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There is Power in Kindness.
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excitement over new stories, your love and support shown online has
kept me going through some dark months, and I truly appreciate
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To my friends, Barry and Phil for their
constant support.

To Jon, who finds my mistakes and corrects
them so beautifully.

And to my kids – Peter, Thomas and Holly – I
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Prologue






The music in Club AZ was upbeat and loud.
However, the only song on repeat in Uriel’s head was Harry
Nilsson’s “Without You”.

Anael had just been telling him about
Patrice’s fate three months ago in the Underworld. Uriel already
knew what had happened from Archangel Gabriel, of course.
Everything came through Gabriel, especially when an angel has had
some obstacles and challenges the way Uriel recently had. He knew
about it, but it was still hard to hear, especially from a friend
as near and dear as Anael. Gabriel provided the information, but
Anael had actually been there. He had the details Uriel had
desperately craved. The look in Patrice’s eyes. His final words.
That confirmation that Patrice was fully darkened past the point of
any hopeful return to the light.

“I talked with him before he went,” Anael had
said, “and the darkness in his soul was irreparable. There was
nothing left in him to redeem. I’m so sorry, Uriel.”

Anael probably didn’t realize it, but his
words had been comforting in a strange and unexpected way. It was
like a Chilean poet said once; Loving was so short; forgetting was
so long. Uriel was poised to let Anael know how comforted he was,
when Zagan stormed over like an enraged elephant, picking Anael up
as if he was a prize won at a country fair, and threw him over his
shoulder. Uriel found the entire display embarrassing and demeaning
but it wasn’t as though he was going to interfere – not when he was
already on shaky ground.

Is every demon a brute?

Uriel, despite all the assurances from
Gabriel, still had trouble believing that Anael was happy. He knew
he was supposed to accept it. Trust it. It had come from Head
Office. Of course, it was the right way forward. First Raziel was
paired with Botis. Raziel, the Angel of Secrets, was up front and
honest about his love. No secret there. Their weird pairing seemed
to work for them.

Next, Anael. The Angel of Love and
Relationships himself. He was also mated to a demon. And happy,
according to Gabriel. Apparently, there were more on some list
somewhere. Uriel thanked the stars that his name wasn’t one of
them. His clearly communicated disdain for demons was well known to
both the Lord of the Underworld, Lucifer, and Gabriel. Those were
the two with the list, arranging the couplings, and hopefully each
would continue to see Uriel as off limits. Even being considered
fragile was better than being paired with a demon.

But Anael – Uriel looked across at the door
his friend had disappeared through. I just wish… I just wanted
to say… What Uriel had been trying to say was “thank you”.
Patrice had been the only soul Uriel had ever committed to and
“thank you” was the least he could say, knowing his friend was the
last face Patrice had seen before he’d been sent to the pits.

It was all Uriel could think of, sitting by
himself at the little table in the back of the bar – Patrice’s last
hour and Anael’s part in it. He could see the groups of women
laughing and cheering for the dancer on stage. Hen parties loved
their strip clubs. He took comfort in seeing so many people take
joy out of the simplest things.

But it was time for him to leave. Uriel
preferred long periods alone, and since his stint in Head Office…
he was better alone. Less likely to upset someone that way.
His sadness was easier to handle on his own. The long-awaited talk
with Anael would have to wait – it was something Gabriel had
suggested. But closure – what he’d been looking for… he could wait.
The one thing Uriel had was time. Especially after his time
away…

“A reset,” Gabriel had called it.

“Like a computer?” Uriel had asked. “Just
unplug me, wait ten seconds, and then plug me back in? Get the bugs
out?”

That was the plan, essentially. Only for the
Angel of Light and Truth, the Universal Muse, Uriel was unplugged
for considerably longer than ten seconds.

Three months away from his work, his purpose
in being, was as painful as it was effective. But it worked. Uriel
kept telling himself that it had to have worked. He was a sensitive
soul who always saw the creative light in everyone, regardless of
how much they tried to hide it. Even one as dark as Patrice
possessed a light – it was his creative soul that had drawn Uriel
so strongly in the first place.

So, Uriel was glad to be back amongst the
living, and those who were barely living. Souls fell like leaves in
autumn, and people needed all the help they could get. Uriel was
committed once again. He had renewed his vows, taken the pledge,
and with the help of Gabriel and his angelic cohort, he was seeing
the light in everyone.

Well, almost everyone. I really must try
harder, but no matter what doctrines came from on high, Uriel
still struggled with Zagan. With Botis. With all the demons of the
Underworld. That was going to take considerably longer than three
months to overcome. But Uriel had promised the powers that be he
would get there. He would work every day, do his absolute best, and
train his eyes to see the light in them. To love and honor all
beings; not just the ones with a heartbeat or white wings.

He finished his drink - cranberry and soda -
and was on his way out of the club when he sensed someone
approaching. He knew it was a demon before he even turned around.
Was Gabriel testing him already? Best to assume so and play nice.
Uriel pasted a smile on his face and turned around.

“Hi, I’m Uriel,” he said with his hand
extended.

“Hey there, hot stuff. What time are you
on?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your set? Aren’t you a dancer here?”

“Oh?” Uriel continued to smile, though it was
starting to burn his cheeks. “Why would you assume that?”

“You’re far too gorgeous to be a patron. Look
around.”

Uriel, committed to please and not cause any
distress for himself, spread his smile a bit wider and scanned the
room. The demon was right. His angelic aura outshone the men and
women around him ten to one. But Uriel was used to that.

He turned back to the demon. “That’s kind of
you to say, but I’m not a dancer. Not really a patron either. I was
just here to see a friend, but he’s gone now, so I will be
too.”

“Anael. Yeah, I know your friend,” the demon
said. “He’s my best friend’s boyfriend. Mate, actually. Lifelong.
Till death do they part, long. Actually, longer. Beyond death,
because they’re…”

“An angel and a demon,” Uriel said, nodding
through the entire banal exchange. “Like you and I.”

The demon feigned ignorance, so Uriel flashed
his wings like a switchblade - in and out with split second timing.
Luckily the strobe lights were on, so anyone who happened to be
glancing over in that particular second would hardly have noticed
the show.

“What’s your name?” Uriel asked.

This time it was the demon’s turn to extend
his hand. “Haures,” he said. “Lord of the…”

He stopped speaking as Uriel flinched. Lord
of the Souls of the Damned. Uriel knew him by reputation. Haures.
This was the one who was charged with looking after Patrice for
centuries, ever since Botis had… Uriel tried to blink the memory
away by closing his eyes and counting backwards from ten. Gabriel
had told him he would be emotionally triggered, and the best way to
take control was a trick many humans used: controlled
breathing.

He was at three when Haures seemed to read
his thoughts. “I knew Patrice. I was there when he went to the
pits. May I say…”

“No,” Uriel said quickly. “You may not.
Please. Don’t say anything.”

The very thought of whatever this demon was
about to say went through him, unsaid, like a knife. A dull,
jagged, rusty blade that threatened to cut him to pieces all over
again.

“I’m sorry, but I need to go,” Uriel said as
he struggled gracelessly with his coat.

“Here, let me help you with that,” Haures
said as he attempted to hold the jacket for him.

“NO,” Uriel roared. He couldn’t stop the pain
cry from coming out so harshly. This time, a few heads did turn
around. He quickly composed himself once more and tried to cover
up. “I mean, thank you, but I’m fine. I’ll just carry it. It’s not
that cold out anyway.”

“Suit yourself,” Haures said as he pulled his
hands back as if the jacket was suddenly on fire. “If you’ll pardon
the pun.” He added the last bit with a smile, and what was
unmistakably a twinkle in the eye.

Uriel saw the twinkle, knew it was a sign of
light, of hope, of something redeemable in this abomination of a
being. He wished he hadn’t seen it.

“I’m here for the next couple of weeks,”
Haures added, “watching the place while Zagan and Anael are
grinding away in their love shack. I know you hate me, and I won’t
exactly keep a candle burning for you, but at least we can take
some solace in knowing that our mutually mated friends are happily
ever after-ing and getting laid on a regular basis. So, there’s
hope for all of us, don’t you think?”

Uriel was a few steps away when he heard
this. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Keep walking, Uriel.
Get out of here. Don’t engage. Don’t engage. Don’t engage.

“Hope?” Uriel couldn’t help himself as he
twirled around. “What could you possibly know about the concept?
It’s just another four-letter word for you, isn’t it? You, who
stands below the world, arms wide open, yelling ‘Go on! Jump!’ to
the troubled and tortured souls up here. When they finally do
succumb, you let them crash. You don’t catch them. You don’t even
give them a soft landing. So don’t talk to me about hope, you…
you…”

“Go ahead. Say it. I promise you I’ve heard
it all before,” Haures was taunting him now, gesturing with his
hand, daring Uriel to speak whatever the unspeakable was.

But Uriel caught himself. His controlled
breathing kicked in. He saw the twinkle, the light, and - by sheer
power of will - stopped himself from falling into the trap. A small
victory but in a time when he didn’t have many, he’d take it.

“No. I’m not that kind of angel anymore. I’m
better than I was and you’re just a test. A damn good test, Lord of
the Damned. But you’ve failed this time because I’m passing this
one.”

Another deep breath. Uriel turned around and
walked out, his coat in one hand and his dignity gripped
precariously in the other. He managed to get past the doors. Once
outside, however, he let his guard down and gave in to a long,
gut-wrenching sob. Crying was a good release. Uriel knew this.
Holding everything in was a recipe for disaster.

He turned away from the long walk home and
spent the rest of the night wandering around the city instead,
watching the sun come up and the masses make their way to work.
Uriel turned his mind to those around him, particularly those
seeking light, inspiration, truth. He had the ability to deliver
the fire of Prometheus. That spark of insight that caught and
burned bright in every endeavor, every creative act.

Those in need were everywhere - sitting in a
cafe, running in the park, cycling over the Fremont bridge - all of
them seeking Uriel’s special gift. That ineffable something that
would turn things around for them. That glorious ‘ah-ha’ moment.
Aesthetic arrest. Bliss. Call it what you will.

After touching a few dozen souls, Uriel felt
infinitely better. He ducked into an alley and translocated home.
Gabriel had arranged for Uriel to occupy a top floor apartment in a
high rise.

“A bit closer to Head Office,” Gabriel had
quipped, “just in case I need to get to you in a hurry.”

They both knew that distance was no obstacle
for angels. The real reason the apartment was deemed suitable for
Uriel was how light it was. Wrap around windows that would bring in
the sunshine from dawn until dusk. And hopefully forestall another
slip into depression. It was only a shame the apartment was in
Seattle, a city that only averaged one hundred and fifty odd days
of sunshine per year. If he needed it, Uriel was either going to
have to create his own light for six months of the year or shuffle
off to California or Arizona.

His current mood, however, welcomed the
endless grey days. The soft light was easy on the eyes. Like
Haures. Uriel tried to forget the fact that the demon was
beautiful. Stunning, really. But so was Botis. And Zagan. Even
Lucifer himself. All demons were made beautiful as it made it
easier for them to tempt others. But Uriel didn’t see beauty in
physical looks. It was that twinkle in Haures’s eye that kept
coming back to him. But a twinkle was no reason to keep thinking
about someone. Was it?

Uriel arrived in his bedroom, slipped off his
slip-on shoes, and walked out to the kitchen thinking of his last
bottle of kombucha chilling in the fridge. He would crack it open,
do his mental exercises while he watched the sun arc across the
West Coast sky, and wipe the memory of Haures and the flicker of
light in his eyes that kept shining long after Uriel closed his
own.

Loving was so short; forgetting was so
long.







Chapter One


Haures sat patiently on the small love seat
outside of Lucifer’s office. Every time he looked up at the
receptionist’s desk, he felt a bit more awkward. Haures never liked
being stared at.

“You look busy,” he finally said to Carmine,
hoping the secretary would go back to whatever secrets he was
entrusted with. That’s where the word must have come from,
right? Haures thought. The keeper of secrets? Their boss’s
secrets?

Carmine only smiled, widened his eyes as if
to say ‘honey, you have no idea’, and kept on staring.

“I don’t mean to stare,” he started to say,
but Haures didn’t let him finish.

“It’s all right,” Haures replied, as politely
as he could. “It happens a lot.”

“Oh?”

“I mean, not so much down here, in the
Underworld, but… you know,” Haures blushed and pointed up with his
index finger. “Up there.”

“Because…?” Carmine squinted, trying to tease
the answer out of him.

Haures shrugged, gestured to his handsome
boy-band face, and smiled his best Hollywood grin.

“Oh? OHHHH!” Carmine laughed. “You think I’m
staring at you because you’re so devilishly handsome, is that
it?”

“Isn’t it?”

“Oh, sweet cheeks, no, no, no, no. I’m
staring because I don’t believe what I’m seeing.”

Haures suddenly wondered what was wrong with
the way he looked. He furtively glanced around him, checked his
fly, ran his tongue over his teeth, probing for bits of lettuce or
parsley stuck in the spaces in between.

“Your zipper is done up.” Carmine laughed
again. “No, it’s just you’re an anomaly among demons. You showed up
fifteen minutes early for your appointment with His Nibs, and
you’re just sitting there, patiently waiting, even though he’s
running an hour behind. No histrionics. No fireballs and threats of
violence. No petty, childish, entitled behavior. I mean, the fact
that you even made an appointment is miraculous enough.”

“I didn’t make the appointment,” Haures said,
wondering if he’d been insulted somehow. “He did.”

“You see? Even that. Just a kind,
well-mannered correction. Are you sure you’re not an angel in
disguise?”

“Uh… no,” Haures replied, and tried to put
his attention elsewhere. It was at times like this he wished he
carried a smart phone like every other being in the universe. He
could scroll Instagram or Tinder. Anything.

“Probably for the best, seeing as you do a
lot down here.” Carmine suddenly blinked as if a bell had been rung
in his head. “Oh! He’ll see you now. You can go straight in.”

Haures, stood up, looked to Carmine, was
about to say ‘thank you’ but stopped himself. Better to not add to
the label of being the most well-mannered demon in the
Underworld.

“And yes, you’re a cutie too,” the
receptionist added. “Enjoy your meeting.”

Damn it, I should’ve said thank you. Too
late now. Haures entered the office of the Lord of the
Underworld. Lucifer stood up to greet him. Haures was always
surprised at how small he was. Such power packed into that tiny
little frame.

“Haures, so sorry to keep you waiting. You
know the Archangel Gabriel, I trust?”

“By reputation only, sir,” Haures said, and
offered a quick bow to the man in white with luminous wings. He was
suddenly nervous. What the fuck was Gabriel doing here? It was not
without precedent that angels would pay a visit to the Underworld,
especially since two of them have been mated to two demons already.
But the archangel himself? The Master’s right-hand man of the
earthly and heavenly realm? The fact that Gabriel was Lucifer’s
equal unsettled Haures even more.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Haures said.
He must have done something horribly wrong to merit audience with
both of them at the same time. Fuck, maybe they know I spoke to
Uriel and are trying to warn me off.

He watched as Gabriel’s eyes looked back at
Lucifer. He was an angel of few words. Haures, a quiet one himself,
respected that.

“Yes, well I’ll get right to the point,”
Lucifer said, clapping his hands together like a master showman.
“You’re next on the ‘list’. Congratulations.”

“The list?” Of course, Haures knew exactly
what Lucifer was referring to. That list. “Thank you, my Lord. I
will do everything in my power to see things go smoothly in
accordance with your will, as always.”

“Oh, it’s not my will, Haures. It’s not even
Gabriel’s. We’re just charged with making sure it all goes
smoothly. It’s all about the Master and Head Office’s plans.”
Lucifer’s hand wafted upwards, in case Haures needed more of a
clue.

“Of course.” Haures bowed his head again, not
knowing what else to say. “Can I ask who the other end of the
equation will be?”

“Equation?” Lucifer echoed. “Interesting
choice of words. If only it were as simple as one plus one equals
One. Not this time, I’m afraid. Which is why I’ve invited Gabriel
here. No, your pairing is going to be particularly tricky. Succeed,
and the Master will be… how shall I say… affirmed in his plan. But
if it should fail, we’ll all be paying a dear, dear price for
thousands - perhaps hundreds of thousands - of years.”

Mankind won’t be around that long.

Haures thought it but didn’t say it. Wave
after wave of souls, blessed with the gift of life and free will,
have fallen into his camp. It would never stop. The endless parade
of the damned over the centuries have left him more than a tad
jaded.

“Understood, my Lord,” Haures simply
said.

“You see, Gabriel? I told you he was
obedient. And so polite. One of my finest. It’s a good match.”

Haures watched Gabriel heave the heaviest of
sighs. The burden of something unbearably worrisome pulled the
angel’s eyelids down with the weight of it all.

“With whom am I…” Haures rolled his hands
over top of each other, waiting for his boss to release a name.

“Gabe? Wanna spill who the lucky angel
is?”

“You’ve been paired with Uriel.”

The first thing that struck Haures was how
soft spoken the archangel was. Barely a whisper, yet the name
thundered through Haures’s body like it had been shot from a
cannon.

Uriel. Fuck me. Haures couldn’t help
it, he laughed, and put his hands up, palms out, to block the idea
and kill it where it stood.

“Maybe that’s not such a hot idea.”

“Ours is not to question the ways of the
Master.” Gabriel was whisper yelling again, and Haures felt a chill
ripple through him at the angel’s words. How does he even do
that with his voice?

Haures turned abruptly to Lucifer.
“Permission to speak freely, my Lord?”

“This is a special occasion.” Lucifer nodded,
just briefly.

“Uriel hates me, my Lord. He hates all
demons. He told me as much.”

“That’s impossible,” Gabriel said. “That
would be a violation of his oath to love all beings. Hatred is a
human emotion. Uriel is above that.”

“Look, Haures,” Lucifer sat on the corner of
his desk, “every demon and every angel from the dawn of existence
have had their issues with each other. This is nothing new. But the
divide is growing, and it’s up to us - all of us - to try and
stitch it closer together.”

“Fair enough, and I appreciate how fucking
difficult that must be for you both,” Haures said, then stole a
look at Gabriel. “Pardon my language.” The angel shrugged, his
facial expression unchanging. “Don’t get me wrong. Uriel is a
catch. He’s gorgeous, sexy, and deep. Everything a demon could ask
for. I’ve seen him around through the ages and feel as if I know
him better than most because of Patrice.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,”
Lucifer interrupted. “A match made in heaven.”

“But something’s different about him now,”
Haures continued. “Even if I wanted to, I don’t see any way to win
him over. I’m a demon, not a miracle worker.”

Gabriel looked to Lucifer. If Haures didn’t
know better, he could have sworn he saw something akin to respect
pass between the two of them with that look.

“When the list was drawn up, and Lucifer and
I had no idea it was happening, let alone who would be on it,”
Gabriel explained quietly, “Uriel was in a horrible place
emotionally. Worse than he is now. And still the Master saw fit to
put his name down. Not the first on the list, but not the last
either. Right in the middle. This is not a coincidence, Haures.
Uriel’s mating with you, yours with him, is very much the fulcrum
on
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