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Prologue
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“What are you doing here?” Gabriel glared at the sight of Lucifer sitting nonchalantly on the long disused altar as though he belonged there. “I’m here to receive a message and I’m sure it has nothing to do with the likes of you.”

“Well, you’d be wrong, my sexy angel.” Lucifer winked, sliding off the altar and sauntering to within touching distance, something Gabriel loved and hated all at the same time. “Seems the message is for both of us. Didn’t your master tell you? Or is he keeping you out of the loop now? Lost your position as the favored one?”

Gabriel gritted his teeth. It would make Lucifer’s day if he got angry; if he showed any emotion at all. But the small man’s taunts found their mark. The master had been quiet lately – decades, possibly centuries, and Gabriel no more knew the reason why than Lucifer did. He had an uncommon urge to confide his worries to his nemesis and he almost fell over from the shock of his thoughts. Lucifer would listen readily enough; and then make fun of him, like he did every time they met. 

It wouldn’t be so bad if Gabriel didn’t find Lucifer one of the most fascinating beings in existence. He’d harbored a crush on the half pint lord of the underworld for as long as he could remember and often found release in his lonely bed at the thought of gripping those fancy braids as the man took his cock down his throat. He was desperate to see if Lucifer’s body lived up to its promise.

A loud bell pulled him from his dirty thoughts. Gabriel looked over to see Lucifer smirking at him as though reading his errant thoughts. He scowled and for a second thought he saw a flash of hurt on the beautiful man’s face; but if it was there, it was gone just as quickly. 

“Children, hear me,” a loud voice boomed around the empty church.

“It’s not as though we could do much else,” Lucifer whispered and while Gabriel agreed, he wasn’t about to say so. 

“Hush.”

“The division between those of the heavenly world and those of the underworld has gone on long enough,” the loud voice continued. “Humans have all but forgotten our existence and care only for how much they can cram into their brief lives. Both angels and demons are being ignored in their efforts to save or tempt and I. Will. Not. Have. It!”

Gabriel and Lucifer shared a worried look. The last time the master got this angry the entire human population was virtually wiped out in a flood, and it took centuries for things to come right again. 

“This Universe was created in perfect balance – good and evil as necessary as each other, for without one there’s no use for its opposite.” At least the voice wasn’t as loud now. If Gabriel didn’t know better he’d imagine his master was sad. “After a lot of thinking, and studying the various creatures that inhabit the earth, I’ve decided that all angels and demons are to be paired.”

“Paired, Master? You mean like a buddy system?” Gabriel asked, bowing his head to show respect. 

“Paired as in mated,” the voice said firmly. “It works for our paranormal friends; even some humans have found their soul mates. It seems to encourage unity and cohesion and more importantly it restores balance. Each side of the pair matching perfectly with the other.”

“Er...Master, not to point out a flaw in your plan or anything, but honestly most angels walk around with a stick up their butt. It’s not very attractive to those of us with a laid-back attitude.”

The church was filled with the sound of booming laughter, and Gabriel squashed the jealousy he felt. Lucifer never showed the master proper respect and yet the master seemed to love him all the more for it. 

“You and your demons will have to work it out,” the voice said. “As will you and your angels, Gabriel. I’ve made up my mind and my decision is final. I’m sending you both a list of the first six pairings I’ve decided on and it is up to you to encourage the unions. There will be more to come later.” Two scrolls appeared on the altar – one with a gold seal and one with red. 

“Do not fail me on this,” the voice said softly, but the warning was very clear. “This Universe was created with love, a concept which has been forgotten for far too long. These matings will all be unions of love – I won’t have it any other way. You must not discuss this with anyone although of course, you two can confer as often as you like on how to arrange these matings. If any of these beings come to you for counsel, you may give it but that is the only time you may discuss this plan with anyone else but each other. Make no mistake, this will be done. I want to see demons and angels loving each other in mated pairs for all eternity. Maybe then balance will be restored in this beloved world of mine. Now make it so.” A loud bell signified the conversation was over. 

Gabriel and Lucifer shared a long look then the smaller man ran over to the altar, picked up his scroll and broke the seal. Gabriel was less hurried, but he was eager to see who’d been chosen for their master’s project. A quick scan of the opened scroll relieved Gabriel of one worry – his name wasn’t on the list and neither was Lucifer’s.  

“The master does have a droll sense of humor,” Lucifer said, his eyes glued to his scroll. 

“You’re not concerned your name wasn’t chosen as one of the first six pairings?”

“The master already knows who holds my heart,” Lucifer said, and Gabriel’s own heart dropped. He should’ve known Lucifer already made a deal for his own eternal happiness. The man only ever thought of himself and the mischief he could bring to those with a pure heart. Taking a deep breath, he reminded himself once again what Lucifer did was his own business. He had more important things to worry about.

“How do you want to go about this,” Gabriel said indicating the scroll. “Start at the top and work down?”

“Good a way as any,” Lucifer said beaming a gorgeous smile. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.”

Gabriel wasn’t so sure, but he resigned himself to a long afternoon of frustration while he and Lucifer mapped out a plan. 
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Chapter One
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Raziel glared at the deceptively slight man who slid into the backseat of his cab. “I’m waiting for a fare, dark lord; I don’t have the time or inclination to talk to you.” 

The man laughed, a surprisingly pleasant sound, which matched his appearance. In his rearview mirror, the one Raziel called “dark lord” had an inhumanly pretty face and a body to match. Yet his hair was black as night, and Raziel was aware that every black ribbon in his braids contained a dark arts spell. A black suit, complete with the fine leather gloves the man was known for would’ve sent shivers down Raziel’s spine if he hadn’t been immune to dark forces. The dark lord only wore black when he meant business, which was most of the time. 

“I’m not here to sway you from your task or your fare my dear Raziel.” Even the man’s voice was designed to charm, seduce and ultimately corrupt. “I simply wanted to know if you’d heard anything about one of my...protégés. He’s missing.”

Raziel frowned and half-turned in his seat, raising his sunglasses. “What do you mean missing? I thought all of your minions were on a short leash.”

“Like yours, you mean,” the dark lord said and this time the laugh wasn’t so pleasant. “Ever since your master insisted on free will more than two millennia ago, my people are free to go wherever they please...Just like you.”

“I have my mission, as always. Rules and regulations won’t change that.” Raziel knew he shouldn’t allow the man to rile him, but he’d had a long week and the only reason he was still working was because Anael had begged so prettily on the phone. “Why should I be concerned with one of yours?”

“You’re the keeper of secrets; the one who knows all before anyone else does. Tell me what you see of Botis.”

Botis. The viper. Raziel felt a shiver run down his spine and from his passenger’s laugh he knew it’d been seen. Strangely enough though, his visions remained quiet. “I’ve neither seen nor heard anything about him. Not for some time,” he said tersely. “Nor do I wish to.”

“Your wish is likely to be thwarted,” the young man in black said smugly. “You are, after all, the master of all mysteries and Botis is on a quest to find a rare artifact for me. It’s logical your paths will cross sooner than later.”

Raziel tipped his sunglasses back squarely over his eyes and said firmly, “I may be under orders not to kill you or any of your kind, but there’s nothing in our agreements that say I have to help any of you either. If you see this Botis before I do, be sure to let him know he’ll be wasting his time contacting me.”

“Oh my sweet Raziel, he’ll seek you out. After all, you hold the key to the success of his mission. Surely you’d not want to see one of your peers suffer for his failures, even if he is on the other side.”

“Botis is no concern of mine.” Raziel didn’t even want to think what the smug man meant by his veiled threat. That was Botis’s concern, not his. But it was weird that the mention of the demon’s name didn’t evoke something in his powers. 

“Hmm, this will be more fun than I thought,” the man in black said cryptically. “All I ask is when you see him, and you will, that you get in touch with me and let me know.”

“Again, I’m under no obligation to report to you or tell you anything.” Raziel was starting to get annoyed yet he knew that was what his passenger wanted. His jaw tightened but it was the only sign of increasing anger he allowed. 

“Not even when Gabriel orders you?” His passenger taunted, pulling a small gold scroll from the inside of his jacket. Raziel’s heart sank. There was no way for a heavenly scroll to be faked, not even by a dark lord. He took the scroll from the outstretched hand and lightly touched the seal, causing the message to activate. He listened to the strident voice echo through his brain, letting him know that he was under orders to cooperate in all matters concerning Botis. Raziel winced when the message ended. No matter how old he might be, Gabriel never learned the art of subtlety in his communications and since they’d moved to a text to mind-speech program Gabriel’s voice was the loudest of them all.

“So we have an agreement oh master of secrets? I’ll wait for your call.”

“Listen you,” Raziel turned towards the back seat, but of course his passenger was gone. 

“What was Lucifer doing in your cab?” Anael asked, sliding in the front even though Raziel had told him a million times it wasn’t allowed. 

“Finding a way to fuck with my day,” Raziel said shortly, putting the car into gear. “It’s ten-minute drive to your place. I suggest you talk fast if you want my help with anything going on. I’m tired, pissed off and need a drink.”

“No need to be so testy,” Anael said, pulling his coat around him. “But seeing as you asked so nicely, it’s like this....”

Anael rattled on about a guy who was stalking him. It would’ve been a serious concern if it wasn’t for who Anael was. As the angel of love and passion he tended to pick up every stalker within miles. Usually he could deal with it, in that quiet and patient manner of his, but every now and then a random human took Anael’s patience the wrong way and got more attached. Raziel noted the name and address of the latest guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and promised he’d call in and get the guy to back off. But even as he listened to Anael’s profuse thanks, Raziel couldn’t shake the knot of anxiety lodged in his gut.  Instinct told him trouble was coming his way and he sincerely hoped it had nothing to do with a demon named Botis. He wasn’t a fan of snakes in any form, even two-legged.

/~/~/~/~/

The sound of the shop bell made Raziel jump and he cursed under his breath at the ink now staining the beautiful scroll he’d been restoring for the best part of a week. “Be with you in a moment,” he called out, as he scrabbled about for blotting paper. With care and a spot of baking soda he may be able to erase the mark enough the blot wouldn’t be noticed.

“Don’t hurry on my account,” a sultry voice replied. Old whiskey, Raziel thought as he felt his cock twitch. Very old whiskey aged in a honey-soaked barrel. Suddenly Raziel felt compelled to see if the man’s physique matched his voice and after hurriedly blotting the ink from the parchment, Raziel patted down his hair and picked up his sunglasses, fixing them firmly on his nose. He might be keen to check out the owner of the sexy voice, but he didn’t want to answer questions about the subtle highlights in his eyes. The swirl of stars and comets wasn’t the sort of thing found in even the most modern of contact lenses.

Hurrying around the tall stack of shelves that separated his work area from the main part of the shop, Raziel stopped dead at his first look at the man who was currently lording over his space. Absolutely stunning was his first thought. Demon was his second. His spine immediately stiffened as he tried to put a name to the vision in front of him. Raziel had a photographic memory and devoured a huge file on demons before his sojourn to earth.

The demon was at least six foot five, to Raziel’s six foot three. Apart from that they were roughly the same build, although where Raziel was fair, the man in his shop was dark. Long dark hair caught in a braid, a well-trimmed dark line of stubble lining his jaw, and if he removed his mirrored sunglasses, Raziel was sure he’d see dark eyes tinged with flames of the underworld. 

“Botis,” he said, his voice coming out rougher than he intended. “Your master is looking for you.”

“Well met, Angel,” Botis smiled. He had the most perfectly aligned teeth which annoyed Raziel for some reason. He’d met a few demons in his time. Since spending time on earth it was hard not to. Earth was one place angels and demons wandered freely among the largely oblivious humans. Like angels, demons were always blessed with gorgeous features, at least in their human form. But it was their “bad-boy” vibe Raziel secretly envied. And yes he was well aware those sorts of thoughts weren’t encouraged. But those teeth....

“I am tracing the original story of Gilgamesh and I am keen to lay my hands on a copy of the Sumerian version of his epic tale. I was wondering if you’d heard of it?” Botis’s question pulled Raziel from his jealous thoughts. 

“I’ve heard of Gilgamesh. Who hasn’t?” Raziel said, “But I’m not certain if there’s a full paper version of the original transcript. I take it you’re not keen on lugging around the original tablets.”

Botis laughed, and Raziel cursed himself for enjoying the sound. “No, I’ve seen the original tablets, what’s left of them, but I understand there was an unknown cleric around 100 BC who found and transcribed the original tablets, creating a copy of the entire legend.”

“If it’s on papyrus it’s likely decayed beyond repair by now. But it’s possible it was transcribed again at a later date. I have a contact with an interest in ancient lore. If there’re any leads to be had, he’ll know,” Raziel said without thinking. Then he wished he’d kept his mouth shut. He prided himself on being able to find any document, no matter how obscure, and yep, that pride had just nudged him into his second mistake of the day – offering to help a demon. “I’m sure you’ve similar contacts yourself. Perhaps you’d be more comfortable trusting your own sources,” he added while frantically trying to remember if Botis was susceptible to flattery. From the laughter he got as a reply, he guessed not.

“Everyone knows the Angel Raziel is the keeper of the secrets,” Botis said and he moved closer. Raziel really wished he hadn’t because he’d never met anyone who typified walking sex before. He stepped back, but his shoulders hit the shelves behind him and a stack of books fell to the floor with a crash. Raziel winced, but he kept his eyes on the demon who was getting steadily closer.

“Leave your contact details on the counter and I’ll have an update for you in a couple of days at the latest,” he said hurriedly, hating the way Botis seemed to suck all of the air out of the room. Botis stopped his advance, which was a welcome relief. Raziel was finding it hard to breathe. 

“Do I make you nervous sweet angel,” Botis said with a grin showing off those marvelous white teeth. Raziel had a brief image of himself running his tongue along them to see if they were as smooth as they looked, and he felt his face flush. 

“I’ve nothing to be nervous about,” he said with more heat than he should. “You’re a customer, you want a rare document. I specialize in sourcing rare and antique papers. I’m sure once I’ve found what you’re looking for, we’ll have no reason to cross paths again.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” There was more than a hint of promise in that wicked smile, and Raziel was glad his feet were frozen to the floorboards. By the time Botis plucked out a card from the inside pocket of his long leather coat, and laid it on the shop counter, Raziel’s breath had quickened and his jeans, which were tight enough before were nudging past the uncomfortable mark. 

Botis doffed an imaginary hat. “Until we meet again my mysterious sweet angel.” Raziel held his breath until Botis left and then sank to the floor as his knees gave out.

“What. The. Fuck?” Raziel was well aware of the literature regarding demons. How they were designed by the maker to be temptation personified. But as an angel Raziel was immune to such things. He’d never ever been tempted by any demons he’d met in the past. Closing his eyes all Raziel could see were high cheek bones, a chiseled face, and those perfect bloody teeth. I wonder what his hair looks like when it’s loose, he thought idly. Then he slapped himself across the face, the physical jolt reminding him of who and what he was. Get a grip, he told himself sternly. He looked around the room, grimacing at the books that still lay scattered on the floor. Still unable to trust his legs, he crawled over to them, checking each one carefully before reshelving them. 

By the time Raziel closed his shop hours later, he was exhausted. He turned off his phone, hoping Anael didn’t need a ride again; he’d already taken care of the stalker problem, wiping Anael from the love-sick human’s mind. But since Botis’s visit he’d been hard pressed to find any energy. His latest manuscript remained untouched and he was thankful that a lot of his business was conducted online, only dealing with two students seeking a fairly common text in the shop itself. Since meeting Botis he felt unsettled, on edge, as though something important was in the air, and yet despite being known for holding all of the mysteries of the universe, he had no idea what was going on. 

Alone in his bed that night he finally admitted to himself he could be in trouble. What use was an angel who could be tempted by a demon? The most sensible thing he could do was find Botis’s document; send it to him by courier and then go on a long vacation...preferably on the other side of the world. His shop, his taxi cab, his home and everything else in his life could succumb to dust for all he cared. Better to lose everything than give in to a demon like Botis who could tempt him without even trying. 
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Chapter Two
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Botis eyed the young twink looking at him like a puppy with a bowl of chopped steak. The guy was cute; he’d relieve an itch, and on any day ending in “y” Botis would be on him like white on rice. Except today. He shook his head and turned back to the bar, downing his double whiskey in one cool mouthful.

“There’s a dozen men here looking to wear your cock tonight,” a smooth voice beside him said. Botis turned and gave a half bow. Even in public it paid to show respect to the man who held the keys to his whole existence. 

“Just not feeling it tonight, boss,” he said, holding up a finger for the bartender. He slapped a fifty on the bar and said, “Keep them coming.”

“Come. Sit. Bring a bottle,” Lucifer added to the bartender as he turned and plunged into the crowd. Despite the underground club being packed, Botis had no doubt his boss would find an empty table. Lucifer had a way about him, and it wasn’t all to do with his powers. He followed quickly even as he felt terror hit the pit of his stomach. Lucifer had always been good to him, but Botis heard stories about his boss that made his hair curl. 

“Now isn’t this cozier,” Lucifer beamed once they were settled in a shadowed booth. “We can chat in private.”

Botis wasn’t sure what they had to talk about. He’d been given a mission, and he was doing all he could. He explained that to Lucifer; how he needed a copy of The Epic of Gilgamesh and his visit with the angel Raziel.

“And how did you get on with sweet Raziel?” Lucifer asked with a cunning smile. “Isn’t he just delicious? I swear I could take that one home and eat him for breakfast.”

“Is that wise?” Botis was confused and he was sure it showed. Raziel was hot, there was no denying that. Everything from that mussed hair that looked like it’d never seen a brush, to the lean muscled body appealed to him. Not even the streak of ink Raziel had on his cheek detracted from his beauty and overwhelming sex appeal. It’d taken a lot of willpower to walk out of the man’s shop without molesting him. But the rules about demons and angels fraternizing were older than Botis and he liked his head where it was. He might have lightly flirted with the man but he’d never do anything to upset his position.

“Things are changing,” Lucifer said in that maddeningly cryptic way of his. “All I can say is that some of our kind are being encouraged to form close relations with our opposite numbers.”

“You’re going after Raziel?” Botis felt a surge of anger and he pinched the underside of his wrist; the pain stopping him from doing anything stupid. Like grabbing his boss by the throat and throwing him against the nearest wall.

“I’m not,” Lucifer admitted, “although I’m sure he’d be a delicious interlude. But the powers that be suggested you’d be a better man for that particular specimen.”

“I can’t corrupt an angel.” Botis was horrified, his anger draining away as visions of being smote by lightning and left to suffer in the darkest of Dante’s rings scorched his brain. He’d done some nasty things in his long life, but never...he’d never....

“They don’t want him corrupted; they want him mated...to you.”

Botis spluttered around his drink. “You...me...he...permanently?” Someone spiked the whiskey. He was dreaming. He was going to wake up with a blinding headache and find out this whole conversation was nothing but a figment of his imagination. 

“We don’t do permanent,” he added, struggling to find a shred of tradition to hang onto. Demons formed multiple short-term relationships designed to meet specific needs, and broke them just as quickly. Angels could have sex, but it was rare for them to find someone who appealed to their pure nature. A human’s limited lifespan meant all relationships of such type were doomed from the start so most demons and angels didn’t bother. 

“Apparently now we do. The instructions are permanent lasting eternal bonds,” Lucifer said tugging at his cuffs. Something was bothering the lord of the underworld, but Botis wasn’t stupid enough to ask. 

“What are my orders?” If Botis was only dreaming of this lunacy, then he might as well get the whole story. 

“Not orders exactly. I mean this is a permanent life-changing arrangement we’re talking about. There has to be some free will involved,” Lucifer said, as coy as ever. “Take it as a strongly worded encouraging suggestion from the head office.”

“The....” Holy Mother, this wasn’t a dream, it’s a nightmare. Botis leaned across the table, keeping his voice low. “You’re telling me, that someone,” he pointed to the ceiling, “wants to see me and Raziel permanently mated.”

Lucifer nodded.

“And I have the go-ahead to use whatever means necessary to secure this particular angel as my own, and then what? We mate and go our separate ways? I don’t have a problem fucking the guy, but long term I’m a loner and intend on staying that way. I’m not seeing the point. This will tarnish Raziel’s reputation and mine, and for what? A bond mark? An exchange of feathers?”

Lucifer leaned back in the booth and chuckled. A deep sensuous chuckle that quickly morphed into laughter. By the time the dark lord had stopped and wiped his eyes, Botis was thoroughly confused. “You’re not going to just seduce the guy, mark him as yours, then disappear,” Lucifer said at last. “If it was that simple the boss would’ve run around spraying you all with marks himself.”

“Then I don’t get it
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