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Dedication

To my wonderful readers – you make me smile
every day, thank you.

Huge thanks too, to Jon, and Holly from
Publication Pixie for your awesome work.

Attitude is a little thing that will make a
big difference – (Winston Churchill).

So, stay positive my wonderful friends.







Prologue






Gabriel must have walked in and out of his
secret safe over a hundred times in the last week. At first, it was
about double-checking that the horn was still there - he would
never let it out of his sight again! But then it became about
reliving the remembrance of things long past. He grew to find the
weeping required to unlock the door very soothing and cathartic. It
balanced him. And the Master knew he needed all the balance he
could get with the situation the way it was. Losing the horns had
been a huge blow to the security of everything.

Thinking was another reason Gabriel spent so
much time in his safe room, primarily about how to approach the
question of who stole the horns in the first place. It didn’t seem
to matter what theories he came up with or how many archangels he
spoke to. The answers remained elusive. And Gabriel could theorize
all he liked, but it was doing nothing but driving him to madness,
which was not exactly an ideal headspace for an angel in his highly
regarded position.

Seir’s theory of the thief being one with
omnipotent powers did not sit well with Gabriel. If it was the
Master, how could Gabriel possibly broach the subject? Head Office
never liked to be questioned, especially regarding their choices,
and Gabriel figured they would positively hate being accused of
theft.

Unfortunately, he also found his discussions
with Lucifer short and remarkably unhelpful. “What’s done is done,”
the Prince of Darkness had said. “They were lost, and now they’re
found. Like that silly little story, what’s it called, ahh yes,
‘The Prodable Son’.”

“Prodigal,” Gabriel corrected, but Lucifer
smiled and shook his head slowly.

“I prefer my boys prodable, as in able to be
prodded and poked, rather than wasteful and extravagant. Orobas is
prodigal, and he most definitely does not stir the fires for
me.”

Gabriel sighed and nodded, not entirely
listening. But that was Lucifer… He had always been able to let
things go so much more easily than Gabriel. Mind you, it wasn’t his
possession that was stolen, nor was it his privacy that someone had
violated. So maybe Lucifer would be more motivated to help with a
decent theory if it had affected him more directly. Not that
Gabriel wished Lucifer any ill will. Definitely not.

Raphael was good to talk to about it, as his
ability to empathize was light years ahead of Lucifer’s.
Nevertheless, despite Rafe’s ability to understand how frustrated
Gabriel was, his efforts to ensure Gabriel felt heard, understood,
and even validated in his concern still didn’t do the trick.
Gabriel felt unsatisfied despite everyone's best efforts. He needed
answers, and they were in short supply.

“I’m just glad we were able to find all three
horns before something catastrophic happened,” Raphael had said.
“And not to toot my own horn, but I’m over the moon at the added
bonus of being able to welcome Seir into my life. I never knew what
I was missing until he came along.”

Gabriel chose not to consult Raziel and his
mate, and Anael and his, at least for now. Discretion was not only
the better part of valor but of utmost importance. Lucifer may have
loose lips and fly off the handle when provoked, but he knew when
to keep things private. And this was one of those times,
particularly when the threat had not yet been identified, let alone
handled in any way that would prevent similar thefts happening in
the future.

With theories bouncing around his brain, and
none of them doing anything but giving him a headache, Gabriel knew
he’d have to talk to Michael. The Archangel of Protection was a key
part of ensuring similar thefts would never happen again. Venturing
down to the earthly realm, Gabriel found his colleague sitting on
the grass, watching a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in
the park. “I had no idea you were into Shakespeare,” Gabriel said
quietly as he sat down beside him.

“I didn’t either,” Michael whispered.
“Raphael and Seir invited me to join them for opening night and
then didn’t show up. I was going to leave, but then the story kinda
hooked me. The costumes are spectacular.”

Gabriel nodded and watched an actor stumbling
around on stage wearing the head of an ass. There was a large crowd
out, and it was a beautiful evening.

“Can I ask you about something?”

“Of course,” Michael answered without taking
his eyes off the stage.

“Do you think Head Office had anything to do
with the burglaries?”

A woman in sunglasses turned and shushed
Gabriel from in front of them. She was sipping from a thermos and
sitting on a low-level lawn chair. Gabriel nodded in apology and
shuffled closer to Michael.

“My question is ‘why’?” Michael replied with
barely a whisper. “Why would the Master go to all this trouble,
risk the fate of humankind? Not to mention all His angels and
demons just to steal and hide away that which is His to begin with.
And securely hidden away already.”

Gabriel opened his mouth two or three times
with possible answers but aborted each response and clapped his
jaws shut again, twice or thrice. “Mysterious are His ways,
Michael,” he finally said, “as we both know full well. It could
have been a convoluted way of fulfilling the prime directive.”

“Which is…?”

“Joining together the angels and demons,”
Gabriel sighed, “and striking that long overdue balance in the
universe.”

“Shh…” the woman repeated. Michael turned and
glared politely but firmly at her. She glared right back.

“Poor thing,” Gabriel said. “If she only knew
whom she was trying to silence.”

“She’d shit her shorts for weeks.”

They ceased conversing for a few minutes and
watched the show play out in front of them. Having seen it a
hundred times before, Gabriel relaxed into a well-worn story line.
Once intermission was announced, everyone around them stood up to
stretch their legs.

“There,” the woman said, getting up from her
chair and leaving the thermos on it. “Now you two have fifteen
minutes to talk about whatever was so bloody important before. I’m
going to hit the toilet. Watch my stuff, please.”

Gabriel nodded consent while Michael pulled
on his neatly trimmed beard, both of them waiting until the woman
was out of ear shot. Michael was clearly skeptical of Gabriel’s
ideas. “Well, if a holy union was the Master’s goal, it only
resulted in Raphael and Seir’s mating,” he said. “I’m still free
and single, with nary a prospect in sight. Not to mention the
various others who have yet to appear on the list.”

Gabriel considered himself, knowing he was
one who was also meant to be mated, although to who was still a
mystery. And Michael was right – he hadn’t felt the pull or
witnessed any sign at all that his intended mate might be nigh.
“Yes, you’re right,” he agreed, shaking off any ideas about his own
mate. “I can’t for the life of me see any other reason, and even
this one has more holes in it than a galaxy, but what else is
there? And more to the point, how do I protect against future…
meddling?”

The park was hardly the place for a chat
about enhanced security and both men knew it. Michael did assure
him that he had plans for enhanced security, and then left to grab
a snow cone from a vendor nearby. Talking to Michael was supposed
to give Gabriel more clarity, a different perspective, the answers
he so desperately craved and yet Gabriel didn’t think he was any
closer to those answers than he had been in his safe room.

Gabriel was contemplating his next move, when
a familiar voice caught his attention. “Enjoying the show?”

The archangel looked up, shielding the bright
sun from his eyes. Orobas looked hesitant, as if unsure of his
welcome, although he was dressed to the nines in a linen suit,
turquoise shirt, and spotless canvas shoes.

“I only caught the last few minutes before
intermission,” Gabriel answered. “But yes, the play has been very
well done. The costumes are almost perfect replicas of the bard’s
original ideas. You are extremely talented in your craft.”

Orobas executed a short, theatrical bow to
acknowledge the compliment on his work. “You’re here with Raphael
and Seir, I assume? I comped them three tickets.”

“Uh, no, not exactly,” Gabriel said. “It
seems that our two friends were caught up with something else, but
they invited another who’s just off grabbing a snow cone. My… er…
friend, Michael.”

“The archangel?” Orobas intoned as he licked
his lips. “You must introduce me,” he said, “I hear he’s a
stunner.”

Gabriel’s lips pursed in sudden
contemplation. “He is indeed,” he said before adding, “and as he
reminded me not five minutes ago, he is also single.”

“Fahhhh-bulous,” Orobas cooed.

“Listen, I’m going to stretch my legs before
the second half starts,” Gabriel said as he stood up. “I promised
the loveliest lady that I’d keep an eye on her stuff there. Would
you be so kind? Michael should be back in a tick.”

“My pleasure,” Orobas grinned and pressed his
hair back with his hands. “Don’t be late, though. The next part
starts off with a bang. You don’t want to miss it.”

“No. I. Don’t.” Gabriel spoke his reply
slowly, deliberately, and walked off up the hill and away from the
crowd. When he was sufficiently out of sight, he spread his wings
and lifted off into the orange glow of a promising sunset.







Chapter One


It was date number five, and all was going
well.

Michael hadn’t expected to like Orobas much
after their initial meeting. His first impression was that the
demon was too loud, too extroverted, and too flamboyant for the
archangel’s tastes. But after the play was over, Michael found
himself saying yes to the offer of a second date.

Maybe it was the happy ending of the play?
Shakespeare knew how to tie up all the plot lines and bring
everyone together at the end of his stories. The four young lovers
who spent the last two hours trafficking upon the stage, lustfully
chasing each other through the woods, paired off. The fairy queen
and king resolved their differences and paired off. Even Bottom,
the ass, got off easy, so to speak, from his fabricated love affair
with Titania. With all that romantic coupling going on, one
couldn’t help but feel ready and open to say yes to the offer of a
dinner out, even if it was with Orobas.

Michael was a bit anxious about the second
date but found Orobas far more relaxed and easier to be with the
second time around. It turned out they had a lot in common. Both
were honest to a fault, and neither appreciated anyone else being
deceptive towards them. The demon explained how he was manipulated,
and ever so slightly drugged, by Cato into doing his bidding. But
Michael was satisfied that all was well that ended well. As far as
his security protocol extended, Orobas was trustworthy. Well… as
dependable as any demon could be.

Besides that, Orobas made Michael laugh. That
kind of connection was an aphrodisiac as far as the angel was
concerned. Unfortunately, most angels weren’t a lot of fun. Gabriel
had rarely been fun to be around, although he cared for all of his
angels equally. Raphael was someone who seemed to take on too much
pain from life around him, making life difficult for him and his
friends. He genuinely worried that humor could hurt someone, so
consequently, he was never up for taking the piss or having fun.
And now that Raphael was deeply in love with Seir, getting him to
spend a night out with Michael was next to impossible. Same with
Uriel, Anael, and Raziel. All three had become less and less
available and, therefore, less fun.

Michael had dated other demons back before
the trumpets went missing but hadn’t felt nearly the same sense of
connection with any of them the way he did with Orobas. Time spent
with the blond, thin, otherworldly demon was addictive in some
strange way, and Michael couldn’t get enough. Nor did he want
to.

So, after the play, they went out for dinner.
After that, Michael took him sailing in Puget Sound. Their fourth
date was a fashion show that Orobas was attending, taking Michael
as his plus one. The men and women on the catwalk were dressed in
the most outrageous outfits, and Michael could never imagine people
wearing them to work, or in a shopping mall. He did feel a bit out
of place in his jeans and motorcycle boots. But at least everything
he wore was clean and Orobas seemed to appreciate his look.

And now, they were on date number five which
was an evening spent at the Ballard Seafood festival. Even wearing
a lobster bib, Orobas looked sexy.

“Oh, this is good,” Orobas said, his mouth
glistening with melted butter as he sucked the meat out of a
particularly hefty claw. “I’ve never had lobster before.”

“Oh?” Michael asked as he forked out some of
the perfectly cooked white flesh. “A religious reason?” he
joked.

“Ha ha,” Orobas tilted his head in a nod.
“No. But the reasoning is similar.”

Michael shot back half his beer and wiped his
greasy stubble with the bottom of his bib. “Do tell.”

“Lobsters are among the rarest of early
creatures that don’t simply die of old age,” Orobas said. “Kinda
like us. They can live for hundreds of years, and the only effect
that time really has on them is that they get bigger and
heavier.”

“Kinda like us,” Michael repeated the demon’s
words as he tapped his own belly. He was joking, of course, as
neither angels nor demons got old or gained weight. Ever, no matter
how much time passed.

“This is one of the reasons why lobsters
aren’t Kosher. There’s a timeless belief that the ancient lobster
fathers entered into a Faustian bargain with the devil to live
forever. That, and the fact that they’re essentially bottom
feeders, like all other crustaceans, banned them from the Abrahamic
diet.”

“Meaning?” Michael asked.

“They eat everybody else’s shit,” Orobas
delivered the punch line perfectly, then paused momentarily before
offering the addendum joke, which Michael also came up with at the
same time and delivered simultaneously.

“Kinda like us,” they both said in
unison.

As their laughter subsided, they nibbled and
sipped.

“I like you,” Michael found himself saying
after a prolonged but charged silence. “I haven’t met anyone quite
like you before, Orobas, and despite being a demon, I think you’re
a pretty cool guy and loads of fun to be with.”

Michael wasn’t great with words, a fact that
felt painfully obvious as he tried to share his feelings.

Orobas, always ready with a quid pro quo,
shot back, “And for an angel, you don’t seem to have a stick up
your ass twenty-four-seven, which is also a welcome surprise. But,
of course, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like you too, and, as we
both know, lying is something I simply cannot do.”

“Here’s to that,” Michael said, holding up
his pint of lager. Orobas lifted his glass of very expensive
Riesling, and the two of them clinked glasses. Michael held his
gaze long after his dinner date had filled his mouth with white
wine and set his glass back down on the table.

“What?” Orobas asked.

Michael blushed. He hadn’t realized that he
was staring, lost in his private thoughts.

“Nothing,” he quickly replied as he felt the
blood rush to his cheeks. Sadly, there was no hiding this blush,
though.

“Not nothing,” Orobas gently pried. “It’s
okay, you can tell me. I promise not to hold it against you.”

Michael opened his mouth to answer, then
thought the answer silly and clapped his lips shut again. “It’s
really nothing,” he said again.

“Fine, don’t tell me,” Orobas said. “I’ll let
my dirty little mind imagine what you were thinking and then hold
you to it. That’s the trade-off.”

Michael laughed again as he ripped a piece of
artisan sourdough off the half loaf of bread in the basket and
sopped up some of the butter sauce that had basted the lobster.

“I was wondering, what would it be like to
kiss a demon? There!” he said with an embarrassed laugh. “Happy
now? I’ve never done it before.”

“Way happier.” Orobas grinned. “You can find
out if you want… To kiss a demon.”

“Really?” Michael asked, his cock twitching
at the invitation.

“Of course.” The demon shrugged. “I’m a
Prince of the Underworld in my own right with twenty legions of
demons under my control. I’m sure I could arrange for you to kiss a
thousand of them if you wanted, and then you could chart the
results and come up with some instrumental data on how effective
demon kissing might be when compared to some other species. Would
that be helpful?”

Michael nodded with his chin jutting out,
acknowledging that he had just been ‘gotten.’ “That would be
great,” he said. “It’s all for Head Office-type research, of
course.”

“Of course,” Orobas smiled as his foot
wandered across the floor under the table. He rubbed the side of
his Italian leather brogue against the rigid denim on Michael’s
calf. “Is there any particular demon or type of demon you’re
interested in kissing? I’ve got lots to choose from.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Michael said, quietly
excited by the foot caressing him under the table. “Someone of your
complexion, I’d say.” The angel chose his words carefully, hoping
that Orobas would pick up on the hint.

“My complexion?” Orobas repeated, and then a
playful, sexy, deliciously dangerous smile spread across his lips.
“He’s not worthy of you then. How old should he be?”

“About your age,” Michael responded, feeling
his cock start to harden. This was working exactly as he had
hoped.

“Way too old, by heaven. You should take
someone younger than yourself, or…” here Orobas stumbled, trying to
remember the text.

“… or my affection cannot hold the bent?”
Michael finished the line.

“Yes!” Orobas practically yelled, his voice
echoing through the restaurant. A few heads turned. “Sorry,” he
said, “but if you’re going to quote Shakespeare to me like that,
you better be prepared to follow through with a love scene later
on, not to mention a few costume changes.”

Michael chuckled. “Quote Shakespeare?
Whatever are you talking about? This is how I always speak on my
fifth date.”

“It may be your fifth date, but you’re
spouting Twelfth Night,” Orobas beamed. “There’s nothing that turns
me on faster - or more effectively - than that.”

“Good to know,” Michael said as he raised his
mug one more time. “So, where should we go for this kiss?”

“Why not right here?” Orobas said as he began
to lean across the bread and lobster. Resting his mug on the table,
Michael leaned in as well, parting his lips for his first kiss with
a devil. His heart was pounding, his palms were sweaty, and his
groin was straining against the tightness of his jeans.

Just as their lips were about to touch, the
unmistakable scent of sulfur filled the air, and suddenly a
stranger was standing by the table, dressed all in black.

“Orobas,” the stranger spoke, his voice tired
and attempting to sound authoritative. “Your presence in the
Underworld is requested. You must come with me immediately.”

Michael watched as Orobas slowly leaned back
into his seat and assumed a state of raging calm.

“And who the fuck are you?” he asked.

“I’m Carmine,” the voice said, “Lucifer’s
secretary and personal assistant.”

“Well, Carmine, do me a quick favor. Reverse
your persistent face out of my personal space and tell Lucifer that
I’ll be along in a jiffy.”

“Sorry, my Lord, but this is an unprecedented
emergency, which I’m afraid cannot wait. All the princes, legion
heads, and other demons of title are gathered already. You were a
bit tricky to track down.”

“I’m under strict ‘do not disturb’
privileges, which Lucifer himself signed off on,” Orobas said, then
turned to Michael. “The Prince of Darkness himself knows exactly
where I am, whom I’m with, and how important this night is to me.
So, if you don’t mind, kindly bugger off, and I’ll be along as
quickly as I can.”

“Lucifer is hurt,” Carmine said, his voice
choking as he spoke, “fighting for his very life. But I assure you,
I wouldn’t insist if we all weren’t absolutely terrified.”

Michael felt the air escape his lungs.
“Lucifer? Hurt? How can that be? He’s immortal. Untouchable.”

“That’s what we all thought,” Carmine
replied, “and no doubt his worship himself thought that as well.
However, as I said, we’re all terrified, and I’ve been charged with
getting everyone together immediately.”

Orobas quickly stood up from the table. “Yes,
yes, of course.” He turned to his date. “I’m awfully sorry,
Michael, but I’m afraid I’ll have to deliver on that promise
another time.”

“Does Gabriel know?” Michael asked, thinking
immediately of his boss
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