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Chapter One
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THE LIGHTS OF VEGAS, sparkling against the struggling nighttime darkness as a beacon for all the hopeful, downtrodden, and misguided souls, paled in comparison to the Rift light that burned in Diego’s mind.

On nights like this, when he sat atop the scaled replica of the Eiffel Tower and scanned the Strip, his eyes drifting to the beam of light cast from the Egyptian pyramid, the light of the Rift was all he thought about.

Well, that and his duties as a low-level Angel sent by Archangel Michael to do the dirtiest work Diego Orion could imagine. Saving the misguided human race. 

And to start in Las Vegas? Sin City itself? What in all the demons of Hell was God’s second in command thinking?

Diego shook his head and let his gaze shift to the busy chaos down on the Strip itself. It was a foolish question. He knew exactly what Michael was doing. Trying to save God’s beloved humans and hiding the dirty work they had to do from the big man himself.

And to come to the fundament to work as police officers? As if trying to clean up the human race wasn’t bad enough — but to bear the police standard at a time when the police were not popular or well-respected? Let’s just make this duty worse, why don’t we? 

Diego shifted his silver eyes to his bare forearms. At least their human forms were worthy of their Angel spirit. Michael had given all the Angels who had ventured through the Rift brilliant bodies, a kind of booby prize for taking on this arduous and impossible task. Not that Diego would say any such thing to Michael. 

He huffed out a deep breath. The Rift was a one way door, and other than prayer, which could easily get lost in the throng of prayers sent to the Heavens by the minute, the Rift-bound Angels had no way of contacting those still in heaven. At least no direct way. 

Not a great plan, Michael, Diego thought bitterly. 

To add insult to injury, they lost many of their heavenly abilities, and they were full of sin. That was the human part of them. So just like these poor souls they had to save, slaves to their baser, sinful natures, full of avarice, greed, lust, and gluttony, the Angels also bore those sins. 

Sometimes, Diego really despised Michael and his foul plan.

Diego sniffed the air and twitched his wings that were slicked down on his shoulder blades and hidden under the false back of his police uniform. Or maybe that was Michael’s gift, with the bodies. A way to understand these souls? An escape when the work grew too dear? A reward for this most banal of work outside of the glories of Heaven? 

Only Michael knew, and he wasn’t telling the likes of Diego. 

His wings twitched again. The chaos below was changing. Instead of general scattered drinking and gambling and prostitution, Diego’s astute shining eyes locked on a disruption right outside the Silver Dollar saloon. One man, drunk most likely, was slamming another man, again probably drunk, against the slot machines that sat as false icons just inside the open front of the saloon. 

Diego sighed heavily and noted the shadowy space next to the saloon and outside the attentions of those entranced by the fight. Then he flexed his wings, brilliant white his were, almost brighter than the Rift itself, and extended them far over his head to lift himself off the Tower. 

Once at his peak height in the air, he flipped his wings out to their full twelve-foot span, a miracle of light and feathers, catching enough air to make his dive unseen into the shadowy corner. 

He landed lightly on his toes and shook his shoulders, so the wings folded against his back and tucked under his shirt. Then he ran for the crowd, breaking though the tight circle of entertained onlookers.

“Stop! Police!” Diego hollered as he grabbed the attacker under his arms and around the back of his neck and yanked him off the bloodied victim. 

The attacker, a short man with a red, angry face, strained against the hold. Diego’s biceps flexed under the short sleeves of his uniform as he steeled his grip.

“It’s his fault!” the man hollered, reaching for the victim.

“I don’t care. I said LVPD. Stop! If you don’t hold still, I’ll arrested you for resisting as well as for assault!”

“Hey, Orion! Need some assistance?” a jocular voice spoke behind him. 

Keeping his attention on the struggling man in his arms, Diego reached for his cuffs.

“Fisher, you could act like a real cop and get some help for the other guy. And get this crowd back,” Diego growled. 

The too-causal laughter of Officer Jaxon Fisher sounded at his back again, but the cop got to work, shooing the crowd back and attending to the poor guy slouched against a glimmering slot machine. Orion snapped his cuffs on the attacker, double locked them so he didn’t slip out of the metal bracelets and dragged him over to Fisher. 

“Since you are making yourself useful,” Diego said to Fisher as he gave his perpetrator a shake, “put this guy in your car and take him to jail. I’ll finish with this one and wait for the ambulance.”

Officer Fisher slanted a carefree smile at Diego. “No car tonight, eh? Yeah, I got him. But I’m not doing the report. That’s on you, brother.”

Diego nodded and waved Jaxon off before turning to the abused soul clinging to the slot machine. A few in the crowd had left now that the exciting action of the fight was over. That didn’t stop the rest from lingering, craning their necks to watch this poor guy’s misery. 

Freaking humans, they feed on misery, Diego thought as he turned to the man who had no idea that when he’d left his house that morning, his night was going to go so wrong. 

Diego smiled as angelically as he could manage under the overly bright lights and ogling stares. 

“Hey, guy. Let me help you. The ambulance is on its way.”
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“NO, DANTE. PLEASE, you said I wouldn’t have to do this.”

Olivia begged, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. When Dante got an idea in his head, it was like a burr that clung and didn’t let go. And it wasn’t like he hadn’t asked her to do this type of stuff before. He had, and while she got out of it most of the time, he still managed to wrangle her into his dirty work every so often. Meeting runners, picking up money, delivering pot.

But not like this. 

Dante grabbed her slender wrist in a rough, iron grip, and she groaned as the bones of her wrist rubbed against each other. She could taste his anger and frustration — hot and acidic.

“Bitch, I said I need your help. My runner didn’t show up tonight. I need you to do this. Quit complaining before I give you something to complain about.”

“But Dante, it was just weed before! This, this is heroin!” 

He yanked on her arm so she slammed against his chest and she could feel every bone in his ribcage crushing against her. His face, the one that she thought she loved, the one she had once believed loved her, transformed into a scowling mask that mashed against hers, and the thick aroma of his filter-less cigarette smoke on his hot breath filled her nose. She gagged and pulled her head back as far as she could. 

“I know what it is,” he hissed in her face. “And my shit-for-brains runner probably got his ass clipped by the cops. So I need this done.”

His emphasis on the last word sent an icy shiver down her spine as she squirmed under his grasp.

How did I end up here? Olivia asked herself not for the first time. 

When she’d first met Dante, he was the epitome of dark and handsome (if not so tall), with bronze skin and a sultry smile. He’d been flashing money around the casino bar where she had worked, and had it impressed her? Yeah, it had. For someone who barely scraped together the rent each month and lived on tips, she’d been impressed. Then he had flashed those mesmerizing, ebony eyes at her, and she’d fallen hard. 

More the fool me, she thought with the burn of bile in the back of her throat. That seemed like years ago. Now she was stuck with him and didn’t know how to get out.

She closed her eyes and waited for the smack to the face that would inevitably come, but it didn’t. Instead, Dante pushed her away so she stumbled and caught her hip sharply on the edge of the table. Another bruise to add to her black and purple collage of bruises. 

Surely her mother, God rest her soul, hadn’t raised her this way. Not that she remembered much of her mother anymore. 

Why am I still with Dante?

As Olivia stood up and brushed her thick, black hair out of her face, she knew why she stayed around, and that knowledge struck an iron bar of fear through her chest.

Because he’d told her more than once that if she ever tried to leave him, he’d kill her. 

And she believed him. Dante had killed others for less. Once right in front of her, grinning as he’d pulled the trigger on the sad man on his knees, begging for his life.

“Now, grab that backpack,” he growled, pointed on the table behind her, “and get your ass to Flamingo Boulevard. Titus and his boys will be there, waiting.”

Olivia worked her mouth and swallowed the bile that sat in a permanent position in her throat. When was the last time she’d swallowed and not tasted the bitter sting of bile? She couldn’t remember.

With dejected shoulders, she slung the navy backpack on her arm, but before she could turn to leave, Dante’s hand wrapped in her hair, yanking it at the roots. She screeched and fell back against him.

“And don’t fuck this up, Liv,” he hissed into her ear. “You are not worth what you’re carrying on your back.”

Olivia shuddered at the reminder. The big boss kept a tally on a person’s value against the weight of his drugs.

“I don’t have to see him, do I?” she asked as he loosened his grip on her hair and she wiggled away.

“El Diablo? Hell, you aren’t worth shit to him. He couldn’t care less about the likes of you. Now go, and remember, don’t fuck up.”

Olivia escaped, rushing from the dumpy, half empty commercial building that hid Dante’s entire drug operation. While the west side of Vegas was quiet and dark compared to the bright wonder of the Strip or Fremont Street, pockets of activity ushered her to Flamingo Street as she rounded the corner. Smaller, seedy strip clubs, smelly bars with a lone slot machine by the door, liquor stores boasting Open 24 Hours. Hell, this was Vegas. What wasn’t open twenty-four hours? 

The mini-mart on the corner of Rainbow and Flamingo was dim, the narrow parking lot illuminated by a lone flickering streetlight. Olivia shivered as the desert heat of day fled, and the cool night air nipped at its heels. She’d forgotten to grab her jacket. In her thin t-shirt, she might as well be wearing nothing.   

She shifted the backpack to her other arm and moved closer to the mini-mart where the store lights were a bit brighter, and she felt safer. Well, moderately safer. How safe did she really feel standing in a bad part of Vegas with a bag full of hard drugs slung across her back?

Not safe at all, if she were truthful with herself.

Where’s Titus? 

It was after nine, full dark, and he wasn’t the type who was late. Never late. It was one of the reasons Dante preferred Titus as his mid-level dealer. He had a strong hand and solid control of the guys under him. He’d been taking over the sales of this far northwest part of Vegas, and if he kept it up, Dante would give him more regions. Titus was a small man with large aspirations in a violent enterprise. Just like Dante.

Olivia pulled her ancient phone from her back pocket. The cracked screen read 9:17. And nothing. No Titus. She brushed her thumb over Dante’s name in her phone. Dread made her sick to her stomach — she really didn’t want to call him, but if Titus, or one of his guys, didn’t show up soon, she’d have to. His absence meant something really bad had gone down. 

Something worse than just a missing runner.

And Dante would be pissed.
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Chapter Two
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DIEGO WIGGLED IN THE hard-black plastic chair that left little room for his tucked-away wings. Here in the station, he had to make sure the bright white wings were well-hidden — only a few other officers knew about the Halo Squad, and the Angels that filled it. Their captain, lieutenant, and their H-Squad sergeant knew, of course, as did three or four other officers who worked with the H-Squad regularly, but that was it. On the radio, their designator for dispatch as Henry, to maintain strict confidence. 

Their squad was kept on the down-low for several reasons, not the least of which included animosity between the Angel cops and their human counterparts. Jaxon, the officer who’d driven the assailant from the saloon back to the station earlier, was one of the cops on the LVPD who knew about the H-Squad, and he’d had to sign a stack of paperwork requiring him to keep his mouth shut. 

That didn’t stop the fool from cracking jokes or busting Diego’s balls whenever he had the chance. Or letting Diego write all the reports, not that Diego’s hunt-and-peck keyboard skills were any faster than Jaxon’s. 

But other than that, Officer Fisher was a fine cop and a great friend. He had a sense of pride in being one of the privileged few who know about the H-Squad, and he was one of the only people Diego would trust with his life. If he ever had to worry about that, which he didn’t. Injuries on the other hand . . . 

“Hey, Orion. You busy?” Jaxon leaned over the rickety table where Diego typed. “The Narcotics Unit is down a man and is on a hot one tonight. They caught some low-level corner dealer and are looking to move up the line. I’m with Barnes, but they need another man. You’ve worked Narcotics before, right brother?”

Diego’s fingers kept up their steady, plucking pace as Jaxon spoke. He’d worked the Narcotics Unit before, sweeping up a few dealers, and it made him feel like he’d done something good. Sweeping was cleaning, the exact reason he’d been sent through the Rift, and the more he could do, the better. 

“Yeah, brother,” Orion answered as he hit save on the report. “Let me print this out and sign it, then I’ll join you and Barnes in briefing.”

They’d been assigned the northwest side of Vegas, Fremont Street and all drug corners west of that area. Diego, Fisher, and Barnes specifically patrolled the west side with a list of possible targets downloaded on their cell phones. 

Low-level corner dealers had bosses, middle management dealers who worked full neighborhoods or more. And those dealers had bosses, all the way up the line to the biggest boss that managed to hide like a rat in a sewer. If they could get that guy, they might clean up the streets in a significant way, which was a goal Diego wanted more than anything. 

The sooner they cleaned up Vegas, if such a thing was possible, the sooner he could return to Heaven. But if the busyness of LVPD was any indication, returning to Heaven was not going to happen anytime soon, no matter how many drug-dealers they swept up. The demons just found another poor soul to do their dirty work.

They rolled out, Diego riding shotgun with Jaxon, when their radio squawked.

“We picked up the low-level guy, a runner, not a dealer, earlier tonight,” Barnes repeated what they’d gone over in briefing. “His rap sheet gave us associates, and they all work this area. We are looking for these guys, higher ups, street dealers, or if we’re lucky, a mid-level dealer. Keep your eyes open.”

Diego peered down the darkened streets, searching for the faces from his phone. This far west, most of the streets were dim — fewer streetlights, dark houses, closed buildings. Perfect hunting grounds for dealers and their customers.

At a shift in the light down Spring Valley Parkway, Diego lifted his hand. Jaxon immediately slowed the car. Another shift in the shadows and a man’s face caught the bit of light emitted by the streetlight overhead. 

“Gotcha,” Diego said under his breath as he whipped open the car door and dashed from the still rolling vehicle. 

Diego ran as swiftly as a deer, one angelic perk he retained, and came up on the small group of young men before they could react. They scattered in different directions, but only one man was worth following. From the photo and rap sheet, this lean-muscled man, with his black hair in a ponytail and a pathetically thin goatee, was the mid-level dealer leading his posse to their pickup, Diego presumed. 

Ponytail bolted with the others, heading north toward Flamingo. He radioed the chase to Fisher, and the lights and sirens signaled in the distance. Jaxon was racing toward Flamingo, and if they played this right, Diego would funnel this guy right into Jaxon’s awaiting cuffs. 

The guy was fast, though, shockingly fast, and Diego expanded his wings a bit under his uniform, giving himself an extra burst of speed. As Ponytail reached Washington Street, Jaxon slammed the squad car to a stop at the end of the sidewalk. Ponytail skidded toward the car, and Diego leapt on the dealer, tackling him to the ground. 

“Git off me man! Git off me!” Ponytail struggled as Diego yanked his hand behind his back. 

Jaxon bailed from the black and white and rushed to hold the dealer’s arm still while Diego secured the cuffs. Then they lifted Ponytail to his feet. He tried to wrench away, but Diego and Jaxon gripped his arms with stiff fingers.

“It’s Titus Ranks. Mid-level,” Jaxon said as he opened the rear car door. “Titus Ranks, you are under arrest for possession and distribution of narcotics. You have the right to remain silent . . .” 

As Jaxon read the guy his rights
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