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THANK YOU FOR TRYING the third in the Holy Shields Angel Romance series, a twist on the idea of angels and police romances.  After you finish the story, feel  leave a review! Reviews are lifeblood for authors, and your reviews can help. Thank you!

As a thank you for picking up this book and reading it, I have a free ebook for you – the backstory for one of the characters in this book!  All you have to do is click here to sign up for it: Strawberry Chase Universe of Romance: https://view.flodesk.com/pages/60bd45827308c6d7fd0bf085
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Trope information

THIS BOOK CONTAINS themes, tropes, and elements related to abduction, drug references, trafficking, and dubious consent. Thank you for taking these aspects into consideration when you read the book.
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Chapter One
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“HEY SHY, WAIT UP!” Abby’s voice carried across the steaming parking lot.

It might have only been spring, but once the weather shifted in Las Vegas, the heat clung and clung, making the asphalt sizzle in the afternoon sunlight. Shy flung her dark blonde hair over her shoulder and juggled the paper bags in her arms as she waited for Abby. For such a tall woman, she sure walked slowly sometimes.

“Okay, but hurry up! My ice cream’s going to melt!” Shy hollered back at Abby.

Shy might have been the shorter of them, but as a dancer trying to get her break in Vegas, she was stronger, faster, more lithe than her best friend and roommate. Barely two inches over five feet and packed with lean dancer’s muscle, she was stronger than Abby, and she made sure to let Abby know it whenever she could.

She had to. Abby had the upper hand in everything else. Watching the Nordic goddess mince her way across the steaming pavement, she wondered, how could one not be jealous of Abby? Tall like a model, but full in the breasts and hips, with brilliant blonde hair and eyes bluer than a Vegas summer sky, Abby was the envy of every woman in Vegas. Going to the bars was the best — free drinks, lots of attention, even free poker hands and slot pulls at the casinos. And since Shy was along for the ride each time, she couldn’t get mad at the attention Abby garnered.

But she could still feel a pang of jealousy in her stomach if she thought about it too long.

“Okay! Okay! It’s not my fault, though. You’re a fast walker.”

Shy giggled at her dear friend. The girl never even thought about how she looked or cared either way. As long as Abby had Shy by her side, then Abby was happy. She had the sweetest personality of anyone Shy had met, in Vegas or anywhere else, and sometimes Shy’s heart ached for her friend. Abby was too kind a soul for a place like Vegas. This city was going to chew her up and spit her out.

Shy hit the clicker on the car trunk as Abby joined her at the back of the car.

“At least you have good air conditioning in your car. And one day, when you’re a famous dancer and your picture is on all those casino signs, you’ll have a super fine car we can cruise in.”

A weak smile passed over Shy’s lips. Every time she worried she’d never get her dancing break, Abby said something so encouraging, it lifted Shy right back up. Abby was her biggest cheerleader.

They set the bags in the trunk. “I don’t know if that will ever happen. I’m glad this old beater even runs. Could you imagine having to walk home in this heat?”

Abby lifted her hand to the open lid to slam it closed when a slender man approached them.

Here we go again, Shy said to herself. Another guy wanting Abby’s digits. She raised a thick, amber eyebrow at the guy. His long-sleeved shirt and black jeans seemed to be the wrong wardrobe choice for the spring heat wave.

“Hey, can I ask you a question?” His voice was light, casual, but Abby wasn’t having any of it. Shy stood next to her and watched the familiar scene unfold.

“Sorry,” Abby told him, looking him right in the eye. She was nearly as tall as he. “Not interested.”

“What, no. But I think you dropped something back there.”

Shy grinned widely as Abby blushed. Not that Shy blamed her. And it wouldn’t surprise her in the least if the guy asked for her number after he returned whatever it was she dropped.

“Oh, thanks,” Abby told him as a gray van pulled down their lane, slowing for a parking space. Maybe even theirs, as slow as they were going. Shy’s eyes flicked around the parking lot. Why they would wait for Shy to move, though, puzzled her. Most of the parking spots were empty.

“Here,” the man held out a white piece of paper.

Abby reached for it, and a throbbing sensation rose in Shy’s chest. The strange guy in cold-weather clothes, the slow gray van. She reached her hand out and touched Abby’s arm.

“Ab, wait,” she managed to blurt out before the man clutched Abby’s wrist.

“What? Let go!” Abby screeched.

Shy lunged at the man, kicking at him with her muscled dancer’s legs, but she didn’t make it. Someone grabbed her from behind, slapping a hand over her mouth before she could scream.

No, no no no no no, her mind chanted in a loop in her head. Were they getting kidnapped? In a grocery store parking lot? In the middle of the day? No no no no no . . .

The skinny guy whipped Abby around and covered her mouth with his own bony hand, and the sound of a van door sliding open caught Shy’s ears. She wrestled and wiggled, trying to dislodge the arms that held her and were shoving her into the van. Her abductor held her tightly on the metal floor of the van as the skinny guy fell in with Abby, whose muffled screaming squeaked through the man’s hand.

The last thing Shy saw before the van door slid shut was the lid of her trunk bobbing back open, and the edges of their grocery bags sticking out of the trunk.
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“MALIK! YOU’RE NEEDED in the Captain’s office. Now.”

Alexander caught Diego’s shimmering gaze before he dropped his chin to his wide chest. His fellow Halo-Squad cops laughed at the command, knowing nothing good ever came from a directive to see the Captain.

“Shut it, Diego,” Alexander growled.

Diego only laughed harder, his eyes crinkling. Sometimes Alexander really despised his fellow Rift Angels. They were all in this miserable situation together, having come through Heaven’s Rift to Earth, specifically Las Vegas, in a misguided attempt to salvage the human race. Many Angels had volunteered to come through the Rift — hell, they wanted to save these pathetic humans. Archangel Michael had set up the Rift and arranged for the Angels to go through as a favor to God to save his favorite creation. Michael had also foolishly presumed he was doing it without God’s knowledge, but God somehow managed to know everything, anyway. Alexander would lay a week’s pay on the fact God knew exactly what the Rift Angels were up to. 

So the Angels came to Earth and ended up working as cops for the Las Vegas Police Department, no less. Only, unlike his fellow angels, Alexander had his hand forced by Michael to join this mission. One little request for a chance to slay a demon over a millennium ago, and Michael held tight to that favor. That’s what comes of owing someone a favor, Alexander grumbled to himself. And when the person owed is Archangel Michael, that favor’s a doozy. 

Now he was stuck here on Earth for God knew how long (and God did know, which only burned Alexander even more, because no one had bothered to share that information with the likes of Alexander), with no good way to communicate with Heaven – the Rift turned out to be a one-way only door – and too many Angels who sympathized or even loved these humans.

Yeah, that was the last time Alexander asked Michael for a favor. Ever.

“What do you think Capitan wants with you?” Diego tried to appear serious and failed. Alexander cut a glare to him that would slice through glass.

“Who knows? Probably another complaint.”

Diego leaned on his elbows toward Alexander. “Ever try having a positive attitude, Alex? At all? Just for a day? You might end a shift without a complaint filed against you.”

“Suck it, Diego. You can enjoy this Rift gig with the LVPD all you want. Me, I was roped into this. I don’t want to be here, and the sooner we can go back through the Rift, the better.”

Diego leaned back in his chair and shifted his attention to his fingernails.

“Suit yourself. But you’d be surprised how much easier all this would be if you gave this assignment a try. Gave these humans a try. Hell, we’ve been here for years. Your grudge knows no bounds.”

Alexander rose, shoved his metal chair into the table, and grunted at Diego as he left the break room. His wings flexed under his uniform at his underlying frustration — but when did his wings not throb under the weight of his own fury? Some days, they ached after a day of reacting to his anger.

He shifted to relax his wings against his back before he raised a fist and pounded at the Captain’s door. 

Might as well get this over with.
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Chapter Two
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THE ROOM WAS DARK, with ratty black sheets stapled over the high-up windows. That was the first thing Shy noticed when she blinked her eyes to adjust them to the low light. Not that the windows would have permitted much light anyway — they had shutters or something similar over the outside. Wherever outside was.

Where were they?

Shy rose up on her elbows, squinting into the dim room, and shook her head to clear it. Her eyes focused on the dirty cement floors, filthy, stinking blankets in the corner, and peeling paint on the walls.

What is this place?

A groaning sound behind her made her turn to find Abby lying a few feet away. Thank God for small favors. At least they weren’t alone.

Not yet, anyway.

“Abby, you okay?” Shy whispered.

“My head hurts. Did they knock us out?”

“I think so,” Shy told her.

Abby stayed low and glanced around the room, her blue eyes watery. “Where are we? Do you know?”

Shy shook her head. “Nope, but we need to stick together. Okay? We cannot get separated.”

Abby nodded like a child ready to cry. “Yeah, yeah, we stick together.”

The metal door to the room squeaked open and scraped across the cracked cement floor. The same slender, over-clothed man from the parking lot entered with a horrible toothy grin on his face. Even in the dim light, his eyes seemed rusty — no, amber, like they were reflecting a non-existent fire. Her skin crawled at the sight of him.

“Well, good morning, ladies. Or should I say, good evening? Are you ready to go?”

Abby slid over to cower against Shy, who raised her face in defiance to this creepy man. She’d never let anyone push her around so far in life, and this twerp wasn’t going to be the one to start. “No, we aren’t going anywhere.”

The man’s grin faltered. “Oh, my mistake. I wasn’t asking. Get up. We’re going.”

Shy raised her chin higher. It wanted to quiver, but she wouldn’t let it. Her gaze was level and stone cold. “No. We aren’t going anywhere with you.”

The man’s grin disappeared completely, and he scowled at her.

“You don’t have a choice.”

He reached a surprisingly strong arm down and yanked her away from Abby before grasping their upper arms and dragging them both kicking and scratching out of the room.
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“CAPTAIN SHURETTE, YOU wanted to see me?”

Alexander peered around the thick metal door at his captain. The older, well-built man sat ram-rod straight behind his desk, his uniform a cleaned and polished vision of policing perfection. The captain was one of the few cops on the LVPD who knew about the Halo-Squad composed of the Rift Angels. Also known as the H-Squad or Henry-Squad as code, only the captain, their sergeant, and a few other cops had been informed about the Rift Angels and their assignment in Las Vegas. Special squad, special uniforms, special non-disclosure paperwork . . .  

The captain, however, didn’t treat them any differently. To Captain Shurette, the Rift Angels were just regular cops patrolling the Strip, Fremont Street, and all points in the desert party oasis.

He didn’t look up when Alexander entered. He pointed at the chair facing his desk and continued reading his document in silence. A noise at the door caught Alexander’s attention, and he glanced over his shoulder. Sergeant Chavez joined them, shutting the door behind him. He didn’t sit in the chair next to Alexander, though; he remained by the door and leaned against the door frame. Like he was guarding it.

A hard ball of suspicion unfurled deep in Alexander’s stomach. This wasn’t a reprimand or a check-in meeting. Something else was going on.

Something big. Which probably meant something unpleasant.

“Officer Malik,” the captain finally spoke in his deep baritone, “something has come across my desk, and we need someone to go undercover. Deep undercover.”

Alexander narrowed his eyes, sweeping them from Chavez to the captain. This wasn’t standard undercover. Whatever was on that paper on his desk was something much bigger. Something they didn’t want other cops, or Angels, to know about.

He leaned back in his chair and crossed his ankle over his knee like he had all day to consider the captain’s words.

“What sort of undercover? You have cops for this. Vice. Narco. Why me?”

The Captain’s eyes shifted around Alexander to Chavez, and he cleared his throat. “We received some intel about a sex ring.”

Alexander ground his jaw and dropped his casual exterior. He wasn’t necessarily surprised. The sex trade was legal in Nevada, for the most part, but not in Clark County, the seat of Las Vegas. But most brothels operated a footstep outside the county, in other counties where brothels and legal sex trade were permitted. The undercover assignment didn’t make sound sense for the LVPD. “Prostitution? It’s legal in Nevada. Is this in Vegas proper? So why are we —”

“Human trafficking. Sex trafficking. A brothel here in Vegas is a front for selling women to the highest bidders around the world. We need to bust that, not just close the brothel down.”

At this, Alexander stilled. Trafficking? That was a problem — since most brothels outside Vegas were also legal, they were easy fronts for more nefarious criminal activity. And to operate one in the Vegas area? That was ballsy. But how did LVPD get this intel? From the State Sheriff’s office? Nevada FBI? Traffickers worked so far under the radar, they might as well be rats in the sewer.

“How’d you get this information? Why isn’t the FBI involved?”

The captain shoved papers across his desk. Alexander read the report as the Captain continued.

“We don’t have evidence yet that it’s across state lines. But that’s all Vice managed to get. Until they were outed.”

Alexander snapped up his head, his black eyes growing impossibly darker. “Outed?”

“Yeah,” Chavez finally spoke up from the door frame. “Every state vice cop and local feebie has been made. They can’t even get through the door, and most of our vice guys are in the same boat. They came to us, but we’re out of options. We know which flophouse, and we think we know who runs the flophouse, but we got no more guys who can go undercover and find the evidence we need to bust the trafficking.”

Alexander sat silently, staring at the captain, who wouldn’t meet his gaze. Realization dropped on him like a boulder.

“Oh, hell no,” Alexander said flatly and dropped the papers on the captain’s desk like they burned his skin. His wings flared under his uniform, and he had to force himself not to let them expand out into the office.

“Malik, we don’t have any other options. This is coming from the top,” Chavez tried to reason.

“No, send someone else, anyone else. Diego. Xavier. Anyone but me.”

“That’s exactly why we need to send you in,” the captain countered as he leaned over his desk toward Alexander. “With your rough exterior, we put you in an expensive suit, and you look like a high roller who’s in Vegas to play. Really play. They won’t make you. We think you can get deep into the brothel, where our other guys haven’t been able to, and get our intel.”

“Captain,” Alexander tried again, but the captain shook his head.

“Nope. It’s done. Here’s a requisition for Jacoby Suits on Vine Street. Try not to drain the city reserves with the suit. You need to get in, find out where or how the brothel is moving people. No heroic moves. In, get the info, and out. No wings, no drama, no unofficial work. And we know you won’t take advantage of the girls. You hate everything in the world, Alexander, so you’re the perfect cop for this.”

He glared at the captain for a few heated moments before snatching the requisition and report folder from the desk. His entire body had hardened, his ire at this assignment turning him to stone.

“Which brothel?”
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Chapter Three
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SHY HAD LOST COUNT of the number of days she’d been locked in the decaying room — rotting from the inside out, much like herself.

She flicked her eyes to the wall where she was marking the soft, tensile paint. Three marks. Three days, two nights. Tonight would be night number three, and she didn’t think she’d get off easy tonight. And God only knew what poor Abby was going through. 

Shy hadn’t seen Abby since she’d gone through the beaten-copper door at the end of the hall downstairs — a hall that hadn’t been updated since the 1980s. Hunter green shag carpet? How old was this house?

More importantly, where was this house?

Everything she saw, everything she heard, Shy committed to memory. Every name, every door, every girl, the madame and her crony — the guy who’d clipped her and Abby from the parking lot — everything. She’d find her chance to get herself and Abby out of this hellhole, and when she did, she’d run like hell and report this place to the cops. It’d go down in flames, and she planned on having a ringside seat to watch the shit show. With popcorn.

Prostitution might be legal in Nevada, but this flophouse that kidnapped girls and put them to work, that was not legal. At least, she had to assume most of these girls weren’t here in this crappy house of their own volition. If they were . . . Shy shook her head at that pathetic thought as she leaned against the wall. If they were here of their own free will, then what sad, hopeless moment sent them here?

Shy had come to Vegas for a dream. This place wasn’t going to be the end of that dream for her. She was stronger, smarter, more ambitious than to end up a victim here. This whorehouse, which had to be illegal, wasn’t going to beat her.

At least she’d lucked out her first two nights. The first night, she had been stuck in this room, locked away with only a squeaky metal bed and a stained sagging mattress, and an abused red-leather chair in the corner. Shy’s stomach churned at the lingering smells from her first night. And she didn’t sleep at all. The sounds, the shrieks, the grunting and giggles, none of it quieted until early in the morning. She’d managed to doze when morning light illuminated the covered, caged window, before the sounds of the house, or whatever it was called, drew her to wakefulness with a jerk. The window was covered with blackout paper, but thin sunlight managed to break through the seams. 

Daytime. Day two.

The second night, another girl, skinny with sagging, drug-pock-marked skin, had entered with a plate of food and some clothes. She set it all on a cheap table near the door. The poor girl smiled weakly at Shy, then left, closing the door firmly behind her.

Not that either could really be called food or clothes. Watery chicken noodle soup, a shot of whiskey, and a cup of water. The clothes were bad leatherette lingerie — a white leatherette top that showed her under-boob and matching white hot pants. Faux leather stripper heels. 

The sight of the clothing made Shy’s stomach roil again, and she swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lump in her throat. 

What was she supposed to do with those clothes, or rather, in them?

And if this is what they brought her, what were they doing to Abby?

The next person she saw, she’d ask. 

When another woman, this one taller, dirty blonde, and mildly healthier looking — maybe not strung out — had come for her and made sure she was in the hideous white outfit, she’d led Shy to a main room that resembled a brothel living room from a movie set, only more dingy. This was not a place where women worked willingly, and the room was also too implausible to believe. Wispy cloth on the lamps and threadbare plush chairs? Women walking around in lingerie and sheer robes? 

What the hell?

The healthier looking woman had led Shy past this room to another room, one that was the opposite of the movie set. Flashing lights, red and black decor, and loud music. Odd giant cages. The girl had opened one of them and shouted to make herself heard over the music.

“Tonight, you’re dancing.”

Shy hadn’t moved, her eyes fixed on the cage. “What, like go-go dancing?”

The girl’s eyebrows knitted together. “Go-go dancing?”

Shy shook her head at the girl’s ignorance and glanced around the room. 

“Don’t think about it,” the girl had interrupted her thoughts. “Bare and his guys will tackle you before you get to the door.”

“Bare?”

The girl flipped her hair at the cage. “Yeah, he runs the show for Nan. Get in.”

Her heart pounding in a fury in her chest, Shy did as she was bid, and once in the cage, the girl had slammed it shut.

“Dancing isn’t so bad,” the girl had told her. “Better than the other. You’ll get used to it.” She’d turned to walk away, but Shy crouched and grabbed her wrist through the bars.

“Wait! What’s your name?” Shy shouted at her.

The girl had stared at her for several heartbeats. “Brianna. Bree.”

Shy didn’t let go of her arm. This was the first conversation she’d had with someone since she’d arrived, and she wasn’t about to pass it up. “Why are you here, Bree?”

Bree shrugged. “Why is anyone here? Where else would I go?”

Shy’s gaze had followed Bree as she walked away. Where else would I go? Did that mean she wasn’t here against her will, like Shy and Abby? Her eyes had lifted to study the rest of the disco-styled room, searching for Abby.

No Abby in either of the other two cages. A bar on the other side, and couches and tables scattered around the room. The girls in the other two cages were already dancing.

Dancing.

Not the type of dancing she’d expected or wanted, but like Bree had said, it was better than the other option. Tonight, she’d dance. She could do that and do it well. And learn as much about this fucking place as she could. Who knew where she’d be the next night?

She might be dancing half naked in a cage, but Shy wasn’t the type of woman who could be caged. And like any wild animal, she’d turn on her captors as soon as the opportunity presented itself. 
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ALEXANDER ADMIRED HIMSELF in his bathroom mirror. The slender, smiling man from Jacoby Suits had known his stuff. The suit looked like The Father himself had crafted it for Alexander. 

The black, cashmere Tom Ford suit fit him perfectly, molding to his frame. His cream-colored button-down shirt contrasted against the burgundy tie and kerchief, just like the guy at the suit store had promised. A few extra Benjamins, courtesy of the LVPD, made sure the entire suit was ready for tonight. 

It wasn’t the onyx and gold armor he wore in Heaven, but then, nothing fit quite like armor The Father had crafted. This suit, though . . . Alexander tipped his head to assess his reflection. The suit could pass for a type of armor here on Earth. Weren’t pricey, designer-brand suits the armor of the wealthy?

He’d had the good sense to get his hair trimmed to match the suit. Unlike many other officers on patrol, Alexander wore his hair longer, shaggier, and on days spent chasing criminals and wrestling them to the ground, sweat transformed the small curls that framed his face. 

The curls would still appear, but they’d be tighter if they did, and when he brushed his raven-black locks back after his shower, his hair shone like his Heavenly onyx armor. Paired with his new suit, he was the image of the billionaire playboy looking for a good time in Vegas. 

Now he had to pull it off.

The good news was he hated everything Vegas represented, and if he kept his mouth shut most of the night, he’d be taken as the strong, silent type. That was his ticket in.

As he twisted to check out the back of the suit in the mirror, he had to admit the description wasn’t far off. He tugged at the shirt sleeves once more before exiting the bathroom.

Alexander grabbed his fake black wallet, the one he’d purchased for this assignment. It had taken a few days to get everything in order, but he now had a fake ID, also courtesy of the LVPD, a few fake credit cards — one was an American Express black card no less — one real card to track his purchases, and a wad of cash. Chavez told him it was to “make it rain” as needed, and then burst into a rough laugh when Alexander raised a thick black eyebrow at him. 

How much time did they think he’d be spending at this place? It wasn’t like he was going to be a real patron. Flash the cash around, “buy” a girl for the night, and see what he could find out, and get the hell out of there. 

Father help him if he had to go back a second night. His skin crawled under the fine suit at the mere suggestion of it. 

The last thing he grabbed was a slender, paper-thin black piece of metal that he slipped into his inner coat pocket. It was a police radio, the most high-tech version he’d seen in a long time, and if he needed to radio for backup, all he had to do was press it. The device was touch-activated and undetectable during a basic pat down. 

With a final once-over in the mirror, Alexander took a deep breath, texted his back-up team that he was heading out, and got into the rented convertible, another LVPD expense. Leather interior, black exterior, and all the bells and whistles. 

As he shifted into first gear and roared the engine, Alexander had to admit that while he hated this assignment, at least he got to live this sinful, high-roller life for a night. 

What Angel could say they’ve ever done that?
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