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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.”
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	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. At least, it might be the path. With the ground covered in almost 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. It was 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 collapsed slightly 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, it wasn’t needed, 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 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 spat 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, sending him crashing onto 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.

	Leaving the man lying there, she grabbed the coat and shook it off again before putting 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 farthest 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 veteran 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. Jake was a foster home lifer who’d 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 that 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 duffel 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 lie 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 who 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 it 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.
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	CHAPTER 2

	 

	After leaving the trash cans 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, which abruptly shifted 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 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 a 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 a 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 who 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 another 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 that 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 of 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, and 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.
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	CHAPTER 3

	 

	“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. 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. It 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, and the side roads were still clogged with snow, so 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 to 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 who 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 heavy snowfall 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 has 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 anyone 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. 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.”
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	CHAPTER 4

	 

	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 stood several stories high. 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 and 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 that ran between the buildings 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 smoke from the burn barrels and old industrial oil filled the room. 

	A couple of older guys nodded at her. Morgan only knew them through Jake. Like him, they were veterans 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 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 the 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 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 money or dis? Did oo obb sum on 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. Two guys came in 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 who 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 he did. 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 it 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 veterans he was friends with. 

	Listening to their conversation, Morgan was always amazed by 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 veterans, 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 duffel 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 duffel.

	“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 duffel. “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 of whiskey from his coat pocket and took a deep pull from it.

	Morgan didn’t comment. She knew he drank to smother the nightmares. If it wasn’t for the fact that 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 others 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, and 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 the 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, spat 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 into three little pieces. 

	“Shit.” She crawled past Jake’s sprawled form and pulled his pack of cigarettes from the duffel. “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. The 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 up.

	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 me to 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 duffel 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 so quickly. 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 experienced. 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 it so 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.
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	CHAPTER 5

	 

	Lucian sat at Isobel and Damien’s kitchen table two weeks after he arrived 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. 
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