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			Dedication

			
		
    When I was a freshman in college, I met a homeless man named Cooper. He was young, Black, and one-armed, a casualty of the Viet Nam war. He roamed around town, stealing from dumpsters. I ran into him when he was foraging for food and we formed a friendship. I took food from the dorms for him and gave him what money I could. He was addicted to painkillers, but I didn't know that. I was young and naïve and I didn't know then what war could do to someone.

I sat with him on the hot-air grates outside in the wintertime, the snow falling around us at night as he told me about Nam. I met his friends (other homeless people) and heard their stories. I lived in one world and they lived in another. Our tenuous friendship was a small intersection of those worlds.

I often walked alone at night to visit friends in their apartments. Cooper always followed me, a block behind me, making sure I got there safe. Winter moved into spring and I left campus for the summer. I changed colleges and didn't return in the fall. When I did go back to visit friends, I didn't see him. I asked around but no one knew what happened to him.

This book is for him and all the guardian angels I've known.

Thank you.
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Chapter One
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IT WAS AROUND FIVE o'clock on a beautiful October Midwest evening, crisp and clear with the sun getting ready to set. It was Thursday night, normally not a busy night for me. Weekends always seemed to be when we got the action. 

I was driving Little Greenie, my Fiat 500, waiting for a call from The Service. I sometimes drive a small car because (and don't tell Upper Management this) it spares me the nastier assignments like troll corralling and gremlin grabs. 

No way would I drive my BMW SUV on a nighttime tour of duty. Those guys can really stink up the interior of a car.

I also don't often get assigned the icky ones because I'm a less-than-beefy person. I was using the last body I had on earth, that of a fifty-six-year-old woman, five-feet tall and about one-ten if I don't hit the ice cream too much. I have thick and shaggy brown-white-gray hair, a somewhat largish nose, and steely blue eyes. 

Most people don't see the steel. All they see is a little old lady driving a cute little car.

Yeah. Right. 

Idiots.

I don't have a great deal of respect for mundanes, but the relationship between my people and them has always been problematic. Getting burned at the stake tends to make for bad vibes, if you know what I mean.

So, there I was, cruising around Neverland. That's not the real name, of course. It's a regular small city in the Midwest, but I won't tell you the name because then people might go there hoping to see goblin bashing and elf fights, and Lord knows, that town has enough problems as it is. 

Suffice it to say, it's a real place, with real people and streets. Only the names have been changed to protect the idiots, er, the innocents.

Glinda was on the switchboard that night. As Good Witches go, she's okay, but she's a stickler for the rules. My Trouble Tracker pinged, interrupting my iPod which was blasting Ain't Too Proud to Beg. I glanced at the map on the GPS display.

"Disturbance, intersection of Collins and Rock Street, at the park," Glinda said over the TT. "Intervention required."

I tapped the Call button on my steering wheel. "I'm in the area. I'll handle it."

"Negative, Celestine. This one isn't for you."

"I'm three blocks away," I lied. I was more like six blocks away, but there were no traffic lights, few cars, and I knew a shortcut. "I'll handle it."

"You couldn't handle that St. Bernard last week."

I banged my head on the steering wheel. Gently. Because I drive a small car, I usually was assigned animal rescues or small child stakeouts to keep the kiddos safe from pervs. "I have a Fiat 500," I explained patiently. "The dog and his owner took up every inch of space, but I managed."

"Barely."

"Okay, it was tricky, but I did it."

"This one is tough. Really tough. The client says he's under attack."

I checked the map which displayed not only the roads, but basic information about the client. "It's a man," I said. "I can handle a man. I'm the only one near him."

"This isn't your normal pickup," Glinda insisted.

I sighed loudly enough for her to hear. "I'm a dead witch driving for a heavenly Uber service. Are any pickups normal?" I goosed my speed up to 50 which was pushing it in a 40 zone. But this stretch of road was seldom patrolled and the other cars on the road were speeding, too. Better to be one of the crowd.

"He summoned us. It's not your normal client."

"A Summoner? What kind?" Usually I was dispatched when one of the spotters decided I was needed. A Summoner was unusual. A Summoner was somebody who knew about the Service and specifically requested our help. 

"I don't know what kind." Glinda sounded peeved, which was a change from her usual saccharine sweetness. "The message came to us from Michael, so I assume it's something he doesn't want to handle." She sniffed disdainfully.

Ooh, now I know why she sounded pissed off. There was a subtle jockeying for position between the self-described 'real' angels and those of us who came into the ranks the hard way, usually through horrible death or dismemberment. 

Glinda was about as high up as you could get in the hard-way hierarchy. To have an archangel dictate to her was a real metaphorical slap in the face. When archangels called on us for help, it was usually to do something beneath their dignity.

"I'm sure A.M. relayed the message in his usual amiable, team-building sort of way." I gunned the engine when the signal ahead changed from green to yellow. "What does he need me to do? Clean up his pixie dust?"

Glinda giggled, that high-pitched chuckle only she could pull off. I admit, it was charming in a snort-inducing way. "Indeed, he did relay it in his inimitable fashion," she said. "Dispatch someone immediately to meet a client. Code Black. Do you understand?" She spoke in a credible facsimile of Michael's snooty British voice, breathy and whiney.

Code Black. Holy poop, that was our second-highest priority after Code Red, which was drop everything and get everybody out of bed and on the deck. Code Black was anything might happen so be ready to rumble. Code Yellow was break a few laws if you need to and Code Green was urgent but discreet. 

Luckily, I got few Code Greens. Discretion was not my strong suit.

That, of course, was my interpretation of the rules which were laid out in mind-numbing detail in The Book. I hadn't been involved in a Code Black before, at least not directly. I induced a couple of them, but that's a story for another time.

"Is he in the park or near the road?" I risked a glance at my TT, where the client's avatar, the stick figure of a man, was displayed. Noel Park was coming up fast, straight ahead on my right.

"In the park. I'm not sure you're the best person for this, Celestine."

I wedged my car into the turn lane in front of a monster-big blue SUV, which honked at me. I waved an acknowledgement, probably annoying the jerk driver even more than my cutting in line did. 

"Is he in the park near the road or deeper inside the park? I can't tell from the TT."

"He's inside the park. But you shouldn't handle this one. It might be bad."

"Bad, schmad," I muttered. I made the turn, slowing only slightly. The monster SUV tailgating me had to brake hard to follow. Consequently I pulled ahead of him to dart downhill. 

I made the left turn into the park and came immediately to a fork in the road. "Which way, Glinda?"

"Left. He's near the equipment sheds. I still say you shouldn't be there, Celestine. This might be out of your league."

"Too late now." I sped past the parking lot and made a precipitous turn onto the narrow road into the park.

"I'm sending Rodrigo for backup."

"Hand to God, Glinda, if you send that pirate to help me, I'll blast you into the great beyond."

"But—"

I switched off the TT. Better to ask forgiveness than permission. I peered ahead through the dense trees lining the narrow road. Noel Park was an oasis in the middle of town with forty acres of picnic areas and flower beds scattered among dense groves of trees. 

The park road wound through the park, the setting sun behind me casting murky shadows on everything.

I rounded a bend and saw him on my left. A man was crouched behind a stack of picnic benches gathered together about a dozen yards off the road on a gravel path leading to a utility shed. The maintenance staff had probably rounded up the tables, getting the park ready for partial slumber in the upcoming winter.

The client wore a dark jacket and jeans, which was all I could see of him from this angle. I pulled the Fiat onto the gravel and he glanced back when he heard the tires. I almost crashed the car. 

The guy was the spitting image of Harrison Ford like he appeared in Air Force One. Thick dark hair salted with white that was parted on the side, a craggy face, and straight eyebrows over wide dark eyes that seemed to be lasering into mine.

He straightened, gesturing frantically at me to back up, to get away. That's when I saw the gun in his hand. I looked beyond him to the trees in the distance and spied two men, hunkered and aiming at him.

"Come on!" Then I realized the windows were closed. "Shit," I muttered, fumbling for the switch.

The guy gestured again then must have decided I was dense and didn't get the message. He raced toward me, his dark jacket flapping. "Get back!" he called. "Get out of here!"

"Get in," I yelled. "I'm with the Service."

He stopped in his tracks, his face blank with confusion. "They sent a mini-car? I told them I needed backup."

"Get in the fucking car!" I shouted. "Now!"

He looked at me, the car, then at the men emerging from their hiding places behind the trees. 

"Now!" I yelled again.

He grabbed the handle of the passenger door and fell into the car, jamming a soft-sided bag into the back. I had us moving before he was fully inside. 

The advantage of a tiny car is the turning radius. We whipped into a circle and headed back the way we came within a few seconds.

He leaned out the window, aiming behind us. "Quit it," I said, focusing on the road. "I'll handle it."

He shot me a disbelieving look. "You and who else?"

I looked in the rear-view mirror. One of the men stood in the middle of the road. The other sprinted off behind him, most likely to an unseen car. "Who are they?"

"Just get me away from here and let me out." He twisted so he was more or less in the car. I revised my earlier estimate of his size. He was broad-shouldered enough that he filled the front seat and infringed on my driving space.

"Who are they?" I drove toward the entrance but instead of leaving by the route I took into the area, I proceeded straight on a road that meandered through the park and finished south of it.

"Where are you going? Let me out. You shouldn't be involved in this." He checked his gun while he spoke, taking a clip from his shirt pocket and inserting the fresh magazine into the chamber.

"Third time's the charm," I said through gritted teeth. "Who are they? Should I kill them or detain them? What's the threat level to civilians?"

He finally faced me. His eyes were more gold than brown, a mixture that glowed in the sunlight angling into the car. "Who are you?"

"I was sent by the Service. I can handle them. I need to know their threat level." I was pleased with my calm voice. He was a Summoner, which meant he understood the Service and how we worked. I wasn't sure how much he knew, but he had to know the basic rules, at least.

"They'll kill anyone in their way." He twisted in the seat, trying to see through the back window. "This car is too small."

"Sorry. I don't often pick up Godzilla. I usually get kids and puppies." I made a sharp left turn onto another road that would take us further into the park before coming to the southeast side. "Hang on." 

I drove as fast as I dared, sending out a mental signal to any creature to clear the road. There were few humans at this hour in the park, but deer were a real concern.

I spied the turn-off ahead. I made a left, going up the short gravel lane to the picnic shelter on top of the hill. It overlooked the small waterfall splashing into the stream that trickled through the park. 

I angled the car behind the building, shut off the motor, and was out of my door before he knew what I was doing.

"Get back in the car!" He struggled to get out, flailing around for the door latch.

I ignored him and focused on the paved road below me, the one we recently traveled. I raised my hands, palms up and level with my heart. I wore an oversized flannel shirt over a T-shirt and jeans, but despite my layers the air chilled me. 

I turned so the setting sun was warm on my face then I sensed a breeze through the trees around me. I closed my eyes and drank in the aroma of earth and drying leaves. I heard the water splashing behind me, soothing and soft.

"Earth, air, fire, and water," I murmured, gathering my power. I sensed the client behind me, but I pushed thoughts of him aside and allowed my mind to rove. I found the deer hiding in the woods nearby. Birds, insects, mice, small predators and prey: they knew I was here and watched me. 

So-called dumb creatures understood all too well what humans could do, but I wasn't quite human. They waited to decide whether I was a threat or could be ignored.

Then I sensed humans. Bicyclists were wending their way into the city park on my left, using the scenic, twisting road through the fall foliage. They would be approaching us in a few minutes.

I cast about and sensed the car coming towards us. "Come to me," I murmured, raising my arms until I held them in a goalpost position, palms facing outward. "Come."

I felt it, the dark miasma of hatred and anger pulsing on the road. I saw the car in my mind's eye, a beacon of ugliness and chaos. The two bicyclists weren't far away now. 

If I could get them in place—I gathered the air, then flicked my right hand. The car below us sped up, accelerating around the blind turn. 

At the same time, I gently moved my left hand, gathering moisture from the nearby stream. I tossed it outward, laying a sheen of water on the roadway directly in front of the bikers. They came around their corner and slid, skidding on the road.

The driver of the car spun the wheel, trying to avoid a collision with the bikers, who wobbled and slid on the slick roadway. I kept pressure on the steering wheel, forcing the car to the left. 

It hit, head-on, with the lamppost at the bottom of the small lane below us. The two bikers were sprawled in the ditch on the opposite side of the road, tossed off their bicycles which rested nearby, wheels still spinning.

I lowered my arms. "An unfortunate accident. The car was speeding, going way too fast. It's lucky those bikers were able to get out of the way in time." I finally opened my eyes and looked at my companion. 

He was next to me, staring at the ruined car below. There was enough daylight left for me to the symbol branded on his forehead, a symbol only a few creatures could see.

Oh, shit. They sent me to pick up a demon.
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"YOU'RE A WITCH," HE said.

"Yep. I sure was."

He looked me up and down in one sweeping gaze. "I've never met one of you before."

"We're rare."

"Yeah. I can see that. What's your specialty?"

"It varies."

"I thought you each had a specialty. You know, some of you use water and some use air and stuff like that."

"And some of us use anything. It's difficult to explain." I strode back to the car. "Let's go before they send someone else. We need to get away from here." I didn't look to see if he was following. Where else would he go?

I dropped into the driver's seat and started the car. My iPod sprang to life, playing Elton John's Sartorial Eloquence. The song didn't match my mood, so I fast-forwarded to Take a Walk on the Wild Side by Lou Reed. That was more like it.

The client slid into the passenger seat, leaning toward me to fumble with his seat belt. Now that he was closer, I saw he had a neatly trimmed goatee and mustache, a mixture of short gray and white hair that framed his mouth. I normally don't care for hirsute men, but it was okay.

"I have the belts disabled. This car has more airbags than a zebra has stripes. I'm not worried about accidents." I put the car into gear and headed for the gravel lane. 

Instead of going back downhill, I followed the road encircling the top so we could leave the area from a different direction. "Why were they after you?"

"It's a long story."

"I'm sure it is."

"No offense, but I think I need someone with more in their skill set than a few spells and incantations."

"No offense but I take offense at that." I kept my eyes straight ahead, but I saw his grin in my peripheral vision. "Let's go somewhere to talk. Then I can decide whether to offload you onto someone else."

"I don't think that's your call to make."

"You're damn right it's my call to make. I'm driving the car." I sighed. "Here. Be useful. Put a nickel in the cup."  I handed him my four-barrel metal coin dispenser which I kept near my feet on the floor.

"What?"

"A nickel. Five cents. Put it in the cup." I pointed to the paper cup in the holder near his knee.

"Why am I putting a nickel in the cup?"

"Because every time I swear, I put money in the cup."

"Why?"

"It's a deal I worked out with—" I pursed my lips. "I'm trying to quit using bad language."

He obligingly ratcheted a nickel from the holder and dropped it in the cup. I drove past two more picnic shelters then onto one of the main roads through the park. "Put another thirty-five cents in the cup," I said.

"Why?"

"For the shit and the fuck I said earlier."

"This could get expensive."

"No sh—No kidding." I checked around us. We appeared to be the only people on the paved road. "Hang on." I stopped the car, gathered my focus, and shifted us two blocks to the east, to the empty parking lot near the swimming pool. 

I turned to him, secretly pleased at the shocked look I glimpsed before he hid it behind a grumpy frown. "Talk. What's this about?"

"I think you need to hand me off to someone else."

"Look, despite my girly façade and youthful appearance, I'm a professional. I've been doing this for a while. In fact, I've been doing it since we used a Model T. Talk about a small car. You should have tried one of those. Anyway, I've managed many clients and I have a pretty good track record. What's going on?"

He stared out his window so the only thing I saw was the hard lines of his profile. His amber eyes glowed with an inner fire, which I suppose wasn't too odd given that he was a demon. I wondered what kind he was. They had their hierarchy the same way we had ours.

"They're after my child," he finally said in a rough voice.

I gave him my best who are you kidding? look.

"A child. An innocent." His hands, resting on his knees, flexed.

"A spawn of Satan," I muttered.

He regarded me with haughty disdain. "We aren't all like the boss."

"Yeah, right."

"Are you like your boss?"

Okay. Good point, damn him. Oh, wait. He was already damned. I considered what to do with him. My Truthometer, that gut instinct of mine, said he was okay, but he was a demon. I had run-ins with demons in the past and some ugly memories.

"I didn't know demons had kids. Did you have it in the usual way?"

"None of your damn business."

My, my. Testy. "Did it run away?"

"Her," he snapped.

"Okay, did she run away? How old is she?" He glared stonily through the window. One of his fingers tapped an angry rhythm on the knee of his jeans. His shoulders were so rigid I thought they might break. "Well?" I prompted.

"She's nearly twenty."

I revised my image of a lost and frightened toddler, although given his age, I should've known better. I suppose it was possible he had a young trophy woman and a second-childhood child, but he apparently hadn't gone down that road. 

"She's not a child, then," I said.

"She's a confused young adult." He bit the words off and flung them at me like little bullets.

Okay. I could relate to that. I knew a few screwed-up young professionals. I could well imagine one running away and totally messing up her life. "Where is she? Why are they chasing her?"

"It's complicated."

I suddenly had a miraculous idea. "Wait a minute. Is this a redemption? Ooh, is it?" I was so excited I began to bounce on the seat. "I've never been involved in a redemption before. It is, isn't it?" 

I darted quick glances at his profile. His resemblance to Harrison Ford didn't withstand scrutiny up-close, but the overall impression was still there. He wasn't handsome in the Rob Lowe-pretty way, but more of a Liam Neeson-creased way with a slightly hooked nose, harsh lines around his mouth, gray hair cut short, showing a receding hairline. 

I can appreciate the young and the handsome but give me a man with some mileage any day.

I found his appearance odd. Most demons I encountered were studly young guys. From what I knew, they got to choose their persona, the same way we chose ours. If he chose his, it was an interesting choice. I chose mine because it was simple to maintain and allowed me to travel unnoticed in the world. I know some angels who went for the femme fatale look and regretted it, big time.

He looked to his left and saw me watching him. "What?"

"Well? Is it? A redemption? I've heard about them. They're hard to get, aren't they?"

"Quit sounding so excited. This is my life." I gave him my give me a break look. "Well, you know what I mean." He leaned forward. "I need to find a place to hole up and make plans. I'm sure she's in town. I need to find her."

That was the first thing he said that made sense. I put the car into gear and we moved forward. Lou Reed left my playlist and Bruce Springsteen took his place singing, appropriately enough, Devils and Dust. 

"I can take you to a safe house," I said. "We have them all around town."

"No. They know about your houses."

I shrugged. "So they know about the houses? They won't break the truce."

"Don't be so sure about that," he muttered.

"Break the truce? Who are you, Satan's son? That's what it would take to break the truce." I glanced at him, but he ignored me, although I detected a twitchy muscle near his hairline. The guy was definitely wound up.

I left the parking lot and drove onto Collins Avenue, one of the busier boulevards in town. I headed east, toward the north side shopping district. I needed time to think. Sitting at a few traffic lights would give me the chance I needed. 

"Are you saying they'd try to grab you? Why? Why are they so determined to stop your redemption?"

"It's not mine," he said.

He spoke so softly I wasn't sure I heard right. "What?"

"It's not mine."

"Wait a minute." I pulled to a stop at a red light and faced him. He stared straight ahead, his jaw twitching. "Are they trying to stop your daughter's redemption?" 

He nodded once, his head jerking. 

"Holy Christ on a skateboard," I breathed.

He reached for my coin dispenser. "What's that one worth?"

I waved it away. "I have an exemption. He thinks it's funny."

"Huh. He has a good sense of humor." The guy sounded grudgingly admiring, as though it pained him to admit our Leader could be cool.

"Besides, you only get pinged when you invoke his name in vain. I have the feeling I may need his help on this one." 

I drove forward with the rest of the traffic, my mind in a whirl. A redemption was incredibly rare, a do-over if you will. His daughter must have been special to merit such a thing.

"Wait a minute," I said. "She's only nineteen. How long has she been a demon? Usually you can't get a redemption unless you've been in the game for a while."

"I'd rather not discuss it. The fewer people who know about it, the better."

Well, that shut me down, didn't it? We pulled to a halt at the next traffic light. I think he was uncomfortable about being so rude, because he asked, "What's your name?" like he wanted to make conversation.

Damn. This could be tricky. He might recognize me. It depended on where he was situated in his organization. "Teeny," I said.

He smirked. "Teeny?"

"It's a nickname." We can't lie but we can stretch the truth. "How did you get a redemption for your kid? Or did she do it for herself?'

"None of your business."

"People are shooting at me. It's my business."

He didn't answer, only sitting there like a big lump, his hands clenching and unclenching on his knees. I gave up trying to pry information about his kid out of him. "What about you? What's your name?"

"Grif."

"Grif? What's that, a nickname? An abbreviation? What's your real name? Griffen? Isn't that a half-dragon, half-man?"

"Yeah, so they say."

"Or maybe it's Grifter. You know, like a con man." I glanced at him. "Yeah, that might fit." My TT beeped at me from the dark display embedded in front of us. 

Damn. It was probably Glinda, checking to make sure I was okay. I should have reported in, but things got moving so fast. 

"What's that?" Grif demanded.

"The Trouble Tracker. It's how I get my assignments." I veered into the turn lane, waving jauntily to the sedan behind me that honked angrily at my maneuver. 

I angled us into the parking lot next to the Big Blue Box Tech store. "I need to take this call. Hold on." 

I didn't give him a chance to argue. I parked the car and turned it off, effectively shutting off the TT. I didn't want him poking around with it while I was gone.

I jumped out and pulled my cell phone from my jeans jacket pocket, huddling into a surprisingly chilly breeze. "What?" I said into it.

"Where are you? What's going on? You were supposed to call in." Glinda sounded panicked, but she always sounded that way, so I didn't worry too much.

I moved away from the car, pacing in a small circle. "He's a demon," I whispered. "Did you know that?"

"What?" 

Her shout was so loud that a couple of people walking by paused to stare at me. I smiled. "She gets so excited," I said as I pressed the phone to my ear. "He's a demon," I hissed. "Somebody was shooting at him."

"That's—that's—" Words failed her.

"Look, I have to get more details from him. I'll call you once I know where to put him. We might go to safe house."

"You can't put a demon in a safe house! We put innocent people in our safe houses. We put children and women who are in danger in safe houses. You can't put a demon in a safe house." 

Her voice kept rising with each word until the final house came as a strangled scream.

I pulled the phone away from my face again. At this rate, I'd be deaf in a few minutes. "I'll figure something out. I'll call you." I disconnected and accessed our Glory Guard app, which we used to designate our status and check in with others. 

I set my status to I'm busy, don't bug me and disabled the location tracker. That might keep Glinda off my back for a while. 

I glanced through the GG newsfeed and saw a few posts from others who were on patrol. It looked like a somewhat busy night. Oh, well. I was off the street for the foreseeable future.

I shut off the phone and went back to the car, jamming the phone in my jacket pocket and dropping into the driver's seat. I turned on the car and my iPod obediently cycled to the next random song, Pink Floyd's Comfortably Numb. Oh, how I wished.

I angled the car toward the exit.  "Sorry about that. Where were we?" 

Grif was staring at the TT. "What is that?"

I looked at the display. Damn. I forgot it opened when I started the car. "I told you. It's a map and a GPS."

He tapped the screen.  "You said your name was Teeny."

"I said it was my nickname," I corrected.

"What's this?" He tapped the screen again.

"I told you. It's the Trouble Tracker." I glanced at the screen. There was my name, splashed on the TT above the map showing our location. "Oh."

"Pull over."

"What?"

"I'll find another ride."

"I can't pull over. Once you get in, I need to see you to your destination. It's the rules." 

That wasn't strictly true. I could turn him over to someone else if he specifically named an angel. He might not know that detail. Few people read the fine print. 

He peered through the front window. "There. That store. That's my destination."

"Seriously? Your destination is Hobby Lobby? You know, I don't see them welcoming a demon in the store. The place might go up in flames or people might start talking in tongues or something. They're serious about demons."

"Just pull over."

"Quit being so melodramatic."

"Melodramatic? You're—"

I slowed for the red light. "Yes. I'm Celestine Delgardio."

"The demon killer."

I shrugged. "That was a while ago. Now it's my turn to ask a question or two."

"I haven't asked any questions."

"No, you've been pushy and rude to the person who saved your ass from getting shot. How did you find us?"

"Us?"

"This. The car, the pickup, me."

"I knew about the Service."

"How?"

He sucked in a breath or maybe it was an exasperated sigh. "I haven't always been, well, you know."

I had a guess, but I wanted him to say it. "No, I don't know. What?"

"I haven't always been on this side." He looked away, his jaw flexing where he frowned. "I used to be one of you."

Holy poop. A fallen angel on a Redemption quest. Hot damn, I hit the jackpot tonight.
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Chapter Three
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"I WANT OUT OF THIS car, now." He reached for the door handle.

I accelerated and moved into the left lane. If he exited the car now, he'd be run over by a semi that was moving in. He knew it, too, because I saw him hesitate. "Cool your jets. You're over-reacting."

"Over-reacting? You've killed dozens of demons." My move-into-traffic tactic worked because he removed his hand from the door and shifted in his seat to face me.

"Past tense. Killed. I haven't killed one in, oh, five years." I glanced at him, not surprised to see a wary look on his face. "Besides, you're a client. I don't kill clients." 

"That's supposed to make me feel better?"

"And it wasn't dozens. Only a half-dozen." I considered it. "Or so."

"Let me go. I'll call for someone else." He pointed ahead to a seafood chain restaurant's parking lot. "There. You can pull over there and I'll get out." 

"Hey, this isn't a dating service. You can't pick and choose who you ride with. You don't just jump in and out of cars." 

Actually, he could choose his driver, but I was building up a head of steam and didn't want facts to get in my way. 

"I'm supposed to handle your case, so shut the fuck up and let me handle it." I slammed my palm against the steering wheel. "See what you did? That's a quarter."

He reached for the coin dispenser then straightened. "Wait a minute. How come you paid a nickel earlier?"

"It's a sliding scale. Some count more than others."

He dropped a quarter into the cup. "It's getting full."

"Yeah. It's been a bad week."

"Who decides what counts for what?"

"None of your business. How did you end up with the Other Guys?"

"None of your business."

Good. I was annoying him as much as he was annoying me. "I need more information."

"None of your business."

"Okay. Be that way." I drove around the small mall, using the slow-moving traffic to help me sort my thoughts. 

I needed to find a place where he and I could hole up and decide on a strategy. "Who's after you? Is it your gang or mine?"

"Mine." He eyes flickered over the exterior facings of the mall stores. "The town has changed a lot since I was here last."

"You were here before?"

"Yeah. I used to live here. That was a long time ago, though. I was recently in D.C. for a while, supporting our people in the House and the Senate."

I nodded, barely hearing him. I needed to find him a hidey hole.

"You have people there, too, don't you?" he asked.

"Sure. We have people in the oddest places." I considered and discarded the various houses in town that we used for transients. There was no way I could park a demon in one of those. 

No, he would have to come home with me. No one would look for a demon at an angel's house.

I remembered Hypnos. He hated demons. Well, I'd handle him. "If a safe house is out, then I know another place we can go."

He eyed me warily. "Where?"

"My place. We need someplace we can talk. How do you feel about cats?"

"Don't tell me. You're a crazy cat lady."

"Define crazy."

"More than one cat."

"Okay. I'm crazy. I have two. We can go there and decide on the next move. You said your daughter is in town. Did you see her? Did she get in touch with you?"

"My son told me she was here."

"A son? I didn't know—I mean, I thought you guys—you have a family? What about your wife? Where's she?"

"You ask a lot of questions."

I counted to five, struggling to hold on to my temper. When we passed the now-empty Sears store, I spied three teenagers loitering in the shadows of one of the doorways. I stopped the car and rolled down my window. "If you kids don't beat it, I'm calling the cops!" I yelled.

One of the two boys gave me the finger. But the girl looked sufficiently worried so I was sure they'd move off. 

"Who are you, the Juvie Patrol?" Grif asked.

"Dealers and pimps cruise around this mall, looking for kids to pick up." I drove off, glancing in the rear-view mirror. The kids were sauntering away from the defunct entrance, looking like it was their idea and not mine. 

I didn't care whose idea it was as long as they moved into a more traveled area. "Their best bet is to keep moving. If you've raised kids, you know they won't pay attention to an adult who tells them to be cautious."

"Do you have kids?" he asked.

The question caught me by surprise. For a minute I was breathless with remembered pain. My sweet little Robbie, torn away from me when I was accused. He watched while I was burned at the stake. "No," I whispered. "He died."

There was a long silence. "What about your husband?"

I clenched the steering wheel. I had a brief vision of John's face, frightened and apologetic and angry, all at once. 

He did what he did to save his own life and it didn't matter that it cost me mine. "He turned me in to the church inquisition."

More silence.

"It's tough," Grif finally said.

"What?"

"Life."

"Yeah," I said. "It is."

Another silence.

"So, what you're saying is the church killed you, but they made you an angel?"

"The church didn't make me an angel. Religion doesn't always reflect what Upper Management wants. We're agreed, then? You'll come to my house and we'll figure our next step from there?"

"I suppose so."

"Geez, don't sound so enthusiastic." I drove back to the main road. We weren't that far from my house, but traffic was heavy now with people leaving work, heading for restaurants, and going about their evening.

One thing was sure. I might need backup and I didn't want anybody from the Service involved. We had a definite pecking order and I was on a low rung. 

Somebody above me would be sure to snatch this guy away from me at the first chance. Like I said, he was the jackpot. I'm sure somebody else would be considered 'more suitable' to handle his case.

I eased the car into the lane to make a turn onto C Avenue and caught him shooting me little surreptitious glances. "What?" I demanded.

"I thought you'd be bigger."

I made a rude noise.

"No, seriously. You took out Azael."

I rolled my eyes. "Brain over brawn. He was big, stupid, and slow."

"And mean," he said in an aside.

"And mean," I agreed. "I used to leave you guys alone. When you picked on little kids, that's when I decided to whoop ass." I sighed. "A nickel."

He rattled the coin changer. "You're out of money."

I reached behind my seat and grabbed the canvas zip bag I stowed there. "Here. Be useful. Sort this."

He juggled the bag, almost dropping it on the floor. He whistled when he opened it. "Wow. You know how to save your coins."

"I get fifty bucks in change every week at the bank." I steered around a bicyclist going slow.

"How much do you have left over every week?"

"Not a lot." I turned onto Blair Lane. "It's a learning process. I guess I'm a slow learner."

"Why are you worried about cleaning up your language?"

"It seems like a good thing to do."

"Bullshit."

"That's a quarter." He reached into the bag of change, but I shook my head. "That's on you, buddy. You're not using my change for your swearing."

"I'll owe you."

"No kidding."

"So why are you trying to stop swearing?"

"None of your business." 

"Huh." He didn't press me and I was glad of it. I didn't feel like getting into a discussion about my aspirations.

We drove in silence for a time, traffic thinning around us while we drove away from the main streets and headed toward the country. 

In a town like Neverland, "country" was only a few blocks from anywhere, so it didn't take long for us to be driving past corn fields in various stages of harvest. 
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