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Dedication

To all my wonderful readers who have been
with me on an incredible eight-year journey – you are all the
reason I get up in the morning. 2022 is going to be our year, my
friends 

Special mention to Betty Ann, Devon and Jon
for their polishing work on my drafts, and to Barry and Phil for
keeping me on track with my ideas.

The things we do with love in our hearts is
never work.







Prologue






Epilogue from Book 3 – Soul Deep

The water was as still as glass, the sand
bleached white as snow, the sky overhead was a beautiful blue, with
just a hint of cloud for contrast and while there was a small
breeze, it didn’t deter from what was an absolutely stunning
day.

Only three souls were playing on the beach
that day. Three forms of Greek-defined beauty – naked, muscled, and
lightly tanned. Three men who wore their mature eternal youth as
their right. A close observer might notice the bright white wings
all three sported sprouting naturally from backs built to hold
them, but then again, it could be a trick of the light.

The three souls were having a good time –
splashing and laughing in the water, although that same observer
might feel swimming was a point too far, especially with wings, but
there was a lot of laughter and happy sounds coming from the trio.
It might have been an hour later, or hours, when one of them
finally called a halt to the fun times, and the three men trooped
across the sand, and plopped themselves under a handy tree.

“All right, all right, we should really get
to work,” Gabriel flicked back his hair, which had an annoying
habit of falling in his eyes, and smiled at his friends. “I hereby
announce the commencement of the Fiftieth Centennial Meeting of the
Archangels,” Gabriel spoke in that voice so low and steady in its
timbre. “It has been exactly one hundred earthly years since our
last conference, and let me wish a happy golden centennial to each
of us.”

The two archangels nodded and lifted their
glasses in a toast.

“A special shoutout to Raphael,” Gabriel
continued, “for organizing the most beautiful venue imaginable.
This island was a special touch, especially one with so many
amenities.”

“Hear, hear!” Michael raised his glass before
bringing it to his mouth, sipping his crushed ice cocktail and
twirling the small umbrella like a baton between his thumb and
finger.

“Always happy to help,” Raphael said with a
slight bow. The dark tattoos on his broad chest glistened like
black diamonds in the bright sunlight. “We can have this place to
ourselves for the entire year if we want it.”

“As if our conferences still require that
kind of time,” Gabriel said with a chuckle. “I think we should be
able to finish all we need to in a month. Two tops.”

“We could always find reasons to stretch it
to three months, provided the weather holds,” Michael said. “Did
everyone apply sunscreen?”

Both Gabriel and Raphael laughed easily at
the joke. Obviously, none of them required sunscreen. All three
archangels had their own particular skills, but being angels gave
them protections from most of the problems that affected the
mortals they watched over. Michael protected, Raphael healed, and
Gabriel communicated; all three on behalf of what was
euphemistically known as Head Office.

“Before we get started, and because it’s not
officially on the agenda,” Gabriel began, “I just want to
acknowledge your request, Raphael, to outsource the travel
responsibilities. Head Office has been informed and will get back
to me with a response in due course.”

“In other words, a few thousand years give or
take a century or ten,” Michael cracked.

“Thanks, Gabe,” Raphael said.

“You should thank Uriel. It was he who
petitioned on your behalf.”

“How is that fragile young thing, by the
way?” Michael asked. “He and his choices have popped up on my radar
a few times recently. Either in need of protection or in need of
being protected against.”

“He’s doing a lot better,” Gabriel assured
his fellow archangel. “Uriel and the demon, Haures, have been
together for more than nine months now, and he’s in a better place
than I’ve seen for centuries.”

“Another successful mating,” Raphael said as
he clapped his hands. “Head Office must be pleased.”

“They are indeed,” Gabriel confirmed, “which
brings us to the first item on our agenda this afternoon: The
List.”

Raphael sounded out the theme to Jaws, and
Michael screamed in a mock display of terror. Both then collapsed
in laughter on the sand.

“Those poor angels and demons,” Michael said.
“I, for one, am glad Head Office is finally doing something about
easing the tension between our two camps. And triply glad…”

“Nice one, Mikey,” Raphael said.
“Triply!”

“Thank you. I’m triply glad we three, we
lucky three, are immune to the plans concocted on high.”

“No shit,” Raphael agreed, summoning a
charcuterie board out of thin air and selecting a slice of
prosciutto, thin as paper, along with a wedge of brie. “The
Archangel gig ain’t always an easy one, but at least we’re spared
this royal campaign-in-the-ass.”

Michael chuckled as he tossed a grape into
his mouth, managing not to choke himself. Both he and Raphael soon
noticed Gabriel was neither laughing nor indulging in the fine
offering of meats and cheeses.

“I’m sorry, Gabe,” Raphael said with genuine
sincerity – all three were really good friends. “We shouldn’t make
fun. You’ve been on the front lines with this list since the
beginning. It can’t be easy.”

“Easy or not, it’s the right thing. I’ve seen
the positive results that have come from it. Head Office is
absolutely correct with this initiative, and I am in full support
of it.” Gabriel spoke as if he dared his friends to argue with
him.

“Naturally,” Michael agreed. “All joking
aside, it is a good thing. The troubles with down below have taken
up far too much of my time in recent centuries, yet since this
initiative, they’ve completely stopped. Lucifer sees us as allies
for a change, and that has to be positive. We’re in full support,
aren’t we, Rafe?”

“One hundred and ten percent,” the Archangel
of Healing agreed.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Gabriel nodded,
“because we need to discuss the final three angelic beings on the
list. Raziel and Anael were the first two, as you both know.
Between the three of us, I have no problem mentioning they were
somewhat guinea pigs in this, but it worked, and their success
allowed for the next pairing to happen. Uriel and Haures were the
fulcra, the middle point, on which the weight of the balance would
ultimately rest. That’s worked, too, despite a rather hairy
situation with a sold soul Uriel was caring for. So, as it stands,
the first three angels are successfully mated to their demons, and
all systems are a go moving forward.”

“Congratulations, Gabriel,” Raphael said, and
all three raised their glasses once again.

Michael popped a trio of olives into his
mouth. “So, who are the next three angels?” Michael asked as he bit
down on the meat of the brined, pitted fruit. “Who should we be
watching out for now?”

“That’s just it,” Gabriel said. “There are no
more angels on the list.”

“What?” Raphael nearly choked on his water
cracker. “I thought you said the scheme was a success, and there
were three more?”

“There are three more matings,” Gabriel
confirmed, “but not angels, as such.”

The faces on the other two were genuinely
confused, so Gabriel took a deep breath and finally spilled the
secret he’d been holding for over a month.

“Archangels,” he announced. “The next three
matings will be archangels – more specifically, it’s the three of
us.”

Raphael jumped to his feet, sand flying
everywhere. “You have got to be joking, Gabriel. We’re above all
this. Aren’t we? We don’t have the time or bandwidth to, to, to…
domesticate. We’ve all got very serious and time-consuming
jobs.”

“It’s not up to me, as I’m sure you know,”
Gabriel replied. “And before you even think about it, Head Office
has no interest in hearing protestations, or refusals, or requests
for exemption. Our status does not protect us from this, Raphael,
my dear. Not even the Archangel of Protection himself can shield us
from this commandment.”

“Wanna bet?” Michael said. His words lacked
conviction.

“Head Office was particularly clear on this
point, Michael.”

Raphael threw the charcuterie board into the
ocean. The seagulls followed the trajectory, hoping for some
floating snacks to pick at before the marine life took it all.
“Unbelievable. Un-fucking-believable.”

The tone had changed considerably as a cloud
passed over the sun, casting all three in cool shadow.

“I guess the next obvious question is who do
we have the privilege of mating with?” Michael asked with a
grimace.

“That’s the other surprise,” Gabriel said.
“The names have been whited out, and my memory of who they were is
no longer there. I only have our names, which I know weren’t on
there before. So, I don’t know the order in which these matings are
to happen, nor who those matings are to.”

“I hate to suggest this,” Michael said
tentatively, “but have you spoken to Lucifer about this? Surely, if
you have a list with our names on, he must have a corresponding
list with the names of three from his domain slated for archangel
mates.”

“I have spoken to Lucifer, yes.” Gabriel
grimaced. “He was remarkably unforthcoming about any names from his
side of this. From his manner, I have no way of knowing if he
actually knows the names and delights in withholding the
information, or if he’s in the dark as much as we are, but just
isn’t telling me.”

“Typical fucking Lucifer, in other words.”
Michael frowned.

“Forgive me for stating the obvious, but if
we don’t know who we’re meant to be mated to, what are we meant to
do? All the other parties were informed when they met or
thereabouts and made their decisions accordingly. What are we meant
to do if we don’t know who we’re meant to be doing it with? Surely,
we’re not expected to just take on the first demon we see.” Raphael
looked positively sick.

“No, not just any demon,” Gabriel said,
shaking his head. “From what I’ve been told, which isn’t much
admittedly, these matings have been strictly orchestrated and
coordinated to fit with the overall plan – a plan that has clearly
been tweaked since the first mating. But in respect to who and how,
my best guess is we’re expected to find our mates the old-fashioned
way.”

“What? Like using Tinder or something?”
Michael snorted. “Do demons even go on apps?”

“I wouldn’t know. The only advice I was given
was for us to have our hearts open, and we would receive a sign.”
Gabriel shrugged.

“Let’s hope Head Office has gotten a lot
better at communicating their signs than they used to be.” Michael
huffed. “I’m sure we can all remember times when crossed signs
brought nothing but trouble.”

“And if we refuse?” Raphael voiced the
unspeakable question.

Thunder rolled across the heavens, and the
sky suddenly went dark as night.

Michael patted Raphael on the back. “Good
question, Rafe. Nice one, letting Head Office know just how much of
a team player you are.”

“Right, we all know what’s expected of us,”
Gabriel said, eager to change the subject. “In the meantime, we do
have an agenda. Lots to discuss, I’m sure. Shall we move on to the
next order of business?”

As the trio halfheartedly discussed global
pandemics, individual vs. community rights and freedoms, and the
unmistakable rise in hate and anger amongst the living, the sky
slowly cleared. The sun, forever bright and powerful in its ability
to nourish and restore, once again shone generously on the three
hard-working beings below. Only time would tell if the interlude
was simply the lull before the storm.







Chapter One


Seir was damned uncomfortable in his
seat.

He’d never been to an opera before, and the
one he was watching now seemed to be going on forever. For an
ageless demon, whom time could not decay, Seir didn’t use the word
forever lightly. But honestly, if his date hadn’t been so
unbearably handsome, Seir would have bailed two hours before.

And yet there was still another hour to
go.

The music was interesting; Seir couldn’t deny
that fact. The opening, he later learned it was called an
‘overture,’ was some of the most beautiful music he had ever heard.
That same tune, called a ‘theme’ or ‘lietmotif’ for German
opera buffs, came up a second time during the lovers’ death
scene.

The two main characters had shared a love
potion earlier that did the trick, but ultimately brought about
their ruin. Clever idea for a story, Seir thought, but
why must it take so bloody long to tell?

His date, the Archangel Raphael, didn’t seem
to be uncomfortable at all. Seir could see the tears staining his
sculptured face, his beard, and glistening on his dimples. That
sight in itself would’ve been worth watching if it hadn’t had been
for Seir’s other problem – his insides.

It was a common enough issue. The two men had
grabbed hot dogs from a street vendor prior to the start of the
show. Seir shouldn’t have chosen the fried onions as a topping
because now they were making his stomach rumble. Thankfully the
music was loud enough to drown it out most of the time.

Occasionally there was an inopportune moment
when the lovers on stage were not singing and the orchestra was
deadly silent; when the entire audience was holding their
collective breath; when the opera house itself seemed to be
suspended in time and space. You could have heard a pin drop, and
most would have preferred to hear that instead of a demon’s stomach
wrenching and gurgling in gaseous agony, begging for release.

Raphael looked over at that moment, an
expression of fatherly concern on his face. Seir noted his eyes
still twinkled, but he was clearly not impressed with the
noise.

“I can help you if you want,” Raphael had
whispered, and raised his two index fingers to hint toward how that
help would be administered. “Just say the word.”

“I’m good, thanks,” Seir stubbornly replied.
He wasn’t about to let an angel touch him in the crowded confines
of the Seattle Opera House. Besides, he wasn’t quite sure just how
Raphael would use those two fingers to help. A simple tap on the
tummy? A penetration of the stomach lining and removal of offending
greasy vegetables? A double-digit enema?

None of these options were approbate for a
first date.

The two of them said nothing more for the
rest of the performance, and Seir suffered as quietly as he
could.

After the show was over and the demon had
returned from a twenty-minute toilet break, he found his date
standing alone outside the theatre.

“Everyone else gone home?” Seir asked.

“It appears so,” Raphael replied.

“Makes sense, I guess,” the demon said, “they
don’t want to miss breakfast.”

“Come on, now,” the angel chided, “the opera
wasn’t that long.”

“Oh yes.” Seir nodded as he sucked his lips
over his teeth. “It was that long. Longer. I’m a demon. Like you,
I’ve been around forever, and I have to say, that opera was an
eternity.”

“And worth every minute,” Raphael said in
defense. “Besides, Wagner’s music is eternal.”

“No,” Seir quipped, “Heaven and hell are
eternal. That,” he gestured dismissively toward the marquee on the
opera house, “was fucking forever.”

“Mm-hmm,” Raphael acknowledged with
well-practiced patience. “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re
the one who suggested music as a great first date idea.”

“Yes, I did,” Seir pounced on his words. “I’d
been thinking of seeing a band. A club. A concert. Anything but
this. I would have been happy with sitting in a camp chair at a
folk festival.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t like it.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it. Like has
nothing to do with what we’re talking about. I’m only saying the
opera was long. And depressing. And the seat was
uncomfortable.”

He waited for a reply from the angel but was
only given a shrug in response.

“Soooo… what now?” Seir asked. “Should we
call it a night?”

“I’ve allocated five hours for this date,”
Raphael stoically responded as he consulted his smartphone to check
the time, “as I do for all of them. I haven’t ended an evening with
a demon prematurely yet, and I don’t intend to start now.”

“Wow. You sure know how to make a boy feel
special.” Seir was starting to think good looks shouldn’t be the
only basis for a date, even with an angel. “How about we stroll
along the beach and look at the stars?”

Raphael nodded, and the two of them commenced
to walk along Mercer Street to Centennial Park, attempting to have
a conversation as they went.

“So, how many dates have you been on so far?”
Seir asked. “I mean, with demons.”

“Eight.” Raphael seemed tense.

“And have they all been a night at the
opera?”

“No.”

“Any promising candidates so far?”

Raphael shook his head once. Not side to side
so much as to just one side.

“Right.” Seir nodded. “Otherwise, why would
you be out with me tonight?”

Again, the archangel nodded one downward
slump of his head.

“Okay,” the demon said, mostly to himself.
“Good talk.”

They continued to walk, arriving at the beach
and taking in the partially cloudy night sky. A fully clear night
sky was a rarity in Seattle, and Seir already knew they wouldn’t be
that lucky tonight – like the rest of this date.

“Well, you seem like the catch of the
century,” Seir announced after another long silence. “Scintillating
conversationalist, fun to party with, superb taste in dead white
guy music. It’s a wonder you’re still single.”

Raphael stopped and calmly stared at
Seir.

“Sarcasm is not an attractive quality,” the
angel said at last, “especially on a date. I was told your kind
nature was rare for a demon, but I must confess I’ve yet to see any
evidence of it.”

Seir sucked air in through his nose rather
than reply. “And I heard you were blessed with the power of
healing,” Seir countered back. “If there’s any time left on your
stopwatch of romance, maybe you can, I don’t know, heal this train
wreck of a night and stop it from bleeding to death.”

Raphael smiled for the first time. Seir could
see how much more handsome the angel was with that flash of teeth.
Those dimples were adorable, and the demon found it hard to look
away.

“It’s been ordained from on high that I am to
meet, fall in love, and mate with a demon. I don’t like the command
any more than you do, but it is what it is. I followed the
directions of my superiors and invited you out assuming the same
impulse existed in you. I’ve tried to be polite, patient, and
understanding and really give this night a fair try.”

“Have you really? I mean same, same,” Seir
replied.

“I have more dates scheduled for the
foreseeable future. I wish I didn’t. I wish I was not part of this
list, which I know you know all about, but I am. Even an archangel
like myself, with the rank and stature afforded someone in my
position, is not exempt from the Master’s plan.”

“I’m sure there’s no one quite like you.”
Okay, so Seir had tried charm throughout the evening, but Raphael
hadn’t been receptive from the moment they met up. He wasn’t sure
why he was bothering now.

“According to my watch, we have exactly ten
minutes left on this rendezvous to fully explore whether we’re
meant to be together.”

“I guess that rules out sex,” Seir said. If
kindness wasn’t going to work, he might as well try some attempt at
humor. “Unless you’re up for a blowjob.”

Again, the demon was joking. Both knew the
terms they were meeting under and had agreed to no intimate
touching, not to mention oral gratification. Not that they were
being cordial or gentlemanly, but to ensure the balance between
angels and demons was not unduly upset by unmated sexual contact.
That had been an old rule between the two camps for as far back as
anyone could remember.

Raphael unfurled his wings, the bright white
feathers gleaming powerfully in the muted moonlight. “Let’s just be
silent for these last minutes, shall we, and
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