
        
            
                
            
        

     



 
When demons show up there will be hell to pay…
 
At nineteen Morgan has already faced more loss than she can handle and has more experience living on the street than she wants. Unable to do anything other than keep on the move in order to hide from the demons that hunt her, she guards her heart and emotions carefully. But when the demons start talking to her and calling her by a name from another life, things spiral beyond her control.
Lucian, an ancient dark angel who has seen his fair share of lives, is happy being a free agent until his life is turned upside down when he’s assigned to Morgan. She’s unlike any channel he’s ever met and determined to do everything on her own. To make matters worse, she pulls at him in a way that can only mean one thing and it’s something he would like to avoid at all costs.
As the danger mounts and a demon prepares to open a gateway to the underworld, Morgan must find a way to overcome her past in order stop him.Offered what her heart desperately wants, and holding a key that will close the gate but open another, Morgan must find the strength to make the right choice.
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Come to me, little black fox. Unbind me, set me free.
Stand at my side. One way or another, your heart is mine.
~ The Kalona ~



 



A DESTINATION DIDN’T matter, as long as Morgan stayed on the move. She trudged through the snow and slushy puddles aimlessly as she wandered the path of the park. If it was the path. With the ground covered in a foot of white, there was no way to be sure.
She glanced at the sky. Ugh. Hopefully, this would be the last of the snow. It was April for heaven’s sake. Of course, in Denver, that meant little. Pulling her ragged coat tighter around her neck, she hunched her shoulders against the cold. The icy flakes still made their way through the narrow gap between her double layered stocking caps and the collar of the hoodless coat.
There were others like her in the park, those with no destination. Those who could do little other than wait out the cold snap and hope they didn’t freeze to death during it. Morgan avoided them. Some were nice, others though…they couldn’t be trusted and it could be difficult to tell which was which until it was too late. It wasn’t such a problem this time, not with Lucy to warn her.
Morgan’s gaze swept what she could see of the park through the big, heavy flakes. At least she couldn’t sense any demons. More and more of them seemed to be infesting the city. Enough that she’d had to abandon everything immediately after Arabrim’s death. Not that it mattered. This wasn’t the first time Morgan had lived on these streets.
An odd looking lump, covered with snow on a bench caught her attention. Too small to be a person unless it was a child, which was possible. Despite what people wanted to think, there were indeed a few children out here. “What do you think it is, Lucy?”
Beside her, the Rottweiler wagged her stubby tail. The dog didn’t seem disturbed or interested in the bench. Morgan approached cautiously.
The lump didn’t move. Please, Higher Powers, don’t let it be another frozen person. She reached slowly for the lump and gave it a shove. It gave beneath her hand, coating her thin knit glove in snow. Well, at least it wasn’t a person. It was something soft and squishy. She picked it up and shook it.
A coat! A warm one, by the looks of it. Someone must have shed it this morning when the weather had warmed enough to not need one and then forgotten it when they left. It even had a hood attached. Unable to believe her luck, Morgan shook it vigorously to dislodge the accumulated snow. Lucy backed away, closing her eyes against the flying wetness. With a laugh, Morgan brushed the collected flakes off the dog’s face. Slipping the thin straps of the worn backpack with a tightly rolled sleeping bag tied to it off her shoulder, Morgan dropped it next to her feet and gave the coat another shake.
Lucy turned her head, her ears up and a low growl in her throat. Morgan froze, listening for what had alerted the dog. A large man flew over the back of the bench and slammed into Morgan, knocking her to the ground. A burly face, wild with whatever mental condition kept him on the street, hovered above her. Dark shadows swirled through his blue, bloodshot eyes. Damn, it would be nice if her radar picked up demon-possessed better. His hand cracked across her face as he tried to wrench the coat away with the other.
Oh hell no. That coat was hers! Fueled by rage, she spit the metallic taste of blood from her mouth, rolled to her feet, and kicked. Her boot caught him in the stomach, knocking the air out of him as she yanked the coat from his grasp. She threw her fist forward, smashing his nose. Blood spattered in crimson patterns across the snow. Lucy snarled and barked warnings at the stranger.
The grizzled man grabbed for the coat again. Morgan lunged forward and jammed her elbow into his mouth, feeling his front teeth give under the impact. With a howl of pain, he backed off and glared at her. Morgan stood her ground. There wasn’t a demon in the Underworld that could make her give up her claim on the coat and she sure as hell wasn’t backing down to this demon-possessed man.
He jumped at her, trying to use his greater size and weight against her. Morgan spun away from him, nearly losing her footing in the snow. He took advantage of her momentary loss of balance and the side of her face exploded in pain from the solid blow, followed almost immediately by a backhand across her eye. Her stocking hats flew off from the force. It only added gasoline to the fire burning in her blood.
Morgan recovered quickly and spun, bringing her foot up. His nose crunched to the side. Screaming, he grabbed for the now misshapen feature and staggered. She wasted no time—he obviously didn’t plan to give up on his own—her foot came up between his legs, dropping him to his knees. His hands flew to the region and he bent at the waist. Morgan kicked his exposed face, knocking him on his back in the snow. Ignoring his groans, she stomped on his head a couple of times for good measure.
The lower-level demon separated itself from the incapacitated man, its shadowy figure sliding across the snow. Morgan drew on her power and raised a circle around it. Religious symbols flashed on the ground under the demon until it settled on the Khanda of Sikh. The demon screamed as she spoke the words to banish it back to the Underworld where it belonged.
She left the man lying there bleeding, grabbed the coat, shook it off again, and put it on, thankful it was large enough to go over her other one. Then she shook the snow from her stocking hats and pulled them back over her messy, dark brown hair. Having a hood to cover the hats and protect the back of her neck was lovely. After grabbing the backpack she’d dropped before the attack and pulling the straps over one shoulder, Morgan knelt and rubbed the dog’s face, kissing her on the nose. “You’re a good girl, sweet Lucy. Yes, you are.”
Lucy wagged her stubby tail and whined, licking Morgan’s face. Giving her a final pat, Morgan straightened, glanced one more time at the man groaning in the snow, then walked away.
Blood pooled in her mouth, she spit it out and gingerly touched each of her teeth with her tongue. Yep, a couple of them were a little loose. The cold air stung the injuries on her face and made her eyes water. She would sport some fantastic bruises. It didn’t matter, there was no one who would care and she would heal within a week anyway.



Digging a long cigarette butt from her jean pocket, she lit it and took a quick drag. Morgan glanced down at Lucy padding beside her, glad she’d bought an insulated dog-blanket with the last of her money when she’d found Lucy shortly after hitting the streets. She was beyond thankful for the dog’s presence. It made this life a lot less lonely. “We should find something to eat.”
The dog wagged her tail in response as they left the park. There was a fast food restaurant a few blocks away; they were always throwing away perfectly good food. Hopefully, she could get to it before anyone else did.
She knew the cleaning schedule of all the local eating establishments and knew when it was safe to dumpster dive and when it wasn’t, which ones padlocked their dumpsters and which didn’t. Morgan slipped unnoticed in the heavy snowfall around the cement block wall that surrounded the garbage cans. Lucy, knowing the routine, went and sat in the corner furthest from the opening in the wall.
Vaulting over the edge of the first garbage can, Morgan landed lightly in the snow-covered mess. She wasn’t the first one to get there.
Jake jerked and looked up. His tense stance showed he hadn’t yet decided whether to attack. Morgan waited. After a long moment, he relaxed. “Hey, Morgs.”
“Heya, Jake,” she said, smiling in relief.
Jake was a good guy. In his mid-thirties and a vet of the Afghanistan war who suffered from severe PTSD, he’d been on the street for almost seven years. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one. Many guys like Jake had been abandoned after they came back, especially if they didn’t have any family. A foster home lifer, Jake had signed up for the Army at eighteen, two years before the twin towers in the hopes of something better. It hadn’t come.
“Got you a new coat I see, and some new battle scars,” Jake said.
Morgan started sifting through the garbage. “Found it on a bench. Some guy thought he could take it from me. I proved him wrong.”
She couldn’t tell him about the demon who had possessed the man.
Jake chuckled and went back to his own search. “Pickings are pretty good, the bad weather made the lunch hour slow. A lot of stuff sat under the warmer too long and was tossed.”
“Good, maybe I can find enough for Lucy and me both this time. Couldn’t this morning, so I’m starving.”
“Here,” he tossed a squished looking chicken sandwich at her, “this is for Lucy. I would say it’s for you except I know you always give her the best of your finds.”
“Of course.” She glanced at Jake’s dark, scraggly, shoulder-length hair and the fresh bruises on his face. “You have a new coat, too. Where’s your hat? And why are you even here? Didn’t your disability check come in yesterday?”
“A group of rat bastards took everything I had, even my coat. I managed to get another coat from the church.”
Morgan nodded. The church five blocks away was known as a place where the freezing could find something to help keep them warm. She’d made use of their soup kitchen a few times. “I’m surprised you lost anything.”
“It was five against one, they jumped me from behind. I sent them running, but not before a sixth one had rifled through my duffle and found my money.”
“Damn.” What was wrong with people? Morgan shook her head and ripped open another plastic garbage bag.
Only half-empty cups, soda soaked fries, and wrappers in that one. She tore open another and looked through the mess, pleased to find several cheeseburgers more or less intact. That would get her through a few days. “What are you going to do? A month is a long time to go with no money at all, trust me.”
“This won’t be the first time, Morgs. Don’t worry about me.”
After stuffing the burgers in the big pockets of her new coat, she started to reach for more then paused and pulled her hood back. She removed one of her two stocking caps and tossed it at Jake. “There, cover your ugly head before you freeze to death.”
“I’m not taking your hat, Morgan.”
“Well, you better, otherwise it will lay in here until the next person comes to take it. Besides, I still have one and I have a hood now. I’ll survive.” Morgan sent him a glare to let him know she meant it then went back to her task. After adding a half-eaten sandwich to the pocket of her inside coat, she stood. “I have enough for a couple of days here.”
He nodded and kept looking. “See you ‘round, Morgan.”
“See ya, Jake.”
“You planning on spending the night at the tower?”
Morgan shrugged and braced her hands on the edge of the container. “Maybe.”
She hated sleeping around other people, especially broken people. They were easy targets for demons. It wasn’t that they were bad. In fact, most would be surprised at the number of good people among the homeless that were just down on their luck and doing their best to survive as they struggled to bring the threads of their lives back together again while living among the forgotten and invisible.
The tower was a different place, though. The outcasts of the outcasts gathered there. Again, not bad people, just more broken than the rest. Like old Patsy, who was as much a friend to Morgan as she could be.
And then there was Jake. He was like an older brother and her best friend, well as much as someone could be a friend when she kept the biggest part of herself hidden from them. Jake would think she was crazy if she told him she had magical powers and not only could see demons, but could banish them back to the Underworld.
That wasn’t what made her uneasy about sleeping near him. She’d tried that once before. His PTSD could be violent and unpredictable and often assaulted him in his sleep, especially if he hadn’t had enough whiskey to smother the dreams. He’d gotten into trouble more than once because of it.
“Maybe I’ll see you then,” he said without looking at her. She knew he felt bad about the last time.
She flashed him a smile, her swollen lips pulling painfully.
“If nothing else, I will meet you at the park when the weather clears,” she said then vaulted over the side and landed in the deep snow.
There were a lot of options for the homeless in Denver. And there were those, like her, who preferred to stay away from them as much as possible. Everyone had their own reasons, ranging from not wanting to be found to schizophrenic paranoia. Morgan didn’t want to be found.



 



AFTER LEAVING THE trashcans behind, Morgan walked several blocks with Lucy beside her until they came to a house that had been standing empty for a couple of months. A sign advertising a foreclosure auction perched in the front yard. There were several like that in this mixed neighborhood that moved abruptly from houses to businesses and back again. Glancing around at the silent day, Morgan didn’t see anyone. In all likelihood, no one would see her through the heavy snowfall.
Moving cautiously around to the back of the house, she peered into the windows. It was empty, as she’d expected. Glancing around, she couldn’t even see the neighboring houses through the snow.
Pulling a screwdriver from the inside pocket of her undercoat, she undid the screws holding the hinges on the padlocked grate over the basement window. She slid into the hole then called Lucy closer. Grabbing the dog, she pulled her over the edge and lowered her into the window well. Using the screwdriver, she busted the window and kicked the shards of glass sticking up from the frame out of her way. “Come on girl; let’s get out of the weather for a bit.”
Lucy jumped from the window well into the room and together they prowled the house to make sure they were alone, in case someone else had broken in from another direction. Only run down, empty rooms greeted them. Although the air was icy, there was no breeze in the house and no snow falling all over them.
Morgan dropped the backpack and sat in the middle of the empty living room. She unwrapped the half-frozen chicken sandwich and gave it to Lucy before pulling a cheeseburger in similar shape from one of her pockets. Maybe they could ride out the bad weather here. She’d spent more nights at the tower during the coldest part of winter than she cared to and really didn’t want to do so again.
She winced as she chewed, her teeth aching from the earlier hits. If she wasn’t so hungry, she would’ve put off eating for at least a day. Morgan pulled the water bottle from where it rested inside her inner coat. Only half full. She would have to fill it again soon. Lucy seemed content to drink from puddles or eat snow, though Morgan hated that the dog had to. Lucy should have a nice dish and soft bed to lie on. Even so, Morgan couldn’t bring herself to make the hike to the humane society and leave Lucy in their hands.
She’d found the dog sitting alone and collarless in the park shortly after going back to the streets. Morgan had hung around the park for three days sharing her food with the dog and waiting for someone to come looking for the Rottweiler. Surely a dog that looked like a purebred had a person that missed her. No one ever came and when Morgan moved on from the park, Lucy had come with her.
She watched the dog eat, thankful once again for her friend. Her one true friend since Arabrim. Morgan tried to push the memories of the dark angel from her mind. He’d been the first one to know about her abilities. Now he was dead and she was on her own against the demons. Although it helped when she kept moving, she could still sense them, and if she stayed in one place too long, they sensed her. A sensor, that was what Arabrim had called her. In other words, a demon radar.
The Higher Powers would no doubt assign a free agent soon, though Morgan had no intention of getting another dark angel killed. Whoever they sent could just get over themselves, she was doing fine on her own.
Flickers of memories from her past two lives made their way through her mind. In her first life, she’d died very young. In her second life, she’d lived to be an old woman, her powers new and weak. The memories from that life were dim and sketchy. The memories from the first were few and blurred. Even so, there was no doubt in her mind they were all centered around this same place.
Why three lives in the same area, she had no idea. Most channels were born and lived in different places. Perhaps it took a few lives to break free of the first location. Either way, she could remember when Denver was nothing more than a few shacks in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains.
After finishing another partially frozen cheeseburger and giving two more to Lucy, Morgan took a quick drink of the cool water before tucking it back underneath her inner coat where her body heat would keep it from freezing.
Red and blue lights flashed across the front windows. Crap, someone must’ve seen her. With Lucy on her heels, she ran back to the basement and paused at the window to listen. Since they had just pulled up, they were likely radioing in the fact that they had arrived at the location.
Moving quickly, she climbed into the window well and tossed the backpack up into the snow then made room for Lucy to jump up with her. Grunting with the effort, Morgan lifted the dog to where she could scramble onto the ground. After climbing up after the dog, Morgan snatched the backpack from where it lay and ran to the chain-link fence at the back of the yard, throwing the pack over ahead of her. Bracing her hands on the top rail, she jumped and swung her legs over. Lucy followed with ease.
Morgan moved at a jog through the neighborhood, cutting through several yards before finally coming out on a main road where she slowed to a walk. Lucy panted happily beside her. Maybe she would hit the tower tonight. It would offer a chance at some warmth.
Until then, they needed to get out of the wind that had picked up. Choosing the recessed, south facing doorway of a closed business on a side street, Morgan pulled the battered paperback she’d found in the trash a couple days ago out of the backpack and snuggled close to Lucy while she waited for the soup kitchen to open. Lucy wasn’t allowed inside, but Sister Becky would hand Morgan a bowl of soup and a dinner roll out the back door.
Occasionally, someone would pass the doorway. Their coats clutched tight about them, they hurried by. Most didn’t see her at all. The rest would glance at her and then carefully look everywhere except at the place she huddled out of the falling snow. Morgan ignored them for the most part. She was used to being invisible.



 

LUCIAN, WHAT A surprise!” Isobel smiled and swung the front door open wider to let him in, allowing a blast of freezing air into the warm house.
Damien came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a small towel. “Good to see you again. To what do we owe the pleasure?”
Lucian shook the snow from his golden hair and stepped into the house. Isobel hugged him in welcome and he returned it, happy to see her again. “I’ve been traipsing all over the city for three weeks trying to find my new channel.”
Isobel raised her eyebrows and tucked her long, mahogany hair behind her ears. “New channel? You’re no longer a free agent?”
“Apparently not. Except she’s nowhere to be found.”
“She’s going to need a dark angel to help her.” Isobel’s brow crinkled, concern in her sea green eyes.
Lucian sighed and removed his coat. Isobel hung it up as Damien led him into the front room. Once Isobel joined them, Lucian sat in a soft chair and his friends on the sofa. “She did have one. A demon-possessed caught him while he and my new channel were battling a group of demons one night. The possessed took her dark angel’s head. He was dust within hours.”
Isobel gasped. “And the channel?”
“To her credit, according to the information I was given, she didn’t waste any time. She killed the human and then banished the demon when it exited the body. She’s been on her own since then.”
“You have no other information?” Damien asked.
Lucian rubbed his forehead in frustration. “I can’t find anything on her. No job, no house, nothing.”
“Can’t the Higher Powers help you?” Isobel’s expression was one of confusion.
Damien shook his head. “They aren’t on speed dial. They come to us with the details; it’s up to us to sort it out.”
“I know her birthdate and what she looks like. Her name is Morgan Brooks. Her dark angel was Arabrim. The rest of the information from the Higher Powers was useless by the time I made it here.”
Isobel stared at him, shock plain on her face. “Morgan is still alive? Damien sensed Arabrim pass into waiting. When we couldn’t find Morgan afterward, we thought she had joined him there.”
“You know Morgan?” It was his turn to be surprised and he couldn’t help the hope that rose in him only to be quickly dashed. If they thought Morgan was dead, then they had no idea where she was either.
“Of course we know her. Denver isn’t so big that two channels wouldn’t find each other. Especially with the plethora of demons.”
Lucian rubbed his hands over his face. “Where could she be that she has remained hidden from you?”
Isobel shook her head, a pensive expression on her face. “Morgan is a sensor. She knows where the demons are and can sense when we’re close as well. It’s possible she has been avoiding us on purpose, though I can’t imagine why.” She looked up with worry in her green eyes. “We’ll help you look for her. Where are you staying right now?”
“In a motel. I planned on buying a house as soon as I got here, but I’ve been too busy looking for Morgan to even think about it.”
“We have two extra bedrooms, you’re welcome to crash here until you can find something else,” Damien said, his blue eyes serious.
“I thank you for that and will gladly take you up on the offer.” Lucian leaned back against the couch, worry for his new channel filling him. Where the hell could she be? She wasn’t dead, that he knew. Bound as her dark angel, he would sense it the moment she died. “I just wish I knew where Morgan is. I can’t imagine where she would be, unless she’s on the streets somewhere. Without a job anywhere and with Arabrim’s house already sold, it’s the only thing I can think of.”
Isobel frowned. “I sincerely hope not. The weather has been brutal, how would she survive?”
“She still lives, and I don’t like that she’s been facing any of the demons I’ve seen in this city on her own. It takes more than just one channel to bust a bunch of demon heads when they start grouping together,” he shot a glance at Isobel, “usually.”
Damien leaned back, one arm propped along the back of the sofa. “I can speak with some of the Catholic churches. After my search here last year for the vial of blood, I’m acquainted with all of them. Perhaps one of them has seen her.”
“There are also extensive options for the homeless in Denver,” Isobel said as she linked one of her hands into Damien’s. “I will check with the various groups.”
Damien shot her a worried look that Lucian read with little difficulty. His friend didn’t want Isobel traipsing around by herself in places that demons might also be hunting the lone Morgan.
Isobel rolled her eyes. “I will, of course, be very careful and leave most of it to you two.”
Lucian raised an eyebrow. “You are willingly stepping back to let us do the lion’s share of the searching? What’s the catch?”
“Don’t be silly, Lucian. I really don’t want to spend all of my time tripping over the two of you while you try to protect me and search for Morgan at the same time. It will go faster if I just let the two of you have free rein. Besides,” Isobel smiled, “there are other things I can do. While you two search for Morgan, I will house hunt for you, Lucian.”
Surprised, Lucian raised his eyebrows. “You want to house hunt for me?”
“There are a couple in this neighborhood if you’re interested. Anything in particular you’re looking for?” A soft chuckle passed her lips. “Since my powers have grown more, I can even tell you if the house is haunted.”
“I will gladly accept your help with that. As far as what I’m looking for, I don’t know. I’ve been a free agent for so long, I’ve just stayed with whoever I’ve been helping.” He shrugged his shoulders trying to think. “I guess a roof and walls and stuff. You know, a house. This neighborhood is fine. Oh, doors would probably be good.”
Isobel laughed. “I’ll see what I can do as far as making sure it has a roof and walls and stuff. Should be fairly easy, since those are pretty standard fixtures in houses. It might cost you for the doors though.”
Lucian gave her a half-grin. It faded to a frown. “You’ve lived here all winter; tell me, is the level of demons I’m seeing typical?”
“Well, there is a reason we’re in this city.” Damien shrugged. “However, it has become more and more active over the last three months. Something is drawing them here. I’m starting to feel an upper-level demon is involved. Maybe not one of Xapar’s rank, but one just under him in the Underworld hierarchy at the very least.”
“All the more reason to locate Morgan as soon as possible.” Lucian suppressed his mounting anxiety. No channel should have to face the demons alone. “According to the information from the Higher Powers, Morgan isn’t a new soul. She’s had two previous lives which she does have the memories from and she knows how to use her power, so she has that going for her at least.”
Isobel nodded. “Oh yes, we fought alongside Morgan and Arabrim. She can kick some serious butt.”
Damien stood. “How about I go with you to the motel to get your things, then you can spend the night here and have dinner with us. If you want, we’ll even swing by a couple of the churches and see if anyone knows of her.”
“Sounds like a plan. The only plan I guess.” Lucian got to his feet, weariness washing through him. He hadn’t slept in two days. Maybe time spent among friends would ease his worry.
They both donned their coats, though it was hardly necessary. Dark angels could regulate their own body temperature. In the interest of blending in, it made more sense to wear them. The snow continued to fall thick and heavy as they climbed into Lucian’s car. The vehicle started smoothly and he backed it down the driveway.
The road workers were already having enough of a time trying to keep up with the main roads and highways, the side roads were still clogged with snow and Lucian drove carefully. The streets were deserted for the most part. Occasionally he saw someone slogging down one of the sidewalks. It was impossible to tell due the hats and scarves if any of them were Morgan.
Their stop at the motel was short. Like all dark angels, he traveled light. It didn’t take long to check out and head back to the vehicle. The first two churches they stopped at yielded no results. Both offered to keep an eye out for her and call him if they saw any young homeless women that looked like her.
“There is one more. It’s a little off our return path, but I’m game if you’re game,” Damien said as they pulled back onto the road.
“Point the way.” Lucian glanced at Damien, appreciative of his longtime friend.
He navigated the roads that grew more treacherous with each passing minute until they reached the indicated church in a dilapidated area. Through the heavily falling snow and the darkening evening, it was hard to see what it looked like.
As they waded through the thick, white wetness Damien said, “We might have more luck here. They regularly have a soup kitchen for the homeless. I should have thought about it earlier, it will be almost over at this hour.”
“Someone may still have seen her.”
The warm smells of food and the less appealing, lingering smell of unwashed clothes and bodies clung to the interior of the soup kitchen. One of the nuns looked up. “I’m sorry, the kitchen as already closed down.”
She looked them up and down as if confused by their presence, which Lucian supposed he understood given that neither he nor Damien looked in need of anything.
Lucian glanced around the kitchen, only a couple of diners lingered and one was in the process of leaving. He turned back to the nun. “I’m looking for a young woman, about five-five, dark brown hair, hazel eyes, nineteen years old.”
The nun eyed him warily. “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”
Her eyes flickered away from his face and then back. She was lying. A nun who lied, who knew. No, wait, she didn’t say she didn’t know anyone who looked like that, she said she couldn’t help him. Way to skirt around the truth, sister.
He thought of pushing it further with her, but something about the closed, guarded look in her eyes and the stubborn set of her jaw told him her answer wouldn’t change. That was fine; her lie had told him the truth.
He nodded. “Thank you.”
Turning, he walked over to the table where a dark-haired man sat with more age showing in his eyes than a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties should have. Lucian posed the same question. The man looked at him with steady gray eyes. “Nope, never seen one like that. Young women aren’t normal on the streets. They can usually fall back on an…older profession if need be to find someplace warm.”
Though his gaze didn’t waver, something in the man’s tone sounded off. “Thank you…what did you say your name was?”
“I didn’t say. If you must know, it’s Jake.”
Lucian nodded. “Thank you for a moment of your time, Jake.” He tossed a handful of hundreds on the table. “Find someplace warm to get out of the weather.”
Jake barely glanced at the money. “I still don’t have any information to give you.”
“I’m well aware of that.” Lucian turned and walked away with Damien right behind him.
As soon as they stepped out the door into the miserable night Damien chuckled. “They were both lying.”
“Jake was, yes. The nun didn’t lie.”
His friend raised an eyebrow. “Oh, how so?”
“She told me she couldn’t help me, not that she didn’t know anyone by that description.” Lucian smiled. “She’s been here. While that’s more than a little disconcerting considering it means she is definitely on the street and in a bad area, it also gives me hope we will find her soon.”
They climbed into the car and as Lucian started it, Damien asked, “Do you want to wait and follow Jake?”
Lucian shook his head and put the vehicle into reverse. “Not tonight. For one, Isobel will be chomping at the bit for your return soon. And for another, we have no way of knowing how long he plans to stay, or if he will slip out another door with the assistance of the nun, or if he will even try to seek Morgan out tonight. I imagine some sort of shelter will be his main concern.”
“I will check around tomorrow and see if I can find out if there are certain places the homeless congregate,” Damien said. “Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”



 



MORGAN TRUDGED THROUGH the ever deepening snow along the river toward the tower with Lucy at her side. The tower wasn’t really anything special. It was one of three old industrial buildings that rose several stories. Abandoned for years and completely boarded up in the front, it became a place where the homeless who either didn’t want to go to a shelter or who couldn’t get into one often gathered during especially cold or nasty weather.
She pushed her way through the still-empty branches and crossed the road. Two rusted, sagging chain link gates were supposed to keep people out. Morgan easily pushed through the gap created by the sag then held it open for Lucy before crossing the broken parking lot. Large clumps of last summer’s weeds stuck up through the snow. The matching buildings to the left and right of the tower were mostly crumbled messes of their former selves. A fire had taken the interior and roof of the east building. It wasn’t clear what had wreaked havoc on the west building. The center one, the building named “the tower” by others like her, stood intact.
The narrow alley alongside the building led to a small, rusted door that hung from one hinge. Morgan stepped past the door and into the cavernous space beyond. Several barrels were set around on the cracked, cement floor with fires in them. Anything that could be gleaned from nearby areas to burn, had been. Trash, limbs from along the river, a small wooden chair missing one leg, and other miscellaneous items were piled around to add to the barrels as needed.
Morgan dropped an armful of snow-covered branches, and a board she’d pried from a doorway earlier as her offering near the closest barrel then moved through the space to see if she could locate Jake or anyone else she knew. The scent of old industrial oil and smoke from the burn barrels filled the room.
A couple of older guys nodded at her. Morgan only knew them through Jake. Like him, they were vets who hadn’t been able to adjust back to normal society and had fallen through the cracks.
Morgan dug in her pocket for another of the long butts she had collected, wishing she could just buy a pack. In the fall, she had found a tiny source of income by helping a pawnshop owner keep track of his six-year-old daughter for three hours in the afternoon, twice a week. He’d only paid her twenty dollars each week; it had practically been like winning the lottery for Morgan.
That was gone now, and had been since January when the pawnshop owner remarried.
Patsy stood next to one barrel near the back corner with her cart, full of whatever it was that Patsy deemed important, parked close by. Her cat Rigs, a raggedy, tabby tom cat curled close to the barrel. Morgan headed for them. Though Jake hated being around groups of people as much as she did, if the weather drove him here, the far corner is where he would go. The cat barely blinked at Lucy, they were used to each other.
“Evening, Patsy.” Morgan smiled as she approached the old woman bundled heavily in all sorts of strange clothing and coats.
“Bluebirds sing in the spring,” Patsy said.
Morgan ignored the nonsense answer. Patsy’s mind had a tendency to wander far and wide. Morgan tossed her backpack against the wall then bent and gave the cat a quick pet before straightening to warm her hands by the fire.
Patsy blinked at her in surprise and her eyes widened as if she’d just finally seen Morgan. “How nice to see you. How long have you been here?”
“Not long. Quite a few people here tonight.” Morgan glanced around at those gathered near the barrels. Where was Jake? Hopefully, he hadn’t been jumped or arrested again.
“Not surprising on a night like tonight.” Patsy stared at the fire for a bit then started in a sing-song voice, “Cats, cats, and bats. They fly, they cry, the cats and the bats.”
Jake’s voice filtered through the space, “…no. Don’t worry nothing’s going to happen to you, good grief, man. Come on.”
Morgan breathed a sigh of relief as Jake came through the door carrying several cardboard drink trays stacked one on top of the other. Behind him, a pizza delivery boy followed. In his arms he held a tall stack of what must have been fifteen or so pizzas. They trembled in his grip as he looked around with wide eyes. The delicious aroma of hot coffee and pizza wafted across the large space. Everyone stared, and even Patsy seemed aware.
Jake glanced around at them all. “Well don’t just stand there and stare. Help us.”
Morgan started toward them. Where the hell had Jake gotten the money for all of this? She relieved him of half the stack of coffee trays.
Jake smiled at her. “Help me hand them out would you?”
Morgan nodded and began handing the large coffees out to people. Sips were followed by grateful sighs. After she made sure everyone had one, Morgan set the three extras on a rotted workbench and took a sip of her own. The heat slid down her throat and she closed her eyes, savoring the moment.
After the pizzas were spread out on the rest of dusty workbench along one wall, Jake stuffed a couple of bills into the delivery boy’s hand. “You never saw this place.”
The boy looked at his hand and his eyes bugged. He glanced back at Jake and nodded before leaving quickly. People made a point of passing by Jake on the way to the bench, each one saying thank you. He didn’t acknowledge them.
As steam rose from the open pizza boxes, Morgan grabbed a slice of pepperoni and took a huge bite, relishing the taste. She loved pizza. It seemed like forever since she’d eaten it last. Well, there was that one that she’d found dumped in a parking lot like someone had placed it on top of their car in order to unlock the door and then the drove off with it still there. It had been stone cold, but she’d enjoyed sharing it with Lucy anyway.
With her other hand, she grabbed another piece. “Lucy, come on sweetie. You need yours, too.”
The dog bounded over to her, happily took the slice of pizza, then carried it away where she could lie down and eat it.
After taking another huge bite, Morgan turned to Jake and mumbled around her full mouth. “Ought oo er obbed. Where id oo get da oney or dis? Did oo obb ummone es?”
Jake grabbed three slices for himself, handed her two more and tossed two more at Lucy before answering. “A couple of guys gave it to me at the soup kitchen.”
Morgan finished chewing her mouthful then swallowed and chuckled. “Yeah, because there are so many people with money to give away there. No, really. Where’d you get it? It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone. Did you steal it?”
Jake shook his head. “I’m serious. These two guys came in there asking about someone who fit your description. Sister Becky told them she couldn’t help them. Then they asked me. I told them I’d never seen anyone that looked like you. Then one of the guys tosses a wad of money on the table and tells me to find someplace warm to sleep.”
“You…you didn’t tell them anything after that did you?”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Hell no. Give me some damn credit, Morgan. Do you know who might be looking for you?”
Morgan shook her head, confusion chasing her thoughts around in her head. She didn’t have any family. Even Isobel and Damien had stopped searching for her months ago. She didn’t have any other friends besides Jake and Patsy.
Damn it, that left only one option; her new dark angel was looking for her. Well, he could just keep looking. She knew how not to be found and she knew these streets better than him. Okay, so maybe that was unreasonable. He would find her eventually, of that she had no doubt. She planned to keep that meeting as far in the future as possible.
A memory of Arabrim, lying in a thin sheet of snow with his head rolling away and blood pooling around the stump of his neck in a crimson puddle, danced sickeningly through her head. There were too many damn demons in Denver. She wasn’t going to have another dead dark angel on her hands. She would just avoid him for as long as possible.
She took another huge bite, chewed hastily and gulped it down, then chased it with some coffee. Stuffing more pizza into her mouth, she decided to just live in the moment. And this moment was wonderful with its hot coffee, fresh food, and friends.
“I’ve seen about ten different emotions or so pass across your face,” Jake said and sipped his coffee. “Do you have any idea who it would be?”
Morgan frowned. “I do and if I have things my way, they won’t find me anytime soon.
“Well, I won’t tell them where you are. Hell, I don’t even know where that is most of the time. I’m surprised you’re here tonight.”
“I’m only here for the same reason you are. Too damn cold to spend the night out.” Morgan shrugged and finished her slices of pizza in large bites. She and Jake were a lot alike. Neither liked feeling crowded or trapped and both preferred to be alone. “It’s not like you spend a lot of time here.”
She moved back to the barrel in the corner and untied her sleeping bag from the bottom of her backpack. After shaking it out, she stepped into and worked it up her body. Moving carefully, she sat on the floor next to her backpack and rolled the top of the sleeping bag down to her waist.
Leaning against the wall, she soaked up the warmth that radiated off the metal barrel and nursed her coffee with Lucy curled next to her. Patsy wandered back over and hovered around the barrel, occasionally poking a stick into the fire rather than sit. Jake stopped to talk to a couple of other homeless vets he was friends with.
Listening to their conversation it always amazed Morgan how quickly Jake’s language changed. Though he didn’t swear often around her, or at least nothing too hardcore, once he started talking to the other vets the f-bomb was dropped about every other word. It wasn’t as if Morgan cared about swearing, hell she did it often herself. Jake still seemed to try and clean up his language when he was around her. It was kind of nice in a way that he cared enough to offer that bit of respect even if she didn’t ask for it.
After a while, Jake walked over to where Morgan sat next to the barrel, dropped his duffle on the floor and pulled his own sleeping bag out. Once he had it pulled up in the same way she did, he settled down with his back to the wall. His eyes roamed the room with a sort of nervous tension she wasn’t sure he was even aware of. After a bit, he dug in the duffle.
“Want a smoke?” Jake offered, holding out a pack of cigarettes to her.
“Thanks.” Morgan took one and used the nearly empty lighter in her pocket to light it.
Taking a large drag, she exhaled and closed her eyes as the rush of nicotine moved through her system. It wasn’t the best habit, but when she could get them, they were a stress reliever in a world with very little that offered relief. And a better option than most of the things that could be found on the streets.
Taking another drag, she glanced at Jake. “This isn’t going to run you short is it?”
“Naw, I bought a whole carton of them.” Jake offered a cigarette to Patsy, who accepted it, then dug two packs out of the worn duffle he carried. “Here,” he handed one to Patsy and the other to her, “enjoy.”
“Thanks man. I’ll find a way to repay you,” Morgan said, stuffing the pack into her coat pocket.
“You already did.” He pointed to the stocking cap on his head.
Morgan blew out a lungful of smoke and laughed. “If you insist.”
“I do insist.” He pulled a bottle whiskey from his coat pocket and took a deep pull off it.
Morgan didn’t comment. She knew he drank to smother the nightmares. If it wasn’t for the fact she needed to always be alert for demons, Morgan wouldn’t have minded a drunken sleep herself. A sleep free of memories. Instead, when he offered the bottle, she took a single, deep swig and then handed it back.
She only smoked half the cigarette before putting it out and tucking the long butt into her front jean pocket for later. Leaning her head back against the cement wall, she closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of a full stomach and the warmth of the whiskey running through her veins.
Able to relax a bit, she dozed lightly. The night wore on but real sleep eluded her, as it often did, especially when she slept in a group. She’d spent far too many nights here this winter; it would be nice when the weather finally warmed up for good.
Through the half-sleep she listened to the murmurs of the other’s in the tower and the crackling of flames. Occasionally, something off would be thrown into one of the barrels and the rank smoke from it burning would wake her fully or the breeze outside would shift and come through the doorway in an icy rush that reeked of frozen urine from the alley.
At one point, a flash of heat flowed through Morgan’s face and her eyes flew open. Nothing was out of place. Lucy lay with her chin on Morgan’s knee, Jake snored lightly, Patsy lay curled up on her side against the wall. Maybe the breeze had carried a little more of the barrel’s heat her way. Closing her eyes, she dozed off again.
Only briefly did sleep pull her under long enough to dream. It was a nightmare, like her dreams often were. She listened to the loud voice of her foster father as he yelled and stormed through the house. Her bedroom door shuddered and flew open, pieces of wood and trim flying into the room. Like every other time this nightmare visited, her sister’s face floated across her vision and then Morgan jerked awake with her heart racing.
With shaking hands, she lit a cigarette and took a deep pull on it. As her pulse slowly resumed its normal pace, she was again thankful that nightmare never ran its full course. The other nightmare, the one that sometimes visited, where she was in a tight space being suffocated by the oppressive dark, that one was harder to wake up from.
She quietly finished her cigarette, not wanting to disturb Jake who looked like he was actually sleeping for once. Maybe the whiskey had given him enough of a reprieve to find rest without his own nightmares invading. After Morgan ground out the butt, she leaned her head against the wall and allowed herself a shallow doze.
The sun was already up when Jake began to toss and turn, mumbling incoherently in a distressed tone. Even though she knew better, she had to try and wake him up. As a person who suffered from nightmares, she knew only too well how terrifying it could be to feel trapped in them.
Morgan got up, climbed out of the sleeping bag, and knelt to shake his shoulder. The moment she touched him, Jake bolted awake, kind of. His cold hands clamped around her neck as he threw her to the floor. Morgan tried to break his hold. That wasn’t going to happen. Though Jake never spoke of it, whatever he’d been in the military he’d been well trained.
Jake, his face twisted with the memories from another time, spit curses at her. Little black spots swirled across her vision as her lungs burned for air and her heart hammered in her chest.
Bringing her fist up, she slammed it into his jaw. Patsy stood at the edge of her dimming vision, ringing her hands and chanting about cats and bats. Lucy barked warnings and whined. Morgan was losing strength fast. In the limited space between them, she raised her foot and smashed it against his knee. He only tightened his grip.
Lucy charged, hitting Jake with one hundred ten pounds of Rottweiler. Latching on to his arm with a snarl, she dragged him away from Morgan. Jake kicked and cursed at the dog. Using her powerful muscles, Lucy yanked him off his feet. Jake’s head hit the concrete floor and his eyes rolled back as he blacked out.
Rubbing her throat, Morgan said, “Enough!”
Lucy immediately released Jake’s arm. Morgan patted her leg and the dog came to her. She put her arm around Lucy and sighed, thankful yet again for her friend. Coughing to clear her throat, she scooted around and pulled the long butt from her pocket. It was broken in three little pieces.
“Shit.” She crawled past Jake’s sprawled form and pulled his pack of cigarettes from the duffle. “You owe me this for trying to kill me, buddy.”
It wasn’t really his fault. She knew better than to touch Jake while he slept, and he hadn’t found reality when he woke. It didn’t excuse his behavior. She still didn’t hold it against him. She couldn’t fault him for his demons, not when she carried so many of her own both figuratively and literally.
Patsy had taken her cart and her cat and left, as had most of the others. Stuffing the pack in her coat pocket, she walked out to the alley. Looking both ways to make sure she was alone, she made use of the relative privacy. Lucy walked a short way away and did the same.
Afterward, they returned to the building. Poking around, Morgan found a few things that could still be burned and lowered them into the barrel, careful not to let any of them slam into the metal side. Last thing she needed was Jake waking up to a loud bang. Sighing she sat back down and took a sip of the little bit of icy coffee still in her cup. Lighting a cigarette, she sucked in the first drag and leaned back against the wall to wait for Jake to wake.
After about thirty minutes, he began to stir. Morgan lit another cigarette and watched him. Lucy sat up, her ears forward, brown eyes intent as she stared at the potential threat to her person.
Jake rubbed the back of his head and groaned. Frowning, he held his arm up, examining the tears and small blood stains in the sleeve of his coat. Shoving the sleeve up to expose a forearm covered in tattoos, he wiped away the small amount of blood. His several layers of shirts under the coat had likely saved him from too much damage from Lucy’s teeth.
“What the hell?” He looked around.
Morgan smiled when his eyes met hers. “Good morning. Sorry about your coat and arm. Well, and your head I suppose. Lucy didn’t have a choice.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Oh, not much. You tried to choke me to death earlier and Lucy had to get you off me…again. If your jaw and your knee hurt, that was me.”
“Shit! Morgan, I’m so sorry. I don’t even remember it.”
He looked so remorseful she gave him a reassuring smile. “Forget it. I’ve been through worse and it’s not like you knew what you were doing.”
He threw an arm over his face and groaned, “Damn it. I would never knowingly hurt you, Morgan.”
“Don’t worry, I paid you back. Since you broke my long butt by forcing to me try and get you off, I stole your pack of cigarettes from your bag.” She blew a lungful of smoke at him.
He sat up slowly and pulled his duffle over to him. “I already gave you one.”
“Yeah, I know. I figured you owed me another for choking me and making Lucy attack you. She normally considers you a friend you know. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for her.”
Jake chuckled darkly as he examined his arm. “She did a good job regardless. No less than I deserve I suppose.”
Extracting a cigarette from a new pack, he lit it and took a long drag and frowned. “I know you’re a fast healer, but damn. Your bruises are almost completely gone.”
Morgan worked her mouth, noticing the lack of pain for the first time. Even her teeth felt solid again. Strange. It had happened several times over the winter. Not that she could really complain. Nor could she explain to Jake why she healed fast at all. Time to change the subject.
“What were you dreaming?” Morgan studied his face when she asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Jake laughed bitterly. “Answer your country’s call to duty and perform it well so you can come home with your mind screwed up with all of the damn shit you’ve seen. What a damn joke.”
“Sucks,” Morgan agreed as she finished her cigarette and got to her feet. Rolling up her sleeping bag and tying it to the bottom of her backpack again, she wished there was something she could say to ease Jake’s pain. If there was one thing she’d learned, if someone was struggling with something, silence could be more supportive than shallow platitudes. “I gotta get going. I need to keep on the move.”
He nodded. “See you around?”
“I’ll be around. You going to be at the park this evening?”
Jake blew out a cloud of smoke. “Probably.”
“Then I probably will be, too.” She adjusted the stocking cap on her head and pulled her hood up. “See ya, Jake.”
Morgan stepped into the alley for the second time that morning. Lucy stopped beside her, waiting to see where they would go next. By that evening she would circle to the park if she could and spend time with Jake before moving on again.
Morgan loved the evenings spent with Jake in the park. As long as she kept the times she showed up there irregular, the demons didn’t seem to realize she visited there often. Of course, if her demon radar even hinted at one nearby when she got close to the park, she wouldn’t set foot there.
The falling snow had tapered off to nothing more than flurries. With no destination in mind, Morgan started off. She would find someplace sheltered from the wind and they would have a couple of the cheeseburgers in her pocket.



 



LUCIAN SAT AT Isobel and Damien’s kitchen table two weeks after his arrival at their house. The search for Morgan had been frustratingly futile. They checked the soup kitchen at the church every evening, but she was keeping herself scarce. He figured either the nun or Jake had tipped her off that she was being looked for and for whatever reason, she didn’t want to be found. A friend of Damien’s checked the police records and there were no warrants for her or anything so he couldn’t imagine why she wanted to remain hidden.
The only thing that had gone right was the search for a house. Isobel had proved quite proficient and located a house one block down from theirs. Lucian had closed on it earlier that morning. It made sense that house hunting went better than Morgan hunting. The damn houses were stationary objects.
He glanced at the clock on the wall. Damien and Isobel would be back from the store soon and it would be time to visit the soup kitchen again. Maybe she would be there. Or maybe Jake, who had been suspiciously absent since that first night. Lucian was determined that this time, he would answer some questions. The safety of his channel was in question, Lucian should be able to use compulsion on the guy.
The front door swung open as Isobel and Damien came in, their hands full of sacks. Lucian immediately moved to help them with the load. Glancing in one he saw towels and a shower curtain. “What’s all of this? Are you two redecorating or something?”
“Or something,” Damien said, looking pointedly at Isobel.
“What?” She looked at him with wide eyed innocence. The kind of look a woman wore when she was guilty as hell.
Lucian frowned. “What’s the ‘or something?’ What did you do, Isobel?”
“Oh honestly, Lucian. How do you ever survive without a channel?” She dropped her bags on the couch and tossed her purse in a corner.
“I survive just fine. What’s all of this about?”
Isobel propped her hands on her hips. “I’m assuming you plan to move into your new house.”
“Of course I am. What’s your point?” What was she going on about?
Damien set the bags in his hands down. “Isobel has decided you can’t possibly move in with nothing. She dragged me to a furniture store and outfitted your entire house. They will be delivering it this evening. All of this,” he waved to the bags, “is Isobel’s domestic side coming out. She even called Elizabeth to tell her you’d bought a house here so she could seek her mother’s advice on the best stuff to buy.”
“Mom has impeccable taste, trust me, you won’t be disappointed. I sent her pictures of everything on my phone and we talked before I put anything in the carts.”
“Carts?” Lucian stared at Isobel.
She nodded. “There’s more in the car.”
“A lot more.” Damien sent him a look that warned him to beware.
Lucian took a deep breath. “I have no doubt everything will be great, but I can’t be there when the furniture comes. I have to go back out looking for Morgan.”
“That’s fine. I bought a few things for this house and as soon as I sort them out of these bags I intend to drive over to your house. I will be there for the furniture delivery and to get everything situated. Don’t worry; I will have it all ready for you,” she said as she began looking through bags and removing a few things.
“So anxious to be rid of me.” He smiled when she straightened with a startled look.
“Oh, Lucian, I never meant it to sound that way. You’re welcome here for as long as you want.”
Chuckling, he pulled her into a hug. “I know you didn’t, still couldn’t help poking at you.”
She shoved him away. “Go away Lucian and do something useful.”
She gave Damien a quick kiss and then obviously mentally dismissed them both as she went back to her task.
Damien shrugged. “Might as well get going, Isobel is on a mission and the Higher Powers forbid I get in her way.”
They headed out the door to the Lucian’s car and within minutes were on the road. The weather had warmed in the last few days for which Lucian was thankful. It meant there was less chance of Morgan freezing to death before he could find her.
The now familiar smells of the soup kitchen assailed his nose when they stepped through the door. Even from across the noisy room, Lucian’s superior hearing caught Sister Becky’s exasperated sigh. Each evening she’d given him the same answer. His eyes swept the room. Jake sat at a long table near the far end with a wary sort of alertness clinging to him.
Lucian walked over and sat next to the man. “Good evening.”
“Get lost.” Jake didn’t even raise his eyes from the food in front of him.
Lucian ground his teeth but kept his voice level and calm when he said, “I know you were lying to me the other night. You know Morgan.”
Jake raised his eyes, his expression devoid of any emotion. “Man, you just don’t know when to give up do you? Like I said, get lost. Morgan doesn’t want to be found.”
“You won’t help me? She’s in a lot of danger.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “No shit? Wow! Young woman living on the streets. Why, I had no fucking idea that there could be any danger at all to her.” Sarcasm dripped from his every word. “Morgan can take care of herself.”
This man wasn’t going to help him willingly. Lucian stared into Jake’s eyes, feeling the ability to compel rise. He silently thanked the Higher Powers for their assistance as Jake’s face took on a dazed look. “Where is Morgan?”
“I have no idea.”
Shit, the man was telling the truth. Jake would be unable to lie under compulsion. “Where are the possible places she might be?”
“Morgan keeps to herself. I know don’t where she is as at any given time. You might see if she’s dumpster diving at the nearby restaurants.”
Lucian sensed the man trying to hold back and put more power into the compulsion. “Where else?”
“Sometimes she goes to the tower if the weather’s bad,” Jake answered, his eyes blank.
“What is the tower and how to I find it?”
“Old industrial building.”
Lucian waited until Jake had given him the location before releasing him from the compulsion with no memory of the conversation.
Jake blinked up at him. “Are you deaf? I told you to get lost.”
“So you did. Thank you for your time.” Lucian tossed a hundred on the table in front of the man and stood. Damien waited near the door. Lucian gave him a brief nod to let him know he’d gotten the information then left the kitchen with his friend behind him.
“I’m going to spend some nights monitoring this tower place. I’ll drop you back off with Isobel. I may not be home for a few days.”
Once they were back in the car and on the street Damien said, “You have your phone on you. Keep in touch so we know what’s going on. You know how Isobel gets when she worries.”
Lucian snorted. “Yes, I know. Make her worry too much and she’ll find some upper-level demon trapped in something and decide it needs to die.”
“Don’t remind me. Thinking about that still scares the hell out of me.” Damien sighed. “Good luck with your search. I hope once Morgan realizes who is looking for her, she will be more receptive to being found.”
“I hope so, too. I’ve never had a channel actively try to avoid me. This should be interesting.”



 



THREE WEEKS AFTER the snow storm, Morgan glared at the heavy clouds moving in. Damn it. It was too warm for snow, this would be rain, and quite a bit by the look of the clouds. She would have to venture into the tower again for the day. It was the best bet for staying dry and getting soaking wet wasn’t an option she was willing to accept. She could hang at the tracks under the overpass, but if the wind picked up even a little it would get uncomfortable. Plus, with the weather warming, there would be a lot more people gathered there. Fewer would be at the tower.
She turned and headed for the old industrial building, using the tracks as she often did as a highway between different neighborhoods. The area the tower was in was located in between two large sets of tracks, it made things convenient. Hopefully, the storm would pass before night fell. If not, it wasn’t so cold she needed to stay near the barrels. She would find someplace she could sleep by herself.
Lucy padded along beside her. Morgan had removed the dog’s blanket two days ago. Lucy was thinner than she would have liked, but at least her ribs weren’t showing. She would have to find more food for the dog soon. As it was, Morgan had given her everything she’d found over the last two days. Her stomach tightened at the thought of food, she ignored it. She was used to being hungry.
The wind picked up as she neared the tower and she jogged the last block, holding Lucy’s blanket close. The first drops began to fall and thunder rolled across the sky when she entered the alley. They made it inside just before the storm really let loose. Jake was already there.
He waved and walked over. “That guy was back at the soup kitchen last night looking for you.”
“What did you say?”
“I told him to get lost.” Jake studied her for a moment. “When was the last time you ate anything?”
“A couple of days ago.” Morgan gave Lucy’s head a pat.
“I see you have a couple of lovely new bruises on your face. Everything okay?”
She shrugged. “A couple of guys tried to jump me early this morning. I guess they thought I was an easy mark.”
Jake laughed, though concern flickered in his gray eyes. “I hope you changed their minds.”
“Of course I did. You taught me well.” Morgan smiled. “Seriously, they barely hurt. The guys couldn’t hit worth a damn. A couple of punks who thought they were tough. Probably slumming. The way they went down I can tell you they wouldn’t survive long if they actually had to live around here.”
Jake dug into his duffle bag and pulled out part of a sandwich and a hot dog minus its bun. “Take these and promise me you will split it with Lucy and not give it all to her.”
“I promise…mostly.” She quirked a grin at him and took the offered food.
Thunder rumbled beyond the cement walls. Morgan heaved a sigh. They would be there for a while. “I’m going to go sit by myself for a while. Thanks for the food Jake.”
“No problem. Since you have to stay away from the soup kitchen and the other places we can easily get food, I figured you could use it.” He gave Lucy a pat on the head and walked away.
Morgan found the rusted metal stairs on the far side of the open space and climbed them to the second floor. There too, thick sheets of weathered plywood covered the front windows. On the side of the building opposite of where people entered below, large window holes gaped like empty eyes at the solid brick wall of the neighboring building across a narrow alley.
She crossed the floor littered with dirt, leaves and trash. Graffiti covered the walls, scrawled in every possible color of spray paint. Some was fairly artistic, most of it was either swear words in sloppy print or gang signs.
It was a relief to find the second floor empty. The gang signs put her on edge and twisted an uneasy knot in her stomach. She went to great lengths to avoid people associated with gangs. She had no interest in that lifestyle and here lately they were infested more and more with lower-level demons.
If the tower had started housing gangs at times, she would have to find somewhere else to seek shelter. Denver was a big city, there were other places. The tower was just closer to the areas she preferred to haunt. In all likelihood, the gangs had tagged it and left. She hadn’t seen any of them here over the winter.
Taking a seat in one of the sills of the empty windows, she leaned against one edge and propped her feet in front of her, knees bent. She dropped her coats and Lucy’s blanket on the floor beside her so the dog would have something softer to lay on. Watching the rain was soothing so long as she wasn’t getting soaked by it. The wide window sill provided shelter and it helped that the wind came from the other direction.
Morgan tossed the tuna sandwich to Lucy who had settled on her blanket next to the window. Then she broke the hot dog in half and tossed the larger half to the dog before shoving the remaining portion into her own mouth. She chewed it quickly and swallowed as she pulled a cigarette from the pack. Still a few left. It would last her for a couple more days if she was careful.
It took her three tries to get her lighter to work. She would have to either find one or steal one soon. Taking a long, deep drag, she leaned back and watched the rain pour down as the air around her subtly shifted. Like her ability to sense demons, she could also sense dark angels. Shit.
“Morgan Brooks? I’m Lucian Da Costa. I’m your new–”
“I know what you are.” She glanced at him, raking her gaze over his golden hair, tawny eyes, broad shoulders underneath a black t-shirt, and lean hips encased in blue jeans. He looked like Thor. Gorgeous, like all of them. She turned her attention back to the rain.
“Then why have you been so determined to avoid me?” He sounded impatient.
Smiling slightly, she took her time taking another drag off the cigarette. “That’s my business. Shame you couldn’t take the hint.”
“Damn it, Morgan, you aren’t safe out here. I have a house where you’d be safe. I can help you with the influx of demons that seems to be taking place in this city.”
Taking another drag, she shot him a dismissive glance. “Go away, Lucian.”
“Morgan, I can’t leave now that I’ve found you. You know that. And you can’t stay out here like this.”
She snorted, blowing smoke through her nose. “Since when does a dark angel think he can boss his channel around? You have no control over me. Likewise, I have no control over you. Leave if you want, I don’t need you. Or stand around if you want. Either way, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do. Just stay out of my way. I don’t need a babysitter.”
Lucian sighed and ran a hand through his shoulder length hair. He’d never had a channel that acted like this. What was he supposed to do with her? “I’m not a babysitter and you know it. You’ve had a dark angel before. We’re supposed to work as a team.”
“I’ve tried that, Lucian. It didn’t work out. Like I said, do what you want. Just leave me alone and out of it.” She refused to even entertain the idea of them working as a team.



 



LUCIAN STARED AT her, completely at a loss. Her brown hair hung in a dirty, tangled mess around her bruised face. Even so, she was beautiful. Something tugged at his heart at the sight of her too thin frame.
What the hell? He’d always cared for his channels, even been good friends with them. He’d never felt this. The closest he could compare it to was how he’d felt about La Pucelle. But Joan of Arc had been a woman everyone loved and no one touched. Like everyone else, he’d loved her from afar. This felt something like that only stronger, like his very soul recognized hers.
Lucian closed his eyes at the implications. The Higher Powers had to be playing a trick on him. He’d been fine without one for too many centuries and lives to count. And now, they chose to put this woman in his path. The Higher Powers help him if Morgan was indeed supposed to be his sodales in aeternum—his forever soulmate. He shook his head, there was no way.
“Morgan,” he gentled his tone. “Please, let me do what I’m supposed to.”
Morgan took the last drag off her cigarette and flicked the butt out the window. It soared through the rain, falling between the two buildings and landing in a puddle below. Damn, he was persistent. Then again, Arabrim would have been too if she’d tried to push him away like she was Lucian.
She’d been relieved when Arabrim had found her and taken her off the streets. To find someone she could depend on, someone who would never hurt her, even if he hadn’t understood her, had been a treasure. A treasure she’d had to watch die. Everyone around her eventually died. She couldn’t let Lucian in, for his own safety and for her sanity.
“Look, Lucian. I appreciate you going to all of this effort to find me and trying to help.” She turned on the window sill and swung her legs inside so that she faced him. “Really, I do. But you need to go. It has to be this way and I’m sorry if messes up your mission or whatever. Frankly, I’m too tired to give a crap anymore. So please, just go find another channel to protect and demon hunt with. I can handle myself.”
Lucian kept his gaze steady on her face. “I can see that. Come by those bruises naturally did you?”
She laughed, oh good grief, he was worried about a few bruises. “Nope, got them in a fight where I was the winner. These two,” she pointed at the new ones, “I got last night kicking a couple of guys’ asses. Like I said, I can handle myself.”
“Against humans, yes. What about when you come up against an upper-level demon with several lower-level demons helping him?” Lucian narrowed his eyes at her, wondering if she could see reason or if she had lost her mind. The sudden sadness in her eyes surprised him.
Morgan looked away from him and stared out the window at the rain. “Been there, done that. It got my dark angel killed.”
“And saved your life in the process.”
She continued to stare at the falling drops. “Yes.”
“Then he did his duty to you.”
A flash of anger made her turn. He stood with his arms crossed, regarding her. “So that’s just all okay huh? Arabrim is dead because I couldn’t banish the upper-level demon fast enough and there were too many lower-levels. I’m just supposed to be all right with that? No big deal as long I’m still alive.”
“That is the way it’s supposed to be, so yes, you should be alright with it. Arabrim will come again and even in death he lives. There is no point in grieving the death of one of us.” Lucian had witnessed the death of many dark angels over his lives, all of whom were like brothers to him, yet he didn’t mourn them. Miss them in that life maybe, not mourn them.
Why was she being so unreasonable about this? Hell, he’d been the dead one on more than one occasion. He simply went to the place of waiting until it was his time to be born again. Where was the sadness in that?
Morgan glared at him. “Arabrim was all I ever had besides Jake, and Lucy,” she motioned toward the dog, “and now you want to step in here and take his place. Why? So I can watch you die too?”
“Vita mea pro tua, semper.” He spread his hands.
“That’s what I thought.” Morgan shook her head. She knew the meaning of those words. ‘My life for yours, always.’ She couldn’t let him do that. She couldn’t let anyone do that for her again.
Morgan swung her legs back up on the windowsill and draped her arms across her bent knees. She looked back at the rain. “Go away, Lucian. Please. Just leave.”
The conversation had brought to the surface every horrible feeling she’d had when Arabrim died. Many of the same feelings she’d felt when her parents died. When her sister died. When her best friend died. Even when her first foster parents rejected her. Everyone in her life left one way or another. Tears threatened and she refused to cry in front of him. She would deal with her pain on her own. Like she always did.
Lucian watched her struggling to control her emotions and something deep inside his heart knew he needed to give her some space to deal with them. Nodding to himself, he pulled a blank business card with his phone number and address written on it. He dropped it on the windowsill next to her. “If you decide you need me for something.”
She barely flicked her eyes at it. “Yeah, I’ll just call you on my handy dandy cell phone that I don’t have. There’s a grubby pay phone at the gas station a couple of blocks away, I don’t think it works. Oh, I got it; I’ll run back here and use one of the burn barrels to send you smoke signals.”
Deciding it was best to ignore the sarcastic remarks, Lucian asked instead, “Would you consent to me getting a cell phone for you?”
“I’m not your charity case.”
Lucian sighed. “I never said you were. Nothing fancy, just something with my number programmed into it so you can reach me if you need to. I promise to never call you.”
Morgan thought that over. She wasn’t really suicidal. Her life may be crap, but she had Lucy and no death wish. If she came up against something like she had with Arabrim, she would be stupid not to accept the help of a dark angel. If she could bring herself to call Lucian and ask for it knowing he may well end up like Arabrim. Maybe she did have a death wish.
Her eyes rested on Lucy for a moment. If something happened to her, Lucy would be alone on the street until she was picked up by animal control, or taken by someone to try and use for dog fighting or some other nefarious purpose. She looked at Lucian. “I will take the cell phone on one condition.”
Hiding the intense relief he felt, Lucian nodded, prepared to grant her anything. “What is that?”
“You have to promise on your place as a dark angel, that if anything happens to me, you will take care of Lucy. And I mean really take care of her. She lives with you. You can’t take her to the pound or dump her off on someone else.” She waited, breath held to see if he would agree.
“Done.”
“You promise?”
He looked her in the eyes. “I promise on my status as a dark angel that if anything happens to you, Lucy will live out her days with me and never want for anything.”
It wasn’t a promise made lightly. Lucian could tell by the relief in her expression that she knew exactly the kind of promise she’d been asking for. Even now he felt the weight of it as it settled over him. It was a promise he couldn’t break even if he wanted to, which he didn’t. Lucian just hoped it didn’t come to that.
“Will you stay here long enough for me to get a phone and bring it back?”
Morgan lit another cigarette then waved her hand toward the rain pouring down beyond the window. “I have no intention of dragging Lucy out in that.” She took a drag and blew the smoke out. “Not even if it meant I never saw or heard from you again.”
Ignoring that last comment, Lucian turned and left. He hurried down the stairs, out the door, and through the rain to his vehicle. Despite what she said, he wasn’t entirely convinced he would find here there when he returned. Especially if the weather cleared even a little in the meantime. He drove to the nearest store and had a phone added to his plan.
He programmed his number, as well as those of Isobel and Damien, into it then swung past a couple more places before he drove faster than the speed limit back to the abandoned building. He hated that he would be leaving here without her, that tonight he would be sleeping in a warm bed in a warm house while she slept who knows where. And there wasn’t anything he could do to change it right now. If he pressed too much, Morgan would just go into deeper hiding on the streets. Or worse, leave the city altogether and go in the Higher Powers only knew which direction.
Lucian let out a quiet sigh of relief when he reached the second floor and found her still sitting in the windowsill staring at the rain, nursing another cigarette. The dim light of the day reflected on the tears tracking their way down her face. Lucy’s ears perked in his direction but Morgan hadn’t heard him. He froze and backed up until he was on the stairway, then walked to the bottom. Lucian waited a moment then stomped back up the stairs.
By the time he reached the second floor again, her face was wiped clean of tears, though her hazel eyes were still red. Lucian affected not to notice as he strode toward her.
Morgan watched him come; glad he’d made some noise on his return. She wasn’t some damsel in distress and didn’t want him to see her crying. She glanced at the large backpack in one of his hands and frowned. “I said a cell phone. I didn’t agree to anything else.”
“I didn’t ask,” he said, handing her the small, touch screen phone. “Do you know how to use one?”
“Of course, I’m not a complete idiot.”
He only nodded. “My phone number, as well as those of Damien and Isobel, are programmed in. You guys were friends once. I thought you might want their numbers if you decide you want to be again.”
Not likely to ever happen. Jake and Patsy were as close to friends as she got these days and even then, she didn’t seek Patsy out often, it wasn’t safe. Bad enough she endangered Jake so much. “Thanks.”
“Now, as to this,” Lucian set the backpack on the floor, “there is a solar cell phone charger in there. You need that. The rest you can eat, give to the dog, throw it away, whatever you want to do with it. I’ll leave you alone now.”
Morgan watched him walk away, more than a little surprised he had actually left. She took a drag off her cigarette and pulled the backpack closer, unable to resist the smell of food. Even Lucy sat up and watched intently. Morgan unzipped the top and looked inside.
Tears sprang into her eyes and she blinked them away rapidly. What the hell was wrong with her? It was Lucian’s fault. Did he have to be so nice in the face of her rudeness? Why couldn’t he have just gotten mad and stomped away?
Inside the bag was a large bottle of soda, a liter bottle of water, and collapsible dog water dish. There was also a folding umbrella and a dog rain coat in Lucy’s size. The bag from a fast food restaurant wedged in there was labeled, ‘For you and Lucy.’ There were eight, large roast beef sandwiches inside it and a use anywhere gift card with 200.00 written on it.
Damn the man, she ground the butt of her cigarette out with more force than necessary then tossed it out the window. Grabbing four of the roast beef sandwiches, she unwrapped two and gave them to Lucy before opening her own and taking a big bite of the warm roast beef and soft fresh bun. Mmmm. She hadn’t had a fresh one of these in…she couldn’t remember how long it had been. She looked at Lucy and smiled as the dog carefully chewed through her two.
She would save the gift card for days when she couldn’t find anything else to eat. Or maybe use it as a weekly treat for her and Lucy. No, better to only use if she had to in order to stretch the two hundred dollars as far as possible.



 



OVER THE PROTESTS of her stuffed stomach, Morgan managed to get the last bite of the second sandwich down. She sipped at the soda then pulled the doggy raincoat out. Underneath it, a carton of cigarettes rested next to a double pack of disposable lighters. Damn him, he’d thought of everything. At least now she could have another without having to worry about running out anytime soon.
She unfolded the doggy dish and poured some of the water from the plastic liter bottle into it, pleased to see her friend drinking real water instead of nasty puddle water. After shaking out the raincoat, she called Lucy, happy the dog would be covered in the rain. Then shoved the heavier of her two coats into the bottom of the new, larger backpack, placed the remainder of the food on top and put the slim phone in as the demon radar in her head started to give warning.
She lit another cigarette before stuffing the remainder of that pack into her pocket with the lighter that she was sure still had a few more lights in it. Later, she would snap off the little silver guard and be able to use the tiny flame that would still spring from it for a while.
After putting on the other coat, Morgan transferred the rest of her meager possessions to the new backpack as well. She grabbed the umbrella and walked toward the stairs as her internal radar started screaming. The rain had lessened to little more than a sprinkle, time to get out of there.
A shadowy figure slid from the stairwell and onto the second floor. Damn. She hadn’t been fast enough.
“Lucy, go.” Morgan pointed to the corner by the window. The dog obeyed immediately.
“Stay,” she commanded. There was nothing Lucy could do to help her with this.
Morgan slid the backpack off, tossed it and the umbrella on the floor near the dog and flicked the remainder of the cigarette out the window. The mid-level demon, its shape discernable through the smoky shadows that slithered around it, hesitated.
Morgan opened herself to her power, allowing it to fill her. “Well, come on. You were looking for me anyway, now you have me.”
The demon launched itself at her. Morgan raised the circle of golden light up around it before it could reach her. The weight of its mid-level power slammed into the wall she’d created. The circle shuddered under the impact. Religious symbols flashed on the floor under the demon until they settled on the one the demon was tied to.
Morgan smiled at the frustrated demon. “I banish thee. I banish thee back to the pit from which you came. I banish thee from this plane. I banish thee from the world of the living. I banish thee.”
It howled with a sound like nails on metal as it faded, banished back to the Underworld. Morgan dropped the circle. Stupid thing should have known better than to approach her alone. She waited to see if any more would come up the stairs. When nothing happened, Morgan approached the stairs slowly and looked down them. Nothing, although her demon radar was still going off in her head. She breathed a sigh of relief, then froze at the sound of Lucy’s snarl.
Turning, she watched four more crawl through the windows. They hadn’t come at her in these numbers since Arabrim died. This was going to be interesting.
Morgan threw most of her power at the strongest demon, a weak upper-level, raising a circle around him. Two of the others were mid-levels of varying strengths and the last a lower-level; she divided the rest of her power among them in order of their strength.
Circles sprang up around the demons. Religious symbols flashed on the floor beneath the three that were tied to certain religions. The weak upper-level would have no ties. It wouldn’t hold them long, maybe long enough to get rid of the upper-level demon if she was lucky.
Turning her focus on him she began, pulling on her power until a faint burn rushed through her veins, the warning line that wasn’t to be crossed if she didn’t want her own energy to kill her. She began repeating the words that would send him packing to the Underworld for a few years. “I banish thee. I banish thee back to the pit from which you came.”
The demon entrapped by the weakest circle broke through, his shadowy figure hurtling at her. Morgan kept her concentration on holding the upper-level demon while making an agile leap away from the sharp talons of the one who charged her. “I banish thee from this plane.”
The attacking demon turned in an inhumanely quick movement, his claws raking across her upper arm, tearing rips through her coat and the shirts underneath.
Ignoring the searing pain, she met his forward momentum with a kick to the face. Something crunched under her foot. She had no idea what. Like all lower-level demons, only his eyes were visible through the smoky shadows surrounding him.
“I banish thee from the world of the living.”
The lower-level smashed a hand into her chest that sent her flying. She hit the floor twenty-feet away and slid across its dusty surface. Her stunned lungs shuddered, refusing to do their job. Still, her concentration remained total. Years of surviving on the streets had taught her that once in a fight, a loss of concentration meant a serious ass whipping.
As the demon leaped across the room, her lungs finally granted her their cooperation. She sucked in a breath and shouted, “I banish thee.”
The upper-level demon disappeared in a shower of sparks.
Just as the attacking demon leaped at her, she rolled. When it landed in the empty spot where she’d been, Morgan threw a wall up around him, stronger this time now that her power wasn’t divided four ways.
It wasn’t enough. One of the others broke free at the same time she trapped the weaker one. It crashed into her, crushing her to the floor. It stared at her, the red eyes widening. “Inola.”
Morgan punched it in the face with everything ounce of strength she had. It was bigger than her. And stronger, immeasurably so. In her mind, she heard Arabrim ranting at her to stop engaging them with anything other than her power. She hadn’t listened then and she wouldn’t now.
The thing had a hard time keeping hold of her with his burning hands, marks she would wear for several days. She thrashed and wriggled in a fashion that made her slippery as a fish. A talent she’d perfected that had gotten her out of more than one compromising situation.
Morgan twisted until she had herself balled up, then kicked up with both feet. They may be stronger and faster than she was by far, but they weren’t any heavier than anyone else she’d tangled with. The demon lifted up and fell over backward. She sprang to her feet and raised a circle around it again.
Panting she leaned against the wall and glared at the three thoroughly trapped demons. “There. Let’s try this again, shall we?”
Three sets of red eyes glowered back. The strongest of the remaining three, snarled, “Banish us if you wish, channel. He knows you are here now.”
Startled, Morgan studied the smoky figure. A demon had never spoken to her before though mid-levels and higher could. Should she try to pry further information out of him? No, that way led to darkness. On rare occasions, channels had been turned by demons with the right words. She wouldn’t be one of them.
Including them all with her words, Morgan banished all three at the same time. When she was again alone, she slid down the wall, backing her power down and then releasing it. Sitting on the floor, she ran her hands through her thick tangles. Her fingers came away bloody and she felt the back of her head. Must have cut it on the floor when that demon had sent her flying across the room. Though head wounds often bled like crazy, this one wasn’t too bad.
Morgan pulled off her coat, her sweatshirt and then one of the two t-shirts she had on underneath that. She balled the t-shirt up and placed it against the wall behind her and leaned her head against it. A look at her upper arm revealed three deep scratches. Thank the Higher Powers for layers of clothing. Those talons would have cut to the bone otherwise.
A low whine drew her gaze to the window where Lucy still sat where she’d been told. “Come here, sweetie.”
The Rottweiler raced across the large room to her side, whining and licking her face. “I know, those things are nasty aren’t they?”
She ran her hands over Lucy, her heart rate slowing from the simple interaction.
When the back of her head stopped bleeding, she tossed the shirt away. As much as she hated to lose it, there was no way to wash it. There was blood on her coat too; maybe she could get it out with water from a water fountain. Her sweatshirt too was ruined. Shit, she couldn’t afford to lose the clothing. Sighing in resignation, she tossed the sweatshirt away as well. Although the weather had warmed, it was relative in Denver. The nights were still freezing cold.
If Lucian hadn’t swept into her day and caused a major distraction, it would never have happened. She could always sense where demons were and usually did a good job of avoiding them when she could and picking her battles when she couldn’t.
The loss of Arabrim had caused a similar distraction. In her devastation, she’d been unable to focus on her internal demon radar and she’d nearly died trying to stay away from them. She’d learned then it wasn’t possible to return to a place after they found her.
Morgan climbed to her feet and shrugged into her coat again then walked over to retrieve the backpack and umbrella. She couldn’t stay at the tower anymore.
The ground level was surprisingly empty when she reached it. Most likely everyone had left when the rain slackened. Either that or they had fled from the sounds of demons being banished, though most humans couldn’t hear it.
She opened the umbrella and stepped into the rain. The quiet patter of it on the fabric above her head soothed the remaining adrenaline from her system. After crossing the street, she headed for the park. It was as good a place as any until she could decide where to go next. Pulling a cigarette from the pack, she paused to light it and then continued on.
Lucian watched her leave as his heart slowly calmed. He’d desperately wanted to help her when the demons attacked. When one had landed on her, he’d nearly jumped in, but she’d handled it. Morgan was right; she could take care of herself. At least until she came up against a stronger upper-level demon. And when that happened, he would be there, whether she liked it or not.



 



MORGAN TREAD QUIETLY down the alley, Lucy trailing behind her. Their breath came in clouds in the icy air. Though the past several days had been warm, a front had moved in with the setting sun and dropped the night time temperatures low enough to create the patches of ice she slipped on occasionally.
It was nights like this she really missed her sweatshirt and second t-shirt. They might not have been much but they had still made a difference. In the back of her mind, a little voice whispered that all of the warmth she wanted was only a phone call away. Morgan stomped ruthlessly on the voice. She’d made sure to use the solar charger to keep the battery full, even if she had no intention of ever actually using the phone.
A movement between her and the end of the alley made her pause. Straining to hear in the quiet of early morning hours, she remained frozen. A dog’s bark echoed through the night. The crash of a trashcan somewhere. The loud bass of a passing car on the street. A siren wailed in the distance. The figure up ahead seemed as still as she was.
Morgan took a few, slow steps forward. The figure shifted as if it meant to leave the alley then stopped. She followed suit. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on her senses. Not a demon at least. Creeping down the alley again, she moved to the side opposite the figure.
She reached the end where the street lamp cast its light at the same time her intuition started screaming at her. The figure lunged. A burly man twice her size moved with more speed than he should have and slammed her into a wall, one hand over her mouth the other pressing up against her windpipe. His greater weight pushed against her as he looked at her with eyes that had shadows swirling in them.
Shit, a demon-possessed.
He smiled as if trying to be comforting. It was anything but. “You are a hard one to find. Do not worry, little Inola. I am not here to hurt you.”
Lucy snarled menacingly. He flicked his shadowed gaze at the dog. “Call it off, or I will kill it.”
The voice coming from the man’s mouth had the guttural sound of a mid-level demon. Morgan twisted, trying to find a way to free herself enough to fight back. Damn it, this wasn’t a fight she was willing to lose. Even so, she wasn’t willing to endanger Lucy either. The dog would be no match against a person with the strength of a demon behind it. When the man lifted his hand, she didn’t hesitate to give Lucy the command to back down. The dog lowered herself to the ground with a whine.
Wait, little Inola? That had been her name in her first life. It meant Black Fox in the Cherokee language. The demon in the tower had used it as well. What the hell was a demon doing calling her a name from another life? How would it even know? Nothing good would come of this. Morgan struggled again.
He crushed her against the wall, using his considerable weight to pin her there. “Little Inola, is this any way to react to one who can help you? Who can make all of this go away?”
With no way to free herself, Morgan did the only thing left to her, she spit in his face.
The demon-possessed only smiled again. “The Kalona remembers you. Your mother let him out. He wants to offer you the chance to stand at his side.”
Morgan felt herself going limp as the memory crashed over her.
Her mother, dark hair streaming in the wind as she glared at the white men with vengeance in her eyes, chanted something Morgan didn’t understand. Through the eyes of one too young to understand what was happening, she watched the scary, tall, jerky shape emerge as she huddled under one of the wagons. It began to slaughter the men, women, and children around her. The dark shape of the taloned hand dragged her screaming from beneath the wagon.
With a look of horror, her mother began another chant.
Agony burned through Morgan’s chest and the vision faded.
Morgan jerked in the man’s grasp, the dull ache in her chest a reminder of what she’d seen. A shout carried down the street, though she barely heard it through the confusion in her mind.
The man looked down at her. “Another time, Inola.”
He stepped back abruptly and disappeared into the dark alley. Unprepared for the sudden absence of pressure, Morgan stumbled forward and hit the pavement on her knees. A moment later, Jake was kneeling next to her. “What the hell happened, Morgan? Are you all right, did he…”
Morgan placed a hand on his arm and tried to settle her chaotic thoughts. “I’m fine.”
“It doesn’t look that way. What did he do, Morgan?”
“Just some creep, that’s all. I’ve encountered them before.” Morgan got slowly to her feet and called Lucy to her. The dog was quick to respond, licking her hands and whining.
Jake gave her a confused look. “If he had you in a way you couldn’t break free, why didn’t you set Lucy on him?”
“He would have killed her.” Morgan shook her head and looked at Jake. “I can’t explain it, Jake, so don’t ask me to.”
“Morgan…is everything all right?” Jake’s eyes searched her face. “You’ve been hiding away more than usual. I haven’t seen you in a week. And now this.”
“I’m fine, Jake. Just let it go.” Morgan sighed and picked up the umbrella that had been broken during the scuffle. Stupid demon guy must have stepped on it after she dropped it. Tossing it aside, she straightened the backpack. Who cared about the umbrella right now? She needed to get away from Jake before the demon decided to use him as leverage. And she needed to get away so she could think.
“What is he doing here?” Jake muttered.
Morgan looked up. Lucian strode toward her down the darkened street. He appeared relaxed, like it was perfectly normal for someone like him to be wandering around the unsavory area at whatever time in the morning it was.
He stopped in front of them. “Morgan.”
Jake bristled beside her. “Didn’t I tell you to leave her alone?”
“It would appear there are times she can’t take care of herself.” Lucian eyed the man. What relationship did he and Morgan have?
Morgan straightened. “You’re right; there are times when it’s difficult to take care of myself. If tonight had gone down differently, Lucy would be wandering lost and alone at best, dead at worst.” She swallowed around the tightening in her throat. “So I’m asking you to take her home with you, Lucian.”
Lucian stared at her in surprise. She was sending the dog with him? What happened must have shaken her more than it showed. It was getting more dangerous with each passing day. “I agreed to take her if you died. Since you still live, I will take her if you agree to come with me as well.”
“Who the hell is this, Morgan?” Jake frowned at her with worry in his eyes. “You’re really willing to send Lucy off with him?”
“It’s what is best,” she said to Jake before turning to Lucian. “No deal. Either you take her now, or I crush the cell phone and disappear. I promise, you will spend the rest of this life searching for me and will always be a step behind.”
Lucian growled something that sounded like a curse under his breath as a mix of frustrated emotions played across his face. Finally, he threw his hands in the air. “Fine. If you insist on being stubborn as a damn mule, then you got it. I will take Lucy and you can rest easy. I will stay away from you.”
Morgan nodded as her eyes stung. She knelt and rubbed her hands on either side of the dog’s face. “You’re going to go with Lucian. It’s better this way.” Hugging the dog tight she said, “I love you.”
The dog wagged her stubby tail and licked her face.
She straightened and pointed to Lucian. “Go with him.”
Lucian stared at Morgan for a long moment, totally at a loss as to what to do other than take the dog. Everything in him wanted to resist leaving her. He’d hoped that if he gave her some space she would eventually be willing to come with him. Instead she seemed even more determined to push him away.
There was nothing he could do. He had no power over his channel. An unnamed and unrecognized feeling pulled him to stay, to protect and shelter her. It was more than what a dark angel normally felt for his assigned channel. It was something Lucian didn’t want to explore the implications of too closely.
Forcing himself to move, Lucian turned and walked away, calling Lucy to him. The dog looked back at Morgan.
“Go with him.”
Lucy stared at her for a long time before following. Once they were around the corner, Lucian scooped the dog up in his arms. His wings unfolded, shredding the back of his shirt in the process, and launched him into the sky.
Morgan stared after them until they disappeared around the corner then turned with a heavy heart and started walking. Jake kept pace beside her and she knew she would have a harder time shaking him. He was as stubborn as she was.
After they had walked a good two miles with Jake staring suspiciously at first a bag of trash and then at junk car that must have been dumped by the road earlier in the night, he finally looked at her and asked, “Mind telling me what all of that was about?”
“I can’t really tell you.” She pulled out a cigarette. A few flicks showed that her old lighter had finally given up the ghost. Morgan dug in her pocket for one of the new ones, lit the cigarette and took a long pull off it. Glancing at Jake, she offered him one which he took. They smoked in silence for a while.
“Can you tell me anything? If that guy who had hold of you in the alley is threatening you with something, I can make sure he disappears.” Jake chuckled darkly as a haunted look flashed across his face. “Wouldn’t be the first time I made people dead.”
Morgan shook her head and took another drag. After blowing the smoke out, she sighed. “Yes, he was threatening me and at the same time no, he wasn’t. He seems to think I would have an interest in working with his boss. I don’t.” She gave him an earnest look. “Don’t even think about going after him. The…people he’s involved with are more dangerous than anything you’ve come up against, even in the sand pit.”
Jake’s brow furrowed as he blew out a cloud of smoke. “Christ, Morgan. Sounds like some deep shit. How did this guy decide to come after you?”
Morgan took another deep drag and laughed bitterly. “Because of something my mother did, a long time ago.”
He raised an eyebrow. “The sins of the mother?”
“Something like that.” She took another drag, letting the rush of nicotine calm her nerves. “Look, Jake, it’s probably best if you stay far away from me for a while. I don’t want you getting caught up in the middle of it.”
Jake laughed. “I thought you knew me, Morgs. You’re my friend. The only one I really have unless you count batty Patsy. If shit is going down that involves you, you can bet your pretty little ass I’ll be there for it.”
Morgan couldn’t help laughing. “So I have a pretty ass do I?”
She had to admit, he had a way of dispersing the tension.
“You know it, baby.” Jake looked thoughtful. “Why did he call you, Inola?”
She shrugged and flicked her cigarette butt. After pulling out another and lighting it, she said, “Who knows? He was a crazy creep trying to convince me to work with his boss.”
He studied her face. “You’re a good liar, but not that good. You know more than you’re telling me. It’s okay. I get it. Need to know only and shit like that, right?”
“Right.” She nodded.
It would really be best if he stayed away. If she was any kind of decent person she would chase Jake off just like she had Lucian. It wasn’t as if being alone was anything new to her, but she’d been friends with him since her first stint on the streets at barely fifteen.
It was Jake who had taught her how to fight. How to not only defend herself, but be the aggressor if need be. It was because of Jake she was able to escape the last of her foster parents when things had reached a boiling point. It was Jake who she’d sought afterward and Jake who had nursed her through one of the worst beatings of her life.
Morgan couldn’t bring herself to be the kind of mean it would take to drive him away. Broken though he was, Jake had been her rock before Arabrim found her and he had been so again after the dark angel died.



 



LUCIAN SAT IN the living room at his house with Lucy’s chin on his knee as the sun set behind the mountains to the west. He absently stroked the dog’s head while he talked with Damien and Isobel.
“I just don’t know what to do with her. Giving her space didn’t work. Short of just following her around and being a total nuisance, I’m at a loss.” He leaned his head against the back of the comfortable chair. “This morning she made it perfectly clear she wanted me to leave her alone.”
Isobel gave him a concerned look. “We can’t just leave her to wander the streets alone. It isn’t safe, demons aside.”
“I think you must have known a softer side of Morgan. A side that came out under Arabrim’s care and one that’s buried deep now.” Lucian sighed. “After following her for the last couple of weeks, I have no doubt she can handle herself against most human foes unless someone shoots her or if a group decides to attack her. There’s only so much one person can do and she can’t use her powers on regular humans. Against multiple demons, she’s formidable and unafraid to come to physical blows with them. That won’t help if a high-level with several lower-levels come at her at once.”
“I know,” Damien said. “We fought alongside Morgan a couple of times before Arabrim died and she disappeared. She’s strong in her power, but nothing like Isobel.”
Lucian snorted. “Nobody in this life has the strength Isobel does.”
Damien spread his hands. “All the more reason to keep track of her, even if from afar.”
Lucian ran the encounter he’d witnessed through his mind again. Jake had stepped in just as Lucian was preparing to move in. He had expected the demon to kill Jake. The fact it fled confused him. “The demon-possessed mentioned the Kalona and Morgan’s mother. He also called her, ‘little Inola.’ Any idea who Inola is and what the Kalona would want with Morgan?”
“Who is this Kalona?” Isobel asked, looking between the two of them.
“The Kalona is an upper-level demon, only a step below Xapar in rank and strength. In 1851, a Cherokee woman, a channel named Nany-hi, agreed to let the Kalona loose as revenge against the whites in the wagon train headed along the Cherokee Trail to the gold fields in California. The history of this particular train has been erased from human history,” Lucian said.
Isobel stared at him in horror. “A channel let a demon loose?”
Damien nodded. “He had promised her revenge. She actually killed her dark angel before setting the Kalona free so he wouldn’t stop her. She thought the Kalona would only kill the whites in the train, not the other Cherokee or the blacks. When the Kalona started in on them, Nany-hi panicked and sealed him up again at the cost of her own life.”
“Aiden and I were part of the group that investigated afterward,” Lucian said, grimacing at the memory. “There were no survivors. Kalona had ripped the heart from every man, woman, and child in the wagon train.”
“If she sealed him back, then how is he reaching out now?” Isobel took a sip of her steaming coffee.
Lucian shook his head. “I have no idea. There’s no way to know right now if the demon possessing the man was just spouting lies in an attempt to scare Morgan into swaying the same way Nany-hi did. Maybe he thinks the Kalona can be set loose again.”
“Maybe.” Isobel stared into her coffee with a frown as if the answer lay in the dark liquid. After a long moment, she looked up and said, “Let me try to talk to her.”
Damien raised an eyebrow. “You realize that would involve flying. It takes too long tracking her by car.”
Isobel huffed and brushed her hair over her shoulder. “I’m well aware of that. I think I’ve learned to deal with flying pretty well.”
“That’s true.” Damien chuckled and shot her a look full of dark mirth. “At least you’ve stopped shredding my arms with your nails and you hardly hyperventilate anymore.”
“I do better than that and you know it.” She glared at him though it held no heat of anger.
“Of course you do,” Damien said with a completely straight face before shooting Lucian a quick glance that said the opposite.
Lucian suppressed the laugh that tried to break free. He wasn’t about get in the middle of that. Okay, so maybe he was. “Damien only agrees with you because he doesn’t want to spend the night trapped in one of your circles.”
Damien growled. “How did you know about that?”
“Did you forget that Isaiah found you sitting in it?” Deep laughter broke free. “He told everyone.”
“Great,” Damien groaned. “That shouldn’t even work on us.”
Isobel smiled innocently. “It only took a small variation in the way I directed the energy.”
Damien shook his head and stood. “If we’re going to do this, let’s get it done.”
Isobel set her coffee cup aside and got to her feet, standing close to Damien. The humor in her eyes gone, replaced by wary acceptance of the flight to come.
Lucian rested his hand on her shoulder. “Now that I’ve followed her so much, her soul’s energy is easy for me to find. It won’t be a long flight.”
She swallowed and nodded.



Morgan woke from where she dozed, burrowed deep under one of the pines at the edge of the park. A few feet behind her, the ground swept down to the South Platte River. From where she lay with her back against the trunk, she peeked out through the lower branches that brushed the ground.
Somewhere in the park, Jake slept on a bench. Morgan wasn’t sure where, they’d gone in different directions. It was safer if Jake didn’t know where she slept. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t actively seek her out if an episode came over him, it was usually a problem of proximity. Even so, she wasn’t taking chances, especially since she didn’t have Lucy with her anymore.
Embracing her power, Morgan listened to the night with heightened senses. Light footsteps were coming through the slowly greening grass toward her sleeping place. A pair of sneakers walked into her line of sight. She tracked them as they paced a half circle around the tree then stopped in front of her.
“I know you’re in there,” a voice said. One she recognized immediately.
“Isobel?” Morgan crawled on her hands and knees through the semi-tunnel she’d made in the limbs earlier that night, dragging the backpack with her. Once free of the tree, she stood and faced the woman who had been her friend only a few months ago. Who probably still considered herself a friend even if Morgan had pushed her away. “What the hell are you doing out here in the middle of the night?”
“I could ask the same of you, given that you have a place to go.” Isobel frowned at her in the light of one of the few lamps around the park.
“Ugh. Not you, too.” Morgan released her power, shouldered the backpack and started walking. “What, did Lucian find you and ask you to come lecture me or something?”
Isobel fell into step beside her. Morgan shot her a glare wishing she would go away and at the same time hoping she didn’t. Isobel was a reminder of a more stable time in her life. It was both a pleasurable memory and one that held the ache of loss.
“This isn’t just about Lucian, though I do think it’s foolish to refuse the help of your dark angel.”
“If not about him then what?”
Isobel grabbed Morgan’s arm and pulled her to a stop. “How could you do that to me? I thought we were friends. Then Arabrim dies and you disappear. I thought you were dead!”
Morgan blinked at the sudden flash of hurt anger in her friend. “It was better you thought that. I bring death with me everywhere I go.”
“Oh, Morgan. No you don’t.” Isobel’s expression softened. “Arabrim’s death was tragic, but you didn’t cause it. If you had come to Damien and me, you would have had a warm safe place to be all this time.”
The demon-possessed in the alley lingered in her mind and Morgan shook her head. “I couldn’t come to you. I still can’t. I will not watch what will happen to you if Damien dies or what will happen to him if the other way around was to happen.”
“I have died early many times before. If it happens again, Damien will become a free agent and protect someone else.” Isobel gave her a small smile. “If he dies, I will continue to banish demons with the help of another until death comes for me, too. And then we will be together again. I will miss him terribly. That said, as much as I love Damien, my ability to live and function doesn’t hinge solely on him.”
Morgan shrugged. “I know that, it doesn’t mean I want to be the cause of your pain.”
“You wouldn’t be. Demons would be.”
Glancing around the dark, deserted-looking park, Morgan thought over Isobel’s reasoning. If it had just been Arabrim, then maybe what her friend said would make sense. But it wasn’t just him. It was her parents, then her sister, Tara, less than a year later then her best friend after that. There had to be some kind of freakish bad luck that followed her and only affected those she cared about.
In an attempt to not think about it anymore she said, “So where are they?”
Isobel raised an eyebrow. “Who?”
“Who,” Morgan snorted. “Damien and Thor.”
“Thor?” Isobel frowned then understanding dawned and she laughed. “I guess he does kind of look like some sort of Viking god doesn’t he? Don’t ever let him hear you call him that. The last thing Lucian needs is a bigger head.”
“So where are they? I know they didn’t just drop you off in a crappy part of town and then go out for beers or something.” Morgan swept her gaze over the park as she started walking again.
“They’re around,” Isobel sighed. “They aren’t in the immediate vicinity. Lucian is trying to keep his promise that you won’t see him again unless you want to.” She glanced sideways at Morgan. “He’s a really good guy, you know. And unlike Arabrim, an ancient. You would be safe with him.”
“I have no doubt I would be.” Morgan stuffed her hands into her pockets and stared at the ground. “That’s why he needs to stay away. There’s something the demons in this city want and it has to do with me. If I let Lucian stand with me, there’s every chance he will end up like Arabrim. And I…”
Damn it, she hated to admit any weakness but with Isobel standing in front of her, the first person she could truly talk to about this kind of thing since Arabrim’s death, she felt the need to say it. “I don’t think I could survive that again. I’m a strong person. I’ve had to be…” She glanced away. “Even the strongest steel breaks under enough pressure.”
“You know there’s every chance Lucian would be just fine.” Isobel eyed her with concerned sympathy.
Morgan nodded. “I’m afraid to take the chance. Arabrim was someone very special to me. He was kind of like an older brother, even if he was more controlling and bossy than I liked. I lost a piece of myself when I lost him and the pieces that are left are fractured and barely held together. If I let Lucian in and he dies, I will break and all the kings horses and all the kings men…”
“Will you at least promise to call us if things get too bad out here?” Isobel asked, her tone resigned.
“I can’t promise.” When she saw Isobel about to protest she added, “I will promise to think about it.”
“If it’s all you can do then it’s what I’ll take.”
Isobel looked unhappy about it, but it was the best Morgan could offer. Out the corner of her eye, Morgan caught a shift in the shadows. If wasn’t for the fact she was hyperaware of her surroundings, she wouldn’t have seen it. A swirl in the air that brought the scent of whiskey and cigarettes eased the tension humming in her body. “It’s just Isobel, Jake.”
“Jake?” Isobel whirled around.
He stepped into the glow of the lamp and walked toward them “I wasn’t sure if someone was bothering you again. Nice to see you, Isobel. It’s been a while.”
“It’s good to see you too, Jake. And it’s been too long.” Isobel smiled at him.
“What are you and Damien up to these days? You two kind of fell off the face of the earth after Arabrim died.”
“We’re up to the same old thing,” Isobel answered vaguely. “And if we’d had any idea Morgan was still alive, you can bet we would have been around a lot more. Since she decided to completely disappear…” She spread her hands.
Jake shrugged. “Sometimes people don’t have a choice in the things they do.”
Morgan smiled slightly. Even though he was plagued by his own issues, Jake would always have her back. She glanced at Isobel. “You better go.”
Isobel gave Morgan a hug which she returned awkwardly. Jake was the only person she was comfortable having in her personal space. Arabrim had always been careful to stay out of it, unless it was necessary because they needed to get away from too many demons.
Morgan watched her friend cross the park. As Isobel neared the edge, two tall figures broke away from the shadows. Morgan turned and walked in the opposite direction as she lit a cigarette.
A part of her desperately wanted the safety and security a dark angel could provide. The other part needed to stay away. The internal conflict piled on top of lack of sleep, the fear of what it meant that demons were actively seeking her out and speaking to her, and the sorrow of too many losses that she tried to keep buried deep.
Jake fell into step beside her as he unscrewed the cap of a whiskey bottle and took a swig. Morgan eyed the bottle a moment then held out her hand.
Jake gave her a sharp look. “Since when do you want whiskey when you’re on the move?”
She motioned impatiently for the whiskey. “I just want to be numb for a little while and damn the consequences. Please, Jake. I need this right now.”
“Okay,” he answered as he handed it over. “I can understand the need to be numb.”
The harsh scent wafted from the bottle. Morgan tipped it back and took a gulp. It burned down her throat in a fiery rush, taking her breath away. She choked and coughed, then gasped and coughed some more. When Jake’s laughter registered she shot him a glare.
Still chuckling he said, “There’s an art to drinking cheap whiskey, Morgs.”
“I’ve drank your whiskey before, but damn, this stuff is rotgut. It’s cheap, even for you. What happened to the stuff you normally drink?” She wiped away the drips that had spilled down her chin.
“Couldn’t afford even that this month.” He gave her a worried look. “You sure you want this with everything that’s going on?”
After catching her breath, she took another, smaller swallow. This one didn’t burn as much as the first and she breathed past it. “Screw it. I don’t want to care tonight. If I’m still alive in the morning, I know I’ll regret this. Until then…” She shrugged.
The third swallow was even easier. A couple more and she quit caring. As the night progressed, every worry she had was buried under thick layers of the cheap whiskey.



 



PIERCING LIGHT STABBED through Morgan’s lids and into her brain. With a groan, Morgan held her hand up in an attempt to block it. She tried to squint only to realize her eyes were still closed. The taste of stale whiskey coated her cottony mouth. She rolled to her side with another groan. The ache in her head throbbed. Cracking her lids open, she tried to look around.
Jake sat on the ground a couple of feet away, ankles crossed leaning against the trunk of a tree. “Good afternoon.”
“Afternoon?” Speaking made her head hurt more. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “You been there all day?”
“I couldn’t very well wander off and leave you passed out in the park. Jesus, Morgs. You don’t think much of me do you?” He frowned.
“Can you talk any louder?” Morgan pressed a hand against her forehead. “I just know how much you hate the park during the day.”
Jake lowered his voice. “Maybe. Just the same, I had to stay.”
“Thanks,” she whispered.
“Don’t mention it. Here,” he handed her a bottle of water, “drink this, don’t chug it.”
Morgan sat up slowly and reached for the water. After taking a couple of sips, she scooted carefully across the grass until she could lean back against the trunk of a tree. “Damn, my head hurts.”
Jake nodded. “A byproduct of feeling numb for a few hours.”
“I know. Been here, done this before. Wish I could get rid of it.” She set the water bottle down and rubbed her temples.
“I get rid of it by drinking more whiskey. I wouldn’t advise you do that, though.” He shrugged. “It will pass after a while. You’ll probably still feel like shit for the rest of the day.”
“Thanks for reminding me.” Morgan closed her eyes against the bright sunlight and listened to the soft breeze sighing through the trees of the park. Jake’s chuckle floated through the air.
Somewhere, a horn blared. Morgan contemplated finding the owner of the horn and killing them, but at that moment, it felt like too much effort. Instead, she wished lice or scabies or something equally gross and annoying on whoever it was.
They sat in silence for a long time while she sipped the water. Finally, she opened her eyes a crack again. “You can go now. You don’t have to babysit me.”
“If you have anything in your backpack to eat, you should have some of it.” He didn’t move. When she continued to stare at him through the slits in her lids, he sighed and said, “When you’re on your feet and seem reasonably capable of taking care of yourself, I’ll be on my way.”
“Fine.” Wincing at the jackhammer that continued to run full tilt inside her skull, Morgan reached over and dragged the backpack closer. She dug inside for the sub sandwich she’d bought the day before with the gift card. It didn’t look that appealing, she bit into it anyway.
Though Morgan gave it a valiant try, she couldn’t get more than a few bites down before rewrapping it and shoving it into the backpack again. She took a sip of water to wash the last of it down. Even with the construction crew demolishing her brain, she felt a little better.
After digging out a cigarette and lighting it, she glanced at Jake. “I think I’m recovered enough.”
He nodded and got to his feet. “If you say so.”
“I do.” As he started to walk away she said, “Hey, Jake.” He half turned to look back at her. “If I suddenly disappear, don’t worry about me, okay?”
Jake studied her for a long moment. “That guy that was looking for you, the one you sent Lucy with, he’s like Arabrim isn’t he?”
Morgan frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not stupid, Morgan. I knew there was something different about Arabrim. Whatever it is, Damien and the blond guy are like he was.” Jake gave her a sad smile. “And I know there’s something different about you too.”
“I—”
“Don’t try to deny it.” He walked back quickly and knelt in front of her. “It’s okay. I know I can’t know whatever it is. I just want to say, last night you laughed and joked. I haven’t seen you that relaxed since Arabrim died. He was good for you even if I didn’t get to see you as much. It didn’t take whiskey to make you relax. I think this other guy might be good for you in the same way.”
Jake paused and seemed to struggle with something before finally saying, “I don’t have anywhere to go, or anyone to go to. I’m about as alone in this world as a person can get and I can’t change that. But you have people who care about you and a place to go. Don’t brush that off. Maybe you should try giving it a chance again.”
Morgan stared at him in disbelief. Not only was it the most she’d ever heard Jake say at any one time, he was saying exactly what a piece of her wanted to hear. What a piece of her secretly craved.
Jake’s earnest gray eyes searched hers. “I know Arabrim’s death screwed you up in ways I truly do understand. You still have a chance, Morgs. Take it.”
He straightened abruptly and walked away.
Morgan watched him go while inside the need to stay away and need to seek the safety net of a dark angel began to rip apart her insides again to the tune of the fading throb behind her eyes. Higher Powers knew she wanted to give into his advice and she’d promised Isobel she would think about it.
Slowly, she got to her feet and started walking. The lack of Lucy at her side was suddenly overwhelming and she felt more alone than she ever had in her life. Before Arabrim had found her, she’d been happy to just be alive and free of the terror that hung over her life at her last foster house. Living moment to moment had been enough.
Arabrim changed that, given her something else to want, a chance at a normal life. As normal as any channel could have. In a way, she hated him for giving her so much only to die and snatch it away in the process. In the same way she was still a little angry at her parents for dying and leaving her to a foster system that had sent her sister to another home at a time when they’d needed each other the most.
And that was what scared her as much as anything; getting that kind of life again with the possibility of the rug being yanked from beneath her feet. It had been hard enough to shift back into this life after Arabrim, and Morgan wasn’t sure she could do it again without a mental break. There had been too many wild swings in her life.
Alone and lost in thought, with the slowly fading hammers working away in her head and a general all over sluggish feeling, she walked aimlessly through the streets. The phone in her back pocket seemed to weigh a ton, making each step an effort as she struggled with conflicting needs.
Looking at it from a logical perspective, there was no reason not to accept what Lucian offered. If only she could separate her emotions from the decision. And so she kept moving while Jake’s words chased each other around her mind and her heart ached for the connection being around someone who knew about her powers would bring.
At the same time, the sense of self-preservation that kept her alive warned that something bigger than just random demons was brewing and if she wanted to remain counted among the living she needed Lucian.
The sun slowly sank in the west, casting the long shadows of late evening before she finally managed to force her emotions and logic together into a scary yet hopeful decision. Morgan fished a cigarette out and lit it, hoping it would help soothe the sudden anxiety that gripped her. She shook her head and took a deep drag. If it all fell apart and sent her around the bend, then she could wander around with Patsy and sing about bats and cats.
Changing course, she started walking toward the town of Golden where Damien and Isobel, and according to the card he’d left, Lucian lived. She’d been to their house several times with Arabrim. It might take all night to walk there, but at least then she was arriving under her own power. Somehow, that seemed better than having them come pick her up like some wayward child.
The memory of her fifteen-year-old self getting picked up by the police for running away filled her thoughts. She could still taste the fear when the cruiser pulled up outside the house, the same house she would finally escape a few months later; feel how her hands shook as she grabbed the backpack she’d taken with her and stepped from the car. How no one believed her foster father was abusive. How he and her foster mother lied through their teeth and been believed because Morgan had caused too much trouble at her other foster homes to ever be telling the truth. How painful that first night back had been.
She shied away from that part of the memory. No, she didn’t want to them to come pick her up. It would only create unpleasant associations even if this was nothing like her trip in the cop car had been four years ago.
For a brief moment, Morgan wondered what kind of person she would be now if her parents hadn’t died. If she’d finished growing up in the warm, loving home that they’d made for Tara and her. Or, even if that hadn’t happened, who would she be if she’d stayed with the Grissoms? Her third set of foster parents had been pretty great. They’d helped her to find the way through the grief of Tara’s death so close on the heels of her parents.
She had left that home by her own choice. It had been the right choice at the time and even if she’d known what was coming, she would still have made it. They had helped her and leaving had opened enough room in their house that they could take all four of the siblings who’d recently lost their parents instead of just three of them. It had been a selfless act, one that had turned her whole life into a mess. It remained the best thing she’d ever done, would probably ever do.
She was a channel and the irony was, Morgan didn’t feel anything like someone the Higher Powers would want to entrust their energy with. Isobel was the epitome of what Morgan thought a channel should be. Sweet, concerned with the well-being of others, and even tempered. Pretty much everything Morgan was not.
The Higher Powers must have been drunk the day they chose her. There was no other explanation for it. Flaws were okay, Morgan knew that both from the one past life where she lived to grow old, and from Arabrim. What about scarred and broken with all the little pieces barely held together? Was severely damaged really good enough?
There was no answer to that question other than the power that was a part of every fiber of her being. As Morgan slipped through the streets like a shadow, using every skill she had to go unnoticed, she couldn’t help wondering what the Higher Powers saw in her.
Though it would have been quicker to follow one of the main roads west to where Damien and Isobel lived, Morgan elected to stay on the smaller roads, cutting through slumbering neighborhoods when she could. It added some distance to the nearly twenty miles of walking she already had to do, but it was quieter and safer.
A small, somewhat rundown junkyard blocked her path. She briefly thought about skirting it before throwing the idea out. It would likely be morning before she got there as it was, the last thing she needed was to make this take longer than necessary.
The privacy fence that separated the neighborhood from the junkyard was loose at the bottom in several places. Morgan crawled through and started across the cracked pavement path between cars, old appliances, and numerous other items unidentifiable in the dark that created piles and towers. From the grass that grew through the pavement and the tall, dead stems of weeds that stood like wasted sentinels next to rusted cars, it was obvious this junkyard had fallen into disuse.
Morgan glided past a large square building with boarded up windows that perched near the center of the junk maze and froze in the shadows. They were here, she sensed them. If she hadn’t been so wrapped up in her head and paid more attention she would have known before ever setting foot this side of the fence. Stupid. Couldn’t be changed now.
Closing her eyes she searched for them. Five close, more farther out. She could see now they’d been closing in on her all night, staying just far enough away she didn’t pick up on it. Shit. There were going to be far too many.



 



THE FIRST FIVE demons slid from around the piles of rusted metal nearest Morgan. Not a single lower-level among them. This wasn’t good. The one in the lead slinked closer, its shadowy shape barely visible against the night. Morgan embraced her power and pulled on it, welcoming the sharper senses it gave her. The shapes became easily visible in the darkness. The others would be here before she could even hope to banish any of these.
There was only one thing she could do. She raised a circle…around herself. One of the lessor mid-levels flung itself at her with a shriek and bounced back. Morgan chuckled. “It works both ways; if you can’t get out when you’re in it then you can’t get in when you’re out.”
The largest of them snarled and the smaller one shrank away. The larger shifted its red gaze to her. “Inola.”
Okay, this was just getting creepy. Morgan dug in her back pocket for her phone. Screw how it felt to be picked up. She pulled it out and touched the button on the side to turn it on.
“Inola, do not be so quick to run away,” the guttural voice said. “Little black fox, you could stand by the side of our master. You would not need a dark angel,” it spat the last two words. “You would be strong enough to handle everything on your own. Would never need to depend on another. Never have to watch another die because you lack the strength to do what is necessary.”
The screen on the phone glowed to life as Morgan looked up at the demon. It was playing on her fears. Tempting her with what it hoped she wanted most. Offering everything she ever wanted.
Morgan tapped the screen and gave the demon a feral smile. “Tell your master to go fuck himself.”
“Hello? Morgan?”
“Heya, Lucian. You know all of that dark angel stuff you can do?”
“Yes,” he answered slowly.
“I could kind of use it about now.”
“Where are you?”
“In a junkyard somewhere between the park I was at last night and Damien’s house.” A demon crashed into the side of the circle.
“What was that?” The sound of air rushing past the microphone on the other end told her he was on his way.
“Just a bunch of pissed off demons.”
“I can sense you, I’m almost there.”
“Lucian?”
“Yeah?”
“There are more coming, be careful.”
“Don’t worry, Morgan, I got this. I’m bringing the party.”
The line cut off and Morgan shoved the phone back in her pocket. The larger demon came close to the edge of her circle but didn’t touch it. “You can either have power beyond anything you know, or the Kalona will rip out your heart and become more powerful than he already is.”
Morgan narrowed her eyes. “You guys are like those door-to-door salesmen aren’t you? Never know when to leave. Always with the, ‘buy my vacuum or die’ kind of thing.”
“When the Kalona consumes your heart, your mouth will be silent,” it snarled.
“Well, tell him good luck with that. He wouldn’t be the first to try and shut me up.” She rolled her eyes.
A rush of air whipped over them as Lucian landed. Damien, with Isobel held tight in his arms, landed right behind. Morgan chuckled when their eyes widened at seeing her. Guess they’d never seen a channel circle herself.
The demons turned on them with shrieks. Isobel stepped away from Damien and immediately raised more circles than Morgan had ever seen at once. Golden-white light flared around Isobel in intense waves. The dark angels set to work on the lower demons, their voices mixing as Latin rolled off their tongues. With the number of demons reduced dramatically, Morgan dropped her circle and raised four around the nearest shadowy figures. Three banished easily, the fourth broke free and lunged at her.
Morgan ducked, twisted and came up just out of the way of its reaching arms. She slammed her foot into its side. Off balance, it crashed into the wall of the building. Raising the circle again, she banished it as more demons swarmed into the spaces between buildings.
More circles when up. Morgan tried to keep her back to the wall while raising circles and banishing as many as she could. When one jumped at her, she leaped away and crashed into another. It grabbed her from behind. Keeping her focus, she threw a circle around the one while twisting and wriggling away from the other. It clutched at her, trying to maintain its grip. The moment it dropped her, she scooted back and threw a circle around it too then banished both at the same time.
Lucian’s hand closed around her arm and pulled her to feet. “Time to go, no sense killing ourselves over these tonight.”
Nodding, Morgan wrapped her arms around Lucian’s neck. “Go.”
He secured his arms around her and rose into the air just behind Damien. Morgan thrilled at the feeling of it. She’d always loved flying with Arabrim though they hadn’t done it often. But as they soared over the city, moving quickly west, she started wanting down more than anything else. This was the first time she’d been this close to Lucian and now she needed to get away from him.
Her heart beat a wild staccato. The heat of his bare chest burned through both layers of her shirts. The scent of his skin swirling past her on the wind was intoxicating and her body responded. It wanted more of him and with fewer clothes between them. Her brain threw up red flags and screamed warnings that the rest of her paid little heed to.
This was not good. Being surrounded by demons was preferable. Fighting on the streets was preferable. She did not want to feel this way about Lucian. Arabrim had never been anything more than an older brother of sorts. When they’d flown like this she’d been able to enjoy the sensation it brought. There’d been no other distractions.
Now, all she had were distractions. The enjoyment of flight was buried under the feel of his muscles as they shifted and the warmth of his arms around her. When they touched down in the backyard of a house, she unlocked her arms and leaped away, putting blessed distance between them.
His tawny eyes stared at her in the darkness as he stood unmoving. Morgan averted her gaze and tried to get her breathing under control. A leftover from fighting the demons and their rushed exit, that was all.
Lucian watched her, trying to understand what was going on in her head. Trying to understand what was going on in his own, why the beat of his heart matched hers. He couldn’t feel this way about Morgan. He valued his independence, liked being a free agent. The last time he’d been assigned a specific channel had been over five hundred years ago. Why now? Why had the Higher Powers tied him to this woman?
He would have to keep his distance as much as possible. The way she stood with her arms crossed and eyes averted while she caught her breath held a hint of vulnerability. Lucian was sure she rarely showed that and didn’t purposely intend to now. It tugged at something deep inside him. He shoved it away. Stick to the basics. “Are you all right?”
Startled, Morgan glanced at him. Was she? All except the crazy thoughts crowding unwanted into her mind. “I’m fine.” She took in the yard and back of the house. “Where are we?”
“My house.”
When she turned her full attention on him, he was watching her with a wary look. The same kind of reassuring yet cautious expression one used with a half-tamed animal. He thought she was going to run now that they were safe. Honestly, the thought actually sounded good right about then. No, she’d made her decision and the demons made it clear that she was a target for some unknown reason. Until Morgan knew why and could take care of it, she was stuck with Lucian.
“Oh.” She cleared her throat. “I thought we were headed to Damien and Isobel’s”
He crooked a grin at her. “They live just down the street. Don’t worry; they aren’t far if you need to call Isobel and rant at her about me.”
His grin made her heart skip. The Higher Powers were trying to kill her. No, that was okay. She would just keep her distance from him. Unless a bunch of demons showed up and they had to fly again, there was no reason at all to ever touch him again.
Morgan shook her head. “Great.”
The words between them sounded awkward and forced and he looked as uncomfortable as she felt. For some place, any place else to look besides at him, she glanced down at her dirty and ragged clothes. Compared to Lucian she looked like some alley cat. “Got any place I can clean up? I’m not even going to tell you how long it’s been since I’ve had a proper shower. There’s only so much that can be done in public bathrooms.”
“There are three bathrooms. One off my bedroom, one off the upstairs hall and one on the main level. Isobel ensured the house was well outfitted for living and kept you in mind when she did it.” His gaze shifted to look behind her. “However, I think there is someone here who would like to see you, unshowered and all.”
Morgan turned quickly to look at the house. Standing on the other side of a sliding glass door, Lucy gazed at her with brown eyes while her stubby tail wagged. A smile broke across Morgan’s face and she crossed the patio to the door. Sliding it open, she dropped to her knees accepting the multitude of licks on her face while she ran her hands over the dog.
Lucy’s fur felt softer than it had. Morgan pulled away to look, noticing the dog didn’t stink like she had on the streets. “Did you give her a bath?”
He nodded. “As soon as I got her home. She smelled awful.”
Morgan followed him into the house with Lucy on her heels. Lucian pointed toward the stairs. “First door on your left is your room; the bathroom is down the hall. Isobel wasn’t sure what you would have, if anything, so there are some t-shirts and sweats. I can take you shopping for more clothes or you can go with Isobel if you would rather.”
“Okay. Uh, thanks.” She edged away from him and started for the stairs. Memories of Arabrim were getting all tangled up in the events of the present. She’d desperately wanted a shower then, too.
Her footsteps were silent on the carpeted stairs and she found the room with no trouble. Isobel definitely had her in mind when she decorated the room. Pale rose colored walls were broken only by the large, white-curtained window. A very soft and comfortable looking king sized four poster bed was bracketed by two nightstands that matched the dark wood of the bed. Rose-colored swirls made patterns on the dark burgundy comforter. A dresser that matched the bed stood against one wall with white candles on its top along with a hairbrush. The door to what she figured was a closet was set in the opposite wall. Not that she would have much use for the closet other than a place to put her backpack.
After opening the door and confirming it was a closet, she dumped the backpack on the floor inside then went back into the hall in search of the bathroom. An office occupied the room across from hers. Next to that was the room she sought.
Morgan flipped the light on and shut the door. A look at her hands showed dirt encrusted in the skin of her wrists and arms. She glanced in the mirror. The too-thin face with fading bruises on it and the rat’s nest of dark hair around it surprised her. Did she really look that bad? After stripping her clothes off and stuffing them in the hamper, she cranked on the water and climbed in.
It took three washes before her hair and body felt clean enough. It was a relief to find conditioner, Isobel really had thought of everything. She slathered the conditioner into her hair then took plenty of time rinsing it out, enjoying the flowing hot water as much as anything. She even took the time to shave. Something as simple as a shower was pure, unadulterated bliss.
When the water finally began to cool, she turned it off and stepped out. After wrapping her body and hair in thick towels, she opened the door. Lucy lay in the hallway, waiting for her. Morgan bent to give the dog a pat before she walked back to her room. Lucy followed her in.
As Lucian had said, there were clothes in the drawers for her. She pulled out a soft, deep burgundy t-shirt and a pair of dark gray sweats. She sighed with pure pleasure at the feel of clean clothes and underwear. Those two things were totally underappreciated in the world. And socks. Clean, new, soft socks. It was a little bit of heaven.
Morgan grabbed the brush off the dresser, it was in better condition than the one in her backpack, and spent the next half hour working it through the snarls in her long hair until the scent of food reminded her she hadn’t eaten in hours. After stopping by the bathroom to dig her cigarettes and lighter out of the pocket of her old clothes, she stuffed them in the pocket of her sweats and headed down the stairs with Lucy shadowing her.



 



THE SMELL OF breakfast drew Morgan toward the kitchen and the dining room connected to it. Lucian was in the process of setting plates and napkins on the table. She looked at him in surprise. “You cooked?”
The warm timbre of his laugh brought a smile to her face even if she didn’t know what was funny. “No. If I tried to cook, there would be flames destroying the kitchen as we speak. I can babysit a grill for a while, just as long as I’m not left completely in charge of it.”
Morgan’s smile widened. “I can burn water. Together we may starve to death.”
“Nope, not in this day and age,” Lucian said and pointed at the counter on the far side of the kitchen island. “I wasn’t sure what you liked so I picked up a little of everything while you were in the shower.”
A glance at the clock on the stove showed it was almost five in the morning. An assortment of bags from different fast food places covered the counter top. Morgan’s mouth watered. She tore her gaze away from the food and looked back at him. “You will find I’m the least picky eater in the world.”
“Good to know.” Lucian turned and walked into the kitchen. He grabbed a couple of bags and said, “Have a seat.”
Morgan glanced at the chair then moved to help instead of sitting down. Two of the bags, laid flat like they held trays, teetered. She reached to grab them, her hands brushing his as she did so. Her skin burned where it touched his and she fumbled the two containers, nearly dropping them before recovering and setting them on the glossy wood of the tabletop. Unsettled, her eyes flashed to his and the heat she saw in his eyes mirrored that spreading through her body.
They stood for a moment, their gazes locked. A storm of unfamiliar emotions raged through Morgan. She didn’t know him, had never seen him before that day at the tower and yet there was something between them. Her soul wanted him. Not in a long-lost-lover kind of way, more of a found-at-last way. It sounded cheesy and scared the hell out of her at the same time.
Lucian averted his eyes. Morgan looked quickly away and continued to help. They both carefully avoided touching, creating an odd sort of dance as they moved around each other.
“Isobel said you liked soda, so the fridge is stocked with it,” Lucian said into the sudden and heavy silence that had settled between them.
“Thank you.” Morgan opened the fridge to grab a can before walking slowly back to the dining room and carefully sitting on the opposite side of the table from him. She watched him unobtrusively as he pulled a wide variety of breakfast sandwiches from the bags along with hash browns and several styrofoam trays filled with pancakes, scrambled eggs, and other such things. He must have bought everything on the menu at each restaurant.
What was it about Lucian that made her react so strongly? Sure he was built like some sort of god come to Earth; she still thought Thor fit him pretty perfect with the golden hair and the close trimmed, narrow line of facial hair that ran along his jaw and connected with a carefully trimmed, mustache. Even so, all of them were built that way. Arabrim certainly hadn’t been lacking and yet she’d never felt this way around him. For some reason her body responded to Lucian, and with what she’d glimpsed in his eyes, he responded the same to her. Thankfully, he seemed as eager to avoid it as she did.
Though she wanted to write it off as nothing more than physical attraction, it felt like a lie and that scared her even more. Deep connections with people were dangerous. It always led to pain in one way or another. Jake was the first person after her best friend died that she’d allowed close. Then she had let herself care about Arabrim and it had wrecked her.
And that’s what happened when people were let in. Deep emotional scars followed. How many tragedies and horrible situations could one person go through before they suffered a mental break? Was there some kind of specific limit? A number? Or was it an individual thing? In the end, it really didn’t matter which one it was, Morgan was near her limit.
Silence hung heavy in the room as they ate. Tension knotted in Morgan’s stomach with each passing moment. It was too quiet, too strained. Desperate to end it, she chanced a brief look at him across the table. He studied the food on his plate as if the secrets of the universe were contained within it.
“So,” Morgan took a quick drink then continued, “how long have you known Isobel?”
It wasn’t that she was really interested but damn one of them had to say something, this was unbearable.
Lucian looked up, clearly surprised that she’d initiated conversation. “Almost a year in this life, though I’ve known her many, many times over my lives.”
Morgan had to admit; the long-standing friendship between Lucian, Isobel, and Damien made her a little envious. The one other life she’d had where she’d grown old, she and her dark angel hadn’t had any contact with others and she hadn’t seen him in this life. Like Arabrim, he’d been a friend, nothing more. As lonely as that made her feel, she also knew it was for the best.
“Tell me,” he said, startling her from her thoughts. “Why didn’t you go to Damien and Isobel after Arabrim died? You would have been welcome with them.”
Morgan stared at her plate while she shoved scrambled eggs around with her fork. “I couldn’t do that to them.”
“Do what to them?” Sincere confusion filled his voice.
“People around me have a tendency to die,” she said and leaned back in her chair, pushing the plate away.
“Why do you say that? Because of Arabrim?” He studied her from across the table. “The Higher Powers gave me very little in the way of information about you, I know basically nothing.”
“And I don’t want to talk about it.” Morgan looked away from him, her hand absently stroking Lucy’s head for comfort.
“Right now, or with me?”
She shook her head a little and decided to be honest. “Both. Look, I’ve been up since yesterday afternoon and I drank way too much whiskey the night before.”
Lucian raised an eyebrow. “A drunk channel, that’s a first for me. I’ve never known one to do that after she’s come into her memories and powers.”
“Yeah, I’m freaking one of a kind. Yay for me.” She stood and dug her cigarettes out. Based on the smell inside the house, no one had smoked in there, so she headed through the sliding glass door to the patio.
It felt good to be outside. Strange it should have been nice to be in a house once again. Leave it up to her to be further screwed up. She lit a cigarette and took a drag as she closed her eyes against the early morning sun.
After a moment, she moved to lean against the wall while she watched Lucy prowl around the privacy-fenced backyard and nursed her nicotine. Whether he didn’t like the smell of cigarette smoke or just seemed to get that she needed space, Lucian thankfully left her alone.
When she came in, the table was cleared and Lucian was nowhere to be seen. Morgan moved through the house quietly. Though there was no need to remain unseen and unnoticed, it was a habit. Since the age of twelve, she’d found it was often the best way to be.
Lucy followed her into the bedroom where she shut the door and eyed the bed. It looked incredibly comfortable and appealing. Too comfortable. She would probably sleep like the dead on it. Lucian, like Arabrim, would make sure she was safe. Even so, Morgan wasn’t ready to be that helpless.
Leaving the bed untouched, she sat on the floor next to the dresser and leaned back against the wall. Lucy lay down next to her. Morgan ran her hand over the dog’s sleek, soft fur as she rested her head against the side of the dresser and closed her eyes. The silence of the house pressed against her ears. The quiet was unnerving. The upscale neighborhood with its expansive yards provided none of the noise she was used to.
No sirens wailing. No tires screeching against the pavement. No loud bass rattling everything as it passed by. No trains. No horns. No voices raised in argument or laughter. No breaking glass. No constant rush of the ebb and flow of traffic. No dogs barking or cats fighting.
It seemed to take forever before she was finally able to relax enough to allow a light doze to settle over her with only Lucy’s quiet snore to diffuse the silence.



 



SOMETHING CHANGED. IT jerked Morgan from a shallow sleep. Disoriented, she braced herself for whatever it was that disturbed her. Sweeping her gaze around the room, it took a moment before Morgan remembered where she was. Her eyes came to rest on the open door and the man who leaned against the doorframe.
Lucian’s gaze flicked from her to the perfectly made bed. “Is there something wrong with the bed?”
“Not that I’m aware of. In fact, it looks pretty damn comfortable.” She climbed to her feet and stretched.
“Then why did you choose to sleep sitting up on the floor?”
Morgan yawned and shrugged. “I’m not ready to sleep as deep as I probably will in the bed.” She glanced at the window. “What time is it?”
“Just after ten in the morning.” Lucian pushed away from the doorframe. “There’s cold pizza from yesterday if you’re hungry.”
Despite the earlier meal, her stomach rumbled. “Sounds good to me.”
Morgan sidled past him. He stepped back as if he too wanted to avoid any accidental contact.
He followed her down the stairs and out onto the back patio. While Lucy made use of the huge backyard, Morgan lit a cigarette. After sucking in a deep drag and blowing it out, she glanced at Lucian who sat in one of the patio chairs. He watched her with an unreadable expression.
“What?”
Lucian shook his head and shifted his gaze to the dog. Morgan took another long drag wishing the nicotine could erase the part of her that wanted to be closer to him. Such a stupid way to feel. Imagine how much more devastating Arabrim’s loss would have been if she’d cared about him the way her heart seemed to want to care about Lucian.
And how exactly could her heart want anything when it came to Lucian? She’d only met him twice before this. Because, it whispered back at her, he’d shown consideration and caring where few had in a long time. Because he’d thought of Lucy when he came back with the phone at the tower. Because when she’d needed him to walk away and take Lucy with him, he had done it. Had kept the dog safe and given her the space she’d so desperately needed that night. Because the next night, despite the way she’d acted before, he’d come the moment she asked him to.
If Morgan was honest with herself, she would just admit that from the moment she’d opened the backpack and found the items inside for Lucy, she’d begun to feel something for Lucian. It wasn’t love, but it was something. Morgan shook her head and took another deep drag, unsure if she was ready to be that honest with herself. It was safer, easier, to keep him at a distance. To keep everyone at a distance.
The part of her that keenly felt the loneliness of the path she’d chosen, the part that craved love and the touch of someone important, tried to protest. She crushed it ruthlessly. Even so, it still murmured in the background.
Lucian observed the play of emotions across her face from the corner of his eye. What did she struggle with so much? Was it just Arabrim’s death that caused the flash of sadness and loss so profound on her face that it made his own heart ache? Or was there something more she carried that weighed so heavy on her?
Morgan took the last drag as she tried to avoid looking in his direction, aware his attention was on her. Uncomfortable under the scrutiny, she crushed out the butt and tossed it in an empty flower pot. Lucy didn’t seem interested in going back inside yet, so Morgan left her chewing on a giant ball and went back inside.
The pizza boxes were on the granite top of the kitchen island. Morgan opened one and pulled a piece out, not really caring what was on it. She glanced at Lucian who had followed her in. “Are you one of those people who think all food should be eaten at the table?”
“I’m not, no. And even if I was, this is your home now. Eat where ever you want,” Lucian said as he grabbed one of the boxes and carried it to the living room.
Morgan watched him go before tossing her piece back in the box it had come from. Picking the whole box up, she held it one hand while she took a soda from the fridge then followed him.
The large television was already on and Lucian sat in one of the chairs when she entered the room. Choosing the couch, Morgan set the box and soda on the coffee table and sank into the comfortable cushions. She popped open the soda then pulled the slice of pizza back out.
It didn’t feel like home. No place was her home, even Arabrim’s really hadn’t been. Like this house, Arabrim’s hadn’t belonged to her. Nothing did except the stuff in her backpack. It seemed like such a minuscule thing to represent a person. A pile of worn clothes and a backpack with a coat and odds and ends stuffed in it. If she died right then, there was no worry about what to do with her stuff; it would all fit nicely in a single trashcan.
Morgan paid little attention to the television. She’d never had much of a chance to watch one since the Grissoms. By the time she was with Arabrim, Morgan had gotten completely out of the notion of watching one and since Arabrim’s death, had only watched one when she was looking after the pawnshop owner’s daughter last fall.
Lucian watched it with a notable lack of interest. Did he have certain shows he liked to watch? And what did she care? She didn’t. It didn’t matter.
There was a ragged paperback in her backpack. She’d found it lying on the ground next to a garbage can several days ago. She would have to grab it later. However, after three pieces of pizza and the can of soda, Morgan was so relaxed she didn’t want to move. It wasn’t really a good thing to get so comfortable here. Exhausted from the past few months, her lids slowly closed.
Her foster father’s shouts carried through the house. She’d known this was coming after her foster mother found the cigarettes. The bedroom door shuddered under the force of his kick and flew open, pieces of the frame soared into the room. Morgan cringed as he charged toward her, violence in his eyes. In a quick movement, she flung herself off the end of the bed just before his hand connected. Enraged, he turned toward her.
Her foster father swung at her. She blocked it. His other fist came out of nowhere and smashed into the side of her face, sending Morgan crashing into the door of the closet. His foot came at her. Still reeling from the punch, there was nothing she could do but watch it come. Tara’s startled and obviously upset face appeared in front of her.
Morgan jerked partially awake as her fist connected with something hard in her attempt to protect the dream Tara from the monster of her nightmares. Disoriented by the dim and unfamiliar room, she swung again at the man in front of her and sprang off the couch.
Lighting quick, he caught her wrist and held it in an iron grip. The vivid images from the dream faded and Morgan stared into Lucian’s eyes. She slowly relaxed as she recognized the living room of his house, her heart pounding with left over adrenaline.
Lucian watched her with wary concern, his jaw aching from the right hook it had taken. When it seemed she was more aware of her surroundings, he released her wrist. “Are you all right?”
She nodded and looked around the room again, further relaxing from the stance she’d landed in after bolting off the couch. Though her expression was back to its normal closed state, there had been no mistaking the terror on her face when she first woke.
He waited, trying to give her the space she needed. The space he needed as well. Everything in him pushed to protect her from whatever frightened her. To shield her from it. They were emotions he wasn’t familiar with. Protecting a channel from danger yes, but not like this. And he really didn’t want to get familiar with the feelings.
When she suddenly walked toward the sliding glass doors, he started to follow but stopped when she held her hand up and said, “Please. I just need a minute.”
He didn’t miss how her hands shook as she dug her cigarettes out of her pocket.
Morgan stepped through the door into the crisp late evening. How long had it been since she slept the entire day away? A whiskey-fueled sleep not included. Not even with Arabrim had she slept more than a couple of hours at a time. It was conditioning. With hands that still trembled from the adrenaline rush, she pulled a cigarette from the pack and lit it.
Lucy bounded across the yard to her and Morgan laid a hand on the dog’s head while she took several long drags, inhaling deeply each time. The cool breeze drifted across the yard with the scent of far-off pine and she welcomed the shiver it brought. It reaffirmed she was awake.
It had been a couple of years since the nightmare had progressed that far. Usually, her imaginary Tara showed up as soon as the door kicked in. Morgan wasn’t sure why the memory of her sister always ended the dream, or why she dreamed of a more grown-up Tara instead of an eleven-year-old one. The first few times she’d had it, the dream had progressed with every vivid detail of that horrible night.
Another deep drag and she glanced at the house. She could stay a closed book and tell Lucian where to stick it when he asked, and he would ask. Or, she could be fair to him since she had punched him and talk about it. The latter idea had her taking another drag. She’d never spoken with anyone about it. Even Jake only knew the basic outline of what happened. He didn’t know how bad things were when she first ran away and only knew how bad it had gotten because of the condition she was in when she finally found him.
Something about Lucian pulled at her, made her want to open up. Her nerves, still raw from the nightmare, remained undecided.
The door slid open and the object of her thoughts stepped through. Morgan looked down at the spent cigarette in her hand. She’d smoked it all the way to the filter without realizing it. After tossing it in the flowerpot, she pulled out another one.



 



MORGAN LIT THE cigarette as her stomach twisted itself in knots and he took a seat in one of the patio chairs. Nervous, she took a couple of drags before saying, “Hey.”
It sounded forced and unsure even to her ears.
“Are you all right now?” It wasn’t the way Arabrim had asked that question when worried about her health or injuries. There was something different in the timbre of Lucian’s voice that pushed at the walls around her heart.
“Not really.” She could lie and do it well, but for some reason Morgan couldn’t identify, she didn’t want to lie to Lucian. “Look, I’m not sure what kind of channel you’re used to having but you got saddled with a really screwed up one this time.”
“I’m not usually assigned a specific channel. I’ve been a free agent for several lives, since the late 1400’s.” His eyes tracked her movement as she paced. “I have, however, met a lot of channels and none have been quite like you. I wouldn’t say you’re screwed up, just different.”
She snorted. “Yeah, right. Whatever. I’ve lived two other lives, you know. Well, that might be stretching it. The first life was pretty short and I don’t remember much.” The memory brought on by the demon-possessed in the alley swam through her mind. “I mainly remember dying. My second life, there isn’t a lot either. I do know that I was a very different person in that life.”
She paused and took a drag, allowing herself a moment to collect her thoughts before continuing. This first part was easier. This she’d told Arabrim. “My parents in this life were wonderful. They died when I was twelve. My mother’s dark angel was killed then, too. I didn’t know that until Arabrim told me he passed into waiting the same day as my parents’ death.”
Now came the hard part. The part she’d skimmed over and brushed off without ever really telling Arabrim. She started pacing. “Without any other family, my younger sister, Tara, and I were sent to foster care. To separate homes.” A bitter chuckle escaped with a cloud of smoke. “I wanted so badly to be with my sister I ran away multiple times from my first two foster homes in my attempts to find her. Then one evening my second foster parents caught me trying to sneak out my window. They sat me down with grave faces as if they really gave a crap and told me Tara had been killed in a car accident.”
Morgan ground out the butt and lit another one. “I was so upset and they really didn’t seem to care. Or maybe they did and I was too messed up to realize it. Either way, I kind of lost myself. I wasn’t an easy kid to deal with after that. I ditched school, drank, smoked a lot of weed, hung out with all of the wrong people. I was only there for six months before they’d had enough.
“Then I was sent to the Grissoms.” The fond memories of them brought a small feeling of warmth. “They were great. I spent the next four months with them and they helped to put the pieces of me back together. As good as they were, I couldn’t stay there.
“I spent the next three months with a new set of foster parents. They tried; I have to honestly say that. They put up with more crap than they should have, I’m sure. It didn’t help that my memories and powers started showing up. My mother had been very open about what might happen if we were like her. Knowing what was happening didn’t help. I suddenly had secrets I couldn’t tell anyone about. If I’d stayed with the Grissoms, the pieces they put back together might have stayed mended through it. Might have healed. But I didn’t stay and the pieces didn’t either.”
She paused while she took a couple more drags. “I changed foster homes about every three months after that. Nothing permanent, always moving. Then I went to the Parkers.”
Morgan’s lifted the cigarette to her mouth with a trembling hand. These memories were hard to face and she wasn’t sure if she could venture into the dark place where they resided. Morgan struggled to find the words to open it all up again. “It was…terrible.”
When she didn’t say anything more and the silence had grown heavy, Lucian finally broke it. “Are they what you were dreaming about?”
A shiver ran through her and she remained quiet. The walls built around those memories were solid for a reason. To take them down would make her more vulnerable than she ever wanted to be again. “It…I…”
Lucian held his hand up to stop her. “Don’t. If it hurts as much as your expression says it does to go there right now, then don’t. I won’t push. When and if you are ever ready, I’m here.”
Relief washed through Morgan so intense it almost made her weak in the legs. Gratitude was close on its heels along with shame. So determined to do this and, in the end, she chickened out. She grimaced. “I’m sorry I punched you.”
“I have to admit, you know how to hit.” He chuckled and rubbed his jaw. “Where did you learn that or is that something you’d rather not talk about right now?”
“Jake taught me,” Morgan said with a grin.
“You’re pretty close with him.”
Morgan nodded and took the final drag off her cigarette before grinding it out. “Yeah. He’s a really good guy. Without him, I would probably be dead.”
“I’m glad you have him then.”
“So am I.” She shoved the lighter in her pocket and sat on the low wall that enclosed the patio.
Morgan stared at the ground and for a few minutes they sat in silence. Unlike before, it was a comfortable sort. She may not have been able to tell him all about her past, but there was something else she could tell him. Something she really needed to since it would concern him eventually. “The demons in the city, they’re after me personally.”
His head jerked up, eyes suddenly hard. “How do you know this?”
“They, uh…they told me.”
“Told you?” He had gone perfectly still.
“Yeah. They first mentioned it right after you left the tower and a bunch attacked. The one the other night, when I had you take Lucy, was more specific. And then again last night.”
“Morgan, demons rarely speak to any outside the Underworld unless they’re in possession of a human. When they do speak, especially to a channel, it’s because they’re trying to sway you. Newer channels, those with only a couple of lives under their belts like you, are often their targets.”
“I kind of figured that out when one of them started chatting about joining with some demon named Kalona and how if I didn’t, this Kalona would rip my heart out.”
“Any idea why the Kalona would be interested in you?”
Morgan shrugged. “Not really. I don’t even know who he is.”
“He’s an upper-level demon set loose and then trapped again by a Cherokee shaman who was also a channel.” Lucian frowned. “He was set loose by swaying that woman.”
“The demons keep calling me Inola.” Morgan said, her mind shuddering away from the idea of a channel turning bad. “And the other night one called me, ‘little black fox.’ It was my name in my first life. I have no idea why they use it now. Even in my second life, I was Morgan. When the demon-possessed confronted me in the alley, it forced a memory to the surface of my death in my first life. It’s the only memory I’ve had of that life except for a few fuzzy images of my mother in a white dress.”
“There has to be something to the name Inola.” He sighed and ran a hand over his face, frustration clear in his expression. “We’ll figure it out. I’m glad you told me about it. If they’re after you specifically, we’re going to have to be extra careful about everything and you’ll need to stay inside as much as possible.”
“Whoa, slow down there.” Morgan jumped to her feet and began to pace again. His talk of her staying inside sent agitation crawling through her. She gnawed at her thumbnail, tearing a bit off and spitting it on the ground. “I’m not used to staying in one place, much less inside a lot.”
Something akin to panic washed over her. Her heart rate picked up. If he expected her to sit all cooped up until this Kalona thing was figured out then he had a few screws loose. She dug a cigarette out and lit it, taking a long drag off it.
“Morgan,” Lucian’s tone was low and soothing. “I’m not suggesting you never go anywhere. Calm down. I can see asking something like that of you would be too much. I will ask that you at least let me know when you’re leaving and where you’re going. And that you keep your phone on you. Please. It will make it faster and easier to help you should there be need.”
“You won’t try to stop me from leaving.” She eyed him warily. Yeah, she could kick some serious ass, but holding her own against a dark angel? Not likely. They were faster and stronger than a demon.
“No, I won’t. You’re a channel, not my prisoner nor subject to my commands as you so eloquently told me when we first met.”
Morgan snorted, a measure of relief seeping in. Another deep drag helped calm her further. She wasn’t trapped. He wasn’t going to try and hold her here like Arabrim would have. What was with her emotions? Why was it so easy to let Lucian see the things that upset her? He was breaking down her barriers and he wasn’t even doing anything.
The sudden longing for the park, the tower, her preferred sleeping places, and half-frozen food from dumpsters overwhelmed her. It wasn’t really those things she missed and needed right then. It was the familiarity. The comfort of her normal. Damn, she was so screwed up. With a sigh, she flopped down in one of the patio chairs and took another drag.
She glanced at Lucian. He sat quietly, watching her. Uncomfortable under his gaze she looked away. “So where do we start with this Kalona stuff?”
“If the Kalona is here then we start with the Denver area. See what we can find that might be drawing him here.”
Still restless, her knee bounced up and down as Morgan took another drag. “What exactly is this Kalona?”
“He’s a very strong upper-level demon tied to the Cherokee tribe for reasons unknown to us. Most upper-levels aren’t fixed to any one belief, they don’t need to be. Why the Kalona is…” He shrugged. “It might be best to see if I can contact any dark angels who might have a channel in the Cherokee Nation.”
“And if there isn’t one of those?” She finally relaxed enough to lean back.
Lucian sighed. “Then we find a shaman.”
“A shaman?” She raised an eyebrow as she stared at him in disbelief. “They still have shamans and believe in Native American voodoo?”
“Don’t be so quick to dismiss it. Just like witchcraft and actual voodoo, what a shaman can do isn’t just make-believe.”
“If you say so.” She ground out the cigarette then stood. “I’m going back into the city in a few days to see Jake. Just because I’m here now doesn’t mean I’m going to forget him.”
Lucian nodded. “I wouldn’t expect you to forget him.”
“Well, just so long as you understand.” She chewed her lower lip for a minute.
“What?”
“Huh?” Morgan’s gaze flashed to Lucian’s face.
“I can tell you want to ask something, what?”
“I…okay,” Morgan sighed. “I’m not one to ask for things and I really appreciate the sweats, but I need more than just sweats and my jeans are getting pretty ratty.”
He frowned. “Morgan, if you need or want something, you don’t have to ask. What’s mine is yours.”
Sure it was, until he died and she lost everything and ended up on the street again. “Thanks.”
Lucian rose to his feet. “Would you like me to go with you, or Isobel?”
Ugh, neither if she had a choice. Isobel would get carried away and Lucian would be too distracting. “Damien, if he’ll go.”
“If that’s what you want.” Confusion and relief chased each other across his face before his expression settled into something neutral.
Did it bother him that she didn’t want him with her? Or would he be happy to be away from her for a while? A small part of her heart cried at the idea of him wanting to be away from her. The rest of her told it to shut up.
When Morgan went inside, he followed and said, “Tell me about yourself.”
Morgan raised an eyebrow. “There’s nothing to tell.”
Lucian grabbed a chair from the table, spun it around and sat in it with his arms resting on the back. “I’m sure there’s more to you than the fact you aren’t a picky eater and prefer jeans over sweats.”
She shrugged and settled into one of the other chairs. “Nothing of interest.”
“What are your favorites?”
“Favorites?”
“The things you like most,” Lucian said as his gaze roamed over her face.
Morgan shifted slightly under the close scrutiny. Why did he care what she liked? “The things I like most? Um… Warmth is a good one. And hot showers. Clean underwear, that one is completely undervalued by the rest of the population.”
“Sounds like you have your priorities straight,” Lucian chuckled. “What about t.v. and movies? Any favorites there?”
“I haven’t had much chance to watch either one in some time.”
He nodded. “When you did, was there anything?”
Morgan snorted. “My Little Pony.”
“What?” Lucian raised his brows; it certainly wasn’t an answer he was expecting.
“Last fall there was a pawnshop owner whose six-year-old daughter, Alisa, used to be dropped off with him twice a week at three in the afternoon. The pawnshop didn’t close until eight. One day, he caught me digging through his trashcan and after grilling me about possible drug use, offered to pay me twenty bucks to watch Alisa in the back office and keep her entertained those two days.”
Morgan chuckled at the memory of the little girl. She’d been a lot of fun to hang around with. Having been through numerous foster homes, Morgan was no stranger to much younger, temporary siblings so it had been easy to get along with Alisa. “Anyway, she was a MLP devotee. I watched a lot of it with her and actually kind of liked it.”
“Aren’t you a little old to like My Little Pony?” Lucian teased.
“According to Alisa,” Morgan stood up and struck a regal pose, pointed at him and said with an imperious tone, “nobody is too old for Friendship Is Magic.”
Lucian burst out laughing, noting as Morgan sat back down that she was even more beautiful when she smiled. “I’m guessing that’s how Alisa said it?”
“Exactly like that.” Morgan laughed softly at the memory.
“Who is your favorite pony?”
“Rainbow Dash,” Morgan said without hesitation. “I like her spunk and her loyalty.”
“Hmmm,” Lucian leaned back and gave her a considering look. “I would have pegged you as more of an Apple Jack kind of woman.”
“Naw. I mean, I liked her, but—” Morgan narrowed her eyes at him. “Wait, how do you know the names of the ponies?”
“I briefly watched over a channel with a young daughter last year before I met up with Isobel and Damien. I may have seen a few episodes.”
“Aren’t you a little old for My Little Pony?”
Lucian shrugged. “Her daughter controlled the t.v. with the ruthless hand of a miniature dictator. Besides, it was cute.”
Morgan chuckled again as she tried to envision this blond, god-like creature sitting on a couch somewhere with a little girl telling him he was going to watch My Little Pony. And then she wished she hadn’t because the picture it painted made her heart feel things it was better off not feeling.
She stood. “I think I’ll spend some time outside with Lucy.”
Lucian nodded and pulled out his phone, relieved that she wanted time alone. Sitting there talking to her about the absurd subject of Ponies made him like her too much. “I’ll start contacting some others; see if any are attached to anyone in the Cherokee Nation.”
Morgan dug her cigarettes out of her pocket and slipped out the door, relieved to have some space between them. It was too easy to like Lucian. Too easy to relax in his presence and too easy for her body to forget that it needed to stay away from him, especially when he laughed.



 



MORGAN SLID INTO the leather passenger seat of the comfortable black car. After nearly a month spent at Lucian’s house, she was more than ready for a break. Isobel had helped by coming over a few times, and she’d been to see Jake twice. Still, it grew harder with each day to be in the same room with Lucian even though a part of her really wanted to be closer both physically and emotionally.
They had managed to avoid touching each other, and to avoid the subject of her past, both of which she was grateful for. Even so, it wasn’t like they could be in the same house without talking and they’d spent too much time doing that. It was too easy for Lucian to coax her into conversation and the more they talked, the more she learned of him and his past lives, the more she respected him and maybe…no. She was not going to care for him and that was it. Damn him. Her mood soured and she glanced at the man waiting patiently in the driver’s seat.
Damien raised an eyebrow when she looked at him. “Shopping?”
“Look, I promise not to be a pain in the ass. I don’t go all girly crazy over racks of clothes. I just want a couple pairs of jeans and maybe a new pair of boots okay?”
“No problem.” He shifted the car into reverse and backed out of the driveway.
As soon as they were on the road, he glanced over at her. “So why not Isobel or Lucian?”
“Isobel would go crazy and insist I get an entire wardrobe.” She sighed and looked out the window. “And Lucian is…”
“Is what?”
“I don’t know.” She shoved a hand through her hair. “I just needed to get away for a little bit.”
Damien turned onto the main road. “If that’s what you need.”
Morgan suppressed a sigh of relief, glad he wasn’t going to push the subject. Riding with Damien was easy, comfortable. Like Arabrim, he was a friend. And also like Arabrim, he didn’t stir all kinds of crazy feelings in her.
It wasn’t long before they pulled into the parking lot of an outlet store. She smiled as she stepped out of the car. A simple outlet store was exactly what she needed. Damien knew her well enough from their time spent together before Arabrim’s death to know she hated malls. Too many people. Outside in the air it wasn’t so bad.
Even the outlet store would be a problem if it wasn’t the middle of the morning and so fairly quiet. The parking lot didn’t hold many cars. When they walked in, the store was mostly empty. Morgan breathed a sigh of relief, passed the racks filled with jeans that looked like they’d been attacked by a Bedazzler, and headed toward the shelves in the back. Hopefully, there would be unadorned denim back here.
She found her size and pulled a pair down, shaking them out. Just normal stitching. The universe must like her today or something. Morgan glanced at Damien who stood with his arms crossed leaning against the wall a few feet away and almost laughed. He looked so out of place. More like a bodyguard than a shopper, which technically he was. Still, did he have to appear that obvious?
“I’m going to try these on. It won’t take me long.”
He nodded and she walked into the dressing room. After latching the door, she kicked off her broken down boots and pulled off her sweats. The jeans slid over her skin, surprisingly smooth and soft for brand new. They fit perfect, almost like they were made just for her.
Morgan turned to get a better look in the three in mirrors. The jeans hugged the curve of her butt and hips and still fit around her narrower waist. At least there wasn’t an annoying gap at the back of her waist. She examined herself critically. Still too thin, but she was already filling out a bit now that she had steady access to food.
After getting back into her own clothes she walked back to the shelves and grabbed four more pairs of that size. It didn’t take long to find a few more t-shirts, and a pair of black, military tactical style boots to replace her old ones.
As they walked out of the store, Damien said, “I think this was the fastest shopping trip I’ve ever been on.”
Morgan laughed. “I told you it wouldn’t take me long.”
“So you did.” He unlocked the car and slid in behind the steering wheel. “You up for some lunch?”
“Don’t you have to get back?”
“Isobel can keep Lucian company a while longer and the way you said you needed a break earlier led to me to think you might not be ready to go back yet.”
She wasn’t ready. Being in the same room, the same house, as Lucian set her off balance. He was too much. Too nice, too patient, too unbelievably sexy. Where the hell had that last thought come from? Morgan yanked the seatbelt across her body and shoved the buckle into the snap with more force than necessary.
Damien started the car. “Did the seatbelt offend you in some way?”
Morgan ground teeth and glared out the window as she tried to banish all thoughts of Lucian and the word sexy.
“Okay then.” Damien backed out the parking space. He glanced at her as they eased into traffic.
They rode in silence while Morgan glared out the window. Why did Lucian have to invade her every thought? Damien slowed the car and turned into a restaurant.
After they were seated at a booth and their drinks served while they looked over the menu, Damien cleared his throat and asked, “What’s up with you?”
Morgan stared hard at the menu. “What do you mean?”
“That’s how you’re going to play this? I thought we were friends.”
“Maybe I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
“What—”
A waitress appeared at the table. “Are you ready to order?”
The waitress’ peppy smile irritated Morgan for no other reason than she wasn’t in the mood for peppy. “Yeah, I’ll take the cheeseburger.”
The waitress nodded and scribbled on her notepad then turned to Damien. He folded his menu. “I’ll take the same.”
She gathered the menus, sent them both another cheery smile, and disappeared.
Damien studied her across the table. Without a menu to hide behind, Morgan tried to avoid his steady gaze by watching the fizz bubbles rise in her soft drink. A quick glance at him. He still looked at her. With a sigh, she said, “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, okay.”
“Whatever it is, it has something to do with Lucian.”
Morgan kept her expression neutral even as the sound of Lucian’s name sent warmth curling around her heart. She shrugged.
“Morgan, please talk to me. I’m trying to help.”
“I know. It’s just…” She glared at him across the table. “If I talk to you, there can’t be some male bonding moment later between the two of you where what I’ve said is the topic.”
Amusement filled his rich blue eyes. “I promise.”
Morgan stared at the fizz bubbles again. “Lucian is…too much,” she said and wished her lame mind could come up with a better way to describe her problem with Lucian. “It isn’t like it was with Arabrim. I feel things for Lucian I shouldn’t for a dark angel.”
“I see.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of their food. After the waitress placed their plates on the table and walked away, Damien picked up a fry and dipped it in the ketchup. “It’s acceptable for a channel and dark angel to feel more for each other than friendship.”
“Not for this channel.” Morgan took a large bite of her cheeseburger.
“Why?”
So many reasons she wasn’t comfortable talking about. Yes, Damien a friend, even so, Damien only knew the surface her, the one she showed to the world. As much as she might like and care for Isobel and Damien, that wasn’t going to change now. “I’m just not comfortable with the idea.”
She waved a fry absently. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it’s just a passing thing.”
“Avoiding it won’t help.”
“Look, I’m not talking about this anymore. We can either change the subject now or I can go wait for you in the car.”
“Fine.” He held his hands up in surrender. “We’ll talk about something else.”
She jabbed a fry into the thick pool of ketchup on her plate. Irritation at herself for reacting at all to Lucian clouded her mind along with irritation because he existed. Everything was fine until he showed up. Not perfect by a long shot, but at least her emotions and bodily urges were her own.



Lucian paced the living room in agitation. “It’s all confused and messed up. Why the hell do I feel like I care about her?”
“Don’t you care about all channels?” Isobel raised an eyebrow from where she sat with her feet tucked under her on the couch.
“I care about her more than I’ve ever cared for a channel. More than I cared for La Pucelle.”
Isobel smiled slightly. “Maybe it’s because Morgan is the first channel you’ve been officially assigned to since La Pucellee and because you lost her, your emotions are stronger when it comes to Morgan.”
“It’s more than that. When I first saw her it was like something in me recognized her.”
Isobel sat up, excitement in her eyes. “Lucian, do you think she’s your sodales in aeternum?”
That had already occurred to him. He shoved the idea away. “I don’t need a forever soul mate. I’ve been fine on my own for more centuries than I can count. I like being a free agent. And I really doubt she can be anyway.”
“Why?”
“I don’t think she would want it any more than I do. And if we don’t connect in this life, we won’t find each other in the next.” He shrugged.
His chest ached liked someone was trying to rip out his heart at the thought of not finding Morgan in the next life which made no sense. Even if the Higher Powers were trying to play cupid, she kept fortified walls up and didn’t seem anxious to lower them. If anything, she seemed anxious to be away from him.
“You are both young in this life, you have plenty of time to figure it out.” Isobel leaned back again. “If you are meant to be forever soul mates, it will happen.”
“I think Morgan and I will both be happy if it doesn’t happen.”
“Just be careful with her, okay?”
Lucian frowned and sat down in the chair across from her. “Careful? What do you mean by that?”
“Everyone has their breaking point.” Isobel hesitated before continuing, “Morgan’s lost a lot in this life, I can’t even tell you how much because she never talks about it, but I’ve seen it in her eyes a few times. She blames herself for Arabrim’s death and it’s eating her up along with everything else from her past that she won’t talk about.”
“Why would she blame herself for his death?” It made no sense. A dark angel’s job was to protect his assigned channel with everything he had, even if that meant giving up his life to ensure her safety.
Isobel shrugged. “She wasn’t fast enough banishing the upper-level demon to help Arabrim. I tried telling her it wasn’t her fault, but I don’t think she heard me.”
The memory of Morgan’s haunted eyes when she tried to tell him about her past filled his mind. She carried so much hurt bottled up inside, was it even possible to reach past her walls and connect with the person she kept hidden? And more importantly, did he want to be the one to try? The ache in his chest at the thought of her pain answered him.



 



ALMOST A WEEK after her shopping trip Morgan pulled on the new, freshly washed jeans. Though it was nice to have new clothes again, it would take a while before these broke in good and were as comfortable as her old ratty pair even if these were fairly soft to begin with. There really wasn’t anything better than well-worn denim. However, the tears in her old ones were getting to the point of being indecent. At least with these she wouldn’t have to wear leggings underneath for the sake of modesty. Or warmth, now that she lived in an actual house.
After sliding a deep blue V-neck t-shirt on over the lacy bra she’d found in the drawer, compliments of Isobel’s shopping prior to her arrival, Morgan dragged the brush through her dark brown hair. It had grown during her time on the streets and hung to just below her shoulder blades now.
She stared at her reflection for a moment before going to the closet and digging through the inside pocket of her old coat. Her searching fingers closed around the large, round locket. Lifting the damaged golden circle, she stared at it. The one thing she had left of her mother. She’d only tried to wear it once, it hadn’t worked out well.
Morgan deftly worked the tangles out of the gold chain before fastening it around her neck. The locket lay in the V of her shirt. She stared at it in the mirror as goosebumps covered her skin. Dread settled over her and a faint ache touched her chest. Morgan shook her head trying to dispel the dread as the ache faded. Lucy whined from where she lay on the floor.
Frustrated, Morgan yanked a pair of socks from the top drawer of the dresser. Once her feet were clad in the new boots, she shoved her phone in the back pocket of the jeans and her cigarettes and lighter in the front pocket then made her way downstairs with Lucy on her heels. The dog rarely left her side in the house.
A shirtless Lucian stood in the kitchen talking on the phone. Black wings covered his back like life-like tattoos. They weren’t really tattoos, when needed they would unfurl into actual, black-feathered wings that would span over twenty feet. She stopped, feet rooted to the spot as her body reacted to the sight. Why did he have to be everything, the whole damn package?
He turned as he hung up the phone. “I ordered some Chinese, I hope that’s all right.”
“It’s fine with me,” Morgan said as she averted her eyes and tried to pretend he affected her in no way. She crossed the room, opened the door, and let Lucy out into the backyard. The dog hesitated, looking at her with worried brown eyes as she whined again. Morgan motioned toward the yard and the dog slowly obeyed. She could follow the dog out; put some space between herself and Lucian. Coward.
Turning, Morgan walked into the dining room that was only divided from the kitchen by an island. Trying to look anywhere but at the bare skin of his naked torso, she focused on the wood details of the island. Silence hung heavy between them. Morgan cleared her throat. “Any luck finding a dark angel with a Cherokee channel?”
“Not yet. I’ve also started to investigate the Kalona. With so much demon activity in this area for an extended period of time, it’s likely the regular people have noticed.”
Morgan’s line of sight was interrupted by a pair of jean-encased legs. She looked up. He stopped right in front of her. She swallowed, trying to bring moisture to her suddenly dry throat. Every nerve ending electrified, her body responded to his nearness. “So we do what, listen to the news?”
“That’s one way. The better way would be to start researching urban legends. It’s the way they try to explain the unexplainable.”
Morgan stared at his perfect lips as spoke. Lucian’s voice was smooth, totally unruffled. Her body went crazy and he stood there cool as a cucumber. It wasn’t fair. In desperation, she looked away. Dread crawled over her again and the locket seemed to weigh a hundred pounds for no reason she could fathom. What was with the thing?
Lucian took a step closer. His hand cupped the side of her face, bringing her gaze to his. “Is everything all right? You look upset.”
The soft way he said it, the look in his eyes that walked a line between concern and fire had her praying to the Higher Powers for self-control. “I’m not upset.”
Not with him anyway, though she planned on a very stern lecture to her body later.
Lucian’s thumb brushed across her lower lip. She froze, her mind in chaos, her body in anticipation. A battle seemed to rage behind his eyes before he slowly bent and touched his lips to hers. Fire consumed her blood under the gentle kiss and she opened her mouth for more. In an instant, the inferno raging inside took over. Her hands gripped the golden hair at his neck, pulling him closer.
His tongue swept into her mouth, stroking, teasing. One strong arm encircled her waist, dragging her against the heat of his body. In response to the rush of warmth coiling low inside her, she raised one knee. Lucian’s other hand immediately clasped her leg and then she was sitting on the table with him between her thighs and his body pressed against hers.
A groan escaped her lips as his mouth traced a path of exquisite torture down her neck and his hand ran up and over her hip to slip under the hem of her shirt. The warmth of his palm gliding over her ribcage brought a shiver.
Somewhere, sanity screamed at her to stop before this went too far. Her heart and body refused to listen. Her clothes were too confining, too much of a barrier between her and Lucian. Morgan’s eyes closed and she arched into him as his mouth moved lower past her collar bone.
His cell phone rang. Insistent, it vibrated across the top of the island as it continued to ring. Lucian growled and pulled her closer, but the spell was broken. The sanity that had been trying to resume control came roaring back to the front.
Morgan pushed against his shoulders. He responded immediately. One second they were so close fabric barely separated them and then he stood next to the island. Breath ragged, he stared at her with passion and lust filling his tawny eyes.
What had they done? Almost done? A confusing kaleidoscope of emotions and feelings tumbled through her. Unsure how to react to any of it, Morgan jumped off the table and ran for the front door, snatching the keys to Lucian’s car off the end table in the living room on her way by.
She yanked open the door and fled down the driveway. Inside the car, she didn’t even bother with a seatbelt before throwing it in reverse and tearing out of the drive. With no idea where to go, she took off for Denver proper, needing to clear her head.
Goosebumps pebbled her skin again and the locket felt like ice. What the hell was wrong with the damn thing? Or, more appropriately, what was wrong with her? Practically having sex with a guy she’d only known for few weeks? Her dark angel no less. Never mind that it had felt great, that wasn’t the point.
Her mind insisted on dwelling on the sensations. Morgan wasn’t a stranger to sex, she’d tried it out a few times and it had been okay. Not the mind blowing stuff she’d read about in novels, just okay. What she’d just shared with Lucian though…her previous encounters with physical relationships were nothing like that. It was so intense, so…her mind couldn’t come up with an appropriate adjective and instead took off imagining what it would have been like if the phone hadn’t interrupted.
“Geez, Morgan. Stop it,” she groaned.
It wasn’t long before she was in familiar territory. She pulled the car into a space at the park and made sure to lock the doors before shoving the keys in her pocket and setting out at a brisk walk. A shiver ran over her. The day was cool despite the sunshine, especially without a jacket of some kind. Stupid. Should have at least grabbed her coat. Not that she was going back to get it. In fact, she may never go back at all.
How could she be in the same room with him after that? Obviously, there were forces at play stronger than sanity. It would help if her heart would quit agreeing with her body in this matter. Lucian was a complication she didn’t need in this life. A complication she didn’t want. If she allowed herself to get close to him and then lost him, it would be more than she could take and Morgan sensed Lucian wasn’t someone she could have just a physical relationship with. Her heart, her very soul, seemed to recognize him. It would break down all of the walls between them.
Morgan walked the whole park and then started off down the tracks before cutting into a neighborhood that was a strange mix of homes and industrial. She walked several blocks past houses, some that appeared well taken care of and others with peeling paint and raggedy lawns.
The distinctive reek of cat piss wafting from one house was like a banner announcing meth lab, as was the too skinny, sunken-faced woman who watched her from the front porch.
Then she left the houses behind and walked past the industrial-type buildings. She didn’t even realize what she was looking for until she stopped in front of him in one of the alleys between buildings.
Jake sat leaning against a wall with his duffle bag on one side and a large metal dumpster on the other. He looked up at her with concern in his gray eyes. “You okay, Morgs?”
Morgan let out a sigh and flopped down on the other side of his duffle. “I don’t know.”
“Looks like you’ve come up in the world.” He gestured to the new boots and clothes.
She snorted and dug her cigarettes out of her pocket. After pulling one out and lighting it, she blew a cloud of smoke into the air. “Yeah, kind of. Don’t know if I’m going to stay.”
“Why not? Was I wrong and this Lucian isn’t good for you like Arabrim was?”
Morgan took a long drag and gazed at the brick wall opposite them. “I think he’s too good for me, Jake.”
“No one is too good for you. I’m sure you deserve better.” He frowned. “Did he say he was too good for you?”
Morgan laughed darkly. He had completely misunderstood what she meant. “I don’t mean he’s too good for me in station or whatever. I mean, he’s too good for me. Lucian is…more than Arabrim.” She shoved a hand through her hair. “I don’t know how to explain it.”
“I’m not quite following you here, Morgs.” Jake lit a cigarette and took a drag. “You’re not making a whole lot of sense.”
“I know I’m not. Arabrim was always like a friend or a brother. Nothing more, ever. Lucian… It’s not like it was with Arabrim.”
Jake’s scowl smoothed out as understanding bloomed in his expression. “You feel more than friendship or brotherly love for this Lucian.”
Morgan took another deep drag and nodded. “I don’t know if I can let that happen.”
“Why not? Why would you ever pass up love?”
“Love hasn’t been particularly kind to me. Every time I love someone, they die. I even let down my guard enough to love Arabrim like he was family and look what happened. In fact,” she glanced at Jake, “you’re probably the only one I’ve ever loved that didn’t die and that scares the hell out of me because I keep waiting for something to happen to you.”
Jake’s expression turned stunned. “You love me?”
“You’re the only thing I have that’s even close to family, Jake.” She took another drag and shoved his shoulder. “Quit looking at me like I’ve sprouted another head.”
“I just never thought you cared about me that much. I know we’re friends, but you always kept a good distance.”
“Well, now you know why. If I didn’t keep a distance then you would have died.”
Jake snorted, blowing smoke through his nose. “I never took you for stupid, Morgs. If I die it won’t be because you care for me. You shouldn’t hide from whatever you’re feeling for Lucian. Especially if you think he might feel the same way.”
“Oh, I’m pretty sure he does.” Her mind flashed to the feel of Lucian’s mouth kissing its way down her throat and the feel of his hand...
Jake didn’t seem to notice that her mind had wandered for a moment. “You know what they say, better to have loved and lost than to never—”
“Don’t give me that bullshit, Jake. I didn’t ask for cliché platitudes.” She took another drag and shot him a disgusted look.
“It isn’t bullshit.” He glared back at her.
“Oh really, and you would know this because?”
Jake’s face softened and sadness crept into his eyes. “Because I had a life before I ended up like this. I had a fiancé once and I loved her with everything I had.”
“You had a fiancé?” Morgan stared at him. Sirens blared as an ambulance and a couple of police cars charged down the street at the mouth of the alley. When they had moved far enough away the noise became part of the background she asked, “What happened?”
“She was killed during a robbery of a convenience store.” He stared at the ground as he took another drag and let it out. “It tore my heart out. Emily,” he smiled as he said the name. “She was so beautiful and sweet. The nicest person I ever knew. She didn’t deserve the broken man she got back when I returned. I almost blew my head off the first time I realized the bruises were from me. She tried to help me, she truly did. When she died, what little I had together fell apart. I attempted suicide. As you can see, it didn’t work.”
He felt into his hair and then separated the stringy strands until she could see the scalp a couple of inches above his ear. The scar of a bullet hole was easily visible. Jake let his hands drop. “There’s a matching one on the other side. I was too drunk to do it right. And somehow the stupid bullet went straight through my head with minimal damage. The doctors thought it was a fucking miracle. Personally, I think it was God’s practical joke. Either way, I guess I still had something do here.”
Jake looked at her then, his gray eyes warm. “I think that thing was you. Let’s face it; if I had succeeded, then you would probably be dead by now.”
Morgan crushed out her cigarette and lit another, using the moment to collect her thoughts. Jake had never opened up like this before and his story was just as tragic as hers if not more so. At least she had known her real parents, had known the love of a family and home. Taken from drug-addicted parents at the age of four due to neglect, Jake had spent the rest of his childhood bouncing from one foster home to another.
“The fact that it tore you apart when she died and you tried to kill yourself doesn’t bode well for love,” she finally said.
He chuckled and ground out his cigarette. “The point is, no matter how much it hurt, no matter that I tried to kill myself, I wouldn’t give up the memories I have from my time with Emily for anything. If an angel came down and offered me the chance to do it over again, I would in a heartbeat.”
Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Even knowing how it would turn out?”
“Absolutely. Being with Emily,” he paused and cleared his throat, the sheen of unshed tears in his eyes, “it was an experience worth having, memories worth keeping.”
Morgan took a drag as Jake lit another cigarette. They sat in silence until their cigarettes were spent. Morgan played with her lighter, flicking the flame on and then letting it go out over and over. “So you think I should give this Lucian thing a chance, huh?”
“I do. Just my thoughts. Do whatever you got to do, Morgs and know that I’ll always be here if you need me.”
He stood as Morgan got to her feet. She hesitated, then reached out and gave him a hug. Jake was one of the only people she was comfortable having in her personal space. And now it appeared, so was Lucian. Jake hugged her back.
“I guess I should head back, Lucian is probably wondering where I am and thinking I’m nuts.”
“Why is that?” Jake dropped his arms and stepped back.
“We, um…kissed,” that was an understatement, “and I kind of freaked out and ran out the door.”
Jake laughed. “Well, if he’s going hang around you, he’d better get used to a little craziness.”
She stuck her tongue out at him. The locket suddenly burned cold. A deep, sharp pain shot through the middle of her chest. Morgan placed her hand over her heart and tried to draw a breath around the sudden ache. “Unnggh.”
“Morgan?”
Jake’s face swam across her wavering vision as the pain increased. Black crept around the edges and then she stared up at the red eyes of a demon as its claws dug into her chest.



 



LUCIAN SAT ON the couch with his head in his hands. The smell of cooling Chinese food filled the house. Lucy lay at his feet. She gazed at him with steady brown eyes. A low whine issued from her throat and Lucian dropped a hand to scratch behind her ears. “I don’t know where she went, girl. And honestly, I’m afraid to call her.”
The dog pricked her ears.
“Yes, you heard that right. Big bad Lucian is afraid of a woman. Afraid she may run and never return and scared as hell that she will return.” He rubbed his other hand over his face. “How could I screw this up so badly?”
Lucy wagged her stubby tail slowly and whined again.
“I know. I’m an idiot.” He continued to pet her.
Suddenly Lucy sat up with a growl that turned into deep barks. Her barks filled the living room as his phone began to ring. “Lucy, quiet!”
Lucy subsided but still continued to growl.
He grabbed the phone. Morgan’s number. With a sigh of relief, he tapped the screen prepared to apologize, to promise it would never happen again, even if he wasn’t sure he would be able to keep it, to convince her to come back. What he wasn’t prepared for was Jake’s voice on the other end.
“Hey, this is Jake from the soup kitchen. Something’s wrong with Morgan.”
“Where are you?” While Jake relayed the information, Lucian stood and walked quickly through the house to the sliding glass door.
Jake’s voice filtered through the phone as Lucian stepped onto the patio and unfurled his wings. “I don’t know what happened. One minute we were talking and the next she went down like a sack of bricks and clutching her chest. Her pulse is fast and erratic and her color isn’t good, I wasn’t sure who to call first you or 911.”
“I’m already on my way.” Lucian streaked toward the alley where Jake said they were. Power pulsed in him, rippling along his body and ensuring his flight remained invisible to humans.
A strangled cough echoed through the connection followed by the sound of desperate gasps. Jake’s voice, still remarkably calm filled Lucian’s ear, “Easy Morgs, just lay still.”
Lucian landed in the alley a moment later, ending the call and shoving the phone in his back pocket. His stomach twisted. She lay on her back, wide hazel eyes panicked as she grasped Jake’s arm with one hand.
Ignoring Jake’s incredulous look, Lucian folded his wings and strode the few steps to them and knelt next to her. “Morgan? Can you hear me?”
Her face, washed of color, turned toward him and her voice was a cracked whisper, “Get it off me!”
“Get what off you?” Lucian’s gaze raked over her trying to find something out of place. His heart thudded painfully. Desperate, he reached for his power to heal. It didn’t come.
Jake leaned over her so that he could look her in the eyes and said slow and clear, “Morgs, you aren’t making sense. What do you want us to get off you?”
She sucked in a breath and then another, pain tightened her eyes and she clutched weakly at her chest again as a groan escaped her lips. Another sharp breath and she gasped out, “Locket…get it off!”
Lucian snatched the locket and yanked it, breaking the chain. Morgan’s back arched as an agonized cry was wrenched from her and then she went limp, eyes closed.
“Morgs.” Jake felt at the base of her jaw then unzipped his duffle and tore through it, turning back to Morgan a second later. He thumbed back her lids and shined a small flashlight into her eyes. With a sigh he sat back. “Her pupils are reacting normal.”
Lucian looked from Morgan’s still form to the locket in his palm, confused. It could be worried about later. Stuffing the locket into the front pocket of his jeans, he took her wrist between his fingers. “Her pulse is steady.”
“What the hell? A locket does that to her?” Jake frowned at Lucian.
“I don’t have any answers for you right now.” Lucian looked down at Morgan, his gaze taking in every feature of her face. He cared more for her than he had ever cared for anyone in all of his lives. Whether he wanted it or not, there was no denying that, deep in his soul, it felt like a piece of him that had always been missing had been found in her.
Now that she appeared to be out of danger, uncertainty settled over Lucian. What was he going to do with her? She had obviously run to Jake for a reason. Should he leave her with him now? Would it cause further problems if he took her back to his house?
Lucian looked back at Jake. “You were remarkably calm during that.”
“Not my first rodeo with injured and possibly dying friends. I learned during it is not the time to fall apart, there’s always time for that later.” Jake studied him for a moment, his eyes flicking to the black wings loosely folded back. “I knew there was something different about you guys. Didn’t expect that, though.”
“You guys?” Lucian frowned.
“You, Damien, and that Arabrim.” Jake glanced at Morgan. “She certainly knows how to keep a secret, which by good fortune, so do I.”
Lucian nodded, knowing well that Jake wouldn’t give up the information, even if someone would believe him. “And for that, I thank you.”
“So…” Jake cleared his throat. “Does Morgan sprout wings, too?”
“No,” Lucian chuckled then sighed as he looked down at Morgan. “What am I going to do with her now?”
“She was getting ready to come back to you, if that helps any.”
A sigh of relief escaped him and he scooped her limp body into his arms. “I can’t thank you enough, Jake. For being here for her and for calling me.”
“Morgan and I have been friends for a while. I was there for her when she first hit the streets. There when they hauled her back in a cop car and there when she finally escaped that bastard of a foster-father.”
“She told you what happened?” Lucian frowned. It bothered him that she hadn’t been able to fully discuss her past with him. That she didn’t seem to trust him enough yet.
Jake shook his head. “She didn’t have to. It was me she sought out after she ran away that last time. She would never talk about it, but there was no denying the fact she couldn’t see out of one black eye, that she could barely talk around the swelling in her face. No way to miss the damn bruises all over her body. It was me who took care of her that week when she couldn’t take care of herself.” Anger at the memories showed in Jake’s eyes and expression. “She healed quick. Faster than I’ve ever seen anyone heal. It’s when I knew that she was somehow different. I don’t know how, and she doesn’t want me to know and that’s okay.”
Jake sighed and glanced at Morgan with affection. “You’ll be good for her. If you’re not, I don’t give a shit what you are, I’ll hunt your ass down. She’s been through enough without it being added to.”
Lucian’s grip tightened around Morgan and it took a moment to quiet the rage that flashed through him at the thought of someone beating her. He met Jake’s eyes. “Duly noted, though I assure you, it won’t ever be something you have to make good on.”
“Just so long as I don’t.” Jake reached for his duffle and hoisted it over one shoulder.
Just leaving Jake there after everything he’d done for Morgan seemed so wrong. “Would you like to join her at my place?”
Startled, Jake stared for a moment and then chuckled. “Don’t worry about me, man. I’ll be just fine out here. You just get Morgan back and keep her safe from whatever the hell is going on.”
Lucian watched Jake leave the alley before spreading his wings and taking to the air with Morgan clasped securely in his arms.



 



MORGAN WOKE SLOWLY, so comfortable she didn’t want to move, it felt like she lay among warm clouds. A ghost of an ache washed through her chest and was gone. She brought her hand up to her face and rolled over as she opened her eyes.
The four posts of the bed rose around her. That explained the cloud sensation. She was right, this thing was so comfortable it could drag the worst of insomniacs kicking and screaming into a deep sleep.
After a long, slow stretch, Morgan tried to remember how she’d ended up in the bed. She’d never even sat on it before, choosing to sleep sitting on the floor next to the dresser every night since her arrival. Now, as she lay in the warm, soft comfort, she tried to piece together the events that led to her sleeping in the huge bed.
She remembered hugging Jake and getting ready to head back to Lucian. Remembered the pain in her chest. Things got pretty fuzzy after that. The locket! Morgan bolted up in the bed, her gaze sweeping the room. It lay on top of the chest of drawers, its dull and scarred surface at odds with the polished wood beneath it. What the hell was wrong with it?
After shooting the locket a glare, she glanced around the room trying to pull her thoughts together. A small object on the nightstand drew her attention. A tiny figurine of Rainbow Dash no more than a half-inch tall stood rearing up on its hind legs.
A smile pulled at the corners of her mouth as she reached over and picked it up. Not made of glass or anything else breakable, it was clearly from the toy department of some store. Morgan tried to picture the nearly seven foot Thor-like Lucian in the pink isle of toys trying to find Rainbow Dash. The image made her heart melt in warmth. When had anyone ever known her well enough to pick out something like this? Or cared enough? And how the hell was she going to keep him at a distance when he did things like this?
She pulled back the covers and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. The air against her bare legs drew attention to the fact she was dressed only in her t-shirt. Her jeans lay folded at the foot of the bed. Had Lucian been the one to take them off? She considered that for a moment, trying to decide how she felt about it. When she couldn’t come to any conclusion, she gave up and slid out of the bed.
Her body felt strangely weak as she padded across the thick, plush carpet in her bare feet. Snatching fresh jeans and underwear from her drawers, she pulled them on and tucked the tiny Rainbow Dash into her front pocket then grabbed her cigarettes and lighter from the top of the nightstand before leaving the room. Lucian wasn’t anywhere to be seen when she arrived in the dining and kitchen area. A quick exploration of the main level found it empty of life save for her.
Barking drew her to the sliding glass door. Lucy dashed along the back fence, her stubby tail wagging furiously, as a squirrel darted along the top of the fence before scampering up a tree. Morgan stepped through the door, sliding it shut behind her. She lit a cigarette to the tune of the squirrel’s scolding tone as it chattered at the dog from the safety of the branches.
Lucy abandoned the squirrel long enough to bound over to Morgan for a few scratches and pets then returned to pacing the fence as if a way to fly into the tree after the squirrel would reveal itself if she just searched long enough.
Morgan crossed the patio and settled into one of the chairs. It was a relief to sit. She took a long drag and leaned back with her eyes closed, enjoying the feel of the sun on her face.
“It’s good to see you feeling better.”
She opened her eyes at the sound of Lucian’s voice. The rich, deep timbre of it reached deep inside and pushed at her carefully constructed walls. His tawny gaze touched her very soul. Could she go there with him, knowing she was being hunted? Knowing that his life was in jeopardy because of her? He would sacrifice himself without hesitation to protect her. Could she survive another death on her hands? His death?
“Did I look that bad?” she asked lightly in an attempt to ignore the feelings her heart was determined to have for him.
He shrugged and moved to one of the chairs. “Not too bad if the whole ultra-pale, corpsy look is your thing.”
Morgan chuckled, though it came out forced. An undercurrent of tension seemed to move between them, making her hyper-aware of how close he was. Her skin tingled as if it had a mind of its own when it came to remembering his touch. She cleared her throat. “Sorry you had to see that.”
Lucian turned the full force of his gaze on her. “It isn’t something I would care to see again.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
“What happened?” He frowned.
She rubbed her chest absently and took another drag, blowing the smoke out before answering. “I honestly don’t know. The locket did something to me. I tried to wear it one other time, before my powers came to me.”
“Did it do the same thing then?”
“No,” she shook her head, “It just caused a faint ache in my chest and made me feel weird all day. Kind of dizzy and out of balance.”
“It must have caused a stronger reaction this time because you have your powers now. The question is, why?”
Morgan took another drag and turned away from the intensity of his gaze, watching Lucy instead. “I don’t know why.”
“Where did you get it?”
“It was my mother’s. She found it lying in the dirt one day while she and Rhamil, her dark angel, were scouting Riverdale Road. I don’t remember why I grabbed it when I found it in her room the morning child services came to tell our babysitter that my parents were dead.” Morgan took another drag, using the action to give her a moment to collect her thoughts and emotions. It still wasn’t easy to talk about her parents. “I ran into their room and crawled into their bed. The social workers had to drag me kicking and screaming from it. At one point in the struggle, I fell on the floor and saw it lying under the edge of the bed like it had been dropped or something.”
Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them back. “I snatched it just before the social workers got hold of both my arms. It was all I had of them. Other than a few personal things from our rooms, nothing else came with my sister and me. They didn’t own their house and the cars both had loans on them still. I think pretty much everything else went to paying for their funerals.
“The locket is the only thing I managed to save along with the clothes on my back when I left my last foster home.”
Lucian watched her quietly for a moment, noting the way she hid her need to regain control behind smoking. “What happened to the rest of your stuff?”
She shrugged, still not looking at him. “It was destroyed the night I ran away. It’s not like I had much personal stuff anyway. Not like it’s a big deal.”
Her words didn’t match her body language or the expression she was carefully trying to hide from him. It was painfully obvious to Lucian that it was a big deal and the loss of her things was one of the many scars she carried inside. “So your mother just found it on the ground?”
“That’s what she said. It had flooded that spring, I guess it was left there by the water.” Morgan turned to look at him finally. “She would never let me touch it.”
Lucian’s brow furrowed. “Did she say why?”
“Nope.” Morgan took another drag. “I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to her about it. Not long after that, demon activity went crazy and I forgot about the locket. Less than a month later, both of my parents were dead.”
“Damn.” Lucian stood abruptly and began pacing.
Startled, Morgan watched his progress back and forth. “What?”
“I don’t think it’s coincidence your mother found the locket then immediately afterward the demon activity picked up to such high levels. I think the two are connected.” He ran a hand through his golden hair. “In fact, I’m starting to think it’s all connected. The locket, the demon activity, the Kalona hunting you, and even your parents’ deaths.”
Morgan sat forward and ground out her cigarette. “Riverdale Road.”
“What?” Lucian turned to look at her with a frown.
“My mother found it on Riverdale Road. The night my parents died, they were going back to Riverdale Road. I remember because their argument woke me.” Morgan was still looking in Lucian’s direction though she didn’t see him. She looked through him into the past. “My father didn’t want my mother to go. When she remained determined, he insisted that he go with them. Rhamil didn’t try to argue against my father going. My father wasn’t without skills, even if he was only human, and he often accompanied them.”
Morgan rubbed the spot over her heart. “I remember my mother saying, ‘He’s going to come for her. He will never let her go.’ And then something about ending it.”
Lucian sat on the edge of the chair he’d left only moments before and leaned toward her. “Never let who go?”
She met his steady gaze. “Me.”



 



LUCIAN LOOKED BOTH surprised and worried at her words. “Why do you think they were talking about you?”
“Because of the things the demons have said to me. They’ve told me the Kalona wants me. They tried to offer me things they thought I wanted most in exchange for standing willingly by the Kalona’s side.” Morgan chewed on her thumbnail as her mind worked to figure it all out.
Lucian’s face held a look of confused concentration. “Why you specifically?”
“I don’t know,” she mumbled around her thumbnail.
“Damien and Isobel have been here for several months maybe they know something about Riverdale Road and what connection it has to the locket and the demons in the area.” Lucian stood. “I think I’ll drop by for visit, do you want to come?”
“No, I still feel a little weird and tired. I’ll just stay here and rest.” Forgotten during the conversation, the electric tension between them reminded her now it was best if she kept her distance.
He hesitated, casting her a worried look. “You’ll be okay here alone?”
“Isobel and Damien only live a block away and I’m used to being alone.” She’d been alone long enough she wasn’t sure if she even knew how to be any other way.
“I won’t be long.”
Morgan watched him stride into the house and rather wished he would take his time. His near-constant presence along with the walls of his house threatened to suffocate her. It was stupid really. She should be thankful to have a place to sleep. Someplace warm, comfortable, and safe. And thankful to have someone dedicated to protecting her.
Instead, as she watched Lucy lying in the sun on the grass, all she could think of was how quickly she could lose it all. How the house confined her to one place when she was used to spending most of her time on the move. How, unless the weather forced her hand, she never slept in the same place two nights in a row while on the streets. And how her protector was the same person that set her body on fire and made her yearn for more. Far more. It wasn’t just physical.
Lucian had been kind and caring even when she’d been rude and dismissive. He’d thought about Lucy. The dog was important to her and so she’d become important to Lucian. He cared about how she felt and she knew he made an earnest effort to keep her from feeling trapped here.
It was so different than it had been with Arabrim. Her first dark angel had done what was necessary. And where he couldn’t ever force her to do things his way, he’d still made sure she knew when he thought she was doing something stupid. Lucian was more careful of her feelings and needs.
The demons would find her here. They always did when she didn’t keep walking, prowling the streets. She pulled a cigarette from the pack and placed the filter between her lips. Given what she knew now, maybe she should make herself scarce. Save Lucian from possibly losing his life, save herself from the possible heartache, save herself from becoming too comfortable in this life. It would only make returning to the streets that much harder.
Morgan paced the width of the patio while she smoked, an edgy restlessness filled her. Something felt off, like a shadow had been cast across the day. She glanced at the cloudless sky as she took the last drag. Shaking her head, she ground out the butt.
A low growl snapped her attention to the dog. Lucy slunk across the lawn until she stood next to Morgan on the patio.
Morgan swept her gaze across the sunlit yard enclosed by the privacy fence. Nothing seemed out of order and yet she’d never seen the dog act like this. Lucy growled again, the deep rumble of it vibrated against Morgan’s leg.
Moving slowly, her eyes constantly shifting, Morgan backed toward the house and slid the glass door open. She shoved the dog across the threshold behind her before stepping through and pulling the door shut again. The tiny lock sounded loud in the quiet as it clicked into place. Lucy growled again, lips peeled back from her sharp canines.
Morgan laid a hand on the dog’s head and backed farther into the house, her eyes still on the sliding door. The dog matched her movements. A shadow slithered across the ground, followed by several more. Lucy’s hackles stood up as a vicious snarl ripped from her. Morgan swallowed hard against the sudden dryness in her throat.
Always indiscernible, the shadows flooded the yard in darkness and wafted over the patio. Then, as soon as they’d come, they were gone.
The silence in the house was absolute. The sun shone bright beyond the door once again. Morgan stood frozen in place until she felt the tension in the dog slowly ease. Nothing moved in the backyard. Finally, Lucy relaxed enough to sit down, her ears still at attention.
With watery muscles, Morgan stumbled to a chair and plopped down. She folded her arms on the dining table and rested her forehead against them as she drew a shaky breath. She didn’t need to see the shadows clearly to know what they were. Why had they been set loose? By who?
Raising her head, she looked out through the door. Maybe it wasn’t what she thought. There was only one way to know for sure. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry again. Did she dare step outside?
Slowly, she pushed to her feet and crept to the door. Her hand trembled as she reached to flip the lock. Stupid. Locks wouldn’t stop a demon and if the shadows were what she thought they were, what she hoped they weren’t, nothing would slow them down.
The door slid open. Lucy whined. Morgan glanced back at the dog. “If those were really…” She cleared her throat. “You can’t protect me from this, girl.”
Morgan turned back to the yard. The breeze carried the faint hint of burned sulfur. A shiver ran down her back. Taking a deep breath, she stepped outside. Nothing came for her. She looked down, searching for the signs and found them. Two massive paw prints were burned into the concrete at the edge of the patio.
She stared at them without moving. What would be the point? If they were here for her, she was dead. Once set on a trail, they never stopped. Different from even an upper-level demon, they couldn’t be banished. Not without a tremendous amount of power. Far more than she possessed. Only an angel could stand against them and even he would be pressed to his limits by a pack.
Nausea twisted her stomach. There wasn’t going to be any way out of this. Not without losing someone. Without Lucian, if the pack was truly after her, she would be dead within days. With him, she might have a chance. Of course, it could be they were sent after someone else and one only paused here to investigate because it smelled of an angel and his channel. They wouldn’t attack without a specific order, even if she stood in the midst of the entire pack.
The footprints, only two, left her unnerved. It was almost as if they were done on purpose. With shaking hands, she pulled a cigarette from her pack and lit it. She crossed the patio and sank into one of the chairs, a fatalistic attitude settling over her. If the hounds were after her, it didn’t matter where she was. Might as well enjoy being outside.
Lucy’s claws ticked lightly against the cement as she made her way to the paw prints. The dog sniffed them and the hackles on her back stood up again. She paced the yard, her nose to the ground, growling softly. Even the dog understood that what she smelled was unnatural.
Morgan still sat in the chair when Lucian’s voice carried from inside the house, calling her name. Before she could answer, he came through the open patio door, eyes frantic. When he found her sitting there, nursing another cigarette, he didn’t seem to know what to do. His wings were out and bright white light flowed all around him.
“Welcome back,” Morgan said as she breathed out a plume of smoke. “Find out anything interesting?”
His hard gaze swept the yard before it settled on her again. The tension in his shoulders eased and his light dimmed. “What happened?”
She took another drag. “Some passing interest by the pack.” Morgan waved her cigarette in the direction of the paw prints burned into the cement and blew the smoke out in a hazy cloud. “Not sure what it means. Maybe you do?”
Lucian crossed the patio and knelt next to the prints. As he reached a hand toward them, Morgan took another drag, tipped her head back, and closed her eyes. The warm sunshine felt good on her face.
“What are you doing?”
She cracked open an eye and looked at him. His wings and light were gone now. “Well, I figure I’m gonna be dead soon so I’m enjoying the feel of the sun, the taste of my cigarette, and relaxing.”
“A hell hound intentionally left its prints here and you’re relaxing?” He frowned.
Morgan closed her eye and shrugged. “You should try it. You look tense.”
His shadow flashed across her sunlit lids and she heard him flop into the chair next to her with an exasperated sigh. “You shouldn’t be relaxed. You should be afraid. The hounds won’t keep what they found here a secret. Your location will be known shortly.”
“It would be anyway.” She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him as she tapped her temple. “I have demon radar you know. And it seems that whatever allows me to know where they are eventually works the opposite way. It’s why I always stayed on the move. Why I can’t hold a job or have a home. They always find me and it seems this Kalona has only upped their desire to do so.”
He stood abruptly. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
Surprised, Morgan sat forward. “I figured you already knew, you being a dark angel and all.” Taking the last drag of the cigarette, she blew out the smoke and ground it out.
“The Higher Powers told me very little about you.” He sat back down, mulling over what she said. “You can’t stay here.”
And there it was. No more comfortable home. No more room decorated the way she liked. It shouldn’t have bothered her, but it did. Without realizing it, Morgan had started to feel like she had finally found a place to be even though only an hour ago being here had made her feel trapped. Greener grass and all. It was just as well. This would end badly anyway. Better to remember exactly what she was. It might have been nice to pretend that her life could be any other way besides what it was, but that wasn’t reality.
She stood and stuffed her lighter in her pocket. “I’ll pack my things.”



 



“WHAT?” LUCIAN LOOKED up, confusion on his face for a moment before it cleared. “Morgan, we don’t have to leave this instant. It will take a little bit to make arrangements and you will need a suitcase.”
“Arrangements? Suitcase?” It was her turn to be confused. “What is there to arrange? And if you think I’m dragging a suitcase all over the streets you’re insane. I would get robbed my first night out. My backpack will do fine, thank you.”
“We aren’t going to live on the streets.” He stood as well.
“We?” Wait, did he mean he planned to go with her? Morgan shook her head and started for the door. “Lucian I can’t ask you to be constantly displaced.”
His large hand on her arm stopped her. “Yes, we. You aren’t asking me to do anything. You’re my channel. As long as I’m with you, I’m not displaced.”
Her skin tingled where his fingers wrapped around her forearm and warmth spread through her traitorous body and heart. Morgan looked up at his face, struck by the sincerity in his eyes and voice.
“You would give up all of this to become a nomad with me?” she asked, gesturing toward the house.
“This is why I exist. I have no care for this house. It doesn’t matter where we are as long as I can protect you.”
For some reason, his answer left an odd emptiness in her heart. Of course he would follow her. He was bound by divine order to protect her with everything in his power up to and including giving his own life. It was his duty. He may be physically attracted to her, but it didn’t go any deeper than that. And that was fine. It was exactly how she wanted it…wasn’t it?
Pulling away from him, she walked into the house, the interior dim and dark compared to the bright sunlight outside. “You better start making whatever arrangements you have planned.”
The smell of hamburgers and french-fries wafted from a paper bag lying on its side on the table. Morgan motioned toward it as he followed her inside. “You didn’t tell me you went and got food.”
“I smelled the sulfur the moment I stepped in the house. I tossed it there on my way through. I was more concerned with finding you dead or gone. I guess it slipped my mind after I found you.” He pulled his cell from his pocket and started tapping the screen with his thumb. “I’m going to grab my laptop.”
Morgan opened the fridge and pulled out a couple of sodas as he walked toward the stairs. After settling at the table, she opened the bag and pulled out the contents. Two cheeseburgers and two large fries. She set his near his soda can then unwrapped her own. He was back quickly, open laptop in one hand, phone pressed to his ear with the other.
While he made various hotel reservations, Morgan wolfed down her food.
Lucian finally set his phone down and pulled his cheeseburger and fries closer. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah, why?”
He shook his head and grabbed a fry. “You’re so calm about all of this. Most channels would be terrified after having a hound that close.”
Morgan snorted and emptied the rest of her fries onto her cheeseburger wrapper. “I was scared to death while they were here. After I saw the paw prints, the fear just went away.”
“It just went away?” He watched her with a careful expression as if he thought she was insane, or maybe he was waiting for her to go ahead and fall apart.
She shrugged. “It occurred to me that if the hounds want me dead, they will kill me and there’s practically nothing anyone can do about it. Why worry about it?”
“Most would.” He popped two fries in his mouth.
“Yeah, well didn’t I tell you I was freak?” She took a drink of her soda.
Lucian scowled and swallowed. “You aren’t a freak. Just made of sturdier stuff than most.”
“I’ve already been in a place where I really thought I was going to die. Once you’ve been there, it’s hard to get excited about it when it confronts you again,” Morgan said as she sorted her fries into like sized piles for no reason other than it gave her something to do besides look at him. That had just kind of slipped out; it wasn’t something she’d meant to say.
“You should never have had to face demons alone for so many months,” he growled, his voice rough with some unidentifiable emotion. Anger, sorrow, a mix?
Relief seeped through her that he had misunderstood. “It was what it was. I survived.”
“You did. I still wish you would have sought out Damien and Isobel.”
Morgan swiped a fry absently through the ketchup making little red designs on the wrapped with it.
“It was better for everyone that I didn’t,” she mumbled.
“Why?”
She looked up, his eyes held hers and the deep ache inside that wanted her to tell him everything rose up. The other part of her, the more rational part, that understood just how thin a thread her emotions walked, pushed back. She dropped her eyes, abandoned her ketchup sodded fry and shoved away from the table.
“Don’t worry about it.” Morgan turned away from him and headed to the patio door.
Lucian caught her arm before she made it across the threshold. “It’s my job to worry about it.”
Heat spread through her again at his touch. The desire to lean into him flushed through her body even as the weight of his words crushed her. It was his job to worry, no other reason. And that was what she wanted, right? It was better that way. Wasn’t it?
Morgan gave him a half-smile that covered up all of her confusing emotions and pulled her arm from his grasp. “You don’t have to worry about this. You worry about real-life demons and I’ll take care of personal demons on my own.”
“You shouldn’t have to take care of them on your own. We’re partners for the remainder of this life. Let me help you,” he said as he followed her out the door.
She pulled out a cigarette and lit it before turning to face him, making sure a comfortable distance remained between them. “Look, like you said, you’re only stuck with a screwed up channel for the remainder of this life. Which in the grand scheme of things is only a blip on the time radar. So just leave it alone okay.”
“Don’t put words in my mouth,” anger edged his voice. “I didn’t say you were screwed up and I didn’t mean I was stuck with you.”
Morgan’s hands trembled as she took a deep drag off the cigarette, trying to hide the thread of irrational fear his anger sent crawling through her.
Lucian watched her closely. Though her face didn’t show it, he didn’t miss the tremor in her hands or the subtle way her body seemed to shrink in on itself. Jake telling him how badly beaten he’d once seen her ran through Lucian’s mind. Was she afraid of him? Because he was angry over what she’d said? The question doused his anger in ice.
“You didn’t have to say it. I heard about you from Arabrim you know.” Morgan glanced at him and then away. “The ancient and powerful Lucian, always a free agent, moving from one thing to the next as needed. I’m aware that Arabrim, brought into being in the late 1500’s was considered young for a dark angel, so I can only imagine the years and lifetimes you’ve seen. What I can understand completely, is what it feels like to suddenly be tied down, to feel like you’ve lost the freedom you so desperately crave and need.”
“I just want you to know,” she continued without looking at him. “I don’t hold against you. Because I can’t guarantee that, if I survive this and somehow get rid of this Kalona and the hounds don’t come for me, I won’t disappear on you.”
“Morgan, look at me.” Lucian stepped closer, though he didn’t try to completely close the distance and waited for her to finally face him. “I don’t feel trapped by being assigned a channel after so long a time. It is taking some getting used to, however, I don’t regret it. And if you disappear, I will always follow. So anytime you feel the need to run, really run, go for it. I won’t force my company on you, but I will always be there to have your back should you need it.”
Morgan tore her gaze away from his and watched Lucy as the dog continued to pace the yard. Another drag pulled more of the nerve steadying nicotine into her lungs. How could he know the exact words she needed to hear? He was either very good at being a dark angel, which given his number of lives he definitely was, or he really felt that way.
Her heart desperately wanted to believe the latter because deep down there was no denying she needed someone like him in her life. Someone she could lean on when she needed comfort and protection, and someone she could run away from when she needed space.
Lucian sighed and raked a hand through his golden hair. She had closed herself off from him. He had thought, for the briefest of moments there at the table, she was going to open up. And then she’d shut down and shut him out. If it took the rest of this lifetime, he would show her that she could trust him with even the darkest times of her life. Trust him not to hurt her even when he was angry.
Arabrim was young in comparison. Lucian had a vast number of lifetimes to draw on and he’d already made Arabrim’s mistake once. Lucian wouldn’t make it again. Never again would he die before his assigned channel and leave her to the demons that would ultimately kill her.
La Pucelle would always be his greatest regret. Even after all of these years, he still felt the ache of her loss. He had loved her like no other though she hadn’t been his soulmate. Not loved in a traditional way, but from afar. No man had been allowed to love La Pucelle in any other way. It hadn’t mattered, he had died for her as a dark angel, and as a man in love. A channel as ancient as Lucian himself, she had chosen eternal rest after that life. Lucian would never see her again.
Morgan was a young channel with only two other lives under her belt. A channel that had gotten under his skin in a way not even La Pucelle had. Lucian would make sure she grew old in this life. His emotions wouldn’t cloud his judgment this time.
After a long silence between them, Morgan said, “You never did say if you found out anything about Riverdale Road.”
Drawn from his reverie by her comment, he thought back over what he’d learned. “Riverdale Road is cloaked in urban legends. Some are just stories, others aren’t.”
“What do the urban legends say?”
“They say that a woman in white walks the road, that if you drive it at night you can see blood smears on the signs.” Lucian raked a hand through his hair. “It’s said that if you pull over and roll your windows down you will hear a heartbeat and the sound will grow until you can’t stand it. People claim there is a gateway to hell located somewhere around there.”
“A gateway to hell?” The demons, hellhounds, Kalona all started to make sense.
“That is what the urban legend says. Apparently people have even tried to find it. Fools, even if they could find a gateway to the Underworld, they would never live tell about it. Even so, given the activity around here, I’m inclined to believe them. Now we just have to figure out how that doorway got opened.” Lucian glanced over his shoulder at the house. “Before we do that, I need to make the arrangements so we can get out of here.”
He left her standing there, finishing her cigarette in silence while he went back to his laptop and phone. Reservations still needed to be made to ensure they could stay in the area and on the move at the same time. Nothing too fancy and someplace that would accept the dog. Not an easy task.
Morgan ground out the cigarette and called the dog. After one last soft growl at the yard in general, Lucy came and followed her inside. There was plenty to do and standing around mulling over useless emotions wasn’t going to get any of it done.
She cleared their lunch trash off the table and wiped it down while Lucian continued to make calls. After a while, feeling rather useless, she went upstairs and grabbed the tattered paperback out of her backpack and carried it back to the living room.
As Lucian’s deep voice rumbled in the background, she curled up on the couch and got lost in a story of spies and undercover operations for the next few hours until Lucian ordered dinner.
Morgan put the book down and stretched. “Did you make all of the arrangements?”
“Most of them. I’ll finish up tomorrow.”
After dinner arrived, they settled in the living room with a couple of movies Morgan had never seen: The Avengers and Guardians of the Galaxy. As opening music to the first movie played, Morgan gazed at Lucian out the corner of her eye and tried to remember the last person that had wanted to sit and watch movies with her. The time was at the Grissoms’ when they used to settle down in the large family room with all of their foster kids and watch movies. Arabrim had held no interest in movies or series and, in fact, hadn’t even had a TV in his house. Had never asked if she wanted one.
Despite her deep reservations, as they laughed at the same places and mutually picked apart others, the walls around her heart softened more. In fact, if she examined the warm feeling in her heart it might have looked a lot like something akin to love. She didn’t even know how to begin examining it or what to do with it if it really was.



The next morning Isobel and Damien came through the front door.
“Looks like you’ll be on the move again,” Isobel said as she lifted the suitcase in her hand.
“Looks like it. Not much else I can do with this stupid demon radar in my head and hellhounds possibly taking an interest.”
“Come on, I’ll help you pack.” Isobel headed for the stairs.
Morgan followed behind with Lucy on her heels. The dog seemed determined to remain glued to Morgan. All things considered, that suited Morgan just fine. Lucy had weathered the winter streets of Denver with her. She was a friend, a confidant, and a comfort.
Isobel set to work immediately, pulling out clothes and laying them on the bed. Morgan watched, a little bemused by it. If it had been left up to her, she would have stuffed a couple of pairs of jeans into her backpack and as many shirts as she could wad up and shove in and that would be it. After bouncing around foster homes and then living on the street, it was how she’d learned to pack. Her friend seemed to have a whole other system. One that included folding and arranging.
Resigned to doing it Isobel’s way, Morgan began taking her shirts off hangers and folding them. So what if her folding was a little haphazard, at least it was done. Isobel stared at the kind-of-folded shirts and without saying a word, packed them into a suitcase. And that was why Morgan could be friends with someone so different from her.
The only thing Morgan refused to give up completely was the backpack. Experience had taught her to expect the worst and be prepared. An extra pair of jeans, underwear, socks, a shirt, her carton of cigarettes, extra lighter, her wallet empty except for her license, and the damned locket all went into the backpack Lucian had given her. Isobel glanced at it a couple of times, but said nothing.
They worked in silence for several minutes. Finally, Isobel asked, “How are things going with Lucian?”
“Fine.”
“Just, fine?”
“What do you want me to say? He’s a good dark angel.”
Isobel looked like she wanted to say something else. Thankfully, whatever it was, she kept quiet and switched subjects. “Lucian said he’s got you set up for several different hotels in Denver. If keeping Lucy with you becomes a problem, Damien and I will be happy to keep her for a while.”
Morgan snorted as she pulled the contents of her underwear drawer out in one large double handful and tossed it into the suitcase. “I’m sure Sorsha would love that. Besides, Lucy is never a problem. I’ll sleep on a bench somewhere before sending her away again.”
“The offer stands if ever you need it. And Sorsha would get over it.” Isobel laughed as she carefully rearranged all of the underwear and socks into a semblance of order. “It might do the princess good to have to deal with a dog.”
The image of Isobel’s cat in the same room with Lucy made Morgan smile as she tossed the last of her things in.
It really hadn’t taken long. It wasn’t like she had a lot of stuff. She pulled the two coats from the closet and deposited them on the bed next to the backpack. Who knew how long it would be before they came back here. If they ever did. Along with the one suitcase, it made such a small pile. The extent of her nineteen years. Nothing else in the room really belonged to her. A sense of Deja vu overwhelmed her. Shaking it off, Morgan turned away from the bed.
“While Lucian finishes up whatever it is he has to do, I’m going to see Jake.”
Concern flashed across Isobel’s face. “Do you think that’s wise given the hounds’ interest?”
“If the hounds want me dead, then I’ll be dead. The last time Jake saw me, I was in pretty bad shape. He deserves to know I’m all right.”
“Do you want me to go with you?”
Morgan shook her head. “You know what the neighborhood is like. I know how to survive in it, you don’t.”



 



THEY CARRIED HER suitcase and coats down to the living room and set it all on the couch. All except the backpack, Morgan kept that slung over one shoulder. Lucian’s keys lay where he always dropped them on the end table near the door. She picked them up and turned to him. “I need to see Jake.”
Lucian studied her before nodding. “Call if you need me. Oh, before you go, you might leave my car here and take your own.”
“What?” She turned to look where he pointed. A set of keys hung from a hook next to the door.
“I took care of it a couple of days ago. The dealership dropped it off while you were packing. I figured you might like to have a set of wheels that belonged to you.”
Morgan didn’t know what to say. He had bought her a car? Of her own? Her eyes stung and she blinked them to push back the threatening wetness. Not even Arabrim had done that. He’d always insisted that what was his was hers, but it hadn’t been. Not really.
As if he read her thoughts Lucian said, “The title is in your name. It’s all yours. Insurance is paid up for the next two years, tags are on it.”
She set his keys back on the table and slowly reached for those on the hook. A glance at Isobel’s radiant expression and Damien’s amused look and it was obvious the two had been in on it. Finally, her gaze rested on Lucian. He flashed a cocky half-grin. “This way, when you decide to take off again, I still have my own car.”
Never in her life had she been given a gift of this magnitude. “Thank you, Lucian. I can’t even express… It’s…”
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.” He cleared his throat. “Take it for a drive, see Jake, and keep your phone on you.”
Sudden guilt at leaving him to deal with everything crept over her. She motioned toward his laptop. “Are you sure you don’t want any help with all of that.”
He glanced at the open computer. “Go away, Morgan. I got this.”
Isobel pushed her toward the door. “Go see it!”
Morgan stepped outside, suddenly afraid that Lucian had spent a bunch of money on a car for her. What she found was a Suburban. It wasn’t new, but it wasn’t old either. The black paint job gleamed in the warm sunshine.
Lucian appeared next to her as she gazed at the truck that was now hers. “I hope you like it. I originally looked at cars, then thought you might want something with plenty of room for Lucy. And if you ever do run, there is room to sleep in it. This way I won’t have to worry about you crashing on a park bench somewhere for the night.”
When she didn’t say anything, he said, “If you don’t like it, we can take it back right now and you can get something different.”
“Shut up for a minute.” Morgan clenched the keys in her hand until the sharp edges pressed into her skin. No one was taking her truck from her. “Let me just wrap my head around the fact that it’s mine.”
“You like it then?”
“It’s perfect,” she whispered suddenly beyond thankful that Arabrim had helped her get her license even if he’d never given her a vehicle of her own.
“Here,” he handed her a thick fold of twenties and a card, “for gas or whatever you need. Or whatever you feel Jake needs. The card will debit one of the bank accounts set up for dark angels. Money isn’t an issue, so don’t worry about how much you spend.”
Morgan looked at Lucian for the first time since stepping out the door. “How do you do it?”
He frowned. “Do what?”
“Know the right thing to say. Know what I need most.”
“Oh.” Lucian cleared his throat and looked at the truck as he stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his well-fitting jeans. “It’s my job to take into account your needs.”
Isobel shot Lucian a glare that should have killed him right then and there. How could he say that? Isobel knew very well how much he cared for Morgan. Why didn’t he just say it? She stepped forward, her mouth opening with the intention of giving him a piece of her mind. Damien’s hand on her shoulder stayed her. Isobel glanced up at Damien’s intense blue eyes and subsided when he gave a tiny shake of his head.
Isobel folded her arms across her chest and settled for giving Lucian evil looks. His job to take into account his channel’s needs, her foot. He was many things, but he wasn’t a mind reader. The fact that Lucian cared enough for Morgan to already know her so well spoke volumes even if the he was too much of an idiot to speak it himself.
Morgan looked away, resting her gaze on the truck as Lucian’s words rang in her mind. That’s right. Lucian was a good dark angel. Arabrim had never done things like this, had never made her feel it was okay to run if she needed to, never given her something to run away in. He hadn’t considered her needs this way. He wasn’t a tyrant, he wasn’t like this either. She ached for Lucian’s action to be something more than duty and walled herself off from the idea at the same time.
She walked to the truck and opened the back passenger side door. “Come on, Lucy. Let’s go see Jake.”
The Rottweiler bounded across the driveway and leaped onto the bench seat, her tongue lolling happily out of her mouth. Morgan tossed the backpack onto the floorboard then rounded the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat. A turn of the key and the engine rumbled to life. It wasn’t loud, but she could definitely hear the power under the hood. The fabric interior was clean and smelled of the linen scent she was so fond of. Must be an air-freshener in there somewhere.
The stereo beckoned her from the dashboard and she couldn’t help reaching over to turn it on. Crystal clear music flowed from the speakers. That couldn’t be stock. Had it already been in the truck or did Lucian have it installed?
She waved at the three standing on the front lawn and backed out of the driveway. The truck rolled smoothly down the road. She navigated her way out of the neighborhood and headed into Denver. The houses gave way to open road. Tall hills rose up on her right and scattered groups of trees dotted the sides of the road, their limbs flush with the bright green of new spring leaves.
Traffic wasn’t too bad and before long, the outskirts of Denver took over the landscape. Traffic grew heavier and she grumbled under her breath while Lucy watched out the windows as they drew closer to familiar grounds.
An odd sort of homecoming washed over her as the truck drew close to the park. The trees, thick with spring growth, dominated the left side of the road, while the backside of the massive brick building spread out on the right. Morgan turned into the string of parking spaces across from the building.
Up ahead, the building gave way to a tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire that slanted outward, protecting the property behind it. On the other side of the road, stretched along the river, the park spread out.
A small rise prevented Morgan from seeing the river that ran next to the park. She left the truck and let Lucy out, snapping a leash on the dog’s collar. Morgan ignored the various picnic tables placed about and started walking east. She cut through the park without slowing. Jake hated the park during the day when it was more likely people would be there.
Instead she walked beyond the maintained, green grass and over a small, weed-choked hill. Five sets of railroad tracks spread out. She walked along them as they disappeared into the shade of the of the highway overpass. Tucked up underneath it were various temporary camps. Down lower, Patsy pushed her cart along, her cat rode like a king on top of the pile of things in the rickety cart.
Morgan waved to Patsy and greeted several of the others as she passed them, her eyes constantly on the search for Jake. He wasn’t there. Not surprising given the number of people. Leaving the overpass behind, she continued to follow the tracks, until she cut between a couple of businesses. The roar of traffic on the highway a short block away drown all but the closest birds.
A soft breeze sent strands of her rich brown hair waving lazily. Overhead, clouds jostled for space in the sky, sometimes coming together and other times breaking apart to allow warm sunshine to pour through. At least it was a nice day for walking. Lucy seemed content to pad along, nose working as she took in the familiar scents.
After Morgan crossed a main street, she cut down an alley, searching in the more out of the way places. It was empty. Like before she went to Lucian’s, Morgan spent the entire day walking as she crisscrossed the area. A sense of freedom lifted her spirits. Out here, on the move, the demons would lose track of her. If the pack really did want to find her then they probably already would have.
Senses on high alert, as always, and hyper-aware of her surroundings and anyone in them, she relaxed into the rhythm of the streets.
The sun moved toward the mountains and cast long shadows across the ground as Morgan made her way back to the tracks. Where the hell was Jake? The overpass loomed in the distance. Maybe he would be there now. She squinted her eyes in the falling night at the darkness under the bridge. If not, she would walk to the tower and see if he was there. Failing that, she could always wait and see if he showed up in the park as night came on.
A couple of guys, lounging against the fence that enclosed the backsides of a couple of buildings on the north, whistled appreciatively and bumped fists as they eyed her. Lucy growled quietly but settled under a soft command. Morgan didn’t even glance at the guys, though she watched them take swigs from the beer bottles in their hands out the corner of her eye. In her old clothes, they might not have looked twice at her. In her clean t-shirt and well-fitting jeans with her hair clean and brushed, she probably looked pretty out of place on the tracks. An easy target.
As she drew even with them, they shoved away from the fence and moved to intercept. Morgan ignored them.
“Hey, gorgeous, what are you doin’ out here?” one of them slurred.
Rolling her eyes, Morgan didn’t answer.
“Hey baby, I’m talking to you.”
A hand closed around her wrist. Morgan dropped the leash and spun. Before the guy could react, her fist smashed into his face. Cartilage crunched under her blow and blood sprayed down his face.
He yowled, releasing her arm to grab at his broken nose. “You fucking bitch!”
Her head snapped to the side from the second guy’s hit. Morgan didn’t feel the pain. She blocked the next punch and swept his feet from under him, followed by a hard kick to the side of his head. The first recovered and grabbed her hair, yanking her toward him. While Lucy snarled in the background, Morgan used the momentum he’d created by pulling her to slam into him, taking them both to the ground.
They rolled across the dirt and rocks beside the tracks, each struggling for purchase. Morgan came out on top, quickly planting a punch to his throat and springing back. He wheezed and gagged. She rammed her boot into his side then grabbed a fistful of his hair. Wrenching his head off the ground she put her face in his. “Don’t ever try to jump me, asshole.”
She slammed his head into the ground a couple of times then turned toward the dog. The second man had roused enough to sit up but got no further than that. Lucy stood braced in front of his frozen form, lips peeled back over her teeth, a deep snarl issuing from her throat.
Morgan walked past him grabbing, Lucy’s leash on the way by. The dog immediately broke off and followed. Adrenaline still pumped through Morgan’s blood. Keyed up and still ready to fight, she worked to calm herself down. As it faded, the pain she’d barely registered during the fight finally broke through.
The whole left side of her face throbbed and the warm copper taste of blood filled her mouth. She spit the blood on the ground, feeling the swollen tissue and cut inside of her cheek with her tongue. Miraculously, all of her teeth were firmly in place. Idiot thought he was tough shit. Bet he’d never got into a physical fight with a demon. She almost laughed at the memory of him trying to get a hold on her while they rolled. If a demon couldn’t get a good grip on her, that idiot never stood a chance.
Morgan didn’t bother to look back. If they tried to follow, Lucy would let her know. The left sleeve of her t-shirt was half-torn away from its stitching at the top. Morgan mumbled a string of curses. This was one of her favorite shirts. The sting of the air on her skin drew her attention to the small scratches on her arms. She rolled her shoulders, feeling the bruises on her back and sides. Falling and rolling around in the sharp rocks next to the track had left their marks, too. Oh well, it was all very minor and would heal fast. Considering what the men had probably hoped to get when they came at her, it could be worse.
She passed under the bridge. Though getting darker by the minute, she didn’t see Jake there. A short climb back over the weed infested hill and she was back in the park. Up ahead, under one of the few street lamps, she finally saw him.
Letting out a relieved sigh, Morgan started toward him and called out, “Heya, Jake.”
He turned and waved, a smile spreading on his face. It faded as she drew closer. His eyes hardened and he reached out. Gripping her chin, he turned her face to expose what Morgan figured must be a pretty vibrant bruise. The side of her face felt swollen and the cold evening air stung.
“What the hell, Morgs?” Jake scowled, his eyes narrowing.
She shrugged and stepped back. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly dressed for wandering around this part of Denver after dark. Just a couple of assholes, nothing more.”
Jake swept his gaze over her. It came to a rest on her torn shirt and the cuts on her arms. “Are you all right otherwise?”
He glanced in the direction she’d come from. “Where are they?”
“One of them is lucky if he’s still conscious and the other is probably cleaning his pants right now.” Morgan tugged on his sleeve and walked farther into the park. When he didn’t follow, she looked back. “I’m fine other than the damage you see. And even if I wasn’t, I don’t need you to fight my battles.”
Jake finally trailed after her. “Where’s Lucian?”
“At his house, working on some things. He got me a truck. It’s nice to have the freedom to leave whenever I want without taking his car.”
“He got you a truck?” Jake whistled low. “That’s quite a gift. Things between you two are going well then?”
Morgan snorted. “Things between us are going nowhere. I know you said it was worth it and all... Besides, despite the kiss, I think he would rather it not get that way between us, too.”
Jake looked like he wanted to impart some more advice but thankfully kept his mouth shut. Morgan pulled a cigarette from her pack as they sat on one of the picnic tables. When Jake pulled one out too, she lit hers and then held out the flame for him. They smoked in companionable silence for a few minutes. He pulled out a half-empty bottle of whiskey and took a drink then offered it to her. Morgan accepted it and took a deep pull, feeling the burning all the way down her throat. It hit her stomach in a fiery rush and turned into pleasant warmth that spread through her body. She wasn’t planning on drinking enough to get drunk, with hellhounds and demons after her, it wouldn’t be smart. But enough to relax a bit and dull the pain in her face wouldn’t hurt anything.
“What are you doing out here when you have someplace to go, Morgs?” Jake asked as he took the bottle back.
She took a drag off her cigarette and let the smoke out slowly. “I’m out here because I’m a mental case.”
He laughed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Ha, ha, funny. Seriously, I think I’m broken.”
Jake frowned. “What do you mean?”
She reached over, took the bottle from him and took another drink of the cheap liquid. It wouldn’t hurt to have another. “You know how hard losing Arabrim was for me. At the same time that it hurt so bad I barely held myself together, it was also a relief. I answered to only myself again. I didn’t have to worry about anyone other than me and Lucy. I had the pain of having the rug jerked out from under me just when I thought I was safe and yet I also felt some demented sense of comfort at being out here again. Free to roam wherever the day took me.
“There must be something wrong with me, right?” Morgan handed him the bottle. “I’m supposed to want a home, a comfortable bed, safety. Aren’t I?”
“That’s hard one to answer.” Jake took a drink. “I mean you’re asking me? I don’t even get a motel room when my disability money comes in. I’ve tried. I can’t sleep, can’t sit still, start to feel trapped by the walls. I’m not sure I’m the right one to ask. I’m all screwed up in the head and will probably wander the streets until I freeze to death or get killed by someone.”
He took another drink and handed it back to her. It didn’t burn as much as it slid down her throat this time. After she handed it back, Morgan leaned her head against his shoulder. “Well, we’re a pair aren’t we?”
“A couple of dysfunctionals.” Jake took a long drag of his cigarette. “You’re young still. You have more of a chance of changing if you seek it. In fact,” he appraised her, “I’m willing to bet the last of my whiskey that most of your trapped feeling comes from being in close proximity to a certain tall blond guy.”
Morgan rolled her eyes. “That has nothing to do with it.”
“Do yourself a favor and don’t lie to yourself, Morgs.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
He took another drag and sighed, blowing a cloud of smoke into the night. “Okay, I’ll play psychologist. God knows I went to enough of them at first, before Emily died.” Jake eyed her again. “You feel free out here and crave it because it’s easy.”
“Easy.” She sat up and frowned at him. “Living on the streets is easy? Since when?”
“Since you compared it with the terrifying possibility of handing your heart to someone. Of baring your soul and letting him see all of the broken and flawed pieces that make you who you are. And a hell of a lot easier than facing the world if they disappear from your life.” Jake cleared his throat then downed another swig.
“So you’re saying I’d rather be out here because I’m an emotional chickenshit?” Morgan glared at him and took a hard pull at her cigarette, unnerved by his assessment.
“Feathers and all, Morgs,” he chuckled and gave her a playful shove.
She stared at the chain-link fence across the road as the sound of sirens and bass echoed across the city. Somewhere in the distance, the distinct sound of gun shots punctured the night. Beside her, Jake tensed and stared in the direction of the shots. Morgan ignored the noise; it was far enough away it wouldn’t affect them. Several minutes later, more sirens wailed.
They were sounds she was used to. Noises she could doze through, tucked away somewhere. It was what she was used to. What she had spent the majority of the past four years living in.
Did she really want to spend the rest of her life living in it? Or was she, as Jake said, afraid to reach for anything else? More afraid of love, of heartbreak, than she was of being an old lady pushing a cart around the streets. Or worse, ending up a Jane Doe in the morgue long before she had the chance to grow old.
There were only so many people she could fight off and she’d had more than her fair share of close calls since hitting the streets at the age of fifteen. At least after she’d turned eighteen she’d no longer needed to worry about getting picked up as a runaway. She’d aged out of the system and the system didn’t give a rat’s ass what happened to her once she was an adult. The day before her eighteenth birthday they would have hauled her in had they caught her. The day after? Destitute young woman living homeless with the real possibility of death or worse, who cares?
“Damn it, Jake, why’d you have to go and make it complicated?”
He laughed. “I didn’t. You did that all by yourself, I just pointed it out to you.”
“Yeah, but I was pretty comfortable in my delusional bubble and now you’ve gone and screwed that all up.” She flicked the butt out into the street and pulled another cigarette out.
“It always sucks to have those bubbles burst.” He took another drink and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. The glow of his cigarette butt soared through the air and landed in a shower of embers on the road. “Now you just have to be honest with yourself whether you want to go back to the bubble or face life as it comes at you.”
“How can I decide that when I’m not sure I can survive emotionally if I lose another person in my life? Especially someone like Lucian, what he might be to me if I open up? And what if I do open up, fall head over heels in love and then he doesn’t return the feelings?”
Jake’s chuckle was dark this time. “How the hell do you expect me to know that? Did you forget who you were talking to?” He handed the bottle to her and said, “I do have a question.”
“Shoot.” Morgan tipped the bottle back without thinking. A pleasant, relaxed feeling buzzed through her system.
“If you do lose it all after you get it and you go crazy, what does it matter?”
“You don’t think it will?”
He shook his head. “No. Either you will go so nuts you kill yourself, in which case it’ll all be over, or you will only go a little nuts and end up wandering around like Patsy muttering batshit crazy stuff. In that case, you’ll be out of it enough you won’t care what happened that made you that way.”
Morgan took another big drink and handed it back to him. “I don’t want to ever get to the point I want to kill myself. And I really don’t want to end up like Patsy.”
“You might not.” Jake shrugged and stared out at the night. “You might end up still lucid, just horribly broken and miserable. Like me.”
“That paints a rosy picture.”
“Doesn’t it?” He tipped the bottle back and drained it. “Still worth it.”
“So you say.”
Jake eyed the bottle. “Guess that’s it for that.”
He chucked it at a nearby trash can and the glass shattered as it fell into the metal container.
“Not quite.” Morgan handed Jake the leash and slid off the table. Though her whole body felt ultra-relaxed and tingly, she still managed a steady walk to the truck. After unlocking the door, she pulled out a bag then shut and locked it again.
When she settled next to Jake on the table, her feet resting on the seat, she set it down and pulled out a carton of cigarettes and two bottles of decent whiskey. “I thought you might want to drink something a little smoother than the rotgut you’ve been drinking.”
Jake took the bottle and admired it. “Lucky Fox. Wow, what a treat. I haven’t had any like this in a really long time.” He shot her a stern look. “How the hell did someone your age buy this?”
She shrugged. “The old guy at the liquor store three blocks over. He’s a total lecher.”
Jake raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t…”
“What?” Morgan tried to decipher the look on his face and then it clicked into place. “No! Damn, Jake, do you really think I would go that far to get you whiskey? I care a lot for you and all, but not that much.”
“Well, at least I know you still have standards.” He removed the cap and took a long drink. “Ahhh, that’s nice. So what did you do to get it?”
“Pulled the neckline of my shirt down, leaned over the counter, and pouted real pretty. His teeth about fell out and he rang me up without even asking for my I.D. I think he forgot.”
“Old fart don’t see the likes of you in there much.” Jake chuckled and took a long drink.
Morgan took it when he handed it to her. She’d probably had enough, still wouldn’t hurt to wash the taste of the cheaper stuff out of her mouth. Morgan tipped the bottle back and took a couple of deep draws. The Lucky Fox went down smooth with a pleasant burn and after flavor. Her brain fuzzed around the edges as she gave it back to him. Maybe she’d had more than she planned. “Guess I’m spendin’ the night out here, huh?”
“Guess so. No way I’m going to let you drive with alcohol sloshing around in you.” He draped an arm around her shoulders and took another pull off the bottle.
Morgan leaned into his warmth and accepted the bottle back. “It’s stupid that life seemed simpler when I was living out here. Should be the other way ‘round, ya know?”
“Understand completely. Life’s a SNAFU.”
“There’s some more stuff for you in the bag. Hope you don’t mind. Not trying to act all uppity by bringing it.”
“Thanks, Morgs. And trust me, I would never think of you as uppity.”
“Good.” She took another drink. Already pretty buzzed and fuzzy, might as well go for broke. Maybe a demon would show up and take the choice she knew needed to be made away. Stupid way to think, but her brain seemed to want to wander off in all kinds of directions.
Memories of Lucian, letting her off the hook when she couldn’t bring herself to dredge up her past, of him offering her a way to run if she needed to, of their searing kiss that almost took them over the edge roamed through her head. Each of them breaking little pieces of her wall. She was suddenly glad the he wasn’t around. In her current state, she would be much more open to the possibilities between them.
No, this night was better spent with Jake. Comfortable, familiar, Jake who had kept her alive when she knew nothing. Jake, who’d had enough to drink his nightmares wouldn’t translate into real world dangers for her tonight. Another half bottle between them and her mind quit worrying about things like love, lust, and decisions.



 



THOSE DAMN CONSTRUCTION workers were starting up in her head again, but it was dulled like they hadn’t fully got to it yet. One of these days, she’d learn to drink just enough to get pleasantly buzzed without sucking down so much she woke with a massive hangover. It seemed she either took one or two drinks to relax or downed a whole damn bottle.
Morgan cracked open her eyes. The deep bluish-gray of early morning shadowed everything around her. Jake snored heavy somewhere to her right. The branches of trees, tiny leaves formed all along their lengths, crisscrossed above her as darker shapes against the sky. Instinct sent off warning bells in her head making her realize just how vulnerable she was lying there, her head hazy with the remnants of the whiskey still floating in it. There was no way she was prepared to defend herself if need be.
Her heart leaped with a brief shot of adrenaline and she scrambled to sit up and take stock of her surroundings. Something soft slid off her shoulders. A shifting of the shadows out the corner of her eye had her turning in that direction, her sluggish mind trying to kick into gear.
Lucian gave her a small smile from where he sat leaning against the trunk of a tree, legs stretched out in front of him, ankles crossed. “Go back to sleep Morgan. You’re safe. So is Jake.”
Morgan twisted to look at Jake and found his slumbering form covered in a thick blanket with Lucy curled up against him. She looked down and fingered the same type of blanket that had slid down when she sat up. Finally, her bleary gaze found Lucian’s. “You did this?”
He nodded and Morgan said, “How long have you been here?”
“I arrived about the time you two were getting so drunk a group of gang members could have walked up with guns drawn and all you would have done is laugh hysterically at them. I lurked around the edges of the park, staying out of your way while keeping you both safe.”
Lucian reached out and gently ran his fingers down the side of her face. “What happened?”
It took a minute for her to realize he was talking about the bruise that likely decorated her face. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. I’m fine.”
“You don’t have to fight those battles, you know. I’m here if you need me, but I won’t push you to be someone you’re not. You don’t have to run from me, Morgan.”
An emotion she couldn’t define welled up in her at his soft words. It was comforting and secure. Did she actually feel safe? Without saying anything, she scooted closer to Lucian and curled up on the ground next to him with her head in his lap. His leg was warm against her uninjured cheek through the denim of his jeans. She barely registered him tucking the blanket around her shoulders as the remaining whiskey pulled her back into a dreamless sleep.
Lucian stared down at Morgan nestled against him and smoothed her hair away from her face. Glancing at Jake, he studied the other man for a moment before returning his gaze to Morgan. Would she ever trust him the way she did Jake? Maybe one day she would feel comfortable coming to him when she needed to untangle her feelings. Trust him with her past.
Though Lucian hadn’t meant to overhear most of her conversation with Jake, his hearing was so superior to a normal human’s, he couldn’t help it. He tried to ignore the warmth that spread through his chest at the thought she might actually care about him, and the thought he might feel the same about her. So used to being on his own, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with the new emotions. Lucian sighed and leaned his head back against the tree, trusting to time and the Higher Powers to work it all out.



When Morgan woke again, her head was pillowed on her arm. Sirens wailed somewhere nearby. Her head throbbed in time with the rise and fall of the strident noise. Couldn’t people stop hurting each other and having medical emergencies long enough for a person to have a hangover? Was that so much to ask? Yeah, it sounded selfish and she didn’t care.
With a groan, she pushed herself up until she sat leaning up against the tree where Lucian had rested. At least, she was pretty sure he’d been there. Had she dreamed that?
Looking down, she noticed the blanket for the first time since waking. Her fingers trailed over the soft material. He had been there. Her heart warmed at the memory of snuggling next to him, her cheek resting on his leg. The sense of being safe still filled her. It had been too long since she last felt safe. Morgan didn’t quite know how to deal with the feeling now.
She’d lived in a lot of different houses and without a house for a long time. Her time with Arabrim had been brief, only six months, and where she might have felt safe with him, there had never really been a sense of home. It wasn’t something she truly felt at Lucian’s house either. But with Lucian, in that early morning hour, she’d felt it. Was it possible that home was a person and not really a place at all?
Morgan snorted and leaned her head back to rest against the bark. Sure, home was a person and unicorns were going to come prancing down the street any moment crapping rainbows and spreading peace on earth. The whiskey must still be working a little of its liquid magic. Home wasn’t a person. It wasn’t a place. It didn’t exist and hadn’t since her parents died.
“What’s funny?”
Jake’s voice had her opening her eyes and turning her head to look at him. “What?”
“You kind of snorted, kind of laughed. What was funny?”
“Oh.” Morgan sighed and squinted against the bright, cheery sunshine. “Unicorns pooping rainbows.”
Jake chuckled and rubbed his forehead. “How you feeling?”
“Like I drank too much last night.”
“Sorry I fell asleep.” He yawned then took a small sip from a water bottle, then poured some into his cupped hand for Lucy. “Wasn’t a smart thing to do. Thanks for the blanket.”
“I didn’t give you the blanket. Lucian was here, making sure nothing bothered us.”
Jake raised his eyebrows. “That was nice of him. He’s a lot like Arabrim isn’t he?”
“He’s nothing like Arabrim.” Morgan looked away. Lost in thought, she stared across the park. Lucian was a different type of dark angel from what Arabrim had been. Arabrim would have followed her when she left, would have stepped in before she took the first sip of whiskey and would have seen her back in her bed at his house after a long lecture about putting herself at risk and about not behaving like a channel should.
Lucian seemed to accept her for who she was. Hopefully, he really did and there wasn’t some sort of agenda behind his actions. Given what he was, there was no reason to suspect him of being anything other than forthright. Even so, she’d learned a long time ago to never take anyone at face value.
Jake started to roll his blanket up, pulling her attention back to him. He was the only person in the world she fully trusted to never purposely hurt her and he knew her well enough to leave her alone when she needed to think. She loved that about Jake.
With a something between a sigh and groan, Morgan stood and started rolling up her own blanket as Lucy came to stand beside her. Lucian too, seemed to know when to leave her alone though she knew it must drive him crazy. His consideration overwhelmed her and turned her mind to other things. They were supposed to have stayed in a hotel last night. Had she left him to drag her luggage along, or had he just stayed at his house?
“Here, tell Lucian thanks for me,” Jake said, trying to hand her the blanket.
Morgan shook her head. “Keep it. In fact,” she tossed her blanket at him, “keep this one, too. I doubt I’ll spend too many more nights out here for a while. There’s some crazy shit going down.”
“Does it have anything to do with that asshole in the alley a while back?” Jake took her blanket and shook it out before starting to reroll it tighter than what she had.
“Yeah. Hey,” Morgan pulled her phone out, “program your number in so I can call you.”
Jake threw his duffle over his shoulder. “Don’t need to. After the necklace thing, Lucian found me and put my number into both of your phones and both of your numbers in mine.”
“He did?” She looked down at her phone.
“Yeah. He said he knew we were good friends. Told me it would mean a lot.” Jake shrugged. “I couldn’t say no, Morgs. I didn’t want to. We kind of lost touch when Arabrim was around. I don’t want that to happen again.”
Morgan slowly slid her phone back into her pocket. Lucian was definitely nothing like Arabrim. “I better get going.”
Jake nodded. “Drive careful, Morgs. Call me if you get into trouble and need my help.”
“I will.” She turned and walked across the park toward her truck with Lucy trotting along next to her. Jake wouldn’t be able to help with what was going on, but what else could she say? ‘Sorry, Jake, I won’t call you because if I’m in trouble I can’t handle it’s because a pack of hellhounds is dragging me off?’ And knowing Jake he would try to help anyway and get killed.
Morgan opened the back passenger door of the suburban and Lucy jumped in. After closing the door, she circled around to the driver’s side.
“Nice morning, isn’t it?”
She spun around. A tall man with dark hair and deep green eyes stood so close Morgan instinctively stepped back against the side of the truck. Almost as tall as Lucian with a similar build, a white tank top hugged his torso and blue jeans hung low on his hips. “Uh, yeah.”
Her demon radar was completely silent but that didn’t mean a damn thing when it came to demon-possessed. Something about inhabiting a human body blocked it. He smiled, his expression disarming. It didn’t remove the edgy-feeling warning something wasn’t right.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He held his palms up as if trying to show he meant no harm drawing attention to the black lines of what looked like some sort of tribal tattoo that started at his wrist, climbed his right arm and coiled around his shoulder before disappearing under his shirt.
“What do you want?” Inside the truck, Lucy snarled and barked through the closed window. Morgan searched his eyes for the telltale swirl of shadows that would mark him as demon-possessed and found none.
“Just commenting on the day.” He shrugged. “You don’t seem the sort that normally hangs out around here. It made me curious.”
His eyes remained open and sincerity filled his voice. She still didn’t trust him. “You don’t know anything about me, so don’t assume things.”
“Direct aren’t you?” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You remind me of someone. Have we met before?”
“Oh, please.” Morgan rolled her eyes. “If you think a line like that is going to work on me, then you have another thing coming.”
She turned just enough to reach for the door latch.
He stepped forward and pushed a hand against the door. “Stay and talk with me.”
Her body went on high alert as warnings clanged in her head. “Get the hell away from me whoever you are.”
“I’m sorry. I should have introduced myself. My name is Jax. And you are?”
“Ready for you to get your damn hand off my truck so I can leave.”
A scowl pulled Jax’s brows together. The green of his eyes deepened and changed to a dark red. “I can see this won’t go as they thought it would. A shame, it would have been easier. Especially on you.”
Morgan’s heart lurched into a gallop as she tensed. “Who thought? What the hell are you?”
“Close, but not quite.” He chuckled without mirth as his hand shot out and gripped her throat, slamming her back into the side of the truck.
Lucy’s enraged snarls came through the glass of the window as the dog dug at the door.
The man cast a wary look at the dog through the glass. Morgan brought her knee up, he blocked her with ease.
“I don’t think so,” he said, turning his attention back to Morgan. “I tried to be nice about it. They thought you might be more willing if you could be made to like me. I can see that will never happen.”
She tried to fight his grip and found the same iron strength of a dark angel. There was no way he was a dark angel though. She tried to raise a circle around him, pulling on her power until it burned through her veins. It started to form. Fire flashed in his eyes and her magic snapped back like a broken rubber band leaving her feeling dazed.
“Morgan!” Jake’s shout carried across the park.
She couldn’t draw enough breath to yell at him to stay away. Jax’s red eyes snapped to hers. “Morgan?”
His grip loosened a fraction. She spit at him. Ignoring it, Jax pulled her away from the truck and shoved her back, nearly knocking the breath from her lungs. “Morgan Brooks?”
When she remained silent, the muscles in his jaw flexed as he ground his teeth. His hand tightened its grip as he leaned forward and hissed, “Answer me or I’ll kill him.”
It didn’t take the flick of his eyes toward the rapidly approaching Jake for her to know who Jax meant. Her heart froze. Reluctantly, she nodded.
He swore and released her with another shove. “They didn’t tell me your name, only where I would find you and what you looked like.”
Morgan watched him, her heart pounding as he stared at her. His eyes shifted between dark red and green, indecision on face. Slowly he took a step back. “I can’t. Not you. She would never forgive me. Damn it!” He ran his hands through his dark hair. “Why did it have to be you?”
What was he talking about? Morgan didn’t ask, nor did she move.
Jax held out his hand. A tendril of black flames curled around his fingers before shooting toward Jake.
“No!” Morgan whirled toward her friend, heedless of the danger now at her back. The shadows struck Jake and sent him falling.
“What did you do to him?” Morgan turned back ready to attack Jax in defense of her friend, to hell with the consequences, and found the parking lot empty. She looked around but didn’t see him anywhere.
Sprinting, she ran to where Jake lay and dropped to her knees beside him. With a groan, he slowly sat up, rubbing the back of his head. “What happened? Who was that guy?”
Morgan glanced back at the parking lot. “I have no idea. He…uh…took off right after you tripped.”
“I didn’t trip. It was almost like I blacked out or something.” Jake glanced around, a fierce expression on his face. “He better hope I don’t find him.”
Shaken, Morgan swallowed hard. “Don’t worry about it. I told you, I don’t need you to fight my battles for me. You okay?”
“I’m fine.” Jake stood.
After getting to her feet, Morgan looked around carefully again. The adrenaline rush had washed away the hangover completely. “I need to get back to Lucian.”
Lucian’s car turned onto the road and drove toward them before slowing and pulling into the spot next to her truck. Relief washed through Morgan at the sight of it. She could admit there were some battles she just couldn’t fight.



 



LUCIAN STEPPED OUT of the car, a cardboard drink tray in his hands. As he approached them, the wonderful aroma of coffee wafted from the three cups.
“I thought you two might benefit from this.” He gestured at the cups with his free hand.
Morgan’s legs chose that moment to give out, dropping her on her rear in the grass. With trembling hands, she pushed her hair behind her ears. What the hell was Jax? And why hadn’t Arabrim ever told her about him? Were there more? A shudder ran through her.
“Morgan?” She looked up. Lucian’s eyes were mere inches from hers as he knelt in front of her, their golden depths filled with a wealth of concern. “Are you okay?”
“I’m…no.” She shook her head. “I mean, yeah, not really.”
Lucian handed the drink tray to Jake. “Are you sick?”
“Some guy attacked her when she was trying to get into the truck,” Jake said, taking one of the cups from the tray.
“Someone you couldn’t fight off?” His gaze searched hers then softened though the worry remained as he took her hands and observed the slight tremble. “Someone who left you afraid.”
Morgan tried to pull her hands away, but he held onto them. The fear faded quickly as the sense of safe filled her again, irrational as it was. “I need to get out of here.”
Lucian stood, pulling her with him. He remained standing close to her and the sense of protection joined the feeling of safe. Lucian was a distraction she could hardly afford right now. A weakness she didn’t want. But he was there. Considerate, caring, willing to accept her even with all of her broken pieces. And though he seemed intent on maintaining the distance she kept trying to convince herself she wanted; Morgan was sure that if she reached for him, Lucian would bridge the gap between them.
The rational part of her, the one that grew smaller with each day spent in Lucian’s presence, cried out to keep the walls up. To protect her heart, her emotions, herself.
Confused and overwhelmed by unfamiliar emotions, Morgan turned her attention to Jake. It was easier to focus on him. He didn’t cause all kind of confusion in her mind and heart. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
Jake lifted the cup toward her. “I’m fine. Head’s a little sore. Not sure if that’s from the whiskey or the black out.”
“Blackout?” Lucian frowned and made as if to put an arm around her waist then stopped.
Morgan was relieved he hadn’t followed through, she was confused enough without touching him again right now.
Jake took a sip of coffee and nodded with a slight furrow between his eyes. “Yeah. I saw that asshole shoving her around and was running to help. I don’t know what happened, one second I was almost to the parking lot and the next I was waking up on the ground and the guy was gone. Some strange shit.”
“If you’re sure you’re okay, I’m going to head…” Morgan glanced at Lucian. “Where?”
“Back to the house for now. I chose to stay at the house last night. I wasn’t sure if you would return during the night and you didn’t bother to find out which hotel we were supposed to be at.”
Well, that had been stupid. Good thing Lucian had been thinking, otherwise if she had decided to drive back an empty house would have greeted her. Or maybe one full of hounds. Becoming a hell hound chew toy wasn’t anywhere on her bucket list.
Lucian stayed close as they walked toward the vehicles, his eyes keeping up a constant search of the area around them.
“Morgs.” Jake called.
She turned as he jogged across the space between them. Lucian glanced between them before his gaze settled on her. “I’ll wait in my car then follow you home.”
Home. The words, “I’m already there,” hovered on the tip of her tongue. Not because this was where she’d spent a lot of her time on the streets, but because Lucian was there. Higher Powers help her, the inside of her head was starting to sound like it was occupied by an idiot.
Jake waited until Lucian had got into his car and started it before turning his attention fully on her. “Look, I know you think you are better off keeping your distance. I’m telling you right now, you two belong together. I’m serious, Morgs.”
She would have laughed except for the serious expression on his face. “Why do you say that?”
“Watching you two together this morning. It’s like watching a couple of strong magnets trying to stay away from each other. Every action you two make, you’re reaching for each other and pushing away at the same time.”
“I think you must have cracked your head when you fell.” Morgan snorted and looked away, not willing to let him see the reflection of the truth she knew he would see in her eyes.
Jake walked back to his duffle and picked it up. “Let him in. I promise, if something happens to him, it will be worth the pain.”
Morgan watched him head across the park toward the overpass. Sighing, she walked to her truck and climbed in the driver’s seat. Lucy whined and shoved her head over the back of the seat, snuffling at Morgan’s hair.
Morgan reached back and scratched the dog behind the ears. “I’m okay girl, I promise.”
She started the engine and backed out. Lucian pulled out behind her and followed closely. At first, navigating the heavy Denver traffic kept her full attention, leaving little room to think of anything else. Once she was back most of the way out of Denver, the traffic spread out and her mind wandered.
Her heart ached for Lucian’s touch, her very soul wanted to reach for him, wanted to stand beside him, to accept his protection and the love that seemed to hover behind his eyes. The feelings of safe and of home rushed through her again and sudden tears stung her eyes. What the hell was wrong with her?
Reaching forward, she turned on the radio. A soft beat filled the inside of the suburban. She turned onto the road that would wind through the neighborhood to Lucian’s house as the lyrics to Four Walls by the Broods flowed from the speakers. The voice sang out about how in those walls were the only place she could breathe, how it was home.
The words resonated inside her. Not because the house was home, but because Lucian was her four walls. Torn between what she thought she didn’t want, yet really did, and her fears, the tears came freely. Through blurred vision, Morgan pulled into the driveway. Laying her arms across the steering wheel, she rested her head against them.
How could she let her walls down? How could he truly accept such a broken creature? Even her parents, if they suddenly appeared, might not accept the damaged person she’d become. No one did. Even Jake didn’t know all of it. If she was going to have anything with Lucian, she would have to show him, let him see the glue that barely held her together. What if, once he realized how screwed up she was, he walked away? Or stayed only because he was assigned to her and had no choice.
Her heart broke at the thought, bringing with it a physical ache that she hadn’t felt in years. She dropped her arms, wrapping them around her middle as if that could somehow hold her pieces together.
She didn’t hear the driver’s side door open, but she sensed him standing there even with her eyes pressed closed. The voice on the radio sang about someone being the only thing she needed.
“Morgan?” Lucian asked gently.
“I don’t know if I can do this.” She refused to open her eyes. More tears made tracks down her cheeks.
He reached past her and cut the engine, shutting off the song in the process. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“There’s something between us, Lucian. I can feel it and I know you can, too and I didn’t want it. It’s like everything inside is trying to drag me into it whether it makes sense or not. It’s there in my heart and I’m just not sure I can do this. I don’t know if I know how.” She finally turned her head to look at him. “I don’t want to be away from you and I’m having a hard time accepting that.”
He studied her for a long moment. “Morgan… I don’t know what to say.”
Her heart shredded. She’s opened up enough to let him know how she felt in the only way she knew how and he was pushing her away, not reaching out. Her rational part whispered that it had told her so and started trying to put up walls that wouldn’t build.
Lucian raked a hand through his golden hair and sighed. “I won’t deny that I feel it too and it’s different than anything I’ve experienced in all of my lives. I don’t know how to do this. The kind of relationship trying to develop between us is too distracting. I can’t let that happen again.”
He couldn’t let that happen again? That meant he’d felt something like this in the past and it still caused him pain. The tightness in her chest eased a little. Lucian was fighting his own walls. It was a battle she could understand completely. Lucian wasn’t rejecting her, wasn’t pushing her away. Just struggling, the same as her.
More silent tears slipped down her face. No matter what she did, Morgan couldn’t get control of it. Crying like this was so foreign it scared her. Fear, pain, determination, loneliness, those were what she knew. What she’d known for seven long years. Love, so all-consuming it brought her to tears, and relief that it wasn’t being rejected, were beyond her realm of experience.
Lucian stared at her, completely dumbfounded. In his time with her, Morgan had never acted like this and he was at a loss as to how to handle it. She was tough and occasionally unsure or afraid, but uncontrolled crying? His heart bled at the sight of her tears, at the thought of how vulnerable she had made herself in that moment.
She had admitted she didn’t know how do this anymore than he did. The Higher Powers couldn’t have brought together two more confused people. Who knows why they did what they did, their reasoning was above even someone like him.
Without taking his eyes off her face, he opened the back door and let Lucy out then stepped closer to Morgan and hesitated. How could he cave in to what he felt when he knew damn well how it could turn out? Each tear that slid down her face weakened Lucian’s resolve. Did it really matter at this point if he kept denying it? Would pretending there was nothing between them really lessen the distraction?
Lucian reached across and pushed the button on her seatbelt. As it slid out of the way, he lifted her out of the seat. Morgan in his arms felt right, more so than anything else in any of his lives. He gazed at her tear-streaked face and admitted defeat.
Lucy happily followed them into the house.
Morgan clung to him as if she would drown if she didn’t while in truth she was drowning in him. Her heart soared at being held in his arms. He set her down just inside the door and Morgan stared into his eyes. They stood that way in the silence as time took on no meaning. Slowly, his face lowered toward hers.
She was too torn to resist. Somehow, she needed Lucian. Needed him to be more than her dark angel. He was her salvation from herself.
Their lips touched. Fire raced through her veins, her pulse beat out a rhythm that matched his, and as she opened her mouth to him and the kiss deepened into something uninhibited and unrestrained, her soul bled into his. Lucian’s touch, his taste, the very essence that was him melded to her in a way she couldn’t define and didn’t understand.
His hands caressed her body, running up her back to press her closer. When they lowered to her backside and lifted her with ease, she wrapped her legs around his hips and buried her hands in the hair at the base of his neck.
The movement barely registered until she felt the hard length of his body pressing her against the wall. Heat radiated off his skin and burned through her shirt. Lucian broke the kiss long enough to trail his lips down her neck and back up, his warm breath in her ear sending shivers through her body.
When he came back to her mouth, she accepted it as readily as he seemed to give it. Lucian shifted his weight and she locked her legs around him. So consumed by the scorching heat between them, she barely noticed him climbing the stairs or breaking their kiss long enough to for her shirt to come up over her head. When they reached his room and Lucian set her on her feet, he held their kiss while his hands deftly loosened her jeans.
And then she lay naked on the silky sheets of the bed with him. The sensation of his bare skin against hers drove her wild. His lips made their way past her collar bone as his body shifted over hers and all thoughts of protecting her heart fled her mind.



 



THEY LAY TOGETHER as the afternoon sun filled the room with light, her back pressed against him and his arm around her waist. It seemed impossible that they’d spent most of the day making love and spending long periods just lying in one another’s arms talking about the things in life they loved best, never touching on the darker things. When had she ever felt this comfortable with someone? Morgan couldn’t think of a time.
Her mind wandered back to what he’d said in the driveway. “What did you mean when you said you couldn’t let it happen again?”
Lucian’s fingers trailed up her arm and over her shoulder. “In all of my lives, I’ve only felt more than duty once before. It wasn’t as strong as this, not nearly so, still enough that I let my attention become divided. I died in that moment of inattention and because of that, she died as well.”
“How…” Morgan swallowed, almost afraid to ask. “How did she die?”
He didn’t answer for so long Morgan started thinking he wouldn’t at all. Then he said quietly, “She was imprisoned and eventually burned at the stake.”
“Burned at the stake?” She twisted so she could see his face. The pain in his eyes at the memory was undeniable. “How long ago was this?”
“A few hundred years ago, in a different country,” he said, a somber expression on his face.
Morgan knew that a man like Lucian would likely have had several partners throughout his many lives and yet, the thought of him sharing his bed with a woman—for whom he’d felt so much that it still hurt to think of her death several hundred years later—caused a small twinge of…what? Jealousy? Surely not. She wasn’t the jealous type. The new, unfamiliar emotion screamed that she was liar.
“Did she love you the same?” Morgan asked.
Lucian snorted. “No. Her love lay elsewhere. She was a woman every man loved and no man touched. A hero of her time. I never spoke to her of how I felt. She had her mission in life and I had mine. It didn’t stop me from loving her; it just kept that love in check. If I had felt for her the level of emotion, of connection that I feel for you, I would never have been able to resist at least trying to win her heart for myself. It’s good I didn’t feel this much for her, it would have been highly selfish of me.”
“So who was this mystery woman? Does she have a name?”
Lucian stared into her eyes for a long moment as if weighing whether or not to answer her. “She was often called La Pucelle. You would probably know her better as Joan of Arc.”
“What?” Morgan bolted up. “Joan of Arc was a channel? Wait, you were her dark angel and you loved her?”
“Morgan, what’s the problem?” He sat up.
“I have to freaking compete with the memory of Joan of Arc? There’s no way. I couldn’t even begin to compare to her. Very few could.” Morgan flopped back down with a groan, covering her face with her hands. “No wonder you weren’t sure if you wanted this with me.”
Lucian’s rich laugh filled her ears as he gently pulled her hands away. His smile sent flutters through her stomach as did the desire burning in his eyes.
“I assure you, you have no one to compete with. Did I love La Pucelle? Yes, and though her death still brings me sadness, I was never meant to be with her.” Lucian leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips. “You have no need to compete with anyone.”
Sure she didn’t. His last love was only a freaking saint.
“So are you going to tell me what happened at the park while I was gone getting coffee?” Lucian asked as he lay down next to her again.
An involuntary shiver ran through Morgan. Whatever Jax was, he completely creeped her out. She rolled slightly so she could see his face again as his fingers trailed lightly across the bruises on her throat.
Morgan considered how to explain. “He was unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. Granted I’m young both in this life and in number of lives so I’m sure there are plenty of things I haven’t encountered...even so…”
“How was he different?” Lucian’s asked, his voice low and soft.
“For one, I couldn’t get away from him.” Morgan snorted. “That’s sounds so arrogant and I’m not trying to claim that I’m some kung-fu badass or something, but I’m pretty good at defending myself. I may take some hits, but I can always either fight back and win or find a way out of it and escape.”
“And you couldn’t with him?” A sudden tension ran through Lucian and though his expression showed none of it, a hard glint of anger shown in his eyes. Again the sense of safe settled over Morgan and she was surprised to feel protected. It was an unfamiliar sensation. She’d learned to depend on herself, even with Arabrim.
In answer to his question she shook her head and asked, “If you had hold of me and were truly determined that I wouldn’t get away from you, do you think I could wiggle or fight my way free?”
“Absolutely not.”
It wasn’t a boast, it was a simple fact and she knew it as much as he did. “He had the same kind of strength. Normal humans can be pretty damn strong, but I know the difference between human strength and supernatural strength. His eyes went from green to red and then it looked like there were flames burning behind his irises.”
Lucian stiffened. “A hybrid. Tell me exactly what he looked like.”
“A what?”
“Tell me.”
Morgan studied his face. “He was almost as tall as you and Damien, maybe a couple inches shorter, dark hair, green eyes— when they weren’t red and flaming—and he had some sort of intricate, tribal tattoo that ran from his right wrist up his arm over his shoulder.”
Lucian’s eyes darkened into burnt umber. “Did you see anything worked into the tattoo? It would have been up near the shoulder.”
She ran through the encounter again trying to remember. “I think there was a snake twisted around a sword.”
“Jaxelar.” Lucian’s voice was hard as he spat the name.
“What did you mean he’s a hybrid? A hybrid what?”
Lucian rolled to his back with a sigh, his arm pulling her close to his side. “Jaxelar was supposed to be Jaxciel. He was going to be the first new dark angel in nearly four centuries. The Higher Powers could see even then where the world was going. More and more demons meant the need for more dark angels and Jaxciel would be special. Most of us are born to anonymous parents who give us up at birth and we are then adopted by another dark angel and raised until the age of ascension at sixteen.”
Morgan nodded, a little impatient. She already knew how dark angels came into the world and how they were raised. “So what was so special about this Jax guy?”
“Is that what he calls himself now?” Lucian shook his head and went on, “He was to be born of a union between a dark angel and his soulmate. Imbued with the powers of a dark angel and given the gift of his channel mother. He would be able to banish more demons than a normal dark angel and he would be able to dreamwalk like his mother.”
“So what went wrong?”
“Jaxciel should have been born a hundred and fifty years ago. His birth was eagerly awaited by all of us. His mother was in her second life as a channel, his father was young in lives. Jaxciel was a new beginning, a new weapon in our fight against the Underworld.
“It didn’t happen.” Lucian’s expression turned angry and sorrowful at the same time, as if he wasn’t sure exactly how to feel even after all this time. “Jaxciel’s father was killed a couple of months before he was due to be born. His mother, Mercy, couldn’t handle the loss. She railed against the Higher Powers for letting it happen. She…cursed them. Repeatedly. And when an upper-level demon offered her a way out of her pain, she took it.”
“What do you mean she took it?” Revulsion and horror seeped through Morgan, bringing an icy chill to her heart.
“Freewill. It applies to channels as much as any other human. The Higher Powers would never dream of forcing a channel to walk a path she didn’t wish to. When the demon came to Mercy, she followed it into the Underworld. She drank the blood of a demon.” Sadness was now the dominant emotion on Lucian’s face.
Morgan didn’t feel the same way. Her stomach lurched at the very thought of drinking demon blood.
After a stretch of silence, Lucian continued, “She became half-channel, half-demon. Most hybrids are half human, half demon. Jaxciel, too, became part demon. An unnatural mix of dark angel, channel, and demon.”
“Wait.” Morgan pushed herself into a sitting position. “How is Mercy still half-channel? And how the hell is Jax still part dark angel and channel? I thought those powers were given by the Higher Powers?”
“The powers are given while the baby is still in womb, at the same time the soul is given. For good or evil, they are permanent.”
“What about when Jax dies? Can’t they just deal with him then? Why keep sending him back to be reborn?”
Lucian sat up and sighed. “Jaxciel has never died. He’s part demon. He won’t die unless he is killed or chooses to embrace his dark angel side, at which point he will begin to age beyond the point of maturity and will eventually pass into waiting where he will be judged for his actions.”
“And then the Higher Powers can toss him into permanent death.” Morgan said.
“Not necessarily,” Lucian said with a shake of his head as he took her in his arms and held her close in a comfortable embrace. “The will of the Higher Powers is not for any of us to understand. It’s possible, if he ever embraces his dark angel heritage and one day stands before them, they will see something different than we do. They may send him to permanent death, they may condemn him to eternity in a pit of the Underworld, or they may send him back to earth for reason’s unknown to us.”
Morgan tried to think of a good enough reason to send a part-demon back to Earth and finally realized that Lucian was right. The Higher Powers were beyond her understanding. Though revolted by Mercy’s choice, Morgan looked back at her own pain and the offers made by the demons to make it so she never had to feel it again and, for a brief moment, she could understand why Mercy had given in. Pain, whether emotional or physical, that went on long enough could drive people to do all kinds of things they thought they would never do.
Morgan was sure she would never take such a path. However, without having walked in Mercy’s skin, without understanding the depth of her pain, the depth of her desperation to end it, it wasn’t her place to judge Mercy.
Jax was another story. He chose to remain an agent of the Underworld when he clearly had more than one path open to him. Even so, she shouldn’t judge him either. To hell with that. The way he’d choked her and threatened Jake, she hoped a hell hound bit him on the ass and the bite festered with infection. Not a proper channel attitude, but since when had she cared about that?
They lapsed into silence for a long while, each lost in their own thoughts.
Morgan’s mind turned away from the story of Jax and focused on her own problems. Lucian being the biggest. Eventually, the silence would have to end, and if he was going to truly understand her, she would have to open up. Her pulse picked up at the thought and she fought down sudden panic.
“Morgan? Are you all right?”
She moved his arm and looked around for her clothes. Her pants and bra lay in a corner; she scooped them up. Her shirt was nowhere to be seen. “I’m fine. I just need a shower and food.”
“You and me both.” He flashed her a wicked grin. “You want some help?”
“No.” Morgan held out a hand as if to ward him off and said with a laugh, “You may have more stamina because of what you are, but I don’t. If you ‘help’ me, I may well die.”
His masculine chuckle filled the room as she stood and padded toward the bathroom off the hallway. A dark lump of fabric on the floor near the top of the stairs caught her attention. So that’s where her shirt went. It could be picked up after her shower. And after she’d brushed her teeth. A mixture of morning breath and old whiskey wasn’t exactly a pleasant smell she was sure.
After a nice hot shower and a thorough brushing of her mouth, Morgan wrapped herself in a thick towel and opened the bathroom door. Lucian leaned against the wall across the hall, his arms crossed over his bare chest, damp golden hair hanging loose around his face.
“You look good in a towel, and even better without it.” His voice was full humor and innuendo as he waggled his eyebrows suggestively.
Heat flushed her face as she skirted around him. “You just behave.”
His chuckle followed her as she dashed into her bedroom and shut the door. Flustered, she yanked open her drawers in search of clothes. They were empty. Crap. She’d forgotten they were all downstairs packed into a suitcase. How could she forget that? Her heart was so full of warmth her mind just wanted to bask in it.
What was wrong with her? Her heart whispered it was love. Her practical side muttered about losing her head because Lucian returned her feelings and thought she was beautiful on top of it. Maybe it was a silly thing to get all warm and fuzzy over, but Morgan had rarely ever considered how she looked. There had always been far more pressing matters to worry about like finding something to eat, shelter from the cold, trying to find the necessary monthly needs of a young woman, and the dangers of the street. Who had time to worry about hair, nails, and complexions when faced with all of that? Not that she thought herself unattractive.
Now, in the safety of Lucian’s presence and with his gaze filled with emotion and lust, Morgan was glad he was pleased with what he saw. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to want a hair and nails kind of girl, because she definitely wasn’t one and likely never would be. She had been shaped differently by life.
She stared at the open and empty drawers. Yeah, she had been shaped so different she was broken. Did Lucian really understand that she was pieces glued back together? It was hard to imagine someone accepting her so fully. Instinctively, she tried to raise a wall around her heart. It was too good to be true and she knew all too well how that went.
Lucian went back to his room and pulled a shirt on, then walked back down the hall. He waited outside her door for a couple of minutes. Had she seen the suitcase he’d placed on the bed while she was in the shower? “Morgan?”
He opened the door enough to poke his head around it. She stood looking at the empty dresser with a forlorn expression on her face. Lucian stepped into the room. “What’s wrong?”
She didn’t look at him. “I forgot all of my clothes were downstairs.”
Why was she pulling away from him? He could sense the emotional distance she was trying to put between them. It was in her expression, her stance, in the very air about her. “Your suitcase is on the bed.”
Morgan turned, a look of surprise flashed across her face. “Oh. I didn’t even see it there.”
“I’m not sure how you missed it.” He crossed the room until he was in front of her. “Is there something else bothering you?”
She sighed and looked at him for the first time since he opened the door, her hands clutching the towel like it was a shield. “You.”
“I’m bothering you?” He was completely at a loss as to how to interpret her statement.
“Yes.” Morgan brushed past him to where the suitcase sat at the edge of the bed and began trying to unzip it with one hand while still clinging to the towel with the other.
Frowning, Lucian watched her for a minute before stepping forward to help. What was wrong with her? Or better yet, what had he done to make her act like this and why had the Higher Powers given him a soulmate that was so damn confusing?
After the suitcase was unzipped and laying open, he folded his arms. “Care to elaborate on that?”
“No. Yes.” She snatched some articles of clothing and faced him again. “You aren’t real. And that’s a problem because I already feel too much for you and when reality comes back, it’s going to hurt enough without adding to it.”
“I’m not real?” Lucian studied her as a smile tugged at the side of his mouth. “Well, you could have fooled me. Here I’ve been running around fighting demons for too many lives to count and now I find out it was all a dream or something.”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, actually, I don’t.”
“Lucian,” she said with a sigh. “Guys like you don’t exist. People like you don’t exist.”
“I’m not the only dark angel you’ve met, why is it suddenly so hard to believe we exist?” Truly confused now, he waited for her answer.
“I’m not talking about that, I’m talking about you. Nobody has ever accepted me for who I am flaws and all. Not like you have. Not even Arabrim fully accepted me—”
“He should have.”
She continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “—and to top it off, you’ve never so much as raised your hand to me. People that accept you for who you are and never try to hurt you, whether intentional or not, just don’t exist. So that leaves this as some sort of elaborate dream my brain has concocted because I’ve become unhinged or something.”
“Morgan,” Lucian reached out and gently grasped her upper arms, looking her directly in the eye. “This is not a dream and I am real. You are who you are and I don’t expect you to be any different or act any different. No matter what happens or what you decide to do next, I will always be there, ensuring your safety. And your happiness, if you will let me. I will always protect you.”
He ran his hands up her arms then cupped her face. “And, I will never raise a hand against you for any reason or hurt you. Those are my promises to you. It’s up to you to see them for the reality they are.”
Leaning down, he brushed his lips against hers. “I’m going to get us something to eat.”
He left her to get dressed and to think over what his words. What had happened to make her so jaded at such a young age? How many people had hurt her? Anger coursed through his veins at the thought of anyone intentionally bringing her pain.
Morgan was a good person, why wasn’t she given a better life? Lucian pushed the last thought away. It wasn’t up to him to question the motives of the Higher Powers. Maybe she needed the strength she’d developed because of her life in order to face what was to come.
After filling Lucy’s dish with dog food and making sure she had fresh water, Lucian walked out the front door, his thoughts still on Morgan as he slid into his car.
Morgan slowly pulled her clothes on, careful to transfer the tiny Rainbow Dash, that had grown to mean more to her than Lucian could possibly imagine, into the pocket of her clean jeans then headed down the stairs. Opening the sliding glass door, she let Lucy out and followed her into the late afternoon sunshine. While the dog padded around the backyard, Morgan lit a cigarette and took a long pull on it.
Lucian’s words, his promises, chased each other around in her mind. Life had thrown so much at her; maybe Lucian was its way of making it up to her. It was still hard to believe even if his actions since she had met him backed up his words.
As she pulled in another drag, the day darkened. Lucy growled. Shadows slithered across the lawn. The air grew oppressive and thick with the smell of sulfur. Morgan stood, letting the cloud of smoke out of her lungs as the cigarette fell from her fingers.
Lucy crossed the yard to stand beside Morgan, hackles raised and snarls ripping from her throat. Morgan shoved the growling animal into the house, slamming the sliding glass door shut behind her.
The shadows in the backyard took on the shape of massive black dogs with a spiny ridge running along their bowed frames. Red eyes gleamed from their sunken faces. Their sparse, spiny hair didn’t hide ropy muscles and gaunt forms. As they drew closer to the door, heavy jaws opened revealing dagger-like teeth.
Lucy barked, the sound ferocious. Morgan stared at them unable to move. Her pulse pounded in her ears and her breath froze in her chest. Hellhounds were rarely unleashed into the physical world and when they were, their prey had little hope. Once they had the scent, they never quit following it. They could run indefinitely without tiring.
Hellhounds weren’t something a mere demon could command without permission from their creator. Because they weren’t truly a demon, it was almost impossible to banish them. It took a tremendous amount of power, far more than she had. It was one thing to know they had been here and might have a passing interest in her. It was another thing entirely to see them in the flesh and staring at her.
Morgan reached down and gripped Lucy’s collar, dragging the dog with her as she finally got her legs to work. She ran for the front door knowing it was useless. Lucy suddenly stopped a few steps from the heavy wooden door, bracing against forward movement with all four legs.
No way out then. Morgan’s breath came in short gasps as she tried not to panic. Not out, maybe up. Turning, she ran up the stairs pulling Lucy with her. Pausing at her bedroom, she pushed Lucy in and shut the door. The hellhounds were here for her, not the dog.
Morgan ran down to the end of the hall. She jumped and grabbed the short chain to the attic space door. The wooden stairs unfolded as it came down. Morgan climbed up them. Thankful to find a little bit of plywood laid around the top, she turned and reached for the stairs. Glass shattered on the main floor. Sweat ran down the sides of her face. The stairs started to pull up easily only to be yanked back by a heavy black paw.
More of the hounds moved down the hall, their rat-like tails trailing behind them. Red eyes gleamed at her. The hound at the bottom of the steps bared its teeth and Morgan nearly gagged on the fetid reek that wafted from its mouth.
She scrambled across the low attic space, careful to stay on the ceiling beams. The hellhound navigated the steep steps without issue. Smoke curled from its nostrils when it gained the attic and the stench of its breath filled the space.
Her phone! Morgan reached for her back pocket and found nothing. Shit. Where was it? She closed her eyes for a brief second as her last hope fell away. On Lucian’s nightstand. Where she’d left it. Of course.
She stared the stalking hellhound in the eye and raised a circle around herself. The hound howled with rage. The sound raised every hair on her body and sent a shiver of dread down her spine. The hound threw itself at the shimmering wall that surrounded her.
The impact against her power nearly knocked Morgan senseless. Her circle wouldn’t hold for long and when it gave out, she would die. Or perhaps be dragged to the Kalona with the same effect. Her wall, and power, shuddered under another heavy impact. Morgan lost her footing on the beam and fell into the space between.
The ceiling gave way and she fell through in a shower of sheetrock and insulation, landing with a crash in the garden bathtub in the bathroom off the hallway. Dazed, her power wavered. The hellhound tried to push between the ceiling beams from above, snapping its teeth and snarling when its shoulders were too wide to fit through. Morgan threw herself out of the tub and ran for the door. She slammed it shut and locked it. That wasn’t going to help.
The door splintered and burst inward under the weight of another hell hound. Morgan braced herself. A second later, the hound crashed into her and they hit the floor with the beast on top. Her hands scrabbled, latched onto, and shoved a wide piece of sheetrock into its open mouth as it came at her. The hound snapped through it and flung it aside. She grabbed the spiny hair at the sides of its face in both hands and tried to push it off, or maybe just hold it back.
An odd scuffling sound issued from its mouth. It was laughing at her. A thin stream of drool steamed as it dripped from the hound’s lip, burning her skin when it hit her chest. The teeth drew closer, pushing against her hands as if her human strength was nothing. Morgan closed her eyes.
Suddenly its weight left her as it was ripped away. She watched in horror as Lucian wrestled with the beast. The muscles in his arms bulged as he squeezed it and Latin rolled off his tongue. Its teeth flashed, ripping through the skin of his shoulder. More hounds pushed through the door.
More afraid for Lucian than herself now, Morgan scrambled to her feet and leapt at one. Her hands barely closed on it and she smashed into the floor. Her head swam and little black dots floated across her vision. The hound turned on her with a deep, gurgling snarl.
The one in Lucian’s grasp exploded in a shower of spiny fur. Morgan threw up a hand. Burning pain lanced her arm as several of the hairs pierced her arm. The hound she’d tried to grab lunged at her. Desperate, she kicked at it and landed a lucky blow on its nose. It backed off for a fraction of a second. Another hound burst into the now cramped room. They couldn’t take on the whole pack. They were going to die.



 



MORGAN SHOOK HER head in an effort to clear it as another beast crashed into Lucian, then a third. The hound she’d tried to tackle sank its teeth into her forearm and started dragging her out the door. Her skin blistered and bubbled from the hound’s saliva.
Glass shattered behind her. Desperate, Morgan looked back. The wide mirror that had hung on the wall lay in pieces all over the floor and blood smeared across the counter. Lucian, awash in crimson, barely held off the three hounds that attacked him in unison.
Her view of the battle cut off as the hound dragged her into the hallway. Tears welled in Morgan’s eyes from the agony in her arm. She blinked them away and focused through it. This thing wasn’t taking her anywhere alive. Throwing her other hand out, she caught hold of the heavy post at the top of the stairs as it started to pull her down them. She twisted her body around so that she was sitting and braced her feet, one against the wall and one against the post.
The hound snarled and pulled on her arm. Its teeth slid a little, tearing deep grooves in her skin. Morgan blinked against the darkness that threatened to drag her under and smiled at the hound through gritted teeth. “Go ahead, rip it off. I’ve got another. You obviously want me alive or you would’ve killed me already.”
It bit deeper, its teeth scraping against the bones in her forearm. Sweat beaded on Morgan’s forehead and a wave of dizziness washed over her. Blinking rapidly, she pulled back, driving the teeth deeper. “Might as well take what you can, that’s the most of me you’re getting.”
The heavy weight of another hound’s head pressed against her back, pushing her forward. Morgan strained to hold her position. Her muscles started to tremble of their own volition. The sweat on her brow turned icy and the darkness edged her vision. With no other way out, she did her best to ignore the signs of shock.
The front door burst open so fast the knob buried in the wall and the sheetrock cracked. Damien and Isobel ran into the living room at the base of the stairs. The hound dropped Morgan’s arm and turned to face its new adversaries. A wall of shimmering light sprang up around it.
With a howl of rage, the hound launched itself at Isobel. She didn’t even flinch when it slammed into the wall of her power. The pressure on Morgan’s back disappeared as Isobel raised a circle around that hound as well. Both hounds flung themselves at the golden wall several times before finally giving up.
Morgan would have laughed at the look of shock on the hound’s face if her mangled arm wasn’t about to send her over the edge into unconsciousness and the sounds of a savage battle weren’t coming from down the hall.
Isobel, eyes on the closest hound said, “Surprised? Watch this.”
Bone chilling howls filled the house as Isobel chanted. A second later the hounds disappeared in a swirl of black smoke.
Morgan blinked. “Did you just banish them?”
“Only for a while.” Isobel climbed the stairs and knelt next to her. “They can only be banished for a short time.”
“Better than I could do.” Morgan mumbled.
“You did what you could with the power granted to you.” Isobel straightened. “Wait here.”
Morgan cradled her arm and slumped against the railing post. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Isobel ran down the hall to where Damien, already taking injuries, fought alongside Lucian. She pulled on her power until it sang with sweet pain through her veins and raised three more circles around those waiting for a chance to squeeze into the bathroom. They turned on her with burning red eyes and flung themselves against her barrier. Though her power took heavy hits, it was nothing compared to the time she had Xapar in her circle.
She chanted the words of banishment, ignoring the howls that grated against her ears as they dissolved into smoke. The sharp spines of a hound’s fur peppered her arm and side as one exploded in Damien’s arms, followed by another held by Lucian.
Down to four hounds and confronted now by two dark angels and Isobel’s considerable strength, the last of the pack melted away into shadows on their own. Isobel pulled her power in and pushed it down until it was safe to release it.
The spines that had hit her arm and side burned like they were on fire. Isobel had barely reached for them when Damien’s hand stopped her. “They’re barbed. If you just pull them out, they will tear your skin.”
“How am I supposed to get them out then?”
Damien, his rich blue eyes full of love, began to speak in Latin, the words bringing forth his healing powers despite the fact the wounds weren’t life threatening. Isobel supposed the Higher Powers must make exceptions for hell hound spines.
Lucian stumbled past Damien and Isobel, barely seeing them and uncaring of his own injuries. His attention focused solely on Morgan’s injured form. Fear like he’d never known coiled in his gut. This wasn’t just his channel that was injured. This woman held his heart. He dropped to his knees next to where she slumped against the banister post. “Morgan?”
She opened her eyes and rolled her head a little to look at him briefly before her lids slid shut. “’S’up, Lucian?”
Her mangled arm lay limp in her lap, torn so badly he could see the bones of her forearm. The skin from her fingertips to well above her elbow was burned and blistered from the hound’s saliva, and the front of her jeans were soaked in blood. Lucian’s heart thudded painfully in his chest as he reached for her wrist. As soon as his fingers touched it, her eyes, clouded with pain, opened and she tried feebly to pull away.
“Don’t. Hurts too much.” Her words came out muddled and she shivered.
Maintaining his hold as gently as possible, he let the Latin roll off his tongue. He felt the warmth of healing move through his hands and into Morgan. In moments, her arm was healed and he moved on to the spines covering her other arm. When he was finished, Morgan slipped into a deep sleep. Lucian gathered her into his arms and sat down, leaning against the wall exhausted from the battle with the hounds, healing her, and his own numerous wounds.
Loud whining came from behind the door to Morgan’s room. Isobel opened it and Lucy burst through, running to Morgan. The dog whimpered softly and moved until she leaned against Lucian with her chin resting on Morgan’s shoulder.
Lucian looked down into the dog’s deep brown eyes. “It’s okay girl, Morgan will be fine.”
Lucy whined and scooted closer to him before nudging his arm, the one with deep lacerations across the shoulder and bicep that left bits of skin hanging. Lucian had been doing a good job of ignoring the fiery pain until the dog brought his attention to it. Adrenaline must be wearing off. Even with his arm feeling like it had been half-chewed off, he still managed to smile a little. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine, too.”
It was the truth, he would heal. Even if it took longer to heal from the bite of a hellhound, it would still be mostly healed in a few days.
The dog inched a little closer and laid her chin on Lucian’s shoulder. Deep, penetrating warmth spread through the injuries to his arm. Lucian froze, his eyes going wide as he stared at the dog and all over his body the various wounds flashed hot and the warmth receded.
Lucy sank down until she lay on the floor beside Lucian. Her eyes closed, her mouth open and panting as if she had just ran for miles. Lucian looked up at the stunned expressions on the faces of Isobel and Damien.
Isobel was the first to speak. “What just happened?”
“It would seem that Lucy is more than just a dog,” Lucian said.
“Okay, but what?” Isobel asked. “And why didn’t you already know that?”
She looked turned to look at Damien. “Can’t you guys tell when something is other than it is?”
Damien shrugged. “It depends on what she is. There are number of guardian type angels we can’t sense. They have their job and we have ours.”
“So she’s a guardian angel?”
“Not necessarily.” Lucian laid a hand on the dog’s side. Her panting had slowed and she didn’t look as tired. “Guardian angels come in all forms, but I don’t think she’s a standard guardian. They have many assignments, not just one. Lucy’s always with Morgan. I agree she’s a guardian. What kind, I can’t tell.”
Lucian looked back at Morgan’s sleeping face. His healing had taken care of the bruises on her face from her day spent wandering the streets looking for Jake. That was a surprise, they hadn’t been life threatening. He traced his fingers down the side of her face. Deep in sleep, she didn’t even stir.
“What’s coming for you that you need so much protection?” he whispered.
Worry made a slow knot in the pit of his stomach. Fear of losing her clawed at him and he tried to shove the feeling away. It could distract him at the worst possible moment. He and Morgan had connected in this life. If her life was cut short, or his, they would find each other in the next. Somehow that thought wasn’t helping.
Lucian had drifted for several hundred years, several lives, going where he was needed, never assigned, never grounded. He’d lived all over the world throughout his many lives, laid his head on too many pillows and in too many places to count. Home wasn’t a word he knew. He never stayed in one place long. In that moment though, staring into Morgan’s face, he knew he had found home. Where ever she was, that was it.
Gripping her body more firmly, he stood. Lucy rolled and heaved herself to her feet beside him. “We should get out of here.”
Lucy followed Lucian down the stairs. As he settled the still sleeping Morgan in his car, Damien and Isobel carried Morgan’s suitcase out. When he opened the back door of the car Lucy jumped in and laid down on the soft leather seats with a sigh. As Lucian circled the car, headed for the driver’s seat. Isobel stopped him. “Where are the keys to Morgan’s truck?”
“They’re…I’m not sure.” Where had Morgan left them? Wait, she didn’t leave them anywhere. He’d turned off the truck and carried her inside. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember where they’d gone to after that. His mind certainly hadn’t been on the keys by that point.
Isobel shook her head. “Told you it would happen to you.”
He gave her a scowl. “I was doing fine on my own, now you got what you wanted and I can’t even remember where I put a set of keys.”
“You got what you wanted, too; even if didn’t know you wanted it. And more importantly,” Isobel said with a smile, “you got what the Higher Powers wanted. You can grump all you want about not being a free agent anymore, but you know better than I do that it isn’t for you to question their decisions or desires.”
Lucian snorted and rolled his eyes. “I think I liked you better before you got all of your memories back. Less of this wise, lived a lot of lives stuff and more listening to the dark angels around you.”
Damien chuckled darkly. “When exactly has she ever listened to us? I recall her nearly getting herself killed outside a gas station because she didn’t listen, almost burning herself up for the same reason, and ending up with a crushed skull and broken ribs, again for the same reason.”
It was Isobel’s turn to roll her eyes. “And I had very good reasons for all of those. If not for me ‘almost burning myself up’ you two would probably still be standing on that road fighting demons. And if I hadn’t ended up with the crushed skull and broken ribs, Xapar and all of those demons working for him would be the Higher Powers knows where by now.”
Lucian gave Damien a flat look. “She always wins these arguments doesn’t she?”
“Every time,” Damien confirmed.
Isobel raised shook a finger at them. “If you keep this up I’m going to leave you both sitting in the driveway in a circle while Morgan and I have a woman to woman chat about the benefits of such a maneuver.”
“I think it’s time to go.” Lucian edged toward the car.
Isobel chuckled and walked toward the house. “I’m going to find Morgan’s keys and then I will drive her truck over to the hotel.”
Damien followed close behind her. He wouldn’t leave until Isobel was safely on her way away from the house. Lucian slid behind the steering wheel as he watched them reenter the house. For all of his joking about liking Isobel better before she had all of her memories, he was truly happy to have his friend back. The three of them had watched the world change together since the fourth century. Granted, he and Damien had seen far more that, so much he couldn’t even pin point the century of his first life, but the past seventeen-hundred years had included Isobel as Damien’s soulmate and Lucian’s good friend.
Lucian glanced at Morgan as he started the car. Now it was four. He hadn’t wanted it, or maybe Isobel was right and he just hadn’t known he wanted it. Looking at the tough, stubborn, fearless, fragile, terrified, confusing contradiction of a young woman next to him, Lucian knew that where he may not have wanted it, he now wouldn’t give it up.



 



MORGAN JERKED AWAKE to Mr. Parker yelling downstairs. Her heart started pounding as she sat up, her thoughts a jumble of confusion. The sheets brushed against her skin and the terrifyingly familiar scent of the raspberry scented candles that her foster mother was obsessed with filled her nose. Her bookshelf held the few tattered paperbacks that she’d carried from home to home with her.
The sound of her foster father’s raging drew closer as he stormed in the direction of her room. Her mouth suddenly dry, Morgan looked around wildly. This wasn’t right. She didn’t live here anymore and hadn’t for four years. And yet, everything looked exactly as it had, it felt the same, smelled the same.
Morgan shook her head. No. She tried to squash the panic rising up inside. She could defend herself now; she wasn’t the Morgan that used to live here… Jake had taken her in, showed her how to live on the street. This wasn’t real no matter how much it seemed to be…right?
Lucian. His name floated across her thoughts and the image of his face filled her memory. No, she hadn’t dreamed any of it. Morgan knew without a doubt that Lucian and Jake were real. That Damien and Isobel were real, and Arabrim had been real. But none of them were there to help her now.
The door to her bedroom exploded inward, sending pieces of the frame flying into the room from her foster father’s kick. He started toward her, face red with rage. Morgan flung herself off the end of the bed just before his fist passed through the space she’d been in. Rolling, Morgan came up on her feet. She blocked his next blow and punched him in the face, blood from his nose sprayed down his lips and chin. Snarling with fury, he came at her as if he hadn’t even felt it.
Morgan kicked out, planting her foot in his stomach. His breath whooshed out, and still he didn’t stop. His hand shot out and gripped her throat. Morgan stared into his fury-filled eyes. Black shadows swirled across them. No, that wasn’t right. He had been a sadistic ass but there had never been the black swirls that indicated a demon-possessed.
Morgan’s knees buckled, dark mist ringed her vision, her lungs convulsed in their effort to pull in air. He leaned over her, the drops of his blood hot on her skin. “If you don’t come to the Kalona, he will take away everything until all you have left is him.”
Tara appeared in the room, her long, honey-brown hair falling down her back and her hazel eyes wide. Thank the Higher Powers, this really was a dream. Why did her sister always look older in her dreams, like she probably would have at eighteen? Why was she wondering about this when she was on the verge of passing out? Through the darkness closing in, she watched Tara yank Mr. Parker’s hand away. Morgan fell back into the closet door as air rushed into her lungs.
Mr. Parker turned and slammed his fist into the side of Tara’s head, sending her crashing into the wall. Just as Mr. Parker turned back to Morgan, Jax appeared in the room. He locked his tattooed arm around her foster father’s neck and pulled him back. This was really turning weird.
While Jax yanked Mr. Parker back, his attention was on her sister. “Tara!”
She struggled to her feet. “I’m fine.”
Jax jerked his head in Morgan’s direction. “End it, get her out of here.”
Mr. Parker broke free and lunged at Morgan. Tara was there first, shoving Morgan out of the way.
Morgan came up swinging as strong hands gripped her forearms. Morgan went wild, fighting with everything she had. It wasn’t until the hands became arms wrapped around her like iron bands she couldn’t budge that his voice began to penetrate the darkness bringing her fully awake.
“It’s okay. You’re okay. Calm down, Morgan.” Lucian’s voice washed over her. A low whine drew her further from her nightmare.
Relief made her muscles watery and brought tears to her eyes. Her heart still racing and her breath coming in heavy gasps, Morgan went limp in his grasp. Slowly, his arms relaxed. She pushed away from him and stumbled to the bed. It looked like it had been hit by a tornado in the light of a small lamp, even the pillows were gone.
It really had been a dream. The most real feeling dream, or rather nightmare, she’d ever had. Her fingertips brushed her throat. It felt tender as if someone really had nearly choked the life out of her. Lucy bumped Morgan’s hand with her nose and Morgan gave the dog a scratch behind the ears.
Then it finally sank in that she wasn’t in her room. Blinking, she glanced around. Where was she? Fear crawled up her spine. This wasn’t Lucian’s house. Her frantic gaze found him a second later. He stood watching her with a wary look in his eyes. Relief filled her again.
Lucian stepped closer. “Are you okay now?”
“Yes. No.” Morgan pushed her hair back with shaking hands. “I guess so.”
“That sounds definitive. What were you dreaming?”
“It started like the same old nightmare and then got very real and strange.”
“Same old nightmare?” Lucian’s steady gaze was full of concern. “You’re always restless when you sleep deep, which isn’t often. I wasn’t aware you were still having nightmares. What are they about? You are more vulnerable when you sleep. A demon of the Kalona’s level could infiltrate your mind. I wish you had told me, I could have blocked him.”
Morgan snorted and looked away. “This one isn’t demon-induced. Monster-induced, maybe. Well,” she considered a moment, “this one might have been. It’s never gone so far or felt so real.”
“Tell me what happened that made it different.”
“Like I said, it started out the same, my foster father—” Her eyes flashed to his face. Lucian didn’t know. She’d never told him. Never told anyone. If the Kalona was using it against her now, she was going to have to open up to Lucian. He had told her of La Pucelle and the loss that had caused him guilt and pain since. It was time for her do the same.
Standing, Morgan looked down and realized for the first time that she wore one of his t-shirts, it fell almost to her knees. It would do for now. A quick glance at the bedside table located her cigarettes; she was going to need those.
Morgan grabbed the pack and the lighter and walked through a set of open double doors that led into another room. None of the lights were on and in the darkness, she couldn’t see where she should go. Holding up the pack, she asked, “Where do I…”
“This way.” Lucian’s stepped beside her, his hand resting on the small of her back as he guided her through a sliding door in a wall of glass and out onto a large balcony.
She lit her cigarette as soon as she stepped outside. After staring at the lit windows in the buildings around them, she walked over and flopped down in one of the cushioned outdoor chairs.
Unsure if she wanted to be alone, Lucian hesitated before sitting in the chair next to her.
Without looking at him, she started talking. “I told you I bounced around to a bunch of different foster homes. The last one was with the Parkers.”
Lucian didn’t press while she smoked in silence until the cigarette was spent and another lit. How bad had things been for her?
As if answering his unspoken thought, she snorted. Her eyes still on the building across the street she said, “The Parkers thought they could fix me. ‘Cause I was broken you know. Out of control, though no one seemed to care why. The Parkers least of all. I went to them at the beginning of summer and they were determined to make me into a model citizen and student by the time school started again.
“Mr. Parker thought if he disciplined me heavy enough, I would be too afraid to get into trouble. It didn’t work. The more he beat the shit out of me, the more I rebelled. I once spent two days locked in a closet in their basement with a black eye and swollen lip. Actually, I spent a lot of time locked in there. I’m not overly fond of small dark spaces anymore…”
She paused to take another deep drag and blew the smoke out as her knee bounced in agitation. “To say the least, I wasn’t fixed by the time school started. I tried going to the teachers; they didn’t believe me. The Parkers had money, lots of it. They were upstanding citizens and I was just a foster child who had ditched school, got into fights, drank, done drugs…
“When it started getting really bad, I ran away. That’s when I found Jake. I was barely fifteen, my birthday had been the week before, and I looked like I had been attacked. I hadn’t been by anyone other than Mr. Parker. Jake took me under his wing and started teaching me about the streets and how to defend myself. Two months later the cops picked me up.”
A haunted look crept into her face and her hand trembled as she took another drag. “I didn’t know how bad it could be until the cops dragged me back home. I had gotten suspended from school due to my long absence. That first night, I hurt too bad to move. Then I spent the next seven days locked in the closet. I think I lost twenty pounds that week.
“After they let me out, I couldn’t do anything right and everything was worthy of being punched or slapped over.” Morgan took another drag and dropped her eyes as she picked at the hem of the t-shirt, trying to collect her thoughts. Trying to keep the fear of the time from creeping back in. “It’s not like I didn’t take hits at other foster homes, or get shoved into walls and my hair pulled. The Parkers took it to a whole other level.”
While she took another drag and stared across at the other building again, Lucian did his best to mask the fury that filled him. Why couldn’t a demon do something useful, like rip off the heads of the Parkers and stick them on pikes in the Underworld?
Morgan ground her cigarette butt out and lit another, letting out the cloud of smoke out on a sigh. “The night I escaped for good, the night they found my cigarettes, Mr. Parker kicked in my bedroom door. I did my best to defend myself like Jake had shown, but I hadn’t learned enough then. I really thought Mr. Parker was going to beat me to death that night. I’ve never been so scared in my life.
“I came to on my bedroom floor, covered in my own blood. I could hardly see through the swelling in my face or breathe around the pounding my ribs had taken. I don’t even really remember grabbing the locket and leaving. I don’t remember much of my walk back to where I knew Jake was. I know it took the entire day…or maybe it was a day and a half. I’m not real sure, that part’s pretty fuzzy. I remember finding Jake and trying to say something to him. The next thing I remember after that is waking up on the second floor of the tower with Jake holding my hand.”
Lucian waited until he could speak around the anger that raged inside him. “He taught you to defend yourself better I guess?”
Morgan smiled for the first time since she’d started speaking. “He did better than that. Jake taught me to kick ass and take names. I mean, sure, I’ve still taken plenty of hits since then, but nothing like what Mr. Parker did. Nothing I couldn’t handle. If Mr. Parker came at me today, he would find he was up against a very different Morgan.”
She thought of the way she’d fought back in the dream. If it had been real life, Mr. Parker would have felt that broken nose.
Lucian almost wished Mr. Parker would come at her again, then he would find a pissed off dark angel in his path. “How much of this does Jake know?”
“Only that my foster father was abusive. He saw the result after all. He doesn’t know about the closet or how bad it had been. I’ve never told anyone about that. I learned when I tried to tell the school that people like me aren’t believed.”
“What do you mean, ‘people like you?’” Lucian asked, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees.
Morgan looked at him, her hazel eyes sad. “A throwaway. It’s what I am. What I’ve been since my parents died. Only the Grissoms treated me like a person. To everyone else, I was in the way, a source of state money, a throwaway. On the street, I was invisible. Only other homeless people, the nuns at the soup kitchen, and those who thought they could hurt me, saw me.”
Her gaze shifted and she stared at the floor of the balcony. “It’s a strange thing to work so hard to live each day and be nothing at the same time.”
“You are not a throwaway or any of those other things.” Lucian brushed his knuckles gently across her cheek. “You are smart, tough, determined, and beautiful.”
Morgan snorted. She wasn’t any of the things he said, she was only what she’d had to be, nothing more.
When his arms enfolded her, instead of resisting, she leaned into his solid warmth, taking comfort in his presence. It felt good to lean on someone, to not be alone and at the same time, terrifying. When she’d been alone, there’d been nothing to lose except herself.
After a while, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her back to the bed. After straightening the covers and retrieving the pillows, he laid down with her. In the comfort of his arms she fought her heavy eyelids, afraid to sleep again that night. The nightmare had felt so real…



 



WHEN MORGAN WOKE again with a gasp, she was in a cloud. A big, fluffy, way too comfortable cloud. Ugh, how could be people sleep in these things? Okay so it was obvious how they could sleep in them, but how could they want to? They sucked people in too deep where anything could sneak up on them while they were held helpless by dreams.
Dreams… Something had woken her. Her mind sifted through the cobwebs of sleep still clinging to it. The other nightmare, that’s what woke her. The one where she was locked in a small place of suffocating darkness. Probably because she’d told Lucian about the closet the night before.
The battle with the hellhounds, forgotten in the chaos of her nightmare and her conversation with Lucian, came back to her. Morgan stretched, testing her body for injuries. Everything felt fine. She sat up and held out her arms. Both of them looked in perfect condition. Lucian must have healed her. Lucy had raised her head from where she lay on the bed and watched with her ears pricked.
It took Morgan a minute to orientate herself. They were at the hotel they’d been planning on heading to before the hounds attacked. How Lucian had gotten them to let Lucy in, Morgan had no idea. And why had he chosen such a fancy place? She pulled the covers back. The t-shirt, wrinkled from being slept in, was twisted around her. Someone had cleaned all of the blood off her skin. She hadn’t noticed that last night, but then her mind had been elsewhere. Her heart ached with sweet warmth. After so many years, it was nice to have someone take care of her the way Lucian did.
It was like stepping onto the surface of a different planet when her feet hit the thick, plush carpet. An extravagant rug filled the empty floor space at the end of the bed. Morgan was almost afraid to touch anything. What if she broke something?
Polished wood and marble surfaces and beautiful art in expensive frames greeted her eye everywhere she looked. Morgan padded across the floor to a set of double doors and opened them. A bathroom, big enough to hold a party with an extensive guest list, spread out before her. A huge garden tub she could probably swim in took up an entire corner surrounded by unlit candles. A walk-in shower that could easily fit six with multiple shower heads occupied another. Two large sinks with fancy fixtures rested in a marble vanity top that stretched the entire length of one of the walls.
When Morgan stepped onto the smooth, and likely expensive tile, she found it warm beneath her feet. Moving farther into the massive room, she spied another door. Upon investigation, it revealed a separate, smaller room for the toilet, and another sink.
Back in the main bathroom she started noticing other details about it. Like her brush on the counter and her shampoo in the shower.
In the bedroom, she discovered her suitcase and backpack leaned against the wall next to the dresser. After tossing the suitcase on the bed and unzipping it, she pulled out clean clothes and dressed. She found her cigarettes on the bedside table… her heart caught and she looked around the room, searching for the pair of jeans she had been wearing.
Where were they? Morgan ran back to the bathroom and yanked open the hamper lid. Empty. She glanced around for a trashcan. A lot of blood had gotten on them after all. Where was the damn trashcan? She started opening every cabinet she could find. One wouldn’t open no matter how much she pried on it.
Damn it! In frustration, Morgan kicked it. A tiny click sounded and the top part of the cabinet opened, tipping to reveal a bin. Inside were the clothes she’d been wearing, stiff with blood. Pulling the jeans partway out, she felt down into the right front pocket relieved when her fingers found the tiny Rainbow Dash.
Letting the jeans fall back into the bin, Morgan closed the cabinet that hid the trashcan and looked at the toy. Her blood caked the pony. Carrying, it over to the sink she turned on the cold water and washed it until all traces of blood were gone. Once it was dry, she tucked into the right front pocket of the jeans she now wore. Maybe it was a silly thing to worry about, but Lucian had given it to her.
When Morgan passed through the bedroom again, she headed for the other set of double doors. This time, Lucy followed her. These opened into what looked like a gigantic, opulent apartment. She was so out of her element. Lucian, wearing only a pair of blue jeans, sat on a stool at the bar at the end of a full-sized kitchen. Weren’t the kitchens in hotels supposed to be small things? Of course given the size of the rest of it, why was she even surprised?
“Morning,” Lucian said as he looked up from his laptop.
“Morning.” Morgan glanced around at the dining area, and what looked like a living room full of furniture she would be afraid to sit on. “Where are we?”
“A suite at The Vasser Hotel. There’s some sort of convention in town, everything else for this weekend was booked.” He studied her. “Is there something wrong with it?”
She shrugged. “It’s weird. Too fancy, too big.”
Chuckling, Lucian slid off the stool and crossed the space between them. Morgan sank into his warm embrace. Returning the hug, she breathed in the masculine scent that was uniquely Lucian. Memories of the attack by the pack rushed through her mind and she pulled away, her gaze raking over him, searching for the injuries she knew should be there. Morgan vividly remembered the teeth of a hound ripping through his upper arm. Unblemished flesh was all she found. Dark angels healed fast, but not that fast. There should still be some evidence of it, especially from an injury caused by a hound.
“I didn’t know you guys could heal each other.” Morgan trailed her fingers over the smooth skin where the deep gashes should have been.
“We can’t.” Lucian motioned toward the Rottweiler that sat gazing at them with steady brown eyes. “Lucy healed me.”
“What?” Morgan turned to look at the dog. Lucy’s mouth opened and her tongue lolled out, a happy dog grin on her face. “How… I don’t understand.”
Lucian walked over and gave the dog an affectionate scratch behind the ears. “It would appear that Lucy is more than just a dog. She’s some kind of guardian angel, though I’m unsure of which kind.”
“You’re a dark angel, how could you not know?” Morgan took the few steps to his side and ran her hand over Lucy’s head.
“We don’t always know. There are a lot of different kinds of guardian angels. I’ve been searching through my memories trying to figure out what she is.”
“So I didn’t just find her?”
“I seriously doubt it. I wager my next life that she found you.” Lucian smiled at the dog.
Morgan wasn’t as surprised as she should be by the revelation. More than once she had healed faster than even a channel should have, especially when the injuries were bad. It hadn’t started until after she found the dog. Morgan grabbed both sides of Lucy’s face and gave the dog a kiss on top of her nose.
“You would be awesome even if you weren’t a type of angel,” Morgan whispered to the dog and received a lick in the face. Standing straight, she asked, “I’m surprised a hotel this fancy allows pets.”
“The Vasser caters to some very wealthy people.” Lucian walked back to where his laptop rested on the bar. “They like to be able to have their lapdogs with them.”
“Lucy isn’t exactly a lapdog.” Morgan pointed out.
“A hefty deposit against any damage she might cause convinced them she’s a very large Min Pin.”
Chuckling, Morgan walked through the sliding glass door that led to the balcony and was almost made dizzy by the view of the city from the top of the towering hotel. She lit a cigarette and took a drag as she inched toward the railing. Flying with a dark angel was one thing. Standing by herself at the rail with the wind tugging at her from that height was a little unnerving.
While she smoked, she studied the balcony with its ornate railing, cushy chairs and blooming planters. Who would have guessed that one day she would be staying in a suite at the Vasser of all places? Though it was kind of interesting, there was no way she could get used to it. A simple room at a motel would still be fine for her. Morgan doubted she would ever need or want something as extravagant as this. Simple and sensible were preferable.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Morgan frowned and pulled it out. Who would be calling her? Isobel’s name showed on the screen. Sliding her finger across the screen to accept the call, she answered, “Hey Isobel.”
“How do you feel about a girls’ night?”
Morgan glanced through the wall of glass at Lucian who sat with his back to her. “I’m cool with it. Staying in or going out?”
“Staying in, indulging in room service and movies.”
“Why?” Not that it didn’t sound nice, but there had to be a catch.
“Hasn’t Lucian told you? He’s going to make contact with a channel who is also a Cherokee shaman.”
“He hasn’t said anything to me.” Morgan tried to ignore the knot forming in her stomach. She’d become so used to Lucian’s presence in her life that the thought of him not being there made her uneasy. Which was stupid since she liked being alone…didn’t she?
“Maybe he’s waiting until it’s all finalized. Anyway, it looks like it’s a pretty sure thing.”
“So are we hanging out or are you and Damien just keeping track of me?”
Isobel’s snort came through clearly. “Damien will be around if we need him but he’s going to stay out of our way, he won’t even be in the room.”
“When is this supposed to happen?”
“I’ll be there as soon as Lucian is ready to go. Sometime this afternoon I expect.”
“Sounds good, I’ll see you then.”
After they hung up, Morgan flipped the last of her cigarette over the railing and walked back into the suite.
“You’re leaving?” She was proud that she’d managed to keep her voice neutral sounding.
Lucian swiveled on the bar stool. “Actually, I just got confirmation. I wasn’t sure if I’d found what I was looking for until just now. I guess Isobel has already called you.”
Morgan nodded and wandered into the kitchen with the vague idea of eating. The heavy lump in her stomach made it so nothing that crossed her mind sounded good as she opened the stainless steel refrigerator and stared blankly at the limited contents. “Why do you have to meet them?”
“They are dealing with their own demon problems. They don’t want to leave the area unless it’s necessary. I’m going to take your locket with me and talk to them about what’s going on.”
“How long will you be gone?”
“If I leave soon, I should be back by tomorrow, early in the morning at the latest. If all goes smoothly, and it should, then I may be back before then,” Lucian said, closing his laptop and standing.
Only one night. That wasn’t so long. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spent the night without him since she’d agreed to let him be her dark angel. Just a couple of days ago she’d spent the night in the park after all. So what the hell was wrong with her now?
She hadn’t admitted how she felt to him then, hadn’t allowed him to become a part of her the way he was now. That’s what was different. A hollow feeling replaced the lump in her stomach and spread to her heart. Morgan shut the fridge door without selecting anything to eat and wandered into the living room.
The room hadn’t changed. It still looked too fancy to sit in. Morgan stood in the middle of it and stared at the dark television screen until Lucian’s warm hands gently turned her to face him.
“What’s wrong?”
Morgan didn’t look at his face, choosing instead to stare at his bare chest. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”
His hand tilted her chin up until she stared into his tawny eyes. Eyes that seemed to see deeper into her soul than anyone’s ever had. “Talk to me.”
“Just make sure you come back, okay?” Morgan searched his eyes for any hint of worry about the trip he was about to make.
“I promise to come back to you.” Lucian’s tone held total confidence.
Morgan nodded and put her arms around him, resting her cheek against his chest. The steady, strong beat of his heart as reassuring as his words. When he pulled her closer and held her, she closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment as thoroughly as possible. Her worry still intruded. “I don’t think I can lose you, Lucian. Not and maintain my sanity. I’ve lost too many people in my life.”
The warm wetness on his chest made Lucian aware of the tears sliding down her cheeks. She pulled away and wiped quickly at her face.
“I’ve lost a lot of people in my life. First my parents, then my sister about a year later. Six months after that, my best friend overdosed at a party we weren’t supposed to be at. I was the one who found her body. Another friend committed suicide less than three months later. I seem to be a death magnet. I’m not sure I could handle losing another.”
She took a deep breath and let it out as she glanced at him. “Especially not you.”
“What about Jake?” Lucian asked, knowing that the chance of Jake living a long life on the streets was pretty slim. Would she be able to handle it if something happened to the man?
Morgan chewed her thumbnail “I don’t know if I could deal with that either. Jake is the closest thing I have to family. He was there for me when things were bad. So bad.”
“I will do my best to protect him as well as you,” Lucian said as he drew her into his arms again.
His lips found hers, the kiss meant to be comforting. It quickly became much more than that as a desperate fire fueled by love and a fear of loss consumed them.



 



THAT AFTERNOON, ISOBEL arrived and Lucian left. Morgan tried to settle into the movies and room service. Even with Isobel there and Lucy lying close to Morgan on the couch that looked like no animal should ever touch it, a gaping emptiness still yawned wide inside her. Everything inside her wanted to reach for him and he wasn’t there.
It wasn’t like she couldn’t live without him, Morgan had no doubt she would live on should something happen to Lucian. She just wasn’t sure what kind of mental state she would live the rest of her life in if that happened. After seven years of keeping everyone at a certain distance, she had finally let someone all of the way in. Her glued pieces trembled at the thought of losing him.
In an effort to stop thinking about it, she threw herself into the girl time with Isobel. She answered Isobel’s questions about Lucian and couldn’t help smiling when her friend looked so pleased that Morgan and Lucian were definitely a couple now. Even as she tried to force herself to enjoy the night, Lucian’s absence left her edgy, and though her demon radar remained quiet, it seemed more like the quiet before the storm.
Morgan forced herself to indulge in the food that arrived and tried to pay attention to the movies. After the second movie, she really needed a break. After excusing herself, Morgan stepped out onto the balcony and closed the door behind her. It felt good to breathe in the night air, feel the cool breeze, and hear the distant sounds of the city twenty floors below. To be alone. She slid a cigarette from the pack and lit it. Closing her eyes, she relaxed against the railing.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Surprised to see Jake’s number on the screen when she pulled it out, Morgan quickly slid her finger across the screen to answer the call. “Jake?”
“Heya, Morgs.”
Something in his voice didn’t sound right. Her muscles tensed and her stomach twisted. “You all right?”
The sound of coughing followed by a groan came through the line. “It would seem some of your friends want to talk to you in a bad way…why didn’t you tell me?”
His voice faded away and a smooth voice she didn’t recognize came on. “It would have been better if we hadn’t needed to resort to this. You left us no choice.”
Morgan’s hand trembled as it tightened on the phone. “Let him go.”
“Oh no, not until you come here and set him free yourself.”
“Where’s ‘here’?” Morgan growled through her teeth.
“Before we get to that, considering the choice you’re going to have to make, it might be best if you left the dark angel at home.”
Whoever it was must not realize Lucian was gone, or maybe they meant Damien that had to be lurking close by. It didn’t matter. Jake’s death was not going to be on her hands. “Fine, whatever. Just tell me where Jake is.”
“You will find him at the place you call the tower. And, Inola, before you think to try and bring the dark angel anyway, it would take me less than the blink of an eye to rip your friend’s heart out.”
Her phone made a quiet blip, signaling the call had ended. Morgan stared at the screen, her heart racing. Glancing at the glass wall, she saw Isobel moving around in the suite. Morgan closed her eyes and took several steadying breaths before walking back into the room.
Isobel fluffed a couple of the pillows they’d been lounging on. “I’m going to make popcorn if you want some.” She stopped, a frown marring her features. “What’s wrong?”
“Jake…” The name came out with a strangled sound.
Isobel pulled her phone out. As her fingers tapped rapidly on the screen, Morgan tried to decide what to do next. If she went alone it would be a suicide mission. Either way, Jake was a dead man, the demons would never let him live. If she had backup, then maybe…
Damien came through the sliding door to the balcony, his ebony wings folded. “What’s going on?”
Morgan opened her mouth, but no sound came out. The demons had Jake. Her mind tried to numb itself to the possibilities. She had to get it together or Jake was guaranteed to die this night. She shoved the panic down and told Damien about the call.
“You aren’t going alone,” Damien said, already sending a text on his phone. “But we need to make it look like you are. I want you to do whatever you would have if you had to sneak out of here.”
Morgan nodded. Isobel gave her quick hug that Morgan returned awkwardly. “No matter what happens, remember we are close even if you can’t see us.”
Damien’s phone chimed. He glanced at it. “You will have more than Isobel and I watching over you and Jake. Lucian is already on his way back. The channel and her dark angel are with him. They were almost here and have altered their course for the tower. Isobel and I are going to go into the kitchen and pretend to make popcorn.”
Morgan nodded. “I better get a move on then.”
As her friends walked past the bar and disappeared into the kitchen, smiling and acting at ease, Morgan moved quickly into the bedroom. It only took a moment to shove her feet into her boots and stuff some cash in her pocket. Lucy tried to block her path. Dropping to one knee, Morgan rubbed the dog’s ears. “I promise to be careful.”
Lucy whined and licked her face. Giving the dog a final pat, Morgan moved toward the door. As the popcorn machine kicked on, she slipped quietly out into the hall. Morgan made for the stairs. It would take longer, but she was in good shape and it would look more like she was sneaking away in case any demons were watching. As she descended each flight, she jumped the railing most of the way down, landing part way down the next flight and skipping the landings altogether.
When she opened the door and peeked into the lobby, Morgan used every trick and skill she’d learned in her foster homes and on the street to sneak through without anyone noticing.
Out on the street, she flagged down a cab. Yanking open the back door, she jumped in before the car had completely rolled to a stop. She gave the driver directions and then waited impatiently for the ride to be over. As if sensing her hurry, the cab driver maneuvered the car through traffic like he’d been a fighter pilot in another life. In no time, the car came to a stop outside the sagging gates of the tower.
Morgan tossed all of the money in her pocket, well over the amount of the fare, at the driver before she jumped out and let the door shut. After a few seconds, the cab finally began to move forward. Morgan watched until the taillights turned the corner before turning toward the gates. Not too long ago, this place had been a safe haven from the weather, now it loomed above her like a giant waiting for the right moment to crush her. Her demon radar screamed inside her head.
Taking a deep breath, Morgan pushed through the gap in the gates and crossed the cracked, weed-choked pavement of the parking lot. Several times fear tried to strangle her, tried to render her useless. Each time Morgan pushed it back with the knowledge that Jake’s life depended on her keeping it together and that somewhere in the darkness her friends had her back.
The lower level was deserted, no surprise given the nice weather and the sounds echoing down the long flight of rusted metal stairs from the floor above. Morgan crossed the cracked, stained concrete in silence. She hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, dread holding her captive unable to move. A loud curse from Jake followed by a heavy thump and a groan pulled her forward.
Each step felt like she was lifting a hundred pounds, a tight band of fear made it hard for her to breathe. Terrified of what she was doing and still unable to think of something that would get both her and Jake out of this alive, Morgan reached the top of the stairs and turned the corner.
Two mid-level demons held Jake by the arms while he sagged between them. His head lolled to the side, one eye blackened. Blood flowed from his nose, mouth, and a large slash down the side of his face.
A heavy lump rose in Morgan’s throat and she swallowed hard to keep it from choking her. To the side of the demons and Jake was a tall man whose handsome face was ruined by the fiery glow in his eyes. Morgan could only assume he was another half-breed. Next to him stood the hybrid she knew as Jax. His cold gaze held no recognition, no hint that he’d been part of her nightmare.
The first man smiled, it held no warmth. “Nice of you to finally join us, I am Macune.”
“I haven’t joined anything.” Morgan glared at him. “But I’m here, so now let him go.”
“Not quite yet, Inola.” He stepped closer to Jake. “We have some things to discuss first.”
Jake’s head swung his head slowly from side to side. “Don’t do it, Morgs.”
Several lower-level demons shuffled into the room. Morgan backed toward the wall, her gaze moving constantly to keep track of each demon’s position and movements. “What do you want?”
Macune motioned toward her. “Why you, of course, Inola.”
Ignoring the first part of his statement Morgan asked, “Why do you keep calling me that?”
“Inola is the name of the woman who will set the Kalona free again and remove a lock at the same time.” His voice dropped to a seductive level. “You could be our queen. Legions at your command, strength to fight your own battles, never to be a victim again.”
Morgan settled her gaze on Macune, though she still kept track of the other demons with her peripheral vision. “I don’t want or need legions of anything at my command or any of the other things you’ve offered.”
Faster than she could catch, Macune’s hand shot out, grabbed Jake’s stringy hair and yank his head up. “Then the life of this man, always safe from harm.”
Fear laced adrenaline flooded her veins. She didn’t believe a word of it, but maybe… “What do I—”
“No, Morgs,” Jake mumbled through swollen lips. “Don’t. They’ll kill me anyway; let them get it over with.”
“I can’t lose you, Jake,” Morgan said, her voice cracking.
Jake smiled through broken teeth. “I’ll get to be with Emily—”
The loud crack of Macune’s hand across Jake’s face interrupted. Morgan lurched forward a step, panic rising in her like a tide. She licked her lips and wiped sweaty palms on her jeans. “If I do what you’re asking, you let Jake live?”
“Of course.” Macune’s pleasant expression had never left his face, even when he struck Jake.
Everything in Morgan rebelled at the thought of agreeing to anything. Would Jake really be safe? Out the corner of her eye, Jax gave the barest shake of his head. Was he answering her unspoken thoughts? Or was he thinking Macune was stupid for even giving her a choice? If it was the first, why would he help her by giving something like that away?
Her mind scrambled for answers to the questions. For something that would keep Jake alive. Morgan opened her mouth to agree, at least long enough to get Jake out of there, when Jax suddenly shot forward.
Before Morgan could even react, Jax plunged his hand into Jake’s chest and ripped out his heart. An odd, liquid gurgle bubbled in Jake’s throat. Time seemed to freeze for Morgan as her friend slid from the now loose grasp of the demons to the floor, a gaping hole in his chest. Jax let the heart fall to the floor with a sickening splat.
The world wavered as Morgan swayed. Her head felt light, too light even as the weight of her own shattering heart threatened to swallow her whole.
“Jake!” The sob broke past her lips as she stumbled toward his body. Jax appeared in front of her, his blood-covered hand pushing her back against the wall. The coppery scent of Jake’s blood filled her nostrils and the acrid taste of bile rose in the back of her throat.
Jax pulled his lips back in a snarl. “Enough game playing. What you see lying on the floor over there will be repeated with anyone and anything you care about or have ever cared about until you come to the Kalona. If even then you are unwilling, it will be your own heartless body on the ground. You will come under your own power or he will make use of your heart. Either way, he wins. Either way, he will be free. The only thing left for you to decide is how you want to do this.”
Numb with pain and emotional shock, Morgan stared at him, barely able to comprehend his words. The look in his eyes didn’t match his expression. There was no fire behind his pupils, his irises remained a deep green and…sorrow? The question flittered away. She couldn’t think.
And then chaos broke loose. One moment, Jax’s hand held her upright against the wall and the next he stepped into a shadow and was gone. Without the unwanted support, Morgan’s knees buckled and she slid to the floor. Her mind barely registered the fight going on around her, the three dark angels and two other channels dispatching the demons. She didn’t know where Macune had gone and didn’t care.
Jake’s body filled her vision. Slowly, Morgan crawled across the floor, heedless of the battle; uncaring if a demon killed her. Jake had been her friend, her rock. He’d saved her life and she hadn’t returned the favor. When she reached his side, Morgan laid her hand against the side of his battered face. Every possible scenario ran through her head. Things maybe she could have done, should have done, or said…
She needed to go back in time, even just a day, an hour, and change it. There had to be a way. This couldn’t be happening.
The sudden silence drew her dazed mind away from Jake. Scorch marks showed where several demons had been banished permanently. Only Isobel, Damien, a dark angel and channel she’d never met, and Lucian occupied the area now. The pain in Lucian’s eyes as he stared at her slammed into her with the force of a freight train.
Oh Higher Powers, this wasn’t a nightmare. Morgan’s gaze dropped to the floor and the large puddle of Jake’s congealing blood. Where had his heart gone? The answer came even as she tried to shy away from it. The Kalona. Her stomach lurched. Isobel stepped forward, deep sympathy in her eyes.
Morgan scrambled to her feet, if anyone touched her right now she would lose it. She looked frantically around at the assembled people, her breath coming in shallow gasps. Turning, she fled. Like a deer pursued by wolves, Morgan sprinted down the stairs and across the lower floor. She burst through the door into the alley and didn’t stop.
The cool night air rushed past her as she ran the length of the block. The brakes of cars squealed and horns blared as she dashed across the intersection without slowing. When her feet hit the grass of the park, she pushed herself harder until her legs felt weak and her lungs burned with the effort. Tears ran hot down her cheeks. As she reached the far end of the park her breath broke in a sob and she stumbled, falling to her knees.
The aching grief tightened around her chest, squeezing her pounding heart in a painful fist. Morgan wrapped her arms around tight around her middle in an effort to hold her fracturing pieces together. Her lungs screamed for air, but every breath was cut short by sobs that she couldn’t fully release. Darkness clawed at her.
And then Lucian was there, his hands warm on the sides of her face as he held it gently. His tawny eyes filled her vision. “Breathe, Morgan.”
She tried. It hitched as she tried to keep the tide of agony in. If she released it, Morgan didn’t know when it would stop. The darkness continued to close in, narrowing her world into a tunnel.
Lucian’s expression was filled with a fear she didn’t understand in the ever expanding darkness. “Breathe. Please, Morgan, take a breath. I’ve got you.”
Something in his tone, or maybe it was his words, released the band around her chest and she sucked in a deep breath. Oxygen rushed into her body, chasing away the darkness and bringing the pain of Jake’s loss into perfect clarity.
Morgan collapsed forward into Lucian’s embrace as anguish ripped the sobs from her body with a violence she’d never known, her fractured pieces kept together by Lucian’s arms as he held her tight.
The image of Jake lying on a cold cement floor with a hole in his chest wouldn’t release her from its grip. In the storm of her grief, she could only hold tight to Lucian and hope he kept her from falling apart.
Lucian lowered his head, resting his lips against her hair as she clung to him. Every cry that tore from her throat was a dagger to his heart. He had failed her. Not in the same way as La Pucelle, no Morgan still lived, but he’d failed to protect her heart from this kind of pain. Would she be able to handle this? Would it be too much for her?
Clutching her tighter to him, Lucian could only hold her and wait. He would deal with his own sadness over Jake’s death later. Though Lucian hadn’t known the man long, Jake had been a good guy and, Lucian knew, part of the reason Morgan had reached out to him in the first place. The world needed people like Jake in it.
Morgan had no idea how long they sat there in the grass, how long she buried her cries in Lucian’s torn shirt, only that the sky was beginning to show the first signs of morning when her spent emotions and exhausted mind pulled her into a blessed and unfeeling darkness. She didn’t resist it, welcoming a chance to escape the pain. The last thing she remembered was Lucian’s fingers, brushing against her temple as he whispered, “Sleep now, Morgan.”



 



 
THE PAIN WAS there as Morgan started to surface from the deep and dreamless dark and she fought to stay asleep. How could she face the knowledge that Jake was dead? That she hadn’t stopped it from happening? If she hadn’t been close to him, hadn’t cared, he would still be alive. 
The soul-crushing grief threatened to smother her even as her body continued on its course to waking. Already the tight band was back, making her chest ache and depriving her of air. Tears slipped from her closed eyes.
“I’m here.” Lucian’s hand cupped the side of her face. “I’ve still got you.”
His touch, his voice, eased the gnawing ache and Morgan gasped in a breath. Lucian’s steady gaze held hers from where he kneeled next to the bed when she opened her eyes. Morgan forced herself to sit up. It wasn’t easy since she had to extract her legs from beneath Lucy. 
She struggled to keep her mind blank. It was a short and futile battle as the images of Jake’s final moments crashed over her again and again. Barely aware of Lucian gathering her close as the tears coursed silently down her face, she leaned into the embrace needing his solid presence to anchor her.
“I killed him,” Morgan whispered. “How will I ever get this out of my head? I didn’t even have time to try and stop Jax. One moment, I was trying to figure out how to keep Jake and me both alive and the next…”
Lucian tightened his arms around her. “You did not kill Jake. A hybrid killed Jake, not you.”
“If we hadn’t been friends—”
“Then Jake would have missed out on you. He needed someone in the life he lived, and you were that person.”
Morgan wiped at her nose, her voice thick with emotion when she said, “But he would still be alive.”
“There is more to living than simply being alive. Jake found something in you that let him live.” Lucian sighed. “You weren’t the one that ended his life and you certainly don’t cause death by befriending or even loving someone.”
“I just want to go back. Back in time and fix it. If I had done something different, said something different…”
“I’m not sure it would have made a difference,” Lucian said quietly.
Morgan wanted to believe his words. Jake had been such a fixture in her life for the past four years. The closest thing to family she had. How was she going to do this without him in the world anymore? 
“What will we do?” She finally asked.
“About what?”
“He doesn’t have any family. Who will bury him?” The thought of Jake being shoved somewhere and forgotten made more tears fall. He deserved more than that.
“Isobel has already checked into that. There is a program that makes sure homeless vets are buried with honor.”
Morgan raised her head. “Why can’t we take care of him?”
“Jake’s body has already been discovered due to an anonymous tip.” Lucian gently rubbed his hand up and down her arm. “The news is labeling it a gruesome murder. We need to stay as far away from that as we can.” 
It was understandable. Even so, the fact she wouldn’t even be able to give him his funeral, or even go to the funeral made it that much harder. “I won’t get to say goodbye.”
“We can visit him afterward,” Lucian said.
Morgan nodded. It was better than nothing. Better than when her sister died. Morgan didn’t even know where Tara was buried. With honors? Did that mean he would have the flag and everything? How could he really be dead? 
Her mind felt muddled as it flitted from one question to the next. A mental fog had settled over her that she couldn’t shake. Deep in her heart, a hatred for the Kalona began to burn. No matter what she had to do, that demon would be stopped. 
Even as the tears continued to fall, Morgan pulled away from Lucian. Jake’s blood stained the knees of her pants and Jax’s bloody handprint marred the front of her shirt. She needed a shower and moment alone. 
Lucian watched her with concern. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I just have to get a shower. I can’t…I can’t deal with this with his blood still on me.” Morgan walked quickly to the bathroom and shut the door. 
After cranking on the shower until steam filled the room, she tore her clothes off with shaking hands, desperate to get away from the blood caked items, barely remembering to fish the pony out of the pocket before tossing the shirt and jeans into the trash. 
The hot water and soap washed away the blood crusted on her skin, but it didn’t wash away the ache that filled her chest. Her tears mixed with the spray. How were there any left? When all the blood was gone, her hair clean, and the soap rinsed away she continued to stand beneath the fall of water. 
Memories of Jake nursing her through that first week after her second run away, of him watching out for her, teaching her how to defend herself and how to navigate the streets, of cigarettes, food, and drinks shared, of good times and bad, all made their way through her mind. 
She didn’t realize the water had gotten cold until Lucian reached in and shut it off then wrapped her shivering body in a thick towel. Her heart was clenched in a vice of pain and disbelief, and still the tears fell. It hurt. So bad she wanted to just run until she could outpace it. Even knowing he really was someplace better, it was still painful. At least she could be grateful that it wasn’t just faith that reassured her of his peace. Standing in the bathroom in the arms of an angel, it was something she knew for certain. But damn it, she needed Jake.
Finally, Lucian led her back to the bedroom where she fumbled her way into clean clothes. The tears slowed to a stop. On auto pilot, she went back to the bathroom, brushed out her wet hair, and shoved the tiny Rainbow Dash into her pocket. 
The girl in the mirror stared back, a vast ocean of sadness in her hazel eyes. How many more would be hurt because of her? This Kalona demon wanted her, for whatever reason. Did it really matter why if it meant keeping those around her safe? 
Morgan wasn’t going to pretend she wanted the people in her life safe for some selfless reason. She was no saint. Though she hadn’t said it, she loved Lucian. His acceptance of her had torn down all of her walls and left her exposed and vulnerable. Too vulnerable. She’d once wondered if there was a specific number of tragedies that one could survive before they lost it and now she knew there was. 
Inside, it was if she stood on the edge of a cliff above a turbulent ocean and the storm building around her life was just one number away from pushing her into water below. Building her walls back up, especially when it concerned Lucian, was impossible. The unsettled feeling brought the welcome relief of anger with it. 
She needed to find a demon or a hound. If the Kalona wanted her, he was going to get her, if not how he planned. And no matter how it all shook out in the end, Lucian would be safe. No hounds trying to kill him to get to her, no demons trying to tear their way through him. 
Only Lucy waited in the room when Morgan returned. Thankful to be alone, she pulled what cash she had left from her backpack and stuffed it her pocket along with her lighter and cigarettes. The backpack would stay, if she made it back alive it would still be there. Lucy too would stay, Morgan wasn’t putting the dog in danger either. Lucy meant every bit as much to her as Jake had.
In the back of her mind, a small voice whispered that her decision wasn’t rational. The ache of Jake’s loss, fresh and radiating through her, made it easy to ignore the voice as she moved silently to the partially open bedroom door. Peering around it, her gaze swept the open dining and living area. Lucian wasn’t visible. A clinking sound came from the direction of the kitchen. Good, neither the bedroom door nor the front door of the suite was visible from the kitchen.
Using the same tactic she had when pretending to sneak away the night before, Morgan moved silently across the suite. When she reached the front door, she glanced toward the kitchen to ensure Lucian was still in there. A turn of the knob and she was in the hallway and running for the stairs. 
Morgan hit the door to the stairwell at a full run, shoving through it and racing down the steps. Breathing steady, she kept up the wild pace passing four floors before a door above banged open, the sound echoing through the stairwell. 
Grabbing the railing, Morgan vaulted over it and landed nearly halfway down the next flight. Another jump and she hit the landing and bolted for the next flight. Lucian caught her before she made it to the first step. His grip firm on her wrist hauled her back and spun her to face him.
Panting, Morgan used the momentum of the spin to reverse direction and shove him with everything she had. It was like shoving a wall. Changing tactics, she tried to twist away. 
“Morgan, stop.” Lucian’s voice was hard as iron. 
She quit struggling and glared at him. “Let me go and leave me alone, Lucian.”
“I will as soon as you tell me why.” 
“I don’t have to tell you anything.” 
“You do if you want your wrist back.” Anger stormed in his expression.
“Let me go so I can stop this.” Furious at him for stopping her and frustrated at the way he held her there so easily, tears stung her eyes as she tried to twist her wrist away again. It didn’t loosen his hold. “Just let me do what I have to do.”
“No.”
“You have no right to tell me what to do.” Morgan reminded him. 
Lucian’s gaze hardened. “I’m not letting you do this.”
“And I’m not letting you die for me.”
“You have no right to stop me.” He leaned closer, his gaze never wavering. “My life before yours, no hesitation.”
“Of course, because you got stuck as my dark angel and that’s what dark angels do.” Tears, from the ache, from frustration, and from the anger that had fueled her flight, welled in her eyes. “I won’t let that happen again.”
“Damn it, Morgan.” His voice rose in a shout. “Everything isn’t about being a dark angel. My life before yours because I love you, you stubborn woman! And I’m not going to just step back and let you get yourself killed.”
Dumbfounded, Morgan stared at him. “You love me?”
When was the last time someone said that to her? She couldn’t remember. 
“Yes.” Lucian pulled her into a crushing hug, his lips resting on top of her head. “I know you’re struggling right now and I know you hurt, but I can’t let you walk into your death. If you were be killed while we were battling demons, it would hurt me more than even you can imagine. Even so, I could live with it because I hadn’t let it happen. And right now, that’s what I would be doing.”
“I love you, too.” Morgan swallowed hard against the sudden tightness in her throat. “I tried not to, but I couldn’t help it. And now, if something were to happen to you…I can’t handle that Lucian.”
His fingers on her chin made her look up. “Yes, you can. And if the times comes that I go down protecting you, you will handle it.”
It must be nice to be so sure, to be able to speak with such sincere conviction. Morgan wished she had the same faith in her ability to weather another storm should it come.
 “So I guess you have a choice,” Lucian said as he released her chin.
“What choice?” How had it ended up this way?  
“You can either abandon the course you’re on and come back upstairs with me, or I’m coming with you. We have no idea what we’re really up against or why you are the target, but if you want to wade in blind, then that’s what we’ll do.”
There would be no way to stop him from following her. It was one thing to decide this for herself, quite another to drag him into it. In fact, the whole purpose of this had been to keep him from being in the middle of it, not purposely place him there.
Sagging in defeat, Morgan waved a hand toward the stairs leading up to their floor. “If I had gotten far enough away before you realized I was gone, then I would still be okay wading straight into the mess. Now, you’ll follow me no matter what and that leaves only one option.”
Lucian smoothed her hair back behind her ear. “Don’t do that again. We’re in this together as a dark angel and channel, and as a couple.”
Morgan sighed and nodded. It seemed her traitor heart had fully abandoned every word of advice she’d ever given it and instead woven itself completely with Lucian’s. And when it wasn’t just her dark angel asking, when it was the man she loved, the man who inexplicably loved her back, she couldn’t find in herself to deny his request. 
As they slowly climbed the stairs back to the twentieth floor, the anger that had fueled her flight from the room faded and grief pushed back into her heart, crowding out even the happiness that had filled it at hearing those three words from Lucian. With no plan of action, a blessed numbness settled over her.
 



 



NOT LONG AFTER they returned to the suite, room service delivered a cart filled with trays. The scent of food wafting from it didn’t appeal to her. Lucian carried plates and silverware to the table.
“I wasn’t sure what might sound good to you, so I ordered everything on the room service menu.” He motioned to the covered dishes.
Nothing sounded good, but Lucian was trying so hard to make this easier for her that Morgan made her way to the table. “Anything will be fine.”
She filled her plate without paying much attention to the food. Lucian continued to watch her, so she placed a bite in her mouth and chewed without tasting. It could have been sawdust or dirt for all she cared. Silence hung heavy in the room. Unsure how to break it without losing the numb feeling, Morgan continued to eat until half the food on her plate was gone and she couldn’t stomach the thought of another bite.
Shoving away from the table, she stood and walked out to the balcony with Lucy following. A breeze blew the sounds of the city past her and dark storm clouds boiled in the distance. Morgan lit a cigarette and leaned against the railing, the dog sat quietly at her feet pressing up against her leg. On the street below, cars navigated around each other, people walked, businesses were open.
It all seemed surreal that she should be in so much pain and everyone else was having a normal day. No one noticed the passing of a homeless vet other than the story of a murder on the news. And even with that, Morgan doubted anyone gave Jake a thought. They would talk about the murder, speculate over what happened, talk about finding the dangerous person who had done it, no one would stop and think about the homeless man who had lost his life. Without any family, there was no one to weep in front of the cameras and remind watchers that Jake was a person.
It all seemed so wrong. Morgan wanted to get on a big speaker and shriek at them to stop. Stop everything they were doing and take a moment to acknowledge her pain. To take a minute out of their busy lives and think about Jake.
There were no big speakers and the world moved on as if nothing had happened while hers crumbled.
Morgan took a deep drag off the cigarette, allowing the nicotine to steady her nerves and finding comfort in the familiar action. One day she would quit the things. It was a crutch, and she knew that. Still didn’t change anything.
The wind picked up as she sent the cigarette butt sailing over the railing. The violent looking clouds drew closer, rumbles of thunder echoing over the city. Under the sounds of the storm an eerie howl rose in the distance.
Fear gripped Morgan’s heart even as fury made her blood boil. Were a few days so much to ask? A few days to grieve free from the Kalona and the pack? She glared at the city and the storm, welcoming the anger. Would it be so freaking bad if the world just stopped and waited for her to be ready to rejoin it? Couldn’t everything pause, even for a few days? The howling answered her.
Lucy faced the direction of the howl, her hackles raised and a growl vibrating in her chest.
“Shit.” Morgan ran into the hotel room with Lucy still staying right beside her to find Lucian already packing.
He looked up as she came in. “Time to move.”
Nodding she ran into the bedroom and threw the few things of hers that were scattered around the room and bathroom into her suitcase. The numbness had faded, replaced by the anger and now, determination to end the running. And when it was all over, she would sit down and grieve for Jake properly. Until then, she tucked him away in her heart.
She carried her suitcase and backpack into the living room and set them next to the door. Lucian was there less than five minutes later.
He set down the bag he carried and cupped her face with his hands, his eyes on hers. “I’m sorry we have to do this right now.”
Morgan swallowed the lump that rose in her throat and blinked back the tears that stung her eyes. When she was sure she was in control, Morgan placed her hand against his chest and stepped back. “Let’s go.”
After opening the door, she grabbed her bags and walked into the hall beyond, calling to Lucy. The dog followed without the need for a leash. Not that she had ever needed a leash and only ever wore one because of leash laws.
Lucian followed, unsure of what to make of Morgan. Barely an hour before she was completely breaking down and now she showed no signs of it. No, that wasn’t completely true. The pain still lingered in her eyes. Maybe in the face of the pack her survival instinct trumped grief.
Though it had been terrible to watch her go through losing Jake, Morgan was doing better than Lucian thought she would. It would be nice to think his presence had something to with it. That their bond made it easier to take the death of another person close to her. Maybe nice to think, but Lucian was pretty sure it had more to do with Morgan’s own strength. The same strength that had kept her going through all of the dark times of her life.
In the parking garage, Morgan shoved her suitcase into the back of her SUV as Lucian placed his into his car. Morgan let Lucy into the backseat then turned to Lucian. “Where to next?”
He shut the lid to the car’s trunk. “Damien and Isobel’s.”
“Isn’t that kind of dangerous given the pack has recovered and is hunting again. A little close to your house for comfort.”
“They will have already searched my house and the surrounding neighborhood. They haven’t found us yet or the howl would have been different. They’re still looking for our trail.” Lucian unlocked his car and opened the driver’s side door. “Damien and Isobel’s is one of the safest places we can be. Not only have the hounds moved on from that neighborhood, the channel I located and her dark angel are there, too.”
Greater numbers sounded good to Morgan right about then. Not to mention the possibility of a chance to find out why the Kalona was so obsessed with her. She tossed the backpack on the front seat. “Meet you there.”
“I’ll be right behind you.”
Morgan climbed in behind the wheel and started the truck, enjoying the rumble of the engine. After buckling her seatbelt, she put it in gear and maneuvered the truck through the cramped garage. A glance in the rearview mirror as she eased into traffic showed Lucian’s car following close. He stayed directly behind her the entire drive to his neighborhood.
It eased some of the tension in her shoulders to see him back there. She needed Lucian and as much as it ran counter to her nature to admit, she needed him for more than just help against demons. Lucian was a part of her now. And as difficult as Jake’s death was, she swallowed and tried to think of it in only a surface kind of way, it had been nice not to have to grieve alone.
Overhead, lightning flashed in a dramatic display. Loud cracks of thunder followed. Rain began to hit the windshield in large drops. Just as Morgan clicked on the wipers, the sky opened up in a deluge. Squinting, as if it would really help, she leaned forward and slowed down. The wipers swished on high and still she could barely see to drive.
It seemed to take forever before she was finally able to turn the Suburban into the driveway of her friends’ house. Lucian pulled up next to her and was out of his car before she even had the chance to cut the engine.
Lightning flashed and nearly blinded her. Fumbling for the door handle as the thunder rattled her chest, she called Lucy into the front seat. Lucian took Morgan’s arm as soon as the door opened. She called for the dog as Lucian half-helped, half-pulled her from the truck and the dog bailed out through the driver’s door behind her. Rain pounded down, soaking them through in a matter of seconds. Several bolts of light arced across the sky, splintering in jagged lines.
Morgan cast a worried look at the sky as they dashed through the downpour toward the porch. She hated these kinds of storms. Just as they reached the cover of the porch, the hairs on her arms suddenly stood up a second before an explosion left her ears ringing and a tree across the street scorched and broken.
Isobel swung the front door open and ushered them inside just as another bolt of lightning split the sky.



 



MORGAN GRATEFULLY ACCEPTED the towel Damien handed her and wiped the rain from her face. A quick scrub through her hair to remove as much of the wet as she could, Morgan then rubbed it over Lucy. Isobel may have said she didn’t mind having the dog there; however saying it and actually having the wet Rottweiler in the house were two different things.
Isobel’s cat, Sorsha sauntered into the living room and froze, her fluffy hair standing up. Laying her ears back, Sorsha hissed and ran from the room like a tuxedo colored rocket. Lucy pricked her ears but stayed put. Morgan gave the dog a pet for not chasing the cat.
As Damien took the now wet towels from them a strange woman, and what could only be her dark angel, walked in from the kitchen. Damien introduced the channel as Sarah and her dark-skinned angel as Jameth. Other than Sarah’s bronze skin and two thick black braids, she didn’t look very shaman-like in faded blue jeans and dark blue t-shirt. Of course, Morgan wasn’t sure what a shaman should look like either. Though youthful in looks there was an air about Sarah that spoke of experience.
Sarah gave Lucy a wide-eyed and slightly reverent look. “You have a power animal, this is good.”
“A power animal?” Morgan glanced at the dog who gazed steadily at Sarah.
The shaman nodded. “Yes, a type of guardian angel.”
Everyone looked at the dog in surprise. Unconcerned by their reaction, Lucy laid down in the entry way, her eyes on the door. Everything in her demeanor spoke of waiting?
Isobel took the towels from Damien and motioned toward the living room. “Have a seat and I will get everyone some coffee.”
Nervous, Morgan trailed behind the others as they walked into the next room. Earlier she had wanted to know why the Kalona was after her. Now that the information was at hand, she wasn’t so sure. It probably wasn’t good. Then again, was there anything that could be good about having a demon after you? Morgan settled on the couch with Lucian next to her, unconsciously leaning into his warmth.
Sarah’s eyes rested on Morgan, her intense gaze searching. Morgan shifted, uncomfortable under the shaman’s scrutiny. Thunder rattled the house and the sound of rain lashing against the windows filled the heavy silence that settled in the room.
After what felt like forever, Sarah finally leaned back in her chair. “As I suspected.”
“What is?” Morgan asked.
Jameth spoke up, his deep voice surprisingly soft, “Sarah’s gift is to see the past lives of other channels, and the lives connected to it.”
“Often times a useless gift,” Sarah said. “Except in circumstances like this. Lucian said you don’t remember your first life.”
Morgan shook her head. “Not really. Just fuzzy images. I mainly remember dying.”
“And what do you remember of that?”
A faint ache settled in Morgan’s chest, an uncomfortable reminder of the vision spawned in the alley weeks ago. “Not much. I remember my mother chanting something. Screaming. Death everywhere. And the claws that dug into my chest.”
Sarah nodded as if she had expected as much. “Your young age when you died and the fact you never had a chance to connect with your powers is why you didn’t keep the name Inola, from your first life. You were only four when you died, so it makes sense you don’t remember much. What your mother did, what she was chanting, is the reason for all of this now.”
“I don’t understand. How can something my mother did, from a past life no less, affect this life?”
“Your body may change throughout your lives, who you are born to will change, but your soul, its origin, will always remain the same. Things done in connection with your soul in a past life can cause events to occur in future lives,” Sarah said.
Isobel came into the room then with coffee. Sarah waited until everyone had a cup and had taken a drink before she began again. “Your mother was a powerful shaman of the Cherokee tribe named Nany-hi, who suffered greatly at the hands of the whites. When she was barely old enough to experience monthly cycles, she walked the Trail of Tears that horrible winter. Lost many of her family due to the deplorable conditions. She was hauled out of camp one night, beaten and raped by a group of white men. Her father was killed trying to defend her. Of those in her family, she was the only one to survive the trek.
“Ten years after they were forced to move to Oklahoma, several Cherokee, along with a few black people, decided to follow the wagon trains west in search of gold. They traveled up the east side of the Rockies before turning west. The trail they took north followed the South Fork River and became known as the Cherokee trail. The very first train to set out has been stricken from human memory and history due to what happened. They left a full year before the first recorded wagon train.”
Stricken from memory and record, that could only mean it involved channels, angels, and demons. A cold knot settled in Morgan’s stomach but she forced herself to pay attention to Sarah’s words.
The shaman took a long drink of her coffee and settled further into her chair. “This story, even the truth behind the legend of the Kalona, is known only to a handful of people in the Cherokee nation. Most believe what the legends say; no one else knows Kalona for what he really is. Nany-hi was one of those who knew the truth and she was in that very first train. It was when they were camped northeast of what one day would become Denver that she did what she did.”
Sarah glanced out the window at a bright flash of lightning. Thunder crashed over the house.
Still unsure if she really wanted to know, Morgan found herself asking, “What did she do?”
“First she beheaded her dark angel while he slept to keep him from stopping her.”
Morgan shivered, unable to comprehend killing a dark angel for any reason.
Sarah continued, “Then she used the water of the South Fork to create a doorway to the Underworld and released the Kalona. The demon didn’t do as she thought he would. Instead of just killing the whites, he killed everyone. Including you, her daughter. Your mother, Nany-hi, died closing the door.”
“So,” Morgan paused and took a drink of her coffee to ease her suddenly dry throat. “What does that have to do with me in this life?”
“Nany-hi closed the gateway. Unfortunately, she died before she could seal it. As her daughter, your spirit is still of her blood, still Cherokee.” Sarah set her empty cup on the end table. “The Kalona must have been prying at the door ever since and now he has opened it enough to slip through, though he is tied to it, and unable to go more than a few miles beyond in any direction. In order to be set free completely either you have to join with him or he has to possess your heart. Either of those things will release him, though in different ways.”
“Different how?” Lucian asked. Morgan could feel the tension in his body.
Sarah looked into Morgan’s eyes with a weighing look. “If she goes to him willingly, turns her back on the Higher Powers and joins with him, he will rise to highest level of demon power, be freed from the binding that keeps him from walking the earth and be freed from the binds that hold him to the Cherokee. If he just takes her heart, he will be unbound from the gateway and able to roam at will, be he will still be tied to the Cherokee and gain no status in the demon ranks.”
“Why Morgan specifically?” Lucian’s voice remained even as his arm tightened around her. “Why not another of the Cherokee?”
“Nany-hi was the guardian of the symbol. A position that passes naturally through the bloodline and can only be transferred to another bloodline through a special ceremony.” Sarah gave her a sympathetic look. “It was transferred to your bloodline three generations before Europeans set foot on the eastern shore. Upon her mother’s death, it transferred to Morgan. Because Morgan is a channel whose soul will come again and again throughout time, it will be her place to guard it in each life unless she chooses to pass it to another bloodline.”
“I’m up for that. How do I pass it on?” She would happily hand it to whoever would take it.
“It can’t be transferred until the Kalona is sealed away. Your bloodline opened the gateway; it must be yours that seals it up.”
Great. No wonder he was so desperate to get her, so ready to kill everything she cared about in order to force her hand. Sarah’s earlier words kept chasing those the demons had spoken around in her head. “What do you mean, join with him?”
“I mean, as a mate.”
Lucian’s jaw tightened and his eyes took on a dangerous glint.
Morgan’s skin crawled and she shivered. “Since there is no way in hell that’s ever going to happen and I would really like to keep my heart inside my chest, how do I stop him?”
Sarah brushed one of her braids over her shoulder and leaned forward. “Since he is tied to the Cherokee, you will have to create the seven sacred directions around him before you can banish him and seal the gateway closed.”
“Okay, fine. What are the seven sacred directions and how do I create them?”
“They are North, East, South, West, Above, Below, and Here. Each is represented by a symbol which you will need to create them,” Sarah said. “You can create them using the sacred plants cedar, pine, spruce, laurel and holly. The last two don’t grow well here, but I’m sure we can find one or the other.”
It sounded easy enough. “So that’s five directions, what do we have to do for the other two?”
“No.” Sarah shook her head. “It’s four. We will use either holly or laurel, not both. The last three directions are more specific. You will need the power of the owl to represent Above. I have owl feathers with me. Below is a power animal which thankfully you have. You will also need the symbol for Here, which is you, and you will need the cougar to anchor your soul.”
“A cougar?” Morgan looked at her in disbelief. “How the heck am I supposed to get a cougar? Go into the mountains with a can of cat food and start calling kitty-kitty?”
Isobel and the dark angles chuckled though Morgan didn’t find anything about this funny at all.
Sarah’s lips twitched into a brief smiled before she answered, “No. You just need something that represents the cougar which you already have. However, I’m not sure we should use it.”
“I do?” The woman was crazy. Morgan knew exactly what she had of what, it wasn’t like she owned a ton of possessions and had a piece of cougar lying forgotten in a drawer somewhere.
“Yes.” Sarah’s expression grew grim. “The tip of a cougar claw is inside the locket which was worn by your first mother and lost when she died. It is not coincidence the locket found its way to you.”
“Then we have everything. Good, let’s get this done.” Morgan made to stand up, then sank back when Sarah held up her hand.
“There is more to this than just the Kalona. You will have to complete the seven sacred directions to banish him and seal the doorway. In order to do that you will have to open the locket to use the claw.”
“Okay.” Morgan shrugged. “So we’ll pry it open.”
“If only it were that simple,” Sarah said with a sigh. “There may be repercussions if the locket is opened.”
“What repercussions?” Damien asked, a wary look in his blue eyes.
Sarah stood, walked over to the window and glanced out at the storm which seemed be letting up. “There is an obscure legend, one an old shaman told me. He said it was a lost one. I’m not sure if it’s true or not.”
She walked back to the chair and leaned against it with her arms folded across the back. “The legend claimed that the demon Pandora was chased to the eastern shores of the U.S. before Europeans ever set foot in the west. A channel followed Pandora here and met a Cherokee shaman who also had a problem, he needed to seal the Kalona to the Cherokee tribe to restrict the Kalona.
“They joined together, their different gifts working together to create Pandora’s prison and seal the Kalona. The legend says it was your locket that was used to seal Pandora’s prison shut and to break the seal on the locket is to break the seal on the prison. The problem with the locket is twofold, it holds Pandora and it is also linked with the Kalona and carries his taint. When it comes into contact with one who is blessed by the Higher Powers, the taint will attempt to stop the heart of the wearer.”
Isobel rubbed her forehead. “You’re saying if we use the locket then there is a chance Morgan could die and we will, in essence, open Pandora’s Box?”
“We might, or we might not either. As I said it was a legend, told to me by a very old man who had some dementia, one that no one else I’ve spoken to has ever heard of.” She shrugged. “I have no way of knowing for certain.” Sarah turned her gaze to Morgan. “As to whether or not the locket will harm you, I have no idea.”
“I do,” Morgan mumbled under her breath.
Damien frowned. “We can try to contact a taxidermist and see if we can buy a cougar claw, even if we have to buy the whole stuffed cougar to get it.”
“If we have time,” Lucian said, his face pensive.
Morgan stared out the window. The rain still fell, but not as heavy and the thunder had reduced to a low rumble. Hopefully, either they would find a cougar claw somewhere else or the legend was just a story. She looked at Lucian. “Do you think the legend is real?”
“I don’t know. I know Pandora was loose from the late thirteenth century through the first half of the fourteenth.” He shrugged. “I was between lives when she was imprisoned. As far as I know, the channel that did it chose eternal life after that.”
Morgan turned to Damien, “What about you? Or you Jameth?”
Damien shook his head. “My lives and deaths are usually pretty close to Lucian’s. I also missed her imprisonment.”
Jameth spoke up, “I was alive when she was imprisoned. I didn’t see it happen or hear how it happened. All I know is the channel, her name was Hope, lost her dark angel in the process and burned herself up with her power while sealing Pandora’s prison.”
“Well, that’s just great.” Morgan let out a sigh and leaned back.
“What about Hope’s dark angel? Surely he would know. Is he alive right now?” Isobel asked, her gaze taking in all three men.
“No.” Jameth leaned his shoulder against the wall. “Hope and her dark angel were solades in aeternum. When Hope chose eternal rest, he went with her.”
Morgan threw her hands in the air. So they may or may not free one demon while trying to lock another away. Pandora didn’t sound like a demon one would want to set loose on the world. And the locket might kill her if she tried to use it. Hopefully, they could find a different cougar claw. Hopefully, there was time.
Faint, eerie howls underscored the slowly calming storm outside. Somehow, Morgan didn’t think they would have enough time.



 



MORGAN CARRIED HER suitcase back to her SUV as the sun slowly crawled into the sky the next morning and turned the tattered clouds of the spent storm into brilliant pinks. The day promised to be clear and warm yet Morgan couldn’t help feeling chilled. Everything seemed to be closing in on them.
She shut the back door of the truck, tossed her backpack on the front seat, and turned to watch Lucy pad around the grass on the front lawn. Lucian’s trunk shut behind Morgan. He would be ready to get on the road. Still, she stood watching the dog. This moment, standing under the sunrise with the mountains filling the sky to the west and a soft breeze in sighing in the trees, this moment was peace and she desperately wanted some peace. A chance to relax and breathe without constant danger, of one kind or another, breathing down the back of her neck.
Closing her eyes, Morgan pulled the fresh, rain-washed air into her lungs and let it out slowly. It seemed like forever since she hadn’t been running from something. Her moment of peace passed as the images of the people she’d lost filled her mind one by one and faded until only Jake remained, lingering with pain that hadn’t been dealt with yet. In that moment of peace, Morgan felt more tired than she ever had.
Lucian’s arms encircled her from behind and she leaned into his warmth as he asked, “Are you okay?”
Morgan opened her eyes. Lucy laid in front of her, ears pricked forward, expression expectant. Something in the dog’s brown gaze steadied her. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
Isobel closed the trunk on Damien’s car. “You guys ready?”
“I think so,” Lucian answered letting Morgan go and stepping back. When she turned to face him, his eyes searched hers. “Are you sure?”
Morgan didn’t need to ask what he meant. Burying her emotions under the need to survive, she nodded and walked around the truck to open the door. “C’mon, Lucy, let’s go.”
The dog bounded into the truck, jumped over the back of the front seat and flopped down on the middle bench, her tongue lolling out. As Morgan got into the driver’s seat a faint howl drifted on the sunrise. She started the engine and waited for Lucian to back out then followed him. Damien and Isobel, in his black car, stayed in her rearview mirror as they drove. Behind them, in a rental car, were Sarah and Jameth. It was an unusual feeling to know she didn’t face this alone.
Morgan watched Golden fade away behind them, careful to stay close to Lucian’s car as they moved into Denver and took I-25 north. They would be staying in Brighton that night but Lucian’s planned route would keep them as far from Riverdale Road, and that length of the South Fork, as possible for now.
It took over an hour to reach Brighton thanks to a wreck on I-25 and their round-about route. Even so, they still reached the hotel well before noon. Morgan saw with relief it was a Best Western. Something simple, and normal.
Morgan waited in her truck while Lucian checked them in. A few minutes later she carried her two bags into a standard room with two queen sized beds. Lucy happily followed. Whatever Lucian had said to them at the desk, they didn’t seem to have a problem with the large dog.
Plopping her bags down on the luggage rack, Morgan turned to find Lucy sprawled in the middle of the bed closest to the window. “Claiming that as your own are you?”
Lucy wagged her stubby tail and stretched.
Lucian carried his bags in, glanced at the dog, and set them on the other bed. “Guess she’s already decided which one she wants to sleep on.”
Morgan shook her head and turned her attention on the dark angel. “Any luck finding a cougar claw?”
“Not yet. With the hounds in full hunt again, we don’t have much time.” He paused and smiled. “Damien tells me there is a great burger place here. I have calls out for the claw, there’s nothing we can do other than wait and see if anyone calls back. I haven’t heard the hounds since we left Denver. Why don’t we take a moment and forget about it. At least spend an hour enjoying good food and the company of friends?”
“What about Lucy?” As nice as it sounded, Morgan didn’t really want to leave the dog in the hotel room.
Lucian slid one arm around her waist and pulled her close, scorching her lips with a kiss that made her forget about food or anything other than the fact that they were alone in a room with a bed. Her heart leapt and her breath came faster as she returned the kiss, pressing herself closer to him.
He ended the kiss with a low chuckle. “We’ll take her with us.”
It took a moment for her brain to engage and remember what they had been talking about. “Oh, um, okay. Are you sure?”
“Don’t you think she deserves a cheeseburger?”
Morgan laughed and stepped away from his embrace. “Nobody is going to be eating anything if you don’t stop holding me like that.”
Lucian prowled closer, a mischievous glint in his smoldering gaze. “Why is that?”
“Because,” Morgan said, backing away even as her body flushed with heat. “Either we are going to be too occupied to eat or I’ll suffer spontaneous combustion.”
“Mmmm, we can’t have you combusting now can we?” Lucian moved impossibly fast, his arms encircling her waist before she could blink.
Squealing and laughing, Morgan tried to push away even as his hot kisses down her neck made her knees buckle. She sank into him with a groan. His large hands found their way under her shirt, caressing her skin and igniting a fire deep within her. And then he claimed her mouth, his tongue sweeping in to tease her further.
Morgan’s hands moved up under his shirt of their own accord, exploring the hard muscles of his stomach and chest. All of the tension of the past few days, all of the sorrow, all of the fear, screamed for the release offered by his body.



Sometime later, an hour? Maybe two? Morgan wasn’t sure, someone knocked on their door. She wished they would go away. Drifting in a blissful emotional state of peaceful nothingness, while her sated body lay twisted in the sheets with Lucian’s, she didn’t want to move. Maybe not ever again.
Damien’s muffled voice came through the door from the hall beyond. “Are you guys ready to eat? We uh, waited for you as long as we could, but we’re getting pretty hungry.”
Morgan felt heat flush over her face and neck. Lucian cocked a grin at her. “Are you blushing?”
“No. I don’t blush.” And she didn’t, at least not normally. Right then she wanted to crawl under the covers and hide. Had the others known why she and Lucian hadn’t come out of the hotel room? Probably.
Lucian chuckled and climbed from the bed. “Yeah, just give us a minute and we’ll be ready.”
Groaning, Morgan slid out of the bed. She really hadn’t wanted to move. After gathering her clothes from the floor and putting them on, she dug through one of her bags until she unearthed her brush then set to work combing through the rats nest her hair had become since arriving.
It didn’t take long and by the time Morgan laid the brush down, Lucian was fully dressed and looking as good as he had when they got there. Damn dark angel speed. She shoved her feet into her boots and called for the dog. They all piled into her SUV, Morgan relinquishing the driver’s seat to Damien since he knew where the restaurant was. Behind them to the west, mountains shadowed the horizon. In front, to the east, the land spread out in a plain that was surprisingly flat.
Damien navigated the traffic with ease and soon pulled into the driveway of a strip mall and then into the smaller parking lot belonging to a white building with blue, yellow, and red awnings and a sign proclaiming it “Good Times.” Morgan hoped it would be. They could use some good times.
As the truck eased into a parking spot, Morgan saw several small, umbrella-topped tables outside. This place was already good in her book since Lucy would be able to sit with them. Or at least with her. Morgan didn’t care if the others wanted to sit inside; she wasn’t leaving the dog in the car. For one, with the temperature hovering in the low nineties, it was too hot.
When she started toward the tables Lucian stopped her. “What do you want me to order?”
Morgan shrugged. “Whatever you think looks good. I told you, I’m the world’s least picky eater.”
She settled at one of the umbrella adorned tables, thankful for the shade it provided. Lucy laid down a few feet away in the shade of the restaurant itself. Isobel, Jameth, and Sarah took seats at the other small tables. The three tables were clustered close enough together that they would be able to talk freely without bumping elbows. A line of trees and bushes separated their seating choice from the busy road several yards away, helping to keep the noise of passing cars down.
Morgan glanced at Lucy laying in the shade and asked, “Are you sure Sorsha will be okay?”
“My neighbor always looks after her when I have to be away. Sorsha will be fine. With a cat door and someone to fill her food and water, she’ll be content.” Isobel paused then snorted. “In fact, now that Lucy is out of the house, Sorsha is probably quite happy.”
Chuckling, Morgan stretched and stifled a yawn.
Isobel smiled. “Didn’t sleep well?”
Morgan shook her head and leaned her elbows on the table. “You?”
“I think I fell asleep about an hour before I needed to get up,” Isobel said around a yawn of her own.
“I don’t think any of us slept easy last night,” Sarah said. “Hard to relax when you can hear those cursed hounds howling.”
“Tell me about it.” Morgan gathered her hair and pulled it over one shoulder to allow the breeze to reach the back of her neck. “It’s even harder when you know they’re after you.”
Isobel gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s never easy when something is after you specifically.” Her eyes took on a faraway look. “Much easier when it’s just random demons you need to banish.”
“Did you have a demon after you?” Morgan leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table.
“A demon from the highest level. He spent several weeks terrorizing me, making me think I was seeing things. Unlike you, I had no idea I was a channel, no idea what was going on.” Isobel eyes focused again. “Thankfully, he is back where he belongs, along with every demon he brought against us.”
“Talking about the time you nearly got yourself killed?” Damien said.
They all turned to look at the two men carrying several sacks each. Lucian raised an eyebrow at Damien. “Which time?”
Isobel rolled her eyes. “I did what needed to be done each time.”
Someday, Morgan was going to have to ask her friend to tell her more about what happened in this life before they met. Lucian set a couple of the sacks on the table in front of her and then began parceling out the food in them. He unwrapped two plain cheeseburgers and tossed them to Lucy, then pulled out a small cardboard cup with a plastic dome on it. The cup read Paw Bender on it. Morgan gave him a puzzled look. “Ice cream, in this heat?”
“It’s for Lucy.” He flashed her a grin. “They make it especially for dogs. It’s vanilla custard drizzled with peanut butter and topped with dog biscuits.”
He popped the lid off and held it so she could see the contents. A smile spread across Morgan’s face as he carried over to where the dog ate her cheeseburgers and set it down. Lucy stopped to sniff at it then began to lick the cold treat. After Lucian settled at the table, he handed her a very large cheeseburger piled with lettuce, onion, tomato and condiments. It smelled divine. Then he set a couple of different packages of fries on the table. One filled with seasoned fries, another with green chili on them, and finally onion rings.
Morgan took a huge bite of the cheeseburger, relishing the wonderful flavor of it while Lucian unwrapped two giant double cheeseburgers with bacon. Conversation flowed between the three tables as everyone ate and Morgan tried to decide which style of fry she liked better. The seasoned fries had a small cup of deliciousness next to them filled with something Lucian said was Wild Dippin’ Sauce. It tasted like a cross between smoky barbeque sauce and steak sauce and she couldn’t get enough of dipping the fries in it and even opened her cheeseburger and used a fry to spread some on that, too.
While she wasn’t a picky eater, Morgan still knew good food when she had it and Good Times did appear to have wonderful food. She glanced at Lucy. The dog had finished her cold treat and first burger and was now working on the second. As they enjoyed their meal, some of the tension eased out of her shoulders. Sitting there in the middle of the day, surrounded by friends and food, with the cool breeze carrying no hint of the hounds, Morgan found herself relaxing in spite of everything.
The only thing that marred the time was when her thoughts strayed to Jake. He had loved warm days like this, and he would have loved this food. She was glad she’d spent that last night in the park with him, if only…
Morgan blinked several times to keep the tears from coming. It didn’t stop the ache. She missed him.
On the way back to the hotel, Morgan rode with Isobel and Sarah in the back bench where they could talk easier while Jameth sat up front, Lucian drove, and Damien shared the middle bench with Lucy.
When they got back to the hotel, Isobel joined Morgan in her room after shooing the dark angels away. Morgan sat down on the edge of the bed as Isobel shut the door and said, “I thought we could use a little girl time without them hovering around.”
It really hadn’t been that long since they’d had girl time. Nope, it was best not to think of the evening that had been interrupted by the phone call. Thankfully, Isobel didn’t bring it up either. “Where’s Sarah? Didn’t she want any girl time?”
After turning on the TV to some series about vampires, Isobel sprawled on the bed near the window next to Lucy. “I’m thinking we are younger than her usual companions for this type of thing. Plus she and Jameth are off searching for a cougar claw and the rest of the items.”
“I hope they find it all soon,” Morgan said as she pulled her feet up on the bed.
“I hope so, too. They have to be careful, though. If Jameth or Sarah cross the hounds’ path, the hounds will follow them to see if the path leads to you.”
Unease sent a ripple through Morgan’s stomach. “How likely is that to happen?”
Isobel frowned. “I don’t know. Jameth contacted several taxidermies that aren’t too far, but they were out of cougar claws and teeth. The farther they find it, the more difficult it will be to retrieve it. Only the fact that we’re well out of your normal area is keeping the hounds from hunting in this direction. Even if they can’t smell you, they can smell the dark angels and will investigate to see if you are who they protect.”
“So either we find one close or we’re screwed?”
“Pretty much.”
Morgan flopped back on the bed. “Well, that’s just freaking great.”
For a while, neither of them said anything while the fictional characters on the show struggled with made up problems. Finally, Isobel changed the subject and they passed several hours mindlessly watching whatever shows came on and chatting as Isobel told her about the summer in this life that brought her and Damien together. How Xapar had made her think everyone was dead.
Morgan wished what happened to Jake had only been a hallucination. It wasn’t, though. Jax had ripped out Jake’s heart making Morgan feel as if he’d done the same to her.
Pain radiated from her chest and Morgan quickly shut those thoughts down before the sting in her eyes turned into a flow of tears. Not now. One day, but not now.
As the night wore on, their talk lapsed into silence and Morgan’s eyes grew heavy. Just as sleep pulled her under, a faint howl drifted through the open window on the cool night breeze.



 



MORGAN WAS IN the bedroom of her last foster home again. Fear beat in her chest and tied her stomach into knots. Her foster father raged somewhere beyond the closed door. Morgan closed her eyes and tried to will it all away. Though she knew it was a dream, she couldn’t stop the sensations that continued to overwhelm her.
The door burst open, sending splinters of wood flying into the room. Instead of her foster father, a hound filled the doorway. Its reeking breath filled the room and Morgan froze. It glared at her; saliva dripped off its tongue and burned holes in the carpet. The hound lunged, Morgan closed her eyes raised her arms, prepared for the impact. When it didn’t come, she opened her eyes.
Jax stood in the middle of the room, his arms squeezing the thrashing hound in a vice-like grip. His voice came out in a rough growl as he said, “I told you not to attempt this.”
Morgan wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or the hound and frankly, couldn’t care less which it was. Rage flushed through her and she leaped off the bed, uncaring what he was or what he was doing. He would pay for what he did to Jake.
A firm grip on her arm made Morgan turn to see what she faced now. Tara stood in front of her, worry clear on her face. “Come with me, it isn’t safe here anymore.”
Confused, Morgan stared at her sister, the rage at Jax temporarily forgotten. “It’s never been safe for me here.”
“The real-life place wasn’t safe,” Tara replied. “This, while not pleasant, was safe when it was only a dream.”
“Only dream?” Okay, this was getting weird now. “What are you talking about?”
“This isn’t your usual nightmare, Morgan. This is one that can kill; the kind people don’t wake up from.” Tara tugged on her arm. “Come with me, I will explain when you aren’t in danger of being eaten.”
Morgan glanced at Jax still struggling with the hound as another appeared in the doorway.
Jax turned to look at Tara, an unreadable look in his eyes as he said, “Go, before it’s too late.”
The second hound leapt into the room, slipping past Jax’s grab for it. It opened its mouth. Morgan felt the hot breath of the hound in the same instant there was a hard jerk on her arm and darkness surrounded her.
And then she was standing. Golden light filled one side of the night sky while a deeper black tried to swallow the starlight on the other side. The flat rock of the ground beneath her feet was smooth as water worn stone and stretched in all directions to the horizon without change or definition.
Tara stared into Morgan’s eyes, her expression serious. “You must be very careful when you sleep. Some demons, like the hounds, can walk wherever they wish. Even in dreams. Have your dark angel shield you when you sleep.”
Morgan looked away and slowly took in the strange scenery, or rather lack thereof. “This is the strangest dream I’ve ever had.”
It even topped the one where Jax saved her from her foster father turned demon-possessed.
“This part really isn’t a dream. It’s a reality within reality,” Tara said, still holding Morgan’s hand.
“Of course, because that makes all kinds of sense to me.”
Her sister smiled. “This is where I come every night when I sleep, and sometimes where I’m pulled even when I’m awake.”
“Sleep? Awake?” Morgan almost rolled her eyes; she was starting to sound like a parrot. “How can you do either when you’re dead?”
“Dead?” Now Tara sounded like a parrot. “Why would you think I’m dead?”
Thoroughly confused by this dream now, Morgan sighed. “Because that is what I was told. You were killed in a car wreck eight months after we were sent to foster homes.”
“Morgan.” Tara frowned, her brows coming together to make a slight furrow between her eyes as she grasped both of Morgan’s hands in her own. “I am not dead. I went through two foster homes before I found my adoptive parents. I was in a wreck. One that killed my adoptive mother, severely injured my adoptive father, and left me in a coma for nearly a year. I’m alive and well and still living with my adoptive father.”
“Sure you’re alive,” Morgan sighed. Though she desperately wanted to believe this dream Tara, she knew better. This was her mind’s way of trying to lessen the blow of Jake’s death. A way for her subconscious to try and believe that she hadn’t lost almost everyone in her life. She was becoming unhinged, that’s all there was to it. As much as Morgan wanted it to be true, she knew better. “I need to wake up and quit talking with an imaginary Tara.”
Tara pursed her lips for a moment then pinched Morgan’s arm so hard she flinched.
“What the hell?” Morgan rubbed her arm with the hand Tara had let go of. If this was real life, she was sure it would leave a bruise. Since it wasn’t, the pain should fade quickly. Morgan ignored the fact it wasn’t fading.
“Tell your dark angel to call Eli.”
Wow, her mind was getting pretty creative. “Sure, whatever.”
“I’m serious.”
And Morgan had to admit, her dream sister did seem pretty serious. This just got stranger by the moment. When this was all over, she was going to need to be committed to the loony bin. Maybe a padded cell was just what she needed to find reality again.
“I live in Montana now,” the dream Tara continued. “I tried to find you, but you fell off the map. You were listed as a runaway and no one knew where you were.”
This was getting ridiculous. “Just stop.”
Tara seemed taken aback by Morgan’s sharp tone.
Morgan pulled her hand from Tara’s and stepped back. The minute they were no longer touching, the scenery began to fade.
“Pay attention when you wake up.”
“Wha—” Morgan began.
Tara shoved her, hard. Morgan stumbled and fell into darkness. Her stomach flew into her throat and then her eyes snapped open. She sat up with a gasp.
Lucian turned from the window. “Morgan?”
She didn’t answer him; instead she rubbed the sore spot on her arm then reached to turn on the lamp next to the bed. On her arm, right where the dream Tara had pinched her, a small bruise was beginning to appear.
Morgan looked up into Lucian’s worried face, her fingers trailing over the bruise. “Is there a dark angel named Eli?”
Lucian frowned, confused. “Yes, why do you ask?”
“Who is his channel?”
“I’m not sure.” Lucian sat on the bed and took her hand in his. “I haven’t been in contact with him since he was assigned a couple of years ago. Why?”
Morgan struggled to come to grips with her dream, or maybe possible reality. “I think my sister may still be alive.”



 



MORGAN PACED ALONG the sidewalk, taking long drags off her cigarette while Lucy sniffed around in the grass beneath a light pole and Lucian held his phone up to his ear. Morgan wasn’t surprised Eli had answered his phone in the small hours of the morning. She’d never known a dark angel that slept more than three hours a night, unless unduly strained in battle.
What was Eli saying? Her nerves twisted up until she felt more on edge than any other time in her life. Facing Hounds again would be better than this waiting. Waiting to see if her sister was alive. Waiting to see if she was losing her mind.
Her hand trembled as she put the cigarette to her mouth again, leaning on the sensation of the smoke drawing into her lungs. A nervous glance at Lucian’s face showed nothing. Damn it, why couldn’t he look surprised, or worried, or something.
After what seemed like was forever, but was really only a couple of minutes, Lucian stepped toward her and held out the phone. Morgan eyed it like a poisonous snake before finally reaching for it. Slowly, she raised it to her ear afraid what the person on the other end would say. “Hello?”
“I’m glad you listened to me.”
Emotion swept through Morgan in a rush. Relief made her knees weak and with a hard plop, she found herself sitting on the sidewalk, fresh tears filling her eyes. There hadn’t ever been a time when she’d cried so much as these past few weeks.
Lucian lowered himself to sidewalk and gently ran his hand over her back while she sobbed into the phone. “I can’t believe you’re really alive.”
“I can’t believe I finally found you.” Tara’s voice was thick with emotion as well. “So many times I ended your nightmares, but you always woke before I could find out where you were.”
“I want to see you. For real, not in a dream.” To be close to her sister again, the thought was almost too much for Morgan. More than anything she had ever dreamed possible.
“We will soon. I really can’t leave my dad right now and it sounds like you really can’t leave there right now. It won’t be long, I promise. Just please, please, Morgan be careful.”
“I promise.” What else could she say? That there was no guarantee? Tara was a channel, she knew that.
“I know things have been hard for you. I could see it in your dreams. Just don’t forget going into to your fight that you still have me.”
“How could I ever forget?” Her sister was alive! Only one thing disturbed the happiness filling her heart. “Tara, why was there a demon hybrid in my dream helping you? Why does Jax keep showing up in them?”
“I have to go now. I love you, Morgan. Know that I always love you.”
Morgan stared at the phone as the call abruptly ended. What on earth was that about? A small thread of unease wormed its way through her. Did Tara know what Jax was? Surely with having a dark angel she would. Was Jax after her sister? Was Tara his next target? Did Eli know?
“Everything all right?” Lucian asked, his voice gentle with concern.
“I…” Morgan shook her head. “I’m not sure. I think Jax may be following my sister into dreams. What if he’s going after her because of me?”
Panic flashed through her like a wildfire as she twisted to fully look at Lucian. “I can’t have her taken away now. I just got her back. I’m really not sure I could handle that, Lucian.”
Lucian cupped her face in his hands, his eyes full of reassurance. “She has Eli. He’s a younger dark angel in the grand scheme of things, but still a very good one. Tara is well protected.”
Morgan tried to believe he was right and that Eli was up to the task. Jax was no ordinary demon.
They needed to get Kalona put down. A faint howl rose in the distance, sending a shiver down her spine. She turned to look to the southwest. “They were in my dreams. Tara pulled me out of it. She said they could have killed me.”
Lucian’s expression tightened. “They won’t get in again.”
It was said with such conviction, Morgan could only nod, believing him absolutely. It was a strange feeling. To know with complete certainty that Lucian would always stand beside her, would always do everything in his considerable power to protect her. Not just her life, her heart as well. It wasn’t something she was used to, but she liked the idea of becoming used to it.
Morgan handed the phone back to Lucian, wishing she could have talked for longer. Why had Tara been so anxious to end the call?
The rest of the night crawled by in the slow fashion time does when one is watching the clock. Morgan didn’t even bother trying to lie back down in the bed. Beds were sinister things.
Instead, she sat on the floor with her legs crossed and her head leaned against the wall as memories of her sister and their childhood tumbled through her mind. Of staying awake past bedtime in their shared room telling wild tales, of the many hours spent playing together. Until their parents died and they’d been separated, Tara had been Morgan’s best friend in the whole world. Though a year younger than Morgan, they had practically been connected at the hip. To know she was alive had Morgan’s thoughts and emotions all mixed up. It was exhausting and yet she couldn’t give into sleep.
Occasionally she dozed lightly, still hyper-aware of her surroundings even as she faded in and out. It was comforting in an odd sort of way. So much had changed in her life that the simple act of sleeping as she had on the streets brought unexpected relief from her anxieties.



The next three days were uneventful and though occasionally howls rose in the distance, they weren’t the howls that announced they’d found the trail. It was still a searching sound, a frustrated one. According to Lucian, the only reason they’d found Morgan so easily the first time was because they’d already stumbled across her by accident. And when they were still in the city, their trail had been easier to find.
While they were there, Sarah easily rounded up the spruce, cedar, and pine. Near the end of the third day, she’d finally located holly. All that remained was the elusive cougar they needed. The can of cat food and calling kitty-kitty was sounding better by the minute.
True to Lucian’s word, when Morgan did permit herself a deeper sleep, no hounds or demon-possessed foster father disturbed her dreams. For the most part, she stuck to her normal—normal for her—sleeping patterns.
Deep inside, she yearned for Jake’s company. What she wouldn’t give to spend an hour or so sitting in the park with him. There was a void in the world without him. Experience told her the pain would eventually dull, but there would always be a piece of her life, her world that was missing.
A couple of times she’d reached for her phone with the intention of calling him before reality caught up to her thoughts. It was a fresh blow each time. And each time, Lucian was there for her. He became her safe harbor in the storm that was her life and Morgan found it both comforting and terrifying.
Another three days crawled by and Morgan began spending as much time as possible outside. At first, she’d kept herself busy on Lucian’s laptop, researching and reading about the Kalona. But there was only so much. The confines of the motel room, even with people to keep her company, were beginning to wear on her. In fact, being in the company of so many was starting to be a problem, too. Unused to spending so much time in one place or with so many, it all began to make her edgy and restless, almost claustrophobic.
She found herself lurking in the field behind the hotel as much as possible, enjoying the feel of the breeze as Lucy lay in the grass. It was here that Lucian found her. Though she heard him approaching, she continued to watch the puffy clouds turn golden pink as the sun set.
“I have something I’d like to do and I was hoping you would join me.”
Morgan finally turned to look at him, noticing a large brown paper bag in his left hand. “What?”
“It will involve flying, so I’m hoping you won’t mind leaving Lucy here with the others.” Lucian gave her a half-grin. “I’m not exactly equipped for multiple passengers.”
“Where are we going?” Confused, Morgan glanced at the Rottweiler who watched them with intent brown eyes.
“It’s a surprise.” Though the grin remained in place, a hint of sadness briefly filled his eyes and then was gone.
Intrigued, Morgan called Lucy to her. She wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving the dog behind, at the same time it wasn’t like Lucian to have surprises up his sleeve or to be vague. It didn’t take long to leave Lucy with Isobel and Damien. Morgan didn’t understand the sorrow that lingered in Isobel’s eyes or the way she squeezed Morgan’s hand as if offering sympathy and support.
With darkness quickly descending, Morgan stepped into Lucian’s arms as his wings unfurled. He tightened his hold and said, “Do me a favor. Close your eyes and don’t open them until I say.”
Morgan, her head laid against his bare chest and the sound of his heart beat in her ear, only nodded, happy enough to comply.
With the sun down and the moon hiding its face, the darkness was absolute behind her lids. Not that she minded, secure in Lucian’s warm arms, the scent of his skin swirling in the air around her, it didn’t matter where they were going.
It wasn’t an overly long flight before her feet touched the ground. She didn’t need to see to know where they were. Every scent, every sound was as familiar as breathing. Morgan slowly opened her eyes as Lucian stepped away.
The park where she’d spent so much time, where she’d spent her last night with Jake spread out before them. A deep ache pulled at her. Why had Lucian brought her here? She turned to him, sorrow and questioning in her eyes.
Lucian only took her hand and led her to the table where she’d sat while Jake called her an emotional chicken-shit and despite the pain, a smile tugged at her lips at the memory. After she was seated on the table, her feet resting on the bench, and a lit cigarette in her hand, Lucian finally spoke.
“Jake’s funeral was this morning.”
Morgan’s eyes stung as she pulled smoke into her lungs through her suddenly tight throat. Her friend, her rock, had been placed in the ground and she hadn’t been there to say goodbye, to tell him thank you, to tell him everything she should have said while he still lived. Grief made her unable to answer.
“I know how much you wished you could be there,” Lucian said as he opened the bag and reached inside it. “I have something for you.”
Lucian pulled a flag folded into a large triangle, stars out, from the bag. Morgan’s breath caught as she took it into her hands and ran her trembling fingers over the stitching and heavy material. “Is this…”
“Jake’s flag.” Lucian’s voice was rough with emotion. “I knew how much it would mean to have it.”
“How?” It was the only word she could push past the lump in her throat as tears of both sorrow and gratitude welled in her eyes.
“There’s a group of women who volunteer to stand in for family at the funerals of homeless vets, they accept the flag. I know a dark angel who knows a channel who knows a channel who knows one of those women. Since it wasn’t possible to be there for the ceremony sending him on, I thought maybe we could come here and toast his life instead.” Lucian pulled a bottle of Lucky Fox whiskey from the bag, the same kind she’d shared with Jake that last night, and handed it to her.
The bottle felt heavy in her hand, a multitude of memories swirled in its golden liquid. Quickly removing the cap, she lifted it in the air. “To Jake, I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.”
She tipped the bottle up and took a deep drink relishing the smooth, burning rush as it slid down her throat. When Lucian sat next to her on the table, she handed the bottle to him. He too lifted it. “To Jake, a very good man who deserved more than he got in this life.”
Two tears tracked their way down Morgan’s face as Lucian took a gulp and handed it back to her. She took another quick drink and then a long drag off her cigarette. “He was always there for me. The only one who was always there for me.”
She took another drag, unable to stop the flow from her eyes that blurred her vision. “I know I have you now, Lucian. And Isobel, Damien, even Sarah and Jameth. Even with that, I’m still not sure how to live in a world without Jake. Or maybe I’m not sure how the world can keep moving forward without him.”
Another drink and she handed it to Lucian. As he took his own drink, Morgan trailed her fingers across the stitching of the flag. “I’ve never seen a dark angel drink alcohol before. Aren’t you worried about getting drunk and having demons show up?”
Lucian handed the bottle back to her. “We can’t get drunk. We only metabolize a small amount of the alcohol. I enjoy the taste and will feel pleasantly warm. None of my senses or reaction times will be affected.”
“Must be nice.” Morgan muttered as she took the bottle back, enjoying the feel of the buzz beginning to creep up on her as she swallowed more whiskey. “I suppose I shouldn’t drink too much. It will affect me.”
“Drink as much as you like, I’m not going anywhere,” he said, taking another drink from the bottle when she handed it to him.
“Yeah, but my job is to handle the upper-level demons. I can’t do that if I’m drunk.” Her mind wandered to Arabrim, though alcohol hadn’t contributed to that.
“Morgan, I got this.” Lucian cocked a grin at her and handed the bottle back.
His confidence was reassuring. With her demon radar silent, Morgan grabbed the bottle and took another long pull off it.
As the burning spread in a warm wave through her body and relaxing her, Morgan finished her cigarette, lit another then took another drink. Maybe it was the whiskey, maybe it was the fact that Jake had been buried that day, maybe it just felt like the time, but Morgan found herself talking about Jake. Most likely it was the whiskey. Either way, it felt good to say his name, to talk about the things he’d done, about the revelation of the woman he’d lost, all of it.
Sometime during the long night in the park, her thoughts and words slurred together until the whiskey pulled her into sleep. Morgan didn’t resist it; no dreams would come that night. She was certain of that for the same reason Jake had often drank himself to sleep. The numb cloud she floated on made her smile as the world faded away behind a black curtain.



 



MORGAN WOKE IN the bed at the motel and slowly rolled to her side. Light creeped in around the edges of the drawn curtains, making her wince. A heavy throbbing beat at the inside of her skull and she groaned. Lucy scooched up behind her and snuffled the back of Morgan’s neck.
“Lucy, stop,” Morgan gasped at the cold nose against her skin and then instantly regretted it when the throb in her head turned to pounding.
A soft rustle and Lucian sat on the edge of the bed, a bottle of water in one hand and ibuprofen in the other. Morgan didn’t know whether to be grateful for the offer or angry that he wasn’t suffering with her. She settled for a whispered, “Thank you”
It hurt to sit up and swallow the pills, but she did it. When she started to set the plastic bottle on the table next to the bed, Lucian shook his head and pushed it back toward her. “Finish it. Part of the problem is dehydration.”
Glaring at him, she grabbed it and drank the rest before laying her head back down. She peered at him through slitted eyes. “I hate you right now, you know that right?”
He chuckled quietly. “And why is that?”
“Because if you had any decency at all, you would be suffering with me. Your ability to drink without the consequences is unfair and disgusting.”
Another quiet chuckle. Well, since he wasn’t dealing with a hangover he was at least being respectful of hers. It was more than she could ask for and better than she deserved.
Lucian stood, humor still flashing in his eyes. “Now that you’re awake, I’m going to get you some food. Damien and Isobel are right next door if you need anything.”
Morgan closed her eyes and nodded. Before he left, Lucian opened another bottle of water and placed it on the nightstand. “Try to drink some of that while I’m gone.”
“M’kay,” she mumbled.
When the door closed softly, Morgan gave Lucy a pat then dragged herself from the bed. Her head was still pounding. Maybe a shower would help. It took longer than it should have to get into the steamy spray, but worth the effort. The hot water relaxed muscles she didn’t realize were stiff and washed away the fog in her mind.
The water turned cool before she finally left the warm haven of the shower and pulled her clothes on. Though it had been a good way to say goodbye to Jake, maybe it would be best to limit alcohol to no more than one drink from now on. Even if the dreamless sleep that followed most of a bottle of whiskey was bliss. It didn’t make her feel any better the next day.
Calling Lucy to her, she opened the door and walked down the hall to the stairs. Once outside, the dog immediately began sniffing through the grass. Morgan pulled a cigarette from her pack and wandered across the back drive to the field beyond while Lucy bounded ahead of her.
A heavy dew had fallen overnight and the morning sun sparkled off it like the landscape had been sprinkled with millions of tiny diamonds. A fresh breeze stirred lightly through the trees around the motel, combing its cool fingers through her hair. She closed her eyes and let it wash over her. A faint howl underneath the breeze marred peace of the morning.
When Morgan was done, she lingered a few minutes longer to give Lucy more time to investigate the scent trails left by whatever had crossed the field during the night then headed in. The room was still empty when they got back. With nothing to do and no interest in watching anything on the television, Morgan lifted Jake’s flag from where it lay on the table and sat down on the bed to wait for breakfast.
She leaned against the headboard with the flag in her lap as she sipped on the bottle of water Lucian had left and ran her other hand over the fabric. She stared at the dark television while her mind tried to wrap itself around the fact that Jake really wasn’t in the world anymore. She would never see his smile again, never go to him for advice, never… He was gone. Just gone.
Reaching over, she pulled her cell from the drawer in the nightstand and opened the contacts screen. Only one name stood out. After hesitating for only moment, she tapped his name with her thumb and put it to her ear.
No one would answer it. Damien had taken his phone when he left the Tower that night to keep the police from finding it and making any connections. The phone was a broken piece of nothing somewhere. It didn’t matter; she wasn’t hoping anyone would answer it. After a few rings it went to voicemail. Morgan closed her eyes and listened to Jake’s voice on the brief message about calling back.
She called the number three more times before finally sliding the phone back in the drawer and tucking the flag carefully into her backpack.
After flopping back on the bed and then staring idly at the wall for a while, Morgan grabbed the phone again and dialed her sister’s number. It went straight to voicemail. Frowning, Morgan tapped the end button and dropped the phone on the nightstand.
She hadn’t spoken to her sister since that first night after the dream. Either something had happened to Tara, or her sister was avoiding her. Except, Tara had seemed as happy to find Morgan as Morgan was to find her. The worry of Jax surfaced again and Morgan hoped the Higher Powers kept her sister safe.
Lucian returned a few minutes later carrying a couple of bags and drinks. The scent of breakfast sandwiches, hashbrowns, and coffee filled the room and Morgan’s stomach rumbled. Lucian handed her one bag and then began to unpack his own, stacking several sandwiches on the table along with the patty-like hashbrowns.
Stupid dark angels with their stupid metabolism that let them drink with no after effects and eat a ton and still look like ripped gods. She sighed and opened her own bag which contained two sandwiches and two hashbrowns. Morgan pulled the sausage, egg, and cheese biscuit from the bag, unwrapped it and gave it to Lucy, then gave her one of the hashbrowns before opening the bacon, egg, and cheese for herself.
Lucian too gave one of his sandwiches to the dog before settling in to eat his own. The food, and the wonderfully caffeinated coffee, made Morgan feel even better. Her head would probably still feel a little fuzzy for a good part of the day, but the construction workers had stopped completely.
They spent the day in the motel room while the howls of the frustrated hounds came faintly through the open window. As evening set in, Lucian and Damien left to find more food while Isobel and Sarah joined her. Jameth left them to be alone. He was probably hanging out in the room he shared with Sarah while remaining on guard should he be needed.
Neither Isobel nor Sarah brought up the trip she’d made back to the city with Lucian and for that Morgan was grateful. It had felt good to have that time in the park with Lucian but she didn’t want to talk about it tonight. Instead she turned the conversation to Sarah.
“Are you and Jameth forever soulmates, like Isobel and Damien?” Morgan asked.
Sarah chuckled. “No. Jameth is my dark angel and my friend. My husband’s name is Alex.”
Surprised, Morgan raised her eyebrows. “He didn’t come with you?”
“Alex knows he can’t help with what I do. He’s an English professor, not a fighter.” Sarah’s eyes softened. “He’s my everything.”
Morgan tried think of a time when her father had let her mother go alone and couldn’t remember one. Of course, her father had military training and was one of the few humans not graced with power from the Higher Powers that could see both ghosts and demons. He had been a fighter. In the end, it hadn’t helped him. “Don’t you worry about demons going after him while you’re gone?”
“Jonathan, a free agent, is keeping tabs on Alex right now. My husband is safe.”
That made sense. Would a free agent being there have saved her father? Would it have saved her mother and Rhamil? They were questions Morgan would never have the answer to.
It wasn’t long before Lucian and Damien returned. They started to hand out food when a long, victorious howl road the night breeze. Everyone froze. Morgan stared into Lucian’s eyes and knew the hounds had found the trail again.
The howl rose again. Lucy stiffened, a deep snarl rising in her chest.
Lucian glared in the direction of the howl. “We need to move again. They’ve caught the scent and will be here soon.”
Morgan tossed her food aside and reached for her bag as the others scrambled out of the room to get their own things. It wasn’t as if there was much to pack, Morgan threw open her suitcase and tossed everything in without regard to how it landed. Within moments, they were ready to leave. Jameth and Damien were already waiting in the hall with Isobel and Sarah looking worried.
Isobel reached out and squeezed Morgan’s hand, offering silent support. How had she gone from practically nothing to having such wonderful people in her life?
When they reached the parking lot, Morgan yanked open the back door of the suburban and shoved the bag in, then stepped back so Lucy could jump in. After slamming the door and hurrying around to the driver’s side, Morgan turned to Lucian. “Where are we headed?”
“They’re coming quick now that they have the scent. There is a church a few miles out of town, we will seek shelter there.”
Morgan frowned as she tossed her backpack on the front seat. “Why go to one outside of town? I’m sure they have churches in Brighton.”
Lucian cocked a grin at her though the humor failed to reach his eyes. “We can’t outrun them and there isn’t going to be anything quiet about what’s coming. These people,” his arm swept around, taking in the city, “have to be kept in the dark about all of this.”
Giving a quick nod, Morgan climbed into the suburban and started it. The sound of the engine as it rumbled to life gave her a strange sense of comfort. Lucien took the lead. Morgan pulled out of the parking lot right behind him while Damien and Isobel followed so close they were practically tailgating. Jameth and Sarah fell in behind them.
The city slipped by in a haze of glowing signs and street lights as Lucian pushed the speed limit headed east. They left the main highway behind and took a couple different rural roads before Morgan saw a quaint little stone church perched among a collection of trees less than a mile down the road.
Morgan jerked in the seat as something slammed into the back of her truck. A glance in the rearview mirror showed a white cargo van behind Sarah and Jameth’s car. As she watched, it came again, hitting Sarah’s car and driving it into Damien’s car which collided with the back of her truck again.
Something dark flashed outside Morgan’s window. With a crunch of metal, the world rolled violently to the side. The driver’s side window shattered, sending shards of glass whirling around her as the suburban continued to roll two more times before coming to rest on its roof. The buckled metal groaned in protest.



 



STUNNED, MORGAN HUNG upside down with the seatbelt biting into her flesh. Adrenaline pumped through her veins in such copious amounts, that when her brain finally kicked back in and tried to inventory her body for injuries. It was useless; she couldn’t feel any pain at the moment.
A wet tongue licked her hand that lay on the crunched roof above her…below her? Morgan turned her head, sudden fear surging through her. Fear that was unfounded it appeared since Lucy lay on the roof without a scratch on her. The dog seemed in as good a condition as she had before the wreck. What the hell had happened anyway?
Her question was answered by the scrabble of claws across the ground and rocking of the truck. If that hadn’t clued her in, the vicious snarls ripping their way from Lucy’s throat would have. Demons. By the amount of shadows shifting over the ground in the illumination of the headlights that had miraculously survived the wreck, it was a lot of demons.
Sounds of chanting and screaming demons filled the air as Morgan embraced her power and wrapped it around herself and Lucy. Those things may be flitting back and forth in a way that kept her from pinning them down, but at least they couldn’t reach in grab her while she was still trying to get her bearings.
Her hand fumbled for the seatbelt latch. After some struggle, it came loose, dumping her on the roof. Demons and a few humans that must be demon-possessed moved through the night in numbers like she’d never seen before. Lucian was visible, his ebony wings unfurled as he moved at superhuman speed among the demons, trying to reach her and banish as many as possible in the process.
Damien also moved in the dark mass, creating a clear space for Isobel who glowed so bright Morgan had to squint to look at her. How the hell could one channel hold so much power? Even Sarah, a strong channel in her own right, seemed pale next to Isobel.
Astonished, Morgan watched as more demons than she could count went down at once. The sound of claws ripping at the truck abruptly ended as all of them around the suburban disappeared in a shower of golden sparks.
Grunting with the effort, Morgan grabbed her backpack from where it laid on the ceiling of the cab and pulled herself through the broken driver’s side window, wincing when glass cut through her skin. Once outside she climbed to her feet, threw the straps of the backpack over her shoulders then pulled on her power until it burned and dropped the wall around herself and Lucy who had crawled through the window after her.
Isobel was taking them down in large amounts and still it was like a sea of dark, smoky bodies. A sea that surged toward Morgan as soon as they saw her. Drawing heavily on her power, Morgan threw circles under as many as she could. Her five circles at a time couldn’t even begin to match the fifty or more Isobel was creating at once. Oh well, five it would have to be.
Except it wasn’t enough. Morgan had known it wouldn’t be. Damn it, if she was going down it would be fighting. A lower-level charged past the demons she had circled. Morgan braced for the impact and then nearly lost her hold on her power as Lucy jumped at the lower-level. The dog’s jaws closed on what was probably the demon’s face and it exploded in pure white, blindingly bright sparks.
With a deep snarl in her throat, Lucy went after the next. This one managed to rake burning claws down the dog’s side before her jaws closed on it. Though it had to hurt, the wound only elicited more snarls from the dog.
Morgan recovered from the shock of seeing Lucy tear into demons and sent the five she had circled packing. As she circled five more she glanced at the dog again. What the hell? Had Lucy always been able to do that? Morgan had never been up against so many demons with the dog at her side.
Howls from pack filled the air, chilling the blood in Morgan’s veins and raising the hairs on her arms. They were done for if the pack was here.
The swarm of demons pulled her attention back to the task at hand. With her back to the truck, Morgan worked methodically, knowing it would make no difference. There were too many and somewhere in the mass were the hounds. Lucian finally made it to her side, his arm like an iron band around her waist as he pulled her against his chest and started to lift into the air.
A hound finally made an appearance, jumping to latch onto her leg. Hot teeth ripped through the flesh of Morgan’s ankle, tearing a scream from her. More demons leapt at them, pulling them back to the ground. Desperate, Morgan lashed out with her power again, trying to drive the demons back. Lucian had to release her in order to engage the multitudes that pressed around them.
The hound yanked her ankle, sending Morgan crashing to the ground. Lucy came out of the night and sailed through the air. Jumping straight over Morgan, the dog crashed into the hound. The hound’s teeth released Morgan’s ankle as the two very different canines tumbled away into the press of demons.
Light suddenly flared bright, as if someone had set a small sun down. Every demon around them, even those some distance out, exploded in golden sparks. Stunned Morgan stared at Isobel who shined so bright her form was barely visible as it collapsed into Damien’s arms.
“Oh my god.” Morgan’s breath froze in her chest. That much power…it was too much. No! Why hadn’t Damien snatched Isobel and flown her out of there?
Lucian pulled Morgan to her feet, his arm went around her again and they launched into the air. Morgan clung to him and fought the tears that threatened at the thought Isobel giving her life to save them. Another friend dead, because of her.
A few seconds later, Lucian landed and set her gently on her feet. Agony infused her ankle as Morgan stepped away from him and looked around. The quaint stone church sat within a square of trees a few yards from where she stood. Still holding her power, she turned to look away from the church. Her truck and the other cars in the distance sat where they’d been left, the details easily visible to her despite the moonless night.
The demons had regrouped and were moving toward them again. Not that it mattered. Morgan was safe now. Wait. Lucy! Morgan searched the church grounds with a quick sweep of her gaze. Where was the dog?
“Lucian!” She turned to him in panic.
Lucian pointed toward the demon horde. Lucy ran flat out between where they stood and the demons that rushed toward them. Morgan’s heart stopped as the wind from Lucian’s wings buffeted her. Unable to take her eyes off the dog, Morgan lurched forward into a run.
Jameth’s strong hands jerked her to a stop. Desperate to get to the dog, Morgan spun and slammed her fist into his mouth. Taken by surprise, Jameth’s head snapped back but he didn’t release her.
“Let me go! I have to get her!”
Jameth tightened his grip. “Stop fighting and look.”
Morgan turned wild eyes back to where the dog ran with demons quickly closing the gap. No matter what Lucy could do, she couldn’t take them all on by herself. She would be killed.
Lucian dropped to the ground in front of the Lucy and the dog launched herself at him. The dark angel caught her and took the sky in the same instant. A moment later he landed and set Lucy down.
Morgan dropped to her knees and hugged the dog tight, nearly sobbing with relief. A low urgent voice drew her attention away from Lucy. Damien knelt in the grass with Isobel in his arms, one hand holding the side of her head so he could keep his gaze locked on hers.
A lump formed in Morgan’s throat. One disaster averted only to face the next. Isobel still burned with power, the shivers that sent tremors through her body showed just how much she burned.
Even so, Damien looked remarkably calm in the face of what Morgan was sure was his soulmate’s death. And though Isobel’s gaze remained fixed on Damien’s, there was no fear in it, only determination.
Morgan grabbed Lucian’s hand, needing the comfort of his touch. “Why? She killed herself to save us. Why did Damien let her do that? Why didn’t he get her out of there first?”
“Seriously?” Lucian snorted. “No one lets Isobel do anything. She does as she wishes and the rest of us try to keep up. Besides, she didn’t kill herself. It’s just going to take some work for her to get the power under control.”
“Lucian, that’s way too much power,” Morgan said. “I’ve never seen anyone hold so much, not even Isobel.”
Lucian squeezed her hand in reassurance. “Clearly you’ve never seen Isobel bring her full power to bear.”
Sarah gazed at Isobel with sadness in her eyes. “How will she be able to get that under control, no one can handle that much.”
“You don’t know Isobel. I assure you, she’s held more,” Lucian said dryly. Memories of the summer before and the way his little friend had so terrified him and Damien both crowded into his mind. “She’ll be fine. Damien will help talk her down and then she will sleep like the dead.”
He glanced at the church. “I hope they have food here. You think us dark angels are bad, just wait until you see Isobel eat after using so much power.”
Nervous energy filled Morgan and she started to pace. A glance at the demons showed them all creating a perfect line along the edge of the church’s grounds. It looked like they were completely surrounding it. It was going to be interesting getting away. Hounds paced the line of demons, their red eyes following her every move and their drool sending tendrils of smoke up when it dripped on the ground.
Turning back to where Damien knelt in the grass, it was a relief to see the light around Isobel dimming. A moment later, the light disappeared altogether and Isobel went limp in his arms, her eyes closed. Damien hung his head, pressing his forehead to Isobel’s.
Morgan limped toward them. “Is she…”
“She will be fine,” came Damien’s curt answer as he rose and carried Isobel in the direction of the church without even glancing at the assembled demons mere feet away at the boundary of the holy ground.
Morgan sighed as she watched them go. A loud clack, clack made her look toward the demons. A demon-possessed raised a shot gun, the world slowed as Morgan stared at the barrel leveled at her head. The explosion from the weapon deafened her.
The breath knocked from Morgan as she hit the ground under the heavy weight of Lucian. Morgan placed her hands on the back of Lucian’s shoulders and struggled to push him off as Jameth move in a blur. He snatched the demon-possessed and pulled him over the line onto sacred ground. The possessed man screamed as he crumbled into ash at Jameth’s feet.
“Lucian, you’re too heavy, I can’t breathe,” Morgan panted as she tried to get him to move. With the possessed gone the danger was over, why wasn’t he moving?
Jameth and Sarah came to her rescue, pulling Lucian off her. Morgan struggled to her knees. Her ankle, swollen from the hound bite, felt like it was on fire. She turned to make a sarcastic remark to Lucian about him nearly squishing her to death. It died on her tongue.
Lucian lay unmoving on his back with a large hole through the center of his chest. Morgan froze, her eyes glued to the gruesome wound.



 



“LUCIAN?” PANIC FLOODED every fiber of Morgan’s being as she crawled to where Jameth and Sarah had laid him.
There was no movement, his eyes remained closed, his face gray. It wasn’t possible. Not Lucian. He wasn’t just her dark angel; he was more, so much more than that to her. He was everything, her Thor. “Lucian!”
Morgan’s scream cut through the night as she grabbed his face. His head turned limply in her hands. Cold crept over her, seeping through her veins and coating her heart in ice. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t feel. Something deep inside fractured and, this time, there were no strong arms to hold it together and she didn’t have a hope of keeping it together on her own. Not this time.
Sarah reached to hold her, or maybe help her up, Morgan didn’t know; the other woman’s words were just a jumble of incomprehensible sound. Either way, Morgan didn’t want held and she certainly didn’t want help up. When Sarah tried to tug her away Morgan moved with the speed Jake had taught her and sent the other channel flying. “Don’t touch me.”
Though Morgan knew she had said it, the cold voice that came from her mouth sounded like someone else. She gazed down at Lucian as she ran her fingers over his cool skin, memorizing every line of his face. It’s all she would have of him for the rest of this life. Would he find her in the next? Were they connected like Isobel and Damien? It was going to be a long wait to find out.
Finally, she stood and walked into the church, her body so chilled she didn’t even feel her ankle. Ignoring the rest of the church with its rooms and halls, Morgan went straight to the sanctuary and sat in one of the pews near the middle. She didn’t stare at the cross or other religious depictions; they were just symbols, nothing more. But the Higher Powers were here, she could feel them. The accumulated energy in these places made it easier to connect with them.
No one bothered her. Maybe after what she’d done to Sarah they were afraid to approach her. Morgan didn’t care, she was just glad to be left alone in her frozen world. She opened herself to her power, soaking in the sweet rush of it inside the church, hoping it would thaw her and make her feel. She needed to feel so she could enact a proper revenge.
The sun rose, casting multicolored light through the stained glass windows. Morgan sat unmoving as the shifting patterns recorded the sun’s path across the sky until they disappeared with the coming of another night. At some point, her body made her aware of the fact it was still functioning and she stumbled her way to the bathroom to attend to its needs.
A look at her reflection in the mirror showed tangled hair and hollow, lifeless eyes staring back. Blood smeared across one cheek from a large scrape and a bruise from the shoulder belt made a path across her collar bone. Probably from the wreck. Morgan took in the image of herself with an odd detachment.
The pain in her ankle had finally resurfaced. Damien was busy with Isobel, Jameth with Sarah, both had likely forgotten the wound. Lucy was somewhere in the church, but even the dog must be keeping her distance. Lucian had probably been carried inside as well. Not that it mattered; his body would be nothing more than a pile of ash now anyway.
She was back at the beginning again, just like she had been after Arabrim died. No home, nothing to her name, no one. Lucian had tried to tell her that Jake’s death hadn’t been her fault and when she’d found out her sister was alive, she’d foolishly started to believe him. It wasn’t coincidence that so many around her had died. She was a death magnet except it only hit the people she cared about.
She made her way back the sanctuary and sat in the same pew. The priest of the church saw her and started to come her way. Morgan shot him a look full of the same ice that froze her insides and he stopped in his tracks. After a long time where he just gazed at her, he turned and walked away.
The night crept by, impossibly slow as Morgan tried to form a plan for getting out of the church. She had a demon to kill and if she had to wade through all of those surrounding the church to do it, she would. A tendril of heat worked its way through the ice that held her heart captive and she felt it crack. White hot, burning rage began to well inside.
The demons had taken everything from her, even her sister because although Tara lived, Morgan couldn’t go near her as long as the Kalona touched this world. Her ankle throbbed. Probably getting infected. Not that it mattered. As long as she could finish what her traitorous mother had begun in her first life was all that mattered now.
The sun was just beginning to rise when the rage finally melted all of the ice and all Morgan could feel was the heat of it pulsing through her with each heartbeat. She was sick of demons, sick of the way they kept tearing everything part, and underneath it all, she was tired. Tired of trying to fight them, trying to fight whatever it was that was determined she never have anything in this life. It was time to kill some demons.
Morgan pushed the doors to the church open and limped out, taking a moment to pause at the top of the steps, her gaze swept over the seething mass at the invisible boundary between them and the holy ground. The pack saw her and sent up howls that should have chilled her to the bone, but couldn’t penetrate the fire racing through her or the red haze that clouded the edges of her vision.
Images of Lucian flickered through her mind and she shoved them away. If she survived this, she could take the time to go over every memory of him, she could open the dam that held back her tears and cry forever. Not yet, not until this was over.
As she descended the stairs, Morgan pulled on her power until she felt the faint burn, and then she pulled some more. No matter how much she opened herself to it, or how much she pulled, Morgan would never be able to take in as much as Isobel had held. But if she pushed herself, if she could walk that razor edge between power and certain death, she could do more than ever before.
Morgan walked until she stood between the church and boundary. If she could gather all of the pieces of herself that had shattered and send it all out, she could end this in more ways than one.
Even outside the church, the power filled her with a sweetness that was hard to resist, and she didn’t. It filled her, burned until it crackled through her body. Closing her eyes, Morgan shut out the overwhelming screaming of her internal radar.
A deep breath to steady herself against the torrent. She let the white hot rage feed her power to a greater height, gathered her pieces, and then released them in a river of flickering symbols. Instead of placing the circles on the ground, and then trying to find the right symbol, she allowed the symbols to find the right demons.
Like magnets, they flew toward the demons, sticking to them and creating a circle. Morgan lost count after twenty circles had gone up. The howls from the pack quieted. She didn’t open her eyes to find out why as the symbols picked their way through the dark gathering.
Feeding her intentions into her power, she whispered the words of banishment and shoved them at the demons with everything she had. Screeches filled the air and then cut off. Morgan opened her eyes and despair washed over her.
Everything she had, all of the power she could hold, and it had barely made a dent in the demons. Empty spots briefly showed where her targets had been banished before they filled back in and several collapsing circles showed where her power just wasn’t enough to do what Morgan had hoped.
Wrapping her hands around her middle, Morgan sank to her knees as tears coursed down her cheeks. It wasn’t enough. She wasn’t enough, had never been. Her lack had allowed Arabrim to die, Jake to die. It had made her unlovable to the many foster parents that were supposed to care for her, made her invisible on the streets to people who could have helped.
“Morgan?” Isobel’s voice sounded shocked and worried. “What have you done? Why?”
Morgan couldn’t answer; the fire eating away inside kept her jaw clamped shut. The sweetness of it bordered on pain and she knew she needed to back the power down. Morgan struggled to control it. The grief and despair that had taken over, after the rage burned away, left her teetering on the edge.
Tuning Isobel out along with everything else, Morgan concentrated on pulling the sizzling strands of power back. And then wondered, why? If she burned up right then and there, the Kalona would have no reason to go after her sister or anyone else she cared about. He would remain tied to the doorway. Without her heart, he couldn’t increase his power.
It wasn’t the same as killing him. Maybe that was best she could ask for in this life. According to Sarah, it would still be her responsibility in the next life. Maybe she would have better luck next time.
Shaking her head to dispel the thoughts, she grabbed more of the power and shoved it down. Now wasn’t the time to debate this. Not when she was so broken and not when it would be too easy to step off the edge.
More power came under her control, even as she shivered. The cold wasn’t a good sign, but it wouldn’t do to dwell on it. Better to focus on bringing more of the power in. Closing her eyes again, Morgan focused as intensely on this battle as she ever had any of the physical fights she’d been in.
More power came under control and then slipped away as grief invaded her concentration. In that moment, Morgan trembled with the effort to just hold on. To keep her emotions from allowing everything she’d already pulled in from releasing again.
Large hands cupped her face and she shook harder. Now was not the time for her brain to play tricks on her, it was also not the time to be going insane. If madness was going to take her away, it needed to wait until her power was under control.
“Morgan, look at me.”
Morgan groaned at the sound of the familiar voice. Stop it! Just stop it you stupid, crazy imagination. You can make me live in a dream world later. I’m sure Isobel and Damien will even find a nice, cozy, padded room for you to inhabit once this is over. For now, just wait your turn.
“Morgan, you’re burning up. I need you to look at me.”
She didn’t want to give into to the temptation, but the idea of seeing Lucian again, even if he wasn’t real, was more than Morgan could resist. Her lids fluttered open and Lucian’s tawny eyes filled her vision. His hands, cool against her superheated face, felt so real.
“Please don’t do this right now,” she begged the apparition through gritted teeth. “I can’t…can’t control it with this…”
Lucian’s thumbs brushed against her cheeks as he held her steady. “I’m here; you don’t have to do this. We have other ways out.”
Morgan blinked, trying to keep his eyes in focus as her control slipped and more shivers made her tremble. Through sheer force of will, she grabbed the escaped power back. Who cared if it was just a hallucination, his eyes still steadied her.
“You can do this, Morgan. You got this,” Lucian said with utter confidence in his voice.
His gaze never wavered as she stared into the depths of it and, bit by bit, got control of the power, pulled it back in, and drew it down until she finally had it at a level she could safely release.
Without the need to concentrate on the battle with her power, everything that had happened, along with the fact that she hadn’t slept in two days, came crashing down and her body finally threw in the towel. Morgan fell forward, fully expecting to face plant on the ground. Instead of passing through the apparition her mind had conjured to help her, she collapsed into Lucian as his arms pulled her tight against the bare skin of his chest.
Morgan closed her eyes and drifted, soaking in the warmth of him, the scent of his skin. Was he really alive? Really there? Terrified it was all in her head and she really had hit the ground, Morgan didn’t want to open her eyes, until her hand skimmed over his chest and felt the smooth skin and hard muscle turn rough and giving. She frowned and jerked her lids open.
Her hand rested on a wound that was just beginning to heal directly over his heart. “Lucian?”
His arms shook a little as if the effort of holding her was too much. “I’m here.”
The strain and weakness that threaded through his voice made her look at his face again. Lucian’s skin was still too pale and pain etched lines around his mouth and eyes. Morgan’s head swam as she tried to process the information. It was more than her over-tired, over-taxed mind could handle. In self-defense, her brain shut down, taking her with it into a black nothing where she could rest.



 



MORGAN CLAWED HER way out of sleep, chased from her restful place by the nightmare and her demon radar screaming in her head. Bolting up, she looked around wildly, trying to get her bearings in the unfamiliar room. A bunch of blankets and a pillow made a pallet on the floor where a desk had been shoved against the wall. It looked like an office. Was she still inside the church?
Tossing the cover aside, Morgan made to get up and fell back as deep, aching pain radiated from every joint and muscle in her body and a gnawing hunger ate at her stomach. She groaned and closed her eyes as she tried to figure out why everything hurt so much.
A rustling made Morgan open her eyes again. Isobel knelt on the floor next to her with a glass of water in her hand. “Finally, she decides to wake.”
“What?” Morgan asked, her voice coming out rough and groggy.
“After your display on the front lawn of the church, you passed out and have been asleep for almost an entire day. Lucian was beginning to worry you wouldn’t wake.” Isobel handed her the glass of water. “Don’t worry, I assured him you would.”
Morgan pushed herself into a sitting position, an effort that drew another groan. “Why do I hurt so bad? And why am I so damned hungry?”
“Power overdose. The pain should clear up in a few hours, a day at most. I’ll get you something to eat in a moment.”
“Ugh.” Morgan took the glass and gulped the water down. The last thing she wanted was a reminder of her failed attempt at killing a bunch of demons.
When the water was gone, Morgan handed the glass back to Isobel and very slowly got to her feet, using the wall as a support. “Where’s Lucy?”
“With Lucian, where she’s been since he was shot. Which you would have known had you let anyone near you or listened to a word they said,” Isobel said in a reproving tone. “You don’t help anyone, yourself included, when you shut everyone out.”
“I wasn’t myself. I’m sorry.” Morgan hoped her friend would forgive her. “I really thought Lucian was dead and I couldn’t handle another death.”
A horrible thought crept into Morgan’s mind. “I didn’t dream him helping me did I? He really is alive, right?”
Isobel smiled. “Of course he’s alive. The only way Lucian can die is if he’s beheaded, or if he burns himself up with power.”
“The shotgun…it blew a hole in his chest, in his heart.”
“Yes, but Lucian is an ancient. He can heal from this.”
Morgan stepped forward gingerly, testing her ankle and was surprised to find it didn’t hurt. At least, not hound bitten hurt. It ached no more or less than the rest of her. She looked down, examining the ankle. Other than torn jeans and smears of dried blood, it looked fine.
“Damien healed it after he carried you back inside.” Isobel frowned. “If he’d spent less time hovering over me when there was no need and paying attention to you, it would have been healed sooner.”
“Why did Damien carry me back in?” Morgan started toward the door as every muscle protested.
Isobel walked with her. “Lucian was too weak to do it. It’s a good thing it took you as long as it did to get pissed off. If you had done it even a few hours earlier, he wouldn’t have been able to come help you.”
Morgan stopped and shot a glare at Isobel. “Why didn’t anyone tell me he was alive? You let me sit there, thinking he was dead.”
“No one realized you thought he was dead. I was pretty out of it for the first day. Damien told me they thought you were just upset he was injured.” Isobel chuckled. “The fact you were rather violent to anyone who came near you didn’t help.”
Unsure of what to say to that, Morgan walked through the doorway and started down the hall in what she hoped was the right direction. Thanks to the fact they were surrounded by demons outside the walls, her stupid radar wouldn’t shut up and was starting to drive her crazy. “Why is Lucy with him?”
Isobel shook her head, amazement in her expression when she said, “Lucy is the reason he has healed as fast as he has. Dark angels heal fast anyway, especially the ancient ones, but she has really sped the process up. Without her, Lucian wouldn’t have been well enough to help you.”
“Where are they?” Morgan asked, finally deciding it might be best to ask for directions.
“In there.” Isobel pointed to a door a little way down the hall.
Morgan glanced behind her before fixing her gaze on the door Isobel had indicated. “Are we still in the church?”
“Beneath it, actually. In the priest’s apartment.”
“I think I remember Lucian saying something about another way out. Was that real or did I imagine it?” Morgan paused with her hand on the doorknob.
“This church is built on what used to be a mission. Before that, it was a fort. There are a couple of underground tunnels leading out.” Isobel laid a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about that right now. Go see Lucian so you can be reassured he’s all right.”
Morgan nodded and opened the door. The room beyond had an actual bed in it. Lucian sat beneath the covers in the middle of it, propped up on pillows. Lucy lay on top of the covers next to him with her chin resting on his knee.
Seeing him there, alive, washed away every trace of despair that lingered. She hadn’t lost him. In some ways, it scared the hell out of her that she needed him so much. In that moment, she also realized Jake had been right. Any pain she might suffer if she were to lose Lucian was worth every moment of having him in her life.
As she approached the bed, Lucian opened his eyes and crooked a smile at her. “Good to see you aren’t still trying to burn yourself up.”
Morgan shrugged and sat on the edge of the bed. “The whole extra crispy thing didn’t really work for me.”
Lucian chuckled and reached out to her. Morgan went into his arms without hesitation. With her face cradled in his hands, Lucian pinned his gaze on her. “I would sincerely appreciate it if you would refrain from doing that again. It’s bad enough Isobel seems to get a kick out of scaring the dark angels around her, I don’t think I could take it if you decided to join her in that.”
“I’ll see if I can fit not burning up into my schedule.”
“See that you do.” Lucian crushed her to him in a tight embrace as his mouth claimed hers in a kiss that was almost desperate. Morgan returned it with the same urgency, almost as if they both had to make sure the other was truly alive and well.
When they finally broke apart, Lucian leaned back against the pillows. Hesitant, Morgan reached out and placed her hand on the still tender, healing skin over his heart. “You will heal completely?”
“Should be back to normal by tomorrow,” Lucian said, laying his hand over hers.
“I guess I have Lucy to thank for helping you heal so fast.”
Lucian turned a fond look on the dog. “We have Lucy to thank for both of our lives, both during the fight when that hound showed up and later when she sped up my healing so that I was well enough to help you.”
Stroking the fur on the dog’s head, Morgan said, “I owe her so much and for a lot more than just the past few days. Even if you hadn’t been able to make it outside, I’m sure Damien or Jameth would have…”
Her voice trailed away as he shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. It’s the bond we share, the same one Isobel and Damien share, that allows me to help you focus enough to get the power under control when you pull too much.”
Stunned and thrilled at the same time, Morgan stared at him in silence for a moment. “Wait, you mean we are soulmates? Like Isobel and Damien? I will have you from now on in every life?”
“In every life. Hope you don’t get sick of me.”
“Not possible.” Warmth flushed through Morgan on a wave of happiness. Lucian was hers, not just as a dark angel but as a soulmate. From this life forward, through all of the lives she would live, he would be there. “Now hurry up and finish healing, Thor.”
“Thor?” Lucian raised an eyebrow.
“Yeah.” Morgan felt a rush of blood heat up her face. “Since that first time we met in the tower, I thought you looked like Thor. All you need is the hammer.”
That drew a deep, rich laugh from him. “I’ll have to see if I can find one.”
Morgan scooted around and snuggled up against him, wanting nothing more than to be close to him. By the next day he would be healed and they would have to make some hard choices regarding the cougar claw and her locket. For now, Morgan intended to live in the present.



 



MORGAN HITCHED THE backpack up on her shoulder, peered into the long, dark tunnel and shuddered. It wasn’t the possibility of critters who may have more legs that she did that bothered her. No, those she had lived with and could ignore. It was the narrow tunnel itself, barely tall and wide enough to accommodate the men, that set her skin crawling. Small dark places weren’t her friend. With the entire perimeter around the church surrounded by demons and hounds, they couldn’t exactly fly out. They would be seen and tracked. The tunnel was the only way.
Struggling to force memories of a closet out of her mind, Morgan took a steadying breath and followed Damien and Isobel into the tunnel opening beneath the church, thankful for the warm presence of Lucian at her back and for the reassuring feel of Lucy brushing against her leg.
When they passed beyond the light of the entrance, Morgan trailed her fingertips along the walls at either side, letting the hard packed earthen walls anchor her to reality as the absolute black pressed in around her and the air began to feel heavy in her lungs. Straining to see in the darkness, she blinked a few times and found no difference whether her lids were closed or open.
Ahead of her, Isobel cleared her throat and said, “I know you guys can see down here and what not, I just wanted to let you know that for those of us without angel enhanced eyes, this is really creepy.”
Jameth’s chuckle floated back from somewhere behind Lucian as Damien said, “We can’t see as much as you might think. But enough to know where we’re going.”
“That’s better than the absolutely nothing I can see,” Isobel grumbled.
Morgan agreed though she couldn’t open her mouth to say anything. For the moment, all she could do was maintain her even breathing and a semblance of calm. If she opened her mouth, it was entirely likely that hysterical screaming and blind running and crashing through the tunnel would commence. Since Morgan doubted that would help anybody, she chose to remain silent. Every now and then she dropped her arm to run her fingers over Lucy’s fur.
A warm hand glided over her arm and Morgan soaked up Lucian’s touch. He wouldn’t let her become trapped forever in this tomb of a tunnel. It was a long tunnel and they would be walking for several hours, but it wouldn’t last for days, or weeks. She wasn’t alone and locked in. It was okay, everything was fine.
Her mental litany repeated over and over as they walked through the tunnel, occasionally navigating obstacles only the angels could see while the movements of the six of them, and Lucy’s panting, were the only sounds to disturb the thick silence.
Because of that silence, the rush of water over rocks was easy to pick up long before they reached the underground stream that coursed across the floor of the tunnel from one side to the other and, according to Damien, had collapsed the walls to some degree.
Placing one hand in Isobel’s ahead and another in Lucian’s behind, Morgan edged closer to the sound of the water.
“From what I can see, it looks to be only about knee deep,” Damien said. “Still, no reason to test that when there are plenty of rocks to step across.”
“Especially since knee deep to us is like what? Neck deep to Isobel?” Lucian laughed.
Isobel grumbled something under her breath then said, “Just because you guys are ridiculously tall doesn’t mean I’m that short.”
“Shortest one here,” Lucian teased.
Morgan wanted to laugh. Since she still wasn’t sure if it would come out as a scream or not, she bit it back and began to pick her way across the swift water with the dark angels moving with slow care and giving directions.
Lucy chose a more direct route as she splashed noisily through the stream. A shower of droplets followed when the dog reached solid ground and shook, spraying everyone. Isobel grumbled something about cats never doing such a thing followed by a surprised squeak.
“Careful, Isobel,” Damien’s voice, raised to be heard above the water in the enclosed place, called out. “Morgan, there is a rock ahead and to the left. Yeah, just a little more. There. Feel it?”
Morgan nodded as her shoe came into contact with the hard, rounded surface. Behind, she could hear Lucian and Jameth giving instructions to Sarah. As she moved forward under Damien’s instruction, Morgan began to feel a little more confident.
That faded when they reached the other side and Isobel let go of her hand. When Morgan felt in front of her in the darkness, she found a wall of dirt and rock in her path. “Is it blocked?”
“No.” It was Lucian who answered and something in his tone told she wasn’t going to like what was coming.
“But?” Morgan asked, dreading the answer.
“There’s a small opening at the top we should be able to fit through,” Damien said. “I’ll climb up then Lucian can boost Isobel, you, and Lucy, up. After Lucian comes up, Jameth can help Sarah. There’s no room to turn around up there, it’s pretty narrow.”
The sound of Damien climbing up the pile of collapsed tunnel was covered by the roaring in Morgan’s ears. Small, narrow, dark space with no room to even turn around…she couldn’t do this. Demons, hellhounds, people trying to hurt her on the streets, freezing nights spent outside no problem. But this…not this.
Lucy licked Morgan’s hand, a low whine in her throat. Morgan scratched the dog behind the ears and tried to hide the level of panic swelling inside her.
Lucian picked her up with ease and lifted her through the darkness. This was the last thing he wanted to subject her to. Unfortunately, there was no choice. Holding her tight to him, he brought his mouth close to her ear and whispered, “It’ll be okay.”
Hoping he was right, Lucian hoisted her up. “Reach out and feel the edge of the opening with your hands.”
Morgan did as Lucian said and reached out until her palms brushed the rough rock and dirt of the opening. Without thinking about it, she planted her hands and lifted herself and then she was in what could only be called a crawl space.
Lips clamped shut against the terrified gibberish that wanted to spill from her mouth, Morgan crawled forward on her hands and knees. It seemed to her as if the walls, unseen in the pitch black, were closing in. Her breath started to come in gasps between her clenched teeth.
Ahead of her, Isobel asked if Lucian thought being small was a bad thing now. Damien’s chuckle answered her. Lucian remained strangely quiet and a new flash of panic washed through Morgan. What if Lucian wasn’t behind her? What if Damien and Isobel made it out before she did and she ended up alone? What if what was left of the roof collapsed in and trapped her in this tiny space?
Irrational and yet she couldn’t help it. And then, she wasn’t in the tiny space of a collapsed tunnel. The closet of the windowless room of her foster parents’ basement pressed and she was unable to even see the heavy door held shut by several locks.
“Morgan?” Isobel’s voice was there in the closet with her. “Lucian, is she okay?”
“I don’t know, she stopped moving and she’s shaking.” Lucian was in the closet, too.
“I don’t think I can turn around,” Isobel’s strained voice sounded muffled.
“Isobel, stop. There isn’t enough room for that.”
Morgan strained her eyes at the darkness. Apparently Damien was there, too. A whining. Lucy must be there, that was nice.
Sarah joined them. “Lucian, see if you can get her talking.”
“Don’t worry about it, Damien. I can scrunch up pretty small. I’m not going to get stuck.” Isobel said and then gave an irritated sigh. “Geez, Damien, get your panties out their bunch and quit worrying so much or you’re going to be the first dark angel in history to get gray hair in his twenties.”
Morgan wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. How could they all be in the closet with her? Her mind wandered a little, seeking relief from the situation as it began to mull over the impossibility of them all being in the closet. It wasn’t like there was room for them. It was a tiny affair, just enough room for her to sit with a bucket less than a foot from her. A bucket that oddly enough didn’t hold the nasty smell it usually did. It smelled of earth and water. Weird.
“Ungh, oomph…made it,” Isobel said from some unknown place inside the closet.
And then Morgan felt her friend’s hands clasping her own. “Morgan, talk to me. What’s going on? Are you hurt?”
Morgan struggled to bring her scattered thoughts into focus in order to answer. Was she hurt? Usually, if she was in this closet, she was.
Lucian answered, “Morgan’s had some unpleasant past experiences with small, dark places.”
“Morgan, we’re here. All of us. Damien says we’re almost to the end of this space.” Isobel’s hands squeezed Morgan’s until it hurt. “Morgan, talk to me.”
With the pain, came clarity. They weren’t all in the closet; they were crawling through an opening at the top of an old collapse in the tunnel. “I can’t…move.”
Coming back to reality hadn’t helped much. Her eyes screwed shut, as if that could block out what she couldn’t see anyway, Morgan couldn’t get her body to obey. It was too busy listening to the hysterical babbling inside her mind.
“Why can’t you move?” Isobel asked.
Taking deep, rasping breaths, Morgan struggled to reign in the panic holding her prisoner. Lucian’s hand spanned the back of her waist helping to anchor her, as did Isobel’s painful grasp. “I can’t breathe in here.”
Isobel’s hands gave an extra, gentle squeeze. “I understand. Damien, how far from the end are we?”
“A few yards. Why?”
“Go on ahead then come back in and pull me out. I’m going to hang on to Morgan and pull her out with me.”
“Be back in a moment then.”
The small space was filled with the noise of Damien’s quick passage to the end. Morgan continued to try and reason with her unreasonable self. It made her feel weak and useless, but her irrational mind refused to acknowledge it was all right.
Then Isobel’s hands started to tug Morgan forward a little at a time until she was at the edge of the collapse and Damien pulled her free of the confining area. And even better, it was a little lighter in the tunnel on the other side. It wasn’t something her eyes would have noticed before; however after a few hours of essentially being blind, she picked up on it immediately. It wasn’t so much as it was light now, it was just less dark.
Morgan staggered a few feet from where Damien had set her down before her knees gave out and she plopped on the dirt floor of the tunnel. Relief at the hint of light and at being out of the small space washed over her and for the first time since climbing into the crawl space, she could truly breathe again.
Lucy’s cold nose found Morgan’s hand and Morgan buried her fingers in the dog’s fur, letting the action ease the tension in her body.
Isobel came to sit beside her. “Feeling better?”
Morgan nodded. Then, realizing Isobel probably couldn’t see it, answered, “Yeah. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t ever apologize for that.”
Changing direction, Morgan asked, “What did you mean when you said you understood? Most people say that kind of thing, even though they really don’t. But the way you said it…”
“It’s like I do understand?” Isobel leaned back against the wall as first Lucian and then Sarah exited the crawl space. “Because I do. In this life, after my mother was killed, I started to have panic attacks. So even although it’s different than what you were going through, I still understood how you felt, especially when you said you couldn’t breathe even when no one else was having trouble.”
“I’m glad you were here,” Morgan said, suddenly beyond grateful to have someone like Isobel as her friend.
“I’m glad I was, too,” Isobel said then sighed. “At least you have an actual fear. My panic attacks were triggered by stress and I found myself absolutely terrified without anything in particular to scare me.”
“Doesn’t make mine any better. Besides, you don’t seem to have any trouble with it now.”
“Not as much since I got my full memories back and got control of my power this time. Having Damien has helped as well.
Morgan swallowed. “I already have those things, so I guess that won’t help me.”
Isobel’s hand found hers again. “No, I suppose it won’t. It may be something you always have to deal with in this life. Luckily, these things don’t follow us from one life to the next. We may get most our memories of other lives back, but emotionally we get to start each life with a clean slate.”
“Which is probably a good thing,” Isobel continued with a chuckled. “Given some of the things that are in my memories, if I couldn’t have that clean slate each time, I would be a total mental basket case.”
Lucian eased himself down to sit on Morgan’s other side and placed his arm around her as Isobel stood up and made her way to Damien. Morgan accepted the quiet support of Lucian, glad the worst seemed to be over. Of course, the Kalona still had to be dealt with and though they had slipped past all of the demons and hounds surrounding the church, it wouldn’t take long for them track Morgan and her friends. The events to come should terrify her, and yet they didn’t.



 



AN HOUR AFTER making it through the crawl space, Morgan stood outside the crumbled tunnel exit, almost completely hidden by brush and rocks, and gazed at the last rays of the setting sun, drinking in the colors while Lucy bounded through the knee-deep grass. “Where do we go from here?”
“South and west, to the river,” Damien said.
Lucian tried to brush some of the dirt from the tunnel off his arms. “After we get a car of some sort.”
Morgan called Lucy to her as she let her gaze sweep the area around them. High overhead, the blinking lights of an airliner cut across the sky. In the distance to the southwest, lights sat low on the horizon. Other, smaller lights dotted the darkening night indicating farm houses. “Where are we?”
Damien nodded in the direction of the lights. “That’s Brighton. We should be able to get a vehicle of some sort there.”
Jameth unfurled his wings. “I will locate something and bring it back.”
Morgan dropped the backpack and flopped down to sit in the grass next to it. There wasn’t much any of them could do until Jameth called to let them know which road to head to. She opened the backpack and fished out a cigarette. After lighting it, she pulled out the locket, letting it dangle from her fingers by the chain.
They were going to have to open it. Which was stupid. How hard could it be to find a damn cougar claw in Colorado? Of course trying to search without attracting the attention of the hounds didn’t help. If the dark angels or Sarah had moved about too much, the hounds would have eventually tracked them back to the hotel. Most likely, Lucian taking her to the park had done just that. Even so, Morgan couldn’t bring herself to regret that night.
At least they had everything else they needed. If Jameth could just hurry back with a car, maybe they could get this over with. It would be nice to finally have it done. Even if it didn’t all go as planned, Morgan was ready to let the chips fall where they will.
The last shreds of light faded from the western horizon and only the sparkling of stars lit the sky. Morgan leaned against the backpack with Lucy’s head in her lap and dozed, never letting deeper sleep sneak up on her.
After what felt like forever, but according to her phone was only a couple of hours, Lucian’s phone rang. He answered it quickly and after a short, muted conversation, he hung up and walked through the night to her.
“Jameth is on his way with a van. He says there’s a road about a mile from here.”
Morgan slowly got to her feet and lifted the backpack. Pulling the straps over one shoulder, she yawned. “Oh goody, a mile hike in the dark.”
“It shouldn’t be too terrible.”
“Shouldn’t be. After all, this,” Morgan swept her arm over the empty plain, “is a lot more appealing than the neighborhoods I used to walk and a hell of a lot better than that stupid tunnel.”
“As long as your demon and hound fan club doesn’t show up, we should be good.”
Isobel stumbled and cursed under her breath. “As long as none of us break an ankle we’ll be fine.”
Sarah chuckled and followed without complaint, moving across the dark ground like one born to it. Morgan wished she could be so graceful on the uneven ground. It wasn’t quite the same as traversing the city streets. It seemed as if mother nature had ran around as soon as it got dark creating small dips and rises in the earth to trap unwary feet. Flying would have been nicer. It might also make them more visible to the kind of eyes that could see them. Plus with three channels and a dog, and only Damien and Lucian present, it really wasn’t an option anyway.
Even with the terrain, they managed to reach the road in a short time. Morgan saw Jameth sitting in the driver’s seat of a conversion van on the shoulder and sighed with relief. So far so good. Damien opened the side door and they piled in.
The night slipped by outside the window as they made their way to 76, then south to 136, then a short jump east and they were on Brighton Road with the South Fork flowing somewhere in the dark out the passenger side windows until Jameth pulled off on a narrow lane, that was nothing more than tire tracks cut through the dirt and grass, and turned off the lights and engine.
Morgan sat forward and looked out the windshield at the black landscape beyond. “Are we here?”
“Almost,” Lucian said as he opened the side doors. “We need to be on the other side, but there’s a golf course between Riverdale Road and the South Fork over there. So we stop here and fly over the river. Not much point in hiding now.”
Ignoring the sudden, nervous flutters in her stomach, Morgan stepped out of the van with Lucy on her heels. This was it. Pulling a cigarette from the pack, she lit one and took slow deep drags as she worked to steady her nerves. It wasn’t that she was afraid, she was tired enough of it all that she just wanted it to be over. It was more a nagging worry that she wouldn’t be strong enough.
When she ground out the butt, Lucian took her in his arms and then they were airborne. It was only a short jump and all too soon he set her down. Though it was night, and looked completely different than it had two lives ago, Morgan sensed an immediate familiarity with this side of the river. She’d never seen it in this life and still, she knew this soil, felt a kinship with the flow of the water.
Turning, Morgan sought what she knew was near the bend in the river. What anybody with the right kind of sight could see, what many had foolishly searched for because of an urban legend, most of whom were lucky enough to have never found it.
A massive doorway stood right on the water’s edge, cloaked in darkness and veiled in fiery shadows. A door of shimmering light lay crumpled and smashed, barely hanging on. Malevolence oozed from the space beyond the door, it creeped across the ground and filled the air like a physical presence.
Standing chained to one side of the door, dressed in white and silently weeping, was the translucent form of Nany-hi, the woman who had been Morgan’s mother in another lifetime. With her hands clasped tight in front of her, Nany-hi’s tear-soaked eyes refused to meet Morgan’s gaze.
Morgan hitched in a breath, feeling alone in the dark with this woman even as she sensed Lucian landing again with Lucy, felt the rush of wind as the others touched down. This woman had set everything in motion. Had killed her own dark angel in her quest for revenge. Had condemned Morgan to living without her parents in this life. Had, for all intents and purposes, caused Jake’s death.
Tearing her eyes away from Nany-hi, Morgan dropped the backpack on the ground, yanked open the zipper and pulled out the locket.
Sarah appeared at her side with the assorted ingredients they needed in her hand. “We must work quickly. Pull on your power and raise your circle around the doorway.”
Nodding, Morgan opened herself to the power and threw a large circle around the doorway. Good thing anyone who decided to spy on the river with night vision goggles in the middle of the night would see nothing other than a bunch of people wandering around, or rather just three women. With their wings out, the dark angels would be difficult to impossible for any normal human to see.
Sarah carefully placed the sprigs of cedar to the north. Spruce was laid to the west, pine to the east. When she placed the holly to the south, two lines appeared, crossing each other at right angles at the edge of the circle, right where Morgan would stand. Between the cedar to the north and the edge of the water, Sarah carefully set seven owl feathers to represent above. Without needing any direction, Lucy moved to stand opposite the feathers, representing below.
As soon as Lucy was in place, a fine web of interconnecting light wove through it all, linking it all together, making it all one. Morgan couldn’t appreciate the beautiful display spread out before her. Lifting the necklace by the chain, she stared at the locket as it slowly spun.
“Morgan?”
She turned to find Lucian there with a worried expression. Morgan cocked a grin at him. “Don’t worry Lucian, I got this.”
He nodded. “Concentrate on the Kalona. We’ll keep everything else away.”
“Everything else…” Morgan’s voice trailed away as she realized her demon radar had been going crazy for a reason. It wasn’t because she stood before a gateway to the Underworld. On the far side of the river, led by the hounds, a seething mass of demons charged toward them. With jerky movements and inhuman speed, the lowest level demons moved ahead of the hounds and leapt across the river.
Her hands shaking, Morgan pulled the necklace over her head. The locket came to rest just above her breasts. Intense cold swept through her chest. Gasping, Morgan staggered to where the four directions connected and fell to her knees under the crushing weight against her heart.
No more than fifteen feet in front of her, the shimmering door shuddered and fell aside and the fiery shadows around the doorway thickened as the Kalona stepped through and a smooth voice slid through the night like the softest silk. “You have finally come to me. Not the way I would have chosen, but here nonetheless.”



 



FROM WHERE SHE knelt on the ground, Morgan looked up at the Kalona. As tall as the dark angels and beautiful beyond description, he stood smiling down at her, the cold depth of his black eyes shadowed with sadness.
Morgan fought against the heavy, icy pain clamped around her chest and struggled to place this demon. He was not as she had read at all. No, staring into the face that artists would want to carve into the statue of a god, it was clear that the Kalona was far more terrible than anyone had ever dreamed except perhaps those that had actually seen him.
The Kalona walked toward her, his gait smooth until he was brought up short a mere foot from her. A slight frown marred his gorgeous face as he glanced down at his ankle. Following his gaze, Morgan saw the thin, glowing strand that tied him like a leash to the gate. When she looked back at his face, the frown was gone and his black eyes gazed into hers.
With the fluid grace of a dancer, he knelt on one knee in front of Morgan and placed a hand on her chest. As the pain ebbed, her mind finally registered the vicious battle going on around her. Even with the cries and screeches filling her ears, she couldn’t pull her attention away from the Adonis in front of her as her brain tried to combine the beautiful man before her with the demon of legend.
When the last shred of pain had left her chest, the Kalona pulled his hand back and smiled. “That is better now, is it not?”
Morgan rubbed the spot over her heart. “What did you do?”
“I took away the ice that was surely killing you.”
Confused, she tried to read his expression and found it impossible. “Why?”
“Why not? Do I truly appear as the monster I have been painted, Inola?” He cocked his head to the side as he waited for her answer. “Deep in your heart you are already unsure of yourself, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to reach past your circle. Tell me, am I what you were expecting to encounter out here?”
It was an answer she was having trouble coming up with. Overwhelmed by his physical perfection, the hypnotic voice, the strange kindness, everything jumbled in confusion. Then Jake’s face surfaced in her mind and she closed her eyes to shut out the sight of the demon. That was how she needed to think of him, a demon. Not a man. “You killed Jake, why show kindness now?”
“My little black fox, I certainly did not kill Jake. A most unfortunate misunderstanding that was.” The Kalona rested his hand on her shoulder. “When my servant encountered you in that alley, and your Jake interrupted your conversation, my servant could have ended Jake then. He did not because I did not wish to hurt you. Later, my…associates were merely to locate you, to convince you to speak with me before you made any hasty decisions. You were refusing to even give me a chance. I had no idea they would go so far.”
“They took his heart.” Morgan forced the words past her lips though it brought a different sort of ache to her chest to say them. “For someone so regretful of the misunderstanding, you certainly had no trouble consuming Jake’s heart.”
“No, Inola.” The Kalona’s warm hands cupped her face, his thumbs gently brushing the dampness on her cheeks from tears she hadn’t realized were falling. “I would never do such a thing. How could I take the heart of someone you care about and expect you to come to me?”
“I know you did.” Morgan opened her eyes, intending to glare at him, but finding the compassion in his face far more than she expected.
“Again, I am not the monster I have been painted.”
“Then why are your demons ravaging Denver? Why are you trying so hard to break free of this gateway?”
“My dear, do you know of someone who does not wish to be free? Free of the binds that hold them, free of the pain that drags them down, free of the fear that cages them?” His voice wove itself around her, urging her to believe him. “The demons ravaging Denver are not mine, they are the demons who will always be loose, no matter if this gateway closes or not. If I were free of my binds, however, I could control them. See that innocent people were never hurt.”
Morgan’s power wavered and the circle fell.
“And,” he continued as his hands moved to caress her neck, “if I was free, I could do so much for you. Jake may have been buried; however, he is not beyond my power. I still have his heart. I can give him back to you safe, sound, and whole. I could give protection like you’ve never known. I could wipe away the pain of your past, free you from the nightmares. You would never fear anything again. If only you would give me the chance to show you.”
“I…” Tears welled in Morgan’s eyes and spilled over, making his beautiful and earnest face waver. Jake…her very soul ached to see him again, to talk to him again.
“Please, Inola. Come to me, give me a chance.” He lowered his face until it was a mere breath away. “Press your lips to mine and give yourself to me. Let me protect you. Let me protect the innocent, let me give you what I feel in your heart.”
Confused and uncertain, Morgan stared into the black depths of his eyes. Searching for what she should do. The dark, fathomless pools of his eyes, combined with the persuasive, caressing, hypnotic character of his voice to create a confusing fog in her mind. Morgan pulled her gaze away and it fell on the woman in the white dress chained to the door. Horror painted Nany-hi’s expression as she strained at the chains and shook her head emphatically.
Slowly, the fog lifted enough for the cogs in Morgan’s brain to start turning again. This was how the Kalona had tricked Nany-hi. What she saw now was an illusion and he was every bit the monster the legend claimed him to be and more. The monster that had Jake’s heart ripped from his chest.
The thoughts raced through her mind in a split second, taking the confusion and fog with it. Morgan returned her gaze to the Kalona’s as she leaned toward him. A triumphant smile lit up his face. Then in a quick movement, Morgan reared back and smashed her forehead into his nose.
The Kalona fell back in surprise, a howl of rage ripping from his lips. The cold pain slammed into Morgan’s chest again as before her the illusion of the Kalona fell away. The beautiful man melted and stretched into a too thin, too tall version and a scattering of ratty, dark feathers broke through his now leathery skin. His Adonis worthy face pulled and elongated until his nose and mouth took on a beak-like look. His fingers, so gentle before, transformed into the long black talons from her memory.
Gasping around the pain crushing her chest, Morgan grabbed the locket in her hands, pulled on her power until it crackled through her veins, and fed it to the seal holding the locket shut. An explosion of sparks knocked both Morgan and the demon backward and away from each other. Morgan hit the ground on her back as the locket burst open and the cougar claw fell into her hand.
Grounded by ancient, Cherokee magic, the agony trying to stop her heart fled. Morgan scrambled to her feet as power rushed forward in a tidal wave and, somewhere beyond the night, another demon let loose a cry of triumph. Morgan threw a new circle under the Kalona. The wall of golden light glowed strong as it rose around him.
Shrieking in fury with the sound of distorted raven calls, the Kalona ripped and tore at the wall with his talons. Now that she’d faced him and rejected him, he could no longer reach her beyond the circle. Morgan’s wall shuddered and each rake of the claw slammed through her power and into her body. Morgan pulled more power, if she was strong enough for this; it was only going to be barely.
Through gritted teeth, Morgan began reciting the words that would banish the Kalona. “I banish thee, Kalona. I banish thee back to the pit from which you came. I banish thee from this plane. I banish thee from the world of the living. I banish thee.”
White light arced from the seven sacred directions and slammed into the opening to the Underworld. The shadowy fire of the gate reached out and latched onto the Kalona. His screams rent the air, tearing at her eardrums as he was dragged back toward the doorway and into the dark abyss beyond. He fought, clawing up the ground as he was pulled through the doorway until, at the last moment, he gave up and instead his claws flashed out and grabbed the ghostly form of Nany-hi.
Her high, thin scream lifted into the air and then she was gone along with the Kalona.
Morgan swayed as she stared at the dark, gaping doorway.
And then Lucian was there, his strong arms pulling her back against his chest and supporting her, his urgent voice in her ear, “You have to close it, Morgan. Don’t let go until the doorway is closed.”
Trembling with icy fire of the power racing through her veins, Morgan struggled to hold it at recoverable level. “I don’t think…” her teeth chattered with the cold, “…I can.”
Lucian’s arms tightened around her. “Yes, you can, you got this. I’m right here with you. You do what you have to. I won’t let it sweep you away.”
Giving a jerky nod, Morgan grabbed the crumbled door and began the work to recreate it. Power swelled and raged through her as tears for Nany-hi coursed down her face. There had been no way to save her first mother’s spirit. All she could do now was close up the gateway.
With the door repaired, Morgan put everything she had into it until it finally closed and sealed shut. The shadow flames flickered and went out. The outline of the door glowed bright white and the whole thing collapsed and was gone.
The cougar claw disintegrated in her hand and the vice came back to fight the beating of her heart.
“Pull your power in now, a little at a time,” Lucian said, his voice low.
Ignoring the stuttering in her chest, tuning out the continued sounds of lower and mid-level demons being banished and the snarls of Lucy ripping through yet more demons, Morgan focused on Lucian’s voice and only his voice until she could finally release her power. Sagging, Morgan’s body went limp. Lucian didn’t loosen his grip.
Through suddenly heavy lids, she watched as the hounds, or what was left of the pack, turned away from the fight and melted into the shadows. Sarah circled a large swath of mid-level demons. The frozen brand that was the locket pressed down on Morgan’s heart and her breath wheezed. Lucian said something anxiously, but Morgan couldn’t make it out.
A little farther away, Isobel took in the rest of the mid-levels and two upper-level demons. The combined cries from all of the demons as they were sent back to Underworld filled the night. Damien and Jameth were glowing blurs as they removed the remaining lower-level demons.
Lucian’s hand was at her neck, grabbing the chain and ripping the locket away. And then there was silence in the night and in her chest. The world went dark.



 



MORGAN STOOD IN the swirl of white light and squinted into the brightness. It was peaceful here, the silence pleasant rather than heavy. The air weightless and warm. And best of all, safe. She had never felt as safe as she did in that moment. The sense of the Higher Powers filled her, not their direct presence, but they were around and Morgan knew where she was.
The light dimmed a fraction, enough that she didn’t have to squint and a smile broke across her face as the person she had so desperately wanted to see, the one she’d almost thrown the world to the wind for, stood in front of her.
“Heya, Morgs.”
She threw herself into his embrace with a something between a laugh and a sob. Jake stroked her hair and chuckled. “You’ve changed. You didn’t used to be so demonstrative.”
“I learned holding back only deprives people of things like this.” Her arms loosened and she stepped back, a ripple of unease sliding across the perfect moment. “Wait, you’re…am I… Oh, no.”
Jake placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, “It’s okay, Morgs. I’m dead, but you aren’t. I’ve just been hanging around here waiting.”
“Waiting for what?”
“You.” He grinned and she noticed for the first time that his hair wasn’t scraggly and his face didn’t hold the sorrow or scars it once had. His gray eyes sparkled with a relaxed openness she’d never seen in them. “They told me you might pass through here and offered to let me wait. I can’t stay long; I’ve been waiting longer than I should.”
“I’m just glad to see you at all.” Morgan ran her fingers through her hair and smoothed her clothes, mainly to check if she was all there rather than because she was worried about how she looked. “If I’m not dead, then why am I here?”
“You kinda died from what I heard,” Jake said as if it was no big deal. “When you get back, have Lucian or Damien take that locket and drop it in a volcano or something.”
“The locket? Why? The Kalona is gone.”
“They said it’s connected to his power and that’s why you’re here. The power that’s linked to the locket was stopping your heart. As long as you were grounded by the Cherokee magic, it couldn’t touch you. Once that cougar claw was destroyed by so much power flowing through it to close the doorway, you weren’t grounded anymore and, well,” he motioned toward her, “here you are.”
“But I’m not dead?”
“Nah, Lucian started CPR while Damien started the request to heal you. Then Lucy came over and practically sat on you while glowing white and your heart started again. You’ll be waking up in a little while and I have to go soon.” Jake ran a hand through his still long hair. “I tell you what, it’s been frustrating as hell to watch all of this and not be able to help. Some weird shit, too. I never really thought, wasn’t sure…guess it’s all good now.”
Morgan couldn’t stop the tears from rising, she wasn’t ready to wake up, to say goodbye again. “I have so much to tell you; so much I should have trusted you with a long time ago.”
Jake held up a hand to stop her. “Tell me about it when you see me again.”
“When I see you again?” What did that mean?
“You didn’t think the Higher Powers would let me wait here for you if we were never going to see each other again.” He leaned close and kissed her on the forehead before stepping back. “Not all souls who return are channels or dark angels, and not all souls who follow each other are sodales in aeternum.”
“Wait!” Morgan called as he turned and walked away and the light brightened.



Morgan woke slowly and in too much comfort. Damn it, she was in bed again. Her eyes opened to the familiar room in Lucian’s house and the tiny Rainbow Dash sitting on the nightstand next to Jake’s flag, now encased in a flag display box. Love filled her heart until it burned her eyes and a tear trickled onto her nose.
Lucian’s fingers trailed over the side of her face and she rolled to face him. His eyes searched hers. “You okay?”
Nodding, she buried her face against his chest. “I love you. No, that doesn’t seem enough. I wish I could say it better or express it better.”
He pulled her into an embrace. “I wish I could do the same.”
“You do with every action.” Wriggling free of his arms, she sat up and wiped her face. “We did it.”
Lucy, lying at the foot of the bed, scooched forward on her stomach until she was lying on Morgan’s feet. Morgan ran her hand over the dog’s fur, offering comfort and taking it at the same time.
“We did.” Lucian too sat up and scratched the dog. “Unfortunately, we did all of it.”
“Pandora’s loose.” Morgan couldn’t find it in herself to be afraid. Too much had happened. Pandora was another challenge, one that would be dealt with in the future. For now, there was something else she needed to do. “I need to see Tara.”
Lucian crooked a grin. “I figured you would. At least give yourself a few days to recover.”
“Recover?” Morgan absently rubbed her chest, her memory of meeting Jake vivid in her mind. “The locket stopped my heart.”
“Yes.” Lucian tried to keep the strain out of his voice. It wasn’t easy. Morgan’s heart stopping as he held her, the image of her lying lifeless on the ground would haunt him for the rest of his lives. “Lucy was faster than all of us.”
Morgan smiled at Lucy, again thankful for the dog’s presence in her life. Leaning into Lucian, she asked, “Where is the locket?”
“Hidden away in a safety deposit box held for one of the dark angel accounts. No one can stumble across it.”
“A safety deposit box?” Morgan raised an eyebrow.
“We keep them for relics that have been found. The locket resides next to a vial that still holds a few drops of a saint’s blood and a few other items.”
With the knowledge of the locket’s secure location, her mind turned to other things. “Is everyone else okay?”
“Only minor injuries. Sarah and Jameth have already headed home. Damien and Isobel plan to come by later after you’ve had a chance to wake up and have something to eat. Speaking of which,” he flipped the covers back, “Breakfast awaits you. A plethora of fast food covers the table.”
Suddenly aware of how ravenous she was, Morgan climbed from the bed. Her legs felt weak as she pulled on a pair of jeans, tucked the pony in the front pocket, then grabbed her cigarettes off the dresser. A last look at Jake’s flag and then she followed Lucian downstairs with her stomach rumbling.



 



RETURNING FROM A walk, Morgan passed her new suburban sitting in the driveway on her way to the porch. The other one hadn’t survived the demon encounter and had been totaled by the insurance company. Lucian had replaced it with an exact replica.
She pushed open the front door and strode into the living room as Lucy brushed past her to sniff search the house for anything unusual. Smiling at the dog, Morgan walked into the kitchen and laid the leash she carried just in case anyone complained on the counter. On the refrigerator door was a note from Lucian telling her he’d gone out and would be back soon. Reaching in the fridge, she took out a bottle of water and chugged half of it down.
After opening the sliding door, she stepped outside and lit a cigarette as Lucy went to lay in the shade. She would need to pack soon. In a week, they would be going to visit Tara. The wait was almost unbearable, but her sister’s adoptive father had been sick and Tara hadn’t wanted company until he was better. Though they had spoken on the phone several times in the two weeks since the gateway was closed, Tara still wouldn’t answer Morgan’s questions about why Jax had been in her dreams.
Sighing, she sat in one of the patio chairs, her eyes on the house. It was hard to believe that when she’d first came to this place, she’d felt trapped by it. Now it felt like home, like she could easily stay here. Well, mostly.
“Morgan?” Lucian called from inside the house.
Morgan stood and peered through the open door of the house. “Out here. I just got back from my walk.”
Lucian set a couple of things on the dining table then walked out to the patio. He ran a hand through his nearly shoulder length hair and Morgan frowned. Why did he seem nervous? Lucian sighed as if making up his mind about something. “Can we talk?”
“Sure.” Uh oh, a ‘can we talk’ moment. Those didn’t usually end well. Too many years of rejection made nerves twist knots in Morgan’s stomach. She still struggled with the idea that she was loved, it was hard to wrap her mind around it.
“I wanted to ask you something, to do something for you, but I don’t know how you’d feel about it.”
Surprised at the direction he’d taken the conversation, Morgan said, “I don’t know how I’ll feel about it either if I don’t know what it is.”
Chuckling he nodded. “Right. I know you don’t like being tied down or feeling trapped, so if this isn’t something you want, just say so. No hurt feelings okay?”
“Okay.” She drew the word out.
“I want to put your name on the house.” He held up his hands as if to stop a protest. “It doesn’t mean you’re stuck here or that it can’t be sold if you want to move. I thought maybe it would feel more like yours, like home, if your name was on it.”
Taken aback, Morgan had to unscramble her thoughts before she could answer. “Wait a minute; you want to put me on the house? It would be mine? Really mine. If something happened to you, no one would come and take the house away?”
“Not yours so much as ours. And yes, if something happened to me, it would still be yours for as long as you want it.” He looked hopeful. “So is that a yes?”
“Hell yes!” She threw her arms around him and practically danced them in a circle.
“Whenever you’re ready, the papers are on the table. All you have to do is sign them.”
With a squeal, Morgan ground out her half-smoked cigarette and ran into the house. A large manila envelope lay on the table, next to a stack of paperwork. Lucian sauntered into the house after her and held out a pen. With a huge grin plastered across her face, Morgan took it and started signing next to all of the tabbed areas.
She had Lucian, Lucy, a truck, and now officially, a home. It was more than she could have ever dreamed of and more than she ever thought she would ever have.



 
 



 
There is an urban legend surrounding Riverdale Road in Colorado. It’s sid that if you drive the road at night, it looks like there is blood smeared on the signs. That a lady in white walks the road and if you try to stop and help her she will walk up to your car and then disappear. That if you pull over and roll down your window you can hear a heart beating and the sound will eventually get so loud you can’t stand it. And it’s said there is a gateway to hell somewhere along the road. I took some of the elements from the urban legend and wove them into the story.
The road does run along the South Fork river and does follow what was once called the Cherokee trail. After being forced to Oklahoma, some of the Cherokee, along with some African Americans, and whites, did indeed follow this trail up the eastern side of the Rockies where they eventually turned west in search of gold. I added a train of wagons several years before any actually left for the purposes of this story.
The Kalona is indeed a demon of Cherokee legend. I used artistic license with this legend and wove it into the story. There are seven sacred directions to the Cherokee, and the symbols I used in the story are all important to the Cherokee. However, I used them to fit the needs of the story and in no way reflect their actual use or any kind of ceremony of the Cherokee Nation.
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