody who knew me would ever come into my house uninvited.  

I heard Dash come into the house behind me, but he was unarmed and the collar wouldn't allow him to use his powers. Which made him mostly useless in a fight unless he could get close enough to break bones. And even then, it would all depend on what we were fighting.  

As I passed into the kitchen, intent on getting out the back door where I could get to the air and have an advantage point over the enemy, something hot jabbed me in the middle of the back. Every muscle in my body spasmed and I hit the floor. Hard.

I lay there curled up on the cold linoleum, shaking, unable to pull my own body back under my control, and wondering if my luck had just run out. 

Footsteps. And then a man I didn't know was standing in the kitchen doorway with a silver plated pistol pointed at me. A hulking mass of muscle stood behind him, one eye on the living room. Presumably watching Dash.  

Humans. No special senses needed to tell me that. Explained why Dash hadn’t been able to give me a warning. I glared daggers at both of them. Just wait until I stopped twitching. They were going to wish they'd never been born. 

"Take it easy, Kris," the man with the pistol said. "We came to talk. Not fight. We're all friends here." 

"Bullshit," I growled through clenched teeth. "What the fuck did you do to me?" 

"Now, now," he said. "You did fire at us first. You can't blame Luke for getting a little ... overexcited. It's in his nature. That's why I'm the one with hollow points in his gun and all he has are taser rounds. Wouldn't want there to be any accidents." 

"Who are you?" My muscles were starting to unclench, but I wasn't in fighting shape just yet. If I could keep him talking for a few more minutes ...

"Evan O'Connell. I don't suppose Brady ever mentioned me to you?" 

"Can't say he has." I pressed my hands against the floor and pushed myself into a seated position. From the corner of my eye, I could see my pistol lying next to the counter. Under normal circumstances I could have had the gun and put a bullet in each of them before they could blink. But I didn't entirely trust my popping nerves or the lingering twitch in my fingers. Besides, him mentioning Brady meant I was at least willing to hear him out. 

"I'm not surprised," he said. "He and I aren't exactly friends. But I am very concerned as to where he might be at the moment. Do you know?" 

I smiled, making sure to show enough teeth so he would know I wasn't being friendly. "Now why would I want to go and tell you a thing like that? I you’re your name, sure, but I still don’t know who you are." 

"He's coming around," Luke muttered, fingering the hilt of the gun stuck into the waistband of his jeans. "Should I hit him again?" 

"No need for that," Evan said, never taking his eyes off me. He lowered the pistol, but didn't holster it. "Kindly tell your pet demon to stand down. We don’t want this to get messy." 

I briefly considered telling him to go fuck himself. But he was right in the doorway, muscles tensed, and I figured he could spin around and shoot Dash with a real bullet before my 'pet demon' could get halfway across the living room. 

"Stay down, Dash," I called out, faking a confidence I didn't feel. I had no idea if he would even listen to me. "This isn't a fight. At the moment." I made a point of keeping eye contact with Evan the whole time. 

He gave me an amused smile, but it never touched his eyes. So, he wasn't stupid. I had to give him that. 

Dash growled, low and mean like a bad tempered dog, but that was all he did. So far, so good. "Okay," I said, easing myself to my feet. "Let's talk straight here. I'll answer your question if you answer mine first." 

"Sounds like a deal." Evan shifted slightly on his feet, putting himself in an even better position to shoot either me or Dash on a second's notice. "Ask away." 

"Who are you?" I folded my arms, letting my wings hang loosely at my sides. "How do you know Brady?" 

Evan clucked his tongue. "Now, now, that's two questions. But I can be a generous man." He paused, as if considering how much he should tell me. "Brady  trusts you. Maybe a little too much. But considering he's gone and disappeared on us, I suppose I have no choice but to follow that trust." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, square, leather wallet of the sort I'd seen police detectives carry their badges in. Great, a cop, just what I didn't need. Only when he flipped the wallet open and showed me what was inside it was way worse than that. 

"SEA?" I looked from the ID to Evan. "What the fuck does Security Enforcement want with a two bit private eye?" 

Evan  smirked. "We have a vested interest in him, seeing as how he's one of us." 

He couldn't have hit me a harder blow with a sledgehammer. Brady, SEA? "You're lying." But the words came out weak. There had been times when jobs Brady had sent me on were a little ... off. But I never questioned them. Never questioned him. Not openly, anyway. If he had secrets, I didn't want to know. 

"It's true." Evan  flipped the wallet shut and tucked it back into his pocket. "He's been undercover for years. The private eye gig, the bounty hunters, it's all a cover. We don't know if it's been blown, but we do know he had a private meeting with a Dark Realm prince this morning. A meeting which was not sanctioned by the SEA. A meeting he did not even bother to apprise his supervisors of. A meeting during which he disabled the bugs in his office." 

"But you still knew he had a meeting. How?" 

"Uh uh." Evan  waggled his finger at me. "Your turn." 

I leaned up against the fridge. "I don’t know where Brady is. He sent me off on a scud hunt to distract me, so I wouldn't know about his little meeting." Which was not the kind of thing I wanted to tell this smug bastard. But even though Brady had been keeping one great, big, whopping secret from me, I still cared about his sorry ass. If talking to this guy was going to help me find out what happened to him, then so be it. "You're up." 

"Okay, fair enough," Evan said. "We had eyes on the office. An agent who reported directly to Brady's supervisor the minute the wards around his office came down and the demons went in. But that was the last we heard. When the agent didn't report back again after a few hours, someone was sent to check up on him." He made a face. "They're still cleaning him off the walls." 

"So, someone didn't appreciate him spying on Brady's meeting with Cole, I take it?" 

"Seems that way. Though I can't figure how they knew he was there. Or how they got to him. He was in a secure location with only one door and one window. Both of which were still locked from the inside. We had to take a blow torch to the door. Reinforced steel." 

Things were just getting weirder by the minute. "Why are you here, telling me all this?" 

"Because the agency wants Brady back and since this entire thing reeks of the paranormal, we could use your help. We don't make such a request lightly." 

I could well believe that. Human government and the paranormals didn’t usually play well together. "Okay. Fine. So you need help. Why me?" 

Evan tilted his head and gave me this incredulous look. "Oh, come now. Brady said you were smart, surely you have it figured out. Somebody took Brady after his meeting with the demons. They trashed his office. They killed one of our men. Now, maybe those self same demons are responsible, maybe they aren't. But there's no way it's a coincidence. We need them to tell us what the meeting was about. And you have ... history," that single word was dripping with enough implied innuendo to fill volumes, "with one of them. A prince, no less. You're the only one who can get close enough to find out what happened." 

I didn't love that this guy I just met knew so much about me. I guess I had Brady to thank for that. "Suppose I agree to do a little digging for you. Am I going to have Security Enforcement up my ass every minute of the day, or will you give me free rein to do what needs doing?" 

"Free rein. To a point. You'll have a handler, naturally." His smarmy smile widened. "To whom you will make regular reports. Just like a good little soldier."

Fanfuckintastic. "How will I get in contact with you?" 

"Just pick up the phone." He reached into a different pocket and pulled out a slim, silver cell phone, which he laid on the counter. "Try not to look so glum, Kris." He holstered his pistol. “It's not like this will be anything new for you. You've been working for us for years. You just didn't know it." 

I'd have liked to smack that smug look right off his face. But I restrained myself. All on my own. Wade would be so proud. 

I stepped into the kitchen doorway as they went across the living room. Dash was crouched on the floor, eyes blazing red. So, I wasn't the only one less than happy with the situation. Seeing him there brought a question to mind. 

"What about Dash? Was keeping him alive Brady's idea, or the SEA's?" 

Evan  paused as he pulled open the door. He flashed me a smile over his shoulder. "Sorry, question and answer time is over." He stepped out onto the lawn, followed closely by Luke, and shut the door. 

I was itching to go after him and demand an answer. But that was likely to get messy. And really, I didn't want to have to deal with the SEA on top of trying to figure out what happened Brady. 

Dash rose slowly to his feet. If his jaw got any tighter he was going to crack a tooth. "You really intend to work for those people?" 

I crossed my arms, leaning against the doorframe. "You heard the man. I already do." 

He shook his head. "It's not like you to roll over so easy." 

"You don’t know me." I pushed off the doorframe and reentered the kitchen. I heard Dash's footsteps as he followed me. 

"What are we going to do?" 

"Me. Not we. There is no we. Never has been," I bent over to retrieve my gun, "never will be." I slipped it into my hip holster as I turned to face him. 

Dash rolled his eyes. "Okay. So what are you going to do?" 

"I'm going to take a shower, change my clothes, and go visit an old ... acquaintance. And no," I held up a hand to stop what I knew he was going to say, "you cannot come. He won't talk to me if I have a demon tagging along." Of course, he might not talk to me even if I went by myself, but Dash didn't need to know that. "For once, actually do like I say and stay put. Okay?" 

"Like a good dog?" He quirked a smile when he said it, but I caught the anger underneath the words. 

"Exactly." I patted the top of his head, then stepped around him, pretending I didn't notice the temperature in the room going up. Maybe not the best idea to go pissing him off, even if he was collared. But I just couldn't help myself. It was so damn fun. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The First Faith Church sat at the corner of Vine and Rose, as it had for over two hundred and fifty years. Built all of weathered gray stone, it blended in well with the equally time worn buildings surrounding it. This was where the sprawling metropolis known as  National City was born, and the neighborhood wore its age with pride. A little too much pride, in my opinion. Place could have used a serious upgrade. 

I landed at the base of the stairs leading up to the door. No way was I going to go up there and knock. This was the last place I wanted to ever see again. Even just standing on the sidewalk made me sick to my stomach.  

I cleared my throat and addressed the stone gargoyle perched on the ledge above the door. "I need to speak with Father Michael." 

The statue's eyes flared briefly white to show it had heard me, then dimmed as the spirit living within went off to let the Father know he was needed outside. I breathed a sigh of relief. The spirit could have refused to acknowledge me and then I didn't know what I would have done. Probably charged right through the front doors if that was what I had to do, much as I didn't want to. 

Minutes ticked by, until I started to think maybe the Father really wasn't going to come out and see me. I couldn't blame him for it if he didn't. I never was the church's favorite daughter.

Then the doors opened and out walked Father Michael. He paused at the top of the stairs, hands folded into the sleeves of his white robes. Dark blue eyes regarded me in that familiar, serene sort of way. "Hello, Kristiana." 

"It's just Kris these days, Father. How have you been?" 

"Well, thank you. And yourself?" 

I shrugged. "I have my good days and my bad days. This is one of the bad ones. That's why I'm here." 

"I didn't gather you'd come for a social call. How may I assist?" 

"It's Brady. He's in trouble. I was hoping you could tell me what kind, seeing as how he's gone and disappeared on me. Has he told you anything?" 

"You know I can't answer that question," Father Michael said. "Anything Brady might have confided in me is for the ears of the Holy Ones only. To repeat his words to you would be a breach of my vows." 

I ground my teeth together to stop myself from saying what I wanted to say. Somehow, I didn't think telling him he could take his vows and shove them up his ass was going to be helpful. "Look, Father, I get that, okay? But this could be a matter of life or death. Brady met with Cole right before he disappeared. Do you know anything about that?"

Father Michael's face drained of color. Oh yeah, he knew something all right. And he was going to tell me
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