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      December 1942

      Santa Monica, CA

      

      Charles Grimes rocked slowly on his front porch, his long fingers twitching on the chair’s armrests, and wished his constitution allowed him to smoke. His lungs felt too pure, a definite mismatch for the rest of him. It would be satisfying to create little chemical clouds and watch as they drifted away, maybe carrying and dissipating some of the restlessness that had recently possessed him.

      He’d awakened before dawn, dressed, and slipped out of the house, walking the few blocks to the beach. It had been deserted at that hour, even the gulls still tucked away somewhere. He’d walked the damp sand left by the receding tide, a long stretch that seemed neither earth nor water, but some third thing unique unto itself. The salt spray chilled him as the waves filled his ears with their pounding. Even as the sun rose, fog muted its rays. His world was soft grays, steel blues, dirty whites, dark tans.

      Then a few other people appeared on the beach with their dogs, and Charles returned to his bungalow. He sat on the porch—a dusty Mexican blanket wrapped around his shoulders—and wished that cigarettes didn’t make him ill.

      Soon he would go inside, perhaps spend a minute or two admiring Tenrael’s coal-dark hair fanned across the white pillowcase, and then wake him up with a tender kiss and a hard tug on one of his horns. Tenrael would get up and make him pancakes with syrup while Charles juiced oranges from the tree in his tiny back garden.

      Or maybe instead, after admiring the sleeping Tenrael, Charles would take off his clothes and get back into bed. He’d allow Tenrael to sleepily spoon him, to share his natural demon warmth with Charles’s cold body.

      He was still weighing his options when a big black Cadillac with a prominent chrome grill turned onto his street and came to a stop in front of the house. It was a shiny vehicle, almost brand-new, probably one of the last cars to come off the assembly line before they started producing tanks and airplane parts instead. Charles knew only one person who would visit him in a car like that, so he wasn’t at all surprised when Bureau Division Chief Townsend got out of the driver’s seat and, smiling, made his way over.

      As always, Townsend’s expensive suit was too small for his bulky frame, yet despite the man’s size and apparent age—sixtyish—he moved quickly and lightly, as if he were supported by invisible wires. He wasn’t wearing a hat today, and his thin gray hair was slicked carefully into place.

      “I didn’t expect you’d be sitting out here waiting for me, my boy.” Townsend skipped up the three porch steps and, uninvited, settled into the other rocking chair with a sigh, then lit a cigarette with a silver lighter. “Cold this morning, isn’t it? Oh, not by most of the country’s standards, no indeed, but I’ve become accustomed to the balminess of Southern California.”

      Charles didn’t answer. He wished he had his pistol on him; not that he was likely to need it. And even if he did, he had the impression it wouldn’t do much good against Townsend. But at least it would have made him feel better.

      If Townsend sensed his wariness, he ignored it. “Where’s your demon, Charles?”

      “None of your business.” Charles hoped he sounded fierce and defiant rather than afraid. Townsend had promised that the Bureau wouldn’t harm Tenrael, but Charles didn’t know whether to trust him. Townsend had never lied to him, not exactly, but he’d often been less than forthcoming with the truth. Secrets hid beneath his jocund façade, and he seemed to operate in pursuit of goals known only to himself.

      Now he simply chuckled at Charles’s terseness. “It is my business, in fact. And yours. I have a proposal for you, and my understanding is that you two are partners. If so, he ought to hear this as well.”

      “You tell me. I can tell him.”

      “Suit yourself.” Townsend settled more deeply into the chair, removed a flask from his coat pocket, and took a long swallow.

      “It’s early for whiskey, Chief.” The title was a habit. Although Townsend undoubtedly remained chief of the Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs’ West Coast division, he was no longer Charles’s boss. Not since Charles had quit the Bureau almost three years earlier.

      Townsend set his flask on the little table between them. “For me, it’s never too early.”

      In the pause that followed, Charles’s preternaturally sensitive ears heard movement inside the house. Tenrael was padding across the tile floor, likely in search of Charles. He wouldn’t be alarmed to find the house empty, however, knowing that Charles often took an early morning walk on the beach. Tenrael—who had formerly delivered nightmares to uneasy sleepers—was used to staying up late and snoozing away a good portion of the morning.

      “Do you have holiday plans?”

      Townsend’s question was unexpected enough to make Charles blink. “Holiday plans?”

      “Christmas. Or whatever it is you celebrate. Hanukkah begins tomorrow night, I believe.”

      “I have no plans.” Charles hadn’t celebrated Christmas since his mother's death over twenty years earlier, just after he'd graduated high school. “Why?”

      “Because I have some work to offer you, and it’s likely to carry into January.”

      Although Charles’s immediate instinct was to refuse, he remained silent. In truth, he could use the extra income. With the war in full swing, private investigator work was lean: there were fewer husbands around to cheat on their wives, fewer daughters running away with unsuitable boyfriends, fewer businesses plagued by embezzling employees. Charles had enough saved to last him and Tenrael for a while—easier because Tenrael didn’t need to eat—but he was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable with his dwindling finances. And this wouldn’t be the first time he’d done contract work for the Bureau.

      “What’s the job?”

      Townsend grinned as if they’d already reached an agreement. “San Francisco.” He flicked away his cigarette butt and laced his hands over his belly.

      After waiting several moments for Townsend to continue, Charles sighed and took the bait. “The job is San Francisco? Has the city turned out to be some type of weird creature?”

      “No, although that would explain quite a lot. Also, I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you attempt a joke. Your demon must be good for you.”

      Charles blinked, not knowing what to make of that. He hadn’t expected the Chief to be so accepting of him having a male lover, let alone a demonic one, yet Townsend had never seemed upset by any aspect of it. And now he actually sounded approving, like an uncle endorsing his nephew’s match. Not that it was any of his business.

      Charles wasn’t sure whether Tenrael was good for him. Some of the things that Charles’s darker nature did to him…. But Tenrael said he liked those things. Needed them, even. Said that his kind craved pain with their pleasure. Still, Charles couldn’t always shake twinges of guilt when he saw Tenrael’s blood, bright scarlet on his bronze skin, or heard Tenrael scream between pleas for more. Perhaps Charles could blame his unique parentage. A human and an angel were never meant to produce a child together, yet they had, the result an abomination doomed to twist eternally at the intersection of dark and light, of lust and contrition. Charles would give his life for Tenrael. Would not want to live without him. So regardless of whether Tenrael was good for him, he was certainly necessary.

      “What’s in San Francisco?” Charles was cold and hungry and tired of Townsend’s games. He wanted to go inside and eat pancakes.

      “Nothing at the moment, my boy. At least, nothing specific. It’s only that I need some coverage there for a short while, just in case there are any troubles.”

      Charles’s gut tightened uncomfortably. “Is something wrong with Ferencz and Donne?”

      “No, no. Well, nothing serious. Agent Donne broke his leg and is laid up while it heals, and Ferencz is busy caring for him. It’s best that Ferencz not work alone anyway. Agent Crespo has been temporarily reassigned to the Marines and is in the Pacific. I hear he’s doing a fine job there. So many of my men are overseas now; I’m spread too thin.”

      Charles clenched his jaw. He’d seriously considered enlisting, although at forty-one he was a little old for it. In addition, he’d have to explain the scars on his back where his useless wings had once been, before he’d had them hacked off in a fit of teenage pique and rebellion. He also doubted that the military would be able to abide his strange dietary requirements. And then there was Tenrael—who most certainly could not enlist. Charles feared that his demon wouldn't survive without him, but deeper—in what passed for his soul—Charles truly feared whether he’d manage without his demon. In the past, Charles had done things he wasn’t proud of on behalf of the Bureau, and that was with only a handgun and knives. He wouldn’t trust himself within the military, with their bigger, more lethal weapons.

      “The war effort takes place here at home too.” Rare compassion softened Townsend’s tone. And then his eyes grew incredibly sad. “You don’t have to offer yourself up for slaughter to be a hero, Charles.” Had a touch of British accent suddenly crept in?

      “San Francisco is part of the war effort?”

      “Everything is. It’s all connected. Weaknesses at home rob our strength abroad. We must maintain order here if we expect to help restore it elsewhere.”

      Townsend’s arguments made sense, Charles supposed. And in any case there was no point in disputing them; he’d lose. But there were other points to be made. “Tenrael stands out. We manage here in LA because there’s space, and we do most of our work at night. But San Francisco is compact. People are going to notice a fellow with wings and horns.”

      “Yes, I guess that’s so, even in San Francisco. Which is why I brought this.” Townsend pulled an object from his coat pocket and cradled it in his palm. Charles had to lean in to see what it was.

      “A ring?”

      “It carries a spell. And, I'll point out, it was very expensive and hard to obtain. I’m investing a lot in your demon.”

      Charles narrowed his eyes, uncertain whether he wanted Tenrael magicked in any way. “What does it do?”

      “It makes the wearer, well, human. As long as it’s worn on a finger, any unusual characteristics will disappear. In a demon’s case, that means no wings, no horns, no red eyes. Anyone looking at him will assume he’s as ordinary as….” Townsend barked a laugh. “I was going to say as ordinary as you and me, but neither of us is ordinary at all, are we? As unremarkable as her, then.” He waved at Mrs. Evans down the street, who, clad in bathrobe and slippers, was retrieving a newspaper from the end of her driveway.

      “Human,” Charles said doubtfully.

      “Temporarily. His wings will return the moment he takes the ring off.”

      When Charles hesitated, Townsend pressed the ring into his hand. “Here you go.”

      “What happens if a regular person wears it?”

      A bright smile. “He’ll have a nice piece of jewelry to show off. Nothing more.”

      Maybe if Charles hadn't been cold and hungry, he would have thought of other reasons to refuse. But now he just sighed. “Tell me exactly what you want.”

      “It’s simple. You and your demon remain in San Francisco until Donne and Ferencz can resume their duties. Despite the three years, I’m sure you haven’t forgotten your training or the Bureau’s directives. If we’re lucky, nothing at all will happen and you’ll get a nice little vacation on the government’s dime. We’ll pay all expenses, plus a hundred and ten dollars a week.”

      “Each? One-ten for me and another for Tenrael?”

      Townsend’s smile showed his teeth. “Of course.”

      “When?”

      “Can you leave today?”

      “Tomorrow.” They could have left today, but Charles didn’t want to be too compliant.

      “Tomorrow morning.” Townsend took a slug from his flask, tucked it away, and stood. “When you arrive, check in with Ferencz and Donne. They’ll be able to tell you anything you need to know. I’ll have Stella make lodging arrangements for you. She’ll phone this afternoon with details.”

      Charles remained in his chair, the blanket a little scratchy against his neck. “All right.”

      “Thank you. And if I don’t see you before then, well, Merry Christmas.”

      For several minutes after Townsend had driven away, Charles looked at the heavy gold ring. It was inset with an attractive pattern that might have been script in a language he couldn’t read. The inside of the band had a line of silvery metal that seemed to emit a faint glow.

      He almost slipped the ring onto his finger—just to test it, he told himself. But if he did, he feared he’d never be able to take it off.

      Instead he wrapped his fist around it, shrugged off the blanket, and rose slowly to his feet. As he reached for the doorknob, he caught the sound of pans rattling in the kitchen, and he smiled.
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      The kitchen smelled of coffee and strawberry jam, and Tenrael stood at the stove, gently moving his wings, dispersing the good scents more widely. He was naked, of course. He wore trousers only when necessary, and never shoes or a shirt. He looked over his shoulder at Charles and gave a broad, sharp-toothed smile. “Have some tea. Warm yourself up.”

      Sometimes Tenrael called him Master, and in most matters—inside the bedroom and out—Charles made the decisions. But not when it came to the kitchen. Although demons didn’t need to eat, Tenrael liked to cook. And he also liked to dote over Charles, making sure he ate regularly and took good care of himself.

      Charles poured a mugful, but before he sat at the little round table, he paused to rub Tenrael’s muscular ass, which bore faded red marks from the night before. “There are better ways than tea to get warm.”

      “Eat first. Besides, you have news to tell me.”

      Unlike Charles, Tenrael didn’t possess particularly acute hearing. “Were you listening in?” It wouldn’t bother him if he had, and it would save him from having to repeat what the Chief had said.

      “No,” said Tenrael, busily flipping pancakes. “You have that look about you.”

      “What look?”

      “The look that says you have news.”

      Charles snorted and stirred three portions of sugar into his mug. He’d always considered himself poker-faced, but Tenrael never had difficulty reading him. At first Charles had resented that and maybe even feared it a little. He’d never wanted people to know what he was thinking. But of course Tenrael wasn’t people—he was Charles’s lover. As Charles grew to trust him, he realized that being understood so easily by Tenrael was, in fact, a gift.

      Charles sipped his tea, feeling the heat travel through him, and a few moments later Tenrael set down a plate containing a tall stack of pancakes slathered thickly in jam and topped with maple syrup. When Charles was a boy, he used to eat sugar by the spoonful; his mother would sigh and shake her head. Sometimes she’d smooth the white feathers on his small wings. “I’ll make you some carrots and peas,” she’d say, and he’d dutifully eat them, mainly to please her. She knew better than to feed him meat, which made him violently ill.

      Tenrael knelt on the linoleum floor next to Charles’s chair, his hair barely brushing against Charles’s left arm. “Your news has made you pensive.” He had a rich accent but spoke English fluently. As well he might—he’d been speaking it since the language was born, the bastard child of Germanic, French, and Latin parentage. Because Tenrael’s use of English had evolved along with the language itself, he occasionally slipped in a word or phrase that had nearly gone extinct. That always made Charles smile.

      “Have you ever been to San Francisco, Ten?”

      “A long time ago, before whites were there. I brought the people dreams of waves washing them to sea or of bears chasing them.”

      “I imagine today’s residents have different nightmares than that.”

      “I would not know. I no longer carry nightmares.” Tenrael sounded only slightly wistful.

      “No. But that’s not why I’m asking. Townsend wants us to stay there for a few weeks to keep an eye on things.”

      “He does not have agents there already?”

      Charles shrugged and took a bite of pancake. It was delicious. “Some are off to war. One of the others—a fellow named Donne—was injured, and Ferencz is taking care of him.”

      “Injured?” Tenrael looked concerned. He tended to worry about Charles who, unlike him, was burdened with mortality.

      “Busted leg.” He took another bite and washed it down with tea that was now barely warm. “I used to work with them sometimes, Donne and Ferencz. They joined the Bureau roughly when I did, although they’re older than me. Before that, Ferencz was a magician and Donne was a private dick.”

      “Did you enjoy working with them?”

      “I guess. I prefer you, though.”

      “Good.”

      The pancakes disappeared almost like magic, and then Charles had a second mug of tea. There were some things he should do if they were going to leave town in the morning, but he felt too caught up in memories to do more than sip. “I guess I owe Donne and Ferencz a debt.”

      “How so?”

      “They….” What was the word? Inspired? “When I decided to quit the Bureau, Donne gave me some tips on going solo. But also…. They’re a couple, those two. I mean, they never said so directly, but I didn’t need to be a detective to figure it out. And I’m sure the Chief knows. Nothing gets past him. But he never seemed to care, and I suppose that gave me hope that someday….” He took another swallow of tea instead of finishing the sentence.

      But Tenrael finished it for him. “Someday you would have a lover as well.”

      “Yeah.”

      Tenrael leaned in closer and shut his eyes. “I never dreamed of a lover. Well, I never dreamed at all. Demons do not. We do not love either. We fuck, but there is no affection there, no care for the other. Humans believe Hell is made of hate, but it is not. It is made of indifference.”

      Charles nodded in complete understanding, even though he knew that Tenrael couldn’t see him.

      Then Tenrael rose to his feet very suddenly and pushed Charles’s chair away from the table. Facing him, Tenrael straddled his lap and sat down. He tilted his head, resting his horns against Charles’s forehead. They were as hot as his skin, and he liked when Charles stroked them, but now Charles set his hands on Tenrael’s hips. “You’re not indifferent toward me,” he said.

      “I am not. I do not know if any other demon has managed to find love, but I have. And finding it was worth everything that came before.”

      “They tortured you,” Charles said through gritted teeth. “For decades.”

      “Worth everything.” Then Tenrael laughed and began to recite:

      

      The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne,

      Th’assay so hard, so sharp the conquerynge,

      The dredful joye, alwey that slit so yerne,

      Al this mene I by love, that my felynge

      Astonyeth with this wonderful werkynge

      So sore iwis, that whan I on him thinke,

      Nat wot I wel wher that I flete or synke.

      

      Charles tried to shake his head but couldn’t with Tenrael’s pressed against him. “I only understood a few of those words.”

      “It is Chaucer. He found love so wondrous that he suspected it might be a dream. A good one, not one of mine. I find it wondrous as well. Sometimes I fear I will wake up and discover myself still in the horror of that cage. Perhaps I am in that cage and in my desperation and despair I have learned to dream after all. If so, I am very glad I am dreaming of you.”

      “I’m real.” Charles dug his fingers hard into Tenrael’s flesh as proof of his existence. Tenrael’s cock, which had been soft and warm against Charles’s lower belly, began to lengthen, its hardness snug between them. But Charles needed to say something more. “That part at the beginning, I think I caught that. Life is short. And it is—mine anyway.” Because as far as he could tell, he aged the same as any normal human. Demons, on the other hand, lived forever if nobody destroyed them.

      “Which is why I wish to be near you every minute, if I may.”

      “I’ll get old, Ten. Bald. Wrinkled. And you’ll remain beautiful.”

      Tenrael laughed again. “I am beautiful only in your eyes. And you will always be beautiful in mine.”

      Charles sighed. There was nothing he could do about his own mortality, and it was foolish to waste whatever time he had mooning over it. He twisted his head slightly so he could capture Tenrael’s lower lip between his teeth. He gave it a sharp nip and then licked it. So sweet.

      “I don’t think I’m ready yet to face the day,” he announced. “Let’s go back to bed.”

      Tenrael’s eyes flared, and he leaned down to whisper in Charles’s ear. “Yes, Master.”

      Preparations for their trip could wait.
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      Tenrael wouldn’t sit still, and that was distracting. Charles had opted to drive up Highway 1 rather than use the more inland 101 or 99. This way was slower but more scenic, with the Pacific usually in view to their left, often far below, and trees towering overhead. He’d thought they might as well make a sort of vacation out of the journey, and Tenrael—who rarely traveled by car and mostly flew at night—had been enjoying the scenery.

      Charles, however, had to keep a close eye on the road, and that was difficult with Tenrael squirming beside him.

      “Is it the movement that’s bothering you?” Charles asked. “Or the clothes?” Tenrael wore gray trousers and a pale-blue collared shirt. He'd owned the trousers for some time, but Charles had bought him several shirts the day before, along with some socks and a pair of shoes that Tenrael still hadn’t put on.

      “No. My wings.”

      Charles’s back ached in empathy. “They’ll come back when you take off the ring.”

      “I know.”

      Yesterday Tenrael had slipped the ring on and off several times, and they’d both marveled to see his wings and horns disappear and his eyes turn from glowing red to a warm dark brown. At the time, Tenrael had seemed fascinated by his transformation and maybe even a little amused. But he’d only kept the ring on for a short time. Today he’d been wearing it for hours.

      Now he rubbed his back against the car seat. “Did it take a long time for you to adjust when you lost yours?”

      “I didn’t lose them—I had them chopped off.” By a disreputable surgeon who patched up gangsters or performed abortions if paid well enough. He’d wanted to keep the severed, bloody things, but Charles had taken them and burned them, not saving a single white feather.

      “When you lost them,” Tenrael insisted.

      “Mine weren’t like yours. They were… stunted. Useless. I didn’t miss them.”

      Tenrael snorted at this obvious lie. For a while he remained still, staring inland through his window. But then they passed through a grove of trees so thick that little light shone through, and when Tenrael saw his reflection in the glass, he rubbed his head where his horns should be.

      “They’ll come back,” Charles repeated.

      “What if they do not?”

      “Then I would have a very serious discussion with Townsend, and he’d find a way to restore them.”

      Tenrael turned and faced him. Charles kept his gaze on the road but saw in his peripheral vision the frown creasing Tenrael’s brow. “I mean,” Tenrael said quietly, with a rare note of hesitation, “what if I chose to remain like this. Ordinary.”

      “You’d never be ordinary.”

      “But I could look ordinary. Look human. I could walk or drive as you do instead of flying.”

      The conversation was making Charles uncomfortable, and he wished he could walk away from it. If they’d been at home, he would have gone to the beach and traversed the band of wet sand, carefully keeping his mind as gray and blank as the fog that rolled in at sunset. But he was trapped in the car, so he sighed instead.

      “If you’d rather pass for human, then that’s what you should do.”

      Charles used to dye his white hair dark and wear sunglasses to hide his odd green eyes, but even then, people had sensed something odd about him. Anyway, he’d abandoned those efforts when he left the Bureau. Let people think what they would.

      “Do you want me to be human? Master?”

      The last word made Charles realize that Tenrael was asking a very different sort of question than he’d originally thought. His heart twisted painfully. How could Tenrael—magnificent, powerful, eternal—renounce his own nature just to please him?

      “I want you to be yourself,” Charles replied quietly.

      It was the truth, and it was also a good answer. Tenrael stopped squirming and instead settled one big hand just above Charles’s knee. Then he leaned back in his seat and smiled.
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      When Charles had been a Bureau agent, Stella had always treated him well, booking him first-class accommodations whenever she could. That was partly due to her unrequited slight crush on him and partly because he always treated her well too. Sometimes he brought her flowers or her favorite treats from Little Tokyo. Now, of course, Charles no longer worked for the Bureau, and Japanese Americans had been forced out of Little Tokyo and into grim camps. But apparently Stella still thought kindly of him, because she’d booked them a fancy room at the St. Francis Hotel. The room had only one large bed, which made Charles wonder if she knew about Tenrael and, if so, what her feelings were on the matter.

      Tenrael was gazing out the windows toward Union Square, twelve floors beneath them, where some kind of construction project looked to be in progress. “It is almost like flying, being up this high.”

      Charles, who would have preferred a lower room, began unpacking their suitcases. Having an apartment with a kitchen would have been nice, although he supposed he could order from room service if he wanted to. The Bureau was paying for it.

      You’re here to work, he reminded himself. Not to enjoy yourself.

      By the time Charles had put away their clothing and made a list of toiletries and other small items they’d need for the next few weeks, Tenrael was standing on a chair he had pulled close to the window, as if he wanted an even better view. There was something disarmingly childlike in his expression, and Charles felt a twinge of pride. It wasn’t entirely Charles’s doing, but he’d played a role in bringing delight and wonder to a creature who’d lived for millennia, some of it unhappily.

      With a fond smile at Tenrael and a heartfelt wish that this were simply a vacation, Charles picked up the phone and asked the hotel operator to dial the number Townsend had given him. It rang six times before a slightly out-of-breath voice on the other end said, “Ferencz.”

      “Charles Grimes. The Chief said—”

      “Yeah, I know what he said.” Ferencz sounded slightly annoyed. For reasons that were unclear to Charles, Ferencz and Donne had always been uneasy about Townsend. Not that Charles entirely trusted the man either, but those two agents must have had some unhappy history with him. They worked for him anyway, and had for nearly fifteen years. “Are you all right with coming over to our place? It’s hard for Thomas to get around right now.”

      “That’s fine. When?”

      “No time like the present. Anyway, I’m gonna feel a lot more relaxed when you’ve officially taken over.”

      “We can come over now.”

      “We?”

      Ah. So Townsend hadn’t told Ferencz everything. “I have a partner.”

      “Good. Nobody should work this city alone.”

      Charles jotted down the address and hung up. Tenrael was still on the chair, gazing down. “So much movement,” he said. He added something in a language Charles didn’t understand; it might have been ancient Greek.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      Tenrael hopped lightly to the floor. “I will have to put on shoes,” he said unhappily.

      “If you don’t like the ones I got you, we can buy another pair. They have shops in San Francisco. The Bureau can pay.” In their present circumstances, Charles figured, shoes were a legitimate business expense.

      But Tenrael shook his head. “I will not like any shoes. But I will wear them anyway. I have endured worse torture than that.” He shot Charles a cheeky grin as they donned their overcoats and, forgoing hats, left the room.

      The lobby of the St. Francis was festooned with Christmas decorations, an enormous fir tree in a place of honor. It must have taken a tall ladder for someone to place the topmost ornaments. Some of the festive air was diminished by the closed shops between the lobby and the main entrance, their windows papered over. The bellboy had informed them earlier that those spaces had been converted to lodging for military officers. Charles supposed he should feel grateful he’d been given a regular room.

      Although he'd been to San Francisco a few times, he didn’t know the city well and found its routes somewhat confusing. He took wrong turns twice, which Tenrael must have noticed but didn’t comment on. Charles was relieved to discover that the streets near the Inner Richmond district were laid out in a more orderly fashion. He parked across from Ferencz and Donne’s house, a modest dormered one-and-a-half-story structure with a bay window next to the small front porch. It had no front garden space, but a pair of large flowerpots flanked the door.

      Tenrael paused after getting out of the car. “I do not often meet people.”

      True enough. Charles was the one who met with clients; he might strike them as odd, but Tenrael would have scared the wits out of most of them. The two of them rarely socialized with others, the exceptions being Sam and Anita Leonard and their toddler daughter—none of whom were quite human and all of whom were accustomed to unusual people. Sam was a Bureau agent, in fact.

      “You can wait in the car if you want,” Charles offered.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’d rather have you there. You should hear firsthand whatever these fellows have to say.”

      Tenrael straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. “All right.”

      Abe Ferencz met them at the door with a genuine smile. He was a handsome man, not especially tall but well-built. He didn’t look any older than when Charles had first met him fourteen years earlier; his dark hair showed no gray and his face was mostly unlined. He was somewhere around sixty years old but looked half that.

      “It’s great to see you again.” Ferencz gave Charles a firm handshake and ushered both of them into the narrow foyer. “I’m glad they sent you and not one of those putzes from HQ.”

      “It’s nice to see you again too. And this is my partner, Tenrael. Ten, meet Abe Ferencz.”

      During the drive up, Tenrael had asked whether he should adopt a less exotic name to go along with his less noteworthy façade. But Charles preferred to keep things simple, and pseudonyms tended to get complicated. Besides, San Francisco was full of immigrants bearing names from their home countries; with Tenrael’s accent, people would just assume he was from another country. Which he was, strictly speaking.

      The handshake between Tenrael and Ferencz was somewhat awkward—maybe Charles should have practiced with him—but that wasn’t what made Ferencz’s eyes widen. He muttered a prayer in Hebrew. Charles had been taught many blessings as part of his Bureau training, but he didn't quite catch the words of this one.

      Before Charles or Tenrael could grow too alarmed, Ferencz released Tenrael’s hand and shook his head slowly. “I’m not even going to ask. You’ve obviously made an effort to blend in with us regular joes, so I’m gonna play along. I guess it’s none of my business anyway.”

      Tenrael looked puzzled, but Charles nodded. Ferencz could sense ghosts and other spirits, so it made sense that he could distinguish a demon from humans, even when the demon wore a disguise. Ferencz had hinted a few times in the past that he knew Charles was unusual too, but he hadn’t pried. It was one of the things Charles liked about him.

      Ferencz hung their coats on hooks near the door before leading them into the front room, a surprisingly large space with comfortable-looking furniture. Framed posters from Ferencz’s days as a magician hung on the walls. He’d been Abe France, Czar of the Realm of Spirits, and his images bore a mesmerizing gaze.

      Thomas Donne reclined lengthwise on the sofa with his legs elevated on cushions, his left pajama trouser leg trimmed to accommodate a bulky cast. He wore a nubbly gray sweater and a slight scowl, but Charles didn’t take offense at his expression. Donne usually scowled. He was fifty or so, Charles recalled, and unlike Ferencz, he showed his age. But his large body still looked powerful.

      After the second round of introductions, Charles pointed his chin at Donne’s leg. “Is it bad?”

      “It’s not good, but I’m still breathing, so there’s that.” Donne’s upper-class English accent had altered over the years, taking on tones and phrases better suited to a streetwise American detective, but it still contrasted with Ferencz’s New York–flavored speech.

      “What happened?”

      “It was bloody stupid. An ashi-magari tripped me when we were chasing a jiangshi down the Stockton Tunnel stairs. Broke my leg in three places.”

      Ferencz patted Donne’s shoulder. “Thomas doesn’t fly well.”

      “I fly fine. It’s the landing that’s the problem.” They exchanged the type of fond look unique to couples who’d been together a long time and who loved each other despite their shortcomings.

      Ferencz waved at a pair of armchairs opposite the sofa. “Please, have a seat. Can I get you something to drink? I know, just water for you, Charles, but Tenrael?” He cocked his head as if the answer was of great interest.

      “Nothing for me, thank you.” Tenrael waited for Charles to sit before he did, and even then he looked uncomfortable. At home he generally knelt at Charles’s feet, often leaning up against him. They both liked that, and besides, chairs were uncomfortable with wings. Even though no one else could see Tenrael’s wings right now, Charles knew he felt their absence acutely.

      Looking thoughtful, Ferencz trotted off, leaving Donne to stare at Tenrael. There was no hostility in his gaze, just frank appraisal. He was good at reading people, a skill that had served him well during his years with the Bureau. He was also good at looking menacing, which could be handy enough in itself. “The Bureau’s shorthanded all over then, yes? Not just here.”

      “That’s what I understand,” Charles replied. “The war.”

      Donne winced. His fingers trembled on his thigh—not very much, but enough that Charles noticed. “The war,” Donne echoed.

      Trying not to feel defensive, Charles shrugged. “I can’t enlist.”

      “I fought in the last war to end war. It wasn’t….” His jaw worked for a moment. “We need heroes at home as well.”

      Charles would have argued that he in no way resembled a hero, but at that moment Ferencz returned with a tray. He handed a glass of water to Charles, then set everything else on the coffee table. Moving with the grace of a man who’d done this thousands of times, he poured a shot of liquor for Donne and a large glass for himself. He perched on the edge of the couch, careful not to jostle Donne’s leg. “L’chaim,” he said before taking a long, deep swallow—as if he were drinking milk instead of alcohol. Charles remembered that Ferencz drank enough booze to put most men in a coffin yet never showed signs of being drunk. In that way he resembled Townsend, although Charles had never remarked aloud on the similarity.

      “Were you with the Bureau too?” Ferencz asked Tenrael, eyes bright with curiosity.

      “No.”

      “We met in Kansas,” said Charles. “During my last case as an agent.”

      Ferencz smiled. “The one where the demon got away.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I see. And now you do private-eye work together.”

      Although it wasn’t even dinnertime, Charles was suddenly very tired. He’d driven a long way today. And although he liked Donne and Ferencz well enough, he’d never been much for socializing. As a child, he hadn’t had any friends—other children found him too strange, and his mother kept him out of school, fearing his stupid wings would be discovered. As an adult, well, he kept to himself. Did his job. Walked on the beach. Until Tenrael entered his life.

      Charles looked steadily at Ferencz. “Tenrael and I are partners. In life as well as work.”

      Several things happened at once. Donne gave a nod, as if his suspicions had been confirmed. Ferencz grinned broadly and said, “Mazel tov!”

      And Tenrael, his head held high, slid from his chair to kneel proudly beside Charles. “Master,” he whispered, his eyes shining.

      Charles froze.

      But Donne didn’t look shocked, and Ferencz’s smile didn’t fade. If anything, in fact, it broadened, and he refilled his glass and held it up as if for a toast. “Shkoyach,” he said. “Good for you.”

      “Uh, thank you.”

      Ferencz looked as if he was going to say more, but Donne prodded him in the arm, not especially gently. “They’re here to do a job, Avi, not to have you pry into their lives. Just because you’re bored sitting around the house with me doesn’t mean you get to be a… a… what’s that thing you call me when you think I’m being a pest?”

      “A noodge,” Ferencz replied merrily.

      “Yes. That.”

      They bickered back and forth for a few moments, and Tenrael watched closely. He’d relaxed his posture and now leaned slightly against Charles’s leg. Charles wanted to run his fingers through Tenrael’s hair, as he might have done at home, but instead he subtly increased the pressure against Tenrael’s body.

      Finally Donne gave Ferencz another poke and turned his attention to Charles. “Everything’s been quiet around here lately. Abe nabbed the jiangshi we were after, but keep an eye open. Those bastards tend to come in groups. We’ve heard a few mumblings about people disappearing, but that’s not unusual in this city. More likely the SFPD’s problem than ours. There’s an active witch coven near Twin Peaks, but they’re not doing any harm. Nice folks, in fact. Other than that—”

      “I’ve been noticing a lot of ghosts,” Ferencz interrupted. “Near the Embarcadero.. And near the Presidio and the forts. At the shipyards in Richmond, the Benicia Arsenal… basically anywhere strongly associated with the war effort.” He glanced quickly at Donne. “Soldiers and sailors. They’re not hurting anyone either. You can ignore them.”

      Charles, who wasn’t fond of ghosts, was happy to hear that. “So is there anything we should be concerned about?”

      Donne shrugged. “Just keep your eyes and ears open. We’ve got a pretty good network of informants, so if we hear anything from them we’ll let you know. Also, Abe and I made you a list of contacts to use if you want—a couple of decent joes in the SFPD, some bartenders with good hearing, a woman who can supply you with wooden bullets or anything else you can’t get in the shops.”

      “That sounds very helpful. Thank you.”

      “Call us or stop by if you need help. The leg’s busted but my brain still works.”

      “Most days,” added Ferencz, earning a third prod that was almost a shove. He laughed.

      Charles chatted with them a little longer—mostly about which neighborhoods merited the closest attention—while Tenrael listened silently. He had a good head for geography, probably because he needed it when he flew, and although he didn’t know how to drive, he’d make a good navigator.

      Ferencz was in the middle of a digression on local restaurants when Donne shifted a bit and let out a soft groan. Ferencz stopped talking, spent a moment apparently taking in the lines of pain and exhaustion around his partner’s eyes, and sighed. “Sorry, fellows. Tom needs his beauty sleep.”

      But Charles had already stood, followed immediately by Tenrael. “We’re at the St. Francis if you need to get in touch with us.”

      “Fancy digs,” Ferencz said. “Thomas and I stayed there once. Mayhem ensued.”

      Clearly there was quite a story to be told, and Tenrael looked eager to hear it. Charles was curious too, but it would have to wait for another time. Very belatedly he noticed the candelabra perched on the windowsill of the bay window. “Um, happy Hanukkah. We’ll leave you to celebrate in peace.”

      “Join us another night and I’ll make latkes. You can eat them with applesauce or jam on top—I bet you’d like that. We’ll have jelly donuts too. It’s a good holiday for someone with a sweet tooth.” He seemed sincere in the invitation—eager even. Perhaps desperate for a little company after being cooped up in the house for so long.

      Charles hadn’t celebrated anything in years and had never been to a Hanukkah event. Neither, he guessed, had Tenrael. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll call and make arrangements.”

      They exchanged farewells with Donne, and then Ferencz walked them to the door. After they’d buttoned their coats, he handed Charles an envelope with the list of contacts Donne had promised. “Good luck. Stay safe. And thank you for giving Tom some time to heal.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve been talking to him about retiring, but he won’t listen. What else would he do with his time, he asks. I have some ideas.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      Charles felt himself blush, a rare event indeed, and Tenrael laughed.
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      As Charles drove back to the hotel, Tenrael was quiet for several blocks. “They both have terrible dreams,” he finally announced.

      Charles had no idea how Tenrael knew, but he believed him: Tenrael was the expert on nightmares. He replied, “Donne was a soldier in the last war. And Ferencz communicates with dead people. I think either of those things would be enough to make someone’s sleep uneasy.”

      “Humans are remarkable. They are so mortal, so fragile, yet they can survive so much. And they can even find happiness afterward.”

      Although Charles had never thought of it that way, he didn’t disagree. Ferencz and Donne certainly seemed happy despite everything that had happened and the obstacles life still threw in their way. Charles tasted that happiness, too, when he and Tenrael were alone in their cozy bungalow with the scent of the ocean wafting through open windows and the sounds of turning pages and gently rustling feathers filling the room. He could taste that joy, sweet as the jam Tenrael spread on Charles’s pancakes. Too bad it was so fleeting.

      “I believe that Ferencz realized I am not human,” Tenrael said. “Nor are you. It does not distress him.”

      “There’s a lot of that in the Bureau. You get used to it.”

      “You told them we are lovers.”

      “They’re queer too, so it wasn’t likely they’d throw a conniption.”

      “But you admitted you care for me.”

      Chagrin tasted bitter in Charles’s mouth. He pulled the car to the curb as soon as he was able, shifted into Park, and turned to face Tenrael. “I’m sorry. I’ve never said this, and I should have made it clear long ago. I am not ashamed to claim you as mine.”

      Tenrael was wide-eyed. “Even when I look like what I truly am?”

      “What you truly are is… someone beyond my wildest dreams.” Charles snorted at the small joke. “You know that big Hollywood sign? If I could, I’d replace it with one twice as big. Tenrael is mine, it would say. With flashing lights so everyone noticed it.”

      “You truly want to be my master? Mine?”

      Charles watched a streetcar rattle by as he gathered his thoughts. He wasn’t a loquacious man, and he certainly wasn’t accustomed to sharing his feelings, perhaps because he’d had to hide them for so long. But it was likely he’d inherited a great deal of his nature from his mother, an intelligent and resourceful woman who raised a child on her own but who spoke very little. Charles knew she loved him; he’d always known that from the way she protected him and taught him, the way she always made sure he had what he needed even if it meant she went without. But as far as he could recall, she’d never said “I love you,” and she’d never said she was glad he’d come into her life. She’d never spoken about his father either. When she’d died quite suddenly from influenza, it left Charles destined to spend his adulthood carrying unanswered questions.

      Charles’s mortal life was short, his job dangerous. Hell, human existence was dangerous. Soon enough he’d be dust and Tenrael would remain; Charles didn’t want Tenrael to spend eternity wondering how Charles had really felt.

      He'd start with his baser nature; that was the easier part. “I think,” he said carefully, “I need to be your master. You’re strong enough to withstand me. If I didn’t have you… I’m not sure what I’d do. What I’d become. There’s this… icy thing inside my heart, and it’s dangerous. I don’t think a creature like me is meant to exist. I’m an abomination. You understand?”

      Tenrael nodded solemnly. “I believe you are capable of harming others—perhaps more than the average human is. But I do not believe you are an abomination. I believe you are a wonder. A miracle.”

      “You can bear the hurt I give, Ten, and so I need you.”

      Tenrael gave a small smile. “I need you to hurt me. It is in my nature as well.”

      “Yeah.” Charles blew out a long breath. Now on to the more complicated part. Gathering his thoughts, he watched an old woman, wearing an apron and with a scarf tied over her hair, sweeping the sidewalk. She gave their car an incurious glance as she worked her way past. She looked as if she’d been pushing that broom for decades and would never stop. He remembered the way his mother used to watch him while he played, her eyes full of emotions she would never express.

      “I don’t just need you. I want you. And that’s something different. If that icy thing melts someday, if I no longer feel that push to… to cause pain, I’d still want you. With or without your wings and your horns. You specifically, of all the beings in the world.” He wouldn’t mention love because he wasn’t sure he was capable of it. But he could be honest about this much.

      “Me,” Tenrael whispered, and then, “Master.”

      Charles kissed him then. He couldn’t not kiss him any more than he could stop breathing. He had to taste Tenrael on his lips and tongue—the flavor of bitter oranges—and bury a hand in his thick, glossy hair. Had to nibble on his lip hard enough to draw blood, making Tenrael groan and clutch at him. Had to feel that powerful body trapped against his own.

      But then Charles opened his eyes and saw, over Tenrael’s shoulder, a stout man stood very near the car window, glaring at them. Charles wasn’t worried about being arrested; his Bureau identification would protect him. But he didn’t want to make a spectacle. Besides, he and Tenrael had a very nice bed waiting for them in a fancy hotel room. He straightened up, jerked the shift lever into Drive, and pulled away from the curb fast enough to make the angry man jump back.
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      “You should eat,” Tenrael said as they made their way into the crowded St. Francis lobby.

      “Later. I was thinking that tonight we’d go out and visit a few of the places on the list Donne and Ferencz gave us. I can have dinner then.”

      “But for now?” Tenrael was grinning.

      “I’m hungry for something else.”

      The elevator seemed exceptionally slow.

      After they entered their room, while Charles was still hanging up their coats, Tenrael started to laugh. Charles came up next to him at the small table near the window, where a glass bowl full of gold foil-wrapped chocolate coins had appeared during their absence. Tenrael read the accompanying card. “Happy Hanukkah and congratulations. Abe and Thomas.”

      “I don’t celebrate Hanukkah.” Charles didn’t celebrate anything.

      But Tenrael unwrapped one of the candies and placed it on Charles’s tongue, where the chocolate melted almost instantly. Charles was still savoring the creamy richness when Tenrael kissed him, slow and tender and sweet. “You taste good,” he said, leaning their foreheads together. “You’re sweet.”

      Charles scoffed. “I am anything but sweet.”

      “But you are.”

      Even if Charles knew the compliment wasn’t true, it warmed him. He’d been given so few of them, especially by people he cared about. It was lovely to look into Tenrael’s eyes—brown rather than red right now—and know that he mattered to someone.
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