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Part One:



The Writer







Chapter One



Luc stared at the document on the laptop screen in dismayed frustration. There was only one word written in the damn thing, one single word mocking him, uselessly occupying 10kb of memory on his hard drive. The title of his next story, Misunderstood.

Yeah, right. Misunderstood. How cliché could you get? There were so many books about emo teenagers finding love and struggling out of their depression that it wasn't funny. Nothing shocked the world anymore, although Lady Gaga did try her best. Not that Luc wanted something particularly shocking for his next story. He just needed an idea, one single idea that could let the words flow and make that damn document occupy more space.

With a huff of annoyance, Luc pressed the "X" on top of the document, feeling the sudden urge to break something when the system asked him if he wanted to save his progress. What progress? He hadn't registered any for three months.

His first novels had sold like hot cakes and Luc's publisher had told him to take advantage of the moment, to use the profitability of his niche while it lasted. The public was fickle and one never knew when its tastes changed. "Vampires are hot today," she'd said, "but people ache for something new, for the next big thing. You can give them that."

Once, Luc had believed that. He'd truly thought he could become famous through his books, the idol of thousands of people and fanatics. He'd seen himself give conferences and hold speeches, dreamed so much. But life just didn't work that way and Luc's recent writer's block proved that better than anything.

He couldn't say his slump had any particular reason. He was perfectly happy living off money he'd earned by doing what he loved. He even had a handsome boyfriend with a mouth that could suck golf balls through a hose. But what Luc didn't have was ideas.

Luc picked up his cigarettes and left the room. He didn't think he could stand looking at the laptop for much longer. His steps led him to the balcony and he opened the French doors. The scent of begonias invaded his nostrils and the chilly autumn wind ruffled his hair. Luc leaned against the banister and lit a cigarette. In the darkness, the lit end of the Marlboro almost looked like a firefly.

Luc smiled bitterly at his fancies. Why couldn't his mind stay off stupid metaphors and come up with a plot?

Perhaps he was just trying too hard. Squeezing juice out of a dry fruit was pointless. And there he went with the metaphors again. Besides, he refused to think he didn't have any juice left. He just needed to recharge, take some time to rest and relax.

Nodding to himself, Luc tossed the untouched cigarette over the banister and went back inside. He scanned through the living room for his cell phone before remembering he'd left it in his study.

Carefully keeping his eyes off the still open laptop, he retrieved the phone. Two missed calls; one from his youngest brother, Taylor, the other from Simon. Perhaps he should get together with Simon, have a fun night out. He'd been too wrapped up in not working to do that lately.

Already feeling much better, Luc fast-dialed Simon's number. After a few rings, he started to get concerned. Where could Simon be this time of night? He wasn't the type to go clubbing without Luc.

Finally, Simon picked up. "Hi babe," Luc greeted enthusiastically. "Whatcha up to?"

"Ummm… nothing much." Simon sounded hesitant. "Just hanging."

"Oh. Then you're free to see me tonight?"

Silence reigned for a few seconds before the other man answered. "Not quite. Did you get my message?"

Luc blinked in confusion. "Message? What message?"

The reluctance in Simon's tone turned into annoyance. "The one I left to you on your home phone, and on voice mail. I can't believe this."

A low chuckle sounded through the connection, distinctly masculine, but unfamiliar. Luc's insides froze. "Simon? Who's there with you?"

"No one," Simon replied coolly. "Just a guy. It doesn't matter."

Luc opened his mouth to answer, but Simon stopped him before he could say anything. "Luc, I'm sorry, but this isn't working out. You're always so absorbed in your books and you never have time for anything else. Even when we do meet, you never talk about anything else but characters, plot, editing, and so on and so forth."

Luc blanched. "But I thought you loved that about me."

"I do. I did," Simon replied. "But Luc, I need a real person in my life, not a writing encyclopedia."

Feeling dazed, Luc just nodded. "It's okay. I understand."

Luc had always considered Simon one of the few people who understood. His lover shared a similar passion, only his obsession was sculpture, not writing. They'd been good together, simply because they could not accuse each other of neglect. Or so Luc had thought.

It occurred to him that perhaps not all was lost. Simon would still take him back if Luc promised to change. But in the end, could he make good on such a promise? Probably not. It wasn't fair to Simon to keep up a relationship that had no future. After all, with Luc lost in his writing and Simon in his sculptures, they'd end up fuck buddies at best.

"I'm sorry too, that I couldn't give you what you wanted," he told Simon.

Simon sighed. "I wish… no, never mind. See you around, I guess."

"Yeah," Luc automatically replied. "See you."

Simon disconnected the call and Luc stared at his cell phone, trying to process what had just happened. He'd been dumped by his boyfriend, a disastrous ending for a fourteen-month relationship. Luc didn't kid himself. He'd postponed their dates over and over. Simon had every right to end things, but it still hurt like a bitch.

Luc put his phone back on the table, dumbfounded. As he turned, the laptop's blank screen mocked him. "Yeah, fuck you too," Luc muttered.

Taking off his shirt, he retreated to his bedroom, his sanctuary, where he proceeded to cast away all his frustration with his best friend, his hand.



* * * *



Two months later



"This is shit," Dana Johnson said as she dumped the manuscript on the table. "I expected more from you. I can't believe this is written by the same person who gave me those brilliant works of art."

"Well, the dungeons and dragons style just isn't working out for me anymore," Luc replied calmly. Inside, he felt anything but calm. He knew Misfortune—formerly known as Misunderstood—was a bunch of crap. He'd basically spouted random stuff on paper, his frustration turning his every word into a big, fat cliché. His previous works, two fantasy novels set in an alternative universe, dealt with a theme quite common in literature, but somehow, he'd managed to give it a twist, change the old orc-and-elf into something different. That spark had vanished now and it didn't surprise him that Dana noticed.

His publisher was a slender red head who reminded Luc of the figure skater Marina Anissina. She could have been a model, but she'd chosen publishing instead and was great at it. Unfortunately, that also meant she was very critical of the works under her care. Luc felt both thankful and annoyed for that. He knew his novels couldn't have become so popular without her assistance, but he'd really hoped she could give him some real input, not just "this is shit".

"I'd say it isn't working," Dana snarled. She tossed the manuscript at him, offering him a disdainful look as he ducked. "You take this, and wipe your ass with it. It's useless for me. I want real writing, not this crap."

Mentally cursing, Luc gathered the scattered papers and gave a short bow. "Will do, my lady."

She obviously wanted to say something else, maybe end their meeting on better terms, but he didn't give her the chance. Opening the door, he made his escape. He held onto his manuscript like a shield as he passed people on the corridors, ignoring the curious looks he received. He knew he looked like hell. His once glossy black locks looked limp, having long ago adopted the cow-lick greasy style. Deep circles shadowed his eyes and spots appeared on his skin due to poor nourishment. By some miracle, he hadn't put on weight, but he still didn't make for a very appealing sight. He wished he'd put more effort into looking presentable for his meeting with Dana. As it was, he was starting to get desperate, and it showed.

As he exited the publishing house, Luc thought that perhaps he should quit writing altogether. He didn't seem to be very good at it lately, and his funds were definitely waning. At this rate, he'd have to turn to his parents just to live. How humiliating would that be?

He missed Simon. He missed the way the other man would laugh and cheer him up when things looked bad. When they kissed and made love, Luc felt he really was in one of the fantasy worlds he'd imagined for his characters. A part of him wanted to beg for Simon to take him back, but at this point, his knew his ex-boyfriend deserved better than a washed out, has-been writer.

The solemn sound of a bell tolling drew him out of his musings. Luc didn't know why, but it moved him, attracted him. Perhaps it was cheesy, but didn't priests always say God brought His children peace? Maybe it would work. Luc was definitely willing to try.

Abandoning his quest for a cab, Luc followed the sound of the bell until he reached a large, beautiful building. As he stared at the wooden door, he hesitated. He hadn't been to Church for ten years, more specifically since he'd come out. Thankfully, his family had never been religious people, and they'd taken the news as well as could be expected. Slight awkwardness, disappointment, maybe even a touch of fear. Things were better now, and he'd actually considered introducing Simon to them.

Shaking himself, Luc opened the door. The hinges creaked in an obscenely loud way, or so it sounded to Luc. The silence inside the church astounded him. It seemed like a whole different world, and Luc thought that in moments such as these, when people didn't flock together to Mass, crowding the beautiful building, he really could appreciate the peacefulness of it all.

Yeah, he was antisocial. So what?

As he looked around, a priest in a dark cassock emerged from somewhere in the back. "Can I help you, son?" he asked.

"I don't know," Luc replied. "Can you?"

The priest gestured him to the confession booth, but Luc shook his head. He didn't have any sins to confess—well, probably he did, but nothing that weighed on his soul. He just wanted advice, support from someone who wouldn't say "I told you so" or "Get a real job".

They sat down together on a bench. The priest introduced himself as Father Michael and Luc found himself pouring everything out, his problems with the book, his fears and insecurities, even his homosexuality and Simon. He couldn't help but ask, "What if the others got it right? What if this is some sort of punishment for being gay?"

"God doesn't punish like that," the priest replied. "He is our Father and he loves us all."

Luc arched a brow. "You don't think I'm a deviant for liking other men?"

The priest paused. "I can't say I understand it, and my Church definitely doesn't condone it. But I simply can't believe the Lord would punish someone to eternal damnation just because of their sexual orientation."

Luc nodded. He felt better simply at getting all this weight off his chest. "Thanks for listening."

"No problem," Father Michael replied. "You can come here any time and stay as long as you like. I'll leave you to gather your thoughts now."

With that, the priest departed. Luc sighed and leaned against the bench. "Gather my thoughts, huh?"

He stared at the quiet church, taking in the beauty of it all. Religious ornaments glittered around the altar and saints smiled benevolently at him from paintings and engravings. Filtered through the stainless glass of the windows, the light seemed to shine in a thousand colors. Beautiful. Why couldn't he come up with something like that? Why were his stories dead?

"I need a muse," Luc said out loud. He'd heard and read all sorts of stories about artists, from sculptors to authors, receiving supernatural help from the gods. Perhaps that was what he needed, some help from above to kick start his stuck imagination. "Come on, old guy," he pleaded. "Help me out here."

"I'm not sure He'll appreciate being called an old guy," a male voice suddenly said behind him.

Luc let out a gasp of surprise and turned. Here he was trying to find peace and some idiot interrupted him with random remarks.

"What the hell?" he began. His words died in his throat at the sight of the intruder. A young man sat on the bench behind Luc's, his green eyes analyzing Luc with mischievous amusement. Luc couldn't see much of his body, since the light didn't suffice for an adequate examination, but those eyes burned through the darkness. He wore a funky black cap inscribed with the logo of the Playboy bunny. A tight T-shirt hugged his slender torso, flirtingly asking, Won't you be my seme? It made Luc want to look around for a candid camera.

The young man made a shushing motion. "We're in a church. You shouldn't speak like that."

The words snapped Luc out of his trance. Right, the kid had been eavesdropping on him. "How am I supposed to react then, when I'm being spied on?"

The young man had the gall to look surprised. "Spied? You called for me, didn't you?"

Luc gaped. "I did what?" Had he accidentally dialed the number of one of his former fuck buddies? Nah, he would remember those beautiful eyes, those full lips. Don't stare, Luc, don't stare. You're in a holy place.

"You wanted a muse," the young man replied, unfazed. "Well, here I am."

This time, Luc couldn't even find an answer. What could one say when faced with something like that?

"You look surprised," his little tormentor said. "Come on, let's go outside." He got up, and when Luc followed his example, he took Luc's hand and started pulling him toward the exit. Luc tripped against the bench, making the massive piece of furniture tilt alarmingly and threaten to fall. The young man gave him a reproachful look. "Be careful."

Luc opened his mouth to deliver a scathing reply. He never would have tripped in the first place if not for the irritating little twerp. But he didn't even have time to protest. He was practically swept off his feet by this young man with a lot of imagination and even more craziness.

As they left the church, Luc finally got a better view of his captor. The young man was slender, but toned, his clothing as peculiar as his charm. Strands of blond hair escaped the cap, falling over the boy's face in a naughty curtain. The outfit was completed by combat boots, black tights and a short, ruffled skirt that offered a tantalizing view of the curves of the youth's ass.

Luc knew he was staring, but he couldn't help it. He knew plenty of drag queens and cross-dressers, but this young man seemed nothing like them. He created his own style that went beyond his clothes. His eyes, his smile and everything about him mesmerized Luc.

The young man did a little pirouette, presenting himself for Luc's enjoyment. "You like?" he asked.

Luc hesitated, trying to find the appropriate response. Yes, he liked—and very much. But saying that would encourage this whole interaction and Luc didn't think that was a very good idea.

"I know," the young man said. "Beyond words, right? I'm flattered."

"Riiight," Luc replied. "Well, I'd better be going now. You know, things to do, manuscripts to tear apart."

The youth's expression turned serious. "Yes, of course. After all, that's why I came."

He took Luc's hand and grinned. "Come on. Lead the way. Oh, and before I forget, my name is Dury."



* * * *



Luc had not meant for things to turn out this way. He'd wanted an idea, some sort of clue as to how he should fix his manuscript. Instead, he'd received a bubbly twink who took up far too much space in his house and refused to go away.

He'd tried sending Dury away and locking him out. He'd tried abandoning him in a mall and fleeing the scene like one would do with a now unwanted animal. Nothing worked. Dury always showed up back at Luc's apartment, making himself comfortable in Luc's home and life.

Two days had passed in a whirlwind and Luc was going out of his mind. How in the world had he fallen into the clutches of a lunatic? He couldn't take it any longer. He needed to do something, lest he lose it completely.

Angrily, Luc stomped to the kitchen. He was met by a flurry of enticing aromas and the sound of a soft hum. Luc froze in his tracks as he watched Dury move through the room. A pot of some sort of stew brewed on the stove and the distinct smell of cake floated from the oven. As he stirred the stew, Dury danced to a tune only he heard, his hips swaying seductively and his pert little ass wiggling. Luc suppressed a groan. Be strong. You can beat this. Get a grip.

He cleared his throat and leaned against the wall, watching his new housemate closely. Dury threw a gaze over his shoulder. "Just in time. Come on. Come taste this. I want to know if it needs more salt."

Luc tried to force himself to speak out, but the words just didn't come, not when Dury watched him with that sweet, expectant look on his face. Before he knew it, Luc obeyed and joined his house guest next to the stove.

Beaming at him, Dury took out a spoon of stew and blew on it to cool it down. "Careful," he said. "It's hot."

Luc nodded. As Dury offered him the spoon, their gazes met and held. Luc could swear Dury blushed. The beautiful light in Dury's green eyes drew him like a moth to the flame. As the spoon nudged his lips, he opened his mouth, still lost in Dury's green gaze.

Unfortunately, the spell of Dury's eyes rendered Luc unable to think about anything else—which translated to him drinking in the mouthful of stew with no caution whatsoever. He only realized it when the hot spicy food hit his taste buds, scorching everything in its path.

Instantly, Luc recoiled and started coughing as his mouth protested the assault. "Fuck. Water. Water."

He leaned against the counter, trying to regain his breath. A glass of liquid appeared in front of him and Luc gladly snatched it. As he gulped down the heavenly manna, the burn started to recede, leaving behind only the pleasant taste of the delicious stew. Damn it. Why did Dury have to cook such spicy stuff?

Fury and frustration swept through Luc. He hadn't come to the kitchen to be a cooking aid. "That's it," he growled at Dury. "You're out of here."

Dury's beautiful eyes widened. "But I haven't helped you with your book yet."

"Exactly," Luc shot back. "So far the only things you've done are cook food with too much pepper and fill my drawers with your own clothes." And give me a hard-on that won't go away, he mentally added. "If anything," he continued to rant out loud, "you're making it worse. You're not casting away my writer's block."

"That's because you don't believe," Dury shot back. "You spend your time trying to come up with ideas to get me out of here instead of appreciating my help."

Luc crossed his arms over his chest and snorted. "And what do you expect me to do? Some random guy pops up into my life, claims he's my muse—"

"Plot bunny," Dury interrupted.

"—and makes himself at home in my apartment," Luc continued undeterred. "Excuse me if I'm not exactly thrilled."

Dury's eyes filled with tears. "So you think I'm a liar just trying to mooch off you?"

Luc opened his mouth to say yes. He tried to harden his heart, but the sight of Dury's tears simply tore him apart. God, he couldn't allow himself to be manipulated by a pretty boy who could cry on command, even if said pretty boy had incredible eyes, luscious lips, and a body to die for. Instead of keeping to his resolve, though, Luc found himself something else entirely. "Fine. If you prove to me that you really are a plot bunny, I'll let you stay."

Dury wiped his tears. Feeling like a jerk, Luc retrieved a napkin and offered it to the young man. Dury nodded in silent thanks and took it. After he blew his nose, Dury gave Luc a critical look. "For a fantasy writer, you're awfully skeptical."

Luc wanted to come up with a witty comeback, but he didn't get his chance. Before his very eyes, two white bunny ears appeared on top of Dury's head. Dury turned his back on Luc and lifted his Lolita skirt. A white bunny tail appeared just above the curve of Dury's ass.

Luc actually swooned. He'd been so certain Dury was just a freeloader. The last thing he'd expect was to see his house guest sprout bunny ears and a tail.

"Are you okay?" Dury asked, his voice sounding concerned.

"I'm perfectly fine," Luc growled. "Why didn't you show me this before?"

Dury sighed. "I was hoping you'd feel the magic by yourself. A different time, you would have."

Luc felt the disappointment in those words like a stab to the chest. Then, Dury smiled at him, his green eyes open and clear. "It's okay," he whispered. "All you have to do is believe."

Luc reached out to Dury with trembling hands. He hadn't believed in something in a long time. The closest he'd come was with Simon, but it hadn't been enough to save their relationship. He no longer believed in his own ability to write, that much he knew. He kept warm feelings for his family, but their support was so distant it didn't count anymore.

Could he entrust everything to this mysterious young man? Luc's fingers made contact with the tip of those white ears and he marveled at the feel. Dury stepped closer until they were practically embracing. He smelled intoxicating and his gaze seemed even greener.

Dury buried his face in Luc's chest and Luc automatically wrapped his arms around his house guest. As if of their own accord, his hands swept over Dury's back and settled over Dury's slim waist. One went to ruffle Dury's soft tail and Dury's slender body trembled.

Just like that, Luc stopped caring about the fact that none of this made sense. He pushed Dury against the kitchen counter and crushed his mouth against the other man's lips.

At first, Dury seemed surprised, but in mere seconds, he started responding, his enthusiasm matching Luc's. He wrapped his arms around Luc's neck, pulling Luc closer, until their bodies were practically molded together. Luc's heart thundered, so loud it astounded him. Or was it Dury's heart? Luc couldn't tell. Their hearts seemed to follow the same rhythm, reaching out to each other.

Their tongues dueled as they greedily tasted each other's mouths. Luc couldn't get enough of Dury's intoxicating presence. He tore Dury's skimpy thong and, as the black material fell to the floor, went to work on the younger man's genitals.

Dury let out a cry when Luc started massaging his balls, then gripped his shaft. Luc muffled the sounds with his mouth, moving his hand up and down his soon-to-be lover's cock. They broke apart to breathe, and Dury lifted his legs, wrapping them around Luc's waist. "Yes. Just like that. Touch me."

Luc didn't delay in obeying. He rubbed his dry finger around Dury's hole, penetrating ever so slightly, giving Dury a hint of what was to come. The other man felt so tight, so hot. Luc couldn't wait to feel that sweet passage wrap around him.

"Fuck me," Dury said, echoing Luc's thoughts. "God, fuck me. I want you inside me."

Luc groaned at Dury's breathless tone. The very thought of taking Dury almost made him come on the spot. The last few months had been so bad he hadn't even bothered to find another lover after Simon.

As Simon's face flashed through his mind, Luc hesitated.

"What is it?" Dury asked. "What's wrong?"

Luc sighed. What was wrong with him? Simon had dumped him, and even if they'd had good times, Luc should let it go already. Besides, he held Dury in his arms, beautiful, magical, and very willing Dury. Even as he thought about Simon, Luc's body ached for Dury's touch and he felt hypnotized by the beautiful sight of Dury's kiss-swollen lips. He distantly wondered how Dury could look so innocent and so debauched at the same time.

What would it hurt? Why couldn't he take what was offered and leave the past behind? Would it be so bad?

No, but Dury deserved better than to be a rebound fuck. And things with Simon had ended on a horrible note. As long as Luc didn't have closure, he'd never be able to allow someone else inside his heart.

Shaking himself, Luc said, "I… There's someone else. Or there was… I'm not sure I can do this right now."

He expected Dury to get angry, to pout or to ask questions. Instead, Dury smiled and nodded. "Okay. I can't compete with that." Pressing a soft kiss to Luc's lips, he slipped out of Luc's arms with startling ease.

Luc cursed to himself. He didn't want Dury to think he was being played with or anything like that. He desired the younger man very much. Hell, his cock throbbed in his pants, screaming at him, Are you mad? We were so close, so close. Luc silenced it and focused on finding something right to say.

Before he could do so, Dury moved away from him, heading back to the stove. Picking up the spoon with his bare hand, he stirred the stew. "Ah look, it's almost ready. Come on, help me set the table."

Luc stared at Dury, at the way his house guest held an obviously hot kitchen utensil and declared he'd clearly lost his mind. Oh, well. At this point, there was nothing else he could do but go with it.

Silently, he opened the cupboard drawers and started retrieving the plates and cutlery. "And after that," Dury continued, "we'll make a battle plan."



Chapter Two



Dury's battle plan ended up peculiarly normal. Luc expected something more magical, perhaps a little more hocus-pocus involved. He'd have liked Dury to show him real spells and real supernatural creatures. After all, if Dury existed, Luc considered it obvious that other similar beings hid among humans as well. But when faced with these arguments, Dury grimaced and repeated, "I'm a plot bunny, not a muse."

Apparently, that meant that things needed to be done the hard, not-fun way. "No magical transportation into the past or future then?" Luc said.

Dury regarded him with a disgusted look and proceeded to explain the difference between muses, plot bunnies, and the Ghost of Christmas Past. By the end, Luc felt appropriately chastised and ready to begin his quest for an idea.

The first item on the agenda read simply Understand. Luc had no idea what he was supposed to understand, but he began to believe that Dury never did things the easy, superficial way.

So when Dury told him to take a shower and get dressed, Luc obeyed without a word. He took his time washing, relieving himself of the unreleased sexual tension. His hand felt good on his dick, and better yet when he imagined it to be Dury's, or maybe Simon's. The confusion kind of detracted from the pleasure, but then Luc allowed himself to fantasize about having both Dury and Simon and he came like a ton of bricks. He was pretty sure he shouted something, a name, maybe, but he didn't know which one and he didn't want to find out.

Dury didn't comment on it, and Luc suspected the plot bunny had done a little releasing of his own. In spite of what had happened between them, the atmosphere didn't feel awkward and when Dury smiled at him, Luc actually felt the entire thing might work out. Maybe he'd get his writing back after all.

They left the apartment chatting about nothing in particular, although Luc did wonder if Dury even knew where he was going. When they exited the building, Dury looked around, then shrugged and took a left.

"Where exactly are we going?" Luc finally asked.

"Nowhere," Dury said, beaming. When Luc gaped at him, he elaborated, "We're exploring the possibilities. The world offers unlimited options, but if we always tread the same paths, we'll never discover them all."

That sounded like a class of feng shui or something similar, but Luc gave up on rationalizing things and just went with it. As they walked, Dury occasionally showed him things, nothing special, just normal stuff that didn't even hold any interest to Luc.

"There," he said, pointing to a woman holding a baby and trying to soothe him. "What do you see?"

"Umm… A mother and her child?"

Dury hummed thoughtfully, but didn't say anything. He asked the same question a couple more times, until Luc's mind began to whirl. He knew he wasn't giving the right replies, but he simply couldn't see what Dury wanted him to.

A few hours later, exhausted, they returned to the apartment. Upon Dury's insistence, they stopped by at the corner shop and purchased a bottle of wine and a couple of snacks. Luc didn't see why. He felt disheartened after wasting so much time for no real reason. Magical help didn't seem so helpful after all.

As they entered the apartment, Luc abandoned the items they'd purchased on the coffee table and slumped down on the couch. Dury joined him and placed a light kiss on his cheek. "Hey… why the long face?"

To Luc's shock, he actually seemed cheery. Luc would have kicked anyone else, but Dury meant well. It wasn't Dury's fault his methods were wasted on Luc.

"This is hopeless," he told Dury. "I'm better off staring at the laptop."

Dury tsked at him. "Come now. Rome wasn't built in a day. You're willing to try, and that's important." He smiled then cuddled at Luc's side. "What do you say we go over it now and try again? Together."

Luc couldn't help but feel a bit better. "All right. I suppose it can't hurt." He honestly didn't know what Dury wanted to try, but he didn't have anything better to do anyway.

"Sweet," Dury replied excitedly. "Now close your eyes and remember what you saw."

Luc did. He remembered the mother with the child, the hooligans hiding in the shadows, shouting "fags" at them. Lovers kissing in the park, then a couple arguing over which type of cereal to buy. He saw things like that almost every day, but paid them no heed. What did Dury want him to learn from them? What did it all mean?

"It's all there," Dury whispered in his ear. "Think back."

He climbed in Luc's lap, rubbing his slender body against Luc. "Can you see it?"

Luc struggled to keep his mind on Dury's questions, but it wasn't easy, not with Dury's sweet ass against Luc's groin and his breath tickling Luc's ear. "I…"

Think, Luc, think. Dury wouldn't do this only to distract him. He genuinely wanted to help. Luc could feel it.

That was it! Feelings. Emotions. That was what Dury wanted him to see. "You see it now, don't you?" Dury said softly. "Love. Hatred. Desire. Everything in this world is about feelings. You just have to understand them."

Luc nodded. It seemed so clear now. But when he asked himself what love was, he couldn't find the answer. His mind provided a synonym for the word, as easily as a thesaurus would, but that didn't mean anything. He knew what Dury intended, what he wanted to tell Luc. His book lacked emotion. That's why it was crap.

He remembered the first time he'd started writing, more for himself than for anyone else. He used to spend nights coming up with ideas and plot twists, seeing the characters in his mind, feeling them in his heart. He'd type until his fingers hurt, and then go to bed to dream about it all. The only time he'd spent away from his books had been with Simon, and they'd been so happy together. Was that love? Did he love Simon, or did he just love his writing? And what about Dury? How did he feel about the little magical thing in his arms?

"Don't frown so," Dury said. "Let's get some rest. You've had a hard day and tomorrow, we'll pass to stage two."

Luc was almost afraid to ask. "Stage two?" he repeated.

"Why, feel, of course," Dury said with a grin.



* * * *



As it turned out, Dury's crash course in feeling actually meant them having fun together while Luc contemplated a few of his past revelations. Or just having fun together. It was a mystery. Luc couldn't find it in himself to complain. Not when Dury smiled at him and proclaimed Luc needed to laugh more, and not even when Dury forced him to the nearby amusement park.

Truth be told, Dury couldn't have chosen a better spot to stir old memories. The amusement park had been his and Simon's favorite place to go. They'd buy their tickets, find the ride with the least people on it and go inside to make out like teenagers. Usually, they ended up in the haunted house, fucking amongst the fake monsters. Since Simon had broken up with him, Luc had refused to go to the amusement park, but with Dury, he thought he might be okay.

They bought their tickets, and the lady at the booth arranged her glasses to peer closer at Luc. "Oh, it's you," she said in recognition. "I thought you wouldn't come back."

She looked at his hand entwined with Dury's and her face fell. "So that's how it is. I'm sorry."

Luc shrugged. "It happens."

Dury didn't comment on the exchange, and Luc wondered how much exactly his plot bunny—and wow, that sounded weird—understood of it. Then again, how much did Dury even know about Luc? Barring the spicy food, he seemed to have the uncanny knack to figure out all of Luc's preferences. Was it some supernatural creature thing? Luc would have to remember to ask.

Then again… If Dury did know all about Luc's past, he was bound to be aware of Simon's existence as well, and maybe even that they spent time in this park. Luc felt a surge of annoyance flow through him. Dury had no right to poke and prod into his heart like that.

"Don't look so angry," Dury said. "You'll get wrinkles."

"We shouldn't be here," Luc replied snappishly. "You know why, don't you?"

Dury nodded. "It's okay. We're not doing anything bad. You and he had wonderful times together. It's only natural that you want to remember them. And it's not like you and I are lovers or anything like that."

At that, Luc felt a small pang of hurt. He didn't even want to consider why. Dury was right. They weren't lovers, but what did that make them? Friends? They barely knew each other. God, Luc didn't even know anymore.

"Right," he replied half-heartedly. "If you say so."

Dury pulled him away from the path behind a popcorn stand. "Hey. If you want to go, we'll go. We can do this another time, or go someplace else if you'd rather."

Luc shook his head. "You brought me here for a reason, didn't you? Let's stick to the plan. I trust you."

Dury stared at him, as if in disbelief. "All right," he finally said. "Let's go."

After that, Luc surrendered to Hurricane Dury and allowed himself to be swept away. Dury took him on every possible ride, from the most dangerous, nauseating ones, to the kiddy merry-go-rounds. They ate cheap ice-cream and Luc shot at moving ducks, winning a teddy bear, much to Dury's delight. By the end of the day, Luc found himself falling back into the past with a smile, remembering doing the same things with Simon. He probably should've felt guilty for thinking about another man when he was with Dury, but for some reason, he knew Dury wouldn't mind.

Finally, they stopped in front of the haunted house, the same place Luc and Simon had many times made love in. This time, though, Dury didn't go inside the ride. He sat down on the grass and patted the ground next to him. Luc obeyed the silent command and joined Dury.

"Tell me about him," Dury said.

"You know already," Luc replied. "Otherwise you wouldn't have brought me here in the first place."

Dury shook his head. "It's not the same. I want to hear it from you. If you'd like to share it with me, of course."

For a few seconds, Luc didn't speak. Few people knew the true extent of his feelings for Simon, perhaps not even Simon himself. Maybe letting go and getting it off his chest would do him some good.

Luc took a deep breath and started to speak.

* *

The Past

Luc stole a glass of champagne off a waiter's tray and took a sip of the delicious liquid. So far, the best part of the evening had been the booze. He was bored and tired and he wanted to go home. At least the champagne made him feel a bit less frustrated with this pointless, time-consuming thing.

In celebration of his first book hitting the bestseller list, his publisher had given him free tickets to an art gallery that night. Or so she'd claimed. Luc knew the truth, of course. Her brother, Joshua, begged her to come, since Joshua's fiancé was displaying his art at the gallery. Luc had debated the merits of refusing her, but Dana's insistence eventually determined him to accept. Dana may have been a hard ass, but her little brother was her weakness, and she'd brought Luc along to make Josh happy.

Luc genuinely liked Josh. They didn't cross paths often, mostly because both of them had busy schedules. Back when they'd first met, Dana introduced Josh as "a big fan" and "a rising star of violin music". They'd just stared for a few moments, then admitted that they'd never heard of each other and proceeded to go out for a drink while leaving Dana behind.

In spite of that, though, the evening had quickly turned into a marketing nightmare. The few moments he managed to steal away with Dana and Joshua were interrupted when others popped up, having recognized him as the newest star of fantasy publishing. They must have thought that if they pushed enough, they could get him to purchase something. Tough luck for them. He preferred to spend his money on books, not on paintings that looked like the random drawings of a child. Modern art. Who understood it?

As quickly as he could, he retreated to a hidden corner of the room, too tired to talk to other aspiring artists. As he turned, his eyes fell on a sculpture he hadn't originally seen. How had he missed it? It seemed impossible. It was right there, in front of his very eyes, a lifelike depiction of two lovers entwined, both faceless, and yet painfully expressive, and both very male.

Luc stared at the sculpture for the longest time, occasionally looking at the tag to check on the price. The cost made him wince, but as Luc continued his admiration of the sculpture, it seemed to dwindle, or rather, become entirely justified. Surely he could indulge himself with one single sculpture. After all, it was a celebration night.

"Do you like this sculpture so much?" a male voice asked behind him.

Luc jumped, startled, and he somehow managed to spill his glass of champagne all over his jacket in the process. "Fuck," he cursed to himself. The plausibility of him buying the sculpture dwindled as he computed the costs of sending the jacket to the cleaners.

"Oh, dear," the voice said again. "I made you spill your drink."

He sounded vaguely amused and in Luc's intoxicated state, it seemed like a very rude thing to do. He turned to look at the culprit, and found himself facing the most handsome man he'd seen in his life.

Beautiful blue eyes twinkled at him, their depths holding a dark, sexual promise. Light auburn hair tickled the man's nape, framing his face and curling around the white collar of his shirt. His body looked as beautiful as the sculpture in front of them, clear muscles visible through the material of the expensive tuxedo.

"Do you need a hand?" the man asked, his sensual lips twisting into a smile.

"Sure," Luc replied. "I guess." Luc would take a hand, a mouth, an ass, and anything else the stranger would offer.

"Come along," the man said. "I'll help you clean up."

Luc followed the handsome stranger to the bathroom. He was too busy staring at the other man's ass to register the way they were going, but thankfully, the other man didn't seem to have any ill intentions. They soon reached the men's room and the stranger gestured Luc inside. "After you," he said in that intoxicating, purring voice.

Luc stared at him and, taking the other man's hand, pulled him inside the bathroom. The moment they were safely out of the corridor, he took the other man in his arms and pressed their lips together. The stranger came willingly, surrendering his mouth to Luc's exploration. Their tongues dueled for domination, neither of them willing to allow the other to win their silent battle. Luc gasped as the other man's erection came in contact with his own. God, that felt good. He rubbed against the stranger wantonly, aching for more contact, more skin. He distantly hoped no one needed to go, because if so, they would give the poor soul quite a shock.

As it turned out, they were in luck. The bathroom was empty and Luc blindly searched for the lock, trying to make sure they wouldn't be disturbed.

They broke apart for a few seconds to breathe, and Luc stared at the other man, amazed at his own behavior. He'd never felt such all-consuming lust before, and he wasn't one to act like a slut. Hell, he didn't even know the man's name and he was ready to spread his legs and take it up the ass.

As if guessing Luc's thoughts, the man extended his hand in greeting. "Simon Roth," he introduced himself, panting.

"Lucas Black," Luc replied before pressing his lips to Simon's once again.

"Pleased to make your acquaintance," Simon said against Luc's mouth.

The world turned into a frenzy of rushed kisses, passionate touches, and desperate moans. Finally, Simon tore his lips from Luc's and gave him a heated look. He knelt on the bathroom floor, and Luc mentally winced, knowing that even the most sanitary of bathroom floors couldn't be considered clean. That thought vanished when Simon unzipped Luc's pants. His hand dug inside the material of Luc's briefs and closed in on Luc's hard shaft. Luc groaned and leaned against the wall, his knees buckling as pleasure invaded his body.

"Fuck, yeah."

Simon grinned at him, and proceeded to push Luc's briefs down, releasing his hard cock from its confines. He moved his hand up and down Luc's shaft, rubbing the leaking tip.

Luc clenched his hands, struggling for control. "God… suck me. Do it."

Simon chuckled, but obeyed. Luc watched his lover one-handedly retrieve a foil package out of his trousers and rip it open with his teeth. As Simon rolled the condom on his cock, Luc felt a small pang of regret. He'd have liked to feel Simon touching him without the barrier.

Simon gave him a neutral look, and Luc wondered how the other man could read him so well. "No offense," the man said, "but I always play safe."

Luc nodded. He could appreciate that. After all, one couldn't trust easily, not with something as important as health and life. Maybe one day, Simon and he could go without the condom. And where the fuck did that thought come from? This was just a one-night stand at best, nothing more.

And then, Simon's hot mouth enclosed on Luc's shaft and Luc forgot everything that wasn't the sheer carnal pleasure. Even through the latex, it felt better than any other sexual experience Luc could remember. Simon swirled his tongue around Luc's dick in a corkscrew motion that drove Luc wild. Luc tried to hold back, to let his lover do what he liked, but his control snapped. He started fucking the other man's face, increasing the speed of his motions as Simon moaned. His lover took him with ease, allowing Luc to use him, making soft noises of pleasure.

Through the haze of lust, Luc heard the sound of a zipper being lowered and practically felt Simon's pleasure increase. The realization that Simon was jacking himself off drove Luc even closer to the edge. "I'm close," he groaned. "So close."

Simon started sucking Luc in earnest, bobbing his head up and down the hard shaft. Finally, he took Luc deep in his throat and swallowed around the head of his dick. That was all she wrote. Luc came, screaming Simon's name as he filled the condom with his seed.

It took a few seconds for Luc to regain his breath and clear his mind. When he did, he realized he'd somehow ended up on the floor next to Simon. Oh well. The mind-blowing orgasm was worth a few germs and a ruined suit.

He reached for his lover, decided to give Simon the same pleasure he'd received. Simon shook his head. "It's okay," Simon said. "I'm good."

Luc felt disappointed and just a bit guilty. He'd wanted to reciprocate, to blow the other man's mind just like Simon had done for him. Simon must have read his mind once again, because he grinned. "Seriously. Don't worry about it. I came when you did. You're just that hot."

The teasing remark lightened Luc's mood. "Yes, well, what can I say? It's a curse."

They cleaned up in companionable silence and arranged their clothes. When they were finally presentable, Luc opened the door and exited the bathroom, with Simon behind him. Outside, a couple of men gave them disgruntled looks, but didn't comment. Maybe they were used to these things happening at art galleries. Who knew modern paintings were such a turn on?

Then again, it hadn't been the paintings that caused all this, but the sculpture. It wasn't hard to guess the identity of the artist. "The sculpture is yours, isn't it?"

Simon nodded. "One of my favorites. I wouldn't have sold it, but unfortunately, it's a commission."

"It's already sold to someone?" Luc asked, feeling regretful.

Simon looked confused. "Yeah. Didn't it say so on the tag?"

Luc shook his head. "No. It was marked with a price. A very high price."

"I see," Simon said with a smile. "So were you tempted?"

Lucas grinned, no longer referring to the sculpture. "Very."

"Yeah," Simon replied. "Me too."

* *



Chapter Three



The Present

Still in the amusement park, Luc stopped speaking as he realized he'd gotten lost in the tale. So much time had passed since that day that he'd almost forgotten that first, explosive encounter. Or rather, he'd forced himself to forget. The idea made him feel awful. The moments he'd spent at Simon's side were too precious to cast aside just like that.

"And what happened after that?" Dury asked, sounding fascinated.

"By the end of the evening, we ended up in the bathrooms again. We exchanged phone numbers and I lasted exactly two days until I called him."

* *

The Past

Luc held on to the phone like a lifeline as he waited for Simon to pick up. He really wanted to see the other man. The chemistry between them had been explosive, but Luc thought it was more than that. He felt he could build something more with Simon.

Maybe he was just deluded and mistaking great sex for love at first sight, but Luc wanted to try, just to be sure.

Finally, after a few rings, an irritated voice answered, "Simon Roth's studio, this is Simon speaking."

Luc hesitated. "Hi… Lucas Black here. From the art gallery."

"Right," Simon's tone changed into a seductive purr. "Hello, Lucas. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"I was wondering if you might like to grab a cup of coffee one of these days," Lucas replied. Butterflies fluttered in his stomach, but Luc didn't want to dwell on the reasons of his nervousness too much.

"I'd love to," Simon answered, but the regret in his tone told Luc something else followed, "but I'm struggling with something now."

"Oh…" Lucas said, unable to keep his disappointment from his tone.

After a short pause, Simon let out a disgruntled noise. "You know what, fuck it. I deserve a break. When and where?"

Luc blinked in surprise at the sudden change. "Umm… do you know where Café Mont Blanc is?"

"Not a Starbucks man, I see," Simon noticed, voice filled with approval.

Lucas snorted. As if any self-respecting artist would be caught dead in a Starbucks. "Of course not."

Simon laughed. "Two hours, at Mont Blanc, then."

"Done."

The next few hours passed by in a flurry of preparation. Luc changed three outfits before deciding on a pair of tight jeans and a loose green shirt that matched his eyes. Trying too hard on a first date was a no-no. Then again, did this count as a first date? They'd already fucked. Damn. Why did Luc have to overanalyze things like this?

He got to the café fifteen minutes before the set time. He found Simon already waiting there, absently flipping through a menu. "Wow, prices have really sky-rocketed," he said as Luc approached.

"Some things are worth the extra effort," Luc replied.

Simon looked up at him and smiled. Getting up from the chair, he greeted Luc with a kiss that made his toes curl. They clung together for the longest time, until they had to break apart to breathe.

"You know what?" Simon said. "I have good coffee at my place."

Luc's dick went rock hard in a few instants. "That sounds great," he replied. He'd wanted something else from this date, but hey, he wouldn't complain about this development. Talking could wait. From Simon's heated gaze, Luc knew what they were about to do.

A taxi took them to Simon's studio, located in an area of newly converted warehouses. They spent most of the ride making out in the back, uncaring about anyone who could see them.

Finally, when they reached their destination, the driver offered them a warm smile. Just for that and the genuine kindness in the man's eyes, Luc left him a tip.

At first, Luc felt a bit concerned at the look of the neighborhood. He caught sight of gangs of suspicious-looking individuals skulking around the corners of other buildings and wondered if Simon was safe here.

"Do you live here?" he asked Simon.

Simon turned toward him and arched a brow. When, Luc detected a flash of anger in the other man's eyes, he clarified, "It just seems a bit dangerous, that's all. I don't want you to get hurt."

Simon's expression softened. "That's sweet." He brushed a kiss across Luc's lips then took a step away from Luc. He waved at the gang, shouting, "Oye, chicos, como va todo?"

A tall guy waved back. "Bien, bien, señor Simon. Pero usted, mejor, no? Su novio esta…" He made a lascivious gesture and stared at Luc. "Delicioso."

Simon shook his head at the man. "Todo mio, chico. Lo siento."

"Ay, que pena," the man said regretfully "Have fun," he finished in a lightly-accented English.

"Gracias," Luc replied simply. After all, the man had complimented him, albeit in a slightly unique way. He seemed to get along with Simon well enough, and that meant a lot to Luc.

"They're good boys," Simon said as they entered the building. "Mostly, they stick together because the families they come from don't."

Luc nodded, feeling a bit guilty that he'd judged the kids by appearances. "I'm glad to hear that."

Simon led him to an old-style elevator that looked like it would stop working any day now. Luc didn't comment, though, having already exhausted his misjudging chances for the day. He didn't want to fuck things up with Simon and look like a snob.

In spite of its looks, the lift worked fine. It led them to the upper floor and when Simon opened the elevator grating, Luc stepped out to an amazing sight. He had no words. The place simply was Simon.

The main room held a few low couches spread out, with dark-wood coffee tables in the middle. Huge shelves filled with books sat across from the couches, and next to it, an old gramophone rested. The remaining walls were actually three quarters glass, the rest of the space occupied by paintings or framed photographs. To the right, a beautiful piano waited, shining in the overflow of lights. Other shelves were spread throughout the room, some with artistic supplies, others with books. And, of course, there were plenty of sculptures, some of which seemed Simon's, others with a different style. How come Luc had missed it from the ground? Perhaps the place looked shabby on purpose, given all the valuable items inside.

"Wow," Luc said. "This is great."

"I'm glad you like it," Simon said, a slight blush on his cheeks. He nodded to a door at the outer end of the main room. "My actual studio—where I sculpt, is through that door. Then there's my bedroom, and there are other smaller rooms, for when I get visitors."

As Simon spoke, Luc took the liberty to glance around. He realized that other than the art, there were a lot of personal photos around, mostly of Simon and a woman that looked like him, surrounded by a bunch of children. "Sister?" he asked as he picked up one of the frames.

Simon nodded. "Twin. Her name is Susanne. We're very close. The piano is hers actually, and the canvases and painting stuff belong to her children. They stay with me from time to time." He paused and looked at a particular painting. "I keep them around to have a part of them close. You know?"

Luc gaped at the other man in awe. "You love them so much."

"I do," Simon replied. "Like they were my own." After a small pause, he shook his head, as if dispelling a thought. "Come on. Let me get you that coffee."

Luc followed Simon to yet another room that served as kitchen. He watched as his lover worked, surprised at everything he'd found out. "What about your family?" Simon asked.

"We get along," Luc said, "although we're not as close as we could be. They live in a different city." He hesitated, then continued to speak, "Whenever I visit, there's like a shadow looming over us, the knowledge that I'm gay and I'll never give them the nephews they want."

Simon stopped messing with the pots and pans and turned to Luc. "I'm sorry to hear that. But they love you and accept you. That's what matters."

"I take it that yours haven't been so nice?"

Simon shook his head. "Their son died to them the day they found him in the garage sucking the neighbor's cock." He laughed awkwardly. "Probably didn't help that the neighbor was a family friend. But Susie, her husband, and kids love me regardless. Do you have any siblings?"

"Two brothers," Luc said. "One would think that with Johnnie pouring out offspring the parents would leave me alone."

"They love you," Simon offered. "They want to see a little piece of you running around."

"I suppose," Luc answered.

Before silence could fall once again, Simon gasped and abandoned his quest for coffee altogether. "I know this is forward," he said as he gripped Luc's arm, "but would you be willing to model for me?"

Luc blinked at the sudden change of topic. "Model?" he repeated.

Simon nodded, eyes shining with excitement. "I can't believe it never occurred to me before now. Please?"

Luc's insides melted at the hopeful smile. "Of course. I'd be honored."

Simon grinned at him and started pulling him away from the kitchen and toward the sculpting studio. The difference between the rooms was staggering. If the rest of Simon's home was spotless, here, everything seemed like an artistic mess. There were several discarded sculptures in the corner, materials lying all over the place, and the floors were covered with the occasional spot. The only area that looked even a little like the rest of the house was a sort of mini-stage, where a small couch rested, with pillows all over the place.

"There," Simon directed Luc. "Take off your shoes and clothes and sit down. This will take a while."

Luc obeyed and started removing his carefully chosen outfit. He set the clothes next to the couch, acutely aware of Simon's hot gaze sweeping over him. Finally, he sat on the couch and waited.

Simon let out a little groan, but then turned all business once again. He started making preparations and brought out a large block of stone. He then began to retrieve his tools, chisels, hammers, and even scrapers or other electrical instruments. He set them all on a table, next to a pair of safety goggles.

He briefly left the room, then returned carrying a large tome. Joining Luc by the couch, he directed Luc into the position needed for the sculpture. According to Simon's instructions, Luc would be sculpted standing up, with his head tilted back ever so slightly and holding the tome against his heart. "All right," he said when he was finally satisfied. "Remember, don't move. This is going to take a while. Tell me when you start to get uncomfortable and we'll take a break."

Luc rolled his eyes. "No worries. I'll be fine. Now go on and do your magic."

Simon grinned at him and, to Luc's shock, started taking his clothes off. With every bit of skin revealed, the erection that had faded because of the serious discussion and the nervousness returned with a vengeance.

"Do you mind?" Simon asked, throwing a gaze toward Luc.

"Uhh… not at all. But if you want to sculpt me, it'll kind of have an effect."

Simon stared at Luc's hard shaft and licked his lips. "That's what I'm counting on," he said.

Simon changed clothes, abandoning the clean ones next to Luc's. He put on a pair of threadbare jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, then the gloves and safety goggles.

Finally, the sculpting process began. Luc had expected it to be tedious, but he found that time just flew by as he watched Simon immortalize his figure in stone. He saw the passion and dedication on the other man's face, the concentration lining his features, and imagined that this was how he looked when he wrote. He burned with the desire to touch, to feel Simon, to unleash that passion together in a union of their bodies. Luc embraced it, allowing it to flow through him, knowing that he didn't have a chance to hide his feelings from Simon. Images flashed through his mind's eye, the memory of Simon on his knees in front of him, his eyes full of passion as he sucked Luc off, the first time they'd kissed. Luc wanted him again, and so bad it hurt.

He didn't know how long he just stood there, holding on to the tome. At one point, he registered the study begin to darken, before artificial lights came on. When the mallet finally stopped hitting the stone, he realized night had fallen.

"God…" Simon said. "Look at the time. I've kept you standing for hours."

Luc blinked, snapping out of his trance. The fatigue hit him like a ton of bricks and he dropped the book in shock.

Simon rushed to him and held onto Luc as if afraid Luc would fall. "Are you okay?" he asked, concern in his tone. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have pushed you."

As Simon helped him sit down on the couch, Luc laughed. "I'm fine. Just surprised."

Simon took off his goggles and gave Luc a confused look. "Surprised about what?"

"The tiredness. I didn't feel it while you sculpted." When Simon didn't speak, he elaborated, "You were just so… you looked so amazing, so perfect. I can't even explain it."

Simon stared at him and swallowed. "If I wasn't so dirty, I would kiss you right now," he whispered.

"I wouldn't mind getting dirty with you," Luc murmured back. They stared at each other for a few seconds, and Luc felt himself falling into Simon's eyes. He wanted nothing more but to be like that forever, with Simon by his side, in this amazing studio.

The moment was broken when Luc unexpectedly sneezed. Simon laughed at him. "The dust can get in the most unpleasant places," he said. "Come on. We need a shower and some R&R."

He extended his hand and Luc gleefully took it. Simon led him out of the studio and into the adjoining bathroom. "I have two bathrooms in the house. This one is to clean up after a session, and the other is for more… pleasant purposes."

Luc watched Simon as the man took off the dusty clothes and ran the water in the shower.

"This will do fine," he told his lover.

He pushed Simon into the shower, grinning at the other man's surprised yelp. The water was, at first, cool, but their bodies were so hot that it didn't matter. Luc pressed his mouth against Simon's, and his lover groaned, parting his lips, allowing Luc entry. They rutted against each other like animals in heat, their hard cocks rubbing in a delicious friction.

Luc gripped both their dicks in his hand, massaging them together, loving the feel of Simon's shaft against his own. But this time, he wanted more. He needed more. He wanted to be inside Simon so bad it hurt.

"I want to fuck you, babe," he told Simon.

Simon nodded, panting against Luc. "Condom. Should be one in the cabinet. Hurry."

Luc hated the thought of leaving Simon's side even for a moment, but it couldn't be helped. He quickly jumped out of the shower, nearly slipping on the titles in his haste. Calm down, Luc. You don't want to break your neck before fucking Simon.

The random thought almost made him laugh as he rummaged through Simon's medicine cabinet. He finally found the blessed item, retrieved the package and placed it within reach. He took out one condom and rolled it on his cock. Preparations made, he returned to the shower. He nearly fell over once again when he saw what Simon was doing.

Simon had two fingers up his own ass, and he stared straight at Luc as he fucked himself with them. "Faster," he told Luc. "I want you now. Inside me."

Simon's words spurred Luc forward and he joined Simon once again. Hot water fell over them as Luc removed Simon's fingers and replaced them with three of his own. Simon groaned and clung to Luc's shoulders, pushing back against the invading digits. He was already slick, but still so tight that Luc couldn't help a groan.

The wanton despair on Simon's face drove Luc to the edge. Removing his fingers, he flipped Simon over, and his lover leaned against the wall, spreading his legs widely. Luc almost came on the spot at the sight of his lover's ass, exposed for his pleasure.

He rubbed greedy hands across Simon's rear, spreading the cheeks to reveal Simon's opening. His mouth watered at the sight, and he knew he couldn't take it much longer. The arousal had built up for hours now, and Luc could not have restrained himself if his life depended on it.

Simon handed him a bottle of gel and Luc snatched it, spreading the liquid liberally across his cock. He let more gel fall across Simon's anus, rubbing it across the crease in gentle motions. "Don't tease," Simon moaned.

Even though Simon had already lubed himself up, Luc poured more liquid over his fingers and inserted them once again in Simon's ass. He pumped the digits a few times, making Simon's cries and pleas escalate.

Finally, he decided that he'd tortured both of them enough. Taking out his fingers, he steadied Simon and positioned himself at Simon's hole. In one single thrust, he embedded his dick inside Simon's willing body.

Simon gasped, the sound holding pleasure, but pain as well. "You okay?" Luc asked, forcing himself to remain still.

"Give me a second," Simon replied. "It's been a while."

The last thing Luc wanted was to hurt his lover. He ached to move, but he forced the desire back. He'd find no real pleasure if Simon didn't experience it as well.

Finally, Simon nodded, pushing back against Luc a bit. Luc brought their bodies as close as they could come and started a slow rhythm, allowing Simon to get used to Luc's girth. And then Luc changed the angle of penetration and Simon let out a cry of mixed pleasure and surprise. Luc buried his face in Simon's hair and smirked. Found it.

He increased the speed of his motion, pounding inside his lover, possessing Simon the way he'd dreamed from the moment he'd set his eyes on the other man. Simon met his every thrust with unrestrained passion. "Luc. Yeah! Just like that. Fuck me. Fuck me."

Luc readily complied. He thrust his dick in and out of his lover, chasing the pleasure only Simon's body could give him. All too soon, Luc felt his orgasm approach. He reached out around Simon and gripped his lover's cock, refusing to come before him. A few strokes and Simon screamed Luc's name, coming all over Luc's hand, ass tightening around Luc's cock. Luc bit down on Simon's shoulder and came, filling the condom with his seed.

For a moment, Luc thought he would lose consciousness, the pleasure too intense to withstand. He slipped out of Simon's ass, wishing nothing more than to be there with his lover forever. As it turned out, the shower effectively chased that desire away, and Luc yelped as the cold water hit him, assaulting his sensitive nerves.

They fell out of the shower, giggling like children, and collapsing on the bathroom floor. "'M cold," Simon said.

"Yeah," Luc replied. He didn't want to move, but he figured they'd be more comfortable in a bed.

Getting up, he removed the condom and tossed it in the waste basket. After washing his hands, he took his lover in his arms, on impulse deciding on carrying Simon in bridal pose. Simon gave him an affronted look, but Luc stopped any possible protest with a kiss.

He carried Simon out of the bathroom and into the darkened house. "Bedroom is that way," Simon whispered, nodding toward another door.

Luc headed in the indicated direction, carefully navigating around the tasteful ornaments. As he opened the door, he was met with the pleasant sight of a huge, king-size bed. He couldn't help but wonder how many lovers Simon had taken here.

Simon gestured that he wanted to be placed down and Luc regretfully complied. Even as Simon went to turn on the lights, he could already feel his lover's absence in his arms.

"Go on," Simon huskily said. "To the bed."

Luc silently obeyed and climbed on top of the soft mattress. "Why the light?" he asked.

Simon's grin was so wicked it should have been illegal. "I want to see your eyes when I fuck you."

Luc's cock throbbed at the words. "Simon… please. I need you."

In a few instants, Simon joined Luc on the bed. "God, I love how you say my name," the other man said.

After that, words vanished between them. Simon took Luc's lips, their erections already heavy and hard between them. He swept his hands over the expanse of Luc's chest, stopping when he reached Luc's nipples. Luc groaned when his lover tweaked the little nubs, rubbing them, sending shocks of pleasure through Luc's body.

Luc arched against Simon, aching to feel his lover inside him. Distantly, Luc heard the telling sound of a tube being opened. A slick finger invaded his anus, making Luc gasp. Luc wordlessly begged for more, pushing against the digit, and Simon gave it to him. Two more fingers joined the first one, thrusting in and out of Luc's ass. All the while, Simon's mouth remained fused to Luc, occasionally breaking away just to breathe.

Simon retracted his fingers and rolled a condom on. He slicked up his dick and slowly pushed inside Luc. The feeling of being so gently filled humbled and astonished Luc. It was warm, intoxicating, and magical. Luc wanted to push against Simon, to force him deeper, but Simon held him still. Perhaps it was better, because by the time Simon's cock fully penetrated, Luc felt speared open. Not that he was complaining. He loved every second of it, even the slight burn and the edge of pain.

"Simon…" Luc begged again. "Do it. Fuck me."

Simon's aristocratic features contorted in an almost snarl, and with no other warning, he pulled out of Luc and thrust back in. Luc clung to his lover, desperate for some sort of anchor in a world that was quickly fading. Simon fucked him mercilessly, taking what he wanted, much like Luc had done earlier. It felt so perfect, and when Simon's dick hit Luc's prostate, Luc cried out, feeling yet another orgasm approach. Quite amazing, since Luc had long ago stopped being an eighteen year old who could get it up again in five minutes.

Time seemed to slow, no, vanish altogether, and the only thing that remained was the two of them, moving together in tandem. The ecstasy built up more and more, and as Simon buried himself deep into Luc's ass, Luc exploded, without even having to touch himself.

He felt Simon's cock throb inside his ass, and distantly surmised his lover had come as well.

As the buzz of the orgasm flowed through him, Luc clung to his lover, reluctant to let go of the moment. But they were sticky and sweaty, and they couldn't exactly roll over and sleep like that. Simon eventually got up, and Luc let out a groan when his lover's dick left him.

Laughing, Simon left the room, returning with a wet washcloth a minute later. As he cleaned Luc up, he smiled, reminding Luc of the moment they'd spent in the sculpting area.

It occurred to Luc that they'd stopped before Simon could actually finalize his work.

"What about the sculpture?" he asked Simon.

"Oh, it's not finished by far," Simon replied. "You'll have to come again."

Luc grinned. "It'd be my pleasure."

* *

The Present

"And I did," Luc told Dury. "I came to Simon's studio more and more, until the sculpture was finished. And when it was finally done, I didn't stop coming."

"What happened?" Dury asked.

"Before I knew it, we'd been together one year. But then suddenly, I couldn't write anymore. I started getting obsessed with breaking free of the slump, and simply pushed Simon away. A few months later, Simon broke up with me."

"Why didn't you fight it?" Dury asked. "Why didn't you try to keep him?"

"He deserves better," Luc said softly. "I couldn't make him happy."

Dury didn't insist. Instead, he looked at the sky and said, "It's getting dark. The park will be closing soon. Come on."

He got up and Luc followed, wondering why he'd even told Dury about Simon. True enough, Dury knew some things already, but the emotions, the love and desire and pain, they were Luc's. No one could understand it, not like Luc could.

In that moment, Luc realized it. As he'd spoken to Dury, the feelings he'd shut out for two months had emerged, overwhelming him. His books were dead and numb, yes, because he'd been like that, not allowing himself to realize the true extent of his loss. But why had he been unable to write in the first place?

Too much feeling, Luc told himself. So much, Luc couldn't deal with it. He couldn't tell Simon how much their relationship meant to him. He'd been so afraid, without even realizing it. God, it was so clear now. But it was also too late.

"Are you all right?" Dury asked in a soft, gentle tone.

"Fine," Luc replied. He realized he was shaking and his voice trembled with restrained tears.

"Let's go home," Dury said. "You need some sleep."



Chapter Four



The third stage of Dury's plan was named See. By now, Luc expected something traumatizing and emotional to happen. And as much as he hated to admit it, through Dury, he'd understood and felt more in a few days than he had in the past couple of months. No matter how stupid and corny the plan seemed, Luc would see it to the very end.

He was surprised when Dury took him to an unfamiliar building, a private center for the treatment of the handicapped. Luc had thankfully never needed such medical attention, nor had any of the members of his family or close friends.

They entered the facility, and to Luc's shock, no one stopped them. A couple of nurses even greeted Dury, smiling brightly at him. Dury waved back at them and kept walking.

They took the elevator to an upper floor. All the while, Luc ached to ask what was going on. He got his answer when they walked out of the elevator and stopped in front of a gym.

Through the windows, Dury nodded toward two familiar figures, a redheaded woman and a man in a wheelchair.

Luc recognized the woman at once. After all, she'd thrown his latest manuscript in his face just a few days back. "Dana?"

"You remember her brother, Josh, right?" Dury asked, pointing to the man.

"Yes, of course. The last time I saw him was at the art gallery where I met Simon. He was very excited about playing in front of an audience of a thousand people. I later read that they loved him."

"That's right. He was very popular in the next few shows, as well. A few months back, though, he had an accident. Doctors say he won't ever walk again."

Luc gave Dury a horrified look. "What? That can't be. Dana never told me."

"Josh asked her not to. He didn't want people to know, to see him like this. He still hopes the medics are wrong. They kept the media dogs back with money."

Luc stared at the once happy young violinist and couldn't believe his eyes. He had trouble reconciling the Josh he'd known with this one. Joshua had been so full of life, so happy. He'd had the world at his feet, much like Luc in a way. How could things change so fast, and so drastically?

As they watched, Josh tried to force himself to walk, using two parallel bars as support. Sweat poured down his bare torso, and his sister urged him on, her eyes full of sorrow.

He fell halfway to his destination, and he cursed as he hit his hand in the process. His hands… hands that had once made thousands stand up and applaud.

"What about his music?" Luc asked.

"Dead," Dury replied. "He can't do it. He can't sing."

"Jesus. Why are you showing me this?"

Dury leaned against Luc, his warmth familiar and comforting. "Didn't you want to do the Ghost of Christmas present thing? Well, be careful what you ask for."

The words should have sounded stand-offish, but they came out soft and understanding. Luc wrapped his arms around Dury, trying to make himself speak. "Will he be able to walk again?" he asked.

"I can't tell you that," Dury said. "I don't know. The physiotherapy is never going to be enough, but his will may just help him out the rest of the way."

Luc nodded. He supposed that no one, not even a supernatural creature like Dury, could know the future.

"Come," Dury said. "He'd be uncomfortable if he saw us."

They left the private center in silence and took a cab once again. This time, it left them in one of the most eclectic neighborhoods in town. There were beautiful new houses built right next to rundown buildings and apartment complexes, some old, some new. "Where are we?"

Dury pointed to a tall structure in the distance. "That's where Chance Summers lives."

"Josh's fiancé?" Luc asked, recognizing the name.

"Former fiancé. They broke up."

"No way," Luc said. "I don't know much about them, but I've seen them together. They were in love."

"Even people in love can be torn apart by circumstances," Dury answered.

Instead of heading toward the apartment complex, they walked down the winding streets until they reached a sort of shopping area. Next to a library store and a tiny barber's shop, he saw a small gallery. There were several names mentioned on the posters, but Luc only recognized Chance's.

"Hurry. Let's sneak inside before anyone sees us."

Luc nodded, already used to Dury's peculiar ways. He distantly thought that Dury should have been able to use some sort of magic, to mask their approach at least.

"Fuck!" a voice said from a room in front of them. A string of more curses followed, and Dury gestured Luc to be quiet. They slipped through the gallery, following the sound as guide. They finally reached their destination and Luc sneaked a peek through the open door. Predictably, the person there was Chance Summers.

"I can't do this," Chance said, shaking his head. "I just can't."

He tossed his brush to the floor and pushed the unfinished canvas away from him in disgust. As the canvas fell, he kicked at it in desperate fury. "Fuck you. Fuck you. Why? Why?"

He repeated the words over and over, until finally, the anger seemed to drain out of him. He fell to his knees and buried his face in his hands. "Why…" he whispered brokenly.

Luc felt uncomfortable with seeing the handsome artist in such a vulnerable posture. Thankfully, Dury pulled him away and they left the gallery. "He doesn't know about what happened to Josh," Dury explained. "Josh dumped him with no explanation and refuses to see him."

"I don't understand," Luc said. "If he didn't want Chance to wait and waste his life, he should've just told him the truth. Why act like that?"

"Why do we all act the way we do, I wonder. Why do we hurt the ones we love?"

Luc didn't reply. He thought he knew where Dury was going with all this. He opened his mouth to tell Dury enough, that he wanted it to stop. He couldn't take it any longer. Dury hailed a cab and said, "One more time. Keep it together."

Luc gritted his teeth and got inside without comment. He almost jumped out when Dury gave the driver the address to Café Mont Blanc. "What are you doing, Dury? Are you trying to torture me or what?"

Dury cupped Luc's cheek and gave him a sad smile. "No. Never. I just want what's best for you. Surely you believe that."

Yes, Luc believed. Somehow, this no longer seemed only about the books. Dury wanted him happy, and Luc couldn't push the young man away, not while knowing that.

Luc crossed his arms against his chest and stared out the window. The drive was silent and uncomfortable. When the car stopped, Dury paid and opened the door. He hesitated before stepping out. "We can go back to the house if you like," he told Luc.

Luc didn't answer. Did he want to go back? No. Something told him this needed to be done.

"Come on, people," the driver growled at him. "Get in or get out."

Luc glared at the man, then turned to Dury. "Let's go. One more time."

Dury nodded, green eyes shining with pride and concern. They stepped out in front of the café and for a few seconds, Luc experienced an incredible sensation of déjà vu. In this same place, he and Simon had met for the shortest first date in history. Like back then, the sun shone brightly and there were several couples sitting at the tables in front of the café.

Luc's gaze was immediately drawn to a particular one. An auburn-haired man dressed in a business suit sipped his coffee, and across from him, a woman gestured wildly at him.

"What's wrong with you, Simon?" the woman said. "Why are you doing this? Sculpture used to be your life. Why have you suddenly turned corporate?"

"Art consumes you whole, Susie," Simon replied. "One day, I'll wake up and realize I am old, all alone and with no one to hold my hand on my deathbed. Sculpture is beautiful, but I have to choose between it and having a real life. I choose life."

"Oh, Simon," Susanne said. "Don't make such a radical decision. I know you were hurt when Luc broke up with you, but he's just one guy. He wasn't the right one. You'll meet someone else."

"I might, and for that reason, I need to get my act together and be human once again."

And then suddenly, he looked away from Susanne and his gaze met Luc's. His eyes widened and all color drained out of his face. "Simon, what's wrong?" Susanne asked, instantly alarmed.

She turned, and once again, Luc was struck by the resemblance between her and Simon. He'd already met Susanne, of course. With her and Simon being so close, Luc had ended up going to barbecues and helping children with homework. He'd never minded, and he'd begun to love Susanne's family as well. That had all come crumbling down. Why? Why had he let them drift apart?

"You," Susanne said, glaring daggers at Luc. "What are you doing here?"

When Luc didn't reply, her gaze fell on Dury. Luc wouldn't have thought it possible, but she seemed to turn even more furious. "So this is your new squeeze? This is the whore you replaced my brother with?"

She got up, apparently ready to attack and defend her twin. Simon caught her before she could take any measures against them. "Susie, calm down. You're making a scandal."

"I will not calm down," Susie cried. "Are you forgetting what he did to you?"

In that moment, anger flooded Luc. Yes, he'd made mistakes, but Simon had cheated on him. Luc could well remember the male voice he'd heard over the phone that day. Susanne apparently didn't know about that little thing. He hadn't thought Simon such a two-faced bastard. "That's between Simon and me, Susanne," he told her coolly. "You have no right to interfere."

"I can't believe this," Susanne said, staring at him. "I simply cannot believe this."

Luc ignored her, too busy looking at Simon now. His ex-lover had changed in the months they'd spent away from each other. His hair was shorter, cut in a respectable, classic way. He wore a suit that screamed office job, and his eyes looked so sad it cut Luc to the core. And he was still so very handsome, the same man Luc had fallen for.

"Hi, Simon," he said.

"Hi." Simon's gaze fell on Dury. "Introduce us?"

"Right. Dury, this is Simon Roth. He's the sculptor I told you about. Simon, this is Dury…" He paused, realizing he didn't know Dury's last name.

"Dury Smith," his house mate came to his aid. "I'm helping Luc with his book."

"You're writing again, then?" Simon asked.

"Trying to," Luc replied. "It's been a tough couple of months."

"Yeah," Simon replied. He held Luc's gaze and for a few seconds, time seemed to flow backwards, and Luc was back in the art gallery, standing in front of the beautiful statue, and meeting the world's most amazing sculptor for the first time. It felt beautiful, electric, like a memory, but not. And when Simon smiled at him, Luc took a step forward, aching to hold his lover once again, to feel those sweet lips against his own.

"That's enough," Susanne said, breaking the moment. "We're going."

She put a few bills on the table and grabbed her brother's hand. "Have a nice life," she threw to Luc. "Jerk." She pulled Simon out of the café and as she passed Luc, her shoulder collided with Dury, seemingly by accident. Dury oomphed, but made no comment.

"Susie," Simon growled. "Stop it."

He gave Dury an apologetic look. "Sorry about that. She's very protective about me."

"I can see that," Dury said with a warm smile. "You're very lucky to have her."

Simon scanned Dury's face, as if uncertain. Once again, Susanne interfered. "Let's go already."

This time, Simon obeyed, and moments later, they disappeared in the crowd.

"Wow," Luc said when he could finally speak.

Dury rubbed his chest where Susanne had hit him. "Yeah. Want to stay for coffee or just go home?"

Suddenly, Luc felt more exhausted than ever. "Home. Please."

Without a word, Dury hailed another cab. Five minutes after they got home, Luc collapsed in bed and fell asleep.



* * * *



The next day, Luc woke up sticky and frustrated. He'd had the most amazing and peculiar dream. In it, both Dury and Simon loved him and the three of them did everything together. Luc groaned as his dick responded to the memory of the dream. Dury and Simon touching him, fucking him. It aroused him beyond compare, and confused him like hell.

He lay there, remembering it for the longest time. How could all of this be happening? Perhaps it was all a wild dream, and Luc had only imagined the fluffy tail. Perhaps Dury didn't even exist. Writer's block must have insanity as a side effect.

He was almost afraid to get up, to see if these past few days had been a fantasy and nothing more. But then a knock sounded at his door, and Luc hastily covered himself, knowing Dury had the habit of coming in uninvited. It shocked Luc that he was already catching onto the habits of someone who may well be an illusion.

Seconds later, Dury opened the door and peeked inside. "Oh, you're awake. Wonderful."

For a few seconds, Luc just stared at the young man, taking in the now-familiar beautiful face. So Dury really was true. Where did that leave Luc? And what about Simon? What would Luc do about that?

The solution escaped him, so Luc decided not to over think it and just go with the flow. Dury had come to him for a reason. Luc would enjoy the younger man's company and decide what to do along the way.

Nodding to himself, Luc offered Dury a smile. "As if you didn't already know that."

Dury grinned at him and pushed the door open. He wore one of his weird outfits, and this one left his flat abdomen bare. The black tights molded against his body like a second skin, reminding Luc of the dream. He carried a tray filled with a delicious looking breakfast and Luc's mouth watered, and he didn't know if it was because of the food or because of Dury.

"Breakfast in bed," Dury said with a smile.

"Why?" Luc asked as he stole a piece of bacon off a plate. "Should I be frightened?"

Dury shook his head. "Not at all. I'm just going to be out for a bit so you can do your thing."

Luc choked on his mouthful of bacon. "You're leaving?" he said. "Already?"

"Of course not," Dury replied. "You've yet to write a line."

The panic started to dwindle at Dury's reply, although it did bring close to home the fact that Dury wasn't here to stay. "Right. So where are you going then?"

Dury offered him an enigmatic smile. "It's a secret. But I'll tell you if you promise not to tell anyone."

Luc arched his brow. "Who would I tell?"

Dury shrugged. "I'm going to see my dad and visit a friend."

Luc gaped at him. They'd not really spoken about their families much, although Luc had mentioned his and Simon's in passing. "Your dad?" he repeated.

Dury nodded. "He gets nervous when I'm here for too long."

Luc suppose that by here, Dury meant something mindboggling like "Earth" or "this realm", so he decided not to ask. "Okay, then… when will you be back?"

"No worries," Dury replied. "I'll be back by tonight. Lunch is already ready, and you can reheat."

"Sure. Thanks."

As Dury pecked Luc on the cheek and bounced out of the room, Luc returned to his breakfast. The thought of Dury's imminent departure turned the delicious taste of his housemate's cooking into dust.

But as he sat there, thinking about Dury, Simon, and the many things he'd seen and done in the past few days, Luc knew he could no longer hide and curl into bed like a loser. He could become Lucas Black, bestselling author once again. For himself, for Dury, for Simon, and for his own gift, he would not give up.

Nodding to himself, Luc drank a bit of the cooling coffee and decided to get ready for the day. He took a shower, allowing himself to linger a little and make good use of his hand in the process. Finally, once he felt a bit calmer, he sat down at the desk. He booted his laptop, opened his word processor and started typing.



Part Two:



The Sculptor







Chapter Five



"Will you listen to what I'm saying? He's bad for you," Susie said for the millionth time in the past half hour.

Simon rolled his eyes. "Why do you feel the need to repeat that? I got it the first time."

Susie glared at him as he retrieved a cigarette pack. "When did you start smoking? It's his fault, isn't it?"

Simon groaned and buried his head in his hands. The day before they'd run into Luc and Luc's current boyfriend at Café Mont Blanc. Since then, Susie had been even angrier and more unreasonable than ever. Simon now regretted not giving Susie the real details of their break-up. She seemed intent on hunting Luc down and bringing an end to his existence.

"Okay, Susanne, listen up," he said, voice serious. Her eyes widened as he addressed her by her full given name. "This whole thing isn't Luc's fault. I was the one to break up with him."

"What? But you said—?"

"I never said anything. You just assumed. Some of it was his fault, some of it mine. We tried; it didn't work out. End of story. Please let it go."

Susie's eyes filled with tears. "But Simon… you love him," she said softly. "And you've given up sculpting for him. How can I possibly let that go?"

"I don't know," Simon replied. By the look in Susie's eyes, she knew he didn't refer to her emotions, but to his own.

For the first time in many years, an awkward silence stretched between them. Finally, Susie looked at her watch and said, "Oh dear. I'm sorry, Simon. I have to pick up the kids. See you later?"

Simon nodded and smiled. "See you. Kisses to the children."

The relief he felt at watching her go made him angry and frustrated. He lit a cigarette and brought it to his lips, allowing the smoke to fill his lungs. Slow death, he knew, but the scent somehow reminded him of Luc. Simon had always loathed smoking, but for some reason, Luc could make even that sexy.

Simon cursed and extinguished his cigarette in his most recent addition to the house, a crystal ashtray. He got up and went to the bar, his entire being itching for something he could not define. As he poured himself a shot of whisky, he distantly thought that at this rate, he'd be dead of cancer by the age of forty.

What the fuck was wrong with him? He'd been the one to end things with Luc. It made sense that Luc would move on, find someone else.

But that man—that Dury Smith person—he was unlike anyone Simon had ever met. Simon had never particularly liked cross-dressers. He got hard over muscled chests and hot erections, not women's clothes. Case in point: Luc. But Dury had something special, a light that seemed to radiate from his very being. Simon could still remember Dury's sweet smile, and his heart hurt with a weird sense of longing. He hated to admit that Luc had found someone better, more patient, and God, so beautiful.

"What are you thinking so hard about?" a voice said suddenly, startling Simon.

He dropped the glass, and the expensive liquor splattered all over the place. It reminded him of a different moment, when Simon had been the one to scare another man. Back then, Luc spilled his champagne all over his shirt, which led to Simon impulsively whisking him away from the party and giving him a blow job in the bathroom.

But it wasn't Luc invading his private sanctuary now. Simon gaped as he saw Dury Smith stand there, in the middle of his living room, giving him a concerned look. "Are you all right? Let me help you with that."

"No," Simon said automatically. "I got it."

He didn't bother to clean up, though. He could change the carpets and even the floors if he wanted to. Seeing his ex's current lover here was too mindboggling to compute, and Simon needed to understand why.

"What in the world are you doing here?" he asked, hating himself for sounding so weak.

"I came to see you, of course," Dury replied. "I can wait, though, if you're too busy."

"Busy?" Simon repeated in disbelief. Who the hell did this kid think he was? Was this some sort of show of possessiveness? Dury hadn't seemed like that upon their first meeting, but Simon had been wrong before. Anger flowed through him at the thought of Dury and Luc together, in bed, mocking him. "What the fuck?" he growled. "Did you come to tell me to stay away from Luc? You don't have to worry, you know. That's all over now."

Dury didn't look intimidated. "I doubt that. And Luc isn't my lover."

Simon snorted. "As if I believe that. Why else would he—?" He stopped himself just before he finished the phrase, realizing how insulting it would sound. He didn't know Dury well enough to judge.

Dury arched a brow. "Why would he be with me if it wasn't for fucking? That's what you were going to say, right?"

Simon fought to keep a straight face and not let his embarrassment show. After all, Dury had been the one to intrude. Hell, Simon should call the police and have Dury arrested for trespassing. "I apologize if I'm wrong," he said levelly, "but you have to admit the situation is suspicious."

Dury let out a thoughtful sound. "And it bothers you, the thought that I might be sleeping with him?"

"Of course it bothers me," Simon snarled. He had no idea what game this kid was playing, but he wanted it over. "Look, I think you'd better go."

"I'll go, but first I want to say something. Luc loves you still. You shouldn't give up on him so easily."

"I did my best," Simon said defensively. "It didn't work out. I've had enough."

Dury shook his head. "You bluffed, you lost, and now you're afraid to try again. Isn't that right? You never wanted to break up with Luc. You thought that an ultimatum would give Luc a little nudge, bring him back to reality. Only it didn't work out the way you'd hoped, because Luc didn't fight for you."

Simon's vision started to blur. Suddenly, he felt like he couldn't breathe. Having his failure thrown in his face by a stranger, Luc's new lover, hurt more than he could have ever imagined. He opened his mouth to deny it, but the calm certainty on Dury's face convinced him otherwise. "How did you know?" he asked instead. He'd never told anyone about it, not even Susie. It still hurt too fucking much, and Simon suspected this wound would never fully heal.

"I just do," Dury answered simply. "Luc doesn't, though, and he's hurting."

"He has you now," Simon shot back.

"It's not enough," Dury replied sadly. "He'll never be happy without you."

Simon didn't want to hear anything else. "Look, that's touching and all, but it's none of your business. Please get out, before I throw you out."

Wordlessly, Dury obeyed, leaving Simon staring into space, feeling empty and abandoned.



* * * *



The next day, Simon returned from his job with renewed sense of purpose. As a famous sculptor, he'd gotten a job with an advertising firm easily enough. The head of the business was a big fan of Simon's work and had been thrilled when Simon expressed his interest in a career there. It worked out, since Simon could still design things, without being directly involved with sculpture.

Today, they'd received an important task and Simon considered ideas of how to best express the desires of the client. He sat down on his couch and reread the file, considering each option. The perfume company was looking for a new approach, something that would combine classical with groundbreaking. That made sense since ads for such products always looked and felt the same.

"You could say it, you know, that all perfume ads are the same," a familiar voice whispered in his ear.

Simon fell off the couch in his haste to get away. The day before, he'd figured that Dury must have sneaked in while Susie was leaving. How the hell did the other man get in now? "What the hell?"

Dury gave him an amused look and jumped on the couch. He picked up the file Simon had dropped and started scanning through its contents. He snapped the folder shut and arched a brow at Simon. "So this is what you do at your day job?" he asked.

Simon could feel the censure in Dury's voice and bristled. "That's right. It's interesting and hot and I'm good at it. Why? What do you do?"

"I told you already," Dury replied. "I help people."

"Like you're helping Luc with his book," Simon said, trying to understand what Dury meant.

Dury nodded. "In case you're wondering, he's doing well. He wrote all day yesterday, but thankfully, he agreed to a break once I was back."

Simon felt his blood freeze in his veins at the implication of the words. "You… you live with him?"

"Of course," Dury replied. "How else could I help him with the writing?"

Simon couldn't believe his ears. He'd waited for Luc to ask him to move in together. He'd been convinced Luc would eventually do it, since they were right for each other in every way. But Luc hadn't, and he'd taken in this strange young man instead.

Dury abandoned the couch and knelt next to Simon on the floor. "I'm sorry. I know it hurts. But I'm not your replacement. You have to know that."

Simon angrily pushed Dury away. "Are you trying to mock me? Do you want to boast with having Luc now? I get it. You won, I lost. Leave me alone."

"This isn't about winners or losers, Simon," Dury said sadly. "It's about lovers. Why don't you understand that?"

Simon took a deep breath and reached for the cell phone in his pocket. "I'm about a second away from dialing 911. Don't try my patience. Get out."

For a second, Dury didn't do anything. "I'll go," he finally said, "but before that, I want you to answer me one question."

Simon rubbed his forehead, clutching his phone like a lifeline. "Go on. Ask already."

"Why aren't you sculpting anymore?" Dury said, and his green gaze speared through Simon's heart.

Simon froze. Susie had asked him the question many times, but this felt somehow different. Dury seemed to know exactly why Simon had given up, why his hands trembled whenever he picked up a chisel, why he couldn't hold his hammer steady and the safety goggles blocked his entire world.

"Fuck you," he growled at Dury. "Leave me the hell alone."

"Okay," Dury replied with a small smile. "I'm leaving you a small gift before I go."

He unzipped his small knapsack and removed a bunch of papers from it. "There. What Luc wrote yesterday," he explained.

Simon nearly choked on his anger and surprise. "You're kidding me. You're stealing Luc's work and giving it to me just like that?"

Dury snorted. "As if you'd ever use Luc's material or do something to betray his trust."

"But you have. You've lied to him, haven't you?"

For a second, Dury faltered. "Yes," he finally answered. "I have. But it's for the best. In time, you will see that too."

With that, Dury picked up his knapsack and walked away. Only when Simon heard the elevator go down did he realize the peculiarity of the entire situation. Why had he never taken notice of Dury's approach before? How did Dury enter the building without making the alarm Simon set screech? So many questions, so few answers.

Finally, Simon picked up the unfinished manuscript, wondering if he could find an answer there. Dury just didn't seem like a common person, and Simon almost fainted when he realized he felt a stirring inside him, the incipient desire to sculpt returning once again.

The last model Simon had used was Luc. After that, no one seemed right, but Simon hadn't needed it either. And then, they'd broken up, and his talent simply abandoned him. To think that the presence of this young man could revitalize it… It felt like both an impossibility and a betrayal.

In the end, Simon pushed the yearning down and focused on the written words. There was no title, and the passages didn't have alignment or anything like that. It was obviously a very rough draft, but as Simon read on, he understood why.

Each and every word seemed to hold a wealth of emotion. Every twist of the phrase made Simon's heart thunder. When the characters spoke, they reminded him of Luc's voice, his laughter when they were in a playful mood, his groans and cries as they made love. Through the written words, he felt connected to Luc once more. He read on greedily, like an addict getting his fix, until he ran out of pages. Then he went over the text again, and he imagined himself there, the wizard helping the prince out in his fight. He saw their shared memories in every line.



"That's amazing," the prince said. "As expected from the master of all alchemists."

The wizard gave a disgusted huff. "Don't mock me. I don't appreciate it, not even from the prince."

"I'm not," the prince said softly. "You've got a gift."

"And here I thought you were just trying to use me," the wizard shot back.

* *

The Past

Simon analyzed the sculpture with a critical eye, then stole another look at the model. If he wanted to be honest, he was being slower and even more obsessed than ever. He knew it was only partially because of his perfectionism. In truth, he didn't want to finish it. He didn't want to stop seeing Luc.

"Well?" Luc asked, his lips barely moving.

"It's ready," Simon declared. He couldn't keep clinging on to this pretext forever. He'd just have to hope Luc would come back even without the sculpture.

"Thank God," Luc said. He abandoned the book on the couch and stretched, obviously uncomfortable from standing in the same position for so long. Simon's mouth watered as he watched the play of muscles, the way the motion made Luc's hard cock bounce. He didn't know why, but Luc was always erect during their sculpting sessions. Naturally, this led to very pleasant evenings for Simon.

Still naked, he made his way to Simon and swept his eyes over the sculpture. "Wow, that's amazing. As expected from the master of all sculptors."

Simon snorted. "Don't mock me."

"I'm not," Luc said with a smile. "You've got a gift."

Simon felt himself flush. "And here I thought you appreciated me for my other abilities," he flirted.

"I appreciate everything you are," Luc purred. He gripped Simon's hand, and together, they caressed the curve of the sculpture's back. "And this is the evidence."

"You're such a narcissist," Simon said.

"Am I?" Luc asked, sounding thoughtful. "I think there's a little piece of me, and a little piece of you in here. What can be more beautiful than that?"

Simon didn't reply. After all, what could he say? Perhaps Luc didn't even realize the implications of that statement. They'd made no promises to each other, not even to stay monogamous. Sure, Simon couldn't possibly bring himself to see other people, but Luc might want to, sometime in the future. To ask for love seemed too much, too soon.

"Come on," he offered. "Let's go to bed."

They cleaned up quickly, opting for swift separate showers. The day had been taxing and Simon wasn't up to acrobatics in the bathroom. However, the bed looked very inviting. They collapsed on the soft mattress together, their hands lingering on naked skin, gently caressing.

Simon's body burned with silent arousal, but he didn't push it. He allowed it to sweep through him and took everything slowly. Luc's hard cock rubbed against his own, the feel of it both exciting and familiar. For some reason, even if they'd been sleeping together for quite a while now, every night seemed to bring a new experience. Every day meant a precious added memory, and Simon felt himself fall more and more for Lucas Black.

"Luc," Simon whispered for no real reason.

Luc smiled at him, and then, his lips met Simon's in a languorous, seductive kiss. Simon pushed closer to Luc, aching to be one with the other man. They moved together without urgency, simply reveling in each other's proximity, in the slow heat. Their tongues entangled in a dance of passion, and Simon heard himself moan in desire. Need began to rise inside him, the ever present longing to feel Luc inside of him.

He realized Luc was reaching over to the nightstand, and he felt excitement swell through him. Luc shifted them on the bed, and Simon ended up on all fours, with Luc looming above him. Eagerly, he spread his legs, exposing his hole to his lover's gaze. Luc groaned, and Simon heard him drop the lube on the bed.

"Fuck, babe… you're just so…"

To know that he could drive a writer speechless was an amazing turn-on. He grinned and wiggled his ass a bit. "Come on, Luc. Take what you want."

Nodding wordlessly, Luc picked up the tube once again. A few seconds later, cool liquid slipped down Simon's crack, making him gasp. Luc shushed him and a slender finger invaded Simon's body with excruciating care. "More," Simon begged. Regular sex had his body greedy, and he could take Luc more easily than during the first few times.

Luc gave him what he wanted, adding two more fingers in his hole. This time, Simon did feel a bit of discomfort, but Luc stretched him gently, scissoring his fingers, loosening up Simon's passage. Soon, he had Simon thrusting back against the digits, aching for a more powerful penetration.

Luc seemed to make a decision. He pushed his fingers deeper, and Simon gasped as he felt them pop in past the knuckles, all the way to the base. Luc waited until Simon got used to it, moving them around gently. "Do you want more, babe?" Luc asked.

Simon shuddered at the promise in Luc's voice. Did he dare? Yes, he dared. "Please… Do it, Luc."

Luc poured more lube over Simon's hole and then, ever so slowly, inserted the fourth finger. It went in carefully, and Simon focused on relaxing, on trusting Luc and taking what his lover offered. After all, the girth of the four fingers wasn't too different from Luc's cock. Okay, maybe that wasn't exactly true, but Simon could encourage himself.

"Tell me if you want to stop," Luc said, his tone gentle but husky. "At any moment, just say my full name and I stop."

Simon nodded. "It's okay. Go on." He almost didn't recognize his own voice. How could he sound so breathless, so lost?

More lube trickled over Simon's anus, and Simon distantly thought they'd have to buy another bottle after this. Luc seemed to be using it in excess. But then again, in the circumstances, more was better than less.

Luc pumped his fingers inside Simon's passage, taking his time, whispering soft words, telling Simon how hot he looked, how well he was doing. With each passing moment, Simon's body grew hotter and hotter, the knowledge of what they were doing as arousing as the sensation rushing through him. Luc's touch remained gentle, but sped up a bit. As his fingers rubbed against Simon's prostate, Simon thought he'd died and gone to heaven.

"Ready for the last one?" Luc purred.

Simon nodded, although he had no idea if he was ready. They'd never played like this before, and Simon had never actually felt the need. And yet, tonight it seemed like this was what he wanted, to be completely and utterly possessed by Luc, to surrender his entire self to the other man. Perhaps it was fear, the knowledge that Luc might leave him after tonight, or maybe just the fact that he trusted Luc with his body, his heart, his very soul. All the exhaustion of the day vanished, leaving just desire behind. He wanted to feel Luc inside him, to have his lover hold him and take him.

As the thumb went in, Simon's eyes filled with tears, half of pain, half of emotion. He felt full, stretched more than humanly possible. Of course, his reason told him that wasn't true. The human body could adapt to many circumstances, sexual or otherwise. Simon knew this well, and he understood the limits and abilities of his own body better than most. After all, how could he be a sculptor if he couldn't grasp the details of what he wanted to depict? But acknowledging things mentally and feeling them were different matters entirely.

Luc stopped, obviously sensing Simon's discomfort. "Do you want to try something else?" he whispered. "It's okay."

Simon kind of wanted to say yes. He didn't think he could go through with this. Fisting was often risky, and Simon didn't have the experience to take it now. But he suspected that if he didn't do it now, he'd never have the courage to try it again. A part of him ached to see how it would feel, just this once.

"Go slow," he somehow managed to mutter.

Luc almost seemed reluctant to continue, but in the end, he gave Simon what he wanted. Inch by excruciating inch, Luc's hand went in. Simon fought to relax, knowing how important it would be in these circumstances. Pain and pleasure came together, sending sizzling shots of electricity over Simon's body. He became distantly aware of crying out, of saying something to Luc, and he could only hope it wasn't the safe word. God help him, but he didn't want it to stop.

And then, Simon realized that at some point, Luc's entire fist had entered him, up to the wrist. His mind screamed at him that it was impossible, and yet, Simon could feel it. He wanted more of the delicious pain.

Luc seemed to know what he was doing, as he didn't allow Simon to move when he'd have pushed back against the fist. His motions remained slow, a deliberately tortuous ecstasy. As his lover stimulated his prostate, Simon felt the burn of his body sweep through him, radiating from his ass. The orgasm flowed over him like a tidal wave and he exploded, crying out Luc's name.

As the spasms hit him, he felt his lover gently retract his hand and replace it with his cock. The sensation of being united with his lover in such a way made the pleasure soar even higher. As Luc thrust inside him, everything seemed to fade. Simon could only feel his lover, their bodies moving in synchrony and their hearts beating as one.

He didn't know how long it lasted, but when the pleasure finally began to fade, he felt himself fall into a state of amazing helplessness. He felt boneless, sated, and well fucked, and he could not have moved if he'd wanted to. Luc thrust a few more times, and then he came, his cock pulsing inside Simon's willing body.

Luc groaned as his dick slipped out of Simon's body and he rolled off of Simon. Simon collapsed onto the bed, and it was only then that he realized Luc had been supporting him. They lay next to each other, panting, enjoying the final waves of the afterglow.

Luc got up, and Simon heard him go to the bathroom, probably to dispose of the condom and clean up. He heard the water run, and then his lover returned to the bedroom. Through half-lidded eyes, Simon analyzed Luc's nakedness. He was going to have to create another sculpture of Luc. One simply didn't suffice.

Grinning, Luc lifted Simon in his arms and padded to the bathroom. "Whatcha doing?" Simon asked blearily.

"A short hot bath for you," his lover replied. "You'll thank me later."

Simon groaned as Luc placed him in the tub, now filled with hot water. "Ah fuck… I'm going to walk funny tomorrow."

Luc chuckled evilly. "No worries, babe. I'll bring you breakfast, lunch, and dinner in bed."

As his lover's hands swept over his skin, cleansing him, Simon allowed himself to relax. The remnant of worry in Simon's heart lifted at his lover's words. Luc didn't seem to have any intention of going anywhere. Thank God.

* *

The Present

As the memories of that night passed through his mind, Simon felt a tear fall down his cheek. That had been one the most erotic moments of his life, but at the same time, so full of emotion he'd barely been able to withstand it. They never repeated the experience, and Simon wondered if Luc felt the same thing that time, if those emotions frightened the other man. If so, perhaps Simon had unwillingly pushed Luc away with his demanding nature.

As he wiped his eyes, Simon realized that the last time he'd shed even a tear had been the day of their break up. This couldn't go on, damn it. Shaking his head, Simon tossed the manuscript on the coffee table. He needed to get some sleep, or else he'd do something he might regret.

Halfway to his bedroom, he stopped, uncertain. Perhaps he shouldn't just abandon the papers there. Sure, his home was safe, but Dury had gotten in. What if someone else came in and took the manuscript? Unlikely, but Simon didn't want to risk it.

Nodding to himself, Simon returned to the coffee table, only to realize the manuscript was nowhere to be seen. "What in the world?"

He started scanning the floor desperately, then looked around the couches. Maybe he'd put it someplace else and he didn't remember. His phone chirped as he searched, but he ignored it. The thought that Luc's book could fall into the wrong hands simply made him sick to the stomach.

By the time he gave up, half of his home was a mess, papers and books scattered everywhere. He collapsed on the floor, despair clouding his senses. Hands trembling, he retrieved his cell phone. He had to tell someone he'd lost the manuscript. Luc, at least, deserved to know. Too bad he didn't know Dury's number. Perhaps the young man would know what to do.

As he looked at the screen of his phone, he saw the notification of one unread message. It seemed to be from an unknown number, and Simon felt irritated at the thought of yet another random spam. He didn't know what made him press read, but his eyes widened at the content of the message: Don't worry about the manuscript. I'd never let Luc's work go to waste. Sleep well. D.

Simon dropped the cell phone, feeling almost certain this was all a weird dream. Dury couldn't have gotten in and out of the living room just like that, without Simon seeing him. Abandoning the device on the floor, Simon went to the bedroom, vowing to push all thoughts of Dury and Luc away. It didn't work, and that night, he dreamt of two lovers, so close, and yet so far away.



Chapter Six



"You promised to look over the file yesterday," Simon's boss, Andrew, told him with a frown. "I know you're a great artist, but that doesn't mean you can slack off."

"I know that," Simon replied. "I did look over the file. I just haven't managed to come up with an idea yet."

He felt irritated that Andrew expected him to sprout out images and concepts overnight. Yes, he'd done it in the past, but it couldn't happen every time. In spite of Andrew's words, Simon knew his boss didn't have such expectations from all of his employees.

"Simon, we pride ourselves in providing the fastest and best advertising campaigns. I thought you shared that value."

Simon gritted his teeth at the disappointment in his boss's voice. "Sir, with all due respect, an advertising campaign cannot be done in one day. You know this. The fact that I have come up with ideas faster in the past doesn't change that rule."

Andrew frowned. "Is everything all right, Simon?" he asked.

"Of course, Sir," Simon replied with a fake smile. "Why wouldn't it be?"

Andrew gave him a critical look. Finally, he turned toward the matter at hand yet again. "All right, Simon. You have three days, and after that, I'll hand over the account to another team."

Simon nodded and thanked his boss. As he left the office, he was assaulted by several voices. "Oh, did the boss scold the golden boy?" one of his colleagues threw at him.

"Maybe you need to suck his cock better," another said.

Simon didn't reply. He just headed toward the elevators, the heat inside the advertising agency stifling him. He couldn't work here, especially not with everything on his mind.

As he waited, he pressed the button over and over, wishing the thing would come already. Every moment that passed seemed an eternity, with Simon feeling the weight of all the gazes on him. Susie didn't know how right she'd been about the corporate job. Simon couldn't stand all the jealousies and backstabbing that took place here. An advertising agency was by nature a competitive environment, and from the very beginning, he'd been seen as an intruder, getting a free ride to the top just because of his status in the artistic community.

Unfortunately, Simon didn't have a choice but to take it and be silent. At least the boss was willing to let him work following a freelance schedule, because otherwise, he'd go insane.

When the elevator's doors finally opened, Simon suppressed a sigh of relief and got inside, heedless of the many people already riding down. He'd go home, grab a glass of whisky—or perhaps something lighter—and focus on his perfume campaign. It would do wonders to get his mind off his messed up love life. Maybe he'd even manage to forget about the two men who haunted his days and nights, for a few hours at least.

Some sort of deity seemed out to get him. As a couple left the elevator, Simon was left standing next to a woman, whom Simon instantly recognized as Dana Johnson, Luc's publisher. "Oh, hello, Mr Roth," Dana said. "Didn't see you there."

"Ms Johnson," Simon greeted her, "How have you been?"

"As good as can be expected," she said. "The publishing house just relocated a few months back. What about you? What are you doing here?"

"I work here," Simon replied.

Dana gave him a blank look. "Excuse me?"

"I work at Creole, the advertising agency. And before you ask, yes, I stopped sculpting."

Simon mentally cursed himself for offering the unrequested information, but the stress and sexual frustration were getting to him. Eventually, just Dana and he remained inside the lift. "I see," Dana replied neutrally. "That's a pity. I enjoy your work very much."

"Thank you," Simon answered automatically, hating every second of the conversation. "Perhaps I'll go back to it sometime in the future." With the way things were going, Simon very much doubted it, but he kept that depressing thought to himself. Dana didn't need to know the extent of his self-pity.

They reached the bottom floor before Dana could offer another reply. Simon nodded toward her and hastened out. The parking lot seemed blessedly empty, not a strange thing given the hour. Simon rushed to find his car, and to his shock, his hands trembled when he retrieved his keys.

Simon took a few seconds to calm down. This was getting ridiculous. Once, he'd been unshakable, a force that could unerringly shape beautiful, expressive bodies and faces in stone. Now, he couldn't even control himself enough to do the most menial of tasks. But seeing Luc again after two months had torn through every defense Simon had managed to build. To top it off, Dury Smith continued to haunt him as well. It needed to stop. He held the reins of his life, not some unknown individual with a peculiar propensity of sneaking into his home.

The thought sobered and steadied him. He could get over this. Simon managed to unlock his car and get behind the wheel with no other incident. It was only when he stuck his keys in the ignition that fate struck again, when a red alarm light appeared on his dashboard. What the hell? He always kept his car in perfect condition. Cursing under his breath at his bad luck, Simon got out and lifted the hood. He stared at the mess of parts that made up the engine for a few moments, before giving up. He knew his way around electric stuff, but working with cars was way out of his league. "Fuck!"

"What is it? Everything okay?" Dana said, making Simon even more frustrated with the situation. She must have caught up with him while he busied himself with philosophical musings and searched for his self-control.

"I think the car is leaking oil," he replied. He couldn't possibly drive out like that, not if he didn't want to chance fucking the car up even further. He'd just have to call a tow truck and take the damn thing to service. God, he didn't have time for this.

"Do you need a lift?" Dana asked.

Simon somehow managed to suppress his horror. The last thing he wanted was to be stuck with a person who knew about Luc and his relationship. Luc and she had a relationship that went beyond their professional connection. They were good friends, and Simon had practically met Luc because of her. Luc had never actively boasted about his relationship with Simon, preferring to keep their privacy intact. But given Luc's connection to Dana, she'd been one of the few who did know. She'd try to find out the whys and hows of their break up. Simon had his hands full with Dury. He couldn't take someone else invading his life.

Still, he couldn't refuse without insulting her. "I suppose, but I have to wait for the towing company to get here," he said, praying that she was in a hurry and wouldn't insist on staying.

"Right," Dana said. "And they always take so long to show up."

At first, Simon thought he was saved and she'd leave. Instead, she retrieved her cell phone and dialed a number. The conversation that followed convinced him that all efforts to dodge her would be futile. "A friend of mine got in some trouble with his car. He thinks it could be the oil. Could you come around and help out?"

The person at the other side of the receiver must have agreed. "At the publishing house, yes," Dana said. "Half an hour? Cool."

She hung up and smiled at Simon. "There you go. This guy I know owns a business and he'll be here faster than others."

"Thanks," Simon answered grudgingly. Mechanics were a continuous source of frustration for him. Most took advantage of Simon's inability to understand cars to rob him blind. It didn't help that a lot of them had no respect for art.

"No problem," Dana said. "Hey, while we wait, would you like to go with me someplace? I have a small thing I do after work. You don't have to come if you don't want to."

Simon sighed. She'd been so helpful he couldn't bring himself to say no. "Sure," he replied. "Let's go."

Dana offered him a small smile and nodded toward the exit. "It's within walking distance," she said. "There's no point in taking the car."

As they left the building, Dana started a conversation, asking him about his job at the advertising company. She was surprisingly tactful and didn't mention Luc or sculpture. Luc found himself consulting her on his advertising project, although he didn't give her any specifics for confidentiality reasons.

To Simon's surprise, Dana led them to a church. "I just need to say a prayer real quick," she said. "If you like, you can wait outside."

Simon shook his head. He wasn't a devout churchgoer, but he did believe in God. How could he not? He felt Him like a lingering presence whenever he gave shape to his ideas in marble and stone. He sensed it as the hammer fell and the chisel worked, giving birth to something new, a lifelike reproduction of reality that could in its own right be called human. Sometimes, it seemed to Simon that a higher being allowed him to create works that could reach out to others. Had he lost that as well?

His heart heavy, he went to sit on a bench as Dana went to kneel in front of the altar. He wondered if there was anything in particular she wanted to pray for.

"All people have things they pray for," a sudden voice said in a low whisper. Simon almost expected it to be Dury, but as it turned out, it was a priest. "Can I help you, son?"

Simon shook his head. "I'm just waiting for her. Thanks, though."

"No problem," the other man said. "If you change your mind, call me."

As the priest started to walk about, Simon decided to ask the question on his mind, "Father… would God take away someone's gift if that person did something bad?"

The man turned. "I'm afraid I don't understand."

"I used to love sculpting," Simon said. "But now, I can't do it anymore."

"And you think it's because you did something bad? Well, Our Lord gave us talents to be used, and it does depend on us how we use them. But I don't think you're referring to that."

The priest gave him a piercing look and Simon found himself speaking, pouring out everything that had happened. The other man nodded, but never once spoke until Simon finished.

Strikingly, he didn't seem shocked about Simon's homosexuality. The only time Simon thought he could see a real reaction was when he mentioned Dury and the peculiar emotions that emerged whenever he saw the younger man.

"My dear Simon. I cannot tell you what to do. The choice is always yours. But real gifts always stem from love, and when there is no love, the gift has no value."

"So what you're saying is that because of my problems with Luc, I can't sculpt." That was no help. Simon knew that already. Before, he'd sculpted out of sheer love for the art, but that stopped being enough after meeting Luc.

"Yes and no," the priest said. "It depends on what you feel for Luc and what you are willing to do to get him back."

Simon was musing over that when he heard Dana approach."Oh, Father Michael, hello," she said.

"Hello, dear. How have you been?"

"The same," Dana said with a sigh. "It's not very easy."

"I keep you in my prayers at all times, Dana. I'm sure God will listen."

Simon had the feeling that he was missing out on something in this conversation, but he didn't ask. Dana respected the limits he'd sent, so he'd do the same for her as well.

Finally, they said their goodbyes, and Dana ushered him to the exit. "We need to get back. My friend will have reached the publishing house by now."

As they left the church, Simon threw another glance over his shoulder, wondering what the priest meant. Father Michael was gone. Weird.

Shaking himself, Simon decided to muse over this later. Unfortunately, his lapse in attention caused him to run into someone. On instinct, his arms shot forward to catch the person. As it turned out, seconds later, he found himself embracing Dury.

"Oh, hello," Dury said.

Simon just stared at him. Was the younger man stalking him or what? The thought didn't disturb him as much as it should have. In fact, Dury's proximity and his sweet scent were starting to have a significant effect on Simon's body.

Feeling guilty, Simon immediately let go. "What are you doing here?"

"Actually, I was looking for her," Dury said, nodding toward Dana. She stood there watching them with narrowed eyes, as if she couldn't understand what was going on.

"Me?" she asked.

Dury smiled at her. "I have something for you." He then proceeded to open his knapsack and handed Dana a manuscript. "From Luc."

Dana took it and scanned the first page quickly before looking at Dury again. "Who are you again?"

"A friend of Luc's," Dury replied. "I'm helping him out with some stuff now. The manuscript isn't complete by the way, but he wanted you to have a little something, to give him an opinion."

"Okay," Dana said hesitantly. "Although I still don't understand how you knew I'd be here."

Dury just shrugged. "I have my ways. Call Luc as soon as you get a chance to look the manuscript over." He turned away from Dana and offered Simon a smile. "It would be nice if you called too."

Simon didn't answer, still too shocked to see Dury there to even compute the request. Before he could get over it, Dury said, "See you later." With a wave, the mysterious young man started walking away.

"What the hell was that all about?" Dana asked.

"I wish I knew," Simon muttered, more to himself than to her. "I wish I knew."



* * * *



An hour or so later, the taxi left Simon in front of his residence. He was tired, the entire day having effectively exhausted him. Father Michael's words swirled in his mind, and his brief meeting with Dury didn't help. There were simply too many coincidences, and Simon didn't know what to believe anymore.

At least he'd managed to get his car to someone who could fix it. That was probably the only success of the day.

As he entered his home, he decided against going to the upper floor. At the lower level, he usually stashed materials for future sculptures, as well as his completed works that hadn't been sold, his car, and other miscellanea. Now, most of it was empty. He'd shipped off or moved most of the items, either to galleries or material vendors. With the car in the shop, the entire area seemed as empty as Simon felt.

He sat down on the cool floor, all energy drained out of him. What the hell was he going to do now? He had three days to finish his task for the agency, but he couldn't care less about it. Luc and Dury followed him wherever he went, and he knew he needed to find a solution.

"It's easy, you know," Dury said. This time, Simon didn't even look up. He was beginning to get used to the young man's sudden appearances.

"Is it?" he asked. "I don't quite think so."

Dury laughed. "You have a phone in your pocket, do you not? You just have to press 1 and speed-dial Luc."

How did Dury know Simon still had Luc on speed-dial? Feeling lame and humiliated, he shot to his feet to face Dury. The younger man just stood there, a kind smile on his face, eyes warm and sad.

Realization struck Simon and he gaped at Dury."You love him too, don't you?"

"That doesn't matter," Dury answered. "He has to be with you."

Meeting Dury had Simon strangely off kilter, but for once, Simon understood. It seemed somewhat easier to make sense of Dury's actions, even if Simon still didn't know how Dury managed to do the things he did.

Dury's obvious sadness called out to Simon, and he found that he could no longer hold himself back. These new emotions confused the hell out of him, but for once, he'd go with the flow and see what happened. Fighting it didn't seem to show any result anyway. He took a step forward and wrapped his arms around Dury. The younger man tensed, but Simon held him tightly. "Shh. It's okay."

Dury gave him a startled look. "Simon…"

"It's okay," Simon repeated. "You can let go for a little while."

Dury buried his face in Simon's shirt, and his small body fit against Simon's. Tears soaked through the material, and a sense of protectiveness swelled inside Simon. In that moment, he could only think about making Dury's pain go away. "We'll work something out."

Dury looked up, and offered Simon a small smile. "Thanks. But really, I'm fine."

Simon was not convinced. He had no idea why he cared, but he did. And then their gazes met, and Simon felt himself fall into the green depths of Dury's eyes. Without really acknowledging his own actions, he lowered his head and pressed his mouth to Dury's.

Dury let out a sound of surprise, and tried to move away. His efforts to break free were weak and feeble at best, though, and in a few seconds, he surrendered and parted his lips. Slender arms wrapped around Simon's neck, and Simon deepened the kiss, Dury's taste so intoxicating it made his head spin.

He pushed Dury down gently, never separating their lips. His hands slipped under the tight material of the younger man's shirt. Dury's skin felt so soft to the touch, like hot silk, and Simon couldn't get enough.

The cold concrete was uncomfortable and Simon flipped them, allowing Dury to be on top. He couldn't stomach the idea of seeing bruises taint that flawless body. Gasping, Dury threw down his top and began to work on Simon's shirt. He pressed kisses to every inch of skin exposed, and Simon groaned as pleasure shot through him. God, he wanted Dury so badly. He ached to bury himself inside that sweet ass, to fill the younger man's body with his seed.

Dury sucked on his neck, rubbing against Simon in a frantic rhythm. He moved lower down, unbuttoning Simon's shirt all the way through. His tongue swept over Simon's chest, then down his abs, following the treasure trail that lead to his cock. Then, his hands went to unbuckle Simon's belt and lower his zipper. Simon arched against Dury as he felt the younger man's fist dig into his boxers and grip his shaft.

"Fuck… Dury. Touch me."

At his plea, Dury pushed off Simon's underwear altogether. Simon would have liked to do more, but Dury took control. The younger man moved his hand up and down Simon's shaft seemingly fascinated with the hard flesh. Simon saw Dury lick his lips and give him an uncertain look.

"Dury," Simon begged, "suck me. Please."

Simon's words must have cast aside Dury's doubts. He lowered his mouth over Simon's dick and his beautiful, full lips enclosed the engorged shaft.

At first, Dury's motions remained slightly hesitant, but he got over it quickly. His head bobbed up and down Simon's cock and Simon gasped, forcing himself to stay still. He could tell Dury was inexperienced and he didn't want to hurt or surprise the younger man. Alas, Dury also seemed a natural at this, and his enthusiasm more than made up for his lack of experience. In spite of his good intentions, Simon found himself thrusting inside Dury's mouth, fucking his lover's face.

Dury took him gladly, his moans sending sweet vibrations through Simon's dick. The sensations escalated until he could no longer contain himself. He tried to warn Dury, but his young lover just took him deeper. Their eyes met, and Simon exploded, pouring his seed down Dury's throat.

Dury sputtered, and a bit of Simon's essence trickled out of his mouth. Dury's lips looked beautifully swollen from taking Simon's cock. Still reeling from the orgasm, Simon reached for his lover, aching to give Dury the same pleasure, to make the other man his.

Their mouths met once again and Simon tasted himself on Dury's tongue. His trembling hand reached inside Dury's pants, palming his lover's hard dick. But as his hand touched Dury's erection, the young man recoiled as if he'd been struck.

"God, what am I doing? I'm sorry. So sorry. This was a mistake."

Simon's heart hurt at Dury's words. Sure, the situation looked very complicated, but Simon somehow knew that, with time and patience, they could make things work. "Dury," he tried, "don't say that."

Dury shook his head. "I have to go," he said, voice small and startled. "Please, call Luc."

Before Simon could say anything else, Dury simply vanished. Simon stared at the place where Dury had been and wondered if this had all been a peculiar dream. Finally, he decided there was only one way to figure things out.

Taking a deep breath, he retrieved his phone and pressed 1.



Chapter Seven



Luc agreed to meeting with Simon that very same day. He'd sounded a bit confused, but also decided, and Simon wondered how much Dury had told him. More importantly, he wondered what he himself would say. It all depended on what Luc felt and wanted.

Of common accord, they met at the same café. This time, Simon arrived later, and by the time he got there, Luc was already sitting at a hidden table, sipping from a cup.

"Hi," he greeted Simon.

"Hello," Simon answered as he swept his gaze over his former lover. Luc's eyes were shadowed, and he looked tired, but serene. He smiled, and Simon felt he'd gone back in time. Only he hadn't, as his heart and mind irritatingly provided. Dury was still there, between them.

He sat at the table and the waiter appeared to take his order. "How's the book going?" Simon asked, reluctant to begin the serious discussion at once.

"Good, good," Luc answered. "Dana seems to like it, and for once, I'm not struggling with writer's block."

"I'm happy to hear that," Simon replied. The waiter returned with Simon's espresso and Simon took a few moments to figure out how to breach the topic.

As usual, Luc didn't prod. He just waited, dark eyes scrutinizing Simon's face. For some reason, they gave Simon strength. This was still Luc, the man who knew him best. "I wanted to talk to you about Dury," he said.

Luc seemed surprised. "What about him?"

"We've been… ah… spending some time together for the past few days," he said. Luc's eyes flashed and Simon wondered how to explain things without making it sound like they were fucking behind Luc's back. "He insists that we should get back together, that we're meant to be."

"He told me that too," Luc replied neutrally. "I didn't know that he met with you as well, though."

His voice took an accusing tone toward the end, and Simon knew he needed to tell Luc the truth. "Luc, I'll be honest. I'm in love with you. I have been for almost two years now. I never wanted to break up with you, just to push your hand into loving me back." Luc's eyes widened in obvious shock. "Please, let me finish," Simon said. "I can't sculpt anymore because you're not at my side. Someone asked me what I was willing to do to get you back. I'd do anything, Luc, anything. I want us to be together." He paused, and watched his former lover gulp in nervousness.

"I feel a 'but' coming in," Luc said.

Simon nodded. "But I care for Dury too. I don't know how it happened. Hell, I don't even know who Dury is, how he can do the things he does. I just…" He choked, the memory of Dury's tears overwhelming him.

"I know," Luc answered. "I feel the same."

Simon didn't think he'd heard that right. "What?"

"For the past months, I've wanted to crawl back to you, to beg you to take me back. But it didn't seem right, not with the way things ended." He paused, and Simon winced, knowing his former lover was remembering that night. On impulse, Simon had invited another man over, his anger and frustration besting his reason. Luc had heard the man's voice, and probably thought Simon cheated on him. In truth, Simon had kicked his guest out shortly after their call, too depressed to even think about sex. "Nothing happened that night. With the guy, I mean."

For a few seconds, Luc didn't say anything. He then reached for Simon's hand and squeezed it. "I hate this," he whispered. "We never used to be awkward together."

Simon let out a little laugh. "I guess talking about feelings does that to a person."

That actually drew a small smile out of Luc. "True. I'm very bad at that. Dury always says…" His smile faded and his grip on Simon's hand tightened. "I think I love him too. As for what he is, he's just… Dury."

Simon didn't understand, but Luc proceeded to clarify, "He came to me claiming to be my plot bunny, of all things. I didn't believe him at first, but stuff happened, unexplainable stuff. And now… now I don't know what to think anymore."

"Do you think he lied to you?"

"He's obviously been keeping things from me," Luc said darkly. "I know next to nothing about him. And yet…"

"Maybe we should be talking to him too," Simon suggested.

Luc nodded. "That sounds good." He hailed the waiter to bring them the check. As they retrieved their wallets to pay, a small boy approached the table.

"Excuse me, sir," the boy told Simon, "this is for you."

Simon gave the boy a confused look. He saw the child was offering him a sealed envelope. Luc eyed him curiously and Simon shrugged. "Who is it from?"

The child pointed across the street and both Luc and Simon looked in that direction. They saw Dury standing there, smiling, dressed in his little combat boots and ruffled skirt. Dury waved at them and blew them a kiss. Then a car passed, blocking Dury from sight. When Simon could see through the traffic again, Dury was gone. He turned toward the boy, only to realize the child had run away.

"The letter," Luc said hastily. "Read the letter."

With trembling hands, Simon gently opened the envelope.



Dear Simon and Luc,

If you're reading this, it means that my time with you has ended. I am happy to see that you've settled your differences. I'm sure that now, when you have each other back, you'll have no trouble with each of your gifts.

It's true that I've kept things from you, but it was for the best. I genuinely care for both of you, but I do not belong here. Please remember me fondly, because that is how I will remember you.

I don't know if we'll ever see each other again. I wish you many happy years together. Above all else, remember that you love each other and don't let anything or anyone stand in the way of that love.

With deep affection,

Dury



"He's gone," Simon said, feeling numb. "He left."

Luc shook his head furiously. "No. He can't have gone far. We can still reach him."

"You know as well as I do it's not so easy," Simon replied. He could see it now, so clearly. Dury wasn't of this world.

"We need help."

"Help?" Luc repeated. "Who would believe us? Who would even care?"

The words of Father Michael echoed in Simon's mind. "Come on. I have an idea."

Luc left a hundred dollar bill on the table and they rushed out. Since Luc didn't much like to drive and Simon's car was in service, they were forced to hail a cab. With luck, they found one with a fair amount of ease and hastily got in. Simon gave the driver the address to the church and the man started the car. As they went down the streets, Simon scanned the sidewalks for any sign of Dury. Predictably, they didn't find him.

Simon was beginning to question his own sanity. Was he really going to some random church, hoping a random priest would help him find his gay lover? That sounded unreasonable even to Simon himself. He half-wanted to tell the driver to stop the car, but something inside him kept him from doing so.

When they at last got to the church, Simon and Luc rushed out of the cab. The driver yelled after them, and only then did Simon remember he hadn't paid. Cursing, he took out his wallet and tossed a couple of bills at the disgruntled man.

The cab drove off, and Simon turned toward Luc. To his surprise, he found the other man staring at the church with a thoughtful look on his face. "This is where I met Dury," Luc said.

That could be coincidence, Simon thought, but it might mean something else as well. Without knowing why, Simon ran through the courtyard and into the beautiful building, Luc hot on his heels. As soon as they entered the church, though, both of them froze in their tracks. Father Michael stood in front of the altar, and kneeling at his feet was Dury.

"What the hell?"

Father Michael looked up at them and arched a brow. "Don't curse, Lucas. You're in the House of the Lord."

Simon nearly fainted when he realized the priest's eyes were shining with a bright light. "Who are you?" he asked. "What do you want with Dury?"

Father Michael smiled gently and, in that moment, Dury got up and turned toward them. Tears streamed down his cheeks, shining like crystals in the light that stemmed from his eyes. "He's my father."

Simon just stared, not understanding. Luc broke out of his shock faster and said, "Look, Dury, whatever the problem is, we can work something out. You don't have to go."

"I'm afraid that's not true, Lucas," Father Michael said. "Duriel's time on Earth is over. He must return to our home."

"Duriel?" Simon asked.

"That's me," Dury answered, wiping his eyes. "I'm sorry for lying. Please, be happy."

Simon couldn't accept that. He couldn't accept such an unfair goodbye. "No," he shouted. "We can't be happy, not without you."

He started running toward the altar, seeing the heartbreak in Dury's eyes, feeling it in his own soul. He heard Luc running behind him, pleading for Dury to stay. But then Father Michael shook his head. All of a sudden, Simon couldn't move a muscle. He tried to open his mouth and protest, but not even his vocal chords obeyed.

"I'm sorry," Dury said again.

Under Simon's stupefied gaze, Dury's body started to shine, hotter and brighter than anything Simon had ever seen. It almost seemed like a small sun had invaded the church, engulfing every inch of Dury, shining from inside out. Wings burst out from Dury's back, and then, Dury's skin started to dematerialize, his body vanishing in the otherworldly light. With a brief flash, the young man faded altogether, and Simon felt a press of phantom lips against his own before the church went silent and dark.



Part Three:



The Angel







Chapter Eight



As his spirit left the mortal plane of existence, Dury knew he'd be in trouble. He'd been tasked with bringing Simon and Luc together once more, and in a way, he'd succeeded. Unfortunately, he'd made the two humans love him in the process, and had fallen for them as well.

What a disaster. If Dury had known things would turn out this way, he'd have stuck to being a Death Angel. But he hated being the harbinger of such sorrow. He knew the souls he'd taken were never unhappy, but the humans left behind didn't. Even if he acknowledged it as a normal part of mortal life, it still hurt.

Dury had been chosen for the task of Death Angel specifically because of his kindness and empathy. Some angels were warriors, dedicated to enforcing the rule of the Lord. As powerful as they were, they could not soothe a passing soul, not like Dury could. So Dury had agreed to it, and as much as it hurt him, he'd been proud to do this.

Then, his father had decided to give him a different task. He'd shown Simon Roth and Lucas Black to Dury, explaining that the two were soul mates and they needed to be taught how to see it. Dury had not understood why he'd been chosen for this mission. There were other, more experienced angels who dealt with matters of the heart. But Dury always obeyed his father. After all, above all else, the Archangel Michael was also his superior.

Only now, he'd fucked up royally. He didn't know if he'd ever be allowed to see Simon and Luc again. He'd torn apart two lives with his presence. By the time he'd realized it, it was too late. Now, Dury could only hope his father would be able to make the two humans forget they'd ever met him.

As his soul reached the heavens, Dury flew through the ethereal clouds, heading toward his home. There were a couple of angels who gave him curious looks, but they didn't stop him. His father's home loomed ahead, the little white turrets both familiar and frightening. He didn't want to go in there. He ached to go back, to return to Luc and Simon, to be with them like his humans so obviously wanted. His world no longer seemed like heaven, simply because the two men weren't here.

"What are you doing, Duriel?" a familiar voice asked from behind him, startling him.

Dury turned to see his mother gently land on the wispy path. She was beautiful, but fierce, and she often appeared to warriors in battle, encouraging them, giving them the strength to fight in the direst of circumstances. Dury had inherited her green eyes and blond hair, but little else. "Greetings, Mother."

"Welcome home," Jezebel said with a beaming smile. "How did your mission go?"

As a rule, angels didn't lie. They were often forced to when dealing with humans, but in interactions with other angels, it was impossible to hide the truth. Yet another thing Dury hated now. How could he explain his feelings for two humans, and two males at that?

"It didn't go well," he replied.

The thought of lying reminded Dury of his time with Luc and everything he'd said and done to make the other man believe in him. How could Luc love him? Dury had gone so far in his deception, even taking on the role of a so-called "plot-bunny". He comforted himself with the thought that in a way, he had been one. He'd kick-started the writer's talent, after all. But could that justify everything he'd done? Dury didn't know.

Dury tried to push the thoughts aside, knowing his mother could read him like an open book. Predictably, Jezebel's smile faded. "Come inside," she offered. "You need to get some rest. You're not used to being away from home."

Dury nodded miserably. She was right. Death Angels didn't spend that much time on the mortal plane. Their tasks were pretty much straightforward and easy to complete: collect the souls of the dying. The only missions that lasted longer were during wars, when they were often forced to collect more than one soul at the same time. A grueling, awful charge, Dury remembered, but one he'd accepted and been successful in.

What would his father tell him? How would his mother react? Worse yet, what fate would He decide for Dury? The Almighty had trusted Dury with an important task. The realization of the disappointment he'd caused made Dury feel even worse. Then again, why had he been chosen in the first place? God could see into the souls of everyone, including His angels. Had He known about Dury's future? If so, what did that mean?

He followed after Jezebel, lost in his glum musings. As they entered their home, Dury realized in awe that his father stood in the middle of the foyer, waiting for them.

"What? How? When did you get here?" he blurted out without thinking.

"Just a few minutes ago," his father replied, sighing. "Did you tell your mother what happened?"

Dury shook his head, frozen. He'd been hoping to delay things as much as possible, but obviously, he wouldn't be given that opportunity. "Go on," his father said softly. "Tell us."

"I… I fell in love with the humans." His mother's eyes widened and she gasped. Dury looked down, knowing how much he'd disappointed her. "I had carnal urges and lost myself to them."

He swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat, remembering Luc's kisses, Simon's taste in his mouth. He regretted it, oh how he regretted it, but not because of what would happen to him. He was afraid that in giving his humans a touch of his affection, he'd rendered them unable to find happiness on the mortal plane. Sometimes, it happened. Humans were literally touched by angels and could no longer live their normal lives to the fullest. Some lost their minds altogether. Dury shuddered at the thought of something like that happening to Luc and Simon.

Taking a deep breath, he looked back at his father, "Please. Isn't there anything you can do?"

His father knew what he meant, of course. Dury would never beg for himself. Such a thing was unheard of among angels. They accepted all punishments and decrees with stoicism, even if it took a lot out of them to do so. In the end, though, it always worked out. God protected them. Dury clung to that faith, hoping the Almighty would be able to solve this unsolvable situation.

To Dury's surprise, Michael wrapped him in a strong hug. "It's all right, Duriel. Everything is going to be all right."

Dury allowed himself to lean against his father, finding refuge in Michael's kind strength. In moments like these, he realized he was still such a child, so unprepared to deal with what went on in the real world, with the responsibilities his position required. And now, Dury yet again failed in being an angel, by caring about his humans, the humans he loved.

"Go on," Michael whispered. "Go to your room and rest."

As his father broke the embrace, Dury nodded wordlessly. He obeyed and flew through the house up to his bedroom. Their homes weren't built out of solid material. Here, everything was ethereal, including the walls, the gates, the people themselves. But the power of the heavens held it all together, creating a magical place, a refuge where only angels could live.

How could he have been so stupid? He knew angels could not stay long among mortals. Their bodies on their world were mere manifestations of their spirit, a shell they used, but that could not withstand the pressure of real life for too long. Archangels like his father were used to it, but not so with Dury. His power had itched to get away, to be unleashed from its prison of flesh. Perhaps that was why he'd rushed through the whole thing like that.

Dury sighed as he entered his room. He collapsed on the wisp of cloud that served as his bed. What did Simon and Luc think of him now?



* * * *



Dury soon found he could not forget his time with Simon and Luc. If anything, the memories seemed to grow stronger with his every breath. He tried to rest like his father advised, but sleep simply didn't come.

The horrid thing was that he had no idea how much time passed on the mortal plane. Such a thing usually held no meaning for angels, and sometimes, the years flashed them by in what seemed like a second for Dury. The opposite could also happen, and Dury's centuries could turn into a day or less for humans. It had never been important, not until now. Now, Dury was tormented by the thought of not knowing what had come of his two lovers.

The ever present pain had an effect Dury did not expect. As beings of the spirit, they could not get sick or die. They could only get hurt when in the mortal realm, and even if their bodies were destroyed there, they'd just reform once again. But there was one thing that could harm them.

Dury felt the emotional pain as physical, and as much as he tried to fight it, he could not push it back. Soon, he couldn't even move anymore, and his wings could no longer hold him aloft, weak and powerless. In his parents' eyes, for the first time in all his life, he saw terror.

And then came the first time his parents argued. Through the wispy walls, Dury heard almost everything.

"I did not agree to this," his mother was saying.

"The Lord's Will is beyond our comprehension. We just have to trust Him and it will be all right."

"I know that, Michael, but Dury is my child. He is suffering. Please… won't you speak to Him? He listens to you."

"Jezebel… believe me, I've tried. At this point, it's out of my hands. We can only hope the humans love Dury enough."

What in the world was that supposed to mean? Sometimes, Dury really hated the Lord's mysterious ways. But at least if his father was referring to the humans, it meant Simon and Luc were still alive.

He didn't know how long he waited for them to continue the conversation, to give him any clue as to what was happening. Finally, his mother flew inside, her eyes gentle and sad.

"Hello, Duriel. How are you feeling today?"

Dury struggled to offer her a smile, but didn't reply. He'd have said 'fine', but that would have been a lie. So he stuck with asking, "What does Father intend to do?"

Jezebel gave him a quizzical look, then sighed. From her long, white coat, she retrieved a crystal bowl. Dury's eyes widened as she placed it on the bed cloud and waved her hand. A film of water appeared inside, forming a mirror-like image. "You can see for yourself."

Dury stared into the bowl and realized he was seeing the church, the same church where he'd basically died as a human. Luc and Simon knelt on the floor, praying in deep concentration. Dury took a deep breath and focused on the image. What were Simon and Luc praying for? "Please, God, give Dury back to us," he heard. "We'd do anything. Please."

At that, Dury lost focus, and Simon and Luc's voices faded. "How much time passed?" he asked his mother.

"Six months," Jezebel replied.

Six months and they were still pining for him? Their attachment wouldn't fade easily. Not good. "Mother… please, won't you do something?"

"Pay attention, Duriel," Jezebel said.

Dury turned his eyes on the crystal bowl once more. He saw a flash of bright light illuminate the church and then his father appeared in front and Luc and Simon in all of his archangel glory. The two humans shielded their eyes, obviously taken aback.

"So you want Duriel back?" he boomed. It wasn't even a way to intimidate, Dury knew. Archangels were by nature so much greater and more powerful than humans that lowering themselves to that level took a bit of time.

Luc blinked owlishly, but Simon seemed to realize who stood before them. "Father Michael?" he asked. "Oh wait… I forgot. Archangel Michael."

"Quite so, Simon," Michael replied. "I am here to listen to you. This is your chance."

Dury held his breath as he watched his father talk to his two lovers. What did Michael mean by that? Would he make Simon and Luc forget about Dury? If so, why hadn't he done it until now?

"You know we love him," Luc said. "What do we have to do to get him back?"

"Returning to the way you were cannot be," Michael answered. "Duriel is above all else, an angel. He cannot exist on the mortal plane like you do."

"Then how?" Simon asked, voice desperate. "Tell us. Is there another way?"

Michael scrutinized them both with piercing dark eyes. "There is. But you must think hard before you take this decision."

"Anything," Luc said, bowing his head. "Please."

"Don't say 'anything' so easily," Michael replied. "Now listen closely. You each were given a special talent, a beautiful skill you have used to make others happy."

The two nodded, obviously not sure where Michael was going with this. "That talent," Michael continued, "is a gift from the heavens, a small spark of divinity in a way."

Dury started to tremble as understanding started to dawn. "And we truly appreciate it," Luc replied. "Do we have to give it back?" he asked hesitantly. "Is that the price?"

"Would you do it?" Michael shot back. "Would you give up your talents for Dury?"

For a few moments, Simon and Luc stared at each other. Then Simon spoke up, "Dury taught us something. He taught us that without love, without emotion, talent is meaningless. We'd do it for him."

Dury burst into tears. He knew how much Simon and Luc loved their art. To think they would give it all up just to be with Dury… He held his chest, too overwhelmed with emotion to think.

"You would squander the talent given to you by God on an illusion?" Michael boomed.

Even up in the heavens, Dury felt the crackle of power from his father. But Simon and Luc did not falter. "Explain to me how this would be squandering," Luc said calmly. "It is merely an exchange. One gift, for another. Both are priceless, but one has more value to us than the other. It's as easy as that."

Michael shook his head. "You humans have a skewed logic." Frowning at the two men, he said, "At any rate, that's not what I intended to ask you. Even if you did give up your talents, it would mean nothing. Duriel could still not come here. The only way is for you to go to him."

At that, Simon and Luc gaped. "But h-how?" Luc stammered. "It's not like we can just fly to your world, or wherever it is that you come from."

"Like I said, you have a little piece of heaven inside you," Michael replied. "That will grant you entrance to my realm. As to how… You would have to give up your life as a human. From there, I will lead you to the skies."

Dury cried out at his father's reply. No, no, no, no. Don't do it. Don't do it. It will never work. Please, live your lives. He reached out into the bowl, trying to touch Simon and Luc, but his hand just passed through the image, blurring it and disturbing the water with no effect.

"Duriel!" his mother said, alarmed. "Calm down or I'll take the crystal from you."

Tears flowed down Dury's cheeks, evaporating before they could hit his white clothing. "But, Mother… they will kill themselves for me. It's wrong."

"What will be, will be," Jezebel said.

Simon looked strangely composed when he said, "You mean we'd have to die."

"For all accounts of the word, yes," Michael answered, "although it would be more like passing to a different sort of existence."

In that moment, Dury understood. He hadn't been chosen to unite Simon and Luc's lives in spite of being a Death Angel, but because of it. He'd inadvertently brought death upon his two humans.

"No," he cried. "No! Please, no!"

But they didn't hear him. "If we did that, we'd be with Dury?" Luc asked.

"That, I don't know," Michael replied. The two humans gaped at him, and Michael continued, "Your gifts can take you there. You'll be able to see Duriel, but I have no way of knowing if you'll be allowed to stay or not." His voice lowered, and the light in the church started to dwindle. "That depends on your souls, and on the Lord's decision."

Dury watched as his two lovers got up. "And if He decides we're not good enough?" Luc asked.

"Fire and brimstone," Michael said simply.

"That sucks," Luc muttered.

Dury knew better than to believe it would be so easy. Humans didn't just turn into angels. It was impossible. He didn't understand why his father was doing this, why Dury had been used like this. He'd never experienced such a feeling in his life. Could this be his punishment for not being a good angel?

Desperate, he lunged out of his wispy bed, knowing he needed to get to Luc and Simon before something irremediable happened. But his wings wouldn't obey him and he fell. His mother caught him and gently placed him back on his bed cloud. Strangely, there was blood dripping out of his nose. Blood of all things. Why?

"Duriel, love," Jezebel said. "You can't leave. You're starting to fade."

"I… I don't understand," Dury said. Why was this happening to him?

"Your emotions are too intense for the spirit of an angel to take in. You'll burn out."

Dury had never heard of anything like that.

"Have faith," she said. "It'll be fine. You'll see. God is with us."

Dury took a deep breath and nodded. His hands trembled as he picked up the crystal bowl and looked inside once more. Much to his despair, he saw Simon nod. "I understand. We will say our goodbyes, then call on you once again."

"It is entirely your choice," Michael stressed. "If you decide not to do it in the end, no one will blame you."

Luc and Simon gave Michael twin dark looks, and Dury knew his lovers would go through with this. The only possible way to change their mind was for him to go to them. Taking into account his mother's words, though, he might not even withstand the trip to the mortal realm.

"Perhaps it would be better if I died," he muttered to himself. "That way, no one would have to suffer."

A powerful slap collided with his cheek. Dury looked up at his mother in shock. In all his years, Jezebel had never slapped him once, or spoken to him in anger. Her reprimands were always stern, but gentle. "How dare you?" she said, eyes flashing. "How dare you say such things? Your life and your spirit are the greatest gift of all, and you want to throw them away?"

"But Mother," Dury protested, "Simon and Luc will die. I have to do something."

"You should trust them more, Duriel," a male voice said. Dury looked toward the door and realized that at some point, his father had entered the room. When had he left the mortal realm? Dury felt so confused, so hurt and ashamed that he didn't understand anything anymore. "They really do love you," Michael said. "Just have faith."

Dury nodded, struggling to cling to his father's words and the light in his heart. It was so hard. He needed to believe the Almighty wouldn't abandon him. Everything had a purpose. There must be some sort of reason why Luc and Simon had been chosen to die.

A tremor passed through Dury at the thought, and he fell back on the bed-cloud.

"Do you think God is testing me?" he asked slowly.

Jezebel held him close, gently caressing his hair. "Maybe," she whispered. "Maybe He is testing all of us. It'll be all right."

Dury had lost count of how many times he'd heard those words since coming back from the mortal realm. He reached for the crystal once again, frowning when he realized it was dark.

"Can't I see them again?" he asked his father.

Michael shook his head. "Later. Now you need to get some rest."

Dury very much doubted he could even think about resting. He'd never hurt so much, not even in those terrible moments when he'd been sent to collect the souls of young children. Was he evil because of it? No, that couldn't be it. He refused to believe that. Above all else, God meant love. His parents were right. He needed to have faith.

That didn't make things any easier, though. It was weird. His mother's and father's presence suddenly felt oppressive and he wanted nothing more than to be left alone. Even if he did trust, even if he did understand, he still hurt inside. The knowledge of what Luc and Simon would have to give up simply tore him apart.

He knew how much Simon loved his sister and her children, and how much Luc wanted his parents to accept him. They'd just recently gotten together once again. How could they risk all that, just for him?

"Come, Jezebel," Michael urged gently. "We should leave Duriel to his thoughts."

His mother reluctantly obeyed and they exited Dury's room together. Dury knew, though, that this was only an illusion of privacy. His father would be ever watchful. Given the state of Dury's health, neither of them could take any chances.

And so, Dury was left alone, just laying there on his once comfortable bed, in a home that had become little more than a gilded cage. He hated thinking these things, hated it with a passion, but he couldn't help himself. He felt feverish and cold and he wrapped his wings around himself, trying to find some sort of protection against what ailed him. If he died, Luc and Simon's sacrifice would be in vain. He clung onto that thought, remembering his lovers, remembering the way they'd kiss him or hold him.

* *

The Past

"How did it go today?" Dury asked as he entered the room.

Luc sat at his desk, busily typing. He didn't even lift his head when Dury came in. "Hmm?" he absently asked. "Oh, fine, fine."

Dury took Luc's absent-mindedness as a good sign. If Luc was regaining his ability to write, it meant that he'd managed to understand how much he loved Simon. Dury mentally thanked the Lord for that. He still needed to convince Simon to give Luc another chance. And worst of all, he didn't have much time. In a week or so, Dury's body would start to vanish, the spiritual power unable to be contained inside flesh.

Dury couldn't help but feel a pang of regret. He'd begun to like living here, in the mortal realm. He felt himself flush guiltily as he realized he wanted to be in this form, to experience the touch of a lover. Not just any lover, though. Luc's. The man awoke something inside Dury, a desire Dury had never felt before. And then there was Simon. The moment he'd first seen the other man, from up above in the heavens, he'd realized Simon and Luc were soul mates. Even then, he'd felt a peculiar pull to them. Still, he hadn't expected to be attracted to both Luc and Simon quite to this extent. Getting to know them unerringly led to Dury caring more and more about the two humans. It complicated things so much, and Dury knew he needed to hurry before he did something he'd regret.

"Dury?" Luc's voice snapped him out of his thoughts, and Dury realized that, strikingly, the other man had pulled himself from his work, and was currently staring at him with concern. "Is everything all right? Did you get into a fight with your dad?"

Dury suppressed a gasp of surprise, before realizing that he'd been the one to tell Luc about visiting his father. That had been an impulsive mistake, but thankfully, Luc didn't push him, nor did he ask any other questions. He seemed to be giving Dury time to sort things out and build trust. Little did Luc know that Dury didn't have that kind of time.

At least Dury's father had been pleased with his progress, if somewhat unsettled by the close bond between him and Luc. Even if Michael had probably seen this little lapse, something inside Dury ached to share things with Luc and Simon.

In a way, he felt surprised that he'd even been accepted as a part of their lives at all. It was kind of weird that he'd ended up like this, so flighty and eccentric. It would have been better if he could've looked more inconspicuous, but Dury's clothing adapted to his spirit and his desires. He'd been shocked when he'd first seen himself in the mirror. But Luc seemed to like his looks, and Simon had been appreciative as well. Not that it mattered, of course. Dury was here to unite the two men, not to steal their affection for himself.

"It went fine," he answered Luc. "I'm glad I got to see him."

"You're very close, then?" Luc asked.

Dury nodded. "He worries about me a lot."

"And here I am, monopolizing all your time." Luc sighed. "You know that if you want, you can go do whatever you like."

Dury felt a small pang of hurt. He knew that Luc offering him this chance was a good thing. After all, he'd managed to steal a visit to Simon's today, but that wouldn't be enough. Still, Luc's reaction to the idea of him being away displeased him. "You don't need me anymore?" he asked, unable to keep the pain from his voice.

"Oh, babe," Luc said, "of course I need you." He took a step closer and wrapped Dury in a fierce embrace. "I always need you by my side. But I can't keep you here all the time. You'd hate me if I did that."

Dury laughed. "I'd never hate you."

Luc's voice took a weird tone. "Really?" he asked. "Never?"

Dury wondered what Luc was thinking. He gazed into the other man's eyes, trying to figure it out. What he saw there unsettled him. Desire, need, passion, but uncertainty as well. Luc wanted him. He wanted Dury.

When the kiss came, Dury accepted it willingly. In a way, he'd known it would happen. The bond between them seemed to be strengthening day by day, even if they didn't do anything sexual.

Of course, as it would seem, that was about to change. As their lips met, Dury found himself engulfed by sensation. Luc knew how to kiss, and he simply devoured Dury, sampling him as if he were a fine wine.

He maneuvered Dury backwards and they fell together onto to the comfortable couch. Luc's weight above him made Dury feel warm, safe, and at the same time, incredibly aroused. His cock throbbed in his tight pants, begging for release.

As the kiss broke, Luc nibbled on Dury's neck, and Dury arched against the human, aching for more. Luc's tongue explored Dury's collarbone, licking his Adam's apple. The other man's hand fumbled with Dury's pants, palming his cock through the material.

"Dury, babe… so hot. I want you so much," Luc muttered breathlessly.

Dury's only reply was a whimper. In his mind, he wondered what it all meant. Luc had admitted he loved Simon. What did he feel for Dury? Perhaps that was the reason for the uncertain question from before. Luc must be worrying that he'd use Dury, and that would cause a rift between the two of them.

In truth, a huge abyss already separated them, something that couldn't be breached no matter what. Luc was mortal, and Dury an angel. They could never be together.

That thought was like a shower of ice cold water. Dury broke away from Luc, pushing the man gently aside. "We shouldn't do this," he whispered.

Luc reached for him again, opening his mouth to protest, but Dury shook his head. "You know I'm right."

Luc's shoulders slumped. "Yeah. Okay." His eyes were full of questions, but Dury had no answers. The other man leaned against the couch pillows and patted the spot next to him. "Come on. Come here."

A bit shyly, Dury obeyed. He knew Luc would respect his decision, since it was, after all, the best thing for all of them. But when Luc gathered him close, Dury couldn't help but lean into the human's warmth. Bitterness swelled inside him. Why did he have to go back? Why couldn't he just stay here and love?

* *

The Present

Dury sighed as he remembered. He'd been so foolish and childish. Now, his two humans would pay the price. Curling into a miserable ball, Dury closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Perhaps if he got some rest, he'd be able to contact Luc and Simon on Earth. He didn't know if it would work, but he didn't have any other chance.



Chapter Nine



Dury awoke when his mother entered the room once more. He gave her a startled glance, but then he realized she carried the crystal. Something was going on, something he needed to see.

As Jezebel sat on his bed, Dury rushed to her. Together with his mother, he watched the images in the bowl in silence.

Luc and Simon seemed to be in a house. Dury recognized it as belonging to Luc's parents. He'd seen it before, when he'd been shown Luc's life, his acquaintances and family. Now, it bustled with activity, filled with people who tried to make themselves useful and avoid awkwardness at all cost. Johnnie, the eldest of the three brothers, busied himself with herding his flock of offspring. His wife, Constance, had her hands full with their newborn who seemed to feel the tension in the air. His father, Harrison Black, kept Simon and Luc company while the third son of the family, Taylor, helped their mother make the final dinner preparations.

Dury didn't know why Harrison, of all people, had been chosen for the task of making Simon and Luc comfortable. If anything, he seemed more frustrated with the entire situation than anyone else. But he did try his best, and he offered Simon and Luc drinks. The conversation then fell into mundane topics.

"So, how is your book going?" Harrison asked.

"Very well, Dad, thanks," Luc replied. "I'm practically done with it."

When Dury had left the mortal realm, Luc had not even reached halfway through his new manuscript. That book had already come out now, as well as a second one. Luc was in the process of wrapping up yet another. That really brought the point home. Time had passed him by while locked inside Michael's home. That had never seemed important before, but now, he wanted nothing more than to be with Luc and Simon, to congratulate them on their success.

"That's very good, son," Harrison offered. After a brief, awkward pause, the man turned toward Simon. "And you, Mr Roth? Luc tells me you're a famous sculptor."

Simon smiled at Harrison. "Please, call me Simon. I don't know how famous I am, but I do all right." He took Luc's hand and kissed it. "Of course, I wouldn't be anything without Luc by my side."

Luc squeezed Simon's hand. "Ignore him. He's actually very talented."

Harrison's eyes went to their entwined fingers and he fidgeted uncomfortably. "Right." Clearing his throat, he got up and explained, "I better go see how dinner's coming along."

Simon and Luc both nodded and Harrison left the room.

"Do you think we pushed too hard?" Simon asked once the man was out of earshot.

Luc shook his head. "We don't have much time. I want them to understand me again before we… you know…"

Simon nodded, and a sob escaped Dury. He tried to reach out to them once more, to tell them this was not necessary. They could still build lives of their own. They had families, friends who would miss them, successful careers, and most importantly, love. Why were they willing to throw it all away?

All of a sudden, Luc held his hand to his chest, and as if on cue, Simon groaned slightly. Dury mentally cursed. His pain must be in some way connected to them. He'd wanted to contact them, of course, but not like that.

Simon reached for the glass of scotch and took a sip of liquid. His hand was trembling and he looked a bit pale.

"It's been happening a lot lately," Simon said glumly. "Do you think…?"

"It's Dury," Luc answered, certainty in his voice. "For whatever reason, we can feel him. I just know it."

"What does it mean?"

Luc clutched the arm of the couch so hard his knuckles went white. "I don't know, and that damned angel won't tell us anything."

"It'd be influencing your decision," Simon parroted, obviously a quote from Michael. "We've already made our decision. We just want to know if Dury is fine."

Dury took a deep breath and focused on calming down. At this point, he could just try to make things easier for them. He needed to have faith, to trust everything would be okay. Staring at the image in the bowl, he sent his thoughts down to Simon and Luc. "I love you. Please be okay. Please don't leave me."

Simon and Luc blinked, looked at each other, and then toward the ceiling. "Did you hear that?" Luc whispered.

Simon nodded. "It's him. It has to be him. He's watching us."

"This is very weird," Luc replied. "Ah well…" Still staring in the general direction of the chandelier, he said, "Dury, hang in there. We'll see each other soon."

"We love you," Simon continued. "Don't be afraid."

For some reason, it seemed to Dury that they were looking straight at him. Even if he knew that was actually impossible, reality often defied the rules of existence. "I don't want you to die," he struggled to send back. "I want you to be happy."

He felt a bit light headed, and he knew that trying to convey messages across the realms drained him. Thankfully, his lovers heard him. "We can only be happy with you," Simon answered. His eyes burned with determination, and Dury knew there was nothing he could do to change his humans' minds. He loved them both too much to even think about deceiving them.

"Hey, why are you talking to the ceiling?" a sudden voice said.

Dury realized Luc's brother Taylor had at some point entered the room. He wondered how much the young man heard. Not that it mattered. Taylor couldn't possibly guess what was going on.

Luc chuckled. "We're not. We're repeating a scene from my book, just to see how it sounds," he lied smoothly.

Taylor let out an "oh" sound, then plopped on the couch and slumped his head against Luc. "Cool." He looked like a younger variant of Luc, although they were different in several key points, like eye color.

Taylor licked his lips and nudged his brother's hip with his own. "Hey. Could we talk alone for a few minutes?"

Luc seemed surprised. "Sure," Simon said. "Should I—?"

Taylor shook his head, interrupting Simon. "No. My room. Don't want the 'rents to overhear."

Luc got up and followed Taylor up the stairs. Taylor's room was a mess of DVDs, notebooks, and random office miscellanea. Taylor wiped his hands against his jeans and gestured for Luc to sit. Luc silently took the one chair available, retrieving a notepad from the seat as he did so. Absently, he leafed through it, and froze after a few seconds.

"The child is very gifted," Dury's mother explained.

Confirming Jezebel's words, Luc asked his brother. "Wow, did you write this?"

Taylor's face flushed. "Yeah. What do you think? Is it any good?"

"Kiddo, it's great." Luc beamed at his brother and got up to ruffle his sibling's hair. "Did you show it to Mom and Dad?"

Taylor sighed. "Yeah. They didn't even want to read it. They said I should make my own way, not copy you."

Luc's expression darkened. "This is more than just about the poetry, right?"

Taylor nodded. "I… I have a boyfriend," he breathed out. "I really like him, but I'm afraid what the 'rents would say if they found out. They already think I'm modeling myself after you or some shit like that."

Luc passed his hand through his dark hair, obviously nervous. Dury could tell what Luc was thinking. He didn't want to leave his brother, not with this issue emerging. It would be difficult enough for Taylor to deal with it without having to handle Luc's death as well.

"Did you know about this?" Dury asked his mother.

Jezebel nodded. "I know it hurts, but it's for the best. They have to acknowledge what they'd lose if they came here."

Dury didn't know what to say to that. His mother had a point, but he still hated the whole situation.

"Luc?" Taylor asked hesitantly. "You okay?"

"Just fine, kiddo," Luc replied. "You took me by surprise. Last time I checked, you were going out with that Sarah girl."

"Sandy," Taylor corrected. "We broke up. I kind of fell for her brother."

"I assume you're using protection," Luc said seriously.

Taylor snorted. "Come on, Luc. Of course we are. That's not the problem. It's just that… I'm going to ask you something personal, okay? Don't be mad at me."

Luc blinked in confusion. "Shoot."

"Do you love Simon?" Taylor blurted out. He was probably struggling with his own feelings for his boyfriend.

A smile spread on Luc's face. "So it's like that," he replied. "I do. I love him very much. It's okay to feel like that, kiddo."

"It's just weird," Taylor answered. "I feel I can trust him. He never laughs at me, and we share things so easily. It's like we complete each other."

Luc hugged his brother, and Dury thought he could see tears in the human's eyes. "I'm so freaking happy for you." Luc broke the embrace and looked into Taylor's eyes. "Now listen to me. Don't give that up, ever. If you love a person, don't ever let him or her go."

Taylor nodded, and buried his face in Luc's shirt. "Thanks, bro," he said, his reply muffled by the material. "I'm happy for you too."

A knock sounded at the door. Luc and Taylor wiped their eyes, then bid the person on the other side to come in. Simon walked in the room and smiled at them. "Everything okay?"

"Yeah," Luc answered. "Just had a little heart to heart with the brat. What's up?"

"Dinner, apparently," Simon replied.

Taylor shot to his feet. "Oh, sweet. Food." He bounded out of the room, a spring in his step. Luc and Simon followed after him, holding hands.

The dinner was a bit awkward, but the atmosphere loosened up gradually. Everyone did their best to accept Simon into the family. Johnnie and Simon ended up talking about music, and Johnnie seemed pleasantly surprised to hear that Simon's sister played the piano. The children, very excited about meeting Uncle Simon, were having less trouble than the adults in adjusting. Apparently, they'd already met a few kids who had two daddies and no longer found it so weird. Dury couldn't help a small smile at that.

In the end, Simon offered to help Luc's mother, Jane, with the dishes. It was, of course, a pretext, since she obviously wanted to talk to him alone. "I don't always understand my son's lifestyle," she began.

"It's not a lifestyle," Simon interrupted her. "It's just the way we are. There's nothing wrong with that."

Jane nodded. "I get that. I know it's been hard for him to deal with things, and we haven't been very supportive, but I am trying. And above all else, I want him to be happy."

"That's what I want too," Simon answered softly.

Jane's eyes scrutinized Simon with an intensity that reminded Dury of Luc himself. "I'm glad," she said.

The conversation ended after that, but Dury could tell that Jane was satisfied with her son's choice. The two finished washing the dishes then returned to the living room. Dury felt a pang of longing and guilt as he watched his lovers spend a traditional family evening, board games, spilled drinks, and laughter included. Simon and Luc deserved that. They deserved to be happy with their loved ones.

When Simon and Luc left, just about every member of the family followed them to the door. Harrison asked them to come again, while Johnnie invited them to his house too. Taylor hugged his brother with enthusiasm and thanked him once again.

As Simon drove off, Dury wondered what his two humans would do. He felt torn. On one side, he was happy Luc's family accepted Simon. On the other, he knew it would be much harder to leave them behind. He didn't want Luc to suffer through that loss, or Luc's family to be hurt either. As a Death Angel, he'd seen a lot of that sorrow, and hated it.

"The decision is theirs, Duriel," Jezebel told him as the images in the crystal faded. "You can only love them."



* * * *



Time flew by on the mortal realm while Dury waited. He forced himself to accept what was going on, and Jezebel had told him that Luc and Simon were all right. Occasionally, Michael came to see Dury, talking to him, soothing him. Still, Dury found himself more and more restless. Jezebel no longer came with the crystal and Dury did not know what to believe. What if Simon and Luc were already dead and his parents were hiding it?

In the end, Jezebel once again started to regularly come to show him Luc and Simon's progress. The reunion with Simon's family didn't go as well as the previous one. Dury's heart hurt as he watched Susanne, Simon's sister, slap Luc and throw him out of her house. She could not accept their reconciliation, not even when Simon explained that their breakup had been a big misunderstanding.

Dury could practically feel Simon's pain when he left his sister's home. Even if he felt weak, Dury forced himself to send words of encouragement, to ensure his lovers that he was watching over them. He didn't want Simon to give up, or to come here without making up with Susanne. She meant too much to Simon, and a bond like that was too valuable to foolishly sever.

Every time, Simon and Luc heard him. At first, Dury had his doubts as to whether he should continue on this path, but he didn't have any other choice. Pushing Simon and Luc aside wouldn't help now. He needed to support them and hope for the best.

As Simon waited for Susanne to calm down, he and Luc settled legal matters, making sure their money would end up in safe hands once they were gone. Every step taken made everything that much more real to Dury, more so since his humans seemed to be taking everything in stride, as if preparing for death was just another task.

Perhaps the thought that they would meet Dury once again gave them strength, but with every moment that passed, Dury felt more and more amazed at their affection. He had no idea what he'd done to deserve something like this.

They'd spent so little time together, a few days with Luc and even less with Simon. And yet, he felt a connection with the two men, something he could not even begin to explain. He thought that maybe the two humans felt the same way.

Luc went to see Dana, ensuring her of his happiness by Simon's side. He tried to ask about Joshua, but predictably, the woman refused to give him any concrete information. Dury wished he could offer Joshua and Chance some angel help of their own, but he wasn't the one making the decisions. These days, he could barely move his wings, let alone assist humans with their troubles.

And then the day came when Simon and Luc visited Susanne once again. This time, she received them, even if she still glared at Luc as she did so.

"Hello, Susie," Simon greeted.

"You took your time in coming back," the woman muttered morosely.

"We figured you needed some time to calm down," Simon explained.

Susanne gave him a dark look. "I am very calm. I just don't want you to get hurt again. I remember how much you suffered when that bastard left you."

Luc cleared his throat at her words. "I'm right here, you know."

"Don't remind me," Susanne shot back.

Simon let out a sigh of exasperation. "Look, Susie. I want you to hear me out once and for all. I love Luc. Our breakup was as much my fault as it was his. I should have explained it better the first time, but I felt too hurt to think about it."

"Please, Susanne," Luc said. "In your heart, you know how much I care about your brother. I don't want this to separate the two of you. I miss the way things were before."

"That's all well and good," Susanne snapped. "But you can't expect me to believe all the nonsense you're spouting. What about the little slut that was hanging around you recently?"

Dury recoiled at the hatred in her tone. Sure, he'd known she didn't like him, and his eccentric outfits hadn't helped. Being called a slut wasn't pleasant, though, particularly since a part of him wondered if it could be true.

"Don't even think about it," his mother whispered. She always watched the crystal with him, knowing he needed all the support he could get when seeing the hardships Simon and Luc passed through. "You know you're nothing like that. You love those men, and that's all there is to it."

Her words made him feel better, but Susanne's insult still hurt. Simon and Luc must have felt it, because Luc took a deep breath, as if trying to overcome a silent pain. Dury bit his lip, hoping he wouldn't make things harder than they already were.

Simon's expression darkened as well, and he glared at his sister. "Don't talk about Dury like that."

Susanne gave Simon a look of disbelief. "Pardon? I think I didn't hear you right."

"You heard me just fine," Simon replied. "Dury is a very special person, for both Luc and me."

Susanne looked like she was going to faint. "I'm not sure I even want to know how that happened."

Luc and Simon briefly met each other's gazes and Dury wondered what they intended. It would be so much easier for them to deny any sentimental involvement with Dury. Granted, it would also be a big, fat lie, especially given the circumstances, but Dury didn't know if Susanne could understand the extent of the connection between him and the two humans.

"We love him," Simon said simply. "Both of us."

"This is insane," Susanne replied. "Since when are you into threesomes, Simon? Is this some sort of method to convince this jerk to come back to you? It's beneath your dignity to act like this."

"I'm surprised at you, Susanne," Luc shot back. "You should think more highly of your twin. He wouldn't put himself in a humiliating situation, nor would he settle for anything. He and I fit that way, and Dury fits with us both."

Susanne shook her head, obviously shocked. Still, she gestured for them to sit down. They obeyed and took a seat on the living room couch. After a small hesitation, Susanne plopped down of the armchair in front of it. "I really don't know what to say," she began. "A few months back, you didn't even know this Dury person, and now you claim to love him."

Simon sighed. "If you knew him, you'd love him too. He's just… I can't explain it. Just amazing."

Dury didn't think he was all that special. Perhaps if Simon and Luc met other angels, they'd consider him bland, weak, and pathetic. He did not have his father's powers, and he tended to be much more soft-hearted than others of his kind. During his beginning years, it had rendered him unable to finish his missions. What would they think, though, when they learned he was a Death Angel? Would they understand it?

Susanne snorted. "A cross-dressing boy like that? I really didn't see anything amazing about him."

Dury saw Luc's anger rising. Taking a deep breath, he focused on Luc and Simon's image and sent his humans a message, "It's okay. She's right, in her own way. Don't be upset. You didn't go there for arguing."

It was getting easier to contact Luc and Simon. It now drained Dury less, and even if his emotions still sapped him of his energy, he could speak to them in their minds more often.

Both men froze, then Simon reached for Luc's hand and squeezed it. "Anyway," he said, "we didn't come here to argue. I want you to understand my feelings, to accept that I'm back with Luc because I so desire. We broke up because I pushed Luc for more in an entirely inadequate way."

Luc nudged Simon with his shoulder. "Hey, it was my fault. I never should have let a damned writer's block come first."

Simon covered Luc's mouth with his hand. "Let me speak. It's true that Luc neglected our relationship. You already know that. But I didn't tell you that in my hurt and anger, I almost cheated on Luc. I wanted to force his hand to break him out of that damn trance of his. I thought he'd fight for us, and the opposite happened."

Luc shook Simon's hand off. "It was Dury who made us see what we'd lost, how mistaken we were."

Simon smiled at his twin sister. "Susie, I love you," he said. "I want us to be a family, me, your husband and kids, Luc, his parents and brothers, and Dury. What do you say?"

Susanne jumped into her brother's arms, nearly knocking Simon over. "Of course I want that, too. But, on one condition…" From Simon's lap, she turned to glare at Luc. "If you ever hurt my brother again, you won't live to see the next morning."

Luc's eyes flickered slightly and Dury knew what his lover was thinking. Neither he, nor Simon would live that much longer in the first place. Pain shot through Dury once again. In the mortal realm, Simon paled, and Luc brought a hand to his mouth, as if nauseous.

Susanne immediately concerned. "Are you okay?" she asked.

"A glass of water would be nice," Luc said weakly. "We must have eaten something bad before we came here."

Susanne nodded and shot to her feet. She rushed to the kitchen and poured some bottled water into two glasses. Returning to the living room, she offered Luc and Simon the glasses. The two men sipped the water as Dury struggled to hold his emotions in check.

Finally, his humans seemed to recover. "Thanks, sis," Simon said, returning the glass to Susanne.

"No problem," the woman answered.

She glanced at Luc, who offered her a small grin. "And here I thought you didn't care about me."

Susanne's lips twisted in an answering smile. "Don't get excited. I'm still angry."

Luc laughed, and Dury breathed a sigh of relief as he felt the tension in the room dissipate. Susanne returned the glasses to the kitchen, and called out, "So where is this Dury? When can I meet him?"

She obviously still felt uncomfortable about the whole thing, but was willing to try to understand. More than ever, Dury regretted not being able to offer Luc and Simon a real life on the mortal realm.

Luc hesitated slightly. "We figured we needed to talk to you first. You'll meet him soon, of course."

Dury hoped not. He didn't want to meet her, at least not in an "official capacity". He guessed that he'd soon be reinstated as a Death Angel, although one could never tell with these things.

Susanne came back to the living room and sat down on the armchair once again. "So tell me about him. What does he do? Is he a student or what?" Her eyes widened. "Oh my God, is he even legal?"

Luc choked a little at that. Obviously, it had never occurred to him that such a thing could be a problem. Dury couldn't help a small giggle at that. "I'm older than you three put together," he sent to his men.

At that, Simon's gaze shot to the ceiling in the disbelief. "What?" Susanne asked. "What is it?"

Simon seemed to listen for a few seconds, but then shook his head. "I thought I heard something. I don't suppose you have rats in the house," he teased.

"Of course not," Susanne said, outraged. "And don't change the subject."

"I'm not," Simon answered. "Yes, he's legal."

"He doesn't have a job, per se," Luc continued. "He's the son of a pastor, and he mostly helps out at the church with various activities. Organizing events, charities, or simply helping with day to day stuff."

Dury was surprised at Luc's swift answer. He wondered if his human had already known what to tell Susanne, or if he'd come up with it on the spot. "That's how we met, actually," he continued. "I felt terrible and randomly went to the church. He approached me and, somehow, I found myself relying on him."

Susanne looked doubtful. "Seriously? Which church?"

"The one next to the publishing house," Luc replied. "I forget the name."

"Although I think the pastor was only visiting and he might leave in the near future," Simon offered. Wow, they really had thought about everything.

Susanne looked puzzled. "But Dury will stay if his family leaves?"

Luc nodded. "We've discussed it with him. He also wants to be with us."

Before Susanne could say anything else, the door burst open and four children bounced inside. "Uncle Simon! Uncle Luc!" they said in unison. A dark-haired man entered the house after them. "Hey, guys," he greeted.

Dury smiled as he watched Susanne's family engulf his humans in a flurry of embraces and affection. Susanne's husband, Karl, was actually her high school sweetheart. They'd married shortly after graduation, since Susanne had already been carrying the twins. Karl had loved the idea, though. He'd been planning to marry Susanne anyway, and the children were a bonus.

Simon and Susanne's parents hadn't been so thrilled. Her marriage had been the last straw and it made them push her away as well, like they'd done with Simon.

But Dury knew it had been worth it. The twins, Mitchell and William, were amazing and talented boys. Their only daughter, Eliza, was their princess, so sweet she could give even a dentist cavities. The youngest child, Karl Jr, was quieter, but took most after his father.

Dury felt both happy and sad to know that they'd all accepted Luc and Simon as a member of their family. It was another thing Simon would have to leave behind upon his death. He'd started to accept it, but in moments such as these, the guilt often overwhelmed him.

Luc and Simon ended up staying for dinner. The twins showed them their latest paintings and Eliza played a few songs on their small piano. It was a beautiful evening, and when Luc and Simon said goodbye, Dury felt just a bit warmer inside.

Finally, his lovers got into the car and drove off. "It went well," Luc told Simon.

"Yeah," Simon answered. "She's great, and her family wonderful."

And then, a flash of light came from the back seat, somewhat dimmed, and not as powerful as in the church. "I assume that means you're ready for your passing," Michael said.

Dury cried out as realization struck. He had not expected this, not today, not so soon. Simon and Luc still had so much to give to the world. It would be a sin to take that away.

But he could do nothing to stop it and he powerlessly watched as the events unfolded on the mortal realm.



Part Four:



The Guardians







Chapter Ten



Simon swallowed nervously as the archangel's words penetrated his consciousness. Sure, he'd in a way accepted his impending death. They'd been preparing for it for months now, seeking closure with their families, ensuring all the legal and financial matters had been dealt with. Simon left everything to Susie's children, in equal parts, whereas in Luc's case, Taylor would inherit most of the fortune. His new books had been selling particularly well and Simon's sculptures were also more and more popular. Perhaps due to the knowledge of their demise, they'd put more effort into their work, to compensate in a way, for what they would not be able to do. But now that they'd actually reached the moment, he felt fearful and uncertain.

A small cry sounded in his mind, and Simon instantly recognized it as Dury's voice. "No!" his lover said. "Don't die."

For the past few weeks, Simon had been able to hear Dury in his head. If not for the fact that Luc could hear the angel too, Simon would've thought it his imagination. Then again, why should he even be surprised? After all, he had an archangel sitting in the backseat of his car.

His hands started to tremble, and his breathing became labored. Suddenly, driving didn't seem like a very good idea. He pulled over and stopped the engine. In the darkness, the archangel's eyes burned him.

"Now?" Luc asked, voice slightly unstable.

"If you want to," Michael replied, "we could postpone things. Or we could cancel the entire thing, if you'd rather. Your choice."

He sounded cool and composed, and Simon wondered what the archangel really thought about the entire situation. Were family relationships the same in the angel realm or was Michael's bond with Dury of a more symbolic level? Truth be told, they did look alike, to a certain extent. Perhaps some people couldn't tell, but Simon could see it in the shape of their faces, their lips, the high cheekbones. For all he knew, though, these were distinctive features of all angels.

"I have a question, if you don't mind," he said, turning toward Michael.

"Of course," the archangel replied. "If I can help in any way."

"Are you really Dury's dad?"

Michael looked somewhat surprised. "Why is that important?" he asked. He didn't seem upset, but Simon thought he could detect a trace of unnamed emotion.

"Don't answer a question with a question," Simon shot back. He didn't have a particular reason and curiosity sounded a bit too trivial to delve into something like this.

Michael smirked at him. "And isn't that exactly what you're doing? Ah, humans…" Sighing, he finally said, "Very well. Yes, Duriel is my son. I have a bonded mate, Duriel's mother, Jezebel."

"Wow," Luc answered. "Angels have family structures?"

Michael nodded silently.

"You must really hate our guts," Luc continued.

Simon hid a smile at the thought that his lover had been thinking the same thing as he. Truth be told, the entire situation was somewhat disturbing. They were sitting in his car, in the dark, with their sort-of-father-in-law who in a few minutes intended to end their lives.

Michael made an "ah" sound, as if he could now see where they were going with their line of inquiry. "I am beyond petty acts such as vengeance," he said. "On a personal level, I admit I don't like you very much. You've caused Duriel a great deal of pain. However, I do acknowledge his bond with you both, and the fact that you love him."

It hadn't really occurred to Simon that Michael might want to punish them. Perhaps the entire thing was a ruse and they wouldn't be taken to Dury. After all, how could they be so important as to be allowed into the heavens?

Michael's gaze pierced him, although he didn't comment on the silence in any way. "I'll leave you alone for a while," he said. "Just call my name if you wish to go through with it."

Simon nodded, and in a flash of bright light, the archangel vanished. Simon shielded his eyes, and turned away from the back seat, uncertainty swirling in his heart.

"What do you think?" Luc asked as the light faded.

"I'm not sure," Simon admitted. "I feel uneasy about the whole thing."

Luc nodded. "It seemed a bit easier when we actually had a purpose in the short term. But now…"

Now all those tasks were pretty much completed. They could very well leave with Michael with the knowledge that they'd said their goodbyes. At the same time, they could wait to watch Susie's children grow, and live their lives here on Earth. Simon wasn't sure he wanted that.

"Well, we have three choices," he said, taking a deep breath. "First, we can delay this, perhaps a few more years until things are more stable with our families. Second, we can give up on it, and Dury. And third, we can do this now. Thoughts?"

"I don't want to give up," Luc immediately said.

"Me neither," Simon agreed. Secretly, he thought that if they didn't do it tonight, they would lose their nerve altogether. Everything seemed so surreal still, but he knew that once morning came, they would fall into habit once again. Luc would start another book, and Simon would work on a new sculpture. They'd have barbecues with Susie and her kids, and visit Luc's brothers on weekends. Before they knew it, the years would fly, and the decision would be taken out of their hands. He doubted that in that moment, they'd be given the same opportunity as now. Perhaps they should ask.

As if guessing Simon's thoughts, Luc inquired, "Do you think if we live until our intended time, we could meet Dury then?"

Just through that, Simon could see his lover had doubts, and he didn't blame Luc. He didn't blame himself, either, for feeling the same way. If they did this, they would be essentially giving up everything they knew for an illusion. They would jump with both feet into the unknown, and they'd never have a chance to come back. There was another question that bothered Simon. The whole thing sounded too much like suicide. Simon may not be a church going person, but he did know God didn't look well upon taking one's own life. "I don't know," he said. "I wonder if this would count as suicide."

"No, it wouldn't count as suicide," the archangel's voice answered in their minds. "You wouldn't be doing anything. I would be the one to engineer the whole thing."

Simon couldn't help but feel apprehensive at that. A part of him wasn't ready to leave his life, his career, everything he knew and loved behind.

And then Simon remembered Dury's sweet smile, his sad eyes, his kindness. He recalled their heartbreaking goodbye. He mentally berated himself for thinking, even for a moment, that all the people he loved were here, in the mortal realm. As much as he ached to leave his twin behind, he needed to make a choice. If they did this, he'd be with the two men he loved most in both worlds. What more could he ask?

"Luc?" he asked, conscious that in many ways, this depended on his human lover as well.

Luc nodded silently. "I'm fine. I'm willing to go through with it if you are."

"All right," Simon said. He took a deep breath and called out the archangel's name. "Michael?"

Michael materialized yet again in the backseat and gave them a quizzical look.

"Go ahead," Simon urged. "Take us to Dury."

"You are ready, then?" Michael asked.

Luc and Simon nodded at the same time. "So, what now? Do you just take our souls or what?"

Michael didn't reply. His form blurred until he vanished yet again. Simon stared at Luc in confusion. "What the fuck is—?"

Before he could finish his phrase, the revving of the engine cut him off. "What in the world?"

He was certain he'd stopped the car when they'd started the conversation with the archangel. "Simon, what's going on?" Luc asked.

"I have no clue," Simon replied. He tried to pull the keys out of the ignition, but they wouldn't budge. The lights turned on once again and the acceleration seemed to start all by itself.

All of a sudden, the car lurched forward. Simon heard the wheels screech on the tarmac and then they were off. The car drove itself through the suburban neighborhood. Simon desperately tried to control it, but the steering wheel was unresponsive. Hands trembling, he fastened his seatbelt and braced himself for what he knew would be the ride of his life—or death.



* * * *



Dury watched in horror as the car sped through the streets with insane velocity. It was evening in the mortal realm, and there were still other vehicles around, mostly cars and bicycles. Because of the area Simon's sister lived in, there were also a lot of children around, some on roller skates or skateboards, other playing jump-rope or hide-and-seek.

It was only by miracle that Simon's car missed them all. It swerved on the road, narrowly missing a small boy who'd been standing right in the middle of the street. Screams started sounding as the car passed, and at one point, a police car began trailing the vehicle.

But nothing could stop the speeding car. The officials urged the drivers to pull over, but there was no response. After all, what could Simon and Luc do? Dury knew that they'd lost control of the vehicle, and no power on Earth could help them now.

No power on Earth, no, Dury thought. But he himself wasn't a creature of the mortal realm. He could still save his lovers. It wasn't too late.

Dury didn't have much time, though. The car headed toward a steep, dangerous curve that had been the scene of many deadly accidents. At the speed it was going, Dury had no doubt it would crash right through the barrier and into the gulf.

Pushing his mother aside, Dury jumped off his bed, shuddering when the motion jostled his weak body. The crystal bowl rolled to the ground, abandoned.

"What do you think you are doing, Duriel?" Jezebel asked in a startled tone. "Please, get back to bed."

Dury shook his head. "No. You know I have to do this. I have to save them."

Alas, before he could try to come to Luc and Simon's rescue, he fell to his knees, the panic effectively sapping his strength. As he tried to recover, he caught sight of the image in the bowl once more. Tears filled his eyes as he saw the car speed over the edge and fall from the cliff.

Just like that, Dury found the power to ignore his own pain. Taking a deep breath, he shot to his feet and rushed outside. The sight of the city hit him with the strength of a thousand men, but Dury didn't let a little thing like that intimidate him. Bypassing all the angels in his way, he plunged straight through the clouds, forcing his spirit to materialize.

Pain and weakness hit him as he fell out of the heavens and into the mortal realm. His mother had been right about one thing. He was definitely risking his life by leaving their home, but he didn't have a choice. He couldn't allow Luc and Simon to die alone and scared. He should have done this earlier, prevented his humans from ever going through with their mad plan.

He thought he lost consciousness for a second—or was it more? Either way, he arrived just in time to see his lovers' car sink into the gulf, with Simon and Luc still trapped inside. Without sparing a thought as to what it might mean to him, Dury pushed his spirit in the direction of the car. He only hoped it wouldn't be too late.



* * * *



Luc fought against the rising panic as water flooded the car. It went down faster than was natural, or maybe it just seemed like that to Luc. He felt time running out, death approaching with every second that passed. He could no longer think logically, and everything inside him turned to instinct, the mad desire to survive. He tried the doors and the windows, but they were jammed. Both were automatic and had stopped working at some point. With a strength born out of sheer despair, Luc twisted in the seatbelt and started kicking at the window with his foot.

Simon seemed to have a better idea, and while Luc struggled with the window, he blindly reached for the glove compartment. Luc forced himself to still and allow Simon to find whatever he was looking for. A little part of him that remained rational told him that Simon, as a sculptor, was bound to have some sort of heavy tool inside the car. He clearly remembered Simon purchasing all sorts of new chisels wherever they went, as if the old ones weren't good enough.

Time slowed as Simon continued to search. All the while, Luc attempted to attack the doors and windows, but with no success. He tried to hold his breath, but he soon found that he could no longer do so. His body demanded air, and, in panic, Luc attempted to breathe. He felt water fill his mouth, choking him, and tried to expel it, but his desperate efforts only made it worse. More liquid invaded his airways, and Luc knew that if he didn't do something soon, they'd both die there.

He managed to keep consciousness long enough to see Simon retrieve what looked like a hammer. He felt a brief flicker of hope inside him, hope that they would not die here after all.

Simon lifted the hammer and hit the windshield with the heavy tool. A small crack appeared on the window. Luc mentally urged Simon to hurry. He could feel himself falling, falling, his survival instinct yielding to the power of the water. At this point, even if Simon broke the windshield, it would take a miracle for Luc to make it out alive. Perhaps Simon would, at least, survive.

Unfortunately, the hammer slipped out of Simon's hands before the sculptor could get the chance to break free. Under Luc's astonished eyes, it vanished, disappearing straight through the floor of the car. Seeing their final hope vanish so cruelly gave Luc a boost of strength and he started struggling once again.

In the end, all his efforts were in vain. As the terror and pain mixed inside him, he realized he could no longer fight the inevitable. He couldn't do anything to stop this, to save himself or his lover.

But then a sudden warmth enveloped him, slender arms wrapping themselves around him in a strong hold. The soft touch of wings tickled at Luc's skin and the window cracked as light filled the vehicle. Somehow, Dury had come for them.

* * * *

Simon knew Luc was dying. He himself didn't have much time left, but he had more experience with swimming and diving so he could hold his breath longer. Longer did not mean forever, though. He felt himself fade toward unconsciousness, when a bright, warm sensation enveloped him. Immediately, Simon knew Dury was there.

Just like that, the water that choked him made no difference. His weakness didn't matter and his panic faded. Even his survival instinct seemed to back off. Maybe he'd died, and he just hadn't realized it yet. The thought should have unsettled him, but with Dury's presence came acceptance and relief. He didn't know why. By rights, he should be fighting for his life still. No, that wasn't right. He'd wanted this—perhaps not to every specific detail—but he'd accepted to give up his mortal life in exchange for seeing Dury again. For a moment there, he'd forgotten, too lost in his panic to remember.

Dury's warmth was there now, and Simon let go, knowing it would be all right now. The connection he and Luc felt in the past few weeks bound them together, and everything else vanished but that link. Through it, he could sense his Dury, so strong, passionate, brave, and so very beautiful. Dury's soul seemed to reach out to Simon like a bright light, a beacon to guide his way.

All of a sudden, the connection started to flicker and Dury began to fade. Simon reached out to his angel, only to realize he couldn't feel Dury any longer. Instead, he felt water invading his lungs, squeezing the life out of him. How could that be? When had it happened? And where was Dury?

As he struggled to cling to consciousness, he realized that Dury's mortal body was right there, by his side. The light of Dury's soul dimmed, as if extinguished from inside out. Simon saw Dury mouth a silent cry of pain, but he didn't understand what could be wrong. Worse, he could do nothing to stop it. Even with the windshield broken, Simon felt too weak to drag his lovers out of the sinking vehicle.

He took one more look at Luc and Dury, willing them to save themselves, and at the same time knowing it could not be. Then, the last remnants of his strength waned and he surrendered to unconsciousness.

Darkness took him, cold and uncaring. At first, it seemed like nothingness surrounded him, but then, flashes of his past rolled through his mind's eye. He saw Susie as a child, laughing at something he'd said. An image of their parents in their large mansion home popped up. As always, they were wearing pristine, elegant outfits, and their stern eyes analyzed their children, clearly finding them lacking. The memory of the day he'd come out followed, and his subsequent abandonment by his parents. But he'd done all right without them, and Susie had as well. He saw himself holding his twin's newborn children, celebrating birthdays and anniversaries.

Then, a flash of a tall, dark-haired man took over. He held a champagne glass as he admired one of Simon's commissioned works. Luc. In a few instants, Simon's mind swept through the entirety of their lives together, their first kiss, his first sculpture of Luc, their gradual separation leading up to that fateful night of their breakup, then meeting Dury.

Simon saw a young man seated on a church bench, wearing a cap with the Playboy bunny symbol and a T-shirt that cutely begged, Won't you be my seme? He was smiling naughtily, a few strands of blond hair escaping the cap. "I'm your plot bunny," Dury said.

It occurred to Simon then that this memory wasn't his, but Luc's. Somehow, their minds had become entwined, and Simon could see what had happened in Luc's past as well. It was the most peculiar experience, and Simon watched everything as he would a weirdly familiar movie. He saw both himself and Luc with Dury, and realized that from the very beginning, Dury had always fought to bring them back together.

Knowing that somehow made it easier to let go. Why oppose it anyway? Clearly, his body had given up the fight. Perhaps Luc and Dury would be by his side when this was all over.

Just like that, the images started to fade. A voice emerged in his mind, calling out his name, and in an instant, Simon was flying. The slideshow of events from his past life vanished, as did his watery grave. An inexorable strength urged him forward, and Simon's world turned into a universe of frightful, unfamiliar white. It called out to something inside him, and Simon clung to that hidden knowledge, allowing it to guide him.

The unseen path took him farther and farther, until Simon thought he would never reach his destination. His mind could not yet process where he was, and a part of him still ached to return to his normal, human world. But then he felt Luc's presence by his side. He tried to turn, but he couldn't, nor could he move in any way.

In the end, he didn't have to dwell on this for too long. His journey ended, and he landed face front on something that felt far too much like grass. He caught sight of Michael above him before he keeled over, exhausted and frightened.

"Welcome to heaven, human," the archangel told him.

To Simon, this didn't seem like heaven at all. His body felt weird, not his own, and his ears were invaded by a peculiar wheeze. Spots danced in front of his eyes, and he thought he could sense his lungs contract, trying to draw in air where there was none.

"Those are just remnants of the way you died," Michael said calmly. "You have to calm down and let go."

"You shouldn't have pushed them into something so traumatizing," a female voice scolded. "Any other way of dying would have worked better."

Michael sighed. "Please, Jezebel. You know the whole thing had to be believable, and an accident was the best choice. Taking into consideration that the families may want the bodies in one piece, I didn't have too many options."

Simon resented Michael for talking about this whole thing with such coolness. No matter what the archangel said, they should have been at least warned of the plan.

"Damn humans," Michael muttered, completely undeterred. "Always clinging to their petty lives so desperately."

"Michael, don't curse," the woman—Jezebel—said under her breath. "Remember where we are."

"Right. My apologies, Jezebel. It's just that…"

"Yes, I know. It's all right. Duriel is fine."

The woman's words snapped Simon out of his trance. He forced the dizziness back and looked up at Michael. "Dury? What happened to Dury?"

"Nothing," a soft voice replied. A pale Dury emerged from behind Michael. The small angel leaned against his father and offered Simon a small smile. "I'm right here."

"You shouldn't have gone in the first place," a beautiful, blond woman replied. Simon identified her as Jezebel, and a quick glance told him she was related to Dury. Her build was slender, like Dury's and her golden hair shone in the same way Dury's did. Simon recalled the conversation in the car, with Michael telling them about his bonded mate. Had it been just that same day? It seemed ages ago. It did help, though, to know the woman was Dury's mother. She looked young, so she could have very well been his sister.

"I couldn't not go, Mother," Dury answered.

By Simon's side, Luc cleared his throat. "Excuse me, but why is Dury sick? What were those weird pains we felt while on Earth?"

Luc struggled to his feet, coughing, and Simon did his best to echo his lover's movements. "Don't worry about that," Dury hastily replied, rushing to their side. "I'm fine now."

"It's a miracle you are still alive," Michael said in a disapproving tone. "With the time it took to get their souls here, you could have died on the way."

Simon winced, understanding the reprimand. They'd decided to come here and give everything up for Dury's sake, but in the end, they'd still struggled to live, pathetically clinging to their mortal existences, just like Michael said. If Michael hadn't been there, Dury would have perished.

"I'm sorry," Luc said, his voice filled with regret, echoing Simon's sentiments. "We panicked."

"It's completely natural," Dury answered. "Don't worry. Father is just being harsh."

It was only then that Simon allowed himself to really look at Dury, to acknowledge the reality of Dury's presence by their side. Relief came with that realization, and their ordeal didn't matter anymore. He glanced into Dury's green eyes, taking in his angel's appearance. How could he have ever thought Dury belonged anywhere other than the heavens? He could see it so clearly now, in the beauty and flawlessness of his features, the bright light emanating from his entire being. To top it off, Dury's wings were now extended, like they'd been in the church. But even without them, Dury was purity and perfection incarnate. It seemed like a beautiful dream that Simon had been allowed to come here, to be at Dury's side.

But then Simon understood why. Beyond their talent, the gifts he and Luc received from God, they both had something else. Love, plenty of love to give. Love between them, and love for Dury.

Simon took Luc's hand and squeezed it. He found strength in the other man's grip, and together, they stepped forward toward their angel. Dury met them halfway and they fell into a three-way embrace, right there, under the eyes of Michael and Jezebel.

"I was so frightened," Simon confessed. "I thought we'd never see you again."

"I missed you so much," Luc said in turn.

"Me too," Dury murmured. "Me too."

As they broke the embrace, Simon realized that while they'd been lost in the moment, more angels had gathered. "Come," Michael said. "You are here for a reason."

A white, cobbled path appeared in front of Simon's feet, and Simon had a brief notion of being Dorothy in the Land of Oz, before pushing his stupid fancies to the back of his mind. He followed behind Michael as the archangel led them down the road.

Seemingly out of nowhere, a white city materialized around them as they walked. Tall, wispy-looking buildings appeared, most of which seemed dwellings of sorts. In fact, Simon even thought he could see children looking out of windows. It intimidated him to know that he was an outsider and intruder here.

Feeling lost, he stared at the path, wondering what was beneath them. Before he knew it, the road turned transparent, nearly fading under Simon's feet. "Holy shit!" Simon gasped out. "Jesus—"

As Michael froze, Dury clamped his hand over Simon's mouth, stopping Simon from taking the Lord's name in vain once again. "Sowwy," Simon said, his apology muffled by Dury's warm palm.

Without a word, Michael started walking again. Dury let out a small laugh and released him. "Be careful with language here," he whispered. Louder, he said, "Beneath us, there are other houses, for more angels. Here is where archangels live."

Luc let out an "ah", and Dury proceeded to give them more explanations about his city and the angels in general. Apparently, all angels had a purpose and a job. Some were heralds, others worked miracles to heal people, while most archangels were soldiers. Sometimes, these warriors—like Dury's father—would interfere to fix something that went wrong in the human world, or fight demons or creatures up to no good. Other angels brought souls to the mortal realm or collected them once the person holding that soul died.

"And what do you do?" Simon asked. He guessed Dury would most likely be one of the healers, blessing humans with his mere presence.

Dury hesitated slightly. "I'm a Death Angel," he replied in a soft tone.

Simon gaped at his angel lover. He knew it wasn't a reasonable reaction, but he hadn't expected that. Could Dury's "job" be in some way connected to the way things ended up for Simon and Luc? Surely not. He wanted to think he had free will and he could choose to do whatever he wanted to. If not, everything he'd ever done, all the sacrifices he'd made, held no value.

"You don't need to be afraid," a sudden voice said.

Simon jumped in surprise and looked around wide-eyed. He knew that at this point, nothing should shock him, but he simply wasn't used to things like this. "It's all right," the voice whispered-boomed once more. "You'll get used to it in time."

The sound seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere, loud and inaudible at the same time. Simon couldn't even identify a definite gender or age. Power sizzled through the air, an unidentifiable, but infinite energy that Simon felt deep inside. He didn't know what to say or do. He was speechless and frozen.

It was then that Simon realized everyone save himself and Luc had fallen to their knees. The knowledge and recognition made Simon's legs turn to jelly and he gracelessly slid to the ground, somehow ending up on his knees as well. Would they at last find out why they'd been allowed here?

"I did bring you here for a reason," the voice answered to his unspoken question. "You will learn everything in time. The most important thing you need to know is that your task here is to protect Duriel. Simon, Luc, you will be the first of My Guardians."

Guardians? Simon thought. What did that mean? It sounded important, and difficult. Simon wasn't sure he could deal with that sort of thing. He'd just been brought here after drowning and was just getting used to the thought that—oh God—he was dead. And damn, he needed to stop cursing. He just didn't feel ready for any huge task like this.

He knew Luc and Dury were just as shocked, and even Michael and the others tensed. Simon guessed the archangel hadn't been ready for this either.

"For now, just spend time with each other. The day will come when you will be needed and everything will make sense."

Just like that, the crackling energy in the air vanished, and the echoes of the voice disappeared as well. Almost as if in a dream, Simon got up and looked around. What now?



Chapter Eleven



Dury couldn't believe it. He'd been granted the greatest gift of all, the permission to keep his lovers by his side. It should have unsettled him that the Almighty felt the need to do this in the first place, but he couldn't be bothered with such concerns, not when the amazing happiness of having Simon and Luc overwhelmed him.

Simon and Luc seemed simply gobsmacked. Dury couldn't blame them. The angel realm was a lot to take in by itself, without the entire "receiving a mission from God" thing. Dury assumed the two hadn't gotten over the shock of it all yet, but that was all right. Dury couldn't wait to help them in that department. He blushed as images of the three of them together, in bed, flashed through his mind. His sexual experience was limited to Luc and Simon. Angels chose a mate and stuck to him or her for their entire existence. Unlike humans, they managed to find soul mates and mold their lives with that of their chosen one. This was largely the reason of Michael's previous concern, Dury knew, but at the same time, he trusted his lovers and felt certain he couldn't be safer and more cherished by any other being, angels included.

"What are you thinking, sweet thing?" Luc asked in a whisper, eyes twinkling with amusement. Apparently, Dury's little foray into the land of sexual fantasy had snapped Luc out of his shock. "I can see the little wheels turning."

Dury's body turned hotter at Luc's words. Suddenly, he became far too aware of all the eyes still on them. "Nothing," he replied. "Just that we have to go back home."

"Home?" Simon repeated. "And where would that be?"

A good question, Dury thought. So far, he'd lived in his parents' house, but now he had mates. He couldn't exactly go back there. A brief flash of white light drew their attention and Dury watched wide-eyed as a small home emerged out of nothing above Michael's. Their city had many levels, with the archangels living at the top one. It could have been considered unfair, but everyone acknowledged the levels of hierarchy and power as given by the Almighty. Still, it shocked Dury to see another level appear, and above the archangels. That implied the fact that Dury and his lovers were somehow superior to everyone else. Dury didn't quite feel comfortable with that, but he vowed to do his best.

"I see," Luc said. "And how exactly do we get there? We don't have wings."

"You never will," Michael answered. "However, you can fly simply by using the power of your mind and your soul."

Luc and Simon looked doubtful. "I suppose you don't know until you try," Luc muttered.

Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and focused. He started to levitate above the cobbled path and with a yelp, he shot up into the clouds above.

"Luc!" Simon called out in a panic.

"Not to worry," Michael soothed him. "He's perfectly safe."

Contradicting Michael's words, Luc came crashing down at an astonishing speed. With a startled gasp, Simon rushed to catch his lover and intercepted Luc just before he could hit the "ground".

Dury couldn't help a small giggle. "You'll get used to it," he offered. Luc and Simon gave him twin looks of disgruntlement. It almost made Dury falter as he thought his humans might not be happy here.

No! Dury refused to accept that. Of course Simon and Luc didn't know their way around this realm yet. Dury would teach them, and, in time, they'd see it really wasn't all that hard. If anything, Luc's speedy race upwards was a good thing. It meant that the power of Luc's soul could indeed make the human—or former human—fly, and more.

"Come," he said smiling. "You'll get it right in no time."

Simon put Luc down and scratched his head awkwardly. "I guess we're going to need a tutor, huh?"

Luc wiggled his eyebrows, apparently recovering from his little shock. "We can even offer you payment."

Michael let out a disgusted huff. "Don't flirt with my son in front of me."

Dury took that as cue that they needed to depart, as soon as possible. He made his way to his lovers and gripped Simon and Luc's hands. "Okay, then," he said. "Calm down. Focus your mind and allow me to lead you."



* * * *



It was, of course, easier said than done. Luc still felt embarrassed of his first attempt but he couldn't exactly give up. Dury spread his wings and pulled both Luc and Simon up. His gentle voice guided Luc, telling him to harvest that inner strength, to let it fall slowly over him. Following the angel's instructions, Luc found himself flying—really flying—upwards. Soon he realized that, with enough focus, he could control his motions without relying on Dury.

"Don't rush," Dury reprimanded. "Be patient."

"Patience is hard," Luc answered. Truth be told, he appreciated all these new gifts, but above all else, he yearned to be with the two men he loved. "I want us to get to our new home already."

Thinking of the messages Dury sent to them while on Earth and the brief flash of desire his angel broadcast here, Luc envisioned what he wanted to do. He imagined frantic kisses, slick naked bodies rolling against each other, hard cocks thrusting in eager mouths and asses. Dury must have received his little MMS, as he blushed even redder. Luc felt the dire need to see if that delightful color covered the whole of Dury's body.

"I couldn't agree more," Simon said. Dury gripped Luc's hand with surprising strength and together, they soared above the crowd of angels. Before Luc knew it, Dury flew them up above, to their new home.

Their new home. It was astounding to think the white, cloudy structure would be his from now on. Even more so, it astounded him that he'd be able to share it with both Simon and Dury.

But everything went past him in a whirlwind. He only registered the ethereal housing in passing. As soon as they were free of the obtrusive gazes of the other angels, Dury sped up. They burst inside the provided building and fell into a white-silver foyer. Luc instantly pulled Dury to him and crushed his lips to the angel's. Dury moaned and wrapped his arms around Luc's neck. Luc pushed the smaller man against the strangely solid wall. Their bodies rubbed together, making both of them gasp in pleasure.

A hard chest pressed against Luc's back and an erection ground into his crease. "So hot," Simon groaned in Luc's ear. "Naked, now."

Luc felt a small shimmer around him and then he was skin to skin with both his lovers, a hard dick touching his own, another rubbing against his ass. "What?" he muttered into Dury's mouth.

Between a flurry of butterfly kisses, Dury offered him a gasping reply, "We're not in the mortal realm. We can do anything we want here."

It struck Luc then that this whole thing, the house, the city, the angels, even the three of them, weren't real. Simon and he were dead, their actual bodies laying in some obscure morgue, or maybe even in a tomb. He felt himself start to hyperventilate and briefly wondered how that could be. By rights, he wasn't even breathing.

"Calm down, love," Simon whispered in his ear, his strong hands a comforting weight on Luc's shoulders. "We're fine. We got here like we wanted for so long."

Luc nodded, remembering everything they'd done, all the effort they'd put into preparing themselves for this. But as much as they'd tried, Luc knew one could never be ready for death.

He realized Simon was trying to be strong for both of them. The feeling of apprehension and—Luc admitted—fear, seemed to amplify because of the same emotion coming from Simon. But then, warm hands caressed his face, fingertips brushing his lips in a barely there touch. "You're still alive," Dury said, "only in a different way. You've passed to a different plane of existence."

More than the words, Dury's scent and gentleness comforted Luc. "Besides," Dury added, "it's actually much like the mortal realm. We'll have a house, a job, a family. We'll be stuck in a routine before you know it."

Dury managed to conjure a peculiar image in Luc's head. He saw himself floating above the ant farm-like city of angels—the actual city of angels—up to their little suburban home, maybe even carrying a black briefcase. Then he'd open the door to their house and call out Dury and Simon's name.

The domestic thoughts made Luc burst into hysterical chuckles. He'd never worked for a corporation while mortal. The idea that he'd be stuck in a traditional job for the rest of, well, eternity made him laugh.

His connection with Simon and Dury seemed to work, though. They all dissolved into a fit of unmanly giggles, rolling on the floor laughing. Somehow, their bodies came into contact and their laughter died. The apprehension and amusement vanished, replaced by pure arousal.

Luc forgot all about his concerns. What was he worried about again? He couldn't remember. He took Dury's mouth once more, and this time, he didn't allow anything to encroach on the moment. Dury ended up sandwiched between Luc and Simon, and if Luc had to judge, he'd say his angel very much enjoyed the position. Luc tilted Dury's head, allowing Simon to suck on their lover's neck, all the while keeping their lips molded together. He reached for Dury's cock, finding it hard and throbbing. Dury hissed at the touch, making Luc smile into their kiss. Oh, yes, he'd enjoy making love to Dury very much, indeed.



* * * *



Simon maneuvered Dury onto all fours and caressed the curve of his lover's back. He felt a brief flicker of amusement when the shift in position broke Dury and Luc's kiss, causing a disgruntled groan to come from Luc's lips. The mirth soon vanished, overwhelmed by the splendor that lay in front of his eyes. He couldn't help but be in awe at the beauty of the white wings that decorated Dury's angelic form. It was so surreally magnificent that Simon couldn't quite believe he'd been granted such a gift. He wanted to be one with his lovers so much it hurt.

Luc arched a quizzical brow at him. "What are you planning?"

"Don't you think it's obvious?" Simon answered. In his mind, he envisioned Dury's ass taking Simon's dick, while Luc fucked Dury's mouth—the same dream he and Luc had shared for months now, naturally in a wide array of variations. He felt Dury shudder under his touch, the beautiful white wings trembling, and he realized his angel had intercepted the thought. This mind bond thing really had its perks.

Luc groaned and gave Simon a heated look. "Definitely obvious," he said in a strangled voice.

It occurred to Simon then that they had nothing that remotely resembled lube. He doubted angels built drug stores or shopping malls where they could purchase that sort of thing either. Just as he contemplated options, he felt a slight tingle in his hand and gaped when a white tube appeared out of nowhere.

"You just have to will it," Dury said breathlessly. "Commodities like that can be brought here with merely a thought. Magical items aren't quite so easy, and the spiritual and alive is the most difficult to control."

By the end of the explanation, Simon thought Dury sounded far too coherent. Without even giving his lover a warning, he squirted some transparent liquid from the tube on his fingers and thrust a digit inside Dury's ass. A hiss escaped Simon's lips at the tightness that enveloped him. Distantly, he realized he shouldn't be surprised. After all, he knew Dury was a virgin. The gift they'd been given humbled him more than ever. What had they done to deserve this?

Simon pushed his musings out of his mind and focused on his angel. Slowly, he pushed his finger in and out of Dury's body, preparing the sweet channel for invasion. When he deemed Dury ready, he added another digit.

Dury gasped, thrusting back against Simon's fingers. "Please. Now."

The angel would have probably said more, but Luc caressed his face and whispered, "Open your mouth for me, babe. Go on."

This time, Dury whimpered. Simon would have given anything to see his angel's face in that particular moment. Then, Luc briefly met Simon's eyes and smiled. As the other man directed his attention to Dury once more, an image popped into Simon's head, Dury obediently parting his lips. He watched enthralled as Luc fed his cock into their lover's mouth. It felt slightly disconcerting to see Dury from two angles, but still arousing as hell.

The image vanished, though, as Luc buried his hands in Dury's blond hair and groaned. Simon realized Luc must have lost focus. He had to say he understood Luc perfectly. Dury's mouth seemed to have been created for sucking cock, a peculiar fact given his angelic nature, but true, nonetheless.

A sense of urgency invaded him and he pushed another finger into Dury's ass. Their angel moaned around Luc's cock, and Simon's dick throbbed, aching to be buried inside Dury.

But even in this ethereal world, even knowing what Dury was, and that his lover couldn't be so easily hurt, Simon couldn't bring himself to rush things. A part of him still felt protective of Dury, considering him younger, more inexperienced than them. Perhaps age-wise, Dury beat him, but he remained an innocent. Simon knew that his and Luc's duty was, above all else, to protect Dury.

Following that thought, Simon slowly introduced Dury to sensual pleasure. He tried to take his time and be as gentle as possible. Keeping his own arousal in check, he crooked his fingers inside Dury, aiming for his angel's sweet spot. As Simon found the small gland, Dury let out a beautiful whimpering sound. Luc caressed his hair, whispering soft endearments to him, "It's okay, sweetheart. Just let it come."

Another image flashed through Simon's mind's eye, Dury gazing up at Luc, his mouth full of cock, his eyes burning with love, lust, and uncertainty. Through it all, Simon felt Luc's own desire to take things slow, to give Dury time to explore, to accept the new experience.

When Dury's silent pleas sounded in Simon's mind, Simon felt astonished at the depth of their connection. The sheer emotion broke his barriers, and he couldn't wait any longer. Removing his fingers from Dury's passage, Simon steadied Dury. He positioned his dick at Dury's hole and pushed. The tight heat that enveloped his cock made him gasp out his lover's name. It felt amazing, and Simon thought his heart would burst out of his chest any moment now, because surely no one could withstand so much pleasure.

He could only compare it with his and Luc's lovemaking, but this time, it seemed even better. Luc was also there, in front of him, fucking Dury's mouth, connected to Simon through the conduit of pleasure that was Dury.

In that moment, Simon couldn't bring himself to regret his decision, regardless of the pain of his mortal death. Even the knowledge of his separation from his twin seemed less hurtful. It had been the right choice to make. The three of them simply fit together like they'd been made for each other. In fact, Simon wouldn't have been surprised if that were true, if God had really created him and Luc for Dury.

Being inside his angel felt like Simon's idea of heaven, more so than the white, ethereal structures and the otherworldly creatures who surrounded them. He could also sense Luc through their peculiar connection and he knew his lover experienced the same mind-melting emotions. Their three hearts became united until Simon didn't know where one ended and the other began. He could only hope he'd be able to hold his orgasm in check for enough time to make this moment last.



* * * *



Dury felt full. His mouth was invaded by Luc's cock, his ass by Simon's dick and his heart by the emotions of both his lovers, mingled with his own. He'd never thought such sensations could exist, but then again, he hadn't expected falling in love either.

As his two lovers started thrusting in and out of his body, Dury lost all coherence. He surrendered to his heart and desires, and the only thoughts in his mind became a litany of his lover's names. Luc. Simon. Luc. Simon. Over and over.

At first, both his men kept their motions excruciatingly slow. As they sped up, though, Simon's dick hit Dury's prostate, sending shocks of pleasure through him. Just the knowledge of the intimate penetration made everything so much more intense than the touch of Simon's fingers. All the while, Luc continued to fuck Dury's mouth. Luc's precum tasted intoxicating, and Dury's brain spun at the overflow of stimulation.

Luc moved in synchrony with Simon, and his thrusts grew faster and more impatient, even erratic, and Dury happily took it all. With each thrust, spirals of pleasure burned him inside out. He could no longer control his body. His wings trembled, too heavy for him to hold up even in his spiritual form. His will seemed to have dissolved altogether. He could only feel the incredible heat of his lovers' cocks, branding him, filling him, bonding them together for all eternity.

Time had little meaning in his realm, and yet it ruthlessly decreed their lovemaking could not last forever. There was simply too much of everything to keep going for much longer. All too soon, Dury felt his orgasm approach, within him and inside his lovers as well. His skin tingled, his wings shimmered above him, sending sparks of clear light flying through the air. Sexual energy swept over him like a wave. Simon and Luc thrust inside him in tandem, and Dury could sense they were close too.

When his lovers said his name at the same time, Dury couldn't take it any longer. The cocktail of ecstasy swirled inside him, hotter and brighter, and he came, his cries muffled by the cock in his mouth. In mere instants, hot cum hit his taste buds, the flavor of Luc's spunk invading Dury's senses. With a final thrust, Simon found his peak as well, bathing Dury's channel with his semen.

Marked inside out by his lovers' essence, Dury could have cried out of happiness. Sexual satisfaction mingled with pure emotion, and Dury allowed himself to bask in the afterglow. Unfortunately, his lovers' cocks, now spent, slipped out of his body. Dury would have protested, but he didn't feel up to a repeat performance. A pleasant exhaustion began to take over, the orgasm fading in a beautiful sense of peace. With a final effort, Dury managed to whisper, "Love you."

As his eyes drifted shut, one of his lovers—Dury identified him as Simon—took him in his arms and carried him in what Dury guessed was the intuitive direction of the bedroom. Dury registered being laid down on a soft bed before he surrendered to slumber.



Chapter Twelve



The dark procession passed through the cemetery in silence. The families of the two dead men had done their best to keep the ceremony simple and private, like their loved ones would have wanted. For Luc, watching it was just plain creepy. He could only thank God they hadn't died in any gruesome way. Seeing himself still and lifeless in a casket already gave him the shivers without adding a bonus of burns or wounds.

Simon's burial somehow seemed worse, though. In a way, Luc felt detached from his own. He knew he still existed, that he still lived, albeit in a different way. But a cold chill gripped his heart when he took in Simon's casket. Even now, the memory of it made him want to run out of the cemetery screaming. Why in the world had they come here in the first place? He didn't want to see Simon dead.

Simon nudged him with his shoulder, whispering, "Hey. I'm right here, remember?"

On impulse, Luc wrapped his arm around his lover's waist. "How could I forget? You keep irritating me."

They stood next to their intended graves, watching the people approach, with their closest friends and family carrying the caskets. By some miracle, the families had decided to bury them close to each other, and they'd gone to considerable expense to do so. Luc appreciated it, though, and he felt selfish for abandoning them like he had. He prayed he would be allowed to come to them, to encourage them, if only in dreams.

As it were, no one could see them. Dury had explained that they could actually make it happen, with time and training, and regain their physical bodies. However, that wouldn't be a very good idea, not when they were practically standing next to their corpses.

Dury had, however, insisted on joining the procession. Finding closure, the angel called it. It somehow surprised Luc, given that Dury was a Death Angel. Perhaps things were the other way around, and for that reason precisely, the entire process affected Dury so much. Either way, he'd come in his mortal form, giving his condolences to the grieving relatives.

Without his angel powers, Dury would have probably been unable to do so. The church where Luc and Simon's bodies had briefly lain was surrounded by fans and admirers, weeping for the loss of two great artists. Dury had managed to get inside, and had come to the burial ceremony as well.

"There," Simon said, pointing.

As he followed his lover's gaze, Luc saw Dury walking by a black-clad Susanne. He seemed to be whispering something in her ear, and she nodded, leaning against him. It was quite shocking, given Susanne's first reaction regarding Dury. Then again, Dury had a way of endearing himself to everyone. It didn't even have anything to do with his angelic nature, but rather with a special, inner warmth that only he possessed.

Dury also wore dark garments, making him look thin and frail in the crowd. Luc felt a pang of concern and before he knew it, he called out, "Dury!"

Dury's eyes shot toward them. He looked lost and sad, and Luc knew there was no deception in that sorrow. Dury genuinely hurt for the entire thing. Luc could feel it through their bond.

As their gazes met, Luc offered his lover a smile he hoped was comforting. Inside him, he felt Dury's pain ease, and Dury actually smiled back before turning toward Susanne once more. They were within earshot now, so Luc heard her ask, "What is it? Is everything okay, Dury?"

"I'm fine," Dury answered. "It just occurred to me that wherever they are, Luc and Simon wouldn't want us to be sad."

Susanne's eyes filled with tears. "I know. It's just so unfair. They looked so happy when I saw them, that night. Why did this have to happen?"

Dury didn't answer, and Luc wished he could hold his lover, take him away from this pain. They'd made the right decision. Even if they'd left behind so many people, even with the guilt and sorrow he himself felt, they were needed here, by Dury's side. Above all else, they loved Dury.

As the ceremony continued, the caskets were lowered into the cold graves, and the priest started speaking. Luc's heart hurt when his little brother insisted on holding a small speech as well. Out of everyone he'd abandoned, Taylor would miss him the most. Lately, Taylor seemed to be having trouble with his boyfriend, Seth. It bothered Luc that the guy hadn't even shown up to provide comfort.

Just as Luc thought this, Taylor paled and his words froze on his lips. He stared straight at Simon and Luc—at the actual Simon and Luc, not their dead bodies. "You… Luc… What?"

Immediately, the people became unsettled. "Taylor?" their mother asked. "What is it, baby?"

"Luc and Simon," Taylor cried. "They're right there."

"You can see us?" Luc asked dumbly. "How can that be?"

Taylor just stared at them, Luc's words obviously magnifying his fear and confusion. "Calm down, Tay," Johnnie interceded. "There's nothing there. You just need a little break, that's all."

He tried to pull Taylor away from the grave, but Taylor dug his heels in, refusing to budge. "Go with him," Luc said, not wanting to cause more of a fuss. "I promise we'll talk."

"Come on," Johnnie said. "Please, Tay."

Taylor nodded and accepted Johnnie's suggestion. Among murmurs of compassion and concern, he was led to a lone tree. "You okay there, little brother?" Johnnie asked.

"I'm fine," Taylor snarled at him.

Johnnie opened his mouth and closed it right back, obviously not knowing what to say.

Miraculously, Dury somehow managed to make his way to the tree. "I'll take care of it," he swiftly said.

Luc never had the chance to tell his family about Dury, but Johnnie seemed to trust Dury regardless. He nodded, giving his younger sibling a concerned look. "It's okay," Taylor said, staring wide-eyed at Dury. "You can go."

As Johnnie returned to the rest of the group, Taylor whispered, "What the hell is going on? You have wings!"

"Don't curse," Dury chastised. "And rest assured, you're not crazy or anything like that."

"Dury is an angel," Luc offered.

Taylor shook his head. "This isn't possible. Angels aren't real."

"Oh, I beg to differ," Dury said with a chuckle. "Don't worry, Taylor. Your brother and Simon are with me, now. For whatever reason, God decided you can see us, so we'll even come visit. But you can't tell anyone about this."

Taylor remained silent for a few moments. "I still can't believe it," he said. "This is all a weird hallucination."

Dury glanced at Luc and nodded. Taking the hint, Luc took a step forward and gripped his brother's hand. "Does this feel like a hallucination to you?"

Luc didn't miss the surreptitious way Dury shielded Taylor from sight and was more than thankful for it. This way, anyone watching would not see the shocked expression on Taylor's face, or the happiness that graced his features. "It's true. It really is true."

"Remember," Simon said, "no one can know. You'll get in trouble if you say anything."

"Okay," Taylor nodded. He looked like he had a million questions, but he didn't know how to phrase them. Luc felt a touch relieved by that. He preferred to explain everything to Taylor when they were safely away from the crowd.

As it turned out, they were interrupted when two more people appeared down the path. Luc wasn't surprised to see Dana there—she'd been at the ceremony before, after all—but the presence of her brother did indeed shock him. The young violinist was still in a wheelchair, his face a stony mask, and he ignored all the murmurs that swept through the cemetery as they passed.

Luc couldn't help but feel thankful that, in spite of everything, Josh had chosen to come to his and Simon's funeral. He wondered if he'd seen Christopher yet. Probably not. The painter must have left after the wake.

That little fact became unimportant the moment he realized Dana's brother could see them too. Although Josh kept a straight face, Luc detected the flash of fear and incomprehension in the younger man's eyes. How could this be? What did it mean?

Josh said something to Dana, pointing in their direction, and Dana nodded. She rolled his wheelchair on the paths toward them. Obviously, Josh was an advocate of facing one's fears.

"Joshua Johnson," he introduced himself as they reached the tree.

"Dury Smith," Dury replied, unable to hide his puzzlement. "And this is Taylor Black."

"Pleased to meet you," Taylor replied.

"And you," Josh replied politely. "Although I would have preferred to make your acquaintance in more pleasant circumstances."

His eyes fell on Simon and Luc, searching for an answer. At this point, Luc really didn't know what to do or say. Surely, driving his closest friends and family crazy was a definite no-no. Right?

In the end, Simon sighed and said, "If you can see us, don't worry. You're not crazy. We really are here."

The only sign of Josh's nervousness was the way his hands clutched the wheelchair. Even so, Dana seemed to have a sixth sense regarding her brother. "Are you okay, Josh?" she asked. "Is it too much?"

"No," Josh answered in a strangled voice. "I'm fine."

As they all headed back toward the graves, Luc wondered why, out of all those present, only Taylor and Josh could see them. It made no sense whatsoever. Then again, his life had stopped making sense many months back, when he'd met a beautiful young man claiming to be a plot bunny. He'd just take things as they came, and be thankful for what he had. Perhaps one day, he'd understand the reason behind it all. Until then, he'd enjoy this new life and maybe help Taylor with his own. After all, some things never changed, even if one lived with an angel and one's dead longtime lover in the heavens.

Before they could join the gathering once again, Susanne approached them, a small smile on her face. Dury suddenly looked uncomfortable, and Luc himself felt a small chill. "Is everything okay?" Dury asked.

"Everything is just fine," Susanne replied.

The flash of something sharp took Luc by surprise, and he watched in confused horror as Susanne drew a knife out of her sleeve. The blade shone hypnotically in the glum light and Luc could almost feel its deadly magic. He bounded forward, ready to defend Dury with his own body. Even in this "ghostly" state, he had powers and he could stop the woman from hurting his angel.

Simon reached his twin before, though, and shielded Dury from her anger. For his bravery, he earned a slash across the chest. Dury and Luc gasped at the same time as they saw blood-red light pour out of the injury.

Luc hadn't managed to learn all about the demons and creatures of the abyss, but the sight of Simon falling to the ground, injured, gave him a strength and a knowledge he didn't know he had. He jumped the woman, all the while acknowledging the fact that he needed to keep her safe as well. Thankfully, Luc's motion made Susanne drop the dagger, and it landed out of her reach. They fell to the ground, with Luc trying to control her erratic struggles. She clawed at his eyes, at his face, somehow reaching him in spite of his non-corporeal form.

As they fought, Susanne spouted imprecations at him, spitting, laughing, hissing, convulsing under him. Luc knew this was not Simon's twin under him, trying to hurt him. Someone—or rather, something—had taken advantage of Susanne's vulnerability and invaded her heart.

Luc allowed himself to become a conduit for a higher power, knowing that at this point, no one but God could end this and help her. The words formed and fell from his lips as if he'd done nothing else in his entire existence:

Exorcizo te, immundíssime spíritus, omnis incúrsio adversárii, omne phantasma, omnis légio, in nómine Dómini nostri Jesu Christi eradicáre, et effugáre ab hoc plásmate Dei. Ipse tibi ímperat, qui te de supérnis cæaelórum in inferióra terræ demérgi præcépit. Ipse tibi ímperat, qui mari, ventis et tempestátibus imperávit. Audi ergo, et time, sátana, inimice fidei, hostis géneris humáni, mortis addúctor, vitæ raptor, justítiæ declinátor, malórum radix, fomes vitiórum, sedúctor hóminum, próditur géntium, incitátor invídiæ, origo avaritiæ, causa discórdiæ, excitátor dolórum: quid stas, et resistis, cum scias, Christum Dóminum vias tuas pérdere?

It seemed to take forever for him to finish the exorcism ritual, but finally, Susanne stilled under him, losing consciousness.

"Is she okay?" Dury asked from behind him.

"She will be," Luc answered, not completely certain as to how he knew that. Now that his task was done, though, he focused on his lovers. "Simon?" he asked, voice trembling. He well remembered the injury and knew the magical weapon must have hurt Simon quite severely.

"He will be fine," Dury answered, "but we need to get him back home. He'll recover faster there."

Luc nodded and got up, taking Susanne in his arms. "What do you think this means?" he asked.

"It was a test," Dury replied glumly. "Whoever sent this demon knows about the Guardians, about you. Perhaps he even fears you. Something will happen soon. We'll just have to be prepared."

Luc handed Susanne to Dury, knowing seeing the woman float would probably be quite scary for any onlookers. So far, no one seemed to have seen a thing, but he didn't know how long that would last.

As Dury cuddled the young woman, whispering soft words of comfort, Luc turned to Simon. He needed to get his lover out of there while Dury did some damage control, but he couldn't exactly leave Dury alone either.

He knelt next to Simon, holding the other man close, willing the injury to close. "What do I do, Lord? Tell me." Clearly, whoever sent the demon counted on separating them.

As if in response to his silent prayer, Michael popped up next to him, also in spiritual form. "Something happened," the archangel said.

Luc nodded. "A demon took over Simon's sister. We don't know why."

Michael let out a thoughtful "hmm". With a glance toward his son, he said, "Stay with Dury. I'll take care of Simon. Things are in motion now, and you have to be prepared for the worst."

Luc obeyed and helplessly watched the archangel leave with his injured lover. He didn't know what would follow, but he had a feeling it would be a challenge for all of them.



Epilogue



Simon watched the city beneath them, smiling as he heard laughter of children. Everything felt so peaceful, almost impossibly perfect. Barring the little being-attacked-by-his-possessed-twin thing, this life after death existence wasn't half bad. Since then, there had been no sign of particular activities from the demons, nothing out of the ordinary at least.

One year, on the dot, had passed since his and Luc's death by drowning—on the mortal realm, at least. Just this morning, his sister had put away her black clothes, revealing some of her more colorful outfits. She was beginning to get used to the thought of his demise, Simon knew, and it made him happy. As for him, time flowed differently here, sometimes faster, sometimes slower. In the past kind-of-year, he'd had ample opportunity in honing his skills, both in battle and in bed.

A smile floated on his lips as he thought about his lovers. Living with Dury and Luc remained a novel experience. It still surprised Simon that their bond could be so strong, and that he and Luc had been allowed to come here in the first place.

"Stop thinking so hard," a soft voice said from behind him.

Simon turned to look at his angel lover. For some reason, Dury's hair was longer now, reaching down to his waist. He'd changed a bit in their time together, turning more confident, less uncertain. This—and Dury's general affectionate temperament—often determined an increase in sexual initiative from Dury's part, a fact which pleased Simon very much.

Judging by Dury's expression, though, this wouldn't be one of those times. "Duty calls?" he asked his lover.

Dury nodded, smiling sadly. "Luc is waiting for us."

Wordlessly, Simon took Dury's hand and kissed it. He knew how hard it was for Dury to fulfill his duties of Death Angel. Yet again, he could only give thanks to God that he and Luc had been allowed to help Dury through this.

Together, they left the small balcony at the superior floor of their home. Luc was, indeed, waiting for them in the foyer, absently leafing through a book. Simon mentally shook his head. Here or in the mortal realm, his lover never changed. He still lived and breathed letters.

As they approached, Luc lifted his eyes from the tome. The book evaporated and Luc gave them a sheepish glance. "Ready?" he asked.

Simon nodded. "What is it today?"

"A little girl," Dury answered. "Leukemia."

Simon's amusement over Luc vanished. He hated it when children died. Even knowing that they would be happy here, it still sucked. He wished he could do more, and it irked him that he couldn't.

Neither of them said a word as they descended from the heavens toward the mortal realm. The transition felt familiar now, no longer shocking Simon or unbalancing the equilibrium of his powers.

They landed in a hospital room, the white on the walls rivaling that of their home in the heavens. Somehow, the color—or absence of color—seemed different here, though, cold, unfeeling, lifeless. Simon shook himself and focused on the form on the bed.

She was small and frail-looking, obviously bearing the signs of a long-term disease. Next to her, a nurse stood, frozen in the middle of retrieving a syringe of medicine.

As they approached, the girl noticed them and let out a small gasp. Large blue eyes peered at them with frightening intensity. "Are you angels?" she said in a soft, barely audible voice.

Simon nodded. "Yes, baby. We are."

"We've come to take you home," Luc offered.

Dury led them to the bed and took the girl's hand. "Are you ready?"

The girl hesitated, and her eyes filled with tears. "I'm sad. I don't want to leave Mummy and Daddy."

"I know, honey," Dury replied, "but I promise you, you'll always see them from up above."

"Mummy doesn't want me to go," the little girl said, sniffing.

"She will understand, in time," Simon answered. He very much doubted that was the case, but he needed to say something to make it easier for the child to let go. "And she will know you are happy."

The girl wiped at her eyes, obviously trying to be brave. "Mummy said that I have to hold on, that I have to see my new brother. Will I get to see him?"

"Of course you will, honey," Luc answered. "Just not from here. But don't worry. Your brother will take care of your parents."

That seemed to convince the little girl. "It hurts…" she said. "Will it go away?"

Dury squeezed her hand, and Simon saw one single crystal tear fall on the child's pale arm. "It won't hurt anymore. I promise."

In moments such as these, Simon truly understood their purpose in the world. The girl seemed to trust them, finding comfort in the three of them in spite of the difficulty of the moment. And that made everything worthwhile.

They gathered around the bed, holding the girl for the longest time. "Would you like to hear a story?" Luc said.

The girl nodded enthusiastically. "Is it a happy story?"

"A very happy one," Luc answered. "Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, there lived a wizard. He was always busy with his potions and scrolls, and didn't have any friends. Locked up in his tower he sat, not even realizing how lonely and isolated he'd become."

"Poor wizard," the girl lamented.

"Quite so," Luc continued. "But one day, a prince knocked at the wizard's door. At first, the wizard didn't want to open, but the prince insisted. He claimed he needed the wizard's assistance for something very important. They needed to build a very complicated item, and it could only be created with the wizard's help. You see, a dragon was attacking the prince's kingdom, and the prince could not defeat it alone."

"Did the wizard agree?"

"He did, for the prince didn't take a no for an answer. The wizard helped the prince build a beautiful statue, the statue of an angel. Into the statue, he poured all of his power and all the love he had for the beautiful things of the world. The prince imbued it with courage and strength, and together, the two created the most perfect being in existence."

The girl let out an "oh" of pleasure, and Luc continued. "Finally, when they were done, the angel came to life. Boosted by the power he'd been born from, he destroyed the dragon and saved the prince's kingdom. Then he blessed the prince and the wizard with long life and eternal love."

"So what happened after that?" the little girl asked. She sounded sleepy now, and Simon knew she was running out of time. Dury's hand on hers started to shine softly.

"After finishing his task, the angel wanted to leave. But the prince and the wizard cared too much for the beautiful angel, so he begged the angel to take them with him. The angel did, and they lived happily ever after, together, in the heavens."

"That's a beautiful story," the girl murmured. Her eyes drifted shut, and finally, she went limp in Simon's arms.

A clear, silvery sphere shone in Dury's palm. "Thank you," Dury said. His eyes no longer held sorrow. Instead, Simon felt only love and happiness come from his angel lover. "Thank you both."

As they walked away from the bed, the nurse regained the ability to move, glancing startled at the monitors that had now flat lined. Simon paid her no heed. The little girl may have died here on Earth, but she'd started a new existence, a painless one. And one day, when her soul was ready, she would return here, and hopefully lead a better, fulfilling life.

They left the mortal realm and returned to their own world. After reverently leaving the girl's soul in the keeping of the angels in charge with guarding the spirits, they made their way back to their home. The sadness that had overcome them during their journey down evaporated.

"You know," Dury said, "the story doesn't go quite like that."

Luc shrugged. "I took some liberties. Call it creative license."

"The ending is the same though," Simon continued with a grin.

Happily ever after. It didn't sound so bad. Maybe things wouldn't happen quite like in fairytales, but Simon was certainly willing to try.





THE END





About the Author



Scarlet Hyacinth was born in 1986, in a Romania still struggling under the weight of the communist regime.

As a young girl, she started studying the English language and fell in love with books. She grew up an avid fan of Karl May and Jules Verne, reading fantasy stories and adventure. Later, when she was out of fantasy stories to read, she delved into her mother's collection of book and of course, stumbled onto romance.

After a childhood spent devouring hundreds of pages of fantasy literature, Scarlet found her calling when a dear friend of hers—the same friend who introduced her to GLBT fiction—proposed they start writing a story of their own. As it turns out, the two friends never did finish that particular story, but Scarlet discovered she had a knack for writing and ended up starting to write individually. And so, between working on her dissertation, studying for exams and reading yaoi manga, she started writing M/M fiction. The rest, as they say, is history, or rather, lots of hard work and sleepless nights. Today, she can only say with a smile that nothing is impossible and that no matter what others say, you can achieve your dreams if you work hard enough.



Email:

scarlet.hyacinth@gmail.com



Website:

http://scarlethyacinth.webs.com



Also by Scarlet Hyacinth





Available at Silver Publishing:



Awakenings

Artie, the Good Witch (May 2011)



GUARDIANS

The Plot Bunny



BLOODKIN

Bed and Breakfast (Aug 2011)





Available at All Romance Ebooks:



The Three Horsemen of the Black Forest



LOVE AND LIES

Truth and Deception

Reborn



ELVEN JOURNALS

Unseen Paths





Available at Siren Publishing:



KALDOR SAGA

Enraptured

Over the Edge

Destinies in Darkness, Part One

Destinies in Darkness, Part Two

Mending Shattered Souls



DEADLY MATES

Moon's Sweet Poison

Wings of Moonlight

Spell of the Predator's Moon

Dragon's Bloodmoon



Award Winning Titles:





Deadly Mates 2: Wings of Moonlight

Best Shape-shifter Book-2010

Love Romance Café

Honorable Mention





Elven Journals: Unseen Paths

Best Gay Fantasy 2010

Elisa Rolle's Rainbow Awards

Honorable Mention




OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





