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Ran never received visitors, barring the postman delivering junk mail and Mrs. Łaska, the old woman who lived in the ground-floor flat above. Neither would come at this late hour. Yet, a heavy knock sounded at his door.

Ran hadn’t heard anyone walking down the steps leading to his flat. He had just returned inside himself after completing his nightly ritual of feeding stray cats. They waited for him in the alley beside the row of neat Georgian townhouses lining the streets of this crowded English city. He placed the empty tins in the sink and crossed the space of his single room dwelling. His flat was so small that in six paces, he’d crossed from the kitchen area to his bed, situated only four feet from the door.

A blaze of golden light erupted around the edge of the door, obliterating the dull evening darkness. Ran flung the door open to bask in its glory. The familiar warmth and comfort of belonging engulfed him. He could have wept. It seared into his heart, luring him, calling him home. But beneath its coaxing presence, the longing to lure Ran back to the light, Ran felt it trying to burn away the corruption from his flesh. It wouldn’t. The overpowering force of it was not enough to break his vow or his resolve. The harder it tried to drive away the perversion of his once divine being, the stronger his will to resist it grew. He was already lost to the light. There was no going back from what he’d done.

Ran clenched his fists, ready for what was to come. He glared into the light as it diminished to expose the imposing figure dominating the doorway. The large mane of tarnished gold hair was as familiar to Ran as the light emanating from him, as were the pale blue eyes ringed with feather-soft golden lashes.

“Armon.” Ran’s voice came out as little more than a breath.

Heart-rending elation gave way to cold fear as he took in the golden armor encasing Armon’s powerful body. There was only one reason Armon would have come after him.

This was it. Ran would meet his end before the battle had even begun.

Ran swallowed. The ache in his heart was the worst agony he had ever experienced, but he met Armon’s hard gaze with a smile on his lips. He would not show regret.

Armon’s expression was grim, his jaw tight and his brows knotted in fury. “So it’s true.” The accusation in Armon’s voice added to Ran’s pain.

“I’m glad it’s you,” Ran said.

Armon’s mouth twisted into a snarl. A tear rolled down his cheek.

“It’s all right. I’m ready.” Even as he said it, his throat tightened, and he flinched when Armon stepped forward. His plate armor clanked noisily, disrupting the late evening’s near silence.

Ran readied to defend, to fight, but he stood no chance of defeating Armon one on one. Armon had always been a better fighter. But the true reason he would lose was that Ran had no wish to fight him. The irony stung, knowing that had always been a possibility, but Ran found himself smiling again as Armon stepped close.

Expecting to feel a blade plunge into his chest, Ran gasped when Armon gathered him into his arms. His grip was crushing. The gold of Armon’s breast plate was warm against Ran’s cheek. Armon was shaking. He pressed his face to Ran’s hair.

“Why?” Armon growled.

Armon smelled of salty wind, blown in from the sea. Ran hadn’t known that, would not have been able to put a name to the scent had he not come here, had he not visited a beach and breathed in the briny air. Ran inhaled deeply. “Armon.” He said the name like a broken prayer.

The small overlapping plates of Armon’s gauntleted fingers traced a shivery line along Ran’s cheek and jaw. His lips.

“Raniel.” He pressed his mouth to Ran’s.

Ran jolted, his body seizing, just for a moment. Then he fell into Armon’s kiss, his arms, rejoicing at being able to taste and feel him one last time.

A gold pauldron fell to the ground with a thud. The carpet cushioned its impact. More gold rained down. Armon shed his armor like a snake detached its skin. The metal sang rather than clanged as the pieces fell atop one another. Free of the armor, the pristine white robe encasing Armon slipped away, blowing behind him gently like a leaf caught in the wind. Armon stood before him, gloriously naked. An exceptional specimen, even among their Brethren.

Not an inch of his body was foreign to Ran, but it was like seeing him for the first time. Heat, heady and tingling, surged through him. Desire and need made him hungry to touch, to devour with his eyes, hands, and mouth, until glutted.

“Raniel,” Armon said again, gesturing at Ran’s own clothing; faded, secondhand, black jeans, and a simple long sleeve, black, cotton T-shirt, which hung off one shoulder and had a small hole at one elbow. His feet were bare. He’d never grown accustomed to wearing shoes and avoided the practice as much as possible.

Shame was relatively new to Ran, but he felt it now. He hesitated before pulling the shirt up over his head. He stared down at the carpet. His cheeks burned as he felt Armon’s eyes on him.

Armon cupped his chin, forcing Ran to look at him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Armon drew him close, wrapping his arms around Ran, his hold warm and safe, the feel of his bare chest against Ran’s intoxicating. Ran breathed in his salty scent. He felt the hard press of Armon’s erection against his stomach.

“Raniel,” Armon said.

His deep coaxing voice had Ran admitting, “I feared...now I’m like this you wouldn’t desire me as you once had. You’d find me distasteful. The corruption—”

Armon silenced him with another kiss. A small whimper escaped Ran, a desperate sound. Armon pulled back. His eyes, dark with lust, were shadowed by drooping lashes. He was so beautiful. He brushed his thumb along Ran’s wet lower lip. “You are still my Ran.”

Ran sucked in a steadying breath. “Even though I left? Even though I’m—”

“Ran. My Ran. That doesn’t matter. Nothing has changed.”

But it had, so much had changed. But not this, not how they felt for one another. Ran’s love for Armon was wholly different to that which he felt for his Brothers and their Father. It was all-consuming. There was no doubt, no questioning. And it was terrifying how much it had hurt to be separated from him. Ran’s throat swelled with emotion, with gratitude so great he couldn’t give it voice.

Armon began removing the rest of Ran’s clothing, taking his time, stopping every few seconds to drop kisses on Ran’s exposed skin. His large hands were gentle as they worked on the fly of Ran’s jeans. The zip was stiff with age and wear. Armon dropped to his knees and gave a bemused smile when he discovered Ran wearing underwear. Ran’s erection strained, wetting the soft material. He bit his lip when Armon palmed the weight of it through the layer of fabric with intrigued eyes.

Ran had felt silly wearing them at first, but soon grew accustomed. Armon’s fingers slid up under the elasticated fabric, teasing Ran’s thighs before pulling them down. When he stood, Ran almost told him the navy blue shorts were quite comfortable and that he should experience wearing them, but stopped. There wouldn’t be chance.

There was so much Armon didn’t know, so much Ran wished he could show him.

For so long, Ran had watched life play out from a distance and thought what a waste it would be to see it all disappear. It’s why he’d left. His defection alone would not alter what was to come. But he couldn’t sit by and watch it happen. And before the end, he’d wanted to sample, just a taste, of what life was like here. He wanted Armon to want that too, to understand why Ran had come here, why he had betrayed all that they had been working toward, why he loved humans so much. But there wasn’t time. They only had tonight.

Giving into his need, Ran pushed everything else away. For a few moments it was only him and Armon. Just for a while his betrayal and the morning to come were unimportant.

Ran was in Armon’s arms again. All hesitation vanished. He wouldn’t waste this precious gift. The few fleeting clutches they had shared in the past had always been soft, gentle exchanges of unexperienced beings curiously exploring one another’s bodies with care and trepidation. There was none of that now. Urgency spurred on their desire.

Armon’s big hands were rough, groping and pinching, sometimes grazing Ran’s skin with his blunt nails. His mouth was hungry, latching onto Ran’s tongue or biting his throat. He licked and nipped Ran as though he were delicious. Ran wondered what he tasted like to Armon, if he had the knowledge to put it into words.

Sinking into the warmth of Armon’s embrace, Ran closed his eyes to better commit to memory the texture of Armon’s skin, the hard press of his large body against his. Armon’s kisses were endless, consuming Ran.

Armon turned him, holding Ran from behind. His hands were everywhere, finger’s combing through Ran’s hair, stroking his throat, brushing his hard nipples, drumming over his ribs, gripping his hips, squeezing his buttocks, teasing his thighs, and fisting his cock. His lips were on Ran’s throat, his shoulder. Kissing the length of Ran’s spine, Amon’s soft curls brushed a ticklish trail along Ran’s back. Ran shuddered beneath him.

Armon easily maneuvered Ran, bending him, taking him down to his knees. Armon’s weight pressed Ran’s upper half against the rumpled sheets of his conveniently placed bed. Ran spread his legs, gasping, wordlessly pleading for Armon, for more, for everything. Armon gave it. He sank deep into Ran’s body. Ran’s mouth fell open. Armon’s fingers were there, teasing his tongue. Ran moaned, tasting him. Armon pushed hard into him, pressed close, skin growing slick as sweat broke out over Ran’s body. He shuddered, muscles flexing as his body welcomed Armon’s invasion. The stretch and fullness, the loving onslaught of Armon’s thrusts filled the empty hollow inside Ran which had opened up since his betrayal, since leaving Armon. The twisted cold barbed vine which had constricted his heart since that day loosened its stinging hold just enough to let Armon’s presence heal the punctured muscle.

Ran’s release, after so long left cold and alone, came upon him quickly. Far too quickly. But as it rippled through him, he cried out to Armon, lost in the sheer, bone deep relief of receiving this last gift from his lover. The rush of ecstasy flooded him and became too much to hold. He let go. Black leathery wings burst from his back, stretching across the length of the flat. Hooked talons gouged the cheap plaster walls.

“Ran!” Armon called out, pouring his seed deep into Ran’s welcoming body.

Rustling filled the small flat, the unfurling of thousands of feathers. Large twin shadows engulfed Ran. Amon’s mighty white wings curled around him, cradling him in their familiar velvety embrace. Ran’s fingers gripped fistfuls of large feathers, unable to let go.

* * * *
[image: ]


The bed was too small to accommodate them both. They had ended up
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