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Lucifer’s Litigator

 

By TJ Nichols

 

To save his soul, he’ll have to fix his one regret—the love that got away.

The summer between the end of school and the start of what came next was full of sun, surf, and sex. For Will McLeod, that meant Tom, his first male lover. He knew the romance had an expiration date and would end when Tom joined the Army, but that didn’t stop Will from falling in love.

Tired of being looked down upon for being poor, Will became a lawyer—but not just any lawyer. He litigates for the gods as they gamble with the lives of those desperate enough to make deals. His job is to make sure they don’t slip free. He has more money than he knows what to do with, but he’s fast running out of soul.

Twenty-five years haven’t dimmed the candle Will holds for Tom, and when they meet again, he has a chance to put things right. Back then, Tom wasn’t ready to fight for them. Now the decorated soldier is willing to get his hands dirty, but will he be a match for the forces trying to keep them apart?




Chapter 1

 

 

THE COURTROOM was preternaturally quiet. William McLeod had grown used it over the years, but today it bothered him. Prickles traced up his spine as though all eyes were on him. They weren’t. No one cared about him except his client, Sekhmet, and thankfully, like most gods, Sekhmet hadn’t bothered to show up. There was nothing worse than having a god watch every move he made. Then they’d want to talk about it later, when all he wanted was to forget. His life was simpler when he could make the case and do his job without their influence.

The judges appeared in the room as little more than ghostly forms. They were actual judges—sleeping humans who were borrowed to preside over cases. Did they ever wake and wonder what they had eaten to cause such dreams, or did they just not remember?

William glanced at his papers.

It was a straightforward case, or it should be. He’d done this a thousand times, but today was different. Because he’d made the decision to break his contract? Or because he knew he’d win and he didn’t want to?

William closed his eyes, not because he was nervous and gathering his thoughts, but because it wasn’t a game and it wasn’t fun. Every case was taking a little of his soul, and soon there’d be nothing left. Soon he’d become staff and there’d be no escape.

A whisper rustled through the courtroom, and William opened his eyes.

A middle-aged man, not that different from him, was being brought toward the witness box. The chain between his ankles dragged on the floor. Zane Rugger had made a deal he hadn’t been able to keep.

There was no swearing in. The truth would be told, regardless of whether it wanted to be spoken. The man’s lawyer glanced at William, and they nodded their greeting but didn’t speak. There would be no offer of a lighter sentence.

Lighter sentences didn’t exist here.

Once a human made a deal with the gods, the gods would uphold their end as long as the human upheld theirs. William’s palms started to sweat, and his throat dried.

William had followed his own contract explicitly, but now he wanted to exploit the out clause. He swallowed and scanned the courtroom. That no one knew what he was thinking was a small mercy.

Zane hadn’t used his out clause, which was understandable, given it required his daughter to die. Instead he’d broken the attached NDA.

Every contract came with a Nondisclosure Agreement, even William’s. The signer was forbidden to reveal the details of their contract or the name of the god they’d received their favor from.

Zane’s was an open-and-shut case.

He clanked around wildly, trying to get free, his eyes wide with terror. If he’d been expecting a more human court, something familiar from numerous TV shows, he was no doubt confused.

There was no wooden bar, no place for an audience. It was a small room with three judges on one side and the lawyers on the other. The accused stood to the left. If the god was going to show, they’d be on the right. In the middle was the fire of truth. If it burned any other color than white, the speaker was lying. Lying here was more of a sin than it was in human court, for the simple reason it was easy to prove.

Why had William taken this job? He wanted to go back and slap his younger, dumber self.

If an offer looked too good there was always a catch, but William had been young and hungry and eager to carve out his place. Plutus had exploited William’s desire, and he’d happily signed his soul away.

The bell chimed, and a shiver ran down his spine. William had never seen the bell or the bell ringer. No matter how many times he heard the ancient chime, it was still unsettling, as though no human should hear the sound. He shook off the chill and focused. The trial was now in progress, and he had to argue that Sekhmet deserved compensation because the agreement had been broken. That was technically true, but it didn’t sit well.

Zane’s three-year-old daughter had a terminal brain tumor, and one night he got drunk and pleaded, prayed to anyone who’d listen. His wife had a thing for lions, and Sekhmet, feeling flattered and generous, had offered a miracle. Zane had agreed, but he hadn’t managed to keep his mouth shut for even two weeks. Had he even tried?

William had been doing it for eighteen years—eighteen years of never revealing who his employer was. Contract law was never bloodless.

Zane muttered it wasn’t fair. His wife should know about the miracle so they could both praise Sekhmet. But the flame was now a pale gold, and William hadn’t even spoken yet.

Zane’s lawyer shook his head, knowing it was over before it had begun. He leaned toward William. “You might as well say your piece. It won’t matter what I say now.”

William sighed. “Did you warn him not to speak unless asked a question?” Too many damned themselves with a careless word.

“Yeah… I don’t think he was ever going to listen.”

“Did you think you had a chance?”

The man smiled. “I always think I have a chance to save them. Do you always think you’re going to win?”

In cases like this, William wished he could have said no. Instead of answering, he read out his statement. There wasn’t much to it. Telling his wife about his drunken prayer and Sekhmet was a clear violation of Zane’s agreement. If he hadn’t used the goddess’s name, there might have been wiggle room. A human could say they’d prayed for a miracle and received one, as long as they didn’t speak the god’s name or the details of the miracle.

Zane kept babbling about how it wasn’t fair. His words were twisted by his forked tongue—a clear sign he’d broken his NDA.

Life wasn’t fair.

As the judges huddled to talk, William became aware of a man watching the trial. He stood at the back where the shadows almost claimed him. But there were no sentient shadows here. The room was a gap in time—a space carved out of the gods’ realm that humans could step into and where justice could be determined.

This wasn’t the door to the afterlife. There was no judging of souls. Those decisions were all done long before death, as the gods traded souls the way kids traded baseball cards. Amassing worshippers was nothing more than a game—a quest for power—and humans were pieces on the board.

The judges turned.

“Guilty,” they said with one voice.

William suppressed a shudder. There was no rush of satisfaction for a job well done.

“We ask for leniency. In return, Sekhmet would have the chance to gain the wife’s soul,” Zane’s lawyer said.

“She already has the wife’s soul,” William said softly. He wished there were more he could do.

Zane’s lawyer slumped. “What do you offer?”

William stared at his papers, not seeing the words. He wanted a different outcome, but he had his role to play and he spoke for Sekhmet. “The same as usual. The miracle gets taken back or he does penance.” The punishments were made clear at the time of signing. There was no leeway. The gods got what they wanted.

“How do you sleep at night?”

He didn’t. Not well. Hadn’t for a few years. The job was destroying him. Some days he wanted to yell out the truth, but he didn’t want to be where Zane was, listening to lawyers argue his fate. “The same as you.”

What agreement had Zane’s lawyer signed to end up here?

Client and lawyer conferred. It was never easy to hear a client crying, realizing it was all over. Plenty of people signed deals and lived long, happy lives, but plenty fucked up.

William was going to fall into the latter category, because he couldn’t do this any longer. He’d rather die than lose his soul completely and become staff.

The lawyer walked back. “My client will do penance. He wants his little girl to live. Does his selflessness not count for something?”

It had once, but the precedent had been overturned. That was his fault. William had argued so well that compassion no longer mattered in these cases. “I’m sorry.”

He was. Zane was already paying the price for his daughter’s miracle, but now the gods wanted more. Was it never enough for them?

“A weekend to say goodbye?”

William shook his head. It wasn’t in his power to grant the request. If Sekhmet had been there, she could’ve shown some compassion, but she was a god of war as well as healing. She’d killed many humans for her glory. One little girl’s life was nothing. Zane’s soul would be forever hers unless she chose to trade it away. “The sentence is effective immediately.”

Zane’s skin began to blacken, and his body caved in. In seconds he’d gone from human to shadow—a servant of the gods.

His wail cut off as he was ejected from the room.

The judges remained, ready for the next case.

William walked out before the other lawyer could tell him he was an arsehole. He knew. He needed a drink, but one drink might lead to two, and then he’d be spilling his guts and forking his tongue to the first person to listen.

When he stepped through the door, he expected to arrive in his office, as usual. Instead he was on a beach. A beach he hadn’t visited in twenty-five years. A beach he tried to forget about, even though he lived less than an hour away by boat. Seagulls squawked, and the sun glinted off the water. If it was an illusion, it was very convincing.

“I thought you’d like to come here. Good place for a chat?” a man asked.

William turned. The man who’d been watching the proceedings was on the beach with him. His heart sank. Great. Chatting with a god was never a good thing. There were so many ways to accidentally get into trouble—from causing offense to agreeing to a contract or a miracle that would later cause nothing but grief. Would Zane’s wife know that Sekhmet had taken her husband? Would she turn her back on the goddess or demand a new contract? William had seen whole families destroyed because a god wouldn’t show mercy.

The man smiled. “You don’t know who I am.”

“I’m sorry… I don’t know all of the gods.” There were far too many to keep up with, and some went by several names, thus picking up extra souls.

He laughed. “I’m not a god.”

Though clearly he had the power of one or he wouldn’t have been in the judgment room. “What are you?”

The man considered him for a moment. “You would know me best as Lucifer.”

“If it’s about today—”

Lucifer held up his hand. “That was a clear case. I’m here to talk about you.”

“Me? I work for the other side.” William worked for the gods. He never expected to admire the work of the devil, but he did. Lucifer did his best to defend humans, but he didn’t have the resources the gods had. He refused to play their games and elevate himself to full god status, even though he had worshippers.

“I know. I also know you’re deeply unhappy. I advocate for humanity. It would be remiss of me not to notice your plight.” He grinned. “I won’t hold your current employment against you.”

Two dolphins played in the shallows. He breathed in the salt air and shifted his feet in the sand, shells crunching beneath his handmade leather shoes. Too many happy memories had been made here. It hurt to remember. It was a perfect summer day like last time, but he didn’t feel the heat of the sun at all. If Lucifer had noticed he wanted out, who else had? William didn’t want to be a shadow. “I shouldn’t be here.”

“Relax. They don’t know or care. The only time they pay attention is when they make a deal or mete out punishment, and even then, only if it’s different and exciting. Today was dull for them.”

“But not for you.”

“I’ve been watching you. You’re a good lawyer.”

“With a contract.” And he couldn’t resign, no matter how much he wanted to.

Lucifer shrugged. “All contracts can be broken. Yours isn’t as binding as you think it is. Why don’t you go to your reunion and have some fun? Meet some old friends.”

“I didn’t RSVP.” What was the point? The one person he needed to see wouldn’t be there. He hadn’t been there for the previous two, and William didn’t want to spend an evening listening to his former classmates fluff their feathers.

“I can fix that.”

“Why?” There were hundreds of other lawyers just like him—lawyers who’d taken a deal that was too good to be true.

“Your case is interesting.”

“I don’t have a case.” His contract was clear, and the only way out was to fix his one big regret. For that he needed to see Tom, and he hadn’t been able to track him down, not without burning his fingers, anyway. Hiding blistered fingertips in the office wasn’t fun.

He would not be returning his miracle. He’d earned every cent.

“I hope we can talk later, about your case.” Lucifer offered his hand.

As soon as their palms connected, William was in his own office. A shadow slithered over the floor, spying on him and reporting back to its boss. How much time had he lost talking to Lucifer?

His heart pounded as though he’d swum all the way back from Rottnest Island.

He needed a moment of privacy, so he put Zane’s file on his desk and then went to the bathroom. He locked the stall, leaned against the door, and checked that no shadows lurked in the corners.

Fuck.

Lucifer knew he was seeking to break his contract.

He’d thought about going to the reunion—he’d been to the previous two—but he had nothing in common with those people. Though it was statistically possible at least one of his former classmates had signed their own contract with a god. Would they be enjoying their miracle or looking for a way out? If Lucifer could get Tom to the reunion, it would be worth going. The devil’s interest in him made his blood cold. No amount of summer sun could bring the warmth back.

Yours isn’t as binding as you think it is. What the hell did that mean? He’d read his contract numerous times, and his NDA.

But listening to the devil could be dangerous. He told humans the truth.

 

 

TOM PARKED on the street in front of his parents’ house. They had insisted on hosting the party for the family, and the driveway was already full of cars. They hadn’t downsized, even though none of their children had lived at home in over a decade. For a few heartbeats, he was eighteen again and unable to tell them he’d applied for the Army because he wasn’t ever going to get the grades to go to university. Unable to say he was suddenly into Will. Unable to say a damn thing or his father would have exploded into another rant about Tom’s failings.

He forced out a breath. Twenty-five years and his parents hadn’t changed, but he had.

He got out of his car and grabbed the present off the seat. He’d missed most of his niece’s and nephew’s birthdays over the years while he was over east or overseas. This time he was stuck in Perth because the mine site up north was under a cyclone warning and all flights back were grounded until the storm had passed, which would be Monday at the earliest or more likely not until midweek. He should be enjoying the extra time off, not turning up for a grueling afternoon of family fun.

He made his way to the front door, knowing the scrutiny from his family would be intense. Unlike in the Army, he couldn’t just say “I don’t know” and try to get through until that part of training was over.

He arranged his mouth into a smile, wishing he were up north. He’d rather step on a scorpion than knock on his parents’ front door, but he knocked because he was used to heading into situations when sensible people ran the other way… and there’d be no backup and no rescue from his parents’ house.

His mother opened the door before he had time to draw his last breath. “Thomas.”

His forced smile widened.

“You didn’t bring anyone with you?” She stepped aside so he could come in.

Clearly not. “Just me.”

She made that noise and pulled that face. He’d already fucked up. As the only unmarried child, he was letting her down. He hadn’t provided her with any grandchildren and had no plans to.

“Well, I’m sure everyone will be glad to see you. You hardly ever visit, even though you live in the same state.” She shut the door, trapping him inside.

Tom drew in a breath and tried to remember why moving back to Perth had seemed like a good idea. His family hadn’t changed, nor had the urge to escape as soon as possible. It was only two hours… maybe three, and he’d done all the survival training, but he wasn’t sure even the Army was up to his mother’s level of interrogation.




Chapter 2

 

 

WILLIAM SMOOTHED his hair and then ruffled it. He wasn’t stepping into court. This meeting was far more stressful, and he was already running late for his high school reunion. He was sure that was deliberate on Plutus’s part. Plutus and the shadows couldn’t stop him from going to the reunion—directly interfering would be a breach of their side of the deal—but he could create chaos around him that would impede him. Last-minute meetings or a car accident blocking up both lanes of traffic for the best part of an hour were all obstacles designed to make life so difficult he gave up and behaved in a way that was acceptable.

His heart beat a rapid tempo, too fast for the occasion. Did Plutus know what he wanted? William had been damn careful and never breathed a word of his desire, but perhaps he’d been seen with Lucifer—not his choice, not that Plutus would care about that small detail. That Lucifer wanted him to go to the reunion was a reason not to attend. Especially if Plutus was onto him. Or maybe Plutus saw the reunion as a threat in case Tom was there and nothing more.

He closed his eyes. Every time he read a contract, he paid attention to the out clause. Especially if the person got free. He’d started making a list of things that had worked and could be applied to his case.

What if Tom was there this time? What if William could trigger his nullification clause?

And what if Tom wasn’t there… again?

William had gone to his ten-year reunion, mostly to rub it in everyone’s faces that he’d become a success. Fuck, he’d been so dumb. Three years out of university and he had a plum, high-paying job. It was everything he wanted—no more secondhand clothes or making do. He could buy whatever he wanted, and he had.

He stared out the dark window. The lights glittering off the Swan River held no appeal tonight. His penthouse apartment and top-of-the-line cars meant nothing. Five years ago he realized what he’d done, but by then he was in too deep.

If he’d worked for a gangster, he’d be expecting a bullet or a quick boat trip to feed the great whites that lived between the coast and Rottnest Island. That fate would’ve been preferable. He’d have stood a better chance of survival.

William didn’t move. His feet were rooted in the plush carpet. If he didn’t leave now, the party would be starting to break up. He might already be too late to accidentally run into Tom. Or would Lucifer make sure Tom was there?

William had tried to look Tom up over the years, but it was as though he’d vanished. The careful work of the shadows, no doubt. Even if William did bump into Tom, he couldn’t tell him the truth, not without forking his tongue, and he really didn’t want to be explain the split on Monday morning. Who was he kidding? He wouldn’t even make it to Monday. He was too closely watched.

William lifted his chin. Let them watch. This wouldn’t be the first reunion he’d gone to.

He was probably overdressed in his three-piece suit, but he couldn’t get changed again, so he grabbed his phone and swept out the door. This time he didn’t care about impressing the rest of his classmates. He was no longer the scholarship kid. He was a success by any measure.

Already delayed on his way home by what he was sure was not a random car accident, he opted to walk the two blocks to the hotel in the center of Perth where the reunion was being held. Shadows slithered around him, along the sides of buildings, and followed him as he walked. Surveillance was everywhere, but where once it had scared him—and had led to a year of binge-drinking—now he didn’t even glance at them. The shadows were always around, but most humans didn’t see them. Those that did were usually medicated.

A few men were smoking in the front of the hotel. Was he supposed to know them? They looked at him, but there was no smile or nod, so William didn’t bother either.

Twenty-five years on, and he had nothing in common with most of these people. Most of the boys in his year had gone on to be lawyers and doctors, as expected, with a smattering of accountants for good measure.

The ballroom was well decorated and filled with old boys and their partners.

Judging by the age gap between husband and wife, some men were definitely on wife number two or maybe three. It amused him that the bullies had softened around the middle, their faces puffed from alcohol and ill temper. Some of the boys he’d once known were now bald-headed men. They’d turned into their fathers.

He had no idea who his father was. He’d died before William could form memories, and William felt no connection to the man his mother remembered.

He walked through the gathering, nodding to a few he thought he knew.

“Still lawyering, William?”

William turned at his name and smiled. “Yes.” He took a moment and tried to remember who the man was and what he did for a living, but William had no recollection. He hadn’t paid attention to that shit last time. He’d only cared about making sure they all knew how well he’d done.

Now he cared about catching up with only one person, and this was the only place he could do it. He was about to turn away, but then he stopped. “Don’t suppose you’ve seen Tom Langford about?”

“Tom? I haven’t seen him since school. Didn’t he get himself blown up in Afghanistan?” The man laughed and shook his head as though it was funny.

William stared. He was sure Tom hadn’t gotten killed, even though he’d been surprisingly hard to find. “I don’t think so.” William turned away and scanned the crowd. He’d recognize Tom, wouldn’t he?

The doubts that had stalked him like the silken shadows on the street swarmed and made it hard to breathe. What was he doing? It had been too long. Tom would’ve moved on. William had… and yet he hadn’t. He couldn’t, because of his contract.

What had possessed him to put Tom in the out clause? Had Tom been a true regret? Or, twenty-five years ago, had he just not believed he’d ever want to get out of his contract?

He swiped a drink from the tray of a passing waiter and kept his mask firmly in place. He had the life others would envy. He should at least act as though he was enjoying it.

With his heart beating too hard and his resolve back in place, he circulated around the room. He wasn’t there to meet Tom. He wasn’t hunting down his old regret with the hope of fixing it. He was at the reunion to see people and be seen. That was all.

After an hour, it was clear he’d been forgotten by most—including those who’d tormented him, which was disappointing. He hadn’t forgotten them, and he was tempted to send a reminder after them—a shadow to worry at their heels for a bit like a dog with a stolen slipper.

It was worrying that he even had that power, and more worrying that he wanted to use it. He was losing his grip on his humanity on a daily basis. When he’d first noticed it happening, he’d been horrified, and he’d known then that he’d been in the job too long. But how did one leave the godly Industry of Miracles?

Miracles was far too good at making sure no employee left—ever. No miracle was free, and the fine print was ever so fine and convoluted.

He’d thought he was helping people, negotiating between humans and gods so everyone won. How blinded by money had he been?

Yet he worked for the gods. How could that be wrong?

That’s what everyone thought until they saw the inside and the way the gods played games. If not for Lucifer and his lawyers, there’d be no one protecting humans from vultures like him.

He stared into his glass. He was the reason so many people didn’t like lawyers. On some level, people knew. He was already a monster.

Suddenly the lights in the room were too bright and the shadows too dark.

 

 

THE ACCIDENT had held Tom Langford up for well over an hour. He was late, and there was almost no point in going late, but now he was back living in Perth, he needed to reforge the connections he’d let slide while he was in the Army. Going to his high school reunion had seemed like a good way to reconnect. Today it was like the universe was trying to make sure that didn’t happen.

His niece’s party had run late, his suit wasn’t ready at the dry cleaners, and then the accident on the freeway had delayed him. Instead of wearing a suit, he put on nice jeans, a shirt, and a waistcoat, but he still felt underdressed. He wasn’t one of those people who could make casual look classy. Too many years in uniform had stripped his dress sense to the basics. There were times when he missed having a uniform for every occasion.

He parked his car and made his way to the hotel. There was still an hour to go, and some of the guys would kick on and make a night of it. Or at least he hoped they would. He could do with a big night out, even though hangovers over the age of forty were practically demonic.

He missed the bounce of his twenties. If he drank in those quantities now, he’d end up in a hospital or dead.

Probably dead.

He wiped his palms on his jeans as he walked in. He hadn’t done a reunion and wasn’t sure how they went. His invitation had arrived at his house a week past the RSVP deadline, but he’d called up and had been allowed to attend. The invitation had traveled from Perth to Sydney and back to Perth with a detour via Darwin. He had no idea why it had ended up there. He was lucky the new owners of his Sydney place were still forwarding the scraps of mail that came addressed to him.

He’d kept up with a few of the guys on the footy team online, but the old habit of keeping his private life private had never died. When he was in the Army, he’d made sure to keep his profile locked down and to be careful what he said. He’d seen too many get bitten on the arse by a careless post.

The ballroom was full of guys and their partners. For a moment he was acutely aware that he was alone. Moving back to Perth had killed his last relationship—five years gone because Harrison valued his career more than what they had and more than Tom’s career reboot. Or maybe it was because Tom refused to introduce Harrison to his family. That had been the start of the arguments. Instead of celebrating marriage equality, they broke up. Tom relocating was the excuse they both needed, but it still hurt. Before Harrison there’d been a string of girlfriends and boyfriends. He’d tried to settle down, but maybe that just wasn’t him.

He recognized a few guys from the football team and made his way over to Paul and Scott, thankful he had someone to talk to until he was able to gauge the room a bit better. The guys were happy to talk about themselves, which suited Tom, even though he didn’t care about the second divorce or the twins or the boat or any of the other things they boasted about.

“What about you?” Paul had once been the quickest man on the field. He was now quick at sucking down the free beer while his wife chatted to one of the other wives.

They still all got together regularly. Was that going to be his life now? Falling back into the old friendships as though nothing had changed? They’d had good times, and maybe he needed to extend himself beyond the friends he had up north when he was on-site.

Tom took a sip of beer. “I got out of the Army three years ago and moved back here a few months ago. Got a job on the mines.”

“Up north?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t mind the bush or the heat or working with a small team of surveyors. He liked being closer to home and seeing his nieces and nephews. Being forced to see the rest of his family at the same time was a downside. He could still hear his father mocking him for getting out of the Army, as though he couldn’t hack it. Twenty years was long enough. It had been time for a change. He’d shown exceptional restraint in not laying his father out and ruining the party. Instead he’d asked what exactly his father had done for the country.

“What did you do in the Army? You could’ve done anything.”

He couldn’t have. His grades weren’t enough for medicine or lawyering, and he’d never wanted an office job. “Surveying.”

And other things.

A dark-haired man caught his eye, and he glanced away. This was not the place to be picking up. Fuck, was that Will? If it was, he hadn’t aged a day.

Scott followed his gaze. “Oh yeah. Will was asking if you’d be here. You two were friends, weren’t you?”

Tom couldn’t breathe. Will. They had taken their tutoring sessions to new and debauched levels. Before Tom had gone to the Australian Defense Force Academy, their summer had been rather epic, even though some of the memories were fuzzed by alcohol and age.

“Yeah.” And then some. “I’d better go see him.” Tom broke away from the group and moved toward Will. He still wore glasses, though they were far more stylish, and his dark hair still had an untamable quality caused by the two cowlicks on his crown. Tom’s heartbeat quickened as though not a day had passed, and the lust was as heady as it had ever been. A wash of shame quickly followed. He’d been such a tool back then. He didn’t know why Will would want to see him.

Intent on Will, Tom crashed into a waiter, who dropped the tray of drinks he was carrying. Wine and beer splashed up Tom’s jeans, and broken glass scattered over the floor.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened,” the waiter apologized.

Tom hadn’t been paying attention, that’s what had happened. Will had once again captured his interest simply by being in the same room.

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t fine. The red wine would stain his jeans, and for a split second, all he saw was blood-spatter. He blinked and the moment was gone, but the lingering image made his skin cold.

Will walked over, drawn by the commotion. Tom swallowed hard, torn between wanting to see him and not knowing what to say. What was that rule about old lovers? Don’t go back, because there was a reason it ended? There was no reason, though, except he’d moved across the country and had been too lazy to keep writing or calling—too young and dumb to do long-distance.

“Hi” was all he could force out.

The waiter was still apologizing, and the broken glass was getting cleaned up around him. He stepped back to get out of their way and almost slipped on the spilled alcohol. Will put his hand out and steadied him. The heat of his palm soaked through Tom’s shirt.

“I’m having the worst luck today.” Tom smiled and tried to make light of his clumsiness. He’d caused a scene, and everyone was looking at them.

Something flashed across Will’s face, but it was gone before Tom could work out what it was. “I hope running into me doesn’t count.”

Tom wasn’t sure how to answer. He should say no and that he was glad to see him. He was, in part, but the rest of him felt the embarrassment of not replying to a letter or even bothering to call. Because he’d been busy, the weeks had slid by, and it had seemed too late to reconnect. It hadn’t been too late—he knew that as an adult—but his nineteen-year-old self hadn’t known what to do.

He hadn’t wanted to admit Will was more than a friend, even though they’d been fucking. So he’d bailed on Will and used study as an excuse instead of telling the truth and apologizing. Then he convinced himself it was for the best, that they’d have never made it. They both had dreams to pursue. It was a fling, an intense few months that had left him gutted when he got on the plane to Canberra.

“No.” How was it possible that Will looked so good? “I….” He had no idea what to say. Will was still touching his arm, and his brain had turned to static.

Will smiled, but where once it would have lit his blue eyes, now his eyes swallowed that joy, as if there was only a hungry void within him. His hand fell away. “I was hoping to catch up with you. Someone told me you’d gotten yourself blown up. Clearly not.”

“I’m out now. Just a civvy. You?” Why had Will wanted to see him? Their history was almost vintage. When had they gotten old? Not that Will looked anything close to forty-three. Tom’s gaze skimmed over Will’s well-tailored suit—the kind that didn’t come off the rack. The watch on his wrist was worth more than some cars. Will was not the broke teen he’d once been, but Will had always been smart and driven. He’d been going places even at school. Tom had known he’d never be able to keep up—another reason they weren’t going to work.

“Contract law.” There was no smile, just resignation and the same dead-eyed stare Tom had seen on the faces of men who’d given up—the knowledge that no matter what they did, life was shit. He wanted better for Will.

Tom’s tongue turned wooden. He didn’t know what else to say, but he wanted to catch up. He’d thought about Will over the years but had lacked the balls to do anything about it. Now here he was. No rings on either of their fingers, but that didn’t mean anything. He needed to say something, so he went with the obvious. “Here with someone?”

“No. You?”

Tom shook his head. “No.”

Should he apologize for not replying all those years ago, or was that forgotten history? “Scott said you were looking for me.”

“Just wanted to catch up…. It’s been….”

“Years. I….” The words dried up on his tongue.

While people chatted and laughed around them as though everything were fine, the hairs on the back of Tom’s neck prickled. He wanted to scan the room and look for threats, but at the same time, didn’t want to risk looking away in case Will vanished. He didn’t want to lose him again, so he jumped, knowing full well that his chute might not open.

“You look good.” Too much? Or too little? He sweated for the three seconds it took Will to answer.

Will’s smile reached his eyes for a heartbeat. “So do you.”

“Nah, too much sun and squinting.” He knew he had velociraptor’s feet, not crow’s feet, and he looked like he’d spent the last twenty years outside. He’d gotten his hands dirty.

“It suits you.” There was that smile, so familiar and yet so different.

Tom’s heart beat a little faster. The old attraction was still there. Will had always been good at getting what he wanted. With a touch or a smile, Tom would melt. That hadn’t changed.

They weren’t doing this… whatever this was. Never go back. That was a good rule, right? But back to what? They hadn’t dated, and Tom had never called him boyfriend, but they had definitely been more than friends. Will had known that, but Tom was too blinded by fear to realize what he had. What he’d lost.

Will glanced down, but his shoes weren’t scuffed black school shoes. “I’m glad I was able to see you.” He drew in a breath and lifted his gaze. “I walked out without goodbye, and I shouldn’t have.”

Was Will doing some kind of make-amends thing? Was he dying?

A warning shiver traced down Tom’s spine. Will had been looking for him for a reason. And while part of him acknowledged that getting involved wasn’t smart, the rest of him had already done the risk assessment and decided that ditching Will a second time would be a real dick move. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

Will looked up. “Telling you would be a death sentence for us both.”

The words hung in the air, and Tom didn’t know if he should laugh or take Will seriously. But the look in Will’s eyes made Tom’s blood run cold. This wasn’t the kind of trouble Will could buy himself out of. Most of their classmates would just throw a wad of money at a problem until it disappeared. Will had money, so how big was the problem?

Tom looked at the man who’d once been the first thing he thought of in the morning and the last thing at night. That summer had meant everything to him. “Maybe you could not tell me over a drink?”

For a second, Tom thought Will was going to walk away. Instead he nodded. “A drink….” He sighed and nodded as though even that might be too much.

“If you can’t tell me what, can you say how much?”

“It’s future trouble. I shouldn’t even be talking to you.” The flicker of fear was back in Will’s eyes.

Conversation in the room stopped, and too many people were now watching them. Tom had been in some hairy situations before, and this one was starting to feel hostile. What the fuck was going on?

Will glanced around and shook his head as though he knew what was happening. “If I get a drink with you, I’ll be unleashing a storm.”

Tom tried to laugh, but it got lodged in his throat.

The room was dead silent now, and everyone was staring. But their faces were somehow not right. The hair on his forearms drew tight. He drew in a couple of breaths and scanned the room for the exits and the clearest paths. The urge to get out of there was almost overpowering.

“You wanted to see me because you’re in trouble. What have I got to do with it?”

“I can’t say.”

“But I’m involved?” The people moved closer, their footsteps silent. Tom’s fingers curled, and he’d have done anything for a rifle, a handgun, or even a knife.

Will didn’t answer.

Will’s trouble was now his, and Tom was already involved. Dammit. He should’ve chucked the invitation and stayed home. The reunion wasn’t his scene and hadn’t been for a while. He didn’t want to admit that he’d hoped Will would be there. “I’m sorry I didn’t reply to your letter, but I don’t see what I’ve got to do with any of this.”

The silence was a living blanket, and all eyes were on them. The faces of the people had become blank and hard.

Will winced and glanced around the room. “I’m sorry. I never thought this was how it would be.”

“How what would be?” All Tom wanted to do was leave. The main exit was behind him, but there was a smaller one the staff were using. There were several cocktail tables covered with glasses and leftover toothpicks. He could fight if he had to, but his old classmates were still drifting silently closer. “Are they in on it? Is this some kind of setup or prank?”

“No. I can’t explain.”

Neither could Tom—not without using words like horror movie and possession, and that shit wasn’t real. There were enough horrors in the world without making up new ones. He was sure Will knew what was going on, but he just wouldn’t say. Tom’s gaze flicked between Will and the crowd, which now hemmed them in. While no one had lifted fists or weapons, the mob was ready to tear him and Will apart. There was no way this would end well.

Adrenaline flooded his veins. The urge to fight his way out and hole up somewhere safe and out of sight was almost overwhelming, but he couldn’t leave Will. “So what now?”

“I don’t know. I just wanted to see you again.” Will turned to the crowd that now surrounded them in a perfect circle. “That’s all I was doing. I swear,” he said louder, as though for their benefit. Then he lowered his voice. “You should leave. It was good to see you. And I am sorry.”

Right…. He wasn’t leaving Will there alone, so he clasped Will’s hand, and a jolt of longing passed through him. He stepped toward Paul, whose face was slack and his eyes hollow. “Let me through.”

Paul, if it was still him, didn’t move.

“Come on mate, enough games.” Tom shouldered him, and Paul pushed back.

Will tugged his hand free. “Just go. I shouldn’t have come. And they won’t let me leave.”

Tom should’ve taken the hint when his suit wasn’t ready and the accident delayed him. But he’d made it to the reunion, and everything was fine until he talked to Will. All his instincts were telling him to run, but leaving Will behind was unacceptable. What trouble had Will gotten him mixed up in?

There was only one way to get out of trouble and that was to make more trouble.

Tom grabbed a glass and broke it on the edge of the cocktail table. Then he hooked his arm around Will, dragged him close, and brought the jagged edge to his throat. Will didn’t struggle, which was interesting and disturbing.

Will would rather have glass to his jugular than face the silent, zombielike crowd.

All eyes were on them, and he hadn’t thought beyond getting out of the room and working out what the hell was going on. His pulse hammered in his ears. Maybe there’d been something in his beer. Or maybe he’d finally cracked. Some guys fell apart that way. They were fine, and then, bang, their minds couldn’t handle it anymore.

Not a single person told him to calm down or to drop the glass. No one called security. They just kept staring and inching closer.

“I’m leaving now, and I’m taking my friend with me.” The crowd took another step toward them, tightening the circle that was five deep around them. This was Will’s trouble. Maybe they wanted him alive. “If anyone moves, I’ll kill him.”

The crowd stopped as one in a way a mass of people never did. Their heads tilted as one as they stared. Tom suppressed a shudder.

“That would be merciful,” Will whispered.

Tom’s grip on the glass tightened for a moment. He wasn’t going to stab Will. Did the blank-faced zombies know it was a bluff? There was only one way to find out.




Chapter 3

 

 

WITH TOM’S arm round his chest and the broken glass perilously close to his neck, William let himself be escorted out of the reunion. The people parted to let them through, and cold gazes followed his every step, but the people didn’t follow. Their faces were waxen masks as angels watched through their human eyes. They could watch, but they hadn’t been given permission to act… yet.

The gods did love their rules. That was the only thing in William’s favor.

They reached the open doors, and Tom released him to shut them. He held the broken glass as though he knew how to use it, and he waited, his eyes darting from the door to the people walking toward them—a couple who were returning to the reunion, from the looks of it. They weren’t carrying angels, but they still gave Tom and William a filthy look. Possibly because of Tom’s clothes, or the glass in his hand, or simply because Tom and William were standing too close. Some people still felt they had an obligation to sneer.

Tom watched as the couple opened the door and went in. Conversation and laughter spilled out of the room as though nothing had happened.

“What the fuck?” Tom muttered. He stepped forward as though to return to the party.

William grabbed him. “Don’t. We can’t go back in.”

“Why not?”

“Because next time they may turn on us.” They probably wouldn’t, but he wanted a drink with Tom. He needed a way to figure out how to “tell” Tom without telling him and breaching his NDA.

Tom frowned and lines carved across his forehead. “What the hell’s going on? What was that?” He hooked his thumb at the room.

Hell had nothing to do with the angels riding those people and their silent threat. But Lucifer had wanted him to attend tonight and had made sure Tom also came. Maybe there was a way to fix this. William wanted to tell Tom everything, but the moment he did, his tongue would fork and it would be all over. After tonight, Plutus would know he was trying to exploit the clause. “If I could tell you, I would.”

“Right.” Tom put the broken glass in the trash. “I’m involved, and you can’t tell me why all those people suddenly looked like extras from a horror movie.” He raked his fingers through his military-short hair. William had kept the photos they took on their summer holiday; Tom’s hair had been longer back then. They’d had their whole lives in front of them and had believed everything was possible.

Now he believed in the impossible.

“They weren’t extras. And it was real.”

“No.” Tom shook his head.

What could he say so he wouldn’t breach his NDA? “Do you believe in miracles?”

Tom considered him for a moment. “I believe I need something stronger than beer.” He walked toward the stairs that led down to the lobby and the bar.

William had stopped drinking about ten years earlier, about the time he realized exactly what he’d become. It was sober up or be permanently drunk. But he followed Tom. Tom was literally and legally the only person who could help him. And William couldn’t explain what help he needed—clearly seeing Tom again wasn’t enough, so he could cross that off his list.

Tom ordered a bourbon. “What do you want?”

The word water formed on his lips. Screw it. They were onto him anyway.

“Same. Make them both top-shelf.” William pulled out his white credit card. He could buy a small country with the credit limit.

“One top-shelf.” Tom put a twenty-dollar note on the bar.

“I’ve got it.” He owed Tom for all the times he’d been the one who bought the drinks.

The bartender poured one and looked at Tom, who clenched his jaw and shoved his money back in his pocket. “Fine. What he said.” He jerked his chin at William.

The bartender complied and took William’s card.

It felt good to be able to pay for Tom for a change, but not good enough that his contract was broken. Apologizing hadn’t worked either. He wished he had his list with him, so he could go through each item and cross them off. Maybe Tom would be able to think up a few more things to try… or maybe Tom would laugh and walk away. He really should’ve been more specific when writing his regret.

He closed his eyes as he remembered the angry way he’d written Tom’s name in blue ink—the contract wasn’t signed in blood, just regular cheap blue pen. The only kind of pen he’d been able to afford. His debt had been mounting, he still lived at home, and he’d been knocked back for yet another job because he didn’t have the right connections. Perth was insidiously small. He’d gone out to waste what was left in his wallet, but instead of getting picked up, he’d been given a business card and a meeting time. He half expected it was for an escort service, but it was his dream job. All he had to do was sign the extra-heavy-duty contract, and he could have whatever he wanted.

It was too easy, and he’d known that. He’d known there had to be a catch, but he was fed up with two-minute noodles and scouring the op shop for suitable clothes. He was done with being judged by who his family was instead of his own hard work. So he signed.

Then the man asked him to write down his biggest regret.

He was twenty-five, and he hadn’t done anything he regretted. He’d barely lived. When he asked why, the man said it’s just what they did. Everyone had the chance to fix their regret.

Nothing had been as good as that summer. No man had ever held his heart like Tom.

So that’s what William wrote. Thomas Langford.

And since that day, Tom had been impossible to find. Yet there they were, having a drink, and Miracles was worried. Will allowed himself a bitter smile.

They’d tried to stop both of them from coming to the reunion, if Tom’s bad luck was to be believed. And William believed.

Tom downed half of his drink in a few quick swallows. He wasn’t the same boy William had known and loved. He’d let what they had slip away. When Tom hadn’t replied to his letter, Will hadn’t called or done anything more, believing it was better to walk away. At the time, he’d been broke, and he was never going to be Tom’s equal.

And Tom hadn’t wanted to come out. Maybe he still wasn’t. Maybe William had been a wild experiment and nothing more, but he’d seen a glimmer of desire in Tom’s eyes, and it was enough to give him hope, and he was desperate enough to grab on to anything.

Tom put the empty glass down and ran his thumb over the rim. “So what can you tell me?”

“I work for a large firm.” The money was great, but it no longer soothed his soul. He was in up to his neck. There were no pearly gates and no feather to weigh a heart against. It was all decided by lawyers like him, who went over verbal or written contracts. The gods gathered souls like betting chips. Every god had a domain where they kept the souls they won. Existence on Earth was Hell, and that was Lucifer’s domain. The souls on Earth were Lucifer’s to argue for and protect. William hadn’t known that when he signed his contract. He’d believed the propaganda the way billions had for millennia.

He wouldn’t end up in any variation of heaven. Contract breakers did penance as shadows—forced to work for the gods, watching but never living. There was truly no rest for the wicked.

“Do I know it?” Tom pressed.

“You would.” But no one who worked for the company could talk about it. “I’m not mixed up in illegal things—no drugs or guns or bodies.” Just souls… but human law didn’t cover something so ethereal.

Tom’s shoulders eased, but he shook his head. “I have a feeling that would be better.”

“Yes. Simpler.” If Miracles were run by humans, they’d shoot him if he talked. It would be over before he knew what was going on.

“How did I get involved? It’s been twenty-five years, Will. We aren’t exactly buddies.”

The barb stung. They could’ve remained friends, but he’d been too heartsore to even try. They’d never even properly broken up. Neither of them had ever said it was over. He supposed it was better than the yelling and throwing of things that ended his last relationship—he’d been accused of cheating because he had secrets to keep. As gutting as it had been, he didn’t blame Eddie at all. He blamed himself for every failure. “We were more once.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that got to do with it?”

William’s tongue heated. He took a drink and then a second, bigger one as he remembered the pleasant burn of liquor. If he drank enough, he could forget. There were a few years that he could barely remember. But even if he was drunk, he couldn’t say what he needed to say.

Maybe it didn’t matter. If Tom no longer felt the same way, there was no way to go back and fix the mistakes of the past. His regret was impossible to fix, and he was stuck. Forever. The thought made him want to cry. His eyes prickled.

“It just does.” He finished his drink, and the familiar buzz slid through him.

The bartender’s eyes flashed red as he watched.

“Another two.” William tapped his glass.

The gods played by the rules, and there was always an out. He had to fix things with Tom. Was the regret as simple as not keeping in touch? Fine. He’d call Tom once a week to catch up. But he knew remaining friends wasn’t it, as there was no loosening of the bonds.

He couldn’t even tell Tom he was part of the contract, so they could figure it out together.

Three fails so far. It wasn’t keeping in contact, apologizing, or buying Tom a drink for a change. But the night was still young, and there were a few more things on his list to try. His gaze slid over Tom. He was not the same boy, but a man, and he’d lost none of his appeal. Tom’s “she’ll be right” attitude had always made William want to throw common sense to the wind. He had done so several times, but he regretted none of the time they’d spent together.

No, that wasn’t true, he regretted the arguments.

The drinks were placed in front of them.

Tom turned and watched him. He steadily sipped his drink as he worked through the problem. Will had seen that expression many times before, usually when Will was helping Tom with a math assignment. “I’ve seen a lot of shit, but up there was something else.”

“I’ve never seen anything quite like it either.” Mass possession wasn’t used very often—too many resources in one place tended to make odd things happen, and humans got twitchy.

“But you know what it was.”

William nodded. The shadows had been worried enough to bring in the angels, and they had come en masse to give him a scare. Angels were always about, lurking in those moments when the light was momentarily blinding. His situation had gone beyond being stalked by shadows.

“Fuck, Will.” Tom shook his head. “I don’t know what I can do.”

“Neither do I. That I’m here with you now is trouble enough.”

The bartender stared with that dead expression, and William glanced away fast. Tom noticed and studied the bartender and his unblinking gaze.

“Yet here we are. You know what? I’m thinking room service might be better.” A smile curved Tom’s lips.

He still had the kind of smile that suggested mischief. Back then it had been Tom putting up the cash for whatever they were about to do. His weekly allowance was more than William made in a month in his casual after-school job.

What was Tom planning now?

Tom downed his second drink and stood. He was close now. He smelled of bourbon and aftershave. “You didn’t want to see me just to talk about old times.” He grabbed William’s hand. “We’re both single.”

What? Was Tom suggesting they get a room? Already? William’s heart gave an extra beat as temptation took hold. He’d hoped to have that chance, but he couldn’t go back to the secret dates and sneaking around so Tom’s friends and family didn’t know. He deserved better than the constant chafe of knowing he wasn’t worthy to be seen with. “Are you… out?”

Tom kissed William, and for a heartbeat, William didn’t know how to respond. It was what he wanted, but they were still being watched. They would know. They would report. He’d be in trouble come Monday. But Monday was two days away. He might be free by Monday.

He might be free within the next hour.

The kiss wasn’t enough—this wasn’t a fairy tale, after all. Maybe sex with the ex would work. He regretted not saying goodbye, but this weekend they could relive the past and break up properly. Then he’d be free… and what would happen to Tom? William drew back. He didn’t want to use him.

Tom’s hand was on his cheek, his thumb smoothing along William’s jaw. “Scared?”

He wasn’t afraid, at least not afraid of Tom. He shook his head. “You should be. I’m sorry I got you involved.”

“Too late for that. And since you won’t tell me and the bartender’s giving me the creeps, we should get out of here.”

There was nowhere they could run to that would be safe, nowhere they could truly be alone. When people felt like they were being watched, they usually were, but most brushed it off as paranoia.

“You really want to get a room?”

“Why not? You won’t talk, so what else can we do?” Tom grinned.

William winced. “I didn’t want to see you just for that.”

Was he remembering their past as more than it was? Perhaps for Tom it had just been sex and that was all William was good for—a bit of ass to experiment with. But the idea was more appealing than it should have been. It had been decades, but he remembered what it was like to lie on the sun-warmed sand and let one thing lead to another. There’d always been places they could be alone, stretches of beach that hardly anyone used. That summer had been the best of his life. The rest had been colder and emptier.

“Pity.” Tom’s hand fell away. “We had some good times.”

William grabbed his glass and downed it in a couple of gulps. He needed the illusion of courage. Then he grabbed Tom’s jacket and kissed him.

The burn started in his fingertips. For a few seconds, he was able to ignore it, then he had to let go. He gasped and stared at his hands, but they were his and they weren’t smoking or scorched.

He reached for Tom again, but the burn was more intense, and he pulled back. He wasn’t allowed to even hold what he wanted.

“That’s cheating,” William said to the bartender.

“No, it’s not. Section 44 part C.”

He had section 44 memorized. Part C prevented him from acting in a way that could break his contract—but it was supposed to prevent accidental breakage.

He was deliberately trying to break it.

Tom’s gaze flicked between the two of them. “This is just getting weirder.”

“This doesn’t concern you,” the bartender said.

“Section 45. It does,” William countered.

“Section 46. He isn’t to know.”

“He doesn’t,” William said.

“He is standing right here.” Tom leaned on the bar and glared at the bartender. “Why don’t you stick your sections up your arse, mate.”

The bartender stepped back, shock etched on his face. “No need to get hostile. I’ll have you thrown out.”

Tom shuddered. “Don’t bother. I’m leaving.” He grabbed William’s hand.

William expected his fingers to burn again, but nothing happened.

It wasn’t because he was no longer being watched. It was because he wasn’t being active. He couldn’t grasp his own freedom. It had to be handed to him. Tom had to free him… and he couldn’t tell Tom how to do it. But the revelation was enough of a spark to keep hope alive.

 

 

TOM MARCHED toward reception, Will in tow. Cold sweat broke out on his back. All of a sudden, he was back in a war zone and he didn’t know who the bad guys were or where the exfil was.

He should walk out of the hotel and get as far away as possible. Whatever was going on was messed up in a way that made his blood cold. It was way, way too weird. He liked facts and logic, and he couldn’t figure his way out of this. He’d seen the bartender become… possessed. That was the only word for it. A whole room of people had become possessed. He didn’t even believe in possession, but he couldn’t find another way to make the pieces fit together.

He’d seen… possession… in villages. At the time he thought the look was hate or fear, but those dead eyes… they’d chilled him then and they chilled him more now he knew what it really was. They needed to get away from other people. Then maybe he’d get the truth out of Will.

Alcohol buzzed in his blood, and he was caught in that moment where he shouldn’t have had anything to drink or he should’ve had much more.

He was supposed to be enjoying his high school reunion, talking about the old days and hearing about some guy’s boat or holiday or massive win on the stock market. None of them wanted to hear about what he’d gotten up to. He wasn’t what the school would describe as a success. But he didn’t actually care. He’d lived his life.

He glanced at Will. What had Will been doing? Nothing good, evidently. A bitter thought rose from the back of his mind and spread. If he hadn’t been so self-involved and if he’d kept in contact, then maybe things would have been different. In every mission he’d always made sure he never left anyone behind, but he’d left behind the most important person a long time ago.

Not tonight. Not again.

He stepped up to the woman at reception, sure he was going to regret staying to fight when retreat would be smarter. “Hi, I’d like to get a room.”

The woman looked up, and her expression changed to the now-familiar vacant, soulless stare. “No vacancies.”

Tom’s heart beat faster, but instead of running, he leaned on the counter. “That’s bullshit. I don’t know what you are or what game you’re playing, but I want a room.”

“There are no rooms.” Her voice was as flat and colorless as a sheet of paper.

He stepped back. “Fine. I’ll go next door.”

There were half a dozen hotels down the road and more scattered around the city. Perth wasn’t that big, but they’d get room somewhere or go back to his place if they had to. These things couldn’t be everywhere.

Will put a hand on his lower back. “Tom, there aren’t going to be any rooms anywhere.”

Tom held the gaze of the woman, who wasn’t a woman right then. Her eyes held a faint red shimmer, as though something was trapped within.

“This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come tonight.” Will’s hand fell away.

“Why don’t you have a look at section forty-whatever.” He should’ve paid more attention to the clauses. “As you said, I’m involved.” He stared at the woman. “I’m involved. And I don’t know what that means, but right now I want a room. I suggest you or the demon possessing you—”

She blinked. “There’s a room on level fourteen. Would that be acceptable? Twin beds?” She glanced between them as though nothing had happened.

What had just happened?

He’d mentioned demons and possession. Tom turned to glance at Will. Who held his soul?




Spring

 

 

Twenty-five years ago

 

EXAMS WERE in two weeks, but it wouldn’t matter if they were in two months. Tom didn’t think he’d be ready. He’d scrape by as he usually did, much to his parents’ disappointment. Why couldn’t he be smart, like his older brother or like Will, who’d begun tutoring him halfway through the year when it became clear to everyone he wasn’t going to pass his final exams without help?

He’d seen Will around, and they shared a few classes. But they didn’t exactly move in the same social circles, even though Will had attended some of Tom’s school football matches since the tutoring started. Tom refocused on the page. Calculus did his head in. Didn’t the Greeks have some wars to fight or sagas to write instead of coming up with this shit?

If he didn’t need a good math score to get into ADFA—not that he’d told his parents he’d applied—he wouldn’t be spending the best part of his weekend trying to make sense of it. His parents still thought he was going to university to study something medical. Instead he was going to the defense force academy to do engineering and surveying, assuming he could get a good enough score. He really hoped he didn’t need calculus there, because Will wouldn’t be with him to explain it three times.

There were two things that made ADFA very attractive… well, maybe three—it was on the other side of the country, he’d have a guaranteed job and a bit of an adventure at the end, and he’d get paid. He’d have his own money, and his father’s threats to cut him off for every minor infraction would be worthless.

“Are you even trying?” Will brushed a lock of dark hair off his forehead. It was a move Tom shouldn’t even have noticed, yet he’d been noticing for weeks—the way Will held his pencil, the way he adjusted his glasses, the way he was super friendly with a few of the guys in the drama club who everyone knew didn’t date girls.

Each to their own and more girls for him.

So he shouldn’t be looking at Will like that.

“I am…. It just makes no sense.”

“It doesn’t have to make sense. Just follow the rules. You’re going to have to get used to that.”

Tom grimaced. The rules were the downside to his plan, but he’d been to the recruitment office in Perth and had a good chat to some people. He thought he could adjust to military life. It couldn’t be worse than some of the dumb rules the school imposed just so it could keep its rep as an elite boys’ school. It was the most pricey in Perth, and it churned out doctors and lawyers at an astounding rate.

The school also offered a few choice scholarships to very smart kids who otherwise would never be able to afford it. That was why Will tutored in his spare time. It was the only way he made money. Tom had been to his house once. It was a really small two-bedroom house an hour away from the school. But his mum was nothing like Tom’s. She cared about Will, not what he did.

When she told them to leave the door open, Tom almost died. Will just laughed and told her they weren’t dating. That’s when he knew for sure about Will. And since then he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Will in all the ways he usually thought about girls.

Tom forced a grin. “I’ll look pretty good in uniform.”

Will considered him for a moment longer than was needed, and it made something in Tom’s chest squirm.

“I reckon you will.” He tapped the page with his pencil. “But you need to get this sorted or you won’t be going anywhere and you’ll be stuck here in this awful hellhole.”

The hellhole was his bedroom in his parents’ five-bed, three-bath Mosman Park house. It wasn’t a mansion, but Will’s house could’ve fit twice on each floor. Will’s house probably could have fit in the pool.

Tom lowered his gaze to the page, not knowing what to say. Will had met his parents and seen the way they literally looked down their nose at him. Tom had thought that to be just an expression until he’d seen it for himself. He’d been ashamed and had wanted to crawl under the Persian rug, but he didn’t know if it was because he was embarrassed by his parents or because of his friendship with Will.

Will noticed, but he ignored it with a slick smile as though it had happened too often before. Tom still had no idea what he should’ve said. He never stood up to his parents, not if he wanted to use the car or extend his curfew to go on dates.

His gaze drifted back to Will. If they went out, it wouldn’t be a date. They could go to the movies and get a few drinks as friends. But the boner pressing against the fly of his jeans suggested otherwise.

Fuck. He hoped Will didn’t notice. The idea only made him harder, and his mind skittered down the path of what Will might do with the boner if he did notice. He knew what it was like to have a mouth on the end of his dick. And Will had a very nice mouth….

No. No. No.

Calculus and his eventual escape from Mosman. Focus.

Throb.

Will’s pencil scratched the paper as he worked to finish his assignment while Tom had managed only three questions.

He was so fucked. He wouldn’t even pass the test on Monday.

“If you fail, your parents will fire me.” Will nudged his glasses up. “As much as I love spending Sunday arvo here, it is almost summer, and I want to learn how to surf, so I need the money to buy a suit and board.”

“I’ve got a spare board.”

“Of course you do.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” Fuck, he’d said the wrong thing again.

Will gave him the grin that Tom only ever saw when Will deliberately got under his skin. Arsehole.

“I was teasing.” Will’s hand brushed Tom’s arm, and the shock of the touch raced through his body and settled in his balls.

This wasn’t right… but something about it… he didn’t know. Will didn’t look away this time, and Tom couldn’t. He swallowed.

What would it be like to kiss Will?

It wasn’t like he was attracted to lots of random guys—just Will—and that was okay. Will’s tongue peeked between his lips before he pressed them together.

The room was too hot. Tom couldn’t breathe.

What would Will taste like? Not lip gloss and gum. Like the cola they’d been drinking?

“I….” He couldn’t just lean forward and kiss him. Could he?

Will glanced down and then adjusted his jeans. So it wasn’t just him. Tom couldn’t help but look and wonder what it would be like to undo the button and put his mouth on a dick. Oh fuck. He looked up, and their gazes clashed again.

“This may not be a good idea,” Will said carefully, as though they were discussing catching tiger snakes.

“I know.” His parents would legit kick him out of the house if they caught him kissing Will or any boy. “I don’t even know why I want to.” But he couldn’t deny it, and since Will had already realized, it was too late to pretend he didn’t want to have Will’s tongue down his throat.

Will shrugged and eased closer. “It’s a one-time offer. We never talk about it again. No weirdness, and you don’t get your parents to fire me.” He held out his hand to shake on the deal.

“You’re going to make a hell of a lawyer.” He grasped Will’s hand, sealing the deal, and then closed the distance between their lips.

Their teeth clinked, but then it was good… better than good. Will knew what he was doing. His tongue did things. His mouth was sweet from the soft drink, but his skin was rough from not shaving. A shiver traced down Tom’s spine, and his dick twitched. He knew what he wanted to do as soon as they got this assignment completed.

He drew back, breathing too fast. Will watched him the way one watched a stray dog, waiting to see if it would attack. That stung just a little.

Tom cleared his throat, but no words came. His tongue was still reliving the kiss.

“You need more practice.” Will picked up his pencil and pointed to the next question on the math assignment, but Tom had no idea if Will meant math or kissing.




Chapter 4

 

 

LEVEL FOURTEEN was really thirteen, because hotels didn’t like to use unlucky thirteen. William leaned against the mirrored wall. He’d paid for the room without thinking about the cost, the way Tom had so many times when they were teens. Tom hadn’t argued or said anything, since he got the receptionist to offer up a room. The key was clenched tightly in Tom’s hand, as though he planned to use it as a weapon.

“What exactly are we going to do with a room?” As soon as the words left his mouth, William regretted those two, rather quick, drinks. There were plenty of things they could do and many that he’d thought about over the years. When he was single, he’d often think of Tom and what might have been, which was better than watching the news and holding his breath, hoping he wouldn’t hear Tom’s name. He’d hoped tonight would end up with a room, but he’d thought it impossible.

Tom glanced at him via the mirror. “Talk.”

William shook his head. He couldn’t talk about the things that mattered. He didn’t know how he’d screwed up so badly. He was with the one person he wanted to tell, and he couldn’t breathe a word.

“I’ll talk. You can nod your head or something.”

“We can talk about other things.” They had decades to catch up on. The elevator chimed and the doors opened. William peeled himself off the wall. “Or we don’t have to talk at all.” He brushed past into the hallway with Tom close behind.

William hadn’t expected to be watched so closely or so obviously. No matter what he did, Tom would now also be watched. William wouldn’t be at all surprised if the hotel caught fire or there was some other random event that saw them kicked out.

He’d lodge a complaint with HR on Monday. He was allowed a social life, and he hadn’t broken any rules… yet.

Tom swiped the key and pushed the door open. The room was dark, except for the city lights streaming through the window. Tom opened the bar fridge and pulled out two tiny bottles of liquor. “You want?”

No. He shut the room door. “Sure.” William caught the tossed bottle and cracked the lid.

Tom took a drink from his bottle and tossed it in the trash. “You sold your soul.”

The truth stuck in William’s throat, but all he could offer was a denial. “I sold nothing.”

Tom considered him for a moment. “She was possessed. Everyone was possessed. Weren’t they?”

William nodded. He could confirm what Tom guessed. “Me meeting you has made my employer worried about my out clause.”

“Yeah. About that. Why me?”

William opened up the bottle, not caring what it was, and drank. It burned all the way down and didn’t do anything to help untangle his tongue. He put the lid on and walked over to the bin. Then he leaned against the table in front of Tom. “We had a good time.”

Tom’s forehead creased and he glanced down. “We did. Is this because I never mailed you back?”

He wanted to say yes, but he couldn’t explain why. What had happened between them was more than a letter. “Not exactly. I never hated you.” He’d been hurt by the lack of response, but he’d known from the start that Tom would leave. By the time he’d written Tom’s name, the hurt had been eclipsed by the memories of the good times. “More to reminisce, I think.”

“You could’ve just called instead of bringing your demons.”

“They aren’t mine, and they aren’t demons.” His tongue tingled in warning.

“Your boss’s.”

William’s lips twisted into a smile.

Tom studied him. “You asked if I believed in miracles. God hands out the miracles. That who you work for? Do you realize how that sounds?”

“I know how it sounds.” He spoke carefully so his tongue didn’t burn and spilt.

Tom nodded as though he understood that William couldn’t elaborate. “If you work for the good guys, then why the trouble?” Tom glanced at him. “You can’t say.”

“Not everything is black-and-white.”

Tom stared at him as he tried to process what was going on. “Let me assume for a moment that gods and demons and shit are real. Like, really real, as in reach-out-and-touch-them real, and you’re on their legal team. I’m no expert in religion, but doesn’t that sound like a dumb thing to get involved in? Those Greek tragedies never ended well because the gods meddled. Fuck… they really meddled.” He rubbed his hand over his hair. “Why? And how could you? You were always so much smarter than me.”

And so much poorer.

“Getting a law degree isn’t cheap. I didn’t have the right connections for most of the jobs I interviewed for. Then this came along. The money was good. I didn’t know the whole story.” His tongue burned. He was so tempted to let it split so he could tell Tom everything and have it all on the table. They’d be able to find a solution between the two of them. Or maybe he was looking at the past too fondly, when all they’d had was him coaching a teenaged Tom through math and sex.

And booze. That summer was a hangover haze. “Do you remember when we went to Rottnest Island?”

Tom almost smiled. “Yeah. I haven’t been back since.”

“Me either.” He didn’t include his visit with Lucifer, because he wasn’t sure they’d really been at Rottnest. William traced the back of his teeth with his tongue, refusing to show any outward sign of nerves. He couldn’t hold an actual conversation with Tom. He remembered that summer through the rose glasses of time. Did he still regret the un-ending? Maybe all he needed was to see Tom to realize they were different and that they couldn’t go back. But nothing he’d done so far had broken the contract.

While he did still regret the unending, it was clear they couldn’t pick up where they left off. They were different people. The Tom he’d known would never have threatened to kill him. “Would you really have stabbed me back there?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t know what was going on, only that leaving you with them didn’t seem like a good idea.” He shrugged. “It would’ve been nonfatal.”

“Would’ve been safer for you to leave alone.”

Tom shrugged. “Safe is relative, as you said, and this was already coming for me.”

“Only because I activated it by showing up tonight.” Come on. Work it out, Tom.

“Throw me another bottle.” Tom held out his hand.

William reached into the fridge and pulled out a tiny vodka. “You sure?”

“Nope. But apparently gods are real and the man I once loved works for them.”

William placed the bottle in Tom’s hand. “Loved?”

He’d been a fling for Tom. An embarrassment.

“I didn’t realize at the time, not until it was far too late. Maybe if I had….” He drank the contents of the bottle and tossed it in the direction of the trash. Then he fell back on the bed and scrubbed his hand over his face. “I’m sorry I never wrote back.”

“I could’ve called or written again, but I knew you were busy.”

“No excuse. I should’ve made time. Is that it? Unfinished business? And what happens if you finish?” He propped himself up on his elbows to stare at William.

“As in….” William raised both eyebrows.

He smiled. “I’m yours for the night.”

Tom was offering himself. Maybe Will didn’t have to tell Tom more. Maybe all he had to do was put to bed what they’d had, get Tom out of his system once and for all, if that was possible. This older Tom wasn’t the smiling larrikin, but he had a certainty and stability that was just as attractive as his mischievous grin had once been. Tom knew what he was doing with his life; he hadn’t fucked it up for a good paycheck and luxury penthouses in several cities.

Tom beckoned him closer, and William knelt over him on the bed. It couldn’t be this easy. Or maybe it was, and he needed to stop overthinking.

 

 

TOM TRIED not to think about all the times Will had sat on him like this. And he failed. “What are the odds that demons will burst in?”

“Not their style. And it’s not them you have to worry about.”

Tom put his palms on Will’s thighs. “So I won’t get dragged to Hell?”

Will considered him for a moment. “Not how things work.”

Everything Will said was so carefully thought through. He was such a lawyer. Tom once would have laughed at the idea. Will was too smart and too nice to become what Tom considered leeches. But he’d met a few, and he’d been forced to admit they weren’t all bad. Will wasn’t evil, and he didn’t work for Satan. Tom wasn’t sure he believed in God. He’d seen too many dying prayers go unanswered. But even though he knew what he’d seen downstairs, it felt unreal, like he’d imagined them turning on him after too many drinks. He’d laugh about it tomorrow.

It was impossible.

What wasn’t impossible was having Will all to himself for a night.

To say that he hadn’t thought about Will while he was lying in a sweltering barrack in the Middle East—or even at home in a lonely moment—would be a lie. But they weren’t eighteen, or newly nineteen. He knew he wasn’t the same person.

Will certainly wasn’t.

“It won’t be the same,” Tom said.

“I hope we both know what we’re doing now.”

“We had fun learning.” Tom had become the best possible student when Will tutored him. He hadn’t just passed math, he’d gotten a solid B. It was almost enough to make his father happy.

“Yeah, we did.” Will leaned forward as though to kiss him.

Tom swallowed. All the alcohol rushed to his brain while the blood filled his dick. He was sure the room gave a spin and dragged the shadows with it. It took a moment for them to settle.

Will drew in a breath. “I want to kiss you.”

“You’ve never needed permission for that.” He’d spent far too much time thinking about Will’s lanky form—tall, dark-haired, and entirely confusing. He hadn’t known what to do with those feelings, which had previously only been about girls.

The first time Will kissed him, Tom knew it was more than fleeting lust. But they’d been careful during the last term at school. No one needed to know they were doing so much more than studying. The end of year twelve was sweet relief—because the exams were over and because they were free.

“Section 44 C,” Will murmured.

Tom blinked. Right. The argument with the bartender. The memory was hard to put back together.

“I don’t think I can kiss you without burning my tongue,” Will helpfully added.

“But I can kiss you?”

Will nodded.

Tom dragged Will down so their lips brushed gently at first, then more firmly. He threaded his fingers through Will’s hair to keep him there. This was probably alcohol-induced stupidity, but they both wanted to indulge, and Will’s lips were sweet from the liquor.

Unfinished business.

What did Will need from him? What did he need from Will?

Will’s tongue slid into his mouth and nothing else mattered. The years between them melted away. This was Will, the first guy he’d ever fallen for and the one who’d left a hole in his life that had never quite been filled by anyone else. Maybe he wasn’t shit at relationships. Maybe he’d just been with the wrong people.

The kiss continued in little tastes, so they could both remember how to breathe.

Tom untucked Will’s shirt and slid his hand beneath. His skin was warm and smooth, and for a moment, his past and present collided. His Will. They never even dated. They’d just been together… in secret. Because what would Tom’s family say?

Will said he hadn’t sold his soul. Maybe that was legally true, but he’d certainly cut some kind of deal, and it wouldn’t end well if Tom didn’t help him. But if Tom didn’t know the details and couldn’t read the fine print, what could he do?

Will’s lips brushed his again, as though he couldn’t get enough. Maybe this was all Tom had to do.

It was all he wanted to do.

And once Will was free…. Was this one night and then nothing?

It wouldn’t be his first one-night stand, but it didn’t sit right that Will had sought him out just to drag him into bed.

Will drew back. “What?”

“Nothing, just thinking.”

“Now isn’t the time for thinking. We can do that in daylight.”

“When you’re free.”

Will smiled, but it was a sad little thing with wings broken from beating against the bars. “Yeah, we can think and talk and work things out then.”

Because if Will didn’t get free, there would be nothing. “And if this doesn’t work? How will you know it’s worked?”

“I’ll know.”

“But you can’t tell me how.”

Will shook his head.

“And how do I know you aren’t trying to cheat me out of my soul?”

Will’s teeth closed over Tom’s earlobe in a gentle bite. The sensation sparked through his blood to his balls. “That isn’t my job, but if you want a miracle, I’d talk you out of it. Nothing is free.” Beneath the softness of his words was a razor edge.

He’d seen some incredible luck, guys who’d walked away from an IED that should’ve killed them. Had they gotten a miracle?

Tom flipped Will over and caged him with his body. “You don’t have to answer, but let me see if I’m joining the intel together. You did contract law and you act for a company, and the company is run by God and hands out miracles. And you can’t just resign, because you know too much.”

If Tom hadn’t seen some grade A weirdness with his own eyes, he might think Will needed a different kind of help.

Will’s eyebrow twitched up and a smile curved the corner of his lips for just a heartbeat. It was enough for Tom to know he was on the right track. “What happens if you stay?”

Will’s smile faded to a frown. “I become a permanent employee.”




Chapter 5

 

 

TOM’S HAND stilled. A permanent employee didn’t sound like a good thing if one worked for gods. And he still wasn’t sure he believed in gods and demons, but he had to accept and move on. Will’s concern was real, his need to be free was real, and his desire to do more than talk was real.

Enjoy tonight and maybe everything would be fine in the morning? Tom suspected that was bullshit. He’d seen plenty in the Army. Shit didn’t fix itself. Sometimes you needed help, but no air support was going to swoop in and help him now.

He unbuttoned Will’s waistcoat and shirt. “Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Will cupped Tom’s face. “That’s not the only reason I’m here. I wanted to see you. I’ve come to every one of these things hoping to see you.”

“Why?”

“I missed you. You were part of my life for years.”

Tom hadn’t even known who Will was for the first few years of high school, but those last few months, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him.

“It’s different now. We’re different.” Though the old attraction was still pulsing in his blood and making it impossible to think.

“Good. I need you as you are now. You’re smart—” Tom went to interrupt, but Will placed a finger over his lips. “You know how to survive. I’m a house cat who’s never set foot on the streets.”

Tom kissed the finger. “That makes me an alley cat.”

Will smiled and unbuttoned Tom’s shirt. “I was thinking more of a tiger.”

Will and he had once been a team. Maybe they could do this. They could certainly find a few ways to get through the night.

Tom shrugged out of his shirt as Will undid his own pants.

Tom freed Will’s dick from his jocks and stroked the length—hot and hard and too familiar. He shouldn’t be able to remember the way Will liked to be touched, how hard to grip and that little twist at the end, but he did.

Will closed his eyes, and for a few seconds, the worry left his face. Tom stole a kiss, and it was returned with a hunger he didn’t expect, and he guided Will’s hand to his fly. Then Will was undoing Tom’s belt, flicking open the button, and dragging down the zipper. Will caressed him through the thin fabric of his boxer briefs.

“Don’t tease.” Tom nipped Will’s lip.

Will obeyed and pushed Tom’s pants and briefs down as far as he could so he could grasp Tom’s dick. Tom thrust into Will’s grip. His hands were almost too hot, and it was awkward, but he didn’t want to stop and rearrange or look for lube and condoms. He couldn’t stop kissing Will to draw the breath required to speak.

His palm now slippery, Tom released Will’s dick and pressed his hips closer to grind against Will. “Like that?”

Will shifted beneath him with a slight rock of his hips. That was good, but it wasn’t enough. Will put a hand on Tom’s chest to push him back a little so he could reach between them. Tom glanced down to watch as Will wrapped his hand around their dicks.

“Better?” Will’s voice was breathy.

If it was working for Will, it was good for Tom. He watched and thrust into the fist Will had made. He’d always liked it this way, despite the inevitable mess—or maybe because of it. If he closed his eyes, no time had passed. The touch, Will’s breathing as he got closer… they were as familiar as his own, and he hadn’t forgotten a thing. Will tipped his head back and groaned as he came. Tom didn’t try to hold back. The release washed through him and left him shuddering with his fingers curled in the bedsheets.

They hadn’t even made it properly to bed or gotten undressed. Some things really didn’t change.

Tom’s breathing settled, but his gaze never left Will as he waited for him to open his eyes again.

With a sigh Will did, and Tom didn’t need to ask.

Will wasn’t free.

 

 

IT WAS several moments before Tom pulled away and disappeared into the bathroom, giving William precious seconds to pull himself together. His hands were still hot, but he hadn’t burst into flame. He’d hoped one last time with the ex he most regretted breaking up with would be his way out.

But too easy.

He wasn’t sure what to try next, now that the obvious things had failed. What was left on his list? What could he or Tom do tonight that would break the contract?

Would Tom even want to help him, or had had he merely been a twenty-five-year-old itch for Tom to scratch? William scrubbed his hand over his face. Had he just used Tom for sex and freedom? His thoughts spiraled down a dark path that was only broken when Tom tossed him a hand towel.

Neither of them spoke as they cleaned up.

William balled up the towel and forced himself to move. He tossed the towel on the bathroom floor, washed his face, and had a drink of water. His pupils shimmered red in his reflection, so he focused on his hands, not wanting to remember how close he was to being lost.

“So what now?” Tom leaned on the bathroom doorframe.

“I don’t know.” William rested his hands on the edge of the vanity.

An alarm cut through their awkward postsex discussion. It was almost a relief. William hated morning-afters for that exact reason. But he should be able to talk to Tom.

With brisk, efficient moves, Tom did up his shirt. “Fire alarm. I’d like to think it was coincidence, but I suspect your employer is involved.”

And he’d be right, but Will didn’t agree. His tongue was hot just thinking about the words. “Thank you for… for being here.”

Tom shook his head, and a smile danced over his lips. “What’s a high school reunion without an ill-advised affair with an old lover?”

The alarm cut William’s thoughts into confetti and scattered them. Tom walked over and pulled the edges of his shirt together and did up two buttons. “We need to go. Button up and I’ll gather the rest of the clothes.”

Then William was alone again in the bathroom… or almost alone. From the corner of the shower, a shadow watched. It swelled and grew until it swallowed all the light and spilled onto the tiles like ink.

Tom opened the room door and light from the hallway cut the shadow in half. William, careful not to touch it, followed Tom into the chaos as people made for the emergency stairs. He finished dressing and buttoned his waistcoat as he walked. Some people were in their pajamas, children in their arms.

Tom moved calmly and confidently. Others fretted and gossiped, confused about where they were supposed to be going. A staff member held open the door and reminded them all not to rush.

The stairs were a slow-moving centipede. Tom grasped William’s hand as though he didn’t want him to slip away—to be dragged away—in the press of bodies.

The simple touch buoyed him. He couldn’t remember the last time hope had risen from its grave, but tonight hope soared, even though she was a scarred and fragile thing. Tom didn’t let go until they reached the street, and the loss left him aching. He wanted to grab Tom’s hand and not let go, no matter how much his skin burned, but he knew, without looking at Tom, that the night was over.

They gathered in front of the hotel and, around them, the crowd watched, faces slack and stares as hard and judgmental as only angels could be. William sighed as hope crashed to the ground. The odds of his slipping his chain and being free were too great. He was too close to being staff.

Tom sucked in a breath as he swept his gaze over the people. “Why can’t they leave us alone?”

“They won’t.” William was used to some degree of surveillance—usually shadows—though he’d seen angels hijack bodies like they had the right to do what they wanted. But they could only pull that trick for a few minutes, and no human could be possessed more than once a day.

Tom nodded, as though he were still assessing. “Until you become permanent.”

“Yes.”

“Is there any point in waiting to go back in?”

William glanced up at the hotel. “No. I’m sure it will be unavailable.”

Tom’s face was grim. “I don’t know what to do. Let’s get out of here.”

Then Tom crossed the road and left William to follow. The angels turned to stare, their gazes sharp knives in his back.

“There’s no point.” Everything they’d tried had failed, but the night listed uneasily in his gut. “I wasn’t using you.”

“I didn’t mind either way. It was good to see you again.” Tom stole a kiss that William wanted him to take but couldn’t give freely without burning his lips.

Then William reclaimed his suit coat from Tom, slipped it on, and pulled a business card out of the pocket. “In case you want to contact me.”

He wouldn’t be surprised if Tom never wanted to see him again. If their roles were reversed, William would run. But Tom would have never gotten himself into such a mess in the first place. Tom’s good luck had always been handed to him on a plate and served up to him with a silver spoon.

He expected Tom to decline the card or politely put it in his pocket and then forget any of this had happened. Tomorrow the edges would blur for Tom—he’d wonder how much he’d had to drink and blame it all on fond memories and too much liquor.

But Tom looked at the card and slipped it into his pocket. His lips quirked up in a grin. “It was fun.”

Tonight had been anything but fun, but William had enjoyed at least some of it. “You can say it. I’m an idiot.”

Tom almost smiled. “We’ve all made bad choices.”

Working for the gods was probably as bad as it came, but involving Tom was a close second.

“I’m sorry, again.” He kept apologizing when what he really wanted was to ask for a date—a proper night out where they talked about something other than his problem.

“I can’t tempt you into going home with me?” Tom reached for him.

Their fingers brushed, and for a heartbeat, William wanted to agree and forget about everything else. But he couldn’t. If he went home with Tom, he’d be dragging him in deeper. “Then they’ll know where you live.”

Tom leaned in and kissed William’s cheek. “We’ll think of a solution.”

Will wanted to believe him. He needed to. But how could they solve a problem they couldn’t even discuss?

A fire truck raced down the street, lights and sirens going. Tom shook his head as though he’d lost his thought… or had it snatched away. “I’ll see you around?”

“I hope so.” But he was running out of time. “Don’t wait another twenty-five years.”

Tom grinned. “I won’t wait twenty-four hours. I’ll give you a call tomorrow. Promise.”

William watched him walk away. He was sure he saw a shadow embrace Tom, but he could have been seeing monsters where none existed.




Summer

 

 

Twenty-five years ago

 

THEY’D BEEN on Rottnest Island for two days already. Only two were left. If he didn’t get up the balls to ask, William would never get the chance again. They were both a little sunburned from spending too long on the beach, but not so badly they wouldn’t do it again tomorrow. There was nothing else to do there except go to the beach, the bar, or bed.

William turned off the shower and wished he’d had another beer before they left the pub. But he had to make his money last. It was bad enough Tom had paid for the room. The room was basic and could sleep six, and they had it to themselves.

A blessing and a curse.

He wanted Tom to himself… but he wanted Tom to stop keeping him hidden, like what they had was a secret. Tom kept everything separate—his friends on one side, his family on another, and William separate again. That was the bit he didn’t like. When Tom was at William’s house, things were different. He was different. Tom relaxed and laughed and didn’t seem to care that William’s mum knew they were more than friends. Though William was careful not to call them boyfriends, at least not out loud.

Maybe he shouldn’t ask Tom for this. He shouldn’t have to ask, but it hadn’t come up in conversation, even though William had dropped hints. The lube and condoms wouldn’t go bad. He’d just keep them for another time. But he didn’t know when that would be.

Tom was going to Japan with his family for Christmas skiing, and when he got back, he’d have only a few weeks before he headed to Canberra. They were running out of time.

“Come on. What are you doing in there?” Tom called.

Trying to figure out my life.

He’d known getting involved with Tom was a bad idea. Boys who thought they were straight were the worst. But somehow, he hadn’t been able to stop himself from falling. It had been a crush at first, and now it was more, but he couldn’t tell Tom. Tom would never call himself gay. This was a… a summer fling to him. Nothing more. Certainly nothing serious.

So why couldn’t William treat it that way?

William finished drying off. This was a fling and they never had to see each other after. He had nothing to lose by asking. And while it would rip his heart out when Tom left, there’d be others eventually. He wasn’t going to hang everything on the first boy he fell in love with. That would be lame. Next time he’d fall for some guy who wasn’t so deep in the closet that he didn’t realize he was boxed in.

He wrapped the towel around his waist and opened the bathroom door. Tom was lying on the sofa in his shorts and singlet. His shoulders were pink, as was his nose. Sunscreen really did wash off in the ocean.

Tom smiled, and his gaze skimmed down William’s body. Unlike Tom, William didn’t have muscles from playing sports, but he did more than just read books. He rode his bike most weekends—anything to get out of the house and enjoy a few months of freedom before university. With school over, he didn’t have to worry about his scholarship. It was easier to sleep and breathe.

To enjoy.

“You made me hurry up.” He knocked Tom’s feet off the sofa. “Go on, get showered.”

“Just wanted to see you naked.” Tom gave the towel a tug, but William kept it in place.

They’d been naked together, skin to skin until they came. He drew in a breath, but he wanted more than touching and sucking tonight. He leaned over and kissed Tom, his heart doing a nervous dance against his ribs. “Have a shower. Then I’m all yours.”

Tom threaded his fingers into William’s hair. His lips tasted of beer, but they moved carefully and hungrily. He learned fast when he was interested in the subject. William drew back, his dick already hard. He was going to ask… when Tom got out of the shower.

Tom hauled himself up and went into the bathroom, but he never took long. William rummaged through his backpack until he found what he wanted. He put them next to his pillow. For a while he’d imagined what it would be like to be fucked. Specifically, he imagined it was Tom doing the fucking. He trusted Tom in a way he’d never trusted any of the other guys he’d kissed.

The shower rattled to a stop, and William remained sitting on the bed. Some action movie from ten years ago was on the TV. Things were exploding on a regular basis, and he wasn’t sure there was a plot. Tom glanced at the sofa and then saw William on the bed. He dropped his towel on the floor and came over, his dick thickening with every step.

Tom leaned over and kissed him while he undid William’s towel. This was how they’d spent every evening—grinding and groaning, sucking and sweating and ending up needing another shower and another beer. Only to repeat before falling asleep in a tangle.

Their hips pressed together, but as good as it felt, it wasn’t enough tonight. “Do you want….”

“What?” Tom said between kisses.

William couldn’t quite get the actual words out. “I’ve got condoms.”

Tom’s eyebrows drew together. “For? Oh.” Tom rocked back a little. “You want me to….”

William wanted the thin mattress to swallow him. He drew in a breath, knowing his face was no longer pink from just sunburn. “I want you to fuck me.” Tom’s silence worried him. “You have had sex before?”

From the way Tom talked and what William had heard, he had gone all the way.

“Yeah, but with girls. This is different. Have you… um… done this?” Tom’s forehead creased as he stared down at William.

He was glad of the sunburn masking his embarrassment. “No, but I want to try. Unless you don’t want to. That’s fine.”

William closed his eyes and tried not to die. He’d ruined it all.

“I want to. I just don’t know how it works. It’s your butthole.”

“Forget about it.” William wished he’d never brought it up, but there was no taking it back.

Tom kissed him slowly. His dick pressed against him, still hard. “I don’t know what I’m doing, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

William relaxed a little. If that was the reason Tom was hesitant, that was okay. “I’ll let you know. We can work it out together.”

“Are you sure you want me to take your virginity?” His face was pure seriousness, as though it was of great importance, but the line sounded well practiced.

William lifted an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure that ship sailed. We’ve been having sex for a few weeks.”

“I suppose we have.” Tom’s face brightened. “Butt virginity.”

“You’re such an idiot.” William smiled. It wasn’t the big deal it had almost become. And he did want Tom to be the first. He’d never wanted to try with anyone else. That had to mean something, so he handed Tom the lube. “You’re going to need this.”

Tom took the tube and rocked back onto his heels. “What if I do it wrong?”

“Go slow. One finger first.” He’d done that to himself, and he’d gotten to two. It was awkward as hell, but he wanted to know what it would feel like. Then he’d wanted more, and the idea had consumed him for the last couple of weeks.

Tom squirted lube onto his fingers and teased William’s hole. Then he pushed one in. His face was a mask of concentration. He’d never looked so serious when studying, and his gaze kept flicking from between William’s legs to his face. “Ohh… is that okay?”

“Yes,” William breathed as Tom wiggled his finger inside of him.

“It’s tight.”

“Uh-huh.” One of the guys at school had said it hurt. He’d gone to a nightclub and let a stranger fuck his butt just so he could say he’d done it. William was not that brave or foolhardy. The ads were all over the TV. He knew about AIDS and STIs, and he wasn’t taking any risks.

Tom pressed a second finger in, and William gasped at the stretch. Maybe Tom’s dick would be too much. But as Tom’s fingers moved, it started to feel good. He wrapped a hand around his own dick and stroked.

“That looks hot.”

“Feels even better.” Which was mostly the truth. It was still a little weird to feel Tom’s fingers fucking him, but he’d jerked off with his own finger up his butt, so it wasn’t totally alien.

“’kay.”

Tom pressed a third finger in, and William almost stopped breathing. That was it. He couldn’t take any more. He was sure of it. A little part of him wanted to say enough, but the rest of him had reached the point where he just wanted to get on with it. He might not get this chance again, so he breathed slowly, his dick leaking and making his grip slick.

It was going to happen. He just had to give Tom the go-ahead. Tom was watching his fingers move. What a sight that must be. “Put a condom on and plenty of lube.”

“You sure?”

No. “Yes.”

Tom withdrew his fingers, and William passed him the condom. “I hate these things.”

“Got to use it for this.” He didn’t mind getting come on his skin, and they never swallowed. “You did use it with the girls, right?”

“Yeah. I don’t want a kid.”

They were probably safe, but Tom had the condom on and was lubing his dick up. Anticipation coiled around William’s balls. He’d imagined this for weeks. Now here he was, spread on the bed, about to get his butt fucked. His heart almost stopped. “Should I turn over?”

“Like doggie?”

“Yeah.” Would it be better if he wasn’t looking at Tom?

“I dunno….” Tom circled William’s hole, and his fingers slid in easier. “Fuck…. If you’re going to move, do it now, because I want you so bad.”

“Nah. I’m good.” He wanted to watch Tom. William lifted his hips a little, and Tom tried to get in position. The head of his dick pressed and slid away. They tried a few times.

“This isn’t quite right.” Tom pushed one of William’s legs up.

William lifted the other and brought his knees toward his chest as though offering his butt to Tom… which he was. He shuddered at the idea as Tom tried again. The lube made everything slick. He held William’s hip with one hand and thrust forward and in.

William sucked in a breath at the sharp stretch and the pain that wasn’t quite all pain as Tom sank deeper and then stopped.

Tom’s chest lifted with each breath. “Um… keep going?”

“Yeah.” He was in now, and it was starting to feel a bit better.

Tom started to move, his thrusts becoming more certain and deeper each time. Tom’s gaze was firmly where their bodies met. William couldn’t get past the way Tom’s dick was filling him. It wasn’t all that amazing, but it was starting to feel good.

Tom lifted his gaze. “Fuck. I just wanna come.”

William stroked his own dick as Tom fucked him. Tom gave a couple more thrusts and then groaned. William could only imagine what it would be like to not have the condom between them, to have a butt full of come. His dick twitched as come splashed on his belly.

Neither of them moved for several breaths.

Tom slowly pulled out. “I think we’re going to need another shower.”

William’s butt ached, but not in a totally bad way. Tom wrinkled his nose as he ditched the condom and went into the bathroom, and William lay there, his heart beating too fast. He’d expected it to be better.

The shower turned on. He should get up. He was sticky and lubey, so he grabbed his towel from where it had been dropped and joined Tom in the shower.

One more night. Maybe they could try again tomorrow.




Chapter 6

 

 

BEFORE HE even opened his eyes, Tom knew he’d drunk too much. When he was twenty, those few drinks wouldn’t have bothered him. Now, while he didn’t have a full-blown hangover, he was lethargic and there was a dryness in his mouth that only alcohol could induce. He kept his eyes closed, prolonging the moment before he had to get up.

Memories of the night before flicked to life. At first glance his fantasy about getting back with Will had come true—that bit was definitely real—and he smiled as he wondered if he’d get a chance to see him again. The rest… he couldn’t be sure. Had he really walked Will out of the function with a broken glass as a weapon? Why had he done that? He remembered everyone watching, probably because he was acting like a lunatic.

He grimaced. Not his finest moment, so why had Will agreed to get a room with him?

Nothing was adding up. He was missing too many bits. But he remembered the fear in Will’s eyes and the way he’d wanted to tell him something important but hadn’t. Or couldn’t?

Tom tossed back the covers and got up. He refused to dwell on the past—he couldn’t change it, nor could he undo last night, which was probably also a mistake. Getting back with an ex for one night, even an ex he’d thought about for years, was never going to end well.

If there’d been email and cell phones back then, it would’ve been easier to keep in touch and maybe things would’ve been different. For years he’d carried the guilt for dropping their friendship. But he had forgiven himself, hadn’t he?

He shook his head. He wouldn’t be dragged back to the worry of being eighteen and the fear of being discovered.

With annoyance and something sharper that he didn’t want to name simmering in his blood, he dragged on his running gear, even though he’d rather have breakfast and do nothing for the rest of the day. But if he didn’t run now, he’d only feel less like it later, and it was hard enough to keep fit. In his twenties he’d done the drills and never really thought about it. Now he was racing just to maintain. The six-pack he’d once had was barely there. Miss a few runs and it would be gone.

The morning was already warm, and the sun was sharp even with sunglasses. The magpies would be breeding soon, swooping anyone they deemed a threat, and the pair that lived around the corner already didn’t like him. He’d have to avoid that route for most of November.

He walked without headphones or music—he’d never had that luxury in the Army, and he liked to be aware of his surroundings. Birds chirped, people mowed their lawn, life was happening, and he could listen to music any other time. When his body felt warm enough, he started to jog, determined to pick up the pace as he went and push last night as far away as possible.

It would be weird to call Will, to pick up as though twenty-five years hadn’t passed. He’d promised to call, and goddammit, he wanted to see Will again. They were adults, and if they wanted to see each other, they could.

Another jogger ran toward him. Tom nodded in greeting the way he usually did, but the jogger stared at him, her face weirdly blank, and cold rushed down his spine. They passed, and Tom glanced over his shoulder. So did the jogger, but her smile was pure malice.

What the hell?

He pushed on, adrenaline pumping and giving him speed. He knew that look. He didn’t want to remember it, but the fragments were there, refusing to reassemble. Last night there’d been the same looks.

A peloton of five cyclists raced down the street three abreast. Their loud conversation stopped as they drew close to him, and then they slowed. Tom’s breathing came in hard pants.

He was wearing clothes, so it wasn’t some kind of nightmare. Why were strangers stopping and staring at him with such naked hate?

As soon as the cyclists were past him, they started to chat again as though nothing had happened. For another three steps, Tom resisted the urge to glance at their backs. Then he turned and jogged on the spot, watching. Sure enough, the last two of them glanced back at him, their faces blank and cold, and he stared back. Although their gaze never left him, they kept peddling forward without crashing or weaving.

He shivered despite the warm breeze.

When they rounded the corner, Tom resumed his run, but this time he couldn’t outrun the memories of last night. Something had happened, and the reunion had gotten screwed up and he’d left with Will. The hairs on his arms prickled, and he couldn’t shake the sensation that he was being watched. He’d forgotten an important detail, and it put him in some kind of very strange danger.

Was that what Will had been trying to tell him? Did he have a target on his back? If he did, one sniper would be simpler than involving all these people.

His heart drummed as he ran along the sidewalk. He wasn’t going to turn for home, not yet. He hadn’t been running long enough, and he needed to sort out his head before he made a rash decision that made it, whatever it was, worse.

He slowly went through the night and tried to pull together the pieces Will had explained to him, only to realize Will had barely said anything.

Miracles, gods, and possession.

Tom had pieced it together between kisses, and Will had confirmed.

But none of that shit existed. He didn’t believe in miracles or gods or demons or any of that mystical bullshit. But if he didn’t believe, how could he explain the cyclists or the jogger?

He couldn’t.

He turned the corner toward the park. An old man was walking his equally old yellow Labrador. He often saw them and usually said hi, but today the man scowled and the dog’s hackles lifted. Tom swerved to go around them, but not far enough. The dog lunged for him and almost bit his calf. Saliva flicked against Tom’s skin as he sprinted past, the old man’s laughter following him down the street.

Fuck this. He would go home, incomplete run or not, and call Will.

By the time he got home, last night was crystal clear—as though a curtain had been ripped away. Will had dragged him into this by putting his name in some kind of out clause in some kind of contract. Having sex hadn’t released Will, which meant he was still up to his armpits in demons, judging by this morning’s antics.

Was it demons? If Will worked for God, then maybe it wasn’t demons, but angels. It was troubling that he was even debating the point. He didn’t want to believe any of it was true.

He’d been on the ground in Afghanistan, so he knew it was almost impossible to fight an enemy who didn’t want to be seen. This was no different. He couldn’t tell the possessed from the unpossessed until it was too late, so he was going to have to assume that everyone was watching and reporting. When he’d thought about seeing Will again, this paranoia hadn’t been part of the fantasy.

There had been a time when he’d hoped that Will would write him another letter. Maybe he would call him a dick for not replying to the first letter and give him a second chance. That had never happened, and Tom had never had the balls to admit he’d fucked up, not back then, anyway. Will wouldn’t be the one to call him this time either. Couldn’t, because Tom hadn’t given him his number.

It was once again up to him, and he wasn’t going to walk away from Will a second time.

Still sweaty, he rummaged through last night’s clothes, but he couldn’t find the business card Will had handed to him. It wasn’t in his wallet either.

He drew in a breath that wasn’t at all calming. Then he grabbed a piece of paper and pen and closed his eyes. He’d had a few drinks, gotten laid, and been evacuated from the hotel, but that didn’t stop him from recalling the card and the phone number. It had been drilled into him to remember details, and his brain had fortunately acted on training. He wrote down the number.

Now all he had to do was call and ask what was going on, and this time he wanted the truth. If they were going to fight what was going on, Tom wouldn’t do it blind.

If.

What if he just shrugged and moved on? This wasn’t his problem. Will wasn’t his boyfriend, had never been his boyfriend. They’d been… they probably had been dating, but Tom’s fear of his parents and everyone else had stopped him from treating Will the way he deserved to be treated.

He’d been so young and dumb, thinking there’d be others who could take Will’s place and that he’d feel the same for them. He’d tried, and sometimes he got close, but in the end, there was always something missing. He sighed because he knew he was going to call and he was going to help Will—in part because he owed him, because they had been everything to each other at one point, but also because Tom wasn’t the kind of dick who left a friend in trouble. And despite everything that had happened, they were still friends… and maybe more.

Maybe the love he’d had for Will had never died.

 

 

WILLIAM LINGERED in bed until midday, because he had a headache with a side of he-was-fucked. If he was anybody else, he would’ve considered last night a good night. He’d caught up with people, seen the man he really wanted to see. He even got laid.

But that all meant nothing, because nothing had changed. He was still trapped, stuck in a web of his own making with no idea how to get free. In need of a piss and coffee, he forced himself out of bed.

The marble in the bathroom gleamed in the sunlight, and the kitchen was bright, and the expensive and seldom-used stainless-steel appliances shone. Everything about the place said money in the understated way that people with money usually went for. At first he’d loved it. He could finally buy whatever he wanted—no scholarship, no penny-pinching. He wasn’t poor anymore.

The machine spat out his coffee, and he drank without tasting as he walked onto the balcony. There were people out on the river, sailing and rowing and doing what normal people did on their Saturdays. He usually spent his at the office.

He was rarely at home, and he wasn’t sure what he did in his spare time. Work was his life. And if he thought about it too much, his job was to ruin lives.

Fuck. He hated his job and his life.

He tightened his fingers on the cup. If he worked for another company, he’d have a midlife crisis. He would quit, buy a motorbike—learn to ride a motorbike—take a trip to Italy to find himself. He didn’t even know who he was anymore. He wasn’t sure he even liked himself. What kind of man dragged his favorite ex into trouble?

He should do something dumb. Do lots of dumb things.

And he still could. There was nothing stopping him from taking up skydiving or rock climbing. He was sure accidents happened, and maybe that would be the end of him. No more contract. Though he had a vague memory of helping litigate a case about nonaccidental death when he first started. Centuries-old established law excluded suicide as a way out of a contract. Nonaccidental death, which was doing a deliberately stupid act with the hope of death occurring, was newer. He should research that case.

Maybe he couldn’t do something dumb, but he also couldn’t quit or jump off his balcony. That would just cause grief for his mother and the people who had to clean up.

His only way out involved Tom, and last night hadn’t been enough. William wasn’t sure what was left to try. From the back of the freezer, he pulled out a piece of foil. Folded neatly inside was the list he’d made. It was well hidden because he was more than a little paranoid. It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing he left lying around the office. He unfolded the cold, stiff paper.

The first few things on his list had been obvious and had failed. He should’ve known it wouldn’t be anything as simple as an apology or a kiss—though those things had worked for other people.

He put the paper under his cup on the kitchen counter so it couldn’t be snatched by a shadow and went to his study to pull out his contract. He was very familiar with it, but he hoped for some new insight now Tom was back. Maybe the clue he needed was buried in one of the other clauses.

Still in his pajama pants, he sat and started to read and make notes, trying to work out what had gone wrong last night… aside from the fact that he’d used Tom for sex in an attempt to break the contract. Not that Tom had been reluctant. A small smile formed. Older Tom was no less headstrong that the younger version had been.

Where he’d had to write in his biggest regret, he’d simply written Thomas Langford. That was stupidity on his part, but he hadn’t thought it would actually matter or that he’d want to leave. If he’d been more specific, he wouldn’t be guessing now. Clearly it wasn’t sleeping with Tom that he regretted. He tapped his pen on the piece of paper where he’d detailed last night’s activities. The kiss. William paying for their fun for a change, sex, and the way he couldn’t act without burning his fingers.

Tom could do whatever he wanted. That hadn’t changed.

What had he wanted from Tom back when he signed the damn thing? What had Tom wanted before they faded away to nothing more than a pleasant summer memory to be dragged out in lonely winters?

Twenty-five years was a bit far back for him to remember the details, so he added two more lines to his list.

Tom wants?

Tom has to act.

Was the regret Tom’s? That didn’t make any sense. He scowled at the papers, willing the parts to come together. He picked up his cooling coffee and took a sip, nose wrinkling. What he needed to do was spend some time reviewing similar cases, not just the ones that crossed his desk. He hadn’t actively researched, because he hadn’t wanted to alert his boss. That no longer mattered.

When he’d written Tom as his regret, it had been years after their relationship ended. What had he thought he could fix? That was all he had to do to get free—fix his regret. Not even the coffee was helping his brain pull the threads together. What they’d had had been close to perfect… except for the bit where Tom wasn’t out, even to himself.

If he could go back in time, there were things he’d do differently. Who didn’t have moments like that? He certainly wouldn’t have argued with Tom about money so much, but that wasn’t it, or the buying of drinks and the room would’ve been the end of his contract. He didn’t regret letting Tom be his first. He smiled. There was a lot that he didn’t regret. But he was smart enough to know that he and Tom wouldn’t have worked out back then.

And now they were older and wiser and a little more scarred?

His phone rang from the kitchen, and he was tempted to ignore it. He didn’t want to talk to anyone today. Wallowing in self-pity and confusion was a much better way to spend a beautiful sunny day.

With a sigh he got up, and his phone went silent. If it was the office, he didn’t care—well he did, because he didn’t want to piss anyone off—but he didn’t want to work this weekend.

Maybe he wanted to start taking weekends off.

Maybe he’d use some of the leave he had saved up.

He hadn’t surfed in years, hadn’t had time. He could go to Hawaii, or even start with a weekend down south. What exactly was he saving his leave for? If he became permanent, he didn’t know if he was even going to be able to use it. His boss was permanent, and he seemed happy and mostly human. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad being completely soulless.

Maybe he wouldn’t even miss his soul. There wasn’t much left of it anyway. He folded his list as he walked into the kitchen and carefully put it back in the freezer before checking his phone. The list never left his sight when it was out.

His mother had left a message. His stomach took the hit, and he winced.

“Dammit.” He didn’t need to listen to it to know what it was about. He’d promised to take her out for lunch today. It was the anniversary of his father’s death. William never knew his father because he was still in nappies when he died. All he’d known growing up was his mother struggling. She never dated, and he’d only realized not everyone was like them when he went to school.

He sent her a message that he was on his way. A small lie, but it would only take him minutes to shower and dress. He didn’t need a booking at the restaurant, because the company had tables everywhere.

 

 

THE JAGUAR cut through traffic like a wolf through a herd of sheep, and nothing impeded his drive. Last night the shadows hadn’t wanted him to reach the reunion. They’d known what he was up to, or were worried he might get free by accident. He wished it were that easy. But they hadn’t been able to stop him. Perhaps there was only so much they could do to get in his way, free will being what it was.

His mother had a big beachfront house, the kind of place she’d always talked about owning. It had been the second piece of real estate he bought, the first being an apartment for himself. It was worth several million now and had been an excellent investment. The memory of his mother’s look of surprise had been worth it. Her happiness still made him smile. He could’ve been a lawyer with another firm—he’d have found a job eventually—and still made money, but not as much. That was the lure they caught him with. Now the hook was in his cheek, and he was being reeled in.

He parked in the driveway, but before he could get out, his mother was at the front door and locking up. His heart sank. She’d been waiting. How could he have been so wrapped up in himself that he forgot?

She kissed his cheek. “How was your reunion?”

That she’d remembered his big night only made him feel worse. “Good. I saw Tom.”

He doubted she’d remember his passing fling with a guy who thought he was straight, the guy Will tutored through his final year of school.

“How is he? He was always so polite.”

And William had always been so ashamed when Tom came around. He tried to keep tutoring to the school library or Tom’s place. But when they started spending all their free time together, Tom visited more frequently. He was interested in where William lived and who his parents were.

The first time Tom came over, he’d seen why William didn’t talk much about himself. He lived in a tiny house an hour from the school in the completely wrong suburb. There was no big-screen TV or latest-model gaming console, and his study space was the dining table. But Tom hadn’t laughed. He’d understood money wasn’t just tight, but every cent was accounted for.

They had their first argument when William was invited out as part of the group but declined because he had no money for drinks or cover charges. Tom insisted and offered to pay, but William refused. His pride unable to bend.

“Still the same Tom.” A smile formed. He was the same—wanting to help, even though this was a mess no mortal could fix. “He’s out of the Army now.”

“Single?”

“Mum.” It would’ve been better if Mum hadn’t remembered Tom.

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“It doesn’t matter if he is or isn’t. It’s not going to happen.”

“Why not? You two were so good together.”

He stopped at the red light and glanced at his mother.

“What? I want you to be happy.”

Would being with Tom make him happy? He didn’t know. He wanted to break the contract, but he couldn’t deliberately act to break it. That meant he couldn’t pursue Tom, and even if he could, he knew he shouldn’t drag him deeper in. He’d lied last night when he said Tom was involved anyway. He was only involved because William had made the effort to run into him. If he hadn’t, his employer would have no reason to think he wanted to break his contract.

“Yeah. That’s what I want too.” Having a bank balance that would make lottery winners envious hadn’t brought the happiness he expected. He’d been happy that summer with Tom. That couldn’t be the last time, could it?

He parked near the restaurant, and they went in. William only had to walk up to the maître d’ and the man’s expression changed. That had been awe-inducing the first time he saw it. Now it was terrifying. They were shown to a table with ocean views, and his mother smiled as though he’d arranged it all in advance. He wished he had—he wished he didn’t need the services Miracles provided.

For a while she chatted about her book club and her plans for the garden, and he was happy to listen. Would he still be able to do this after his soul was used up? Maybe being permanent wouldn’t be all that bad. A job for life….

A job he hated.

He didn’t want to use his legal skills to damn people. There were too many tricky clauses designed to catch people out. The house always won. For the gods, it was all a game.

“You’ve made me proud with all the work you do. When you were small, I used to pray you’d never struggle.” She smiled. “God must have heard me.”

William almost choked on his drink. The wine went up his nose, and he coughed and spluttered and drew far too much attention.

“I’m sorry… what did you say?” he gasped.

“Just that I hoped you’d do well in life. Now all you need is a husband. It’s legal now, you know.”

“I know. But I need a boyfriend before a husband.” And he’d never been able to keep anything going for more than a couple of years. He really didn’t want to discuss his lack of relationship anymore, so he made a polite excuse and took himself to the men’s room for a few minutes.

As he washed his hands, another man stepped out of a cubicle and washed his, his face blank but not hard and unflinching the way angels made human faces appear. It wasn’t often that he saw a demon outside of court. Coincidence that a demon was watching him now? He didn’t think so. Plutus would not approve of him talking to the enemy. “Can I help you?”

“No. But I may be able to help you.”

William laughed. “I can’t afford that kind of help.”

He didn’t need or want another contract. No godly being gave out help for free.

“Maybe this time it isn’t about you and what you want.”

It was his life and his contract, so it felt personal. He shouldn’t be asking questions, but he couldn’t resist. He needed help. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly that. Your life isn’t the only one tied up in your contract. You named a person.” The voice was perfectly measured and totally flat.

“Tom,” William breathed.

“Tom.” The demon inclined the man’s head. “You didn’t name anything specific either, just him, as though he is yours.”

“He was once.”

“Was he? Or is that what you wanted? Did you ever ask what he wanted?”

The tap was running, and William was not sure how to answer. Tom had been his that summer, and letting him go had been the regret.

The man shook his head as though he’d read William’s thoughts. “It’s not about you. If you don’t understand that, then not even he can help you.” Then the blankness was gone and the man was scowling at William for breaking one of the rules of the men’s room—don’t make eye contact. William looked away and turned off the tap.

It wasn’t about him. Somehow it was about Tom. He’d been on the right path, even though it seemed like the wrong one. Did that mean it didn’t matter what he did, that only Tom could break the contract? He should’ve asked Lucifer more questions when he had the chance.

His life was literally in Tom’s hands and he couldn’t explain that to Tom.

The door shut, and he was alone. He closed his eyes for a few breaths. This was such a mess. All he’d had to do that day was turn down the offer. Of course it was too good to be true, but he’d been so hungry for success after so many knockbacks. He’d felt the gates shutting, closing him out even though he had the right degree and education. No matter what he did, he always worried that he’d never outgrow his upbringing. It would be the toilet paper forever stuck to his shoe and slowing him down.

He should’ve been aware that there was more going on than human politics. He’d been carefully groomed, nudged by Plutus until he was ready to sign. He could’ve changed direction at any time, but he didn’t. He surrendered his free will at every turn. He’d been such a fool not to see the way Plutus played him. Tom’s free will was his only lifeline.

And if Tom had woken up and decided that it was all too hard?

He swallowed, knowing he’d have to accept Tom’s choice no matter how big and bitter the pill.

But he didn’t have to graciously accept his fate.

William snarled and stepped back. For a moment his eyes flashed red. He would not join them in their games. He would not play.

He wouldn’t go into the office on Monday. He’d be sick.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that. Had he ever?

Carefully he dried his hands on the paper towel. His mother would be waiting, and they had to finish their nice lunch, because it might be the last one they had.

He’d be smart and put his affairs in order, but then he was going to fight or at least resist for as long as he could to give Tom as much time as possible.

The question on his lips that he could never ask? What did Tom want?

 

 

TOM HAD tried to call several times, but each time the phone was engaged. Finally it rang and was answered by a woman. “Er… um… is Will there?”

Or had he memorized the wrong number? He hoped not, as he had no idea how to contact Will otherwise. Maybe this was where they ended, not with a goodbye or a proper breakup, but with missed communication again.

He wasn’t ready for it to be over, but if it was, he wanted to do it properly and not have regret and doubt linger because he should’ve done more.

“He’s just stepped away from the table.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Can you let him know Tom called?” Will had said he was single. If he’d been lying…. There was nothing worse than being the secret. He’d learned that one the hard way with a married officer who liked to have deployment relationships that his wife never learned about. He’d seen far too much infidelity in the Army.

“Tom Langford?”

This woman knew him. Who was she? “Yes,” he said cautiously.

“It’s Donna McLeod.”

Tom sighed. Will’s mother. His brain stopped trying to scramble a response. “Hi. How are you?”

He hadn’t spoken to her in twenty-five years. How had she remembered him, unless Will had told her about the reunion? His cheeks heated. While he’d hidden what was going from his family, Will’s mum had always been relaxed about her son dating a boy. His parents liked it when he had a girlfriend while at ADFA. He’d tried to convince himself Will was a phase, and he’d almost been successful until another man turned his head. It had taken years of sneakily dating men while openly dating women before he realized he was bi. But he still hadn’t told his family.

“I’m well. You’re back home? Or is this a stop before you go somewhere dangerous?”

The reunion had been dangerous. He was still waiting for the cops to knock on his door and ask him a few pertinent questions about what had gone on, but no one had called. It was as though the whole thing had been forgotten, but he remembered too well the way Will had felt against him, the way his life had been in his hands, his pulse jumping too close to the jagged glass.

His heart gave a lurch, but he ignored the edge of panic. Will was alive, for the moment. And his mother had no idea what was going on.

He forced a smile and tried to sound happy for her sake. “Home to stay.”

“Ah, here he is. I’ll hand you over.”

Before Tom could say another word, Will was on the phone. There were a few muted words from Donna, but Tom couldn’t make them out.

“Sorry, I hope Mum didn’t interrogate you.”

He remembered the way she had grilled him when they were clearly no longer doing any study. It was horrible. The only thing worse than getting the safe-sex lecture from your own parents was getting it from someone else’s. His parents had never spoken about what to do with other men, but Will’s mother had, and Tom had wanted to die of shame.

“She was fine. I’ve been trying to call you all morning.”

“My phone hasn’t rung.”

Tom didn’t say anything. Someone, or something, was running interference.

Will continued. “That’s to be expected. I’m going to give you my address. Memorize it.”

Will’s address was a fancy apartment block on the river, the kind of place that had its own security and prices started at something close to extortion and only went up. Will’s apartment was on the top floor. Tom didn’t even want to know how much the apartment had cost. “That’s swanky.”

“Yeah. Come around tonight? If you want?” And for just a moment, Will sounded like a nervous teen who wasn’t quite sure of himself.

“I want.” He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed Will until he was in front of him. But was that what he actually felt, or was that the stupid contract clause getting in the way? “But I also want some answers.”

He knew Will could only tell him so much, but maybe there was a workaround.

“I’ll give you what I can.” The line filled with static. “Eight?”

“Eight.” Then the line went dead.

That was some high-level interference. Tom tapped his phone in his hand, a shudder raced through him, and he glanced up at the ceiling. He never really believed in a higher power, and this kind of bullshit didn’t make him want to.

If he got on his knees and prayed, he was sure a god would offer him a miracle and set Will free, but the cost would be his soul. He was smarter than that… but not smart enough to listen to the warning in his gut that was telling him to stay home.




Chapter 7

 

 

THE DRIVE to the city was average. There were no accidents or sudden, suspicious events, but it was too much like driving through the hostile terrain of Helmand Province. Was that a shepherd or a man with a rocket launcher? A spot clear of rocks in the road or signs of an IED? This time Tom was watching for shadows, for blank expressions, for anything odd. His knuckles were white, and by the time he parked, the tension was coiled tightly around him.

He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes for a moment.

Maybe he was overreacting. He knew guys who did. They were fine until they weren’t. Stress got to them like a worm in an apple.

Fuck this.

This was just another piece of bullshit to dig through, and he’d drag Will out with him. But he wasn’t up against a human army. How did he fight an enemy he’d only just learned existed?

Tom got out of the car and walked up to the door. A man with the dead expression of the possessed watched. Was the actual human still inside, terrified and desperate to be let out? Or would the human not remember a thing? Cold traced up Tom’s spine, but he kept his revulsion hidden and his gaze level.

“I’m here to see Will McLeod. Top floor.” There was no way he was getting past the man to press the elevator buttons himself.

“I know why you are here.”

Tom considered the man for a moment. “I’m allowed to date.”

It wasn’t a date. It was a strategy meeting. They weren’t getting back together… but would it be a horrible thing if they did? He couldn’t say no, and that concerned him. He didn’t want a damned boyfriend. Will must have known what he was doing when he signed his contract. By his own admission, he’d ruined plenty of people.

And Tom had been part of an occupying army. He couldn’t erase that with a few choice phrases.

“You cannot lie to us,” the doorman said.

Tom shrugged. It had totally been worth a shot. “You going to get out of that body, angel, and let the man press the button?” He grinned and curled his fingers, expecting a fight.

The man stared at him, unblinking. “The elevator is broken. Take the stairs.”

The elevator didn’t look broken. There was no Out of Order sign and a place like this would call out maintenance pretty fast. A place like this would also have cleaners. “I can take the service elevator.”

“Stairs.” The possessed man pointed at the door marked Stairs. “Or leave and try your luck another time.”

If he left, Will would think he wasn’t coming, and it was already eight. He couldn’t argue and waste time with this bag of dicks, so he walked toward the stairs. A hiss of displeasure followed, but Tom didn’t turn around.

He pulled open the heavy door and started up the stairs. The lights flickered. Yeah, he was expecting them to go out. He’d seen too many horror movies and he knew how this went. He was playing the role of the dumb blond, and before the end, both he and Will would end up in Hell and have to fight their way out. If this was a movie, they’d get free, but life wasn’t like the movies. There was no second take if things went wrong. The dead didn’t rise to reshoot.

His footsteps were hollow on the concrete steps. The lights didn’t go out, but they flickered and flared. The shadows danced, but if he looked a little closer, the shadows weren’t moving according to the light. They were oozing, following and creeping closer.

He took the stairs two at a time and used the railing to propel himself up. He was fit, but running up steps was different from running around mostly flat suburban Perth. Shadows grabbed at his heels, slowing him, but he bit back the yelp and kept moving, sure that if he stopped to catch his breath, he’d be consumed.

They knew he was afraid. But he knew how to push through that fear. Even when hands tugged at the hem of his jeans, he didn’t look back. He was panting hard, and sweat trickled down his back. So much for showering and looking nice before he came over.

As he stepped onto the last set of stairs, the shadows disappeared beneath a blanket of black ink. No shadow was that thick and dense. It moved like oil, splashing on his shoes and sucking him down. Panic surged.

His knuckles whitened as he gripped the rail to hold on when he lost his balance, sure that if he fell, he’d never get back up. The shadows continued to pull and drag him, and he felt himself sinking.

“I’m standing on concrete stairs.” He pushed forward onto the next step and fought for every pace. All he had to do was….

Quit.

He wasn’t wearing a 40kg pack, roasting in the desert. This was a cakewalk.

If he didn’t finish, Will would die or be lost. Tom still wasn’t ready to say he believed. This was some bullshit he didn’t understand, and he didn’t know how he was supposed to fight.

He battled his way up the last few stairs, only to find that the door was blocked by a figure. If it was the guard again, he was going to get a punch in the dick, followed by a knee to the face as he folded over.

The figure didn’t move, but horns grew from its head.

“Pretty sure the devil has better things to do than stop me from getting to my date.” And if the devil didn’t, why the hell not? If Tom were a supernatural being, he wouldn’t be using his powers to fuck with a couple of humans.

“The devil?” The shadow laughed. “He’d probably help you.”

The horns melted back into its head, and wings grew from its back and spread over the walls until Tom was almost surrounded. “William McLeod belongs to us.”

“Who are you?” And why would the devil help him?

The wings shrank as they were absorbed back into the body-shaped shadow. “We work for the gods.” The voice became laced with a hundred other voices. They echoed around the stairwell and rang in his ears like the aftereffect of a grenade blast.

“Good for you. I’m going to have dinner with my friend.” He stepped forward.

The creature put out a hand, and Tom stopped with an inch to spare. Letting this being touch him would be bad. The hairs on his arms drew tight. His body erupted in gooseflesh as the temperature dropped.

But nothing else happened.

“You can’t kill me.”

“Accidents can happen.” Then the creature was gone, and the stairwell again became a place of dull concrete and fluorescent lights.

His heart bashed against his ribs, and his shirt was stuck to his skin. Had he imagined the shadows?

This time he let himself look back, but there was nothing to see.

 

 

“WHAT HAPPENED to you?” Tom was twenty minutes late. William thought he’d changed his mind. He’d been on the verge of texting him, though he suspected the message would never reach Tom even if he did.

“Elevator’s out, and there’s demons or something in your stairwell,” Tom huffed.

“Did they try to stop you?”

“Yeah.” Tom glanced over his shoulder.

William stepped back and let him into the apartment—not that a simple door would stop the shadows. They could go everywhere and slide through the tiniest gap to mess up lives. “They weren’t demons.”

Tom lifted an eyebrow. “Horns, wings, doing evil. That’s what you’re mixed up in?”

“There are no actual demons or angels. That’s just what people call them. They’re all the same.” His tongue was hot, and the words burned.

“What?”

William took off his glasses and placed them on the coffee table where he had his contract and notes spread out. He wasn’t supposed to show anyone, but he wasn’t showing Tom, he’d just accidentally left it out with a few carefully worded sticky notes at relevant places. It was a weak excuse that wouldn’t hold up if he was questioned.

“Who do you think created religion?”

“Humans, because they needed a way to explain things. Now we have science instead of superstition.”

William bit his lip. He wanted to tell Tom that all the gods still existed, fighting it out for worshippers and souls to give them power. While Yahweh played a long game, he’d gotten cocky and was about to be overturned if the rumors he’d heard were true. His ex-wife, Asherah, was still pissed at him for casting her aside. But it would be foolish to discount any of the old gods. Thor was making a strong comeback, though his medium was very untraditional, and Plutus was powerful simply because so many humans were greedy.

Things were going to get messy, and humans had forgotten what it was like to have gods and goddesses running around, making trouble. Humans had created the go-betweens last time—lawyers who would bridge the gap.

But most humans no longer remembered.

William didn’t know where to start or how to explain it all to Tom. Words of warning whispered in his ear. It wasn’t about him, though he’d found nothing in his contract to suggest that it wasn’t about him, so he studied Tom for a moment. “Do you really want to know? I mean, not a casual interest, because we… we are friends.” Maybe they weren’t even that, but now wasn’t the time to discuss it. “But really want to? Because, if I tell you, they will know.”

“And then what?”

“My tongue will split, because I’ll have broken my NDA.” The heat in his mouth was a warning that he was getting too close to revealing too much. “People outside the company aren’t supposed to know what really goes on.”

And once they were inside and knew the truth, it was too late.

Tom stared at him and raked his fingers through his hair. When he spoke, his words were carefully considered. “I think I’ve seen too much to not want to know. I can’t forget—”

“Technically you can be made to forget, but it kind of messes you up.”

“And they can make me disappear too?” There was a faint smile on Tom’s lips, as though he still thought it wasn’t quite real.

“Yes.”

The smile melted. “I want to know, but I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

The words had a slight ring to them—they were the truth. Tom did want to know, but William wasn’t sure he wanted to tell him. He pressed his lips together. It wasn’t about him. To save himself, he had to do what Tom wanted.

Once his tongue was split, he’d be dragged off to court for the judges to decide his fate. He’d be turned into a shadow for what would’ve been the rest of his life, and then his soul would be added to Plutus’s pile.

He couldn’t understand how telling Tom would help, but he wanted to be truly free, not serving a sentence. “Do you really think you can help?”

“Are you giving up?”

Maybe. That would be easier—just accept and move on. Life would be different, not over. He’d be able to go places humans couldn’t if he became permanent. And he’d exist for a few hundred years. That was the selling point, that and money. But what good was money and time if he was alone? “No, but I understand the risks and dangers.”

“I was just threatened by some kind of shadowy thing. I’ve seen some weird shit since running into you again. But here I am.”

William nodded. Here Tom was. “Why?”

“Why not? Life has been dull since I got out of the Army.”

“Bull.” What kind of a man fought through shadows to get to his door?

Tom shrugged. “Why did you put my name in your contract?”

William stared at him, wishing he had a simple answer. “Have a seat. I’ll pour some wine.”

Tom sat on the sofa and scanned the documents that William had deliberately left on the coffee table. “Is this it?”

William gave a single nod.

Tom reached out to shift a page and let out a yelp. He shook his fingers as though they were burned. “They’re hot.”

“You aren’t supposed to read or touch, especially the page to your right.”

Tom leaned over to read that page.

“You probably shouldn’t read my notes on how to break the contract either.” William handed him a glass of wine, sat next to him, and nudged his notes. He’d added more to his list, including everything he thought Tom might want—all things William could buy without thinking twice—but now, as he looked at them, he realized they were things he wanted when he signed the contract, not what Tom wanted. His original list made more sense—though he doubted marrying Tom would break the contract, even if it would make William’s mother happy.

“I’m the regret… do you regret being with me?” Tom’s eyebrow lifted.

He should’ve put an easy regret like not having climbed Everest or not finding a cure for cancer. He’d lost Tom once and didn’t like his chances of getting him back. He wasn’t even sure that was what he needed—or wanted—to do.

No. He wanted Tom. The desire hadn’t died with time, but he was old enough to know that lust wasn’t everything. It was barely anything. Relationships needed more than the heady rush of desire. They needed truth and honesty, and he and Tom had never had that. Tom had always been embarrassed to be seen with him.

“No.” He wouldn’t change that summer for anything. “I haven’t gone back to Rottnest, because I don’t want to tarnish the memory.” It was close to perfect, but there was a scratch down the surface that warped the image.

Tom picked up William’s handwritten note. “What do I want?”

William couldn’t ask Tom, but Tom was asking himself. “I was trying to solve the problem.” He pointed to Tom’s name. Maybe the contract was meant to be impossible to break. Could anyone ever truly fix their past? But he knew people had slipped free. There was always a loophole.

“What do you want? I’m your regret. You wrote my name years after—”

“If I knew the answer, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Tom stared at the note. “When you signed this, I was glad to be out of home and away from my father and living my own life. I did think of you. Wondered what you were doing.” He smiled, but he wasn’t looking at William. He was still staring at the piece of paper. “Now I’m trying to find my feet as a civvy. I took a job over here on a whim. My relationship was heading south, and I guess I just wanted to make it easy for it to be over.”

“Man or woman?” Had he been Tom’s only guy?

“Does it matter? I’m bi. I know that now, but I didn’t back then. I didn’t want to know.” He put the paper down. “I’m not like you. I could never embrace it and not worry what people think.”

“Do you want to?”

Tom’s gaze slid to him. “Your problem is bigger than my homophobic family.”

“Do you want to give this another go?” It was worth a shot. If that was what Tom wanted, then maybe it would work.

Tom held his gaze for long enough that William was sure he was going to say no. It was a onetime thing at the reunion, a friend helping out another friend. William had slept with people for worse reasons, and he had no regrets about falling into bed with Tom. Maybe it was all they had.

Tom gave him a grin that made William’s heart do that stupid thing.

No other man had ever had the same effect on him. First love—not even the gods could fuck with that. It was a magic they couldn’t touch. He hadn’t known that at the time, or he might have tried harder to hold on to it. But he would’ve been the only one fighting. Tom had been drowning in the river of denial.

“We had some good times.” And some arguments, usually about Tom refusing to call him his boyfriend or the way Tom insisted on paying for everything, which made Willian feel like a dick twice—once for being broke all the time and once for resenting Tom’s ability to throw money around.

Tom nodded. “Yeah. I could’ve been a better boyfriend. We were dating. I was just too dumb to work it out until it was over.”

“I could’ve said something or walked away.” He’d let Tom keep him a secret because it was better than not having him. How pathetic was he? And he wanted to do that again, when Tom had all but said he’d never be honest with his family.

William sipped his wine. “I should’ve broken up with you. Your closet isn’t big enough for two.”

He deserved better, and yet he’d never found better. He’d found only heartache, because he was ashamed of his work and had to keep secrets. His boyfriends always worked out that he was hiding and lying, and the end came soon after.

Tom drew in a breath. “That was harsh, Will.” Then he grinned. “Maybe I should’ve broken up with you for being such an ungrateful shit.” He glanced around the room and then up at the ceiling, as though expecting some heavenly sign that the contract was broken.

“I was not ungrateful. I just… I just wanted to not always have my hand in your wallet.”

“I never cared. It was my father’s money. I liked spending it on you and that he’d have a heart attack if he knew.”

“I didn’t belong at the school, and you never wanted to be seen with me.”

“Not because of the money thing.”

“I know that now.” He glanced around his apartment. He’d chased money for a long time because he wanted to be someone.

“You were braver than I could ever be.” He sipped his wine. “I’m guessing this is an expensive drop?”

“Yes… wasted on you?”

“Very much so.” He put his hand on William’s knee. “The contract’s not broken, is it?”

“No.” William scratched “Breaking up with Tom” off his list.

“Goddammit. We’ve hooked up, and we’ve broken up. What’s left?”

Not much, and William didn’t know this older Tom well enough to know what he truly wanted. “Did you really want to break up?”

Tom shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve thought about it and how I should’ve had the balls to end it, but then I kinda liked that it was never really over. A little part of me thought that one day we’d remeet.”

“And pick up where we left off.”

“No, not that. It’s been too long, and too much has happened. But I’d like the chance to get to know you.”

William smiled. He’d like that too. “It can’t be how it was.”

“I know… no more hiding.” Tom’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the wineglass.

William’s body jerked as though hit. Wine spilled over his hand and dripped onto the floor. Shadows lengthened from under the coffee table, and the lights struggled to hold back the darkness. That was it. But he had no idea how to tell Tom. If he did tell Tom, would that undo it all? Did it have to be Tom’s idea?

Tom scanned the lounge room. “What is it? Are you okay?”

William blinked and took a rather large and impolite drink of wine. “Fine. I assumed you’d be out by now.”

“Not really. It’s easier not to be. I picked male partners who were just as secretive, then wondered why it all fell apart. I’d date some women, and it would all be fine, and I’d tell myself it’s just an itch. Then some guy would catch my eye….” He finished his wine. “Getting involved with me again will only end in disaster.”

“I think I brought the disaster this time. And if we are comparing the size of the mess we’ve made of our lives, I think I win.” William waved his hand over the contract.

He needed to add “no more hiding” to his list, but as he reached for the pen, his fingers burned.

“Was the offer that good?” Tom said softly.

William pressed his lips together.

“I know you can’t talk about it.”

“I want to. I want to tell you everything.” Even those words made his mouth uncomfortably warm.

“What happens if you do? We can’t work this out if I don’t know the mission specifics, and I want to help. Just tell me what to do.”

He could feel the need in Tom’s words. He had fought his way up the stairs and he wasn’t going to run this time. But as soon as he told Tom what he needed, he would be damned.

William pushed his list at Tom and pointed at the last line.

“I want you, but I don’t know how.”

He’d said it. No more hiding. Tom’s regret was the secrecy. He’d been doing it his whole life, keeping half of himself hidden. William picked up the pen, ignoring the heat. He managed to write “hid” before he was forced to let go.

Tom grabbed his hand and stared at the fresh blisters. “You really can’t tell me anything. I have to put it all together.”

William nodded and tried to find a way to word what he needed to say in a roundabout manner. “You’ve seen the shadows?”

Tom scowled. “What have they got to do with this?”

William glanced at the contract and pointed at his tongue.

Tom stared at him. “If you tell me, your tongue will split. That’s what you said in the hotel? Will a shadow grab you? Where will they take you?”

Maybe there was no other way to do it. If you called the contract into question, you ended up in court. Lucifer had said it wasn’t about him, it was about Tom. And Tom really wanted to know. Will drew in a breath. “I’ll tell you everything, but then it’s up to you.”

“To do what?”

“Break the contract.” His tongue stung, and his lips were hot.

“No.”

“I signed the contract with Plutus, the god of wealth. I was so tired of being poor. I wanted to prove to everyone that I could be something. I thought if I had money you wouldn’t have been embarrassed to be seen with me.”

“Will—”

“Shut up and let me talk. I’ll only get to do this once. For breaking the NDA, I’ll face trial and become a shadow if I lose.” He hissed as his tongue burned and tore and blood filled his mouth. “Shit.” The word was twisted by the starting split.

“What’s happening?”

William wiped blood off his lip. “You have to break the contract and set me free. You said no more hiding, and the shadows flared. Is that your regret about us? I can’t help you figure it out, but Lucifer told me I could get free. He made sure we were at the reunion. I trust him.” His tongue was on fire, and all he could taste was his own blood.

“What?”

From the corners of the room, shadows surrounded them and sucked up all the light. “The gods played me into their hands, always nudging me until I was cornered. It’s what they do. I was greedy, hungry for more, and an easy target.” He lowered his voice. “I was an idiot. It was never about money for you.”

“I didn’t want to be in love with a guy.”

William’s heart almost broke. At least he’d loved honestly and without fear of himself. “Ask Lucifer for help. He made sure we got the chance to remeet.”

Confusion filled Tom’s eyes. “You’re asking me to trust the devil.”

“He advocates for humans.” He could barely talk, his words tangled and his tongue splitting. If nothing else, he was free of his contract. “You are my out clause. My regret. I can’t do anything. You can save me. Prove—” He gasped as skin and muscle tore and blood welled in the wound that healed as fast as it formed. The pain left him dizzy for a moment. He drew in several breaths.

“Prove what?” Tom asked, gripping his hand hard.

Darkness loomed over William like a wave about to break. “That you aren’t ashamed of me.”




Summer

 

 

Twenty-five years ago

 

THE CHRISTMAS ski trip to Japan with his family was horrendous. The only good bit was the skiing, when Tom could escape his father and older brother. They didn’t dare do black-diamond runs, so Tom was on his own for hours on end. It was only in the evenings that he had to suffer.

There’d been words about hanging around with that McLeod boy too much. Somehow his parents had discovered that he’d been blowing off his friends to hang with Will… although they did more than hang. He didn’t know what they were doing, but the week apart was torture. Will haunted his dreams.

Tom’s father even had the nerve to ask if there was something going on, and there was a cold gleam in his narrowed eyes that Tom would never forget. His mother defended him, claiming that he couldn’t be gay because he played football. His father retorted that fags didn’t belong in the Army and they’d sort him out if he did have tendencies.

The Army would only sort him out if they knew… and they’d never know. He’d keep his secrets better.

After that, Tom had taken to drinking in the ski resort bar so he could avoid all of his family except his older brother, who occasionally joined him to delight in Tom’s further fall from grace. Tom had never been the smart one. That was one of the reasons his parents had encouraged him to play sports. When he accepted the place at ADFA and refused to give it up, there’d been another argument.

Now he wasn’t allowed to use the car, which made it almost impossible to go to Will’s without catching a train and then a bus or two. He hadn’t worked out the public transportation yet. So after a week apart, they were meeting at a student pub in Fremantle, only one train away, when all he wanted was a quiet place to kiss him and get naked.

As much as he wanted to see Will, he was worried about being seen and about what people would think. Was his father right? What would happen if the Army discovered he’d slept with a guy? Would they kick him out? He couldn’t afford for that to happen or he’d be back home and having to do what his father wanted.

Will was already at the bar, sipping a beer—one he’d probably make last the whole time.

The edge in Tom’s blood softened. The need to hug Will intensified, and his fingers curled. He glanced around the pub to see if there was anyone he recognized. It wasn’t a usual haunt for his friends. They never went to these places.

“Hey.” Tom slid into the empty chair opposite Will instead of kissing him on the lips the way he needed to.

“Hey yourself. How was the trip?”

“Shit.” He leaned back. He should’ve grabbed a beer first, but he hadn’t wanted to wait. He wanted to reach out and grab Will’s hand.

“Must be so hard flitting off to ski.” Will took a couple of big drinks.

What had gotten into him?

“I missed you. I bought you this.” He put the paper bag on the table.

Will glanced at it and then opened it. He pulled out the snow globe. It had a Shinto shrine, and it was pretty when the fake snow was falling. Will almost smiled. “Thanks.”

But he didn’t seem all that thankful. Will shook the globe and watched it for a moment, and the smile left his lips.

Tom watched him, not sure what to do. “What’s up?”

Will was silent for a few heartbeats. “How come you never invite me around anymore?”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

Tom fidgeted and glanced around, unwilling to admit that his father was a total arsehole. But there was no way around it. “Dad doesn’t want me hanging out with you.”

“Does he think I’ll steal your PlayStation?”

Probably. Tom nodded, unable to meet Will’s gaze.

“We never hang out with your friends… only mine.”

“You aren’t into footy, and they’re a bunch of dicks.” Only interested in beer and chicks. Usually in that order. He had been too, until Will.

“You still hang out with them.”

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

Will’s gaze was as sharp as that of a wounded animal, not sure if it was going to run or attack. “You’re embarrassed to be seen with me.”

“No, I’m not. We’re here now.” It wasn’t as though they only met up for sex. They did other stuff, like watching movies and surfing—though, without a car, he couldn’t even surf.

“How many people know we’re seeing each other?”

Tom stared at the table where couples had carved their initials into the wood. They weren’t seeing each other, were they? If they were, then everything his father said was true. And if people knew, then he’d cop a whole lot of shit. Fear gripped his gut and wouldn’t let go. He wasn’t brave like Will. He wasn’t like Will at all. Will was the only guy he liked.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Will stood.

“I thought you were okay with what was going on.”

Will grimaced. “I’m never going to fit into your life, your world. I don’t have money.”

“It’s not about money.”

“It’s always about money when you don’t have any. You’ve never gone a day wondering if there’ll be food on the table or if there’s enough for bus fare. You paid for the place on Rotto.” Will pushed his hair back and then leaned over the table. “As much as I loved that holiday, it was just that—a holiday. It wasn’t real. This will never be real because I don’t matter to you.”

“That’s not true.” He thought about Will all the time and how it was going to suck when he left. But maybe none of it was real. It was a just break between school and the start of whatever came next, and it had to end.

Will stared at him, daring him to act. People were watching them now. What did Will expect him to do? They were in public, and he didn’t want to get beaten up.

“I should’ve known I was an experiment.” Will drew back, disgust and hurt in his blue eyes. He shoved the chair back and walked away.

Tom sat there, stunned and not quite sure what had happened. He picked up Will’s half-drunk beer and finished it. But Will had dumped him, and half a beer wasn’t going to heal the wound.

Five beers later he got himself onto the train, his stomach churning with booze and fear.

I’m not gay.

I don’t date men.

Just Will.

He closed his eyes as tightly as he could. He wanted Will back, but he’d be gone in weeks. When Tom got to Canberra, it would be different. There’d be no Will.




Chapter 8

 

 

TOM GRABBED Will’s hand as the darkness broke over them. For several heartbeats the pressure was so great he didn’t think he’d be able to breathe. It was worse than getting knocked off his surfboard and sucked under. His grip started to slide, and he couldn’t see a damn thing.

He added his other hand so he wouldn’t let go of Will.

“You can’t have him.” Tom’s words had an odd, hollow sound, as though muted. Had he even spoken aloud?

Will’s hand almost slid from his. He was being dragged away by those things, and Tom couldn’t save him. His lungs burned for air, but there wasn’t any. The edges of his vision blurred. Will yelled at him, but Tom couldn’t hear him. If he didn’t breathe, he’d fall unconscious and let go of Will anyway. If he let go, he’d be able to breathe and formulate a plan to get him back.

But he couldn’t make his fingers release.

Will did it for him. His fingers uncurled, and without the two of them holding on, there was nothing to save. The shadows ripped them apart. And Will was gone.

In a blink the room was bright and airy.

Tom collapsed onto the sofa and heaved in great lungfuls of air. Sweat made his shirt cling to his chest.

He was completely alone.

He closed his eyes and tried to recall every word Will had said. It had been enough for his tongue to split and for him to be taken away to face trial. He’d broken the NDA, and Tom knew the penalty.

He glanced around the room looking for out-of-place shadows. Nothing moved, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there, watching and waiting. Would Will come back to watch him until he solved the problem, or was it already too late?

He picked up Will’s wineglass and drained it in a couple of swallows. The wine was dry and tasteless in his mouth. He sat on the sofa for a few more minutes and stared at the now-empty coffee table. All of Will’s careful notes were gone along with his contract. Where did he even start now that Will was gone?

Trust the devil, because he’ll help. That went against everything Tom thought he knew. He’d seen enough movies to believe that asking anything of the devil was going to end in disaster… but asking a favor from the gods was just as bad.

However, if Will thought summoning Satan was the best plan, that’s what he’d do. He didn’t have another plan, and he could feel the clock ticking.

How long until Will was dragged into court? Did the godly wheels of justice turn faster, or was there a backlog like human courts? He needed to get Will back. He wasn’t going to abandon him or let him think that he didn’t care, again.

He’d never stopped caring. He’d never wished Will any ill feelings—he just couldn’t be the man Will wanted or needed, back then, anyway. Now… he’d meant it when he told Will that he needed to stop hiding. He shouldn’t have to hide half his life, and he was going to fix this. He’d prove that he wasn’t ashamed of Will.

There was only one problem—how did he call Lucifer?

Will hadn’t given him any instructions.

Tom peeled himself off the sofa and walked into the kitchen. Everything gleamed white and chrome. Will had expensive taste. Tom ran his hand over the white marble counter—it would be real marble, not a wrap made to look like marble, like at his place. There was a set of fancy knives in a block to the side, and Tom drew the smallest and pricked his finger.

Carefully he drew a five-sided star on the counter. That should do it. The star was lopsided, but surely Lucifer wouldn’t be fussy about geometry. Did he need to say a prayer or some kind of summoning spell? He didn’t know any Latin, and Will hadn’t left the devil’s phone number lying around, which would’ve been far easier.

He wiped his thumb on his jeans, stood up straight, and said as loudly and with as much command as he could, “I summon Lucifer.”

Nothing happened. There was no crack of lightning or flash of magic.

Shit. What did he do now?

“I find having another drink often helps,” a voice said behind him.

Tom spun. An attractive man leaned against the pantry door.

The man picked up the bottle of wine and peered at the label. “Not bad. I don’t suppose William will mind if I have a glass.” He helped himself, opening a cupboard as though he’d been there before and knew where the glasses were kept.

Tom reached for the knife on the counter behind him and closed his fingers over the handle. Was the man actually the devil? Could he be a god? Tom’s brain wanted to turn to static as it overloaded with his new reality, but he focused on the man in front of him and the knife in his hand.

“I wouldn’t do that. You summoned me in a rather dramatic fashion. All you had to do was ask nicely, and I would’ve attended.” The man poured two glasses. “Let’s be civilized. There is much to talk about.”

“You’re Lucifer?”

“If that’s the name you want to use, yes.” Lucifer held out the glass.

He was a tall, thin man in an impeccable dark blue suit. He didn’t look particularly demonic—no horns, no tail. He looked almost ordinary.

“Stop with the compliments. It took me centuries to shake off the horns. And the wings burned up when I jumped ship.” He put the wineglass down next to Tom.

“You’re reading my mind.”

“I’m picking up on your thoughts, which is a very different skill. I do have other places to be. William’s trial will begin in less than an hour, and I’d like to be there. He’s going to need a lawyer.”

“You?”

“What do you think I do?”

Trick people out of their souls… create havoc.

Lucifer smiled. “First rule of propaganda is to always accuse the other side of what you are actually doing.”

“What’s your hourly rate?” Tom doubted he could afford it, but if the devil asked for his soul to save Will, he’d do it.

Lucifer smiled. “This one is on the house.”

“Why?”

“Because I want William to work for me.”

“Does he want that?”

“We’ve talked about it.” He took a drink and studied Tom. “If he doesn’t want to, I can’t compel him to work for me. Everyone has free will. I could’ve made you drop the knife, but I didn’t. You have the choice to stab me, but you haven’t. I could’ve sent all those knives into your major organs, but I didn’t.” The knife block rattled as though the knives wanted to break free. “We all make choices. You chose to summon me, and you chose to help William. Now that’s interesting.”

“No, it’s not.” Tom released the knife. A paring knife wouldn’t stop the devil from killing him.

“Let me rephrase. William’s employer made sure that you two were kept apart so there was no chance of William getting free. That’s very underhanded, so I stepped in to give William a fair shot.”

“You made us meet?”

“I merely gave you the chance. You didn’t have to take the job over here, but you did. You didn’t have to go to your reunion, but you did. You certainly didn’t have to save William from the posse of pissed-off angels, but you did, in rather dramatic fashion. You do have a rather dramatic flair, don’t you?” Lucifer finished his wine.

“So, you don’t want my soul to save Will?”

“What on Earth would I do with a soul? I have nowhere to keep the ones I get offered on a daily basis.”

“Is Hell full?”

Lucifer laughed. “Hell is my domain, yes?”

Tom nodded.

“Then you’re standing in Hell. I rule the humans. I protect them from the avarice of those who see human lives as a game. Right now, William is going to be turned into a shadow for the rest of his natural life if we don’t step in.”

“You don’t need me.” Will had Lucifer on his side. What good was an ex-soldier?

“Wrong. Every contract with the gods has an out clause, one regret that the human can fix. His regret is you. You need to fight for him.”

“I don’t know how.” This wasn’t his world. He wasn’t a lawyer, and he’d only just come to believe that this stuff was real. His temples throbbed.

“Without you I have no case. If you hadn’t been interested in helping, William wouldn’t have stood a chance of getting out. Now he does, and they know that, and Plutus doesn’t like letting anyone go.” Lucifer held out his arm as though offering to walk Tom down the street. “Shall we?”

Tom almost stepped back, not sure he should be going anywhere with the devil, even though Will had said to trust him. “Shall we what?”

“Go to court, get William out of this mess so he can get on with his life.”

“So he can work for you.”

Lucifer smiled. “Those details can be negotiated later.”

“No. I’m not jumping into this blind. What is it I have to do and what’s the cost? Will I end up with a contract and an NDA?” He didn’t want to make a worse mess, though he wasn’t sure how much worse it could get. Sipping wine with Satan while his… his lover waited to be turned into a shadow—this wasn’t how he’d thought their night in would go down.

The devil tilted his head. “I don’t issue contracts to my staff. The only cost to you is your action to help William. Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

Tom drew in a breath. He’d promised Will he’d help, and he meant it. He extended his arm, and the devil hooked his elbow with Tom’s. They stepped forward, and in a stomach-dropping rush, the apartment was gone.

 

 

THE CHAINS around his ankles rubbed the skin. William sat on a wooden bench with the other chained contract breakers. There were only three of them, so he wouldn’t have long to wait. That didn’t stop the nerves from fluttering in his stomach and whipping his heart into a frenzy.

He doubted he’d be found innocent when he’d so clearly broken his NDA. But he hadn’t told Tom about his god or about anything that didn’t affect Tom. He was trying to make a case, because he didn’t know who he’d get as a lawyer or how good they’d be. His life was in the fate of an unknown. He’d be called into a room soon to go over his case. After that, it would be into the court.

There were no delays here, no need for them when the gods saw all. The trial was a formality and a last chance to beg for leniency. He’d finally got Tom back, only to lose him again. All he could do was hope Tom had listened and that he understood the regret was his. It wasn’t about kisses or making up or keeping in touch. It was Tom not hiding his relationship. William had thought it was about money back then, but it had been Tom’s fear of being outed that had been the wedge between them. It was still there. Tom had never set himself free.

The woman in front of him was called away. Her chains clanked as she walked.

William rubbed the bridge of his nose. He didn’t have his glasses, so he hoped there was nothing for him to read. The fear that he’d lived with over splitting his tongue had faded now that it was done. There was nothing left for him to do. He tested his tongue, and the two parts moved separately. He wasn’t sure he’d get used to it or if he’d even have that amount of time left. Did shadows have tongues?

His name was called, and a door opened.

With a sigh he stood and shuffled forward. Once again he hadn’t gotten the chance to say goodbye to Tom. The first time he’d stormed off, and the second time, he’d been swept away. His fingers flexed. He shouldn’t have let go.

His death would be faked so his mother would accept the loss without having to be told the truth. Would he be able to go and check on his mother and Tom once he was turned, or would every moment be taken up with spying for Plutus?

Would it hurt?

He worried at his lip, refusing to think of what might have been if he’d kept his mouth shut. If he’d ignored Tom and just done his job, he could’ve become staff and lived for hundreds of years.

The idea held no appeal.

Nothing held any appeal except for his need to be with Tom. He still wanted that second chance.

William stepped into the room and stopped.

Lucifer stood in the middle, hands behind his back. “I’ll be your lawyer.”

“You?” He realized how that sounded as it left his lips. “I’m flattered, but why?” His words were twisted by his tongue.

Would Lucifer’s presence help or hinder him?

Plutus would assume he’d been working with Lucifer all along, and he’d want more than just the base sentence of being turned into a shadow. He’d want revenge for a perceived slight. It was getting messier by the second, and it was all out of his control. His careful battle to keep calm was fraying. He didn’t want to be one of those humans who screamed or cried. He didn’t want Plutus to have any pleasure. But he could feel the desperation bubbling inside of him, needing to break free.

“I believe there has been a gross breach of free will in your contract,” Lucifer said.

“I’m a test case.”

Lucifer tilted his head in agreement. “You could set a precedent.”

“At what cost?”

“Come on, William. You know that’s not how I operate.”

“But you do want something.”

“Everyone wants something… but not everyone is willing to take the chance.”

“You just offer the temptation.” William smiled. What would he be tempted with? He’d already succumbed to more money than he could ever spend.

“I show people how their lives could be.”

“And how could it be? If I agree to let you take the lead on this.”

“You weren’t actually thinking of defending yourself?”

“Well, it depended on how good my defense was and what their plan was.” He’d seen too many lawyers just accept results because there was no out. He’d always wondered why they didn’t argue more, but quite often there was no room to argue. “I broke my NDA. It’s fairly clear-cut.”

“Usually I’d agree, but you named a person as your regret, and it was only him you told.”

William wasn’t the first person to name a person as his regret. And people told their loved ones the truth all the time. Love was usually the thing that brought people down. He was no different, but he wasn’t sure he loved Tom as he once had. And he didn’t know if Tom wanted to give him that chance or if Tom was ready. William didn’t want to be a secret the way he had been. If Tom was helping him, it was because it was the right thing to do and because they had once been friends. William couldn’t ask for more. He didn’t deserve it.

While Tom had been off fighting and protecting people, William had been damning them and propping up gods who didn’t care who lived and who died. People were nothing but tokens to be hoarded and traded and used to buy favors, and he didn’t want Plutus using him for anything.

The wealth William had accumulated wouldn’t buy him the second chance with Tom that he wanted, but working with Lucifer might. So William offered the devil his hand and accepted his offer. “What’s your plan?”

 

 

TOM WAITED alone in a room. There was a weird taste in the air, and Lucifer had left him with the strict instruction to not say a word to anyone or anything. In fact, it was best to stay silent. That was an order Tom was happy to obey. This place—and he didn’t know where he was—gave him the creeps. The hair along his arms was drawn up tight. He could hear things—half-whispered conversations that he couldn’t quite understand, groaning that could’ve been human but sounded far more unearthly. He paced and then made himself sit still.

Cross-legged on the floor, he closed his eyes and tried to be calm.

The voices pressed closer. “Anything you want… just ask.”

Tom clamped his teeth together tighter. He knew what would happen if he spoke. He’d end up in a deal, just like Will. But while Will wanted out, how many people were happy with their trade? What would he ask for if he could have anything?

“Money, power, fame… it could be yours. Just say it.”

He didn’t want money. That had never made his parents happy. They’d paid for his education but then been upset when he hadn’t repaid them by using it the way they wanted—to make them look better and increase their social cachet.

Power? What was that, exactly? He didn’t want people to do his bidding. He’d commanded men, but that hadn’t been for his personal benefit. He didn’t want to be surrounded by people who were only there because he controlled them. And how many people misused their power? A few politicians had probably signed their souls over.

What would he do with fame? That was nothing but an ego stroke.

He didn’t want what was being offered, so he smiled.

“Love,” the voice whispered, silken in his ear.

Love couldn’t be written into a contract. He didn’t want to be with anyone who had to be compelled to be with him. That wasn’t love. That was obsession.

What he wanted was a second chance with Will—a proper second chance without gods and demons and everyone else sticking their noses in. And if it didn’t work out this time, they could at least say they’d given it a proper try. He’d give it a real chance instead of treating their relationship as an experimental summer fling.

It had been that, but it had also been more, and if he hadn’t been so terrified of people finding out, he’d have realized that he loved Will. He didn’t blame Will for dumping him. Twenty-five years later, he still wasn’t as comfortable in his skin as Will was, but he’d make it up to him if he got the chance. He’d never held Will’s hand in public, kissed him where people could see. He’d never told anyone that they were dating. This time around, he’d do all the things he should have done then.

The voices hissed in his ear and made his blood run cold. “Ask for something!”

His fingers curled and his nails bit into his palm. He wouldn’t move, he wouldn’t speak. He had to wait and not fuck this up, so he concentrated on the pain in his palm and his breathing and began a list of things he wanted to do with Will.

The door opened. No one was there, but beyond the door was a room that hadn’t been there before. There had been a corridor—he was sure of it. He stood, his legs protesting from sitting on the floor for what had been longer than he thought, and he walked through the doorway.

A fire with white flames burned in the center of the other room. Three figures stood on the opposite side. On his left, William was in chains next to Lucifer, who glanced at Tom and gave him a small nod. Did that mean it was all going well? He still wasn’t sure exactly what his part would be. On his right was a man dripping in gold and gems, as though he’d robbed a jewelry store on the way there and was wearing all of his ill-gotten gains. A suited man stood next to him. Neither man looked impressed.

“Can you state your name for the court?” Lucifer asked.

“Thomas Peter Langford.” This seemed like the time to use his full name.

The fire burned brighter for a moment but didn’t change color.

“We know who he is, but not why he is here,” the gold man’s lawyer said.

“To fix the regret,” Lucifer said, as though that were obvious.

“That is not how it works,” the man in gold said.

“No? Is it not also the case that no interference is to be made with regards to the contract holder’s free will or the named regret’s free will?”

“We know the rules,” one of the three judges said. “Make your point.”

“My point is that there were repeated attempts by Plutus to ensure that William and Thomas never met. Once they did meet, there were repeated attempts to separate them or scare Thomas off. When you show someone angels, you can’t expect them not to ask questions. Thomas wanted to know the truth, and William merely confirmed Thomas’s suspicions. He also told Thomas what would happen if he were to reveal more, but that warning was enough to split his tongue. The interference trampled on the free will of both men and made a mockery of your own rules regarding the regret clause.”

“We are entitled to defend our contract,” Plutus shouted.

A bell chimed. Tom couldn’t see the bell, and no one had moved to ring it. There was something else the room with them. He wasn’t entirely sure what Lucifer was arguing or why Tom even needed to be there. It wasn’t a place for humans.

Until that moment, Tom hadn’t considered what would happen to him if Will’s bid for freedom failed. Now the thought that he might somehow be tricked and trapped pressed against him and made it hard to breathe. Lucifer had brought him. Lucifer had better get him out.

“You are entitled to prevent William from attempting to break the regret clause. You are not entitled to stop the person named in the regret. Refer to Aphrodite vs Paolo, 56.”

The opposing lawyer thought for a moment. “Acknowledged. Your argument doesn’t change the fact that the defendant broke his NDA, thus the punishment of being shadowed still applies.”

“Ah, but he told only his named regret, and he only told him after he’d asked. He did not do so willingly or recklessly, nor did he mention the details of the contract with Plutus.”

Plutus whispered to his lawyer, and the lawyer nodded. “That doesn’t change the fact William failed to exploit his regret clause.”

“Because you brought William here so he couldn’t take that step. You knew the contract would be broken, and that’s why you repeatedly interfered.” Lucifer sounded confident, which gave Tom hope.

“I did not,” Plutus said.

The fire flickered gold.

The judges grumbled.

The mood shifted. Lucifer smiled, and even Will’s lips had the slightest of curves.

“This is a mess.” The female judge leaned forward. “Regret clauses where a person is named are usually never fixed. Though I am starting to wonder if there shouldn’t be a review. We concur that the NDA was breached, but it was done as stated and with no risk to the god. William McLeod should never have been brought to trial. However, he has been, so we must find a solution. Approach.” She beckoned.

Lucifer and the other man went over to the judges, and Tom watched as they spoke in quick, clipped sentences that he couldn’t quite hear. The god, Plutus, fiddled with a ring and glared at Will and Tom. After several minutes of conversation, the lawyers returned to their clients and conferred. What the hell was going on?

“We offer a twenty-four-hour grace period where the defendant can seek to exploit his regret clause. All wealth gained under the contract will be erased regardless of the outcome.”

Twenty-four hours…. Nothing they’d done so far had broken the contract, but twenty-four hours without shadows and angels was better than nothing. It was a chance.

“We accept the twenty-four-hour grace period but seek monies equivalent to top human earnings in William’s field.”

“Unacceptable. He used my gifts and now seeks to run,” Plutus said.

The fire deepened in color.

“We find the defendant’s offer acceptable. Or we could give you a fine equaling the same amount… but I’m sure you’d prefer to be seen as generous in the documentation of the case,” the judges said.

The god’s face twisted in anger, and his lawyer whispered to him. The lawyer then spoke to everyone. “If the defendant is unsuccessful, we ask that he be shadowed for the length of time that he would’ve served if he’d become staff.”

Will closed his eyes as the color drained from his face.

“That is far too harsh,” Lucifer said.

“Refer to Nuadu vs Bron, 245 BCE,” the lawyer for Plutus countered.

Lucifer winced. He turned to Will, and Will nodded. “Very well.”

That didn’t sound good, but twenty-four hours was a long time. They could find a way to break the contract. Couldn’t they? They had to.

“We also request that the named regret have memories of all godly dealings erased before leaving.” Plutus’s lawyer smirked.

It took a moment for Tom to realize they meant him. They wanted to take away his memories of everything Will had told him. That would make it almost impossible to break the clause.

“No.” The word slipped past his lips before he could stop it.

Lucifer had brought him here for a reason, and it sure as hell wasn’t to have his memories stripped… or at least it better not have been. He glanced at Will and the devil.

“Unacceptable,” Lucifer said. “You have meddled with their free will enough.”

“Strip the memories if I fail.” He wouldn’t want to remember if he failed.

The bell rang again. The female judge beckoned to Tom.

He walked around the fire and stood in front of the three of them. They weren’t very substantial. He could see through them. It was like an alcohol-induced dream, but he knew it was real. He could feel the heat of the fire on the backs of his legs, and he was aware of the poisonous stare from the god.

“Do you understand what is happening?”

“Mostly.” They had kind of gotten Will free but only for twenty-four hours. He couldn’t fail.

She leaned closer to him. “Were you honest when you offered your memories of godly events to be stripped should you fail?”

“Yes.”

The judge wasn’t looking at him, she was looking over his shoulder. She nodded. “Very well. The court finds that the defendant will have twenty-four hours to exploit the regret clause. Should Plutus or any minions of any designation interfere, all monies will remain with the defendant or his estate. In the event that he is successful, one tenth will remain his, the rest returns to Plutus. If he is unsuccessful, he will be shadowed for two hundred and fifty years, and his named regret will have godly events stripped from memory. No further action will be taken by Plutus or minions of any designation in retribution.”

The bell chimed.

That was it.

He turned to face Will and was back in the penthouse apartment.

Will was out of chains but didn’t look happy.

Tom swallowed and blinked. He wanted to reach out and touch the walls and floor to be sure they were real. “When does the twenty-four hours start?”

“It’s started.”

Tom looked at his watch. It was a little past 2200. He set the timer so he’d have a countdown. “And where is Lucifer?”

“He can’t interfere either.”

“Right.” Tom’s mind drew a big fat blank on what to do next. “Fuck.” He stared at Will, who was rubbing his thumb in the bloody star Tom had made, his eyebrows drawn together as though he were thinking. “You know what? Fuck them all. We’re going to have the best twenty-four hours ever.”

“It’s not about best or worst. It’s about the one thing that will break it.”

“They didn’t tell us that, but maybe we’ll hit on it by chance.” He drew Will to him and kissed him. His tongue dipped into Will’s mouth, and he pulled back.

“Your tongue is still….”

“I don’t think that’s going to change.” He stuck out his tongue and the two parts wiggled independently. Will smiled and his gaze lowered. “I can think of at least one thing to do.”

Tom’s breath caught. They could spend the next twenty-four hours in bed. But that was all they’d done before. “As tempting as that would be.” Will’s tongue had always been good at working over his dick. He kissed Will again. “We should go out. Do it right. I want to be seen with you. No more hiding. That’s it, isn’t it?”

“Are you sure?” Will murmured against his lips. “I don’t want to waste what time I have left with you chasing the impossible.”

No, he wasn’t sure, but he was tired of hiding half of who he was. He was forty-three. If he was lucky, his life was only halfway over, and he didn’t want to spend the second half pretending to be someone he wasn’t. Things had changed since they were in high school. “Yeah. We’re going to date and everything in twenty-four hours. I’m going to be the best boyfriend you’ve ever had.”

Will ran a hand up the front of Tom’s shirt. “It’s after ten. We can start in bed.”

Tom gave in, knowing he couldn’t win that argument.




Summer

 

 

Twenty-five years ago

 

TOM COLLECTED his mail. His family had sent him one letter two weeks ago and he’d tossed it. He didn’t need a reminder that they were expecting him to fail.

He had one letter today. His name was written in very familiar handwriting. No number, but it had still found its way to him. He hadn’t given Will his proper address at ADFA, so he must have made an effort to find out where to send it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to read this either.

He shoved it into his pocket, where it stayed until the end of the day and he couldn’t put it off any longer. While the rules were strict and he wasn’t allowed off the base yet, he was enjoying it. He missed the heat of Perth, his friends…. Will.

The memory of the hurt in Will’s eyes was still too great. He knew he’d fucked up, but he didn’t know what he could’ve done differently. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to do anything differently, although he’d never meant to hurt Will and he wished he could change that.

“Grow a set, Langford,” he muttered to himself. Then he tore open the envelope. It was one page in Will’s neat handwriting.

The words blurred, and he had to blink several times before he could even read them.

Tom,

I hope it’s going well. I know we never said goodbye, so I just wanted you to know I don’t hate you. Maybe one day we’ll drink top-shelf whiskey in my penthouse and be able to look back fondly, but at the moment, it hurts too much.

I wish I could regret that first kiss. Instead I regret not having a last kiss.

Next summer won’t be the same.

William

Tom balled up the letter and then smoothed it out and read it again, even though the letters wobbled.

It was never going to be the same. They couldn’t recapture what they’d had, but in that moment, Tom would’ve given anything to be back in Perth, to be able to kiss Will one more time.

To tell his father to go to Hell and invite Will around to dinner.

He’d kept Will a secret from his friends and family, but not because he was ashamed of him for having no money. He was ashamed of himself for liking a man, and he wasn’t ready to be judged for that.

He put the letter back into the envelope and hid it. If anyone found it, they’d tear strips off him. He heard the way some of the third-years talked.

Will was braver and more confident than he’d ever be.




Chapter 9

 

 

WILLIAM FINISHED his coffee and took his credit card and receipt out of the book. They’d gone out for breakfast at one of his favorite places that didn’t have godly influence. It was a very late breakfast. They’d spent so much time in bed that there was less than twelve hours left. While Tom was in the shower, William had rung his mother.

He didn’t want to make it sound like a goodbye call—he could do that later, just before time ran out. He just wanted to talk to her and tell her he was giving Tom another chance. She was glad. She’d always like Tom, except for those few months when William was completely devastated and hadn’t wanted to discuss him at all, but even then, he was pretty sure she only railed at Tom because that was what he wanted to hear.

While Tom wanted to fight to the last second, William had decided that he should make peace with his last few hours. He was out with Tom, and Tom had held his hand in public. And while his heart had leaped, it hadn’t broken the contract, and he had to stop hoping.

Tom put his phone down. “Shall we go?”

“What’s next on your list?” Tom had made his own list and refused to show him.

Tom considered him for several heartbeats. “Two things. The first is super dull and just paperwork. The second I should’ve done a long time ago.”

William frowned. “I don’t think we have time for secrets.”

He wanted one last surf or, if the water was flat, a walk on the beach.

Tom looked at him and nodded. “Fine. You said something about proving that I wasn’t ashamed. And I think you’re right. I want to be able to say we’re together.” He paused. “But we don’t have time for me to work up to that, so I think we should go all in and put in the paperwork to get married.”

“And if that breaks the contract, you’re stuck with me.” William was sure marriages had been made on less, but Tom and he didn’t have a great track record.

“What, you’d rather be a….” He lowered his voice. “A shadow for two hundred and fifty years instead?”

“I didn’t say that, but it’s rushed.” And not the proposal he’d been hoping for from Tom or anyone.

“Yeah, well, the court wasn’t exactly generous.”

“We’re supposed to fail.” And while the extra time was nice, William wasn’t hoping for a miracle. They cost too much.

“I know. I’m just refusing to accept that reality right now. We have ten-and-a-half hours. So let’s get moving.” He stood and offered William his hand.

After a second, William took it, but Tom didn’t let him go as expected. He pulled him closer and kissed him. Tom tasted like too-sweet coffee. His tongue danced over William’s lip, and even though he knew he should step back, he didn’t. He had hours left, and he didn’t care. Tom deepened the kiss, and William’s toes curled. It wasn’t the first time William had been kissed in public, but it was the first time Tom had kissed him in public, and he was doing a good job of it. William closed his eyes and waited for the contract to release him, but nothing happened.

“So that was item number two?” William murmured against Tom’s lips.

“Not even close, though I have wanted to do that for so long.”

A few people were staring, but they watched with human interest.

Tom turned, noticing. He smiled. “He’s agreed to marry me.”

They got a few polite claps, and then people went back to their meals. A few people looked like their food was rancid, but that was their problem.

“Did I agree?” Why was he arguing? He should just go with it. He could enjoy being engaged for a few hours.

“Did it change anything?”

William shook his head. He glanced away. “Don’t do it just for that.”

“I’m not. I want you. I haven’t been able to keep a relationship with anyone together. Maybe it’s me, or maybe I was never meant to be with them and I was meant to be with you.”

“You were always leaving.”

“Yeah. But I wasn’t meant to be here this weekend. My flight back was canceled because of the cyclone warning. I didn’t even get the invitation to the reunion until the day before. What if there was interference from way back?”

“What do you mean?” William steered them toward the exit. They shouldn’t be having this conversation in such a public place.

“I know why you chose Plutus.”

“I didn’t choose. I was approached.”

“Then it’s even more likely. Maybe he keeps an eye out for people to tap on the shoulder. He knew your weakness even back then.” Tom tapped the wallet in William’s hand.

Tom’s assessment hollowed him out. He’d thought the godly games had started while he was at university, long after Tom was out of the picture. But at school all he’d wanted was to fit in. He’d wanted to be more than that scholarship kid who didn’t belong. He hadn’t forged the same connections as the other boys in his year, because none of them had wanted to sully their family name with a no one. He’d thought Tom the same. “It was never the money, was it?”

“No. I tried to tell you that. I was scared people would think I was gay.”

“They’d have been wrong.”

Tom laughed. “Yeah. But I didn’t know. I didn’t have a mum like yours who cared and who would’ve accepted me. I didn’t know how to say it back then, so I tried to keep all the parts separate.”

“And you still do.” Will stopped walking. “I’m cautious before I out myself, but I just try not to let people’s barbs stick. Which is much easier when I make bank and then some.”

“I don’t care if they take it all away, okay? Now do you want to do this paperwork? Or have you decided that I’m not worthy?” There was a curve on Tom’s lips, but concern in his eyes.

“I’d be delighted.” Surely this would have to be the thing that changed his fate.

 

 

IT WASN’T. Nor was buying each other engagement rings. Tom wanted to pay because it was his idea, but Will wanted to burn through whatever was on his credit card, which was a lot, given the way he didn’t blink at dropping several grand.

Tom stopped at the red light and wiped his palms on his pants. His ring caught on the denim. It was simple platinum with an onyx inlay. Will had opted for gold with an onyx inlay. They were similar and yet completely different. “Ready for the next bit?”

“I thought we’d done everything?”

Yeah, and none of it had worked so far. Tom had made his plan while Will slept next to him last night. They hadn’t bothered with condoms, because what was the point? In daylight he realized that, even if this all failed, he was going to have to find a way to live. He knew Will had all but given up; there was a resignation in his eyes. He wanted to make the most of what was left but wasn’t going to fight. But Tom had spent most of his life fighting. He knew how to put together a plan of attack.

So that’s what he’d done. In daylight on his phone he typed up each possibility on a new line. If any of the other steps had worked, he’d have canceled the visit to his parents’ house. It was the last place he wanted to take Will. It was probably the last place Will wanted to be. But it wouldn’t take long, and Tom doubted very much that his parents would want them to stay for dinner, so they’d be able to take that last walk on the beach together before they went home and waited for it all to come to an end.

Will stared out the window. “Tell me this is the way to your place and that we aren’t going to see your parents.”

“We are going to see my parents.” And he was expecting it to blow up in his face, because nothing else had worked. He’d been treating Will like he was his boyfriend, and now fiancé, all day… and nothing. “Are you sure you’re still under contract?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Will flipped down the sun visor and looked in the mirror.

“You look fine. Really, you look half my age.” That was probably to do with the contract.

“I can see the red in my pupils.”

“What does that mean?” Tom had thought the light was playing tricks when he noticed the red sheen in Will’s eyes over breakfast.

“Most of my soul is missing. I probably won’t get it back.”

“Is that the secret to eternal youth?” Tom said with a grin.

Will didn’t smile. “It’s one of the benefits.”

“Fuck. Sorry.” He turned into his parents’ street.

“You don’t have to do this. When I’m gone, you’ll still have to see them.”

“I need to do this. To hell with them…. I don’t mean that literally.” He was really going to have to start watching what he said.

Will put a hand on his thigh. “Have you thought this through properly?”

“Yes.” For hours in the dead of night, he’d deliberated over the possible things that might work. He’d gone over every conversation he’d had with Will and those he could barely remember from twenty-five years ago. Short of announcing it on live TV, there wasn’t anything else he could do to prove he was no longer hiding. What did Plutus want from them?

Tom parked in the driveway. “They know I need to tell them something.”

Will tipped his head back. “They probably think you’re dying.”

They’d probably wish he was after this. He gripped Will’s hand. “I want to do this. I said I wanted to do it right this time.”

“I know… and I know we’re running out of time and ideas, and I want you to know that, if this doesn’t work, then it’s okay. You don’t need to prove anything to me.”

It still felt like he did—for all the times he’d refused to hold Will’s hand or pretended they were barely friends, for not telling his parents to stop being assholes when they made cruel remarks about Will’s lack of money.

Tom cupped Will’s jaw. “Let’s get this done, and then we still have time to try some other things.” He tried to sound hopeful, but there was nothing else on his list.

“I mean it. I don’t want you to be bitter after.”

Tom shrugged. “I won’t remember.” He tried to sound glib but failed.

“You’ll remember me, just not the rest.”

This close, he could see the red in Will’s pupils. It was a sheen like fire. His forked tongue darted over his lip before he stole another kiss. Then Will got out of the car, leaving Tom no other option but to follow.

Tom rang the doorbell and grabbed Will’s hand, steeling himself not to let go, no matter what. Will’s fingers linked with his, the way they once had when no one was watching. His ring pinched, reminding Tom of everything that he’d promised. He’d always imagined getting married one day….

And now they could.

His mother opened the door and assessed the situation in one quick glance. Her stare ended up on Will. “What are you doing here?”

“I invited him…. Will is my fiancé.” There. He’d said it out loud. He lifted his hand to show off the ring.

“What do you mean, fiancé? You can’t marry a man. You aren’t one of them.”

Tom swallowed and nodded before finding the words he needed to say. “Yeah, I am. I just never told you about the men I’ve dated and lived with until now.” His palm was sweating, and his heart was running the hundred-meter sprint. “Did you want to invite us in or are you going to slam the door in my face?”

“You can’t tell your father,” his mother said in a forced whisper.

“He’s going to find out when he reads the wedding invitation,” Will said.

His mother paled. “Good grief. You’re serious.”

“Deadly.” Less than four hours to go. They were wasting time on the doorstep. He glanced at Will. Was he free yet?

“What’s the problem?” His father made his way to the door.

His mother turned away. Tom wanted to take several steps away from his father. After all the years, his father still managed to make him feel inferior, as though he was nothing because he wasn’t following the path laid out by the family.

Tom lifted his chin and refused to be cowed by his father’s contemptuous glare. He’d run away to the other side of the country when he was nineteen, but he’d never outrun his father’s condemnation.

“Will and I are getting married.” Tom held up their linked hands. No more secrets. No more hiding.

Will stepped back as though shoved.

For a moment Tom thought his father had hit Will. But his father hadn’t moved. He was standing with his mouth open as he tried to process what Tom had said.

Tom turned to Will. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” Will smiled, and it reached his eyes, where small crinkles formed.

The contract was broken. It had to be. But Tom couldn’t let hope get too far off the ground. Not until he knew for sure.

“What have you done to my son? I knew you two spent too much time together as kids. You’ve turned him into one of those—”

“We don’t need your blessing,” Will said. “This is a courtesy, nothing more.”

“Do you want an invitation to the wedding or not?” Tom hoped they’d say no. He didn’t need them there poisoning the day.

His father muttered some slurs and slammed the door.

“Guess that was a no. I think that went well.” Tom studied Will’s eyes. The red was still there.

“It did.” He grinned and drew in a breath. “I’m free.” He leaned in and kissed Tom, his tongue still split. “I didn’t think it would work. I went along with everything because I knew you were trying so hard. I’m sorry I didn’t believe in what you were doing.”

Tom pulled him close. “I didn’t believe either. But I do still want to marry you. Unless you don’t want to be stuck with me.”

“Of course I want you. We don’t have to rush, though. We can do that part right.” Will blinked, his eyes glistening. “I still can’t believe I’m free.” He sank down to the steps and ran his fingers through his hair. “All we had to do was stand up to your parents. It makes sense now.”

Tom sat next to him. “That was your regret? That my parents are shit?”

Will shook his head. “No. I was always able to be me, to be honest about who I am. I saw the change in you when you were at my mum’s. I wanted that for you.”

Tom stared at the ring on his finger. “I was never going to have that. I was never even brave enough to try.” He’d have been kicked out for sure.

“You did today. There were times I wanted to speak up, but I didn’t want to make it worse for you.”

Tom looked over his shoulder at his parents’ house. For so long he’d let their disapproval live in his head that he hadn’t realized how much space it took up. There was so much more room without it. He could fill up the space with things he wanted in his life—like Will. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Will nodded. “Just… I lived in fear for so long.”

Tom put his hand on Will’s knee. “It’ll be okay. You’ll stop jumping at shadows and your body will calm down. It’s takes a while to adjust to normal life after….” He shrugged.

Will glanced at him.

This would be their normal life—Gods and demons and all that entailed. “I thought I’d lost my mind at the reunion.”

“That’s probably what they were hoping for.”

“Interference.” He wasn’t sure he would ever stop looking at shadows and expecting them to misbehave. “Shall we tell your mum we’re engaged?”

Will gave him a tentative smile. “She’ll be happy for us.”

Tom stood and pulled Will up. Then he placed a chaste kiss on his lips, content that they would have a future.

They turned, but they were no longer alone. Lucifer sat on the hood of the car holding some paperwork. They walked over hand in hand. This time they’d deal with it together.

“I thought you didn’t make deals with humans,” Will said.

“I don’t. This is your release paperwork. I’ve checked it over, and it’s all fine.” Lucifer indicated where Will should sign.

Will took the papers. “If you don’t mind, I’ll read it and get it back to you tomorrow.”

Lucifer nodded and pulled out a business card. “Thought you might say that. Take an extra day, drop around the office after Tom leaves. I think you’ll be able to earn the rest of your soul back.”

“And I’m not going to have my memory wiped?” Tom asked.

“No. I don’t have NDAs either.”

“Free will,” Will said.

“Exactly.” Lucifer stood. “I’ll see you at work on Wednesday?”

Will nodded.

“Have a good flight, Tom. No more cyclones.” Lucifer winked.

Tom stared. The cyclone that had kept him here had been his doing?

Lucifer tapped the hood of Tom’s car, and it shimmered as though shaking off water. In its place was the SUV Tom had been thinking about buying but had been putting off because it was too extravagant. “Early wedding present.”

Before Tom could say anything, Lucifer was gone.

“This is so going to bite me on the arse later.” But he ran his hand over the gleaming paintwork.

“Good thing you’ve got an in-house lawyer.” Will put the business card in his pocket.

“You’re going to take his offer?”

Will bit his lip and stared at the ground. “I want to earn back my soul. I’ll understand if you don’t want anything to do with me… and them.”

“For someone so smart, you can be a total idiot, Will. I’ve waited twenty-five years to see you again, and I’m not letting you go, even if the devil asks nicely.” He pressed a hard kiss to Will’s lips. “You might be Lucifer’s litigator, but you’re my fiancé.”
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Mytho: Book One

 

Police officer Jordan and dragon shifter Edra might have to work together, but they don’t trust each other—even if sparks do fly between them.

If anyone finds out Jordan’s a mytho sympathizer, it could kill his career. No one can know that he frequents the satyr dens and uses the drug Bliss. A dead satyr might not get much attention, but two dead humans who appeared to overdose on Bliss? That shouldn’t even be possible.

And it might not be an accident.

Edra, Mythological Services Liaison, has been covering up mytho crimes to protect the community’s reputation. With a mayoral election looming, the last thing his people need is a scandal.

To get a murderer off the streets, Jordan and Edra will be spending a lot of time together, and it won’t be easy to keep up with their deceptions… or to keep resisting each other.
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Order of the Black Knights

 

Olivier Merlo works for a dangerous man. He does what he’s told without asking questions because he needs to protect his sister and niece. When someone gives his boss trouble, Olivier does what he does best. It’s a routine hit—until the victim’s brother starts poking around.

Cody Anders left his family behind a decade ago—along with their wealth and influence—to live on his own terms. Still, he knows his twin didn’t die of a drug overdose, and he’ll do anything to find the truth. What he uncovers is a conspiracy that will topple his family and leave him staring down the barrel of a gun.

Olivier must decide if he’s going to obey orders or free himself from the curse that has guided his hand for centuries. Cody, who challenges Olivier’s notion that no one can love him, holds the key to breaking his chains. But when the truth finally comes out, it might be more than Cody can accept.
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