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There are some things an angel shouldn’t do…


Renatus is a legalist and knows the rules better than most.
But knowing the Law doesn’t stop him from imagining the press of a hard male
body against his, or remembering one forbidden kiss that left him hungry for
more. He leaves Heaven to mingle with mankind, hoping that satisfying curiosity
will quell desire. He finds Adam, a college professor who has given up on love.


Adam once dreamed of finding the perfect man and settling
down. His dreams and trust were shattered when he found out the truth about his
ex. Meeting Renatus seduces Adam into taking another chance on love. But Ren is
keeping secrets, and the only promise he will make is that he will leave.


Now the Most High has commanded Renatus to retrieve the Law
of Men and Angels, and a vengeful demon is circling, waiting for her
opportunity to strike. Staying is impossible, leaving unbearable, and Ren wants
to succumb to temptation, forsaking eternity for a life on Earth with Adam.
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Glossary


 


Angel of Annunciation: A messenger angel. Duties are
to bring statements of Truth, to convey messages from the Most High, and to
interpret and define known Divine Law.


Archdemon: Highest rank of demon. All archdemons were
angels before Hell was created and they Fell.


Cherub, (p. cherubim): A female angel.


Corporeal: Having physical form and mass. An angel
can choose to be noncorporeal, to mask their presence by removing their
physical mass and existing on a spiritual level.


Divine Law or the Law: A set of rules put into place
by the Most High to protect the Realms from evil. Over time many Laws have been
forgotten or misinterpreted.


Free Will: The inherent freedom for any
rational being to make his or her own decision. Demons do not respect free will
and will cloud one’s thoughts to influence choices. In the end, however, the
individual must choose their own actions.


Host: Collective term for a group of angels.


Judgment: The Most High’s ultimate ruling on the Law.
There is no appeal from His final decree.


Mezuzah: A small case which holds a prayer scroll.
According to Jewish tradition, this case it to be fixed to the side of the door
to the household so it is on the right as one enters. When entering the home,
the observant brush their fingers over the case, then their lips.


Nephilim: The child created in the union of angel and
human, named for the ancient village of Nephil, where most lived. The people of
Nephil were strong warriors because of their angelic heritage and became feared
mercenaries in their time.


Power: A form of pure energy. It originates from the
Most High and trickles down through life on Earth. Power feeds infinite beings
and may be used to mask their presence, disguise their appearance, affect
objects in the physical world and heal injuries. It may also be used as both
weapon and defense in battle. Demons are cut off from the Most High and must
steal power.


Seraph, (p. seraphim): A male angel.


Shamash: The candle used to light the other candles
in a menorah.


Welkin: Old English term meaning Vault of Heaven.
This is where the souls of those who have died exist on the Heavenly Plane.









Chapter One


 


Renatus frowned at the people filling the small café and
rethought his plans.


They all looked so common. So human. He should not be here,
mingling with them.


But if he left, how would he ever know? A possibility had
been raised, a question within him went unanswered. Somewhere in this
congregation, there could be an answer waiting to be found.


Gathering his courage, he stepped into the crowded sidewalk
seating area. The beautiful autumn day had enticed customers outside, leaving
few seats available. While this might be an inconvenience to some, it served
his purposes perfectly, as did the restaurant itself. This tiny shop was a
meeting place for a certain kind of human.


Men who sought other men as lovers.


And now, Ren stood among them. To their eyes he would appear
as nothing more than another human. Another male who joined them in a place of
open intentions.


One particular man caught his eye.
Black hair brushed his jacket collar and his blue eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled.


Ren’s breath caught.


Despite the fact his wings were now hidden, noncorporeal, he
could feel the tingle of one particular feather. In his mind, he could see the
inky smear of that lone black feather against his own plumage.


No. He was not doing this because of that feather. His
actions had nothing to do with it or the one who gifted him with it, nor was he
interested in the human because of his physical similarities. The man was
simply attractive and seated alone.


Ren shoved stray thoughts of what would never be aside and
approached the man.


“Is this seat taken?” he asked, mimicking what he had
observed over the last few months while studying the gathered humans.


The man assessed him in a head-to-toe sweep with startling
blue eyes before breaking into an inviting grin.


“No, it’s not. Would you like to join me?”


“Thank you.” Renatus tried to return the smile, but his face
felt stiff and he suspected the inviting expression he attempted appeared as
something closer to a grimace. He dropped his gaze to the mug of coffee he held
and sat down.


“My name is Douglas.” The man stretched an elegant,
long-fingered hand over the table and Ren stared at it for a flicker too long.


“I am Renatus.” He reached out and took the other man’s
offered hand.


“I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.” Douglas flashed
that smile again. One corner of his mouth curled up and he had a dimple.
Renatus couldn’t help but think that dimple should not have been there. Dom
didn’t have a dimple.


But this man was not Dom.


“This is the first time I’ve eaten here.” Ren tried to smile
again. He’d forgotten how to converse with humans. How long had it been since
he’d approached one in a conversation that didn’t begin with, “Fear not”?


“Do you work nearby?” Douglas finally asked.


“No, I don’t.”


Ren turned his mug in a circle, fidgeting while he tried to
think of what to do next. Silence fell, an awkward entity which made the scant
distance of the table seem to stretch into an unbridgeable chasm. What happened
next? Maybe he was to reciprocate with a similar inquiry?


“Do you, perhaps work nearby?”


The effort obviously came too late. Douglas’ attention had
wandered. His face relaxed into heavy-lidded invitation as he spied someone
behind Ren.


“Excuse me, Reynolds, but I see someone I need to talk to,”
he murmured.


“It’s Renatus.” But Douglas was already gone and he sat
alone in the middle of the bustling shop.


Ren pulled a small packet and a miniature straw from the
holder in the center of the small table. He tore open the sugar with trembling
hands and dumped the contents in the black brew. He glanced around him as he
stirred. All around him, men went on with their conversations, ignoring him as
completely as if he’d been noncorporeal.


He should abandon the entire ridiculous idea of human dating
and mating. Why had he even considered it? Angels belonged in the Heavenly
Plane, where males mated females. He had been out of his mind even considering
this.


He would leave, and as soon as he was out of sight, he would
return to his proper place, humbled but wiser. He glanced around, but no one
watched him, no one seemed to notice the abandoned angel in their midst.


He emptied three more sugar packets into his coffee and
whipped them in with the little straw.


“Is this seat taken?”


Ren glanced at the newcomer, barely noting him before his
gaze returned to the cup before him. Had this stranger seen his humiliation?
“It is not. I was just leaving myself. The table is yours.”


“Ah, well, then. Never mind.”


Ren’s attention snapped back to the man standing by the
table. If he didn’t want the table why did he ask to sit?


“Oh, you wanted…” How was it these creatures could reduce
him to idiocy with such ease? “I apologize. I would be honored to have you join
me.”


This man’s looks weren’t remarkable. He was actually quite
ordinary, even for a human. His eyes were brown and kind and his curly brown
hair was shot with a dusting of silver. Even his clothing was brown. A brown
tweed jacket with strange patches at the elbows topped lighter tan dress pants.
Only his shirt was white, a button-up with a hint of a white t-shirt peeking
from beneath his opened collar. Surprisingly, Ren found the simple humanity of
his features to be quite appealing. All the browns suited him.


“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to impose,” the man said, his
eyes hopeful.


“Please, there isn’t any imposition. Quite the opposite.
Company would be welcome.”


The man smiled, his pleasure at Ren’s words obvious, and
Ren’s breath caught. Merciful Heavens. The smile had transformed his common
looks into something extraordinary. He was actually very lovely.


“My name is Renatus.”


“Interesting name.” The man’s brow rose. “Latin.”


“Yes, it means…”


“Born again. Very interesting name. I’m Adam, which is a
very uninteresting name. It’s nice to meet you, Renatus.”


He held out his hand and Ren took it. Something flowed
between them, something honeyed and warm. It was as if this man had somehow
taken part of Ren’s essence, his power, changed it and returned it to him
richer, more potent than before.


Fascinating.


Ren scrambled to remember what he was to do next. Ah, yes.
The other one had asked him a question.


“Do you work nearby, Adam?”


“Fairly. I’m a professor at the university. I’m farther away
than most of the lunch crowd but still close enough to walk. And you?”


“I do not work nearby.” That line of questioning used up his
conversational repertoire. Ren picked up his coffee mug and took a nervous sip.


The hot brew hit his mouth and Ren’s eyes watered. Merciful
Heavens, it was vile. The heat of it singed his mouth and the bitter taste made
him recoil. Even the packets of sugar he had used did nothing to improve the
flavor. His eyes watered and he forced himself to swallow. How could Maggie
drink this? From her blissful reaction to a simple cup of coffee, he’d expected
it to taste, well…good.


“What’s wrong? Too hot?”


Ren gasped and cleared his throat before speaking. “The
taste was not what I was expecting.”


“Are you one of the connoisseurs who likes their coffee to
be just so? I have to admit to being underwhelmed by all the special blends. To
me, coffee is just coffee.”


“No, it’s not that. I don’t believe I like coffee at all,
actually.” Could this trip have possibly been a bigger failure? No doubt he
looked like a fool.


“Ah, ordered the wrong thing then. What did you want? Hot
chocolate maybe?” He turned to flag down a waiter.


“Please, do not be concerned. I do not need anything.” He
reached across the table and placed his hand on Adam’s arm to stop him. His
fingers tingled where they touched the tweed of the jacket. The power flowing
through their bodies shifted, aligned once more. Never before, in all the eons
of his existence, had he ever experienced anything of the like.


Adam’s hand eased back down and he stared at Ren’s fingers
on his sleeve. His lips parted, his breath caught for one brief moment before
he drew a shuddering gasp.


Adam felt it, too.


The knowledge went to Ren’s head in a giddy rush. Flustered,
he pulled away. Clutching his coffee for dear life, he stared into the faint
wisp of steam escaping it and tried to make sense of what just happened.


Was this attraction? Something more? The beginnings of…what, exactly?


“Adam?” Another man stopped by the table, claiming the
human’s attention. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to go or we’ll be late.”


Adam checked his watch and grimaced. “Head back without me.
I’ll be right behind you.”


“He is a friend?” Ren asked as the man walked away.


“Tom is a longtime friend and colleague. And I’m afraid he’s
right. I have a lecture and need to get back to campus.”


Adam gave Ren a thoughtful look before standing. “Do you
have anywhere you need to be? If you have time I’d like it if you would walk to
my office with me.”


Ren examined the small brown bubbles floating in his coffee
cup, flustered. His face felt unaccountably hot and he didn’t know where to
look. “I am available and would like to accompany you.”


Ren braved a glance at Adam’s face and was struck by the
pleasure the human radiated. Had he done that, made Adam so incredibly happy
just by agreeing to walk with him? The other man’s happiness seemed to spark an
answering joy deep in Ren, a joy he hadn’t felt in seven thousand years.


He stood, leaving his coffee on the table, and shoved his
hands in the pockets of his jacket. Adam gestured in the general direction of
the campus and the two of them started down the sidewalk.


“You are an educator. Do you have many students?” he asked
Adam as they walked.


“Not really. The college is a small one, and ancient
language studies aren’t very popular. Students take my classes because they
need them, not because the subject interests them. I enjoy teaching, but
translation work is more interesting to me.”


“Translation?”


“We’re sometimes sent old texts. Oftentimes it’s something
that’s been translated before and we’ve been asked to confirm the interpretation.
Other times it’s a new find. We’ve had a few partial texts to handle and
identify but those usually go to larger universities.”


“That sounds like interesting work.”


“It is. What about you?”


“I am not from here.”


Adam chuckled, and the sound sparked a warm glow of what
might have been happiness in Ren.


“Yeah, I did notice that.”


Ren stopped, confused. “How did you know?”


“The vaguely European accent, formal speech patterns, some
of your word choices.” Adam smiled indulgently. “Your American accent is good
but not perfect.”


“I’ll have to work on that.”


“No. Don’t. I like it. Come on, we’re almost there.” They
began walking again, but this time there was a companionable silence, the
simple satisfaction of being close to each other. How odd to have such comfortable
familiarity when they’d only just met. He didn’t feel this at ease with beings
he’d known since before time.


They reached the college and Adam took him on a slow tour of
the grounds, pointing out various buildings and bits of architecture. At almost
two hundred years, the campus was old by American standards. Well-maintained
lawns were framed by cobbled walkways and neat shrubberies graced beds laid to
rest in anticipation of the coming winter. Trees, thick with the vibrant shades
of autumn, overlooked red brick buildings which displayed a level of
craftsmanship long dead.


They reached the language studies building and Adam led Ren
inside. Adam’s office held the same quaint charm and timeless appeal as the
grounds. Dark wood floors squeaked under their feet as they entered. Two large
windows dominated the wall opposite the door, stretching from knee-high to a
handsbreadth of the high ceiling. Wooden shelves, their stain nearly black with
age, lined the walls on either side of the room and matching wainscoting graced
the bare walls. The plaster was a plain white which gleamed in the midday light
streaming through the glass.


“Is it too bright for you? I can close the blinds if you’d
like.” Adam took a stack of books from a battered chair and set them on his
overfilled desk. He began shuffling papers, straightening the desk. “I like the
light so I keep the blinds up most of the time. Natural light is much better
for working, at least it is for me, but if you don’t like it…”


Adam stood still as a statue for a hesitant second. “I’m
rambling, aren’t I?”


“Perhaps a little.” Ren ducked his head and smiled.


“Please, make yourself comfortable. I don’t have much time,
unfortunately.”


Ren didn’t move. He couldn’t. His feet were firmly planted
on those aging boards, held captive by this man, this simple human. After an
eternity of living among wonders beyond this or any man’s comprehension, how
was it that Adam, in all his base humanity, could fascinate him so?


“I don’t really wish to sit.” He peeked up at Adam and his
gaze caught on the expression on the human’s face.


Adam slowly circled the desk once more until he stood close
in front of Ren, closer than socially acceptable, closer than comfortable.
Something deep in Ren’s chest responded. It pulled at him, tugged him toward
Adam until he swayed.


“Why did you come, Renatus?” The words were a whisper, their
speaker so close Ren could feel them ghosting over his own lips.


“I wanted to be with you, if only for a few more moments.”


Ren couldn’t say which one of them moved, or if maybe they
both had. He just knew that in the next moment his jacket brushed against the
tweed of Adam’s, the near-contact of their bodies so overwhelming that he could
feel every fiber as they caught and clung. Adam’s breath fell hot and fast against
his face. Ren’s lids grew heavy, his head tilted and he began to lean in.


A loud knock rattled the office door and they sprang apart.
Adam’s eyes held the heat of desire as he stared at Ren, his breath came in
shallow pants and Ren was surprised to realize his did as well.


“Professor Liebmann, you’re late for class. Is there a
problem?” The words were muffled by the door.


“I was just collecting my notes, Miss Sutherland.”


“Don’t keep the students waiting, professor.” The
secretary’s dull footsteps echoed as she returned to her desk. The room was
once more silent except for the pounding of Ren’s heart and their heavy
breathing.


“I’m sorry,” Adam finally said. “I shouldn’t have brought
you here. I knew we didn’t have any time but I wanted a little longer with you,
too. Can we meet again? Dinner maybe?”


Relief washed through Renatus and his spirit soared. “Dinner
sounds perfect.”


“Can you meet me back at the café tonight at about seven? I
know it’s short notice.”


“I can be there.”


“Great. That’s great.” Adam stood staring at him for a
moment, a strange smile on his face. Then he jerked into action, scrambling to
his desk and picking up a stack of papers. “I have to get to class. I’ll see
you tonight, right? You’ll be there?”


“Yes. I’ll be there.” If he was brave enough. But then, Ren
had been brave enough to make it this far, hadn’t he?


Adam smiled again and opened the door, holding it for Ren
then locking it behind them.


“Until this evening then.”Adam took a step away then
stopped.


Ren stared at Adam, unable to move. It was as if his feet
were mired in clay, fixing him to the spot. The two of them stayed just like
that, watching each other for a long moment. Did the human feel the same
reluctance as he at the thought of parting?


Somewhere an unknown person coughed. The sound echoed
through the hallway, breaking their mutual fixation. Adam raised his stack of
class notes, the movement half wave and half-reluctant shrug, then turned to
walk down the corridor to the classroom of students awaiting him.


Once alone, Ren removed himself with a thought, using his
power to transport himself to the campus commons in the flickering of an eye.
Once there he kept his power pulled tight around him, masking his presence and
keeping him hidden from the humans populating the grounds. Finding a quiet spot
under a vermilion maple, he tried to make sense of what had just happened.


Attraction. Yes, he was very attracted to Adam. This was
different from what he’d felt before, different than the curiosity and
reluctant arousal that had set him on this path. No, this attraction was very
strong and not at all coerced.


But what did that mean for him, for his plan?


Nothing. It could mean nothing.


Adam was a human and he was an angel. The fact there was
powerful chemistry between them simply meant that his curiosity might be
satisfied. He’d scoured the known Law, and though there was no distinct
prohibition, it was clear that an angel was not to take a human to mate. This
experimentation of his was working on a loophole, something which made Ren, as
a Keeper of the Law, distinctly uncomfortable.


No, this time with Adam could mean nothing. When it was time
to go, he would leave and not look back, as he always had before.


Decision made, he left the campus. There were things he must
accomplish before he met Adam once more.


* * * * *


“Do you want to tell me about it?” Tom asked,
uncharacteristically solemn. Their footsteps echoed in the nearly empty halls,
the dull tromping sound magnified by the nearly empty silence. Most of the
students had left the building for the day, and those diligent enough for
evening courses were in class.


The two of them had been fast friends since the day Adam had
first come to the college. He’d been inexperienced, cornered into masking his
sexuality by a conservative faculty who did not approve of homosexuals in the
classroom. As a man who had just learned to accept himself with pride, it had
been a terrible blow to Adam’s self-confidence.


As the only other out-of-the-closet gay man on staff, Tom
had been quick to befriend Adam and help him negotiate the tricky politics of
campus hierarchy and policy. There was no one he trusted more than Tom, and yet
he found himself reluctant to talk about Ren with his friend.


“Talk about what?” Adam shoved his hands in his pockets and
fiddled with his keys. Staring straight ahead as they walked, he pretended not
to know what Tom was talking about. Not that he’d have much luck with that.
Damned thing about best friends. They tended to know you too well.


“I thought you’d sworn off unknowns after Darius.”


“That was a long time ago, Tom. I’ve moved on.” Adam pushed
the door open and headed for the parking lot, anxious to get home. Anxious to
get to Renatus.


“Five years. It was bad enough for you to completely change
your dating habits. You’ve barely dated since him.”


“I didn’t meet anyone interesting,” Adam lied. He’d avoided
interesting. That was what attracted him to Darius, a man who’d promised him
forever, complete with kids and a white-picket fence. What he’d gotten was a
two-year relationship with an emotionally abusive cheater.


Adam could live without interesting.


At least that’s what he thought until he’d seen Renatus.


“Stop jingling your keys and talk to me. What the hell are
you thinking?”


“He’s not Darius.” Just thinking about his ex had Adam’s
stomach tightening into knots. Nothing like that would happen again. Ren wasn’t
forever. Ren was safe.


“That’s it?” Tom wrapped his fingers around Adam’s elbow and
pulled him to a stop. “Five years of watching you shy away from anything
resembling a relationship. You are so cut off that the sweet young things
coming through your classes don’t even bother flirting anymore. When cute boys
don’t flirt with their professors, there is something wrong, Adam. Now you meet
this guy and it’s all just peachy, just like that?”


“I don’t know.” Adam took a breath and started walking
again, fast this time, forcing Tom to keep up. “I don’t know what to say.
There’s something about him, something worth exploring.”


He reached his car and got in. Wrapping his fingers around
the steering wheel, he squeezed until his knuckles whitened and the skin felt
stretched tight.


The passenger door opened and Tom slid in. “You talked for
five minutes in a coffee shop. For all you know he won’t even be around next
week.”


“He won’t.”


Silence fell between them. He could almost feel Tom’s eyes
boring into the side of his head.


“You can’t just drop that on me and not explain, Adam,” Tom
demanded.


“I’m an adult. I don’t need you to approve my choices.”


“I’m your friend and I’m worried.”


The starch went out of Adam and he could feel himself droop,
deflated and defenseless. “He’s not from around here and he’s nervous.”


“He’s straight.” The accusation in Tom’s words hit Adam in
the center of his chest.


Adam nodded once before turning the key in the ignition.
“Straight and curious.”


Renatus wasn’t looking for a relationship. He wanted to play
gay for a while and found a quiet, out-of-the-way place to do it. Adam tried to
pretend that was fine with him. He’d have a fling, a feel-good weekend with
another man and not expect more. Inside, he knew he was lying. Ren could do
more damage in a weekend than Darius had in two years.


So why was he doing this?


The image of Ren, his face flushed, lips parted and leaning
into that kiss that never happened was all the answer Adam needed. He was doing
it because he couldn’t not do it. Renatus was simply irresistible.


“I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”


“Don’t worry, Tom. I’m going into this with my eyes wide
open.”






Chapter Two


 


Ren placed the large jar on the counter in front of Maggie.


“I need paper currency please.”


“What are you doing here?” The pretty redhead’s mouth
dropped open and she stared at him in wide-eyed surprise.


His smile slipped a little. “This is a moneychanger
institution, is it not?”


“Well, yes. Banks are moneychangers I guess. I just thought
you’d gone…home.” She cast a quick look around her, a reminder that he could
not behave freely here. Maggie knew him, but the other humans mustn’t think him
anything other than a man.


“Let’s count this out and you can tell me why you need
cash.” She scooped a handful of change from the jar and frowned. “Ren, why are
all these coins wet?”


“Because I found them in water fountains.”


The corner of her mouth twitched in amusement.


“I guess it’s one way for an angel to get cash,” she said,
keeping her voice low enough to mask their conversation. “Can you use some of
that mojo of yours to dry them off?” She waved one hand at the jar.


“Oh, of course.” He laid his hands on the jar and let some
of his power flow through it. “I will make sure I do that before I arrive next
time.”


“Next time? This isn’t enough for you?”


“I don’t know. How much will I need to purchase a meal in a
restaurant?”


Maggie blinked at him. “You’re eating in restaurants?”


“I need to live among humans for…a little while.”


If Maggie noticed his hesitation, she didn’t show it. She
moved the coins, counting the amounts aloud until they were all tallied.


“Wow, not a bad haul. Next time I’m short on rent I’ll have
to send Dom out to hit a few fountains.” She counted out the bills, then placed
her hand over his as he reached for the money. “I don’t know what’s up, but if
you need help call Dom. He’d be here in an instant for you. You know that,
right?”


His wings, hidden from the humans, quivered at the name.
Every feather prickled in reaction. One in particular tingled with awareness.
His fingers itched to stroke it, to soothe it as he had so many times over the
past months. Dom’s feather. Its inky smear against the white of his own plumage
had been his anchor during the longest days of his existence, his comfort
through the pain of loss.


“I cannot see him. Don’t ask it of me, Maggie.”


“He misses you.”


“And I him.” Taking a small step back from the teller
window, he carefully folded the bills and placed them in his pocket.


“We’re not busy. I’ll go see if I can leave early and we can
talk. Why don’t you go wait over there,” she said, waving toward the exit.


He gave her a small nod of acquiescence and took a seat on a
bench near the door. He perched on the edge, his hands on his knees, and
watched the humans. Most went by him without a glance in his direction, but
others would look at him with puzzlement on their features, as if they knew he
wasn’t what he seemed. He ducked his head to stare at the floor.


Their prying eyes made him feel conspicuous, something an
angel should never be. A tingle of unease washed over his skin. He kept his
eyes averted and willed the people to pass by, tried to force the vulnerability
away.


“Is something wrong?”


His head snapped up and Maggie stood before him, her purse
in hand and her expression concerned.


“The humans watched me as they passed.”


“Is that bad?”


“No. I’m just unaccustomed to attention. I suppose if I
intend to be among them, I should expect to be noticed.”


She gave him another worried look before directing him out
of the bank. Once in her car she sat, key in hand, and stared at him as if he
were a riddle to solve. But then, to her, he probably was. “What’s going on,
Ren?”


He pointed his head forward and stared at the traffic
clogging the busy streets.


“Would you look at me?”


He tried. He truly did, but the act of turning his head and
meeting her eyes was more than he could handle. “Please, Maggie. Do not ask
what I cannot answer.”


“Then tell me what you can answer. Why do you need money? Is
it part of some mission, or task, or whatever angels get sent to do?”


“I have a date,” he blurted, unable to think of a more
dignified way to say it. His cheeks felt hot, hotter than could be blamed on
the sunshine.


“A date?” She stared at him, her attention seeming to pierce
the side of his head as he kept his eyes firmly forward. The light changed and
the cars began to move in a sluggish procession. “You’re dating a human? I
didn’t expect that one.” She started the car and backed out of the parking
spot. “So what’s her name?”


He kept his eyes focused on the cars moving around them
while his face grew hotter.


“Adam.”


She muttered a curse and the automobile lurched and slammed
to a halt as it hit a curb. “Okay. I really wasn’t expecting that. I thought
you weren’t into the boylove.”


“I don’t know if I am.” Or if he wasn’t. He didn’t know what
this yearning was or why he suddenly saw men and wondered what it might be like
to touch them.


A car horn honked and Maggie put the car in gear with
another curse. “You ran from Dom every time he tried to get close.”


He wanted to deny it, but the words would not come. It was
true. He had fled. The physical arousal he’d felt in the arms of his friend
frightened him.


“This attraction between males is frowned on in the Heavenly
Realm. The desire shamed me.”


“You hurt him.”


Ren’s eyes closed as an answering hurt sliced through his
own chest.


“That shamed me even more.”


A sad silence fell between them as she drove. Her
uncomprehending anger rolled over Ren in waves, pushing his guilt even further.


He should not have come here. He should have visited a bank
closer to Adam. Instead he’d come to Maggie for the comfort of being with
someone familiar. The stupid, thoughtless action reopened a wound he’d thought
healed.


Maggie didn’t utter a single word during the drive but her
anger with him was palpable. She pulled into a parking lot surrounded by trees,
giving them some respite from the heat of the sun. The excited squeals of
children playing rang from a nearby playground, but silence stretched out
painfully between the two of them.


“When are you going to tell me about Adam?” she asked after
several minutes.


“I do not know what to say about him.”


“Where did you meet?”


“I went to a coffeehouse in New Hampshire yesterday. He was
there.” Ren chose his words carefully, not wanting Maggie to know he’d
purposefully gone in search of a man. What would she think of him?


“New Hampshire? Ren, that’s on the other side of the
country.”


He cocked his head to one side. “Is his location a problem?”


“No, of course not. I’d just assumed he was closer, I
guess.”


Silence fell again, and the need to make amends grew.


“Maggie, despite the initial misunderstandings between us, I
count you as a friend.”


Her jaw dropped open and her eyes went wide. “Initial
misunderstandings? Ren, you were going to take me to Hell and feed me to
demons.”


“Someone had to do it.” Dom certainly hadn’t been making any
move toward taking the woman where she belonged. He’d been too enamored with
the sweetness and purity he’d seen in her.


She rolled her eyes at him. “Please.”


He stared at her, baffled. “I was upholding the Law. I had
no choice. The Law is my duty, the core reason for my existence.”


“I would have died!”


“You were already dead.” She had fallen prey to demons, shot
and poisoned by humans under their control. Only Dominicus’ determination kept
her alive.


Pain filled her face and she leaned back until there was as
much distance between them as the confines of the car would allow. Ren reached
out to cover her hand with his but she jerked away, the action stiff with anger
and hurt.


“If you are so big on the Law, why are you on Earth and
dating a human guy? Weren’t you the one telling Dom that angels and humans
don’t mix?”


“I reviewed the documents before I returned to the Earthly
Plane. As Dominicus pointed out, the Law prohibits offspring. There is no
chance of two men producing a child. I am not outside of the established
rulings.” His face went hot once more. Why did truth feel like prevarication?


The look in Maggie’s eyes made it clear she knew he wasn’t
being completely forthcoming. “What about the guy thing? I thought that was a
no-no.”


“It is socially shunned among my kind but the Law says
nothing on the subject.”


“I don’t understand you, Ren. Why? If you wanted to be with
a man, why not Dom? He loves you.”


“And I, him.”


“But you’re going out on a date with Adam. You broke Dom’s
fucking heart, insisting you couldn’t be with a guy. Now you’re hooking up with
another man.”


“I simply couldn’t. Not at that time and not with
Dominicus.” The emotions between them were too raw, the risk too great. Could
it be possible to love another too much?


She turned away from him then, staring out the windshield
with such resignation it broke his heart all over again. “He misses you. He
runs his fingers over that one white feather and looks so sad.”


The white feather. His feather, now a living part of
Dominicus, just as Dom’s black feather had become a part of his own wing. The
intimate exchange marked them for all to see.


He reached up to stroke Dom’s feather, forgetting for the
moment he had hidden his wings.


“Ren?” Maggie’s voice drew his attention back to her. “Are
you okay? You look a little lost.”


“It is nothing.” Just a relationship that never was and a need
he’d been to cowardly to face.


“Ren, I…” Maggie nibbled her lip and looked away.


“What is it?”


“Dom wants to get a blessing for us. He said it would be
like being married and since we can’t get legally married here he’d get a
blessing from the Most High.”


“Ah, little one, why does this make you frown? You should be
rejoicing.” He reached up and brushed his thumb over her brow, wishing he could
erase the unhappy creases marring it.


“I guess because I’m not sure how you’d feel about it,” she
said with a self-conscious shrug.


“Why should he be anything less than happy for you?” He
shouldn’t be. That little kernel of sadness and regret for what never was
shouldn’t be there. Taking a deep breath he willed it away, saying goodbye to
the little part of him which wondered about what might have been.


Dom was finally happy.


Ren grazed his fingertips over her face to cup her jaw.
Tipping her head up he looked into her eyes and willed her to see the truth in
his heart. “Maggie, accept this blessing and be happy. It means much more than
any human acknowledgment ever could. And know that you have my blessing, too.
Make him happy for me.”


“I want you to do something for me, Ren.” She placed her
hand on his arm, pinning him with that slight contact.


“I will gladly do anything in my ability.” Anything for this
woman who had saved his friend.


“Good. Come see Dom.”


Ren’s heart broke a little. “Oh, Maggie. You are a sweet
human, a pure soul. But you ask the one thing I cannot give. I will promise
you, give my oath, that if I am ever able, I will see Dom. But I cannot see him
now. I’m not strong enough, not brave enough to face him.”


She opened her mouth to protest but he leaned over and
silenced her with an affectionate brush of his lips against hers. “Now, I must
go. Goodbye, and remember, I bear you on my heart as well.”


* * * * *


Ren materialized on the college commons, his power drawn
around him to hide his presence from the humans. He stretched his wings,
relieved to hold his true form after a day of masquerade.


He’d barely found a comfortable bench on which to sit and
wait for Adam when an angel appeared beside him. The interloper wore heavenly
robes which gleamed in the autumn sun and his wings brushed against Ren’s own.
Ren didn’t need to turn to know the angel had the deep brown wings of a
guardian. The safety and peace he emanated were all that were needed to
identify him.


Ren stiffened and pulled his wings closer to his body. He
didn’t want the familiarity of sitting wing-to-wing with one of Raphael’s host.
Not when he was taking this step into the unknown.


Ren’s stomach clenched and he squelched the urge to vanish
again, to appear half the world away, or in another realm of existence.


It would do no good. He would simply follow. The only way
Evangelos could have known where to find him was if he had been sent and one
could not avoid a guardian from the Most High.


“Greetings to you, Renatus.”


“And also to you, Evangelos. What brings you to me this
day?”


“A message from the Most High for His servant Renatus.”


The formality set his teeth on edge. His muscles tensed and
he pulled his wings in tight; a reminder to not take flight.


“You are a guardian, not a messenger.”


“I am your guardian, and as such I may bring you a
message.”


The absurdity of that statement left Ren staring in
disbelief. “Angels do not have guardians.”


“They usually do not need guardians.” Evan hesitated before
continuing, his words slow and precise, as if being carefully chosen to least
offend. “This is your moment of Truth and the Most High has sent me to help.”


His moment of Truth. The future suddenly sat before him like
a yawning chasm. One misstep and he could topple over the edge and be lost
forever.


The possibility was frightening.


“Speak, guardian, that I may know Truth.” He uttered the
official acceptance, but his heart did not want it. He stood on the precipice
of something which could very well tear his soul to shreds and yet he couldn’t
walk away.


Indulging this curiosity could be defined as a sin.


Adam would be a sin.


Outside he held himself still, stoic, but inside was a
keening cry, a sense of loss for what he’d never had to begin with.


“First, a warning. I cannot return to you until you request
my presence.”


Ren nodded his understanding, the knot is in throat too
tight to allow words to pass.


“Truth of the Law is not always what one believes it to
be. Once it is written on the soul it becomes a part of a being and can never
be escaped. The Law of Men and Angels is near. It is your task to find the
scroll and proclaim the Law so all will know Truth and be subject once more.”


Ren shivered under the power behind the words, a resonance
of power which could only come from the Most High himself. He should have known
his floundering attempts, his interest in humans and male passion would not go
unnoted.


He nodded to Evangelos, an unnecessary acknowledgment.


“Before I leave you, I am permitted to share that the scroll
you seek is in this town.”


“I thank you for your assistance.”


Evan opened his mouth to speak again, but Ren held up a
hand, halting the words before they came.


“Please, leave me with some dignity. If ever you were a true
friend, give me this, at least.” He did not want to know how much this angel
knew of his venture into the human world, could not bear the shame of knowing
his folly was being bandied about Heaven.


“Ren…” Evan paused. His face filled with concern. Ren had
seen that worried look on too many seraphim and cherubim since he’d returned to
Heaven alone and wearing a black feather on one snowy wing. “Your actions here
are shielded from the angels. I knew nothing until I was sent to you and I will
say nothing when I return. But this cannot stay a secret forever, not if you
continue. Consider this, and choose wisely.”


“I must know, Evan. This part of me is crying out for
recognition and I must know what it means.”


“Even in light of the proclamation?”


“Until the scroll is found the Law isn’t defined.”


Evan’s disapproval hung heavy between them. The Heavens did
not acknowledge loopholes. There was only right and wrong with no shades of
gray to confuse or excuse.


“And what of the human?”


“What do you mean?”


“You are facing temptation, Ren. Humans have been out of
bounds for thousands of years. Are you going to pull Adam into sin with you?”


Icy apprehension slithered down Ren’s spine. He hadn’t
considered any danger to Adam. But Adam was exempt from judgment under the Law.


“The law of prohibition is an angelic law, not a human one,”
he said, mentally reviewing the information he’d studied before leaving Heaven.
“No, he does not know the Law. Only I am subject.” So long as he was unaware
Renatus was an angel, he could not be judged. Ren would make sure Adam remained
ignorant until it was time to leave him.


“And you are willing to face the consequences?”


“I may be punished, but I will not Fall. Whatever small time
I have here is worth any reprimand from on High.”


Evan gave him a long look, filled with questions that Ren
didn’t want to face.


“You are treading where no wise angel dares. I am frightened
for you, Ren.”


Not long ago Ren had uttered nearly the same thing and his
fears had been misplaced. As were Evan’s.


“I am aware of the risk.” A risk he had to take soon.


Tonight.


It might be his only opportunity to feel the touch of this
man, to explore what might be.


He would take advantage of the time he was granted and pray
he would not pay for it with damnation.






Chapter Three


 


Adam paused before crossing the street and took a moment to
study Ren as he stood waiting by the door of the café.


Beautiful. There was no other word to describe him. He drew admiring
looks from men and women alike but unlike most pretty men he seemed completely
unaware of his effect on others. There was no hint of smugness, no flirtatious
smiles or self-assured looks. He was modest, maybe even vulnerable.


The entry lighting for the shop caught the white points of
Ren’s collar, making them gleam in the dusky light of early evening. The
corduroy jacket he wore over it looked like something salvaged from the days of
grunge. The dull, chocolate-brown wide-wale fabric was worn in spots and the
faux sheep lining was ragged with age. The decrepit coat seemed out of sync
with the polished man he’d met at lunch, and it made Adam wonder what other
interesting quirks his date had.


Ren shuffled his feet, glancing around self-consciously and
looking like he’d prefer to be invisible. The action was oddly endearing.


Then Ren saw Adam, and vulnerability vanished, replaced by
simple happiness.


Adam waved in greeting and crossed the street. Reaching Ren,
he waved again, suddenly too nervous to speak. In that moment he was a teenager
once more, red-faced and tongue-tied when the quarterback of the football team
sat next to him in class. Only this time, the man standing before him wasn’t
interested in cheating on a test. Ren was there for him.


“Good evening, Adam.” Ren’s face flushed and his breath came
hard and a little too fast, sending puffs of steam into the chill of the night
air. The formal greeting was at odds with his body’s response. The contrast was
oddly satisfying.


“Hi, Ren. It’s good to see you again.” He nodded toward the
door of the coffeehouse. “Did you want to eat here tonight or find
somewhere…quieter?”


Ren glanced toward the doorway as a group of men inside
burst out in laughter. “Quieter sounds appealing.”


“I know a place not far from here. Some of the best Italian
food you will ever eat. It’s just a few blocks away. We can walk, or if you
want to take your car, we can meet there.” And, if he slipped the host a few
dollars they could get one of the booths that almost guaranteed privacy for
couples. He shouldn’t tell Ren that, though. He seemed to be nervous enough
without Adam making such a blatant move.


“Walking would suit me.”


Adam released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
“Walking would suit me too.”


They walked silently down the sidewalk, their elbows
bumping. Each brief contact sent a spark of awareness through Adam. He wanted
to move closer, to turn that spark into something more and let it smolder.
Holding back was slow torture.


But he still wasn’t sure what Ren was ready to handle. Would
too much intimacy in public embarrass him? Probably. He seemed the reserved
type, and if he was just curious as Adam suspected, more than this incidental
contact might send him running.


He opened the door to the small restaurant and the warm
scents of garlic and bread drifted into the chilly night to surround them. The
owner greeted them in a flood of enthusiastic Italian and Ren answered with a
fluent greeting of his own.


The owner led them to a back corner, away from the prying
eyes of other diners. This town might claim to be liberal and open-minded, but
the sight of two men together still raised eyebrows. The staff’s willingness to
provide privacy and the discretion the small eatery afforded was as big a draw
for Adam as the food.


“So you speak Italian,” Adam said once the host had left
them alone with their menus. Ren’s accent didn’t sound Italian but perhaps he
was from somewhere near there. “Is that part of your job?”


“I suppose it is. I must speak many languages. It is helpful
when traveling. But you must know this. You are a language teacher, yes?” Ren
opened his menu and glanced over it. “What foods would you recommend tonight?
I’m not overly familiar with these choices.”


“I teach dead languages. Latin and ancient Greek. It’s not
the same. And I can recommend the vegetarian lasagna.”


Ren nodded to the server, indicating he would have the
lasagna, and an irritating burst of flattered pride sent a flush of heat to
Adam’s cheeks. He was too old to be preening like a teenager. He quickly placed
his order for the same and added two glasses of wine.


“You eat here often,” Ren observed as the server walked
away.


“Fairly. The kitchen isn’t kosher but the vegetarian options
meet my needs and are very good.”


“You follow the Law. You are a man of faith.”


The comment brought with it the uncomfortable realization
that Adam’s meal choices had little to do with faith and everything to do with
habit. He watched the law the way a compulsive dieter counted carbs.


“I follow it as much as is practical.”


“These languages you teach, if they are dead languages, what
is their value?”


“They might be dead, but they are the root of modern
language. Most of the western world has its base in Latin. If you know it, you
can decipher modern speech and writing.”


“But this is not why you love it.”


“How can you tell?”


Ren tipped his head to the side and studied him before
speaking. “Because I understand truth. It resonates. Many things people say are
half-truths, or they speak a truth that is not their own. Very few speak the
whole truth. This need to evade is curious.”


“You have me there. I have a simple love of language. I’m
fascinated with old texts. I have a modest collection of manuscripts written in
older languages or dialects. Finding them is a thrill. When I get something
new, I’ll read through it, do my own interpretations.”


Adam shifted forward, leaning over the table. “As you know,
the words often don’t have a direct translation into English, so many subtle
variances and nuances of the original language can be lost. Common translations
can completely miss the true meaning and purpose behind the words.”


Ren smiled, and Adam nearly forgot what they had been
talking about.


Ren was beautiful. How had Adam gotten so lucky as to be
sitting across the table from this man? Would tonight end with dinner or would
the meal give way to something more? Adam hoped so. He wanted to take Ren home
with him.


Would Ren know what to expect? Had he ever been down this
road before? Adam doubted it. Renatus was as timid as a virgin. Adam looked
forward to teaching him. He could hardly wait to kiss him, to lay him down,
explore him and teach him the pleasure men could find together.


“I can see language is a subject for which you have a
passion.”


Language, right. Right now Adam could barely remember
English. His body stirred and he leaned back, his face a bit warm. “I guess I’m
a bit enthusiastic. Sorry.”


“Why apologize? I think you are much like me. You seek
truth.”


How incredible. Someone who understood him. Even Adam’s best
friends thought his obsession with old manuscripts was odd. His quirk, they
would call it, trying to soften the blow of their teasing. Renatus not only
accepted it, he understood what drove Adam.


“I will admit to having the same habits with legal
documents.” Ren pushed at his wineglass, scooting it across the table before
toying with the silverware. “When the translation of a single word can alter
the legalities, it is vital to understand those subtleties.”


Their food arrived, and they spent the meal discussing translations
and language variations, the driest of subjects imaginable, but with Renatus,
the conversation was anything but boring. It was lively and amazing, another
language geek with the same eccentricities who actually wanted to hear more
about his dull collection of old texts.


Adam didn’t realize how much time had passed until the check
came. A glance around the restaurant told him most diners had long since
cleared out.


“I think we’ve outstayed our welcome,” he said, nodding
toward the nearly empty room and the handful of staff waiting for them to
finish.


“I’ve had a most enjoyable evening.”


“We don’t have to end it. The café is open until two. If you
like, we can go there.” As soon as the words left his mouth, Adam wished he
could pull them back. What was he doing? He was out on a date with a straight
man, one who would walk away.


Yet every fiber of his being waited, tense with
anticipation, to see how far Ren wanted to go.


Say yes. Please say yes. Don’t run from me, from us, yet.


“I would like that. Very much.”


* * * * *


Ren picked through the nearly deserted tables outside,
finding one that was cloaked in darkness. This late, the streets were quiet and
most of the shops were dark. The only illumination in this corner of the café
came from decorative lights strung under the awnings and from the plate-glass
window of the shop.


From where he sat he could watch Adam through that window,
standing at the counter and placing their order. As if sensing his attention,
Adam twisted to look at the window and flashed a smile that took Ren’s breath
away.


“Hello, Angel.”


Ren’s heart sank at the sultry feminine purr.


“Greetings, Meela.” He forced himself not to react to the
unwelcome presence of the other being. A reaction would give the fallen angel
what she wanted and that would open a door he might not be able to close again.
But inwardly, he chastised himself. How foolish it had been for him to assume
Heaven was the only Realm from which to hide his actions.


The demon wore her human form, a guise she had all but shunned
since her damnation, many millennia ago. Her face appeared much as it had when
she was an angel. Delicate and tawny-skinned, she had always been a great
beauty, even among those of the Realms.


That, however, was where the familiar ended. Ropes of black dreadlocks
replaced her soft, bronzed curls. Heavy makeup ringed her eyes and blackened
her mouth, and silver rings in her lip and brow gleamed in the faint light.


“What, is that all I get from an old lover?”


She reached over the table to touch him but he pulled back,
out of the reach of her venomous claws.


“I was never your lover.”


“No? We seem to remember things differently. I recall some
spectacular—”


“I wasn’t your lover.” His denial cut off the words before
she could utter them, but the damage was done. His mind flooded with memories
of Meela’s skin pressed against his, her flesh against Dom’s. The cherub’s body
had once been the only thing between him and the reason he’d left Heaven.


“Ah, yes. We had sex, there is a difference. You shared me
with another, but I wasn’t the one you wanted, was I?”


Her smug expression told him she knew his weakness and was
poised to exploit it.


Ren’s stomach trembled and he waited.


Meela narrowed her eyes, a speculative look on her face,
before casting a sideways glance at the café window.


“I think another is stealing your heart. The mighty Ren,
favored among messengers and the authority on the Law. First he desired a
seraphim and now he’s lowered himself even more to lust after a human male.”


He twisted his head to look at Adam before he could stop
himself, only to curse his foolishness when the demon gave a low and knowing
laugh.


“Yes. Look at your human. Enjoy him before you lead him
merrily into Hell. He’ll lead you to Fall, and you’ll lead him to Damnation.
Isn’t it wonderful when relationships have such a balanced give and take to
them?”


No. The Law didn’t work that way. A man’s actions were his
own, as were an angel’s. Adam could not break angelic law, only Ren could.
Still, the implication stung.


Renatus forced himself to look into her eyes, to meet the
evil in her gaze without flinching.


“What do you want, Meela?”


“From you? Nothing. Is that reassuring, Ren? I don’t want
anything but to watch you while you defile the Law. I want to see you when you
are cast out, watch the ghouls and imps as they swarm over you and devour your
power. I want to hear you screaming for mercy in the Realm where it does not
exist.”


“Why? I was nothing to you. Why would you wish such things
for me now?”


“Because you did this to me!” Her fury pounded at him,
whipping up the breeze and lashing them with an icy blast of air. “When the
Realms were rent in two, you were the one holding up the Law and damning me to
Hell. You made me this. Now I will watch as you suffer the same fate.”


Ren’s fear gave way to pity as he tasted the pain behind her
hatred.


“It was your decision to side with Lucifer. I read the Law,
but you made the choice.”


Her mouth twisted in a humorless smile. “There is a first
for me. Throughout time, I have never before heard an angel lie.”


“You still haven’t.”


The bell over the café door tinkled, a happy sound against
the tension at the table. Adam exited the shop with a steaming paper cup in
each hand. He gave Ren a smile but showed no signs of seeing Meela.


“Here is your lover. Enjoy him while you can, Renatus. Once
the scroll is found, the Law will once more be read in judgment, and this time
you will be the one cast out.”


“What do you mean?” His heart went cold, all sympathy
shattered at the mention of the scroll.


“Don’t play coy with me, Ren. I know about your divine
mission. In fact, I think I’ll help you along a little. I know just the push
you need.”


With that cryptic taunt she was gone.


Adam set a cup in front of him. “Here you go. Hot chocolate,
and I got you extra whipped cream.” He started to move toward the now empty
chair across from Ren. Pausing, he picked up a sheet of paper from the seat.
“What’s this?”


Ren froze inside, his soul as cold and still as a statue,
while Adam tipped the page toward the scant light. What had Meela left? May the
Heavens help him, he had to keep her away from Adam.


“A sale flier. A book vendor at an antique shop is going out
of business.” He squinted at the print, holding the page close to his face.
“Tomorrow is the last day. It’s Saturday, I’m off work. Would you like to go?”


No! If Meela was responsible for that advertisement,
they should avoid that place. Ren wanted to be anywhere but at that
marketplace. But if Adam went alone, the demoness would be there, pushing him
toward the scroll. He needed to keep Meela and her evil well away from Adam.


“I would love to go with you.” The words rang hollow and a
vile taste filled his mouth.


A lie.


He, a ranking Angel of Annunciation for the Most High, had
lied. The honesty inherent in beings of the Heavens had been violated.


By him.


Meela had been right. He was Falling.


He curled his hands around the cup of hot chocolate and
watched the steam curl up from it. The night shadows painted the back of his
hand black, as black as the scales which covered the Fallen.


Adam took a sip of his coffee and leaned over the table.
“It’s colder than I’d realized out here. Would you be interested in going back
to my place for a while? Just to talk, or whatever.”


Ren took a too-large gulp of the scalding chocolate.


Whatever.


Even Ren’s awkward social skills couldn’t mistake the
invitation the human offered. The image of the two of them, tongues tangling,
limbs intertwined, hard body pressed against hard body, flashed through his
head.


Did he want that? His cock, now hard in the denim pants he
wore, assured him that he did.


But was he really ready for Adam’s whatever?


“I would like to go to your place, but am not sure…”


“No pressure. Nothing you don’t want. I’m not ready to say
goodbye yet.”


“Neither am I.”


* * * * *


When Adam finally pulled into his driveway, the tension was
so thick he felt as if his nerves would shatter. He wiped his hand on his jeans
for what must have been the hundredth time. He had been hyperaware of Ren the
entire trip to the house. The scent of him, a scent unlike anything Adam had
ever smelled before, filled the car, leaving Adam’s head spinning. Unlocking
his front door, he automatically reached his right hand out and brushed his
fingertips over the mezuzah.


He hesitated, his fingers still poised on the scroll case.


You are a man of faith.


He brought his fingers to his lips and moved on, leading Ren
inside.


Adam hung his coat on its hook and emptied his pockets,
placing the contents in the bowl on the entry table. Rote. Routine. Thoughtless
actions he always performed as he walked through his front door. Just like
touching the mezuzah his parents gave him.


He was not a man of faith. He’d lost that five years ago
when his heart had been shattered.


Now he was a creature of habit.


Adam turned to find Ren poised in the doorway, looking for
all the world as if he was making a decision that would change his life
forever. Maybe he was. Adam gave Ren what he hoped was a reassuring smile.


Returning it with an uncertain smile of his own, Ren turned
to study the mezuzah for a moment before brushing his fingers over the scroll
case. Then, meeting Adam’s eyes, he brushed his fingertips over his mouth.


Adam’s breath caught and he couldn’t look away as Ren
stepped over the threshold.


“Your home is quite pleasant, Adam.” Ren’s voice wavered
ever so slightly.


“Um, thanks.” He glanced at the simple furnishings, unsure
what Ren found appealing. “My mother wanted to decorate it, but I just went for
comfort.”


“It does look quite comfortable. I find the lack of artifice
refreshing and relaxing.”


A bark of laughter escaped before Adam could stop it. “Does
that mean you like things plain?”


Ren cocked his head and thought before answering. “I suppose
it does. There is a truth in the plainness, is there not?”


Adam looked at his home once more, studying it this time.
There was nothing in the room that was not his. The simple beige walls and
brown leather furniture, the shelves of books, even the stack of newspapers by
his favorite chair were all things which appealed to him, which reflected his
taste, his desire for simplicity, comfort and function in his home.


“I suppose there is. In which case, what you see is what I
am.”


“That being the case, I like what you are.”


Adam’s face went warm again. “Why don’t you have a seat?” He
waved Ren toward the living room where the other man took a seat.


Right in the middle of the couch.


Was that an invitation? Only one way to find out. Adam took
a seat beside him.


Ren didn’t scoot away, but didn’t move closer, either. He
didn’t move a single muscle or give any sign he did or didn’t want this. Adam
scrambled for something, anything to say. Some bit of small talk to fill the
void. But no words came and there was only awkward silence.


“Ren, I’m feeling a bit lost right now so I need to ask you
outright. What is it you want? Are you looking for friendship or something
else?”


“I don’t know.” The words were tight, breathless.


Adam blew out a frustrated breath. “You’re not giving me
anything to work with here.”


“I know, and I apologize. I’m, I believe the expression is, out
of my depth?”


“I’m not going to ask a lot of questions. I can tell you’re
here to satisfy curiosity. Whatever secrets you have are safe, but I need to
know one thing. Just how straight are you?”


Renatus turned beet red and refused to look at Adam.


Great. I just embarrassed the crap out of my date. My
seduction techniques are rustier than I thought.


“I don’t mean to be blunt or make you uncomfortable. I can
tell this isn’t your norm and I just need to know where it’s all going. Have
you done this before? Are you just playing gay? Experimenting? What?”


“I don’t know what to tell you. I-I’m—” Ren stuttered to a
halt, his gaze flickered over the far wall as if he hoped the right words would
be written there. In the end he simply shrugged, shaking his head helplessly
before allowing it to fall forward in defeat.


Maybe he needed to start from the beginning. “Have you ever
kissed a man before?”


“Yes.”


That one word sent a surge of jealously through Adam.
Instant anger flared for the man who’d dared kiss Renatus.


He scrubbed a hand over his face. What was he thinking? He
didn’t have the right to be jealous. This was a fling, wasn’t it? Still, his
stomach roiled with the need to mark this man, to make sure Ren could never
forget him.


“What else?” Adam rasped, his throat tight. Did he even want
to know? He must be a glutton for punishment. “Just a chaste kiss?”


“Just one kiss. I don’t think it could be called chaste.”


Adam wanted to wipe that unchaste kiss, that other man, from
Ren’s memory, to insure the only kiss he ever thought about again was Adam’s.


But then, it wasn’t only a man’s kiss he had to erase. He
doubted Ren was a virgin. The thought made guilt writhe in Adam’s stomach like
a mass of worms. Was there a woman in Ren’s life, waiting for his return? Was
he a husband, a father?


“And now you’re here because, what? Did you like it and want
to experiment? You want to play gay for a few days before you go back home to
your wife?” The words held a rough edge Adam couldn’t hold back.


Please, God. No wife. No lover. Please let him be free.


Free to do what though? The lure of a weekend with this man
was undeniable. Adam couldn’t resist. But at the same time, he had the sense
that just one weekend and nothing more would shatter him. Renatus drew him in, teased
him with a promise like no other man ever had.


“My decisions are mine alone. There is no one else.”


Relief rippled through Adam, releasing the tension which
bound his stomach in knots. At least the title of adulterer wouldn’t be on his
list of sins.


“Tell me why you decided to come here then. Help me make
sense of this so I know what to expect.”


“I have a friend. Or had one. We’d been inseparable from the
beginning of time. Only the friendship changed. In our home, such things are
simply not done. I couldn’t accept what was happening so I left him. There is
no going back. The chance of what might have been is gone.”


“But the desire isn’t.”


“No. It isn’t.” Ren turned to him then, his eyes earnest.
“You ask what I want. I want to know. The question of what might be
tears at me. I want the questions to be gone. I want to know the answers.”


“You want to know if you’re gay.”


Ren’s pained expression said it all. Not knowing was eating
him up.


Adam reached up to push strands of golden hair back from
Renatus’ face. The other man’s eyes drifted closed and he shivered under Adam’s
fingertips. The reaction was so slight Adam wasn’t sure if he imagined the fine
tremor.


He stroked one finger over the edge of Ren’s ear. A second,
larger shudder rippled through Ren and he turned his face ever so slightly into
Adam’s palm.


In that moment, it was all the answer Adam needed.






Chapter Four


 


The kiss was featherlight, a tentative brush, a cautious
offer. Adam barely breathed, waiting for Ren to make his decision. More or less?
Stop or continue? The pounding of his heart measured time as he waited for a
reaction, any reaction.


Ren’s breath released in a rush, a hot wave whooshing across
Adam’s cheek. The lips under his moved, and Ren was kissing him. Sensation
flowed like warm honey, rich and golden, from Ren’s mouth into his. It
electrified every nerve in his body.


Warm and sensual need flooded Adam. He ran the tip of his
tongue over the curve of Ren’s lower lip. A teasing stroke, meant to entice,
but it made the man in his arms shudder and gasp. Ren’s mouth opened and Adam
took full advantage. The kiss deepened and Adam was helpless to pull back as
Ren melted.


He leaned in, pushing Ren down until they lay on the couch,
Ren stretched out under him. Adam shifted, putting his weight on his elbows. He
moved slowly, never breaking the kiss as he moved over Ren and let his weight
settle slowly over his would-be lover. He aligned their hips and let his groin
ease down.


Ren was hard.


His cock singed Adam through the thickness of two layers of
denim. It pressed against him until the zipper of his jeans bit into his
over-sensitized flesh.


Under him, Renatus arched, pushing their cocks together even
harder. Ren tore his mouth away from Adam’s with a harsh groan. Reluctant to
allow even that little bit of space, Adam buried his face in the curve of Ren’s
neck to taste the skin there. He tasted…


Divine.


There was no other word for it. His flavor was a mix of man
and something else, something beyond words.


Ren groaned again. The harsh cry rumbled through his chest
to Adam’s, where it spawned an answering vibration. Adam rocked against him,
unable to hold back anymore. He needed it, the drag of fabric, the pressure of
their cocks, the sweet friction of flesh against flesh.


Ren shifted under him and Adam experienced a moment of
panic. No, not yet, don’t push me away yet. But then Ren’s hands found
his hips, held them tight together as he began his own rocking motion.


The surrender was sweeter than anything Adam had ever
experienced. He found Ren’s mouth, taking it with another blazing kiss, this
one even hotter, more desperate than the one before. Their tongues met, tangled
and the movement of their bodies became frantic.


Then Ren stiffened.


Adam barely had time to register the withdrawal before finding
himself alone on the couch, his mind still so muddled with lust he couldn’t say
how or when Ren managed to get out from beneath him.


Squeezing his eyes shut tight, Adam pressed his head against
the soft leather of the couch and waited for the front door to slam shut. Long
moments passed and he heard nothing but his own harsh breathing.


Finally, he pushed himself upright. At first he thought he
was alone, but then a small sound caught his attention.


Ren sat in the entryway, his back pressed tight against the
wall. His face filled with guilt and looked like he was poised on the edge of
flight.


“I didn’t think you’d still be here,” Adam said carefully,
afraid the slightest misstep, a single poorly chosen word, could send Ren
running.


“I came back.”


So he had run. Pain and disappointment were a crushing
weight on Adam’s chest, forcing the breath from him.


“I’m sorry, Ren. I shouldn’t have pushed you. I promise I
won’t pressure you like that again.”


The words hung between them, stretched tight on a fine wire
of tension.


“I didn’t feel pressured.”


“But I pushed you too far.” The words clogged Adam’s throat.


“You went no further than I allowed. I pushed myself too
far.” Ren rose gracefully to his feet but made no move to close the distance
between them. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be prepared to give you what you
want. I’m being unfair to you. More unfair than you could ever realize.”


The crushing sadness on Ren’s face made Adam ache.


“You’re not being unfair. I understand what I’m getting into
here.” Please don’t leave. Don’t take this chance away from me, from us.
Adam couldn’t voice the plea ripping through him. With how hesitant Ren was, it
would only make him run faster.


“If only that were true.” Ren took a deep breath and looked
around like a lost wanderer looking for the way back home. “I should leave you
now.”


“No!” Adam jumped forward in panic. Ren’s words sounded too
final, too absolute. “Stay, please.”


“I can’t give you what you want,” Ren said again, his eyes
begging Adam to understand.


“If you can’t stay, then promise me you’ll at least come
back. Please. Spend the day with me tomorrow. We can go to some of those flea
market sales, hang out in the park, see a movie. Whatever you want.”


Renatus hesitated, his eyes clouded over with something Adam
couldn’t identify.


“I cannot stay. Not tonight.”


Adam dropped his gaze to the floor and tried to nod. Had
disappointment ever hurt this much before tonight?


“Will I see you tomorrow?”


“Yes.” The answer came without hesitation. Reassuring.


“Good, then.” He could wait a night.


Adam opened his mouth to say more, but when he looked up,
the front door stood open and Ren was gone.


* * * * *


Ren set the tray on the small café table and tried to quell
the butterflies in his stomach.


Adam was coming.


He set out the two breakfasts he’d purchased, fussing over
turning the plates this way and that, until he sensed Adam turn the corner.
Looking up, he met Adam’s gaze and the butterflies’ gentle fluttering exploded
into a frenzy.


For a moment he wondered if he would be the first angel to
vomit.


Then the unhappy line of tension between Adam’s brows faded,
the corners of his eyes crinkled, and he smiled.


“We always seem to end up here, don’t we?” Adam asked as he
approached the table.


“It seemed the logical place to meet.” Ren ducked his head
and rearranged the food on the table again before taking a seat.


“What’s all this?” Adam asked, taking the seat across from
Ren. His morning-rough voice made Ren’s breath catch.


“Breakfast.”


Adam didn’t make a move toward eating and Ren began to
fidget. Had he done something wrong?


“If the food isn’t suitable—”


“No, I just didn’t expect it.” Adam pulled out his chair to
sit, and the pressure on Ren’s chest eased.


Adam placed his napkin in his lap before cutting into a
sugar-dusted waffle and taking a bite.


“Mm. This is good,” he moaned.


The sound was close to those he’d made the night before.
Close enough to remind Ren of their fevered kisses and the feel of Adam’s hard
cock rubbing against his.


He flushed at the memory of Adam’s mouth on his, of what it
felt like to experience passion with another male. It has harder, hotter than
anything he’d had with a female, human or angelic, and left him hungry for more
of Adam’s kisses.


Ren looked away and began fussing with his own food before
he was tempted to lick off the confectioner’s sugar which dusted Adam’s upper
lip.


“These are incredible. I had no idea their breakfast menu
was so good. I usually just get a coffee to go in the mornings,” Adam said,
taking another bite.


“I bought coffee as well.” An eagerness he couldn’t hide or
will away colored his words. Guilt reminded him of the Laws he couldn’t escape.
He was a seraph. He shouldn’t be so anxious to please. Adam was human and a
male. Double the sin, double the damnation.


And yet, Renatus was helpless to resist his lure. Worse
still, he had no desire to resist.


He wanted Adam.


If I am to succumb to this temptation, I must do it
before the Law is revealed. One time, and never again, or I’ll be banished to
Hell.


“You wanted to go shopping today?”


“Shopping? More like treasure hunting,” Adam said, wiping
the sugar from his face with a napkin. “Man, this stuff goes everywhere,
doesn’t it?”


“So it appears.” Ren couldn’t contain his laugh. “You’ve
missed some.”


“Where?” Adam brushed at his cheeks and chin.


“No, it is higher.” Ren pointed uselessly while Adam dabbed
around his mouth, completely missing the lingering powder. “No, not there.”


The twinkle in Adam’s eyes gave him away. He was flirting.


Ren stopped in wonder. There wasn’t a seraph or cherub in
all the Heavens who would think to play with him. Not even his best friend. Ren
was known for being stoic and serious, dedicated to legal and scholarly
matters. He simply wasn’t the type one would think to tease in such a manner.


And yet this human was doing just that. Flirting.


“Why don’t you help me?” Adam held out the napkin.


For a long moment, Ren just stared at it. An offer,
disguised as a simple paper napkin. He might be a bit obtuse when it came to
human interaction, but he couldn’t mistake Adam’s invitation.


The napkin bobbed, dipped, and Adam started to withdraw.


Ren reached out to take it.


The playful light in Adam’s eyes shifted into something
hotter, more intense. He put his elbows on the table and leaned close to Ren,
waiting. His face dared Ren to go ahead, his eyes begged him not to run away.


No. There would be no running today. Last night Ren had been
overwhelmed. Nothing in his existence had prepared him for the feel of male
against male, hardness met by hardness. He’d fled. The shock of reality had
barely registered through the pleasure and he’d removed himself to the
sanctuary of the Heavens.


He’d returned to Adam almost as quickly, shamed by the way
he’d abandoned his almost-lover. The manner in which Adam had simply accepted
his fears with no anger or frustration, simply a desire to be near, had humbled
Ren.


Ren brought the napkin up to Adam’s face. With a tenderness
he hadn’t used in thousands of years, he brushed the confectioner’s sugar from
Adam’s cheek. He stroked again, this time over Adam’s chin, ridding it of the
last vestiges of sugar before moving to the other cheek. There was no sugar
here, only warm skin, roughened by a night’s growth of whiskers. The napkin
rasped against them as he traced the contours of Adam’s face.


A quiet sigh escaped Adam. His eyes drifted closed and his
body relaxed, jaw dropping open.


Ren paused and his breath caught, caged tight in his chest.
Had he done that? Had he turned this man into the very picture of sensual
abandonment? If Adam were to brush his face, would he look the same?


He pushed the thought away and flicked the napkin over the
dusting of white which tipped Adam’s nose.


“Hey!” Adam protested, pulling back with a tight laugh. He
took the napkin back from Ren and finished brushing his nose clean.


The moment was broken and Ren could breathe once more.


* * * * *


Ren’s shoulders knotted with tension as he stepped into the
store. Stopping just inside the doorway, he looked around, confused. There was
no tingle of awareness signaling that something of divine nature might be
within these walls. Had something divine been in this building, its power would
have called to his and he would have sensed it.


The shop itself was somewhat repulsive, as well. The store
was filthy and smelled of Earthly decay, little more than a cheap collection of
worn garbage. Dull florescent lighting gave the store a flat, sickly-yellow
cast and the avocado-green tile floors had paths of gray grime worn by decades
of shoppers.


Ren wrinkled his nose in distaste. How could anything from
this place be worth purchasing?


“Where do you want to start?” Adam asked.


“I believe the books are in the back corner. Isn’t that what
you were interested in seeing?”


“Ah, yes. Are you coming back with me or do you want to
browse a bit?” Adam’s expression was casual, but Ren could feel a low buzz of
anticipation coming from him. Adam’s excitement for this treasure hunt was
surprisingly endearing.


“I’ll look around first. You go on to your books and I’ll
join you.”


Renatus strolled among the aisles, trying to sense if there
was anything Heavenly present. He doubted Meela would point them to this store
if there wasn’t, but he couldn’t feel anything of power nearby. He stopped
occasionally to examine an oddity but everything he found was of Earthly origin.


The scroll was not among these castoffs.


Why then had she sent them here?


He stopped in front of a display of Christmas angels, their
wings tattered, their once-white robes yellowed and stained with time and
neglect.


An angel damaged by fire caught his attention. Half of its
face was unblemished and golden hair hung in a tangled mass over the cheek. The
other side of the angel was a charred wreckage. The burned plastic was cracked
and scaled and the hair had melted into blackened ropes.


“What game are you playing, Meela?” he asked it in a
whisper.


“Cat and mouse, of course.”


He spun around, choking on a gasp of surprise. “What are you
doing here?” The proprietor glanced up from her television to give Ren a
questioning look. Only then did he realize he could see her wings.


Demon wings. The batlike appendages were too small to allow
for flight. Delicate skin stretched over bone, nothing more than a shriveled
remnant of the angelic wings she’d once possessed.


If they were visible to him, that could only mean she was
invisible to the humans.


She’d come just to torment him.


He turned back to the shabby display with a scowl.


Meela materialized in front of him, perched on the edge of
the table, before he could so much as blink.


“Now you didn’t really think I was going to lead him right
to it, did you, Ren? Where’s the fun in that? I want to give you plenty of
time.” She flashed him a calculating smile.


“Time for what?” Knowing the demoness, he wouldn’t be able
to avoid her machinations. He needed to figure out what she had planned before
she had him trapped.


“Time to Fall, of course.”


“You speak as if it is a foregone conclusion. This will not
happen, Meela. I will not Fall.”


“Of course. The mighty Renatus is above temptation. You
cannot be tempted because you know nothing of love. You never did.”


Her words held a hint of a ring, a faint resonance of truth
that chilled him. “I have loved. I do love,” he denied.


“Do you? Tell me, angel, when was the last time you visited
the welkin?”


The welkin. He was enveloped by a pain so acute he couldn’t
breathe. He’d never set wing inside the Heavenly Vault, never once visited a
single soul, not even his own daughter’s. How could he? She’d been such a
vibrant child. To see her as nothing more than an essence was unconscionable.


No. His child was dead. Gone. The past could not be undone.
He could not allow this demon to use Michani to taunt him.


“Your words are half-truths at best. I will not Fall,
Meela.”


“You will. Time is ticking away and soon you’ll have to make
the choice. Will you go back to Heaven and spend eternity alone? I don’t think
so.”


She leaned over the table and cocked her head to one side,
her expression knowing. “The flesh holds too much appeal. But the soft, sweet
cherubim don’t look as attractive anymore, do they? All sighs and coy giggles.
So feminine. So different from Adam. Look at him, Renatus. Just look.”


Ren’s eyes were drawn to Adam. He’d found a treasure of some
sort and stood at the counter, paying for his purchase.


Adam turned to him and smiled, blissfully unaware of the
demon standing at Ren’s shoulder.


An unforeseen consequence of this trip to Earth hit him, and
Ren’s chest clenched in fear. Heaven help him, what had he done? He’d led Meela
right to Adam. Ren’s mouth felt dry, his tongue thick as he listened to Meela’s
taunts.


“He’s a handsome human, isn’t he? How did it feel last
night? His hard, male body against yours, his lips kissing, his hands touching.
Did he put his mouth on you or did you suck him off? Did you bend over and let
him ram his cock in your tight little angel ass?”


“You have a vile tongue, Philomela.”


The fallen angel recoiled at the sound of her Heavenly name
and Ren hesitated. Names held meaning and truth, the essence of what one was.
Could she no longer bear to hear the truth of her own name, to be reminded of
who she had once been?


She was a friend once, long ago, before Lucifer had seduced
her and many others. Before the rift tore the Realms apart and Hell was
created. So many good souls, lost forever to damnation. The thought tempered
Ren’s anger with sorrow.


“Why do you bedevil me? Surely there are other things which
could occupy your time.”


“But nothing so amusing as you, Ren.” The words held a dull
resonance. She lied.


“Be gone, Meela.”


“You have no claim to this place. You cannot banish me.”


“No, I cannot. But I can send you from my presence. Leave me
now.”


Her face contorted with anger. A sheen of inky scales spread
over her skin and her hair darkened, tawny curls giving way to gnarled black
ropes. The false beauty of her disguise melted away until only the demon was
visible. Then she vanished with a hiss and a flick of her forked tongue.


The damaged plastic angel in his hand wriggled. He looked
down to find its features replaced by the demoness’s.


“You can send me away, but I’m not the one you have to
watch,” it warned, pointing a clawed finger at him. “The sin within you will be
your downfall, and when you give in to it, I’ll be at the gates of Hell to
welcome you.”






Chapter Five


 


The third shop they visited was just across the street from
the little café where they’d met. The bistro seating area was full of people
taking advantage of the unusually pleasant fall day, just like they had the day
before. Had that really just been yesterday? Adam shook his head. More than a
little amazed to realize he’d only known the man beside him for a day.


Adam’s heart swelled with something he didn’t want to name
as Ren moved to the window. Was he looking for their table? Not the one they’d
used yesterday, when the shop was crowded with men and every pair-up was
observed and noted. No, that wasn’t the table that mattered. Their table was
the one they used last night, when the darkness had given them privacy and kept
their secrets. That was the table where he knew he’d fallen.


Renatus already held part of his soul.


The thought that should have warmed him chilled instead.
He’d waited so long to find a man with whom everything felt so easy, so
natural. A soul mate. Now it had happened. Adam finally felt that heart-deep
bond. He should have been happy.


But Ren wasn’t staying.


Tom would call him every kind of idiot if he knew just how
hard and fast Adam had fallen in love.


Adam tried to swallow the lump that threatened to suffocate
him.


“Are you going to help me look this time?”


Ren turned from the window with a tight smile. “You make it
sound as if I didn’t help you look in the other stores.”


“You didn’t. You wandered and joined me when you were done.”
His teasing tone seemed to soothe that line of tension between Ren’s eyes. What
was he thinking that had him so worried?


“And you found one spot to study and never saw the rest of
the stores’ treasures.”


“Ah, but that just gives me a chance to come back and look
some more.”


“Do you need an excuse?” Ren asked as he moved away from the
window.


“Sometimes we need a reason. What we want and what we will
allow ourselves are not always the same.” What excuse did Ren need? If Adam
knew, he’d give it to him, then they could move past Ren’s resistance.


“I suppose you are right. Humans rationalize.”


That pensive look was back, marring Ren’s beautiful face.
That wouldn’t do at all. Time to offer a distraction.


“Come on. Let’s go see what we can find.” Adam started down
an aisle. The back corner looked particularly appealing today. Ren’s hand on
his arm stopped him.


“No, not there.” The expression on Ren’s face was strange,
almost scared. “Come walk through the store with me instead.”


Adam glanced back at the corner, struck by a strange
certainty that something wonderful awaited him there.


Another look at his companion assured him something
wonderful awaited him there as well.


He turned and followed Ren.


“So, what treasures have you found while wandering the other
stores?” he asked, picking his way through the crowded displays.


“Angels,” Ren answered, stopping to examine some archaic bit
of kitchen equipment.


“Do you collect them?”


“You could say I have an interest. What is this thing?” The
item Ren held had a large wooden knob, with long grooves leading the way to a
point on one end and a sturdy-looking handle on the other. Adam’s mind was
flooded with pornographic images that had him snickering like a
twelve-year-old.


“There’s a tag,” he said, fighting back the laughter. “Does
it say anything?”


Ren caught the slip of paper between his elegant fingers.
“This is apparently a juicer.”


“Oh, yes. That’s one of the best juicers you can buy.”


They turned to face the sturdily built shopkeeper picking
her way through the clutter toward them. She moved between the men and took the
tool from Ren. Adam did his best to stifle his amusement.


“A juicer? I’ve, ah, never seen one quite like this before.”
Adam rubbed a hand over his face to cover his grin.


“Oh, they don’t make them like this anymore, but I promise
you, nothing reams out a fruit like this baby.” She brandished it like a sword,
thrusting it in front of her and giving it a savage twist.


Adam choked.


“Are you okay, sir?” The shopkeeper stared at him, wide-eyed
behind her thick glasses. Behind her Ren bore a similar puzzled expression.


“F-Fine,” he sputtered. He forced a cough and tried to clear
his throat.


“If you need anything just let me know.” She placed the
juicer on a table and wandered toward the front of the store, throwing a glance
over her shoulder as she went.


“I know your mind was not on orange juice, but I think I’ve missed
the joke.” Ren picked up the tool once more and examined it with much more
speculation in his eyes.


“Maybe I’ll explain later. When we’re alone.” He took the
juicer from Ren and they moved on to the next booth, one done up with a
Christmas theme. Complete with a decorated tree. The Victorian angel on top
caught Ren’s attention and he moved around the tree, craning his head for a
better look at it.


Adam didn’t know what distracted him. A glint of light that
shouldn’t be there, a whisper of sound so faint he couldn’t even be sure he
heard it. Ren stepped in the booth to study a table of Christmas decorations
but Adam stood rooted, unable to move away from the beguiling call of…


What was it?


Something in the back corner drew him. A gleam, or maybe a
whisper. He couldn’t say for sure when he moved, when he left Ren, but he found
himself in the corner, surrounded by a mismatched collection of items.


There, on a low shelf, behind an old toy truck, another out
of place reflection.


Moving to the shelf, he knelt. Whispers grew inside his
head, hints of words he should know. They all seemed to be coming from the box.


He reached for it, and the voices fell silent.


* * * * *


Adam found the scroll.


The shock reverberated in Ren’s soul and for one brief
moment, the Earthly plane seemed to grind to a halt. The air thickened, pulling
him into the stillness, muffling the noises of human life around him. He fought
the tug of that stillness, forced his head to turn toward the corner where Adam
stood.


The item in Adam’s hands seemed to shine from within, its
holy light flooding the corner with a blinding glow. There, by the ceiling, he
caught a hint of movement, something shifting too fast for this strange,
distorted view of Earth. A creature clung to the wall, its skin coated with
inky scales and the red shine of hellfire in its eyes.


Meela.


She grinned in triumph, flickering her forked tongue over
wicked fangs, before her image shimmered and vanished into the shadows. The
light from the box swallowed the darkness and Ren had the strange sensation of
being pulled back, sucked through a hole in the fiber of the Earthly Plane.


With a strange pop, everything returned to normal.


“Look what I found!” Adam called across the store. He held a
silver box in his hand and his expression was filled with excitement.


You found my destiny, my downfall.


“Let me pay for these and we can stop by the coffee shop for
lunch,” Adam said, making his way to the front counter. “We can sit outside.
We’ll be able to see this box better in the light.”


“It’s raining.”


Adam stopped and looked out the front window, a wrinkle of
confusion marring his brow. Those who had crowded the café were scattering,
running to escape the downpour.”That’s odd. It was sunny just a few minutes ago
and the forecast said there shouldn’t be a cloud in the sky today.”


“Man cannot fully predict the weather, can he?” Especially
when a demon lurked nearby. Although he could not see her, Ren could sense
Meela. She did not even try to hide her presence from him.


She could only be waiting on the scroll and the sins it
would reveal. The only question was, did she come for him, or for Adam? After
being deprived of Maggie’s soul, would Hell demand Adam in recompense?


“I’d thought we could stop there for lunch, but maybe we can
grab something to go. We can go to my office to eat and check out this box. I
might have a small back office, but it has a big window and great light.” Adam
smiled and Ren felt a strange tug in his chest, a tug he hadn’t felt in nearly
seven thousand years. Not since Michani died.


Thoughts of his daughter stole his breath. His beautiful,
loving child. A wound he thought long healed tore open inside him.


“Renatus?”


Ren turned to Adam and blinked to clear his vision. Tears.
He was crying. Ren had thought himself long past mourning, but here he stood,
tears streaming down his face and his throat knotted with pain.


“I am sorry, Adam. I was caught unawares.”


“By what?”


“Beautiful memories.” Memories that brought with them
reminders of loss.


He took a deep breath and looked around at the handful of
other shoppers. He straightened his back and fought to push back his emotions.
The raw pain had him feeling too exposed, too visible. “Let’s get our food and
retire to your office. I’d rather not be surrounded by others at this moment.”


“You go ahead. I’ll be out as soon as I pay for these.” Adam
said, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and handing it to Ren.


He stared bemusedly at the folded white cloth for a moment.
Such an old-fashioned human custom, and yet carrying a handkerchief was so
perfectly Adam. Ren found a quiet niche by the door and wiped the tears from
his cheeks.


Breathing in, he was taken by the scent of the cloth. The
scent of Adam.


A flush of heat washed over Ren. This cloth had been in
Adam’s pocket, nestled close to his body. He breathed in the scent again, an
illicit extravagance when the enemy circled so close.


He was reminded once more that time was running short. If he
was to give in to this temptation, give in to Adam, it must happen this night.
Tomorrow he must return the scroll to the Heavenly Plane, and the Law of Men
and Angels would once more be enforced by the Most High.


Tonight, Adam would be an indulgence.


Tomorrow, he could well be a sin.


“Are you ready?” Ren looked up, startled. Adam stood before
him, concern lining his face. Ren took one last breath, one last scenting of
the handkerchief, before tucking it in his own pocket. For the first time since
his arrival on the Earthly Plane, he felt a sense of peace wash over him. He
wanted this man, and for one night only he could have him.


His path was finally clear.


“Yes, Adam. I am ready.”


* * * * *


They sat at his desk in silence, eating sandwiches and
sipping sodas from cans. Adam didn’t taste any of it, too haunted by the pain
he’d seen in Ren’s eyes.


“Can I ask about it?” he finally asked, caution coloring his
tone.


“Ask about what?” Ren set his sandwich down on its wrapper
and gingerly wiped his mouth with a paper napkin.


“Whatever it was that had you so upset in the store.”


Ren leaned back, the sadness once more in his eyes.


“I was thinking of Michani, my daughter.”


His daughter. The words hit Adam like a punch in the gut.


Ren was a father. He’d said there was no wife or girlfriend
waiting but Adam had never asked about children. Ren had a whole life
elsewhere. One which didn’t include an ancient language professor from a small
New England college.


At the same time Adam was reminded of what he’d given up.
He’d long ago come to terms with the fact he’d never have the idealized image
of family. He could have adopted, had explored the option, but a single gay man
wasn’t considered the best potential parent. No, Adam would never be a father.
Nor would his mother ever hold a grandchild, a point of contention between
them.


“Do you see her often?” he asked cautiously, not sure he
wanted to hear about Ren’s devotion to a child who lived somewhere else, a
devotion which would make any future with Adam impossible. A devotion he would
never experience for himself.


“I do not ever see her. She is dead.”


Adam’s jealousy soured to guilt and his heart ached for the
gentle man sitting before him.


“I’m sorry.” Sorry for Ren’s loss. Sorry for resenting the
love he had for his child.


Sorry was such a trite word. But it was the only word he
had.


“It happened long ago.” Ren shrugged, but his eyes were
still troubled.


“But it still hurts.”


“Yes. It still hurts.” Ren stood and moved to the window,
his profile lit with the subdued light of the cloudy day. He didn’t look out
over the commons, as Adam often did. His eyes were fixed instead on the
heavens.


“How old was she?”


“She was seven when she was killed. Her mother was from a
small village. A kind woman. She was a good mother. Some men from a nearby
village heard about Michani and a few others like her. They attacked and dragged
the children into the center of the village. Killed them there while their
mothers wept and screamed for divine intervention. None ever came.”


Ren relayed the story so calmly, his tone so matter-of-fact,
and yet the scene he painted was so gruesome, Adam didn’t want to believe it
was real.


“You weren’t there.” Please say you weren’t there.


“I arrived too late to save the children. My daughter died
in my arms.”


Bile rose in Adam’s throat. He couldn’t imagine the horror
of watching one’s child die. He pushed his sandwich away. “And the killers?”


“They never left the village.” Ren’s tone was flat and edged
with steel, the gentleness that was so a part of him gone.


A chill rippled over Adam’s skin. Renatus had killed.


Renatus turned to face him, and Adam couldn’t move, struck
by Ren’s beauty and the hint of savagery he hadn’t seen before.


“But as I said, it happened long ago. The pain has long
faded into the sands of time. Sometimes those sands shift and expose it, but
they will shift again and all will be as it was.”


He left the window to return to the desk.


“I do not wish to discuss my daughter anymore.”


“Then why don’t we take a look at the box from the antique
store.” Adam pulled the box out of the bag and placed it in the center of the
desk.


Ren grimaced, staring at the box as if it were a snake ready
to strike.


“You aren’t interested?”


“Actually, you might say I have a vested interest in it.
Just not one I’m anxious to explore.” With a resigned sigh Ren scooted his
chair closer to the desk and leaned in to examine the markings.


Ren didn’t appear to want to share more than that so Adam
let the comment go for the moment. He leaned in over the box, mimicking the
other man’s pose, but instead of studying its markings, he studied Ren. He
thought he had the other man figured out, had pigeonholed him as one of those
men who were repressed, scared of their sexuality.


A coward.


The man sitting across from him was no coward. Cautious and
uncertain, but not afraid. And he wasn’t the gentle and meek person Adam had
assumed, either.


They never left the village.


A gut-deep shiver ran through Adam.


Ren was right. The truth did ring through one’s soul.


“What do you think?”


The question jarred Adam from his musings. The box. Ren was
asking about the box. He studied the engravings. He could recognize some
characters but they didn’t seem to form words.


Did they just move? He couldn’t actually see movement but
the words seemed to shift, to change the moment he wasn’t looking directly at
them.


“There appears to be something written on it.” He opened a
desk drawer and pulled out a magnifying glass. It didn’t make sense. He could
make out the characters clearly, and yet despite his fluency in the language,
he couldn’t decipher the words.


“I can’t read it.” He set the glass on the desk and sat back
in disgust. He should have been able to pick out at least a bit of it. It was
legitimate writing, he could discern that much, but for some reason the meaning
eluded him.


“Hmm.”


Ren’s non-committal tone caught his attention. Ren knew
languages, probably better than Adam.


“You can read it, can’t you?”


“Yes.” Ren turned the box and continued reading.


“So?”


“So what?” Ren asked, finally looking up at Adam in
confusion.


“So what does it say?”


“Oh. It is a listing of the blessings and the curses. They
are quite extensive.” Ren angled the box once more and continued to read.


Blessings and curses? He ought to know what that meant. Adam
frowned. Leaning back in his chair, he stared at the box, racking his brain for
the context.


“It’s a covenant box.” The reciting of blessings and curses
was part of the covenant ceremony. But covenants were a thing of history, and
this box wasn’t ancient. He leaned in and picked up the magnifying glass once
more. The engraved characters seemed to shift, avoiding his attempts to
translate them.


“I can see the Hebrew characters clearly. Why don’t they
make sense?” He threw the magnifying glass in the drawer, frustrated.


“You read it as Hebrew? How interesting.” Ren sat back and
stared at him, and Adam shifted under his scrutiny.


“Yes, I can read Hebrew. I’m a Jew and an ancient language
scholar, so that shouldn’t be surprising. What I don’t understand is why I
can’t read this Hebrew.”


“That it’s Hebrew at all is what is interesting.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Adam blew out a frustrated
breath. Ren’s reaction to this box was just weird.


Ren didn’t answer as he stood and stretched. “I’ve seen
enough of this for tonight. We can look at it some more tomorrow. Let’s go
home.”






Chapter Six


 


Ren stood in the doorway, his teeth clenched tight together
and his feet refusing to move. He shoved his hands even harder into the pockets
of his coat until the seams strained and the corduroy creaked.


“Are you coming in?” Adam asked, dropping his keys in the
bowl on the entry table.


Ren could only give a jerky nod. His heart beat loud and
fast and the sound of it threatened to drown out rational thought.


This must be what nervousness felt like.


“Is this what you want, Ren?” Adam finally asked. He took a
small step but then stopped, as if afraid to come any closer. Did he know?
Could he sense the weight of this choice, feel the danger?


Ren closed his eyes, his mind filled with the words from the
covenant box.


Eternal damnation to those who violate…


We shall smite those who violate…


Sending the soul of evil men unto Hell…


The Law of Men and Angels is absolute…


Ren opened his eyes. Adam stood, waiting, his expression
stiff but hope filled his eyes. This would be his only chance to lie with this
human. The scroll had been found, and once the Word was read into Law, loving
Adam would not be possible.


Taking a deep breath, Ren stepped inside and closed the
door.


“I do not know what to do,” he admitted. His face went hot
and his hands trembled.


“What do you want to do?” Adam stepped back and leaned against
the wall. He kept his hands at the small of his back, not reaching, not
touching. Leaving the burden of choice completely on the one who understood the
consequences. Renatus.


I want to flee to the safety of Heaven. I want you to
forget you ever saw me, live a happy and full life without the danger I bring.


But he hadn’t returned the scroll yet. The Law was not being
upheld tonight.


“I want to kiss.” Such a little thing, a kiss. Surely there
was no sin in something so simple.


Ren balled his hands into fists and pressed them hard
against the bottoms of the coat pockets. The muscles of his upper arms and
chest strained and the thick corduroy creaked again in protest.


“Come in and hang up your jacket,” Adam urged, tipping his
head to indicate the row of hooks lining the wall beside him.


Ren forced his heavy feet to move, to step into the house so
he could shut the door behind him. He shrugged out of the coat and leaned past
Adam to hang it up. For one heart-stopping moment, he could feel the heat of
Adam’s body, the brush of their clothing. Flustered, Ren started to step away.


Adam’s hand touched Ren’s waist. It was the barest of
contacts, so light Ren almost couldn’t feel it, but it held him and pinned him
there. They were close, so very close. Their eyes met and Ren swayed in,
helpless to resist the lure of this human.


“Kiss me.” Adam tipped his head back against the wall. He
didn’t move, didn’t make any attempt to kiss or hold. He was letting Ren set
the pace, a significant reassurance for an angel floundering so far out of his
depth.


The temptation became more than Ren could resist, and he
shifted, leaning in closer, dipping his head just a little. He hesitated, his
lips so close he could feel Adam’s shallow, panting breath, could taste him on
those fine wisps of air.


Ren brushed his lips against the corner of that tempting
mouth and Adam sighed at the light contact.


Ren pulled back, unsure of what to do next.


Adam’s hand drifted up from Ren’s waist, barely touching as
it eased over his abdomen and chest. He cupped Ren’s jaw, the heat of his palm
soaking into Ren, warming him in ways he never imagined possible.


“Kiss me again, Ren. Kiss me for real.”


The plea was irresistible. Ren bent again, covering Adam’s
mouth with his own. Adam’s head angled, giving him access, and Ren took
advantage. Their tongues met, tangled and hesitancy vanished. Ren could feel
his power rising, flowing between them in a smooth wave of golden heat. It
flared and arousal spiked.


Adam groaned under his mouth. Shifting, he spread his feet
until Ren stood between them. A tug on Ren’s belt pulled his hips until they
were cradled by Adam’s body. He rocked against Adam, let the drag of denim
against denim tease and taunt.


Still, Adam made no move beyond that one hand on his jaw and
the other at his belt. The kiss was slow. Hot, and languorous. A gentle
exploration of taste and texture as opposed to the fevered rush of the night
before.


Kissing a male was…different. The textures a blend of rough
and silky-smooth, the body harder yet so exquisitely vulnerable. He wanted
more. What would that hard body feel like in his hand, or against his own with
no fabric between them to stifle the sensations?


He let one tentative hand drift between them and cupped Adam
through the thick fabric.


Adam tore his mouth away from Ren’s with a strangled curse.


Ren jerked his hand away. “I…I am sorry. Did I do it wrong?”


“Oh, fuck no. You did it just right. Do it again.” Adam
grabbed his wrist in a bruising grip and pushed Ren’s hand back between them.
“I want you to touch me more. Touch me how you like to be touched.”


Ren hesitated, then he tugged on the waistband, pulling the
snap open. Easing the zipper down, he slipped his hand inside the open placket
and cupped Adam through the soft cotton of his briefs. This time he watched
Adam’s face, fascinated by the raw pleasure there. As his hand explored, Adam’s
jaw flexed, relaxing one minute as his mouth opened with a sigh, then bunching
as his teeth ground audibly. The hand at Ren’s waist grew demanding, pulling
them harder against one another as Adam’s hips began to rock. The slight space
between them vanished and Ren could do no more than press his hand against
Adam’s cock and let him move.


“Shit.” Adam suddenly spun them, Kissing Ren and pressing
him back against the hard plane of the wall.


Adam’s mouth was rough. Power surged and glowed between
them, pushing Ren further into need than he’d ever thought he could go. He
stood helpless, unable to move, his hands gripping Adam’s shoulders. Then the
tails of Ren’s shirt were jerked from his pants.


Adam dropped to his knees and Ren’s world seemed to tilt. He
scrambled to find something to hold on to, something to help him maintain his
balance without Adam’s steadying presence. In the end he had to settle for
pressing his palms against the wall as Adam’s lips trailed hot kisses down his
abdomen. There was a tug at his belt and Adam pulled open his fly with a jerk.
Then his lover’s hand gentled as he pulled down the waistband of Ren’s
underwear and exposed Ren’s cock.


There was a pause. Adam didn’t move for long moments. Ren
had almost caught his breath, almost reached the point where he could look
down, when wet heat enveloped him.


A helpless cry ripped from his lips and he arched. Adam’s
tongue teased the underside of his cock and Ren thrust forward again, his hips
starting a slow pump in and out of Adam’s mouth. With one hand, he released the
wall to thread his fingers through Adam’s hair, holding him close while he
pushed his cock into Adam’s mouth.


Oh, Adam’s mouth. So different from a female’s. Adam sucked
him aggressively, with no hesitation. Took the length of Ren’s shaft into his
throat until his nose was buried in golden curls.


Ren’s balls pulled up and tension wound through him. A
tingling pressure gripped the base of his spine, spreading through his body,
into his cock. With one last cry he thrust deep and came, shuddering as he
poured his release into Adam’s sucking mouth. The hard pull on Ren’s cock
dragged the orgasm out into what was almost a second peak, taking Ren past what
he thought was possible and making the ending as hard and strong as the
beginning.


Unable to bear any more of the excruciating bliss, he
tightened his fingers in Adam’s hair and pulled him away with a rough hand.


Ren’s knees gave out and he slid to the floor with a jarring
thump. He could barely breathe. He sat gasping for air, cock out, with Adam
kneeling between his splayed legs.


Before his stunned mind could grasp what had just happened,
Adam’s lips were on his again, his come-slicked tongue thrusting into his
mouth.


“Come with me,” Adam said, pulling away and grasping Ren’s
hand. He tugged Ren to his feet and led him through the house to his bedroom
door.


Ren stopped at the threshold, struck by a moment of
uncertainty. The enormity of what was about to happen hit him and his courage
faltered.


“What’s the matter?” Adam had stopped, sensitive as ever to
Ren’s reservations.


“I want this, I want you, but…”


“But what?”


“The idea of being penetrated… I do not know if I am ready
for this.” Ren searched Adam’s face, a silent plea for understanding.


“Nothing you aren’t ready for, Ren. There are many ways to
love.”


Ren tried to make sense of that, but before he could Adam
was kissing him again. His thoughts scrambled and whatever worries he’d had
diminished into nothingness. They staggered across the room, kissing and
tugging at each other’s clothing. By the time they fell across the bed, they
were more naked than clothed.


Cool air washed over him as Adam moved away. A drawer
scraped open, then came the snick and sputter of a bottle that had Ren tensing
again.


“Touch me. That’s all, just touching.” Adam stretched out
beside Ren once more. Taking Ren’s hand, he placed it on his cock.


Adam’s flesh was slick, hot. Ren let his hand slide over it,
testing Adam’s length and width before wrapping it in his fist. He touched Adam
the way he liked to be touched, holding him with the firm grip he craved, and
pumped.


Adam groaned and seemed to sink into the mattress as he went
limp. The hard lines of his body seemed to dissolve. Ren let his hand take
another hard slide and Adam’s hips rocked into the movement.


“More, Ren. I want it hard and fast. Make me come.”


Ren leaned over and took Adam’s mouth once more. He summoned
his power and let it flow, willed it to fill every last corner of Adam’s body,
to titillate and tantalize. With his fist sliding around Adam’s cock and his
power flowing between them, Ren drove Adam’s arousal higher, determined to give
him pleasure like he’d never had before, filling Adam so full of power he
glowed.


Once again, Adam took charge, rolling them until he lay
between Ren’s thighs and his body pressed Ren’s into the bedding. His hand
locked over Ren’s and he thrust into their joint fist. Tongues tangled and Ren
found unexpected enjoyment in allowing this man to simply use him, use his
body, to take control of their mutual pleasure.


Adam’s hand on his squeezed harder and his muscles went
taut. His harsh breath in Ren’s ear became a series of rough gasps, punctuated
by cries of harder, more and fuckfuckfuck.


Then he came, his back arching and his groin jerking against
Ren’s soft balls and reawakening cock. Adam’s come flowed over Ren’s belly and
their clasped hands, a burning heat that cooled to a chill before Adam
collapsed on top of Ren.


Adam’s breath fell over Ren’s shoulder in ragged gasps for
several minutes before he pushed himself up and rolled to the side.


He didn’t leave Ren completely, though. With one arm wrapped
around Ren’s waist, Adam pulled him close.


“Ah, Ren.” The words were a mere whisper against his hair
but Ren felt them somewhere deep inside.


Ren closed his eyes and tried to swallow past the tightness
in his throat.


How was he ever going to leave this man?


* * * * *


What a difference one night could make.


Sitting at his desk, Adam tried to ignore the tense silence
hanging between him and Ren. Just last night they’d fallen asleep in each
other’s arms. Today Ren couldn’t look at him. He’d been tense and distant since
Adam woke.


Maybe it had been too much. Maybe Ren’s curiosity would have
been better left unappeased. Or maybe this was the brush-off. He’d gotten his
one night with a man and he was ready to go. End of his holigay. The
thought made Adam feel used and soiled inside.


Adam shouldn’t have brought him here. Ren obviously didn’t
want to study the box and the awkward politeness of the day after was grating
on Adam’s nerves.


Frustrated, he focused on trying to read the box again,
determined to distract himself from the unwelcome possibilities Ren’s
standoffish behavior raised.


A word almost came together before the meaning skittered
away again. What was wrong with him? He fiddled with the lighting trying to get
a better look. Next he blocked off sections with paper and when that didn’t
work, he did rubbings of the entire box.


An hour later he was no closer to solving the riddle. The
characters seemed to dance and shift, revealing a word here and there before
fading into gibberish once more. Sometimes Adam would swear the words weren’t
Hebrew at all, but Greek, or Latin or even modern English. If Ren hadn’t had
such an easy time deciphering it, he would have thought it was decorative
nonsense.


Adam leaned back in his chair and turned his attention to
the man who stood at the window, watching the gray clouds boil and roll.


Ren. There was another mystery. He obviously was familiar
with this type of covenant box, could read it with no effort, and yet he
refused to share any information. Requests to read the words aloud were met
with a flat refusal.


He read Hebrew, kept kosher and seamlessly followed all the
laws and traditions that went with being Jewish. Adam had almost convinced
himself Ren was Jewish. Last night had confirmed that wasn’t so.


Renatus wasn’t circumcised.


Adam clenched his teeth together. He would not let this
bother him. He’d had non-Jewish lovers before this. He’d even fucked uncut men.
He’d never had a problem with the state of a man’s foreskin. Besides, Ren
wasn’t here long-term. Adam couldn’t keep him, so whether or not he was cut
shouldn’t be an issue.


So why was he letting himself get tied in knots over it?


Picking up a sheet of rubbings, he glanced over the images.


Death to those…


“I think I have part of it.” Adam put his finger on the
words before he could lose them. Without taking his eyes off the now-illegible
characters, he fumbled for a pen and wrote what he’d seen on the spot.


The words drew Ren from the window to lean over his
shoulder. Adam closed his eyes. Leaning into Ren, he breathed in his scent. An
unexpected heat stung his eyes, but he blinked it away. He would not get
emotional over a man he’d met only two days ago, a man he really knew nothing
about.


A man with whom there was no future.


“That’s correct.”


“Why won’t you help me any more than that?” Adam snarled,
his irritation surfacing in a rush.


Damn this man for making him want things he couldn’t have.
Ren was going to disrupt his entire life then fly away without a backward
glance, and he wouldn’t even tell him what the box said. Was a simple
translation so much to ask?


“I’ve told you. The words are not intended for you. When
they are your truth, you will see them.”


“And I’ve told you, I don’t want to hear some mystical, New
Age tripe. I want to know what the fucking box says. I want to know what’s in
it. But I can’t read it. I can’t open it. What is so important about this thing
and why do you seem to know all about it?”


Ren rounded the desk and sat heavily in one of the chairs
there, his expression filled with misery.


“Its value is nothing to you. To me, it is…”


“Go on, it’s what?”


Ren took a deep breath and looked Adam in the eye. “I need
you to give me the box. I must take it home with me.”


“No.” Adam’s answer was pure belligerence. It was his box.
He was going to figure out how to open it, what it said, what it all meant. No
fucking way was he handing it over so Ren could leave.


“I know you do not understand, Adam. I was sent here to
retrieve it. Please trust me. You are a man of faith. Have faith in me.”


Adam ground his back teeth together. He would not be swayed
by pleading. It wasn’t going to happen. This box wasn’t going anywhere. Not if
it would keep Ren with him another day or even just another hour.


“The box stays here. Don’t bother trying to take it, because
I’m locking it in the department safe.”


Ren pulled back, hurt clouding his face.


“I cannot take it without your consent. I wouldn’t even if I
were able. That you think such a thing of me…” His mouth snapped shut and the
muscles of his jaw bunched. All Adam could do was sit and watch Ren struggle
with his hurt while his own heart trembled.


“I will leave for now,” Ren finally said, his words barely
audible. He rose and took the two scant steps to the door.


“Ren, stop.”


The words froze Ren in place. He stood at the door, one hand
on the knob. Adam barely dared to breathe, feared the slightest noise or
movement and Ren would vanish.


“I don’t want you to go. Not now. Not tomorrow. Not ever.”
He couldn’t stop the words in time. The truth he wanted to ignore hung between
them. He’d fallen in love. Totally, heartbreakingly in love.


With a man he couldn’t keep.


Ren turned and leaned back against the door, his face
desolate. “I cannot stay. Your world has no place for me. Mine has none for
you. All I have is my task. I was sent here to find that box. Now it’s found. I
must take it and leave. There is no other option.”


“There’s one. Don’t do it. Forget it’s been found. Pretend
to keep looking.”


“Adam—”


“Give me a day. Two days. I’ll hide, throw it away. We won’t
mention it again. I won’t even ask why it’s so important if you’ll just stay.”
Adam could hear his own desperation, the frantic plea in the words, but he
couldn’t stop them from coming. He needed this man more than he needed his next
breath.


Ren came to him, his steps agonizingly slow. Leaning over
the desk, he took Adam’s face in his hands and brushed his lips with sad
kisses. “I wish it were truly that simple.”


“It is that simple. Don’t go.” Adam couldn’t keep the pain,
keep the begging out of his voice.


“I must.” Ren straightened and returned to the door, opening
it this time. “You finish with the box, then I must take it.”


Ren was giving him time, delaying. Giving him time to deal
with the reality of imminent loss.


Adam’s heart crumbled and dreams he hadn’t let himself
acknowledge withered.


“Adam?”


He forced himself to look up, to meet Ren’s eyes. That
beautiful mouth opened, as if on the brink of saying something, perhaps making
an impossible promise. Or maybe that was just Adam’s heart hoping.


“I’m sorry. I’ll be waiting in the hallway.”


The door closed behind Ren with a soft click and Adam choked
on his own pain.






Chapter Seven


 


Adam stood at the window long after the sun set and the
campus grounds were enveloped by night. An occasional student wandered between
the puddles of light beneath the lamp posts, but nothing intruded on Adam’s
thoughts. Nothing broke his silence and solitude.


The box sat on his desk, gleaming in the light of the lamp.
The mystery of it no longer appealed to him. With Ren’s declaration it had
changed from a puzzle to be solved into tool to tie Ren to him.


A soft knock sounded at the door. With sudden alacrity he
took in the lateness of the hour and cursed. How long had Ren been waiting for
him?


“Come in,” he called, moving to the desk. The door opened
behind him with a subdued snick, then closed just as quietly. “I’m sorry to
keep you waiting. I’ll put this away and we can go.”


“You didn’t keep me waiting, lovely human.”


Adam spun at the feminine voice. A woman stood by the door.
Her hair picked up bits of light, shining like spun gold in the darkness of the
office. One ring glinted in her lip and another at the tip of an eyebrow.
Despite the piercings, she reminded him of a model, thin and lithe, with a
figure guaranteed to make anything she wore look good.


She should have been lovely, but something about her felt
wrong. There was an ugliness about her. Adam was struck by the urgent need to
make her leave. He jerked into motion, grabbing the box to lock it up.


“I’m sorry, I was expecting someone else. It’s past office
hours and I’m not available. You can call for an appointment—”


“Can you read it yet?”


Her words stopped him dead. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about and I really don’t have time to discuss it now.”


“Your lies sound so sweet.” She stalked across the tiny
office, her hips rolling suggestively with every step. She perched one hip on
the edge of his desk and her batlike wings gave a delicate flutter.


He blinked and looked again.


She had wings. Not some cheap costume prop, but real living
and moving wings. They were small, her wingspan less than her outstretched arms
would be, but they were there; thin skin stretched between fragile bones.


Adam’s knees gave out and he collapsed into his chair. The
woman on his desk giggled, a throaty and mirthless noise. She carried with her
an aura of foreboding so thick he choked on it.


Not human. Whatever she is, she isn’t human.


“Who are you?” The words were forced past his fear. He
glanced at the door behind her, judging his escape options. There were none.
She had effectively cornered him behind the desk. He clenched his teeth and
tried to hide his frustration.


“Ren didn’t tell you about me, did he? I’m hurt.”


Ren knew this…creature? He studied her with renewed interest
and even more apprehension. A smug smile curled her pouty mouth and she
slithered off the desk to circle behind his chair.


The path to the door was clear. Adam tensed, ready to make a
run for it, to get to Ren, to get them both somewhere safely away from this
thing.


“I can read the box.”


The hiss in his ear stopped him and snapped Adam’s attention
back to the woman. Her hands cupped his shoulders and moved down to stroke over
his biceps. Goose bumps of revulsion crawled across his skin. Everything within
him screamed to get away from her.


He curled his hands over the arms of his chair, holding on
until his hands ached and his knuckles lost their color. Insidious whispers
seemed to come from somewhere inside his skull.


Read the box. It’s what you wanted. Ask and I’ll share
the secrets Renatus won’t. Just ask me.


“How can you read it?” Adam’s eyes narrowed and he studied
the intruder.


“Easily. I have a stake in what’s inside. So do you.”


“Then why can’t I read it?”


“You can. Just ask and I’ll reveal its secrets. Ask and
receive.”


Ask me. Invite me into your head. Let me in. Read the
box. Ask. Just ask.


The words filled his head in a pervasive murmur, a demand
that clouded his mind. He tried to shake it off, but the voice grew louder,
more insistent. Word overlapped word until all he would hear was a garbled hiss
spurring him to ask, to speak. It consumed him, obliterated all other sounds.
His office was gone. The box was gone, everything outside her voice ceased to
exist for him.


There was only the woman with wings and the need to ask her
something, to beg her. She could make this all stop.


Ask…


He opened his mouth, helpless to resist her, desperate to
make the roaring in his head stop.


“Be silent, Adam!”


The woman’s spell over him shattered. The voices in his head
vanished. He swung to stare at the door, disoriented by the abrupt silence.


Recognition was slow to come. He blinked at the man by the
door, scrambling to place him.


“Ren.” Yes, that was his name. It was Ren.


Yet it wasn’t. Not the Ren Adam knew. Gone was the quiet man
Adam loved. This Renatus was a warrior, sword in hand and ready to do battle.


And he had wings, too.


* * * * *


Ren couldn’t spare Adam more than a quick glance before
focusing his attention on Meela. It was enough to assure him that his lover was
unharmed.


His lover. The words shook him more than he would have ever
thought possible. He had a human lover. A male lover.


The tip of his sword wavered ever so slightly, but Meela
noticed. Her eyes narrowed and a smile bared her fangs. The air around her
rippled. The illusion of skin and clothing vanished as her human facade gave
way to demonform. Her blackened scales seemed to absorb the light, making her
little more than a shadow.


“Renatus, how kind of you to join us.” Meela pressed against
Adam’s back and stroked her fingers over his arms. Adam jerked away,
shuddering. The fabric of his shirt caught on her claws, shredding under their
lethal tips. Those points could do much more damage to his vulnerable human
flesh.


“Adam, stay still,” he warned.


“She has claws.” One of those claws trailed over his
shoulder and up his throat. Adam’s face went stiff with terror and he drew a
tremulous breath.


“Stay still. Her claws have venom.”


Adam sat as motionless as a stature, his fear palpable. A
righteous anger rose in Renatus. How dare Meela touch him? She had no rights to
him. This man was his.


“Get away from him, Meela.” Ren’s feathers prickled with
fury. He lifted his wings, spreading them as much as the cramped confines of
Adam’s office would allow.


“Protective of a human? How very unlike you, Ren. What
happened, did you get demoted to guardian?”


He raised his sword, pointing its tip at her throat, and
took a step toward her. “I said get away from him.”


Her crimson gaze narrowed. “Or maybe you are confusing
yourself with a warrior. If you fight me, all the Heavens will know. They will
find out you were with the human, that you have a male lover.”


Guilt and shame braided his gut, feelings which did not come
from within him. Meela was projecting, using them to weaken him. He gathered
his power into a shield, trying to block her influence over his mind. Still,
his confidence wavered. The tip of his sword dipped and Meela took advantage of
the opening. A burst of demonfire caught him, knocking him back against the
bookcase-lined wall. Its sulfuric heat blasted across his face and singed his
wings while the power behind it pushed at him.


For several panicked heartbeats he was pinned, wings
splayed, the edge of a shelf pressing into his back. He tried to fight back, to
use his power against hers. He shoved, but wasn’t strong enough. His shield
faltered and fire hit the vulnerable underside of his wings, wrenching a shout
of pain from him.


“No!” The shout drowned out his own cry. Then Meela’s fire
was gone.


Ren stared in shock as Adam tussled with Meela on the floor
of the office. The human had taken on the demoness. For him.


The thought barely had time to register before Meela swiped
her venomous claws at Adam, raking him across the face. He dropped to the
floor, screaming and writhing in pain.


Fury ripped through Ren. He sent his power through his
sword, making it blaze with the golden light. Two steps and Meela was in reach.
He swung.


Meela sent up a shield of her own blackened energy and Ren’s
blade hit it with jarring force, sending pain knifing through his shoulder. He
didn’t ease back. Shoving harder, he held her in place with his blade.


His fire began to burn at her shield. Fissures appeared in
its dark surface, glowing with a molten flame as his essence seeped past the
surface. All he had to do was hold her, just hold her, until it gave way.


She fought against him and his muscles screamed in protest.
She was strong, filled with the corrupted power of the damned, able to counter
his brute strength.


Still, Ren didn’t need to overwhelm her, just maintain. He
sent another wave of pure power through the sword, forcing the flow into those
tiny chinks in her defense. The cracks began to glow golden, to spread.


He could feel her gather another surge of dark power but he
sent a wave of his own before she could reinforce her shields. He had her. All
he needed to do was outlast her. One stab to her body would shatter her ability
to keep physical form and send her back to the bowels of Hell, where she
belonged.


Movement from the floor caught his eye. Adam. He was moving
toward the desk, toward Meela.


No! The other way, love. Get away from her!


He didn’t dare say it aloud, didn’t dare draw her attention
to Adam. Instead he poured everything he had into his sword.


Meela’s eyes narrowed. Her power pulsed, pushing at his in
waves. Heavens help him, she knew he was close to his limit, was testing him,
waiting for one of those waves to ebb so she could break his hold on her.


Adam shifted, and the buttons of his jacket scraped noisily
against the wooden floor. For a split second, all three of them froze. Then
Meela’s mouth curled in a wicked smile and she flicked her forked tongue over
her black lips. With a burst of motion she rolled, tossing Ren to the side.
Claws extended, she dove for Adam, throwing her body on top of his.


Demon power exploded in a burst of molten red light,
engulfing Adam and Meela.


“Adam!” Ren threw himself at the bubble of power only to
bounce off it. The bubble swelled, grew brighter, pushing Ren across the floor.
He couldn’t penetrate it, couldn’t get to Adam.


He was flooded with a helpless rage he hadn’t experienced in
seven thousand years. He could still see it, feel it like it happened just
yesterday. He knelt in the center of town, by the well, the dusty ground
transformed to a thick mud by the innocent blood of children. Michani’s blood.
He held her in his arms as she took her final pained breath, unable to save her
despite his gift of healing.


In his mind, the image of his daughter faded and he instead
held Adam’s lifeless body as he screamed to Heaven.


No. He could not do this. He could not lose another person he
loved to death.


With a cry of rage, he gathered every last shred of strength
he had and blasted the bubble with a bolt of power. It shattered, wrenching a
screech of anger from Meela.


She turned on him. Raising her hand she conjured a ball of
demonfire and pulled back.


He threw his hands up, tried to gather his power into a
shield. Nothing happened. He’d used everything he had and now he was
defenseless.


Meela smiled in triumph. “Ah, this will be sweet, angel.”


She pulled back her hand and Ren drew his wings forward,
ready to block the fireball. He braced himself for the broiling heat, the
stench of burning feathers.


The fire never came.


Meela gasped and he opened his wings. The demoness stood
before him, a look of shock on her face as the fire vanished from her hand.


“The human,” she choked out and fell to the floor.


Her body melted away into a puddle of black ooze, leaving
Adam standing before him, a letter opener in his hand. The puddle screamed as
it rolled across the floor, looking for escape. It found a small knothole and
seeped through it to find its way back to the depths of Hell.


“Did I kill that…thing?” The letter opener dropped from
Adam’s hand to clatter across the floor.


“No, but close enough,” Ren answered, his eyes hot with
unshed tears.


Adam dropped the letter opener and collapsed into his desk
chair. “I don’t understand what just happened. What was that?”


“Your questions will be answered, but first we need to get
you home.”


“I can’t drive. My face hurts. And I can’t see. Everything's
blurry. I think she got my eye with a claw.”


“Do not worry. I’ll take care of you,” Ren assured him. He
managed to make his way to Adam before falling to his knees. His lover’s face
had been ravaged. Demon venom had raised welts and left his skin streaked with
blood. He raised a hand, ready to use his healing power to take away Adam’s
pain.


But he couldn’t. He wasn’t strong enough.


Swallowing his pride, he found a remnant of power and
summoned Evangelos.


* * * * *


A man Adam didn’t know was kissing him.


He jerked away from the gentle lips and scrambled to sit up.
A quick glance told him they were in his bedroom. How had he ended up in bed
with a man that was definitely not Ren?


“Who are you?” he asked, pressing his spine against the
headboard so hard he would probably have a line of bruises down his back.


“Evangelos. I am a friend of Renatus.” Like Ren, Evangelos
had an unearthly beauty about him. His hair was a burnished mahogany that fell
about his shoulders like the flow of rich chocolate. His skin held a deep golden
sheen that seemed to glow a little in the faint light of his bedside table.
Only one thing seemed to be missing.


“If you are Ren’s friend, does that mean you have wings,
too?” He certainly hoped so, or else this man would be convinced he was either
high or insane.


Evangelos smiled and the air behind him wavered, shimmered
like the air over hot summer roadways, then coalesced into a pair of deep brown
wings.


“I really had hoped I dreamed that.” Adam shoved a shaky
hand through his hair and took a deep breath. “You’re angels.”


“Yes, and as you may have gathered, Meela was a demon. I
must commend you. I’ve never seen a human banish a demon by the sword before
this.”


“Why are you here? Where is Ren?” Adam swung his legs over
the side of the bed, but he was too weak and dizzy to stand.


“Please, lie down, Adam. You are suffering from the effects
of demon venom. I’ve removed most of it but you will be weak for a little while
yet.”


“Where is Ren?” A dull hollowness echoed inside Adam, a
sense of loss and finality he refused to accept.


Evangelos stood and moved to the bedroom window to look up
at the heavens, much the way Ren so often had.


“Renatus risked much to be with you, human. The Heavenly
Realm is not so forgiving of male being with male as those on this plane.”


“Hate to break it to you, but people aren’t that forgiving
toward gay men.”


“I know.”


Dizziness assaulted Adam and he lay down again, throwing an
arm over his eyes.


“Is he being punished?” How did God punish his angels?


“Ren must leave here.”


“I know.” Adam wanted to scream. His heart was being ripped
out of his chest. He put a balled fist on his breastbone, trying to hold off
the hurt, trying to hold himself together.


“He needs the covenant box. It is his duty to take it to the
Most High.”


“It’s his.”


“An easy concession for one who clung to it so doggedly.”


“Ren needs it. It’s his.” Adam squeezed his eyes tight and
hugged his arm tighter against them, hoping for a deeper blackness to envelop
him.


The silence between them was so complete that Adam could
hear the clickity-clack of a train’s wheels from the tracks some
half-mile away. He focused on that small bit of noise, the clatter of the
wheels and the forlorn wail of its horn, until it passed and faded into the
distance.


He tried to picture Ren as the soft, uncertain man he’d met
but all he could think of was how he’d charged into the office, wings
outstretched and sword in hand. A hero with wings of the purest white. Or
almost pure.


“Ren had a spot on his wing.”


“Yes.”


Adam didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until Evangelos
answered.


“Is that an angel thing? Do you have one too?”


Evangelos didn’t speak for a long time. Long enough that
Adam began to wonder if he would answer.


“I do not have one. I’ve never felt a deep enough love to
exchange feathers with another. Such a thing is rare and beautiful.”


“Ren…has somebody?” Adam’s sanity slipped another agonizing
notch.


“I cannot speak for the emotions of another, nor will I
share what I know of Ren’s private feelings.”


Part of Adam’s mind questioned what all of this meant. Ren
loved another, deeply enough to put a lasting sign of it on his body, and yet
he’d said he came to Adam free of commitment. The greater part of him was too
tired, his heart too battered, to try to figure out what it all meant.


“Why were you kissing me?” Adam didn’t need to look to know
the angel still stood by the window. His presence was a balm, soothing the raw
hurt of Adam’s broken heart. Would be he able to breathe when he was left
alone, or would the pain crush him?


“You were injured. An exchange of power burned off the demon
venom in your skin. You are healed and there is not a single mark to tell
anyone you were ever hurt.”


“I still hurt.”


The bed beside Adam dipped as Evangelos sat and a warm hand
covered the center of his chest. He squeezed his eyes closed tighter. He
couldn’t look, couldn’t bear to see pity in the angel’s eyes.


“Some hurts cannot be healed so simply and some injuries
leave scars that cannot be seen. I’m sorry. I cannot fix this for you, human.”


Heat built up under Adam’s lids until it overflowed,
spilling scalding trails over his temples and into his hair.


“Will I see him again?”


“I don’t know what will happen.”


“But he’s gone, isn’t he?” Adam moved his arm to study the
face of the angel, searching for something to give him hope.


“He’s gone. At your word he retrieved the box and returned
it to the Most High.”


Evangelos’ hand dropped away but he didn’t move as Adam
pushed himself up again. The two sat so close their shoulders brushed, so close
Adam could see his own pain reflected in the depths of the angel’s
compassionate eyes.


“Renatus wanted me to give you something.” Evangelos held
out his hand. A single snowy feather lay in Evan’s palm, its end curving gently
toward the ceiling. Adam’s heart ached. It was a pledge. A goodbye.


“Will you see him?”


“If he is willing.”


“Will you tell him I…” Adam couldn’t say the words. Not to
this one. Not when he’d never told Ren.


He took a shaky breath and let his head drop forward to rest
on Evangelos’ shoulder.


“I will tell him.” Warm lips brushed Adam’s hair and a hand
cupped the back of his head. “Sleep, human. Let time heal the pain.”


Lethargy seeped from that hand at his nape, washing him in
waves of exhaustion. He didn’t have the willpower or the desire to resist the
compulsion. He embraced the blackness and let himself sink into oblivion.






Chapter Eight


 


Ren sat atop a cliff overlooking the glory of unspoiled
Creation. The sunrise gleamed off granite mountainsides and the fall leaves
painted the valley below with vibrant color. But his mind was not on the beauty
before him. Even all of this could not soothe the turmoil within him.


He’d been wrong.


He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. While his understanding
of the defined Law and what the scrolls contained was correct, the box held its
own set of surprises—surprises which affected not only him but Dominicus as
well. There was no Law within. What it held was far more binding.


A covenant.


If only it had been a Law. He could have appealed to the
Most High for mercy. But the Most High had no authority in this covenant, not
without violating the free will of both man and angelkind.


This covenant was a contract between all of Heaven and
mankind, negotiated by the archangels and a human council of twelve just days
before the massacre at Nephil. The children, his daughter, had been part of the
covenant’s blood sacrifice. So had the humans he and the other fathers killed.
Once sealed by their blood, it could not be altered or overridden except by the
consent of both parties.


Not only was the pact unbreakable, but all humans and angels
were subject to it.


Adam was not exempt. He would be as culpable in breaking the
covenant as Renatus and pleading ignorance would not save him.


Meela had been right after all. He’d led Adam straight into
damnation.


The merest hint of sound behind him alerted that he was no
longer alone.


“Have you word?” Renatus held his breath, afraid to hear the
answer.


Gabriel did not speak as he took a seat beside Renatus. For
long moments the archangel stared over the valley with Ren, as if reluctant to
spoil such divinity with his news.


“I’ve taken your plea for mercy before the Host but they are
reluctant. To take on his share of retribution would mean they would heap their
curses on another angel instead of on a human. This is repugnant to them.”


“Is it repugnant to you as well?”


Gabriel didn’t answer and Ren turned to study his superior.
His face told Ren all he needed to know.


“It is. Did you convey this to the others?”


“As your counsel, I thought it best they understand what is
in your best interest.”


“No, as my counsel, it is your duty to make my wishes clear.
I want to take Adam’s punishment. He should not be held responsible for
breaking an agreement he did not even know existed.” Ren rose and marched a
half-dozen steps from the cliff before turning back to the angel. “I trusted
you. How could you do this, Gabriel?”


“How could I not? Do you have any idea what you are asking,
Renatus? By taking on Adam’s punishment, you would be sent to Hell, not as a
demon, but as a sacrifice. They will torture you, consume you piece by piece
until you have no power left within you, then they will wait for you to be
restored so they may return and feed on your spirit once more. Over and over,
Ren. There will be no end to what you suffer. Are you truly willing to do that
to save one human?”


Betrayal burning his soul, Ren looked past Gabriel to the
valley beyond once more. His eyes began to burn and the colors blurred,
blending together like so much spilled paint.


“I’d endure anything for him. Anything.”


Gabriel’s reluctant sigh spoke volumes.


“If you are unable to do this I will plead my own case. I
will not allow Adam to be harmed.”


Gabriel’s expression sharpened as he scrutinized Ren. “You
truly love him, don’t you? This isn’t misplaced guilt or that disgusting streak
of martyrdom you’ve been carrying around since the children were taken.”


“I do feel guilt. And sorrow, but that is not why I offer
myself. Adam is the heart of my being and I cannot simply stand aside and allow
him to be hurt. I love him too much.”


Gabriel nodded and a sad understanding came over his face.


“I’ll go and speak to them again, this time making sure they
know the full extent of your commitment to Adam.”


“Is there any word on Dominicus’ appeal?” Guilt trapped his
breath in Ren’s chest. Not only had he led Adam into danger, but now Dom could
lose the woman he’d fought so hard to save.


“Nothing official. They had a blessing from the Most High
and in light of that, all are reluctant to enforce the curses.”


“What is the Most High’s stance?”


“He is greatly sorrowed. His children are facing a grim
future. To ease their pain would contradict His own Law. Your desire to take
the burden of the human has moved him in his grief. He is in favor of your
proposal and yet he mourns you. He might not be able to withdraw the curses,
but His favor would speak to many.”


“And the humans?” The covenant wasn’t one-sided. The humans
had to agree to Ren’s proposal as well.


“Humans are more pliable. Leave them to me.”


The hint of smugness in Gabriel’s expression brought a
reluctant smile to Ren’s face.


“May I never have to argue a case against you, friend.”


The smile faded as quickly as it appeared. If his offer was
approved, he would never have the opportunity to argue any case. The concept of
an eternity in Hell became very real. Fear tightened his skin and his feathers
prickled.


Gabriel closed the distance between them and cupped Ren’s
face in his hands. “At one time I would not have worried about the outcome of
such a debate, but now you feel love. Your brilliant legalist mind is tempered
by compassion. If you were not set on this course you would be a staunch
advocate to those standing Judgment.”


Ren ducked his head and stepped back from Gabriel’s touch,
uncomfortable with the praise. He brought this on Adam’s head. He didn’t
deserve such high regard from the archangel.


“When word comes, I may be found in the Welkin.”


“You are visiting your daughter?” Gabriel’s surprise shamed
him. He should have visited the vault every day for the last seven thousand
years. Now he would never have another chance.


“I will be saying goodbye.”


“Ren, your courage and selflessness is beyond words. I will
beg for leniency.”


“Not at Adam’s expense. I will bear the full brunt of the
consequence and he will bear none. Swear it.” Demanding such a promise was a
slight to an angel’s honor, but Ren could not find it in him to apologize. Not
when Adam’s well-being was on the line.


“As I have already promised Renatus.”


The angel vanished, leaving Ren staring over the valley once
more. Taking a deep breath of the clean mountain air, he said his final goodbye
to Earth and left.


* * * * *


Much later, Ren materialized in the place to which Gabriel
called him. It was a nothingness the likes of which he’d never seen before. A misty
grayness enveloped him. The plane was featureless, giving no impression of
distance or solidity. The very ground on which he stood seemed as insubstantial
as fog.


The blankness made his eyes ache.


“Gabriel?” He turned in a slow circle, searching for his
superior. At least he thought he was turning. It was difficult to tell in the
disorienting void.


“Welcome, Renatus.”


Ren twisted, searching for the source of the voice. For a
long moment there was nothing, then Gabriel stepped out of the mists.


“I suppose welcome isn’t quite the word I should use
for this place, is it?” Gabriel looked around, his expression grim.


“Where are we?” Ren asked, confused. He’d never been here
before, never heard of its existence.


“We are in your own personal purgatory. I have but a few
moments to tell you of the outcome of the negotiations.”


“Adam?” Ren’s chest seized, his breath locked in his throat.


“Adam is safe.”


With those words, the air rushed back into Ren’s lungs until
he felt like he would burst. Adam was safe. Closing his eyes he sent up a
silent praise be. Whatever else Gabriel had to tell him meant nothing
after the reassurance his lover would come to no harm.


“Please have a seat and listen closely.”


“Have a seat where?” Ren waved his hand at the emptiness
surrounding them.


“Anywhere. Just sit. The plane will supply what is needed,
in this case a seat.” Gabriel sat, seeming to hover in midair.


Ren lowered himself cautiously, and a solid perch simply became
under him.


“What exactly is this place? You said it was my personal
purgatory.”


“It has no name. It was brought into being specifically for
the purpose of fulfilling the terms of the agreement made with the humans. In
light of your plea, a proposal was taken before the human delegation to spare
Adam from the curses promised in the original covenant. They were in favor of
one of their own being spared. That part of the proposal was accepted with no
opposition.” Gabriel frowned in disgust.


“Do not look so irritated. The Host was also loath to spare
the human at the expense of one of their own. Protecting one’s own is
instinctual,” Ren reminded him.


“So it is,” Gabriel conceded with a slow nod. “As I
expected, Dom and Maggie’s blessing has spared them. What the Most High has
joined, no man is willing to pull asunder.”


Ren closed his eyes and took a shaky breath. “Thank you.”


“There is no thanks to be given here. This was entirely the
decision of the angels and human council.”


Ren nodded in understanding. “And what of my fate?”


“You are not so fortunate. Without a blessing you have no
shield. Your willingness to forsake your own eternity moved the angels, though.
Because of this, the angels pleaded for mercy.”


“I did not ask for mercy.” How dare they? Sparing him would
put Adam in danger. Did they not see this? Or did they not care?


“Do not bristle at me. We are aware it was not your request,
however such a selfless act should not go unrewarded. I am also aware you are
not looking for a reward. That is what makes the act selfless.”


Ren nodded in acceptance. “I apologize. I worry for Adam.
This will not have an effect on his absolution?”


“It will not.” Gabriel reached between them to place a
reassuring hand on Ren’s shoulder. “I understand your need to be there to
protect him. Were it possible, I would take you to him myself. Raphael has
assigned Evangelos to guard him and his well-being is a priority with the Most
High.”


The heartfelt truth of those words rang through Ren’s soul,
offering a peace which would sustain him through the ages.


“Now, we must discuss the final terms quickly. The demons
are arriving.”


Demons.


The stark reality of the Curse of Eternal Damnation hit Ren
full force and he could not stop the shiver of icy fear winding its way down
his spine. “They come to take me to Hell, then?”


“No. One of the concessions by the humans was to spare you
Hell itself. The sentence will be carried out here, in this place of
nothingness.”


“One of the concessions? There are more?” Ren was
afraid to hope for more and yet he couldn’t stop his heart from leaping in his
chest.


“The other concession is a bit more complex. Some of the
humans felt your punishment should be small, that your love for Adam and
determination to save him from any harm should be recognized in the final
terms. Others felt you should take on exactly what you requested—the full
measure of the curses.”


Ren could well imagine the bickering which ensued over such
details. It was hard enough to find twelve average humans who agreed on the
mundane. No doubt the twelve legal and religious scholars of the human
delegation all had their own ideas on how to interpret the covenant and uphold
it. “And what was decided?”


“Their ideas were combined. First, and most importantly,
your term will be finite. There will be no eternal damnation for you.”


Relief swept over Ren and he became lightheaded. For a
moment he lost his sense of up. Leaning forward, he braced his elbows on his
knees and cradled his head in his hands. Dizziness assaulted him, making his
stomach clench and leaving him feeling as if he were about to topple over into
a heap.


“In Earthly terms, you will remain here one month for every
day you spent with Adam. I did not tell them just how long you were with him. I
believe they expected more than the three months this would come to.”


A bubble of laughter escaped Ren at the wily bit of trickery
on Gabriel’s part. He pushed himself upright to meet the seraph’s eyes.


“Some might consider this dishonest,” he pointed out.


“Nonsense,” Gabriel huffed. “I’m an angel. We are inherently
honest. It is not my fault they did not ask for a tally of your days on Earth
before they reached this number.”


“What else? That cannot be all there is.”


“Indeed it isn’t. Others in the group were against such a
simple solution, pointing out it only covered your culpability, not the
human’s. They asked for the creation of this place.” Gabriel’s outstretched
arms brought Ren’s attention back to the void.


“My personal purgatory.”


“Yes. There is nothing here but punishment. Nothing. This
includes time. When I come to you in three months, you will have experienced
twice Adam’s full lifetime worth of torture, and because of your pleas for
mercy, Adam will live to be a very old man.”


It was more than he could have ever hoped. He stood and gave
Gabriel a formal bow. “I find these terms acceptable. Please extend my
gratitude to both the human delegation and the Host for their mercy for both
Adam and myself.”


“One more thing, Renatus.”


Ren froze, bent at the waist, half afraid and half anxious
to hear what else Gabriel had to say.


“At the end of your incarceration on this plane you are
free.”


Ren straightened with a frown. “I’m sorry, I don’t
understand. How am I free?”


“If Adam is willing, the Most High will offer his blessings,
with the full approval of the Host and the human delegation. You can bond with
him. Marry him, as the humans would say.”


Ren stared at Gabriel, stupefied by the words, certain he
hadn’t heard them correctly. He must have mistaken what was said because what
he heard simply could not be.


Could it?


Gabriel jerked to his feet, twisting to look at some unknown
thing hovering beyond the void. “They come.”


He turned to face Ren once more, concern etching deep lines
in his face. “My time here is up. I am…” He dropped his gaze, as if unable to
look upon Ren anymore. “Be brave and hold tight, Renatus. This, too, shall end.
Remember, when all seems lost.”


Before he could answer, Gabriel was gone and he found
himself lying naked, his limbs stretched to the utmost of their endurance, and
pinned in place by an unseen force.


From the distance came a hideous noise, the cackling laughs
and giddy shrieks of Hell’s residents coming to take their first decadent taste
of an angel’s pure power. Dark forms emerged out of the nothingness, growing
blacker and more sinister with every step they took. They brought with them the
spirit of oppression. It hung thick in the air, weighing it down until he
wanted to weep in despair.


The largest of the demons moved to stand between Renatus’
feet. He stood over seven feet tall and a set of horns twisted from his skull
more than a foot beyond that. His leathery skin seemed to absorb light, to dim
the space around him. Scarlet eyes gleamed in his a piglike face and his smile
revealed yellowed fangs.


Lucifer himself had come to feed.


“Hello, Ren. So good to see you again. Especially like
this.” Satan laughed at his own jest and the legion of ghouls behind him joined
in. Their screams of amusement carried an edge of hysteria which speared
through Ren’s mind, driving him toward madness.


Meela stepped up to Lucifer’s side. “May I have the first
taste, My Liege?” she asked, trailing her claws up the inside of Ren’s leg,
scoring the skin and releasing venom into his blood in a searing wave of pain.


“Get away from him, you stupid bitch,” Lucifer roared,
striking Meela and sending her sprawling across the ground. “You have cost me
more souls than I care to count. You’ll not be rewarded for that failing with a
taste of angel.”


The demons around him squealed at Meela’s pain. Some of them
attacked her, jumping in to bite and claw at her with quick swipes before
leaping away again. She swung at them, but they were too fast and too plentiful
for her. Blood trickled over her scales in bright rivulets as they continued
their gleeful assault.


A tendril of pity wound its way past Ren’s fear. The feeling
was fleeting, though. The evil pressing in from every side overrode everything
but the terror and corroded his ability to think.


He tried to remember how this had happened, how he got to
this place. Why was this happening? Why was the Most High allowing this?


Then he saw it. He remembered. Warm brown eyes which carried
a keen intelligence, curling brown hair shot with threads of silver, and a
smile which transformed a face from average to stunningly beautiful.


Adam.


Right now Adam was home, safe and happy. All Ren had to do
was endure and he’d stay that way.


Praise be.


Lucifer’s snarl of anger let him know his thanksgiving had
not gone unnoticed. A gnarled, talon-tipped finger was drawn down the line of
flesh where Ren’s torso met thigh. More venom. More fire coursing through his
blood.


“We’ll see if you still want to offer praises when I’m
through with you.” Saliva dripped from Lucifer’s fangs and his lips twisted
into a sneer. Reaching across Ren, he grabbed a handful of feathers and yanked,
ripping them from the fragile skin.


Ren’s eyes watered in pain and he fought to keep the image
of Adam in his mind. For him. It is all for him. He blinked away the tears and
focused on the bloody white feathers Lucifer held. He clenched his teeth
tightly together and refused to give Lucifer the satisfaction of a response.


“Now, my old friend, it is time to dine.” Bending his head,
Lucifer ran his tongue over Renatus’ scrotum before sinking his teeth into the
soft flesh of his groin. Ren could not hold back his scream of pain. Then the
demons descended, ripping the flesh from his bones and consuming him.






Chapter Nine


Three Months Later, the First Night of Hanukkah


 


“Adam, stay here. You shouldn’t be driving all the way back
to your house tonight.”


“I’d feel more comfortable in my own home, Mom. Besides, I
just live a few miles away. It’s not like I’m going far.” Adam took his
mother’s hands from his cheeks and brushed a kiss over her forehead.


“But the roads are icy.”


“The roads are fine. I made it here in one piece, I can make
it back home.”


“Fine,” she said, waving her hands in the air and turning
her back on him. “But if you kill yourself on those roads, don’t call me. I’m
staying right here where it’s safe.”


“Okay, I won’t call you if I’m dead. I’m still going home for
the night. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


She perched on the edge of a chair at the dining room table
and watched the flame of the candle dance in the menorah.


“Can’t you stay, Adam? I hate being alone in this big
house.”


Adam tried to hold back a pain-filled sigh. Hadn’t he felt
the same since Ren left? Every night, he wandered through a house that had once
seemed so welcoming. Now it was nothing more than a shell, a cold, lonely
building where his footsteps echoed through empty rooms.


He pulled out a chair and sat beside her. “Mom, I know you
want company, but I’m just not up to it. Not tonight.” Maybe not even this
month. Or next.


“Oh, baby boy, I wish you would tell me what happened.”


“Mom—”


“Don’t you ‘mom’ me and don’t deny it. You’re hurting and
have been for months. You might not talk about your love life with your mother
but that doesn’t mean she can’t tell when your heart’s been broken.”


Almost against his will, Adam’s hand rose to press against
his heart, trying to soothe the soul-deep agony. When would it stop hurting?


Suddenly the idea of spending the holiday alone seemed
unbearable.


“How about if I pack a bag and I’ll spend a few days
starting tomorrow? Maybe we can have Aunt Bettie and her crew over for dinner
one night and fill this place up too.”


“That sounds like a good idea. Oh, but I need to go
shopping. I don’t have enough food to feed everyone.”


“I can take you.”


He started to push his weary body up from the chair, but she
stopped him with a hand on his forearm.


“When did you lose your faith, Adam?” Her soft brown eyes
were full of concern as she kept him pinned to the chair with that one hand
resting on his sleeve.


Guilt stopped him. For years he’d tried to hide his
unbelieving heart. He should have known he couldn’t fool his mother. Then Ren
came and he’d started to believe again.


“I don’t know. Maybe I never had it.” Or maybe he’d had a
remnant waiting to be kindled.


Now that scrap of faith had been fed by an angel, attacked
by a demon and crushed by a Creator who would give him the one he could love
forever, only to take him away again two days later.


Memories of Ren flooded him; the timid man who battled evil
as a winged warrior.


Suddenly the old house seemed far too small, his mother’s
presence too suffocating. He rose and headed for the front door, barely
managing to keep himself from running to it.


“I have to go.”


“Okay, you go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


He hesitated at the door. He hated leaving her but staying
seemed unbearable.


“I love you, Mom.”


“I know you do. I love you too.” She reached up to pat his
cheek again and he placed his hand over hers, holding her there.


Turning his head, he placed a kiss on her palm before
stepping through the door.


Once home, his loneliness compounded. He wandered through
the empty rooms, not bothering to even turn on the lights. No sound reached him
but his muted footsteps on the carpeting and the faint hum of the refrigerator
in the kitchen.


For the hundredth time, he wondered if he’d been
shortsighted with his choice to not have a family. Why hadn’t he pursued
adoption? Was forty too old to start trying? Maybe his mother’s dire
predictions were right and he was going to die a lonely old man.


With a resigned sigh, he returned to his room and sat on the
edge of the bed. Two feathers sat on his nightstand. One was the elegant quill
Evan had brought him. A sign of deep love and commitment according to him. To
Adam, it felt more like a goodbye. The other was a snowy bit of down. He’d
plucked it from his bed months ago; a reminder of his night with the one man he’d
never stop loving.


Picking it up, he brushed its exquisite softness over his
lips.


Come back to me. Please, if you can hear me, come back,
Ren.


He waited for long moments, a tiny part of him believing
there would be a rush of wings or that he would turn and see Ren in the
doorway, shuffling his feet and shoving his fists in the pockets of that
scruffy jacket of his.


The refrigerator ended its cycle and the silence deepened
until Adam felt as if his ears were packed with cotton. There was nothing. No
sound, no warmth, no Ren to wrap his arms around. All he had left of his angel
were these feathers.


Standing again, he pulled back the covers before stripping
and lying down. He picked up the feathers as he did every night. Brushing
another tender kiss over them, he laid them on the pillow next to his and
closed his eyes.


* * * * *


Barukh atah Adonai, Eloheinu, melekh ha’olam…


asher kidishanu b’mitz’votav v’tzivanu…


l’had’lik neir shel Chanukah.


Adam sang the blessing, his baritone mixing with his
mother’s wavering voice as he lit four candles of the menorah. Four nights gone
already. Gone so fast and yet each one had felt endless.


Barukh atah Adonai, Eloheinu, melekh ha’olam…


A strong, sweet tenor joined them.


Adam barely heard his mother’s gasp over the pounding of his
heart. He couldn’t take his eyes off the man in the corner. Candlelight gleamed
on golden hair and skin and that beautiful mouth formed the words.


She’asah nisim la’avoteinu bayamim haheim baziman hazeh.


Ren. Ren was here. He looked different, transformed. The
nervous uncertainty was gone. He stood tall and firm, wearing an elegant
confidence which Adam found incredibly appealing. The grunge corduroy jacket
was gone, replaced with a knee-length black wool coat and under it he wore a
black suit. He looked formal. He looked stunning.


Adam was moving, crossing the room, his angel’s name falling
from his lips.


“Adam, the shamash.” She tsked the reminder and took
the candle from his shaking hand to return it to the menorah.


Ren’s rocking stopped with the last chord of the blessing
and he stood tall, his gaze steady. He looked different, serious and haunted.
The nervousness was gone, replaced by the steady defiance of a man who had seen
the worst and could no longer be intimidated.


“You came back. I didn’t think I’d see you again but you
came back.” Adam caught Ren’s face between his hands and simply looked at him
in wonder. How could this be? Wasn’t Ren supposed to go back to Heaven?


“I came back to you as soon as it was allowed.”


He brushed his lips over Ren’s. “Tell me you can stay.”


“I can stay.”


The resonance of truth sent an echo down Adam’s spine.
Renatus was here and he wouldn’t leave.


Wrapping one arm over Ren’s shoulder and the other around
his ribs, Adam pulled the angel to him, buried his face in the curve of his
neck, and clung.


“I am here, my love. I came back and I will stay as long as
you will have me.” The whispered words teased warmth and hope over Adam’s neck.


“Forever. I’ll have you forever.”


There, with Ren’s soft hair tickling his nose, the sweet
scent of him filling his senses and his gentle words murmured in his ear, Adam
believed. He had something to believe in.


“You must be Adam’s young man.”


“Mom.” Adam straightened with a jerk. How could he have
forgotten she was there? Though he’d come out in college and his mother had
been very accepting, his father hadn’t been. He’d never brought a man home
before. She’d never seen him with a partner. Adam took a careful step back and
faced his mother.


“I’m sorry I didn’t hear the doorbell. My hearing isn’t
always the best.” Estelle reached out to tug on Adam’s sleeve and he stepped
over to her.


“You should have warned me he was coming,” she chided. “I
don’t have the good china out.”


“I, ah, didn’t think he’d come. And he won’t even notice the
dishes,” he whispered back to her.


Standing, he raised his voice back to a conversational tone.


“Mom, this is Renatus.”


“Tell me, Renatus, do you like latkes?”


“I love them, Mrs. Liebmann.”


“Oh, none of that. You call me Estelle. I’ll give you boys
some time alone while I finish cooking. Adam, take him on into the living
room.”


He led Ren to the living room as his mother hurried into the
kitchen. No doubt she was scrambling to reset the table with Grandma’s china.


“When you left, I never thought I’d see you again. I thought
it was the end.”


“I thought the same.”


“Why, Ren? Why were you gone so long?” Pain clogged Adam’s
throat and he could barely force the words past it.


“I had a duty to fulfill.”


“The box.”


Ren gave a slow nod and the dark look in his eyes intensified
to something so grim it frightened Adam.


“I knew it contained the Law of Men and Angels, something
which would have repercussions on our relationship. I did my best to make sure
we were not in violation of any existing rules, that we were not in danger of
judgment. I…” Ren’s face crumpled and he looked away, his pain a tangible
entity between them.


“I am so sorry, Adam. I was wrong and I put you in danger.”


“You protected me from the demon, though. You didn’t let her
hurt me,” Adam rushed to assure him.


“The danger went far beyond Meela. I couldn’t have
predicted—” He seemed to flounder for a moment. Searching the far wall as if
the answers he sought were written somewhere in the collection of Adam’s
childhood hanging there. Adam waited. Unsure what to say, how to help.


“It wasn’t a Law. It is called The Law of Men and Angels but
it wasn’t a Law at all.”


“I don’t understand.” Adam brushed Ren’s hair back from his
face, wanting so much to soothe away this upset and not knowing how.


“It was a covenant. Those aren’t bound by the same rules as
a Law. I should have known. Should have paid attention to what the box said,
but I was so sure I knew what I was doing, and anxious to take advantage of any
time I could with you.”


Without warning, Ren dropped to his knees in front of Adam,
his head bowed. “Adam, please accept my apology. My negligence made you
culpable for a judgment you didn’t even know existed.”


Adam knelt, and gently cupping Ren’s jaw, tried to tip his
head up so their eyes could meet. Ren resisted, closing his eyes rather than
look at Adam.


“Please, tell me what’s going on,” Adam begged. He pulled
Ren to him, nestling the golden head on his shoulder. “Talk to me.”


“I kept you safe. Judgment has been passed and you are
safe.”


“And you?”


“I have served my sentence.”


That sounded so grim. Adam pressed a kiss to Ren’s head and
wondered what kind of horror had so broken his beautiful angel.


“Come here. Sit with me.” Adam tugged Ren toward the couch
but he resisted.


“Not until you forgive me.”


“Ren, I’ll always forgive you. I love you too much not to.
Besides, you protected me.” Adam gently placed his lips over Ren’s, a simple
kiss of acceptance which Ren returned. When Adam leaned back to look in Ren’s
eyes once more, the pain in them had faded and the haunted look had eased.


“Come on, before my mother finds us on the floor and wonders
what’s going on.” He started to rise, but Ren stopped him. Placing his hand on
Adam’s thigh, Ren leaned in for another kiss. That light contact, the heat of
it scalded through Adam’s pants and his skin seemed to contract. A tremor raced
through him as Ren’s lips came closer and closer, finally brushing his with the
faintest of contact before Ren leaned back once more. Too much and not enough,
it left Adam quivering inside, wanting more and overloaded at the same time.


“Boys, the food is ready. Adam, bring Ren to the dining
room.” Estelle called from the kitchen.






Chapter Ten


 


Adam jerked back at the shock of intrusion. His mother might
as well have thrown a bucket of cold water on him.


“Your mother’s timing is inconvenient,” Ren whispered, his
eyes full of laughter.


“It’s her special skill,” Adam whispered back before rising.
Taking Ren’s hand he pulled him to his feet and led him to the dining room. As
he’d expected, their everyday place settings had been traded for the good
silver and china. He suspected his mother had added more food to the table too.


Ren spent most of the meal deftly answering Estelle’s
questions with a skillful blend of truth and evasion, then surprised Adam by
volunteering the two of them to clean up afterward and shooing his mother off
to the living room.


“We could have been necking on the couch,” Adam said,
setting a stack of dirty dishes on the countertop.


“We can neck in here instead. Your mother will be busy
finding something to give me, probably putting my name on one of your presents,
so we won’t be disturbed.” Ren set his own burden on the counter and moved to
box Adam in.


Adam leaned back, the sharp edge of the old counter pressing
into his backside as Ren placed one hand on either side of him.


“Ah, Adam. I feel like I’ve waited forever for this moment.”
The words were the merest breath across Adam’s lips.


Ren reached up to cup the back of Adam’s head with one hand
and pulled him in close. Their mouths met and the world vanished. All that
mattered was Ren’s mouth on his, hard body pressed against hard body, and the
heat of their cocks meeting.


Adam’s arms came up to hold Ren even tighter against him,
their bodies began a rhythmic push and pull, thrust and retreat. The fabric
separating them became a nuisance, its scrape an irritation against
hypersensitive skin.


Adam growled in frustration and turned them, pressing Ren
against the countertop. With one arm banded around Ren’s ribs and the other
pressed tight against the small of the angel’s back, Adam began to thrust in
hard, purposeful strokes.


“Adam, do you two need help with those dishes?” Estelle
called from the living room.


Adam broke away with a muttered curse. “No, Mom. We’ll be
done in a minute. You wait in there.”


Ren chuckled as he helped Adam balance. “We were almost
caught.”


“We still might be.” Adam grimaced and looked around at the
cluttered kitchen. “This still needs to be finished. We’d better hurry.”


“No need to rush or tell your mother an untruth. I’ll fix
this.”


“How?”


“Close your eyes and kiss me.”


“That’s what got me into this mess.” Still, he wasn’t going
to turn down a kiss. Adam threaded his fingers through Ren’s hair and kept the
kiss deliberately light. Or at least he tried to.


With a twist of his head, Ren sealed his mouth firmly over
Adam’s and the kiss went from light to magical. The golden richness of it
flowed over Adam like warm honey, until his entire body was loose and relaxed.
His cock throbbed and he couldn’t remember why he’d thought this would be a bad
idea.


“Adam, are you sure you don’t need help?” his mother called.


Ah yes, that was why.


“Mom can’t stay out of the kitchen for long. We should start
cleaning before she decides to come in here.”


“It’s done.”


Done? Adam tore his attention away from Ren to look around.
He was right. The dishes were clean and the kitchen was spotless.


“How did you do that?”


Ren gave him a decidedly naughty grin. “Angels have a few
special skills.”


Special skills huh? Adam opened his mouth to ask about those
skills but his mother peeked around the corner before he could say anything.


“Well, you boys are certainly quick. Come into the living
room and we’ll open presents.”


The next hour was slow torture for Adam. He sat beside Ren
on the couch, their legs brushing, while his mother fussed and handed out the
night’s gifts. His body heat seemed to spike at every contact. Ren knew it too.
He’d shoot Adam a knowing look and press against Adam’s leg just a little
harder before shifting away.


Adam never imagined Ren could be such a tease.


But tease he did. He’d brush featherlight touches against
Adam’s wrist when his mother wasn’t looking, give him those little looks that
were so full of promise and anticipation that Adam couldn’t sit still. Ren’s
newfound confidence was killing him.


And then there were those special skills. Insubstantial
sensations of lips over bare skin and the whisper of breezes over body parts
Adam knew were too covered to feel anything of the sort. Then there was the
periodic flush of heat that grabbed him by the crotch with such delicious
torture Adam had to grit his teeth and curl his toes in his loafers.


By the time the gifts had been unwrapped and appropriately oohed
and aahed over, Adam’s nerves were strung tight by arousal and need.


Thankfully, his mother didn’t argue as he rushed Ren out the
door. Tomorrow he’d probably be embarrassed by the knowing gleam in her eye,
but tonight he was simply thankful to be heading home with Ren beside him.


He didn’t dare look at Ren on the drive home. He was too on
edge. Even without touching, they generated enough heat to steam up the car
windows, at least until Ren demonstrated another special skill by
clearing them.


Once at the house, Adam couldn’t get inside fast enough. He
unlocked the door and charged through it. He made it halfway to the bedroom,
stripping off his coat and jacket and fumbling with buttons as he went before
he realized Ren wasn’t behind him.


His hands fell from his shirt and he backtracked to the
door.


Ren stood in the doorway, his cheeks flagged bright red with
cold and his eyes bright with want. Frigid December breezes blew in around him.
The solemn expression on Ren’s face stilled Adam and the moment took on
gravity.


“What’s the matter?”


Ren didn’t answer immediately. He examined the door frame,
running his hands over the wood on both sides before touching one fingertip to
the mezuzah nailed to the right-hand side.


“Do you accept me into your household, Adam?”


Not his house, not even his home, but his household. Adam’s soul
trembled as he realized what Ren was truly asking.


Do you take me for your own, for now and forever? To have
and to hold from this day forward?


“I do.”


Ren smiled then, his beautiful face suffused with pure joy.
He glowed with it. Literally. His happiness cast odd golden shadows around the
entryway, drowning out the paltry light of the entry lamp.


He kissed the finger that touched the scroll house and
stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. Crossing the room in two steps,
he wrapped his arms around Adam and placed a gentle kiss on his lips. The
traditional kiss of peace. Adam’s eyes burned with emotion as he returned it.


 


The air rippled in a shimmer of something that wasn’t quite
there. It fell over them like a veil of gossamer and Adam’s heart hitched.


“We have His blessings in full measure. What He has brought
together shall never be broken.” Ren’s evocation was solemn but his face was
lit with joy.


“I don’t know how this is going to work, me with an angel.”


“I don’t know how being with a human will work, either. I
know I don’t want to be anywhere else on Earth or in Heaven though.” Ren
brushed another kiss over his lips and rested his forehead against Adam’s.


“I know how one part of it will work,” Adam murmured,
pushing Ren’s coat from his shoulders.


Ren’s breath caught for a heartbeat, then released with a
whoosh.


Adam couldn’t keep the predatory smile from his face. This
was how he liked his angel, off-balance and a little uncertain.


He reached up to spear his fingers through golden hair
before covering Ren’s mouth with his own. The kiss was devouring, consuming. It
staked his claim on this man, no, this angel, branding them both.


 


With a small moan of surrender, Ren gave himself over to the
kiss and to Adam. His hands crept up, gliding over the hard planes of his
lover’s chest to fist in the crisp cotton of his shirt.


He clung, needing the support to stay upright, unable to
trust his own legs to hold him. The kiss seared over every nerve ending,
transforming his body into a blaze of sensation and need.


The light scrape of his shirt being pulled from his
shoulders sent a quiver over his skin. Adam steered him, guiding him across the
floor in an uncoordinated stumble, pushing him steadily backward and driving
him down the hall, kissing him and stroking the bare skin of his back the
entire way. They reached the bedroom and didn’t stop until the edge of the
mattress hit the back of Ren’s knees.


Adam pulled away long enough to tug the covers down. Then
his mesmerizing mouth was on Ren again, blazing a trail of kisses over his
shoulder and down his chest. A tug on his belt and another at his fly, and
Ren’s dress pants were sliding down his legs.


“Your shoes are in the way.”


Ren willed both their shoes gone.


Adam stumbled then snapped upright, a shocked expression on
his face. “Where did my shoes go?”


“In the closet.” Ren leaned in for another kiss but Adam
backed away just enough to stay out of range.


“You can make clothes just…”


“Mm. Shall I make the rest of them go too?” Unable to reach
Adam’s mouth, Ren contented himself with placing licking kisses over Adam’s
shoulder and any other part he could reach.


“Another time. I’ve spent too many nights dreaming of
stripping you.”


Adam’s fingers slipped under the band of Ren’s underwear to
push them steadily down. The friction of fabric on skin, the sweet pressure and
release of the cotton on his cock, made Ren’s gut tighten. Oh yes, there were
definite advantages to disrobing in this manner.


Adam pushed the boxer briefs down as far as he could reach
before his hands coasted upward once more to stroke over Ren’s balls. Ren
rocked his hips forward with a helpless groan.


“Ah, Adam, give me more. It’s been too long.”


Adam cupped him and Ren’s jaw clenched.


“Sit,” Adam commanded, his voice rough, and Ren let his weak
knees give way. Kneeling at his feet, Adam pulled the last of Ren’s clothing
away before rising to kiss him once more.


He didn’t seem to be paying much attention to his own
clothing, so Ren willed it off, leaving Adam as naked as he.


“Get in the middle of the bed.”


Ren moved to follow Adam’s direction but he was stopped by a
hand on his shoulder. “Wait, can you…”


Ren tipped his head as Adam struggled with the request.
“Anything you want that is within my power, Adam. I’ll give you anything. Just
ask.”


“Wings.” Adam flushed scarlet. “I want to see your wings. I
want to touch them.”


Ren smiled and let his wings appear. Adam’s face went flat
with amazement and one hand reached tentatively toward Ren’s plumage only to
stop short inches away.


“It’s all right. You can touch.” Ren slipped his fingers
around Adam’s wrist and urged his hand closer. “They can be sensitive. Touch me
and I’ll teach you how I like my feathers stroked.”


Adam’s pupils dilated even more. “They are an erogenous
zone?”


“They can be.”


It was all the urging his lover needed. His fingertips eased
into the soft feathers at the crest of the wing, ruffling them with gentle
strokes. Ren’s skin heated in response and he couldn’t stop every feather from
standing on end. His cock twitched and a soft noise escaped him.


Adam dragged one fingertip over the lone black feather and
his eyes filled with an odd emotion.


“Does it bother you?” Ren asked cautiously.


Adam stilled for a heartbeat before giving his head a slow
shake.


“No. He’ll always be part of you, and I respect that.
Besides, he brought you to me,” he said with a grin.


Ren gave a shaky sigh of relief and Adam leaned in to place
a series of nibbling kisses over his jaw. “Now lie down. Middle of the bed.”


Ren kicked the covers to the foot of the bed and moved into
position. His head had barely hit the pillows before Adam was over him, holding
himself up with a hand on either side of Ren’s head. His mouth was on Ren’s,
his tongue pushing over Ren’s lips in a slick slide of molten heat and the
unique flavor of Adam.


Ren let his wings fall lax to his sides, their tips drooping
to the floor on either side of him and brought his hands up to cup Adam’s hips.
Their cocks pressed together and their legs intertwined as the kiss went on and
on, going from rough to gentle then rough again.


Adam tore his mouth away and kissed his way down Ren’s neck,
setting paths of fire ablaze along Ren’s skin. He paused at the collarbone to
let his teeth graze, then again along an edge of muscle, this time letting his
teeth press into the flesh more, leaving a visible mark behind.


Adam shifted his body down Ren’s, settling between. Skin
brushed over skin with a friction that had Ren arching into him for more. He
needed more of this man’s flesh on his. More of the fire that leapt between
them.


Adam’s tongue laved over a nipple and electricity arced
through Ren like a bolt of power shot straight from the Heavens. He gasped,
arching his back and curling his fingers into Adam’s shoulders. Bringing his
wings up, he wrapped himself around Adam as fully as he could, keeping their
bodies locked tight even as the pleasure swept him away.


“Like that?”


Ren couldn’t answer, his voice frozen in his throat. He
clutched at Adam, waiting for him to do it again. Another flick of that sweet
tongue and the scream building in Ren’s throat ripped loose with a hoarse
shout. Adam shifted, to give his other nipple a hard suck while letting his
fingers pluck at the damp one he’d abandoned.


Ren’s jaw clenched and his fingers fisted in the bedding
under him. Digging his heels into the mattress he thrust up, driving his cock
against Adam’s stomach.


“Hold on, Ren. We haven’t gotten to the good part yet.”


Hold on? How was he to hold on when every nerve in his body
had been set on fire?


Still, he forced his wings to open as Adam eased away,
giving him a moment’s respite. Closing his eyes, Ren tried to collect himself.
Deep breaths. And calm. That is all he needed. The nightstand drawer rattled
but Ren refused to look. To see what Adam was doing, to simply see Adam,
would be more than he could handle. He threw one arm over his eyes and
stretched out his wings, knocking one against the open nightstand drawer.


Then Adam shifted again. His knees bumped against Ren’s
thighs, urging them farther apart as he settled between them.


The snap of a lid echoed through the room like a gunshot.
Unable to sit still, Ren drew up one knee and pressed the ball of his foot into
the smoothness of the sheet.


Adam’s lips grazed over his raised knee and he placed his
hand against the inside of Ren’s thigh. The slightest push, the most subtle of
pressure urged Ren to let his leg drop to the side, leaving him open to Adam’s
eyes and his hands.


The tender drag of a hand up Ren’s thigh had him tensing
once more. He couldn’t sit still. His feet moved almost of their own volition,
his heel pulling up toward him, only to kick away again in a slow pedaling that
took him nowhere.


Adam’s hand hit the crease of his thigh and he dragged a
finger along it, teasing that tender space between torso and leg. Ren’s skin
twitched and his abdomen quivered at that delicate tickle. He brushed along the
side of Ren’s scrotum before letting the finger dip lower, to his ass.


Ren braced the arch of one wing against the headboard and
grabbed on to another fistful of bedding. How was one to withstand this divine
torment?


“Adam, please,” he begged, the words coming in desperate
pants.


“Please what?”


“Please touch me. Please.”


Adam’s fingertip rubbed over his anus and Ren’s word
dissolved into unintelligible pleas. Nerves he never knew could be so alive
tingled and burned with every small movement. The finger was replaced with
another, wetter one and the slick slide added a whole new element to the love
play.


Then Adam pressed. It was as if Ren’s entire world had come
together and centered itself on that one fingertip. His body instinctively
clenched, rejecting the pleasure that one fingertip offered, and he fought to
relax and accept it, accept Adam.


“Let me in, Ren.” Adam placed another kiss on Ren’s knee.


“I don’t know how. I want to but I don’t know how.”


“Push against me.”


Push to let him in? It didn’t make sense to Ren’s
passion-drugged brain and it took him long seconds to even try. But then Adam
pressed again. He pushed back and Adam’s finger slid in with no resistance.


Ren snarled something under his breath that may have been a
curse or an accolade. He wasn’t sure what came from his mouth. His heels dug
into the mattress and his back bowed. He couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t
even think past that finger sliding into him.


The cotton fisted in his hand gave way and he cried out. His
wings hit the back wall with a thud he could feel to his spine and the light in
the room spun crazily as his flight feathers knocked over the lamp.


It wasn’t enough. He drove his whole body down on the one
finger penetrating him, forced it to spear deeper, driving him to the brink.
Just when he didn’t think he could take any more, Adam began to stroke.


His cock jumped hard, smearing a puddle of silky liquid over
Ren’s belly. He’d never know sensations like this existed. It felt as if Adam’s
finger were stroking his cock from the inside, rubbing over every inch of him.


Ren flailed helplessly against the wave of bliss purer than
anything he’d ever felt. All he could do was arch and thrust and beg Adam to
keep going, to not stop.


Adam moved up his body and fingers were replaced with
something broader, blunter and hotter.


“I love you, Ren,” Adam said pressing a tender kiss to the
curve of his neck.


Love you, so much. Ren wanted to shout it from
on high but he couldn’t form the words. His breath locked tight in his chest as
Adam rocked forward and the sweet pressure transformed into a stretching
invasion, a melding of two into one.


Adam rocked forward again and again, sinking deeper into
Ren’s body until their groins were pressed tight together.


Adam’s hand slipped between them to grip Ren’s cock. Pumping
his fist around it, he worked Ren from inside and out, pushing until Ren’s
spine braided tight with tension.


Ren was adrift in arousal, lost in a sea of pure pleasure.
He wrapped his arms and wings tightly around Adam, desperate for some sense of
security. He was riding the edge between not enough and too much and felt as if
he could shatter into a million pieces if he didn’t hold Adam close enough.


Shattering wasn’t allowed. Not yet. Adam was as in control
as Ren was out of it and he couldn’t go over until his human lover was as
insane with pleasure as he was.


He pressed his lips against Adam’s shoulder and called his
power. It rose in him in a brilliant wave and he pushed the golden glow into
Adam, feeding it through that point at his shoulder until the human’s body
began to glow with it.


Adam stiffened, the rhythm of his thrusts faltered as the
power hit him. Then he was thrusting harder, faster, racing for his orgasm and
pushing Ren closer to his own.


Ren’s balls pulled up tight, the twisting tension in his
spine broke loose and pure pleasure took its place, pouring from him in wave
after wave. His body tightened and he held Adam to him helplessly. Then, with a
shout, Adam came too. The power flowed back to Ren, flowed freely between them
and pulled their orgasms out until the room seemed to spin around them.


Ren couldn’t say when the spinning stopped and his breathing
returned to normal, but when Adam tried to leave him he jerked to awareness.


“Don’t go.” He pulled Adam against him, holding him to his
body, face-to-face, chest-to-chest and cock-to-cock.


“I’ll be right back. Just getting something to clean up.”


“No. Stay. I’ll take care of it.”


“I have to take care of you.” Adam brushed a kiss over Ren’s
cheek and slipped free of Ren’s body, but Ren pulled his wings up, cocooning
them in soft feathers, and rolled them to their sides.


“Wow.” Adam looked up at the wing covering them.


Ren smiled. It seemed his lover appreciated the intimacy
wings could provide as much as he did.


“I still need to clean up.”


His lover might be protesting but from the way Adam was
snuggling into his plumage, Ren doubted he really wanted to leave the bed.


“Have you forgotten my special skills? Consider it
done.”


“Ah. Those skills are handy.” Adam smiled drowsily and his
eyes drifted closed. Adam shifted to lie on his back and he pulled Ren with
him.


It was an odd sensation, lying with his head pillowed on
Adam’s shoulder. Always before he’d cradled the female. He’d never had anyone
devote this level of care to him. He felt…cherished.


“This doesn’t hurt your wing, does it?” Adam’s words were
slurred and sleep-heavy.


“Not at all.”


Ren sent a wisp of power through the house. Once he’d locked
the doors and cleaned the mess they’d left in their haste, he let the power
stroke over the bed. He cleaned their bodies before repairing the torn sheets
and pulled the covers up around them.


They lay curled together in the darkness, cradled in the
warmth of each other’s bodies. Adam’s fingers idly stroked over his wing,
ruffling the feathers and sending a little shivery tickle through him.


“Where did the feather you gave me come from?” Adam gave a
quill a gentle tug and Ren shifted a little.


“Here.” He raised a wing and pointed to a spot next to the
shadow of the black feather. “This place is said to be closest to an angel’s
heart.”


Adam’s fingertip traced the edge of the black feather and he
went tense under Ren’s cheek.


“What happened to you while you were gone?”


The gray void. Blood and pain. The cackles of the
creatures as they circled, waiting for him to heal so they could begin their
glut on his flesh and power again.


“I will not speak of it. Please, do not ever ask me to
remember these things.” The fear and vulnerability in his voice shamed him. To
show such weakness, to feel it…


He shuddered and clung to Adam. The arms around him
tightened, until he was being held with almost crushing strength.


“I’m so sorry, Ren. I wish I could have done something.
Saved you from whatever it was.”


No, love. I embraced the pain for you.


“Before the bad, there was something else. Something
wonderful. Michani.”


“Your daughter?”


His throat felt thick as he remembered their reunion. She’d
flown to him, calling out to her daddy in joyous welcome, even after so many
years apart. Her open acceptance, despite his long absence, had restored
another piece of his soul.


“In the seven thousand years since her death, I never once
visited her spirit in Heaven. I couldn’t bear the thought of seeing my
beautiful little girl as nothing more than light. I will not neglect her again.
I’ve missed being a father.”


The hand stroking his wing slowed, stilled.


“What if you could be a father again?”


“If it were possible, I would.” Another child. Oh how he’d
love to be a father once more.


“I’ve considered adoption.” Adam’s voice was hesitant,
hopeful.


“I think it a very noble and honorable thing to do. You
would be a very good father.” Ren couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the
two of them sharing fatherhood. The two of them would make sure their son or
daughter always knew love.


“I’m too old.”


“I’m older.” Ren raised his head to look Adam in the eye.
“Do not create roadblocks where none exist. We are already doing the
impossible.”


Adam gave a wry chuckle. “You have a point.”


“And it is a very good point.”


Adam hummed his agreement and kissed Ren again.


“I love you, Adam.”


“And I love you. Always and forever.”


Ren pulled his wing over the two of them. Placing a gentle
kiss to his partner’s shoulder, he extinguished the light and let himself sleep
in the arms of the man he loved.








About the Author


 


In an ideal world, Voirey Linger would live surrounded by
brawny, half-naked men who cared for her every need. In real life, she spends
her days chasing her children and trying to convince her cats not to kill each
other.


Writing brings a few of her fantasies to life while helping
her escape the chaos that follows three battling boys and two warring felines.
She looks forward to the day everyone learns to get along, but until then she
deals with it all the same way any Southern woman would…sass laced with just
enough honey to make it go down easy.


 


Voirey welcomes comments from readers. You can find her
website and email address on her author bio page
at www.ellorascave.com.


 


 


 


Tell Us What You Think


We appreciate hearing reader opinions about our books. You
can email us at Comments@EllorasCave.com.









Also by Voirey Linger


 


Risking
Eternity


 









 


Discover for yourself why readers can’t get enough of the
multiple award-winning publisher Ellora’s Cave. Whether you prefer ebooks or
paperbacks, be sure to visit EC on the web at www.ellorascave.com for an erotic
reading experience that will leave you breathless.


 


www.ellorascave.com


image001.jpg





image002.jpg
ELL@AVE
> <4

Wncx e





cover.jpeg
ELLoRraS CAV,]','X‘
N "\

VOIREY
LINGER

¢ //”////// //47
ETERN





