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Prologue
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Once long ago there were people of the air; winged men and women who danced with the winds and worshiped the sun. A great tragedy occurred and they were wiped from the face of the Earth. No one knows exactly what happened, but there are legends of one cursed to never ending life, wingless and alone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter one
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The child I thought to help led me along the dark alleys between the tenements that somehow still stood after a century of weather and neglect. He was a bright eyed little fellow with a tangle of hair that I had no real idea what color it should be. He seemed to like to chatter so I walked at his side and hid my smile as he talked at me.

"My name doesn't matter, it never did. You can call me what you want. My friends, if I have any, call me Turtle. The cops call me a nuisance, my father; the bastard, called me his toy. My mother.... I can barely remember her. Can we talk about something else?" The boy skipped at my side and I smiled down at him. He was a bright little thing.

"And the Hunter? What does he do for you?"

"What? Oh him." He gave me a slow, sly smile. "He calls me his hound. Why hound you ask? Well I sniff out the bastards, the pimps and the creeps and I lead them back to him. Are you a creep?" He snorted and giggled for a long minutes before going on. "No, you're not a creep. You're one of the good'uns. The ones that try to help. He told me to watch for you."

I felt a gentle tap on the arm. "You want to know why? Because he approves of you, Lady Angel. He said any lady who cares enough to feed his little friends for free is a good 'un."

"I am no angel, little one, but I will do my best to help you and any of your friends who need a safe place to sleep." I paused for a second when I heard a step behind us. We had turned down one of the darker alleys and the walls seemed closer than I would have liked. I shuddered as a voice drifted out of the night air.

"Haven't you been told to stay off the streets, little rat? It is well past the bedtime for good little boys, but then you are not a good boy are you?"

The boy's head came up and around. He snarled a bit and pressed me back into the shadows. "Careful, pretty Angel. The Demons are hunting tonight and we don't want you to become a snack for the Dark ones."

I was a bit surprised. I had not realized that I was so cared for by the children of the streets. Okay, I admit I had made it a personal mission to try and care for the little ones. Not every kid living out there was a prostitute or junkie like many wanted to believe. I knew that many of them were throwaways. The kids that the world did not see at all. Ones that so many knew, if very wrongly, deserved to live the life of a creature lower than a stray dog. I was never one to believe that the street kids were less than human.

My name wasn't Angel. I never gave my name to anyone anymore. Once, I was known by a name that was well known by too many. Now I stayed away from those money hungry fools who believed that my voice was their ticket. I tried to earn my place in a personal heaven. No matter what the dirty kid standing so bravely before me thought, I was no angel.

It was with a shudder that I felt the passing of the creature the boy called Demon. The child was only so right in his naming. The feeling as we were passed was one of hellfire along my bones. The shadow paused, sniffing the air and turned its red eyes our way.

Now an ordinary person would have seen a well-dressed and handsome man standing there. He was tall, over six feet and oh so fashionably good looking. With a sweep of black hair and clean, clear skin, the thing could have passed as a movie star, but Turtle and I both knew better. The child from his street instincts, me from something I didn't want to let on about myself.

The handsome face split into a flash of white teeth. "And here I thought the night would be a waste, with only a little rat to sate my hunger." It stepped toward us. "A rare dish is set before me for the taking."

Turtle took a brave step forward. His voice was scared yet at the same time it was filled with courage rare. "You move on you. HE has his protection on Lady Angel."

A ring-bedecked hand gestured and Turtle flew across the alley to thud on the wall. "No one tells me what I can and cannot do, child." He stepped toward me and I shuddered. Once, I could have done something, but not anymore. That was too long in my past. His hand came up and brushed over my pale cheek. "Quite a lovely meal you will make." He licked his lips, raking my body with his eyes. "Lady Angel is it?"

"That isn't my name," I managed to get out.

The Demon smiled wider. He looked into my eyes and purred like some horrible cat. He knew! "Let's not quibble, dinner. Children do see so clearly at times don't they?" He slowly let the gloaming drop, his real face and form appearing. First the horns emerged, almost silly looking among the waves of black hair. The hair was real it seemed. The skin darkened a dozen shades, becoming blacker than the darkest of human skin tones. The eyes changed to the normal slit pupil demon shape as it reached a clawed hand to rake my cheek. I hissed, but still I couldn't move. It wasn't fear; it was the black evil that this monster radiated. It brought back memories best buried. It brought those claws to its mouth and licked away my blood. For a moment it closed its eyes and purred. "A fine wine indeed."

It tangled its claws in my one vanity; the thigh long silver hair that I could not hide with dye. It pulled me slowly forward, its fangs gapping as it prepared to sink them into my skin. I closed my eyes and shuddered, whispering a prayer to a being that no longer heard my pleas.

"I would not recommend making a dinner of my Lady Angel, Markany," drawled a voice from deeper in the alley.

The demon stopped in surprise and looked up. It spun me loose with a curse and turned to face the stranger full on. As I moved to check on Turtle, I too tried to see who had spoken. It was him, the Hunter, the being I had come looking for. I had not expected him to come, but he had. Maybe my prayers were not totally ignored.

"Why shouldn't I? She is too rare a dish for your kind, Leech." The Demon grew as it spoke, sprouting out the terrible parody of wings that was its race's curse. My savior leaned against the wall; a flash of silver caught my eye as he cleaned his nails with a thin knife. "Because she is under my protection, Markany."

"Since when do one of the Night's children protect the Dawn's daughters?" Markany stretched and slowly smiled. He had noticed my start. He was closer to my true self than he knew, but he was still way off. Demon legend held that the Dawn's Daughters were just that. They were creatures born of that moment when the sun breaks over the horizon. Quaint for sure, but as usual, wrong, if close to what my true self was. I looked down and sighed with relief when I saw that Turtle was still breathing and was out of it enough not to hear the title bestowed.

Markany was an old demon, steeped in treachery and used to getting what he wanted. When the Hunter said his name, it brought back memories from long ago, memories I did not wish to relive. A long time ago I had been introduced to his kind, and it was obvious that Markany had not remembered me. He leapt forward, swinging those massive claws of his, intent on teaching the vampire before him who was the higher on the ladder of evolution.

What? Oh yes, you didn't know, did you? The Hunter is a vampire. Yes one of the undead, the drinkers of blood and foul hunters of the innocent. Well that was the rap; in reality, the Hunter as he is known is something else. A damned with a soul, so to speak, but more about him later.

When Markany reached where he thought the Hunter was, he was swinging at air. Demons are god awful fast, I know this myself very well, but it seems the Hunter was faster still. He was behind Markany before the demon could react and had that shining silver knife jammed in the one vulnerable spot that demons have, right between the wings, up two vertebrae.

I watched as Markany stiffened and then started to melt. Now there is only one kind of metal that can actually hurt a demon and that is sacred steel. Doesn't matter who does the blessing, it just has to be blessed by one of the Faithful. There aren't too many of the Faithful around and I didn't know of one who would give a sacred steel blade to a blood drinker. It seemed there was more to the Hunter than I had heard.

When Markany was little more than a smear on the greasy ground, the Hunter turned and looked at me. His eyes for a moment told me things that I am sure he did not mean to. He shuttered them fast enough when Turtle moaned. He was at our side and gently helping the boy to sit up in a breath.

"What happened?" Turtle was blinking foggily; he started up fast as his brain cleared. "Lady Angel!" He cried out before he saw me kneeling there.

"She will be all right, Turtle." He gently caressed the boy's bruised face. "I told you to bring her in, not to try to stand up to a Demon," he chided more gently.

Turtle had the sense to look abashed. I didn't think the child had it in him, but it seemed he did. "I was going to, honest, but we got to talking. She is sure a curious one." The boy smiled a gamin grin at me and I had to return it.

"He's a brave one, your Turtle."

Hunter looked up at me once more with something in his dark eyes. When I spoke I saw a shiver run over him, like my voice had some power over him, but that could not be. I lost that gift long ago. He nodded, helping the child to stand. "Braver than many, but he is still a foolish child at times." He ruffled the shaggy hair, taking the sting from the rebuke.

He gestured for me to follow and led us through the maze of alleys and back streets known as the Pits. I had walked the streets here in the day, but at night it felt very different. I hid my shudder as best I could.

I might know the streets and the people of the day, but I did not venture too far into these back alleys. I usually did not need to. Those who wanted my help generally knew I was there before I set up my van with sandwiches and blankets.

It was a silent stalk through the night that we made, all agreeing without words to pass unnoticed. It was easier than I thought to go unheard, old skills coming back to me. When we reached our destination, Turtle peeled off with a grin and a wave, skipping up a fire escape. I watched him disappear and then turned to face my savior.

He was a fine example of a man. Tall, with lean muscles, he was dressed in black jeans, an old band shirt and a leather jacket. On first glance he could easily pass for a simple street thug, but there was something about his eyes that told a different story. When he moved it was clear that he knew his body well and there was an economy of movement that came from years of training. A part of me wanted to explore the feel of the thick hair that covered his head. I had to rub my hands together to stop the tingle of need.
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