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The digital clock read six fifteen when Angel rolled out from the blankets. She grabbed her pistol from the night stand, then stood by the bed in a tank top and panties, listening to the sounds of the house. Once she was sure nothing was out of place, she stepped into the hall. From here she could see the living room and part of the kitchen. The bar gleamed white in the glow from the recessed lighting in the cabinets above.

Angel scowled. She must have told Damian at least a hundred times to turn all the lights off before he went to bed. She glanced the other way down the hall. The door to his room was closed.

Though she was almost sure everything was as it should be, Angel approached the kitchen cautiously. She gave the living room a quick look over, then stepped around the bar into the kitchen. The gray tile was cold beneath her bare feet.

Dirty dishes were stacked on the counter, whiskey bottles in the sink, and crumbs all over the table. Angel’s scowl deepened. Granted, she was not the cleanest person around, but this was her house and if anybody had the right to dirty it up it was her and not Damian.

At least the coffee maker was still full and ready to go, though only because Damian wouldn’t touch the stuff. Angel laid her pistol on the counter and stretched with her arms over her head. The prescription sleeping pills she occasionally took always left her feeling stiff and achy, but at least they allowed for a few precious hours of sleep when she needed it.

Angel drank her coffee black, standing by the sink and watching a light summer breeze stir the branches of the maple tree in the backyard. It was only after she had her first cup down and was going for a second that she noticed the indicator light on the answering machine was blinking.

She frowned. It was not a comforting thought to know she’d slept through the sound of the phone ringing. Even after an entire bottle of sleeping pills, a sound like that should have woken her.

After turning off the lights so she could see better, Angel looked down at the little black screen and saw the word MUTE. “Son of a bitch.” She slammed her fist down on the bar hard enough to crack the granite. Damian again. They were going to have to have a very serious talk about just whose house this was.

Four unheard message waited on the answering machine. Angel played them.

You have four new messages, a cool, feminine robotic voice informed her. First message:  Angel, are you awake? Bo paused, breath sounding unusually loud over the line. No, if you were awake you would have answered the phone. Better slow down on those sleeping pills. Call me as soon as you wake up.

Second message: Still asleep? A nervous edge had crept into his voice. Don’t call, just get over here.

Third message: I’m having a problem here. I need you.

Angel leaned against the bar, her heartbeat quickening. She glanced at the front door. Not without Damian. Bo had specifically instructed her not to leave him home alone. The sound of a ping drew Angel’s gaze back to the answering machine.

Fourth message: I don’t know. Bo sounded faint and distant, as if he were not speaking directly into the phone. A voice in the background replied, but it was too muffled for Angel to make out the words. I said I don’t know. A thud sounded, followed by the unmistakable squeal of metal being torn or twisted. It’s not in there. It’s not anywhere in this office. More indiscernible talking. I can’t help – End of messages.

“Shit.” Angel grabbed up her pistol and sprinted down the hall to Damian’s room. He lay sprawled across his bed fully dressed; the neon cowgirl sign on the wall cast a red glow across his face.

Angel kicked aside a few whiskey bottles as she made her way to the side of the bed. Grabbing Damian’s shoulder, she gave him a shake that would have snapped a human’s arm in two and left even most demons with at least a dislocated shoulder. He didn’t even wake, but mumbled something and tried to roll over.

She gave him another shake. “Wake up.”

He squinted at her with one eye open. “Hey, what’s up?”

“What’s up? What’s up?” Her hand curled into a fist. “You muted the phone, that’s what’s up. Bo called four times this morning. Something’s wrong at the office, we have to get over there. Now.”

Damian sat up and ran a hand back through his jet black hair. He gave her a good, long look and grinned. “Don’t you think you might draw some attention going out in public like that? Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

Her fingers tightened around the pistol. Maybe she couldn’t break his arm, but surely even he would feel being cracked over the head with the butt of a gun. “We leave in five minutes.” She turned and stalked out the door.

Back in her own room, Angel dug a pair of blue jeans and a black tank top out of the pile on her closet floor. She strapped on her shoulder holster and secured the pistol, then pulled on a black leather jacket to conceal it.

Damian was waiting for her in the hall, leaned back against the wall with his arms crossed. His normally spiked hair had gone flat, leaving the green tips laying over to the side. “So what’s going on? Does Bo have a job for us?”

“Bo has never had a job for ‘us’, because there is no ‘us’. Now move.” She shoved him toward the living room.

“All right, all right,” Damian muttered. “You don’t have to be such a bitch about it.”

As they went out the door, Angel grabbed her sunglasses from the end table. Specially made for her, they were the only way her night eyes could abide the sunlight.

It was a quiet, peaceful morning, the stillness as yet unbroken by anything louder than a birdcall. The street Angel lived on was lined with single story houses painted in bright pastels. Each home had a well maintained yard, a carefully cultivated flower bed, and a sensible, gas friendly car in shades of brown or gray parked in the driveway.

Angel didn’t know any of her neighbors by name, nor did she care to. She ignored them, and they in turn pretended she didn’t exist. A mutually beneficial relationship so far as all parties were concerned.

She moved into the center of the empty street. Not because she had to, but so Damian would follow. She didn’t want him setting the lawn on fire.

A tingle ran up and down Angel’s spine as the power symbols tattooed on her back began to glow. Wings of white light unfolded from those symbols. Angel crouched, then pushed off, careful not to crack the asphalt as she had when first learning to fly. Unlike Damian, she wasn’t born with her wings, but had received them as a gift from Bo when she was a teenager.

Once Angel was well above the street, she looked back for Damian. He grinned up at her, fiery wings slowly unfurling from his back, before joining her in the sky.
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Landing Street was the shopping mecca of Southern Archaides. Rather than being a single street, as the name might imply, it was actually a maze of interconnected streets stretching across the west end of New Hope from Laguna Beach almost to the base of the Whitecap Mountains. In the height of summer, as it now was, the area was crammed with tourists.

Angel did her best to navigate away from the busiest areas, but it wasn’t easy, not on a day like today with the weather a balmy seventy five degrees and the skies clear to the horizon. She glanced over at Damian and caught him grinning down at a group of teenage girls in short shorts who were window shopping.

“Don’t,” Angel said, hoping the tone in her voice would be enough to discourage him from doing anything stupid.

Damian met her gaze with an air of innocence that didn’t suit him. “Don’t what?”

“Just don’t. I’m not in the mood to deal with your shit right now.”

“Okay, mom, I’ll be a good boy.” He placed his hand over his heart. “I promise.”

Angel would have turned around and smacked him if she hadn’t been too worried about Bo to waste the time. But if he called her mom again, she might have to waste it anyway. She was sure Bo would understand.

The detective agency was located on a side street between a tattoo parlor and a religious bookstore. On the corner, a skinny, fast talking guy with coffee colored skin was running a common shill game involving three plastic cups and a blue marble. A good sized crowd had gathered around him; fools just waiting to be duped out of their cash.

The street quickly cleared to make way for Angel and Damian as they landed. People stared, wide eyed, at the two demons. The guy on the corner scowled as his would-be customers found something more interesting to grab their attention. Angel could have laughed. If they wanted to stare at a demon they could have gone right on doing what they were doing. Because, though the con artist looked human enough, he was wearing a thick woolen scarf around his neck, no doubt to hide his tribal mark. Few humans would gamble against a demon.

Angel ignored the gawkers and turned toward the worn brick building. A neon sign flashing in the window read BB’s Private (an actual eye was in place of the word) Detective Agency. She glanced back at Damian. Unlike Angel, who had put out her wings as soon as she landed, Damian was still standing in the middle of the street with fire blazing around him and a stupid grin on his face.

“Quit showing off,” Angel said through gritted teeth.

Damian let his wings burn a half second longer, then put them out and joined Angel on the sidewalk. “You’re no fun at all.”

“Why don’t you try growing up a little?” Angel muttered as she reached for the door handle.

“No, thanks. I think you’re grown up enough for both of us.”

Angel jerked the door open and stepped into the reception room only to be brought up short by what she saw. The desk behind which the receptionist 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 her pistol, Angel cautiously approached the partially open door to Bo’s office. She paused, listening for any sound out of place. Nothing. She pushed the door open, letting the pistol lead the way into the room.

The first thing that caught her eye was Bo’s metal filing cabinet, which looked as if it had been twisted and wrung out like a dishrag. A feat even Angel probably couldn’t have managed. The thought made her stomach roll.

Bo’s computer was missing and all the drawers pulled out of his desk. Papers and leather-bound books lay strewn across the floor. But no Bo and no blood, which Angel hoped were good signs.

Damian let out a low whistle as he stepped into the room. “Someone sure did a number on this place. Wonder what they were looking for.” His eyes widened slightly as his gaze landed on the filing cabinet.

Angel moved around behind the desk until she was standing where Bo had probably stood when he made his last phone call. It’s not in there. It’s not anywhere in this office. It was obvious to her Bo left that message so she would know something had happened to him. If only he’d said what ‘it’ was, or at least spoken the name of the other person in the room. But he hadn’t, and Angel was left with a dead end and no clues to follow.

She could think of only one place she might turn for help and though she didn’t want to go there, she couldn’t see that she had much of a choice. She grabbed a book from the floor and headed for the door. “Let’s go.”

“Where?” Damian asked.

“To see Sarah.”

A slow smile spread across his lips. “We’re going to the Shelter?”

“I’m going to the Shelter. You,” she turned and poked him in the chest with the book, “will be waiting for me out in the street.” She gave him her sternest glare, though it might have been more effective if he didn’t stand six inches taller than she did even in her boots.

“Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?”

“No, I don’t. Bo put you with me because he didn’t want you at the Shelter. You’re too dangerous.”

The people out in the street were mostly the same ones who were there when Angel and Damian arrived. They milled about, staring at the detective agency and making a nuisance of themselves for anybody who actually had a reason to be there. The demon on the corner had packed up his shill game and moved on, most likely to someplace where he would have less competition for the crowd’s interest.

As Angel stepped out of the agency, she instinctively scanned the area, looking for anything unusual. Two young punks in leather and chains stood out. One of them had a gold stud in his nose and the other was sporting a green mohawk. They passed well for humans, except for the unmistakable tribal marks tattooed on their necks.

They stared back like they knew her, though she was sure she’d never seen them before. She had a good memory for faces. But a chill crawled up her back anyway, as she considered this might be the moment when the past finally caught up to her. She might have confronted them if not for the crowd, but with so many humans around it was too dangerous.

“Should we ask around at the other stores to find out if anybody saw anything?” Damian asked as he stepped out behind her.

“No,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “The stores wouldn’t have been open so early, and if the shopkeepers had been inside, they would have made a point of not seeing anything. Bo isn’t exactly popular with them. He attracts too many demons.” When she looked again to where the two men were standing, only an empty space remained. “Let’s get out of here before somebody calls the cops and we have to deal with them.”
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Angel and Damian traveled to a far less populated part of New Hope; the kind of place tourists never saw. The neighborhood consisted of a low-income housing project, a few graffiti marked apartments, a lot of deserted buildings, and a couple of empty lots overgrown with weeds.

The Shelter stood right in the middle of it all. A two story brick building surrounded by a chain link fence that shouldn’t have been much of a deterrent to the local gang, and yet so far as Angel knew there had never been any trouble there. Perhaps it had something to do with Bo, though it seemed more likely the Shelter’s residents were the cause.

“You land there.” Angel pointed to the street in front of the padlocked gate.

“Aw, come on. Can’t I at least come over the fence?”

“No. You might set something on fire.”

Damian gave her a dirty look. “That’s unfair.”

“Life is unfair,” Angel said. “Deal with it.” She landed in what passed for a yard, but was mostly just grave and weeds. She stood a moment, staring at the building she’d once called home. The only real home she ever had.

The years seemed to roll away from her mind and once again she was an angry, scared fourteen year old taking the biggest chance of her life by letting herself trust again. Especially in Bo. Not that the demons had treated her all that well, but they seemed to take to breeds a little better than humans did.

Her gaze strayed to the right hand second floor window. The curtains were drawn across it. Not like the first time she looked there and found a pair of black eyes staring down at her. Angel quickly shook off the memories as she strode up the concrete walk to the porch. They shouldn’t have been able to distract her so in the first place. She hadn’t been back to the Shelter in years, but that was no good excuse for getting all nostalgic.

The door opened and Marguerite stepped out onto the porch. “Well, well, Angel comes home after all these years. To what do we owe the honor of this visit?”

“I’d hardly call this home.” Angel came to a stop at the bottom of the steps. “Have you seen Bo lately?”

“You see him more than we do, what with you and that one,” she nodded toward where Damian stood in the street, “being his special projects. Too special for a place like the Shelter.”

“I don’t have time for this shit.” Angel climbed the steps and stood face to face with the older woman. “Bo may be in trouble. I need to see Sarah.”

Marguerite’s dark eyes narrowed. “What kind of trouble?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I need Sarah.” She could see the wary uncertainty on the woman’s face and hoped she wouldn’t have to get more forceful, though she would if she had to.

“All right, come in.” Marguerite stepped back so she could pass. “But go in the sitting room and I’ll bring Sarah to you. I don’t want you disturbing the entire house.”

They were standing in a darkly paneled hall with a staircase to the right. Angel went on down the hall and turned left into the sitting room. Maroon carpet covered the floor where before it was cream, and the furniture was all new, or at least newer. But the flowered wallpaper was the same, though they must had redone it to cover the gouges in the walls from her last night at the Shelter.

Angry words echoed down the halls of her mind. The kind of words that could never be taken back. And naturally her gaze was drawn to the wall behind the sofa, where the pictures of all the kids Bo had helped over the years hung.

Marguerite’s was at the top because she was the first. Defiant eyes gazed out from her picture. Take away the nose ring and the ratted dread locks, add a few wrinkles around the eyes and mouth, and the woman of today didn’t look much different from the girl in the picture.

Angel tried to avoid looking any further along, that was a trip down memory lane she did not need to take.  But it seemed inevitable her gaze should come to rest on another picture, and a pair of cool black eyes. Inevitable that she should almost welcome a sudden jolt to the chest that stole her breath.

Rez was one of the few demons Bo had helped who could never have passed for human. Red, hairless skin covered in black tattoos was hard to hide. But that never bothered Rez, who had no desire to pass for human anyway, even though it would have made his life in New Hope much easier. But then Rez was a lot like Angel; he didn’t really care much for making things easy.

The night Bo took her from the Shelter, she and Rez had stood in this room and fought their last fight. She hadn’t seen him since and doubted she ever would today. He wouldn’t still be here, surely. She didn’t see him as the type to stick around and help out the way Marguerite had.

And if he was? That was a question she hadn’t considered. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see him again, not after all this time. That kind of reunion was bound to be unpleasant.

“Angel!”

She turned at the sound of her name and Sarah came running across the room. The little girl threw her arms around Angel’s waist. “It’s so good to see you.”

“You too.” Angel held the girl out at arm’s length and looked her over. “You’ve grown. You must be what, eighteen, nineteen by now?”

Sarah laughed. “Thirteen and you know it.” Her smile faded. “You could have came by for a visit.”

“Too awkward.” She smoothed Sarah’s long blond hair back from her face. “I don’t belong here. Never did.”

“Truer words were never spoken,” Marguerite said from the doorway. “Make this quick.”

Angel gritted her teeth. She’d forgotten how much she disliked Marguerite, but her memory was quickly being refreshed. “I need you to read this.” She held the book out to Sarah. She wanted to warn the girl she might see something unpleasant, but it was best not to taint the process.

Sarah held the book in both hands and closed her eyes. “I see Bo in an office. He looks ... not scared exactly, but nervous. Somebody else is there, grabbing things and throwing them on the floor. It—” She gasped and her silver eyes fluttered open. “That’s it.” She shoved the book back at Angel. “There’s no more.” She started to turn away.

Angel let the book fall to the floor and grabbed the girl’s arm. “I know that’s not true, I can see it on your face. Tell me what you saw.” She gave Sarah a little shake. “Tell me.”

“Ow, Angel you’re hurting me.” Sarah tried to squirm free of her grasp. “It was Rez. I saw Rez.”

Angel released her hold. “You’re sure it was him?”

Sarah backed away, rubbing her arm. “I’m sure. I think another man was there, but I couldn’t see him.”

“Where is he?” Angel asked, turning her attention to Marguerite.

Marguerite gathered Sarah into her arms and pulled the little girl closer to her. “I don’t know. He left the day after Bo took you from the Shelter. We haven’t heard from him since. I think you should go. Now.”

Angel looked into Sarah’s teary eyes and was hit with a stab of guilt. She hadn’t grabbed the girl’s arm hard enough to break it, but there would be a bruise. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Sarah sniffled. “I know.” She managed a weak smile. “It’s okay.”

It wasn’t, but Angel never had been any good at drawn out apologies. “Take care of yourself, kid.” She passed them and headed down the hall to the door.

“Angel,” Sarah called after her, causing her to pause. “Be careful. Rez is a little ... well, you know.”

“Yeah.” Angel opened the door. “I know.”

Tears burned at back of Angel’s eyes as she walked down the front steps. But they wouldn’t fall. They never did. No matter how many times she screwed up, no matter how many times she managed to hurt the people who cared about her, the tears stayed behind her eyes where no one else could see.

And that was when she realized the street beyond the fence was empty. With a muttered curse, Angel spread her wings and took to the sky. No sign of Damian anywhere. The faint sound of traffic from a few streets over floated on the still air; nearby, a dog barked. And then she heard laughter.

Angel followed the sound, which led her to land on top of an empty building with a wide alley between it and its neighbor. Damian was crouched on the ground with two heavily tattooed teenage boys. She might have thought they were the same punks she’d seen on the street outside Bo’s, except they both had their heads shaved and she was pretty sure they were human.

She pumped a little extra energy into her wings, heightening their glow, then jumped off the roof. When she hit the alley, the ground shook, dust and bits of rock flew up in the air, the empty buildings shivered. The impact knocked Damian and the two boys flat.

The boys scrambled backward, shielding their faces from the light. Damian grimaced as he turned his head away. “You think you could take that down a couple of notches? It’s like looking into the sun.”

Angel ignored the request. “What are you doing?” But one look at the ground told her plain enough. A little tin cup lay over on its side with its contents, a handful of dice, spilled out beside it. “What is this? Are you gambling? Seriously? Now, with Bo missing? And what are you betting with? You don’t have anything.”

Damian grinned. “You don’t need to have anything to bet with so long as you don’t lose.”

“This is a fine time for you to be playing some stupid game. We’re supposed to be looking for Bo.” She glared at the two boys, who seemed frozen in the light from her wings. “Get lost.”

They jumped to their feet and ran from the alley. Only then did Angel let her wings dim. Using up so much energy had started a dull throbbing behind her eyes anyway. She shifted her glare back to Damian.

He rose to his feet, dusting himself off. “You mean you’re trying to find Bo. All I’m doing is tagging along, right? So what’s the big deal if I got bored and took off? It’s not like I had some important job to do.”

“The big deal is that I had to waste time looking for you when I could have been looking for Bo. He could be out there somewhere hurt or ...” The word caught in the back of her throat. “Don’t you ever think about anybody besides yourself?”

“I think,” Damian bent to retrieve the dice, “I’m getting pretty sick of your mother hen routine. I’ve been stuck in your house practically twenty four hours a day for the past two months. The few times I’ve gone out, it was to watch you work. You won’t even let me help, you just sit me in the corner and tell me to stay out of the way like I was a little kid or something. And the one time I actually get a chance for some fun, you stomp all over it.”

“This is serious business.”

“It’s always serious with you.” He tossed the dice back and forth between his hands. “It wouldn’t kill you to loosen up and have some fun.”

“Fun? Fun?” Angel gritted her teeth. “You have completely turned my life upside down. I don’t find that fun. Nor is it fun to have to babysit a grown man who behaves like a twelve year old. If you don’t want to be treated like a kid, then stop acting like one. Try being a man for a change.”

Damian’s eyes flashed amber, a neat little trick Angel hadn’t seen before. But then she’d never really seen him angry either. His wings came out in a flash of fire so intense Angel took an involuntary step back before she could stop herself. She tensed, her hands curling into fists.

Damian took off, kicking up dirt as he streaked into the sky. In a blink he was out of sight. Angel contemplated pursuit, then shrugged it off. Her wings weren’t made for speed. Either Damian would come back or he wouldn’t, she had more important things to worry about.

Angel headed for home, hoping she would find a message from Bo waiting for her when she got there. She could take his anger at her for letting Damian fly off if only she could hear his voice again and know he was still alive.
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In her hurry to reach the answering machine, Angel didn’t pause in the doorway to listen to the house as she normally would have. So she was almost halfway across the living room toward the kitchen before she realized she wasn’t alone. It was a subtle sound, coming from the direction of the hall, but Angel had tuned herself into the house well enough to know it was a sound out of place. Besides, the light was on.

She drew her pistol and ran toward the kitchen, firing blindly into the hall. She wasn’t trying to hit anyone, just make them duck for cover so she could do the same. Angel vaulted through the narrow space between the bar and the overhead cabinets, planning to roll across the table, which she could then knock over and use as a shield. The thin wood would be no match for a bullet, but she thought that if whoever was here really wanted to kill her they’d have tried by now.

Something sharp struck Angel in the stomach midair. An electrical jolt went through her body, causing her muscles to spasm. Unable to control herself, she crashed into the table face first and then lay twitching in its splintered remains.

It took far too long for Angel to regain enough control to roll over on her back, and once she had she found herself looking up the barrel of a silver plated pistol. The man holding it was rather
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