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	Chapter One

	Ineffable Hearts

	 

	 

	Crowley's Flat, Mayfair, London -- Two Days After the Kiss (July 2023)

	 

	The demon Crowley -- both fortunately and unfortunately for him, one could never actually manage to lose one's demonic status -- and former Serpent of Eden sprawled on the garish, uncomfortable, burgundy-colored crushed-velvet chaise lounge Shax deemed fitting furniture and blinked drunkenly at the plethora of mirrors hung all over the place. He always knew Shax was vain, but... He grimaced. Last thing he fuckin' wanted to do was look at himself. 'Specially right now.

	 

	"Agh, damnit, angel," he muttered around the tight knot in his throat and the hollow emptiness in his chest. Closing his eyes before he had to admit to the sting there, he tipped the bottle of whiskey he held to his lips again, trying to wash away the memory of that last, desperate kiss. Of that little, needy whimper that told him Aziraphale wasn't as unaffected by the kiss as those three stinging words he uttered afterward implied.

	 

	I forgive you.

	 

	"Fuck." He dropped his head back, his eyes burning with the tears he couldn't hold back anymore. When he opened his eyes again, the world was darker than the hollow husk where his heart used to be. 

	 

	"Wh'z so dark?" he muttered to himself. He couldn't have been drinking that long. He'd only bought the two bottles, and there was part of one left. He hadn't even had to start miracling more in, yet, so it couldn't even be noon... He touched his face, encountered plastic and metal. "Oh. Right."

	 

	He ripped the shades he somehow forgot he was wearing until just now from his face and flung them across the room. He'd been so desperate to just get so hammered he couldn't think or remember anything, he hadn't cared about whether or not he could see.

	 

	Still didn't, truth told. Wot th' fuck'd he need to look at anymore, anyway? God took it all. His stars... his angel... Far as he was fuckin' concerned, his eyes could shrivel up and disappear. He planned to spend the rest of eternity right here, gettin' however sloshed it took to not remember. Or until he discorporated. Or maybe just until he forgot how to miracle booze.

	 

	None of which was likely to happen anytime soon. But at least he could stay numb enough to not feel the huge, hollow void in his chest where his heart used to be. 

	 

	"Have a gold-fuckin'-star," he slurred to himself, then snorted disdainfully. Not much point to anything, anymore. Yeah, it took him two days to figure out it wasn't just a bad fucking nightmare. After that, he barely held it together the whole way back to this depressing flat -- he refused to call it home -- before the shaking started. Like an earthquake that ran every fault line from his soul outward, it had rattled through him, dropping him in the foyer. He'd crawled -- crawled -- in here and up onto the chaise lounge, stopping only to pour alcohol down his throat. The alcohol was the only thing currently numbing the painful, empty throb in his chest.

	 

	He rubbed the heel of his hand roughly against the center of his chest, hissing at the emptiness behind his breastbone. It opened up moments after the doors to the lift closed, and it steadily carved the canyon through his chest he felt now. Like something vital to his life ripped away the instant Aziraphale was gone.

	 

	How had he never noticed, before? There'd been plenty of times he and Aziraphale hadn't been near each other. Yet the only times he could even vaguely recall feeling like this were when Aziraphale got temporarily discorporated during the Antichrist incident and when he got dragged back to Hell after Edinburgh. He'd mourned when he thought Aziraphale was gone forever, and never been so relieved as when he realized his angel was just discorporated, and eventually made it back to Earth. As for Edinburgh, he'd just assumed at the time that the emptiness was a normal response to drying out in fucking Hell and spending thirty-odd years as a Hellhound chew toy. Still, he hadn't wasted any time contacting his angel once he was back on Earth, had he? 

	 

	He'd been so relieved to see Aziraphale, that time, he'd wanted to make absolutely sure Hell could never pull him back again. He'd wanted leverage. Holy Water hadn't seemed an unreasonable solution, and he'd thought Aziraphale would be only too happy to help.

	 

	Had he ever been wrong. Instead of acquiring insurance against Hell, he'd alienated his only friend. Aziraphale refused to speak to him even when he tried to apologize. So, angry at himself for alienating his friend, he'd considered the most suitable response to just go to sleep for the next forty-ish or so years. Would've kept sleeping, too, if his brief break from sleeping in 1914 hadn't involved learning Hell intended to do away with his angel.

	 

	"Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!" He groaned, now, pitching himself forward to pound his forehead against the heels of his hands, the nearly empty whiskey bottle landing with a totally unsatisfying thump on the ridiculous faux-fur rug. 

	 

	Not that he gave a shit about Shax's bad taste in decor. 

	 

	"I need a plan," he muttered to himself. Anthony J. Crowley always had a plan. He never let a situation get the best of him. Yet... he slumped sideways onto the chaise lounge, staring across the room at the opposite wall. He didn't have a bloody clue what kind of plan there was to make, this time, aside from spending the next thousand years or so getting utterly pissed. He couldn't just go to sleep. He already knew if he tried to sleep, he'd just dream of Aziraphale. He'd already been running up against that particular problem on the regular, since 1941. Now that the bag was quite utterly devoid of cats, merely thinking the angel's name made him ache to the depths of his Hell-scorched soul.

	 

	There was nothing he could do, this time. Aziraphale made his choice. He chose Heaven. He chose an angel that no longer existed -- hadn't existed in over six thousand years. 

	 

	And Crowley couldn't breathe, anymore.

	 

	******

	 

	Heaven -- Eight Months Later

	 

	It was a bland, bright day. All days were equally bland and bright. Nothing changed. Not even the constant, exhausting talk of war. Had Heaven always been so blood-thirsty and colorless? So stark? So cruel? Surely not. He remembered a Heaven full of color and warmth, back in the Before. Sometime during his six millennia on Earth, Heaven had become even more sterile and sinister than it had been just after the war. When he'd been up here during the Antichrist mess, he'd wondered about it, but he'd had so much more important things on his mind at the time. Like stopping Armageddon, and yet another war. 

	 

	He was so tired of war. After six thousand years of watching humans slaughter each other, anyone was bound to be tired of war. His own final straw came in 1914, trying to piece back together a dying boy he'd promised to protect.

	 

	With a sharply indrawn breath, he forced the painful memory away and swiped at his face to rid himself of his tears. He was all too aware of how Heaven treated softness. He'd been pretending a coldness that stabbed him deeper every day he had to appear to think like Heaven.

	 

	It hadn't taken very long, being back full-time, to realize how wrong he'd been to assume he could fix anything. Aziraphale, former Principality and Angel of the Eastern Gate and now Supreme Archangel of the Heavenly Hosts, looked around the gleaming white walls, white floors, white... well, everything and ached for a comforting sight. Just a hint of golden yellow would certainly brighten his day and ease the empty ache in his chest.

	 

	He frowned, his gaze going -- as it often did -- to the glowing, blue-white globe in the center of everything, and he wondered yet again if he might have made a mistake. Surely, he'd been clear, before he left. He'd said enough, in the coded speech they'd developed over the millennia, for Crowley to understand. He was certain he had.

	 

	Except... If that were true, where was Crowley? Why hadn't he at least heard from the demon in the entire time he'd been here -- so long now he'd lost track of everything except the hollow ache in his chest and the fear Crowley hadn't actually meant all those beautifully heartbreaking words, or the kiss Aziraphale clung to when every other hope was gone. He fought constantly against the niggling little doubt that asked what he would do if that hope, too, was gone.

	 

	Aziraphale took several steps toward the globe, the ache in his chest increasing with every step. It couldn't hurt to check in on the bookshop, right? Surely, it was within his purview as the Supreme Archangel to check in on the angel in charge of one of Heaven's embassies. Never mind that Michael and Uriel regarded him with varying degrees of jealousy and suspicion, or that Saraqael watched him with blatant pity on their face. He knew he wasn't the only one who grew more and more certain he didn't belong here with every day since he arrived. The longer he was here, the further he felt from his truth, and that just wouldn't do. His truth was always love. His truth was Crowley.

	 

	He would go to check on the bookshop. That would help him feel better, even if he'd had no sense of Crowley's presence there since he left.

	 

	To the bookshop it was, then. He just needed to make sure everything was running smoothly on Earth. Decision made, Aziraphale turned on his heel and headed toward the lift. His chest grew tighter with every step, until he could barely breathe. He bounced on his feet as he waited for the doors to open and entered the lift. His hand shook as it paused for a beat over the button with the blue-white globe on it, and he asked himself for the first time what he was really going back to Earth for. He could just send someone else, if he was really checking in on the bookshop.

	 

	Familiar, yellow eyes and a shock of sinfully red hair danced through his mind, and his breath exhaled on a soft sigh as he swore he felt a small, electric jolt in the center of his chest. Certainly, he could send someone else to check on Muriel. But he couldn't exactly ask anyone else to look up Crowley, make sure he was all right. After all, Aziraphale expected to turn around and see the demon there every day since his return to Heaven, and it never happened. He was worried sick something happened to the demon. For what felt like an eternity, now, he hadn't been able to breathe, for the fear Crowley was in danger. Had Hell come after Crowley, now that he couldn't hide from them in the bookshop? 

	 

	No. He shook his head, clearing the familiar fear. For a while, now, he'd been telling himself he was simply borrowing trouble, as the human expression went. Most likely Crowley had simply not understood the message and was off somewhere sulking.

	 

	Aziraphale pressed the button for Earth, renewed determination flowing through him. Whatever happened to Crowley, he was going to get to the bottom of it. Maybe then, they could sort out what to do about this whole Second Coming mess. 

	 

	Together. 

	 

	They always worked best together.

	 

	They were supposed to be together. An us, Crowley always called it. Aziraphale had never let go of that dream -- that goal. He wasn't about to start doubting it, or Crowley, until the demon told him to.

	 

	 

	Moments later, the lift opened across from the bookshop, and Aziraphale breathed his first sigh of relief to see everything looked as it should, at least from the outside. Not that he expected any differently, but then, things had a way of happening to and in his bookshop that made finding it still standing a minor miracle. Smiling despite the butterflies currently taking flight in his chest, Aziraphale stepped off the lift, straightened his waistcoat, and drew in a deep breath of London air. He froze as a wrenching pang shuddered through his chest, like his heart kickstarting after a long dormancy.

	 

	Last time he felt that sensation was when he stepped off this same lift, into Heaven. Only that time, it felt more like he was dying -- his heart had ground to a stop like the gears in an old clock, and emptiness had spread in its wake. The only thing in all of Heaven that mitigated that emptiness at all was the Starlight Chamber. There, in the birthplace of all the cosmos, he always felt a tiny flicker of a spark in the empty hollow in his chest. There, in the one place in all Heaven that still held traces of Crowley, even if not as himself.

	 

	Rubbing his hand over the center of his chest, he drew another deep breath to steady himself. Crossing the street, he noted the drawn blinds over the glass in the doors and the Closed sign with a lifted eyebrow and small, delighted smile. If he was very lucky, Muriel had followed orders and not sold any of the books during his absence. Rapping lightly on the door, he waited with his head cocked slightly to one side, listening for sounds of movement. A small crash from inside furrowed his brow in concern as he winced. 

	 

	The crash was followed by a muted voice declaring, "Oh, for Heaven's sake!" 

	 

	Then, the swift sound of footsteps reached him, before the door was flung wide to reveal a cherubic face, dark hair falling around it as it slid out of a haphazard bun and large, dark eyes blinking up at him in owlish chagrin. Muriel had also changed out their Heavenly "constable" disguise for a pair of baggy brown trousers, a cream-colored button-down shirt, and a set of bright, rainbow suspenders.

	 

	"Oh, Your Grace! I wasn't expecting an inspection!" Muriel chirped, backing away from the door to glance behind themselves into the bookshop while gnawing anxiously on their bottom lip. "I'm afraid the place is in a bit of a mess, right now. You see, I--"

	 

	"I'm sure it's just fine," Aziraphale assured them, stepping through the door and glancing around at all the books -- including the pile that appeared to have fallen off one of the nearby tables, accounting no doubt for the crash he heard. And, speaking of fallen things... "I don't suppose you've seen Crowley recently?"

	 

	Muriel looked perplexed. "Seen him? Not since right after you left, I think? I mean, I thought I saw his car a few days afterward, but maybe someone else drives one? Yes, I'm sure that's right. Right? I mean, why would he come here? Oh, dear, should I have been watching for him? I spoke to him -- did you know you have a demon's phone number pinned up near the phone? -- several times by telephone, but not recently. Maybe Maggie's talked to him. She said she's seen him a few times, in the pub across the way. Oh, no. Did I do something wrong? Should I have been making notes?"

	 

	Aziraphale closed his eyes, clamping down on his disappointment and the ache just behind his ribs. Oh, Crowley. Where have you got to? Please give me a sign you're all right.

	 

	"No, it's quite all right." He waved Muriel off as he strode further into the shop, drawing a deep breath redolent with the scent of old paper, printer's ink, and memories. Memories always smelled of whiskey, cinnamon, charcoal, and the trace of the very first star's light.

	 

	The painful clench in the center of his chest flared again -- corporeal bodies were such odd things -- and he hastily covered his wince of surprise, rubbing his chest as he moved deeper into the bookshop. "I'll just have a look 'round while I'm here, if you please. Check the wards. You haven't been selling the books, have you?"

	 

	"I... No, Your Grace. Is it okay I've been reading, though?" Muriel scrambled along beside him, looking every bit the uncertain angel he'd always known. Aziraphale sighed. No doubt, Muriel's eagerness to please had been badly misused by Heaven, over the millennia. He would have to make sure that changed, provided they all survived what was coming.

	 

	"It's fine. Just don't sell them, all right?"

	 

	"Yes, Your Grace."

	 

	He cringed. "And don't call me that. Call me..." He paused for a moment, aware Muriel would probably faint dead away if he told them to call him by his name. Fortunately, he had just the happy medium. He brightened. "Call me Mr. Fell."

	 

	Muriel gaped at him. "Oh, but I couldn't!"

	 

	"Certainly, you can. Didn't I just tell you to?" Aziraphale smiled kindly at the other angel. Really, why couldn't all of Heaven be so wide-eyed and full of innocent wonder? Muriel reminded him so much of Heaven in the Before. Before Archangels like Michael and Uriel became brazenly self-important and petty. Before Heaven lost touch with the all-encompassing love they were supposed to show all of God's creations. He often missed those days, now that he was back in Heaven, listening to Michael and Uriel carp about settling scores with Hell once and for all. It didn't take him long being in Heaven again to acknowledge just how right Crowley was. Heaven was every bit as blood-thirsty and toxic as Hell, and there wasn't much one angel -- even the Supreme Archangel -- could do about it. 

	 

	Even worse, his digging around uncovered institutional problems that might go back as much as two millennia. Heaven was fundamentally broken, and it would take a greater power than he could wield alone to mend it.

	 

	He glanced around the bookshop as Muriel disappeared into the upper floor, with its wrought-iron balcony emblazoned with the cardinal directions, before his gaze settled on the faded red-and-gold chateau de ville chair at his desk beneath the window in the store's eastern quadrant. The pang went through his chest again, only this time it tingled through his entire body as if he was coming awake after a long slumber, and he lifted one hand to touch his mouth, remembering. 

	 

	"Crowley." The name whispered from him as he stared at the chair where the love of his life, of his eternity, so often sprawled. Sometimes, they'd converse about anything and everything that caught either of their fancy. Sometimes, Crowley was silent, watching Aziraphale move about the shop, taking care of the books. The silence was never awkward, though. Aziraphale found it comforting to feel that golden gaze following him. In those moments, he always felt seen -- as if his existence mattered to someone. 

	 

	It seemed such a simpler time, now. A time he was desperate to have back with a hunger so ravenous it consumed his very soul. 

	 

	The more time that passed in Heaven, the more afraid Aziraphale had become, wondering if he'd destroyed the only relationship that ever mattered to him with coded words he thought, at the time, Crowley would understand. It took only hours after he left Earth to realize the destructive capability of the words he uttered, and to regret ever speaking them, because Crowley clearly wasn't listening.

	 

	"I understand, now, my darling," he murmured as he crossed the room, stroking one hand lovingly against the back of the chair, wishing it was Crowley's wild red hair, instead. He mourned having yet to feel those strands beneath his fingers. He'd always wondered how they must feel. Were they as silky as they looked? Like the richest satin ribbons? His hand clenched, now, shaking with how desperate he was -- how desperate he'd always been -- to know. He dreaded learning he'd destroyed the ease between them forever. How angry Crowley must be at him! "I never meant to hurt you, my love. I need you to find me, now, so I can tell you about my plan. Please, if you can hear me, come rescue me."

	 

	Hope, he once read, had wings stronger than any other. Perhaps it, and his whispered words, might perform the one miracle he couldn't, before everything was too late.

	 

	*****

	 

	Crowley's Flat, Mayfair, London -- That Afternoon

	 

	Crowley had spent the better part of the past eight months bouncing between being black-out drunk -- which seemed preferable to thinking, as thinking always led to remembering, which meant acknowledging the empty pit in his chest -- and wondering about that whole bizarre last conversation he and Aziraphale had, and the expression on the angel's face when he looked back, just before he got on the lift to Heaven.

	 

	Crowley always considered himself more on the astute side, as demons went, and forever ready with a plan. Usually, though, when it came to reading people's facial expressions -- much like remembering their names -- he just wasn't inclined to bother. Except when it came to his angel. His angel, he could read like the back of his hand. He'd been doing it for somewhat more than six thousand years, after all. Still, something about that whole morning had bothered Crowley whenever he was sober enough, over the past eight months. Like they'd been after two different exactlies again.

	 

	Yet, whenever he replayed that whole last conversation between himself and Aziraphale, nothing about it made sense. First off, Aziraphale never interrupted him whenever he said he had something important to say. Not like that. And what'd been up with all the hand gestures and that comment about misjudging the Metatron? Aziraphale had seemed... Crowley's eyes narrowed. His angel was a lot of things, but fickle wasn't one of them, and they'd had a long conversation about Aziraphale's opinion of the Metatron after Tadfield. No way would the angel suddenly think the corrupt Voice of God was on the level. Besides, the whole time Aziraphale was talking, the angel looked terrified right out of his bloody mind.

	 

	I need you.

	 

	The words, ripped from the painful past, shook their way through the demon, his response a visceral need to help. Pressing the heels of his hands hard against his eyes to keep himself in place, he hissed out, "Fer the love of...For fuck's sake, angel."  

	 

	Just what the blessed Heaven had that look been about? That'd been Aziraphale's trust me look. The same one he'd worn in 1941, staring down that rifle. The same look that had finally convinced Crowley to let his angel drive the Bentley the whole way to Edinburgh alone. But it hadn't made any sense for his angel to give him that look the last time they saw each other. Aziraphale made it clear he wanted to go off to Heaven and leave everything they built together behind. Some nonsense about "making a difference." Nothing Crowley could say or do at the time was about to stop him. He knew, because he tried. In essence, Crowley had already played his own one-demon version of "Make an Arse Out of Yourself for Love" and lost spectacularly.

	 

	He wasn't particularly up for any encore performances. 

	 

	What the bloody Heaven was he supposed to be trusting? Or was he just reading meaning into that final glance out of desperation to believe Aziraphale wouldn't just leave him alone like this?

	 

	Crowley ground the heel of his hand against his breastbone, as if that might get rid of the dull pain suddenly throbbing there again, after eight months of complete emptiness.

	 

	That whole first day and night after Aziraphale left, Crowley just drove around London, convincing himself he was wrong. His heart wasn't caving in. His angel hadn't turned him down. Hadn't cast him away. Whatever happened, it was just some nightmare he needed to wake up from. By morning, he'd so convinced himself of the fact that he drove to the bookshop. He'd been just about to get out of the Bentley when he saw that Scrivener angel he'd talked into arresting him -- Constable something or other -- through the window.

	 

	Reality had been devastating, and he didn't know how to deal with devastation. So, he did what he always did best, and replaced disappointment with alcohol. It always worked in the past. Alcohol was a great substitution for a lot of things – disappointment, loneliness, grief. He'd tried it in place of all of them, over the millennia. 

	 

	It worked for eight months, barring Constable Whatsits's interruptions whenever they read about something they didn't understand -- which was bloody often, but he honestly couldn't say he minded, even if he growled at them to leave him alone. At least they -- and Maggie, who'd accosted him in the pub where he'd been drinking and staring at the bookshop several months ago -- cared enough to talk to him.

	 

	The rest of the time, he just drank. Enough the alcohol eventually blurred out everything else. Even the painful hollow in his chest. So why wasn't it working today? Since this morning, no matter how much alcohol he consumed, he kept getting this feeling. It was the kind of feeling like he suspected leaving the house having forgotten to put trousers on might feel. The nagging sense something was different. Not something wrong. In fact, he would dare say it felt more like something right in the world, which to a demon should be worrisome in itself.

	 

	Crowley couldn't put his finger on the feeling, but it crept higher in him as the day settled in, until it became this breath-stealing ache in his chest a short while ago, leaving him with the terrible feeling there was somewhere he should be.

	 

	The feeling he only ever got when... If you can hear me, come rescue me.

	 

	" 'Zrr'fale!" He bolted out of his seat faster than was likely wise, given the sheer amounts of alcohol he'd consumed. Clinging to the tabletop, he let the room steady itself, while the heart he assumed for months was now a crater began to pound against the inside of his ribs so hard he wondered if it, too, had grown wings.

	 

	Hands pressed flat on the table, he gathered his wits and willed the alcohol from his body. Heaven rot it all, he was going back to the bookshop. He couldn't explain it, but he was certain he needed to get there before everything really was too late.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Two

	The Truth About Nightingales

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Five Minutes Later

	 

	He was running out of reasons to linger. Aziraphale knew that, even as he caught Muriel's worried glance his way for about the dozenth time. He couldn't very well explain what he'd been doing here all day, setting wards that protected whatever took place in the bookshop from any prying eyes -- both from Hell and Heaven -- and locking down the portal against activation from Heaven's side until he was ready to go back Upstairs. Nor could he just blurt out to a subordinate that he dreaded going back to Heaven, or that he was so desperate to set eyes on Crowley again, he quit manufacturing reasons to be there as soon as he was done setting wards and simply lapsed into silence, seated in the chair with his attention on the street outside the window. He wasn't even able to read, he was so agitated.

	 

	He could see Nina waiting on her customers at the outdoor tables of Give Me Coffee or Give Me Death and wondered, fleetingly, if she and Maggie had any better luck with their relationship. He smiled when, a moment later, Maggie stepped out the café door, and stopped to share a few words and a brief kiss with Nina before crossing the street toward her own shop, takeaway coffee cup in hand.

	 

	Excellent. He smiled, the familiar warmth he always felt when people around him experienced love settling over him. It was good to see he and Crowley made a positive difference in someone's life. The thought brought a fleeting curiosity to mind about Gabriel and Beelzebub and how they were keeping. He kept the smile on his lips, refusing to give room to the brief flicker of jealousy at how easy -- barring Gabriel's self-inflicted bout of amnesia -- the former Supreme Archangel and Grand Duke of Hell's romance had run. Aziraphale told himself he was happy for his predecessor and the Lord of Flies, and for the most part, he was. He knew it wouldn't do to wish for things he'd messed up all on his own, and it had never been clearer he'd messed this up. 

	 

	"Y-Your... M-Mr. Fell?" Muriel's worried voice reached him, pulling his attention from the window. He lifted one eyebrow at them in query. "Have... Have I done something wrong?"

	 

	Aziraphale blinked in surprise. "Wrong? Whatever would make you think that, Muriel?"

	 

	"Y-you've been sitting there for a bit, see, but you haven't said why you've even come here, and the Metatron... I mean, I thought... Well, I thought maybe I'd done something."

	 

	Aziraphale resisted the urge to roll his eyes and sigh, though his irritation wasn't with Muriel. He long ago grew to loathe the culture of fear and degradation permeating Heaven. Muriel's was a common refrain among the lower ranks of angels, and one he was all too well-acquainted with, himself. The lower Choirs were all afraid of most of the Archangels, and abjectly terrified of the Metatron. From the moment his ascension to Supreme Archangel was announced, the lower ranked angels treated him with the same wariness, too. He'd worked hard to gain the trust of as many of them as he could, and a handful of Principalities and Scriveners he interacted with regularly had warmed to him.

	 

	"No, no, nothing of the sort. I'm just--"

	 

	The nearby screech of brakes and irate honk of a vehicle brought Aziraphale's attention around in a flash, and he very nearly sagged in relief as a familiar dark Bentley came to an abrupt halt just down from the café. 

	 

	Crowley.

	 

	The Bentley's driver-side door popped open, and a shock of deep red hair appeared, before Crowley unfolded his lanky frame from inside the machine and swung about toward the bookshop. Through the window, Aziraphale knew the exact moment Crowley noticed him when the demon slowly reached up and removed his dark shades, his yellow, serpentine eyes gleaming in the daylight as they locked gazes and Aziraphale forgot his corporeal body needed air for just a moment, while his immortal soul finally remembered how to breathe.

	 

	With a smirk Aziraphale couldn't be sure was pleasure at seeing him, Crowley shoved the dark glasses back onto his face and sauntered toward the bookshop.

	 

	"I'll be leaving now," Aziraphale informed Muriel, already on his way to the front door. "Keep up the good work, Muriel."

	 

	"Um... Okay. I will." Muriel sounded confused, and given their vantage point, Aziraphale couldn't blame them for not understanding. Muriel no doubt looked at Crowley and saw just another demon. They couldn't possibly understand the difference, and he didn't wait around to explain, either. He and Crowley had a lot to discuss, and as much as Aziraphale wished they could hash it all out inside the bookshop, where he was now certain Crowley would be safe, he doubted Crowley would be all that keen to step inside, just yet.

	 

	There'd already been far more pain than he'd ever intended to happen, in this place he'd created to be a sanctuary for them both, and he'd have to win back the demon's trust. Hopefully quickly, or nothing Aziraphale had done to safeguard Crowley would matter.

	 

	He stepped outside just as Crowley reached the pavement. An attack of nerves slid over Aziraphale as Crowley's gaze raked him up and down but gave nothing away behind those dark glasses, though his mouth did twist downward. Aziraphale fought the urge to wince, afraid of what Crowley must be thinking.

	 

	"Leaving already, O Supreme Archangel?" 

	 

	Aziraphale flinched as much at the pain he heard behind the sarcasm dripping in Crowley's voice as the words themselves.

	 

	"Don't call me that. I thought perhaps I might convince you to accompany me to St. James's Park. There's something we need to discuss."

	 

	Crowley looked like he might actually deny him. After a long moment and a heaved sigh of exasperation, the demon swung around on his heel and stalked back toward the Bentley, instead. "Well, come on, then. I haven't got all day." 

	 

	******

	 

	St. James's Park, London -- Ten Minutes Later

	 

	Crowley slouched onto "their" bench as if poured there and stared hard at his angel as Aziraphale rambled and stumbled all over his words, just like he always did when nervous or excited. The angel hadn't shut up since they got in the car, but Crowley still hadn't figured out a blessed thing he was saying. Maybe it'd make sense if he could actually hear the words over the beat of his own heart. His heart pulsed loud in his ears and pounded against the inside of his chest like a bloody bird trying to beat itself senseless. He shouldn't be feeling so... so... so damn relieved, right? He figured the angel expected him to still be completely, bloody pissed off about the whole argument and jaunt off to Heaven in the first place. Only...

	 

	Only, how could he be angry when he finally had his angel back and that familiar, soothing voice flowed over him? He didn't imagine Satan Himself could be furious very long, with the soft notes of every word leaving Aziraphale's mouth.

	 

	Ah, for bloody...  Scratch that thought. He wasn't letting anything in Hell anywhere near his angel, ever again. Heaven, either, if he had anything to say about it. After just eight months, Aziraphale already looked thin and haggard, and his eyes were so full of pain and fear Crowley hadn't been able to look at them longer than it took to clock that pain.

	 

	What have they done to you, angel?

	 

	He forced a smirk he didn't feel across his lips, aware he was playing the role of the jilted lover, here. No room for wrapping himself protectively around his angel and hissing like a feral thing at Heaven. 

	 

	"So, angel," he let the endearment roll off his tongue, the rightness sinking through him. There wasn't going to be any more of this months without talking shit, ever again. Still, he was a demon. He couldn't help a needling, "how's that 'making a difference' thing going for you? Single-handedly avert the end of the world, yet?"

	 

	Aziraphale stuttered to a stop, and the distress on his face had Crowley wanting to rewind time just far enough to cage the hurtful words before they escaped. After all, he knew just how painful words could be, didn't he?

	 

	"Sorry, angel," he muttered, his words lost beneath Aziraphale's sudden onslaught of miserable speech.

	 

	"Oh, Crowley," his name, spoken with such heartbreak in that beloved voice, captured his attention so fully it took him a moment to realize he'd missed half of what else his angel said.

	 

	"Wot? Come again?"

	 

	"I said," Aziraphale huffed out with a glare that was quite possibly the most wonderfully ineffective display of annoyance in all Creation, "I'm afraid I've rather made a mess of things, Crowley."

	 

	A sardonic smirk he couldn't contain flickered at the edges of Crowley's lips as eight months of hurt bled through for just a moment. "Finally work that one out, did you?"

	 

	Exasperation darkened Aziraphale's cerulean eyes, chasing away the pain and exhaustion for just a moment. "I'm serious, Crowley. I'm trying to apologize."

	 

	Glee at matching wits with his angel again tangled with memories of watching the angel fumble through that silly little dance he created to help remind them both how dangerous leaving each other to face potential catastrophes alone was. Crowley's heartbeat thundered as he fought to stay in his careless sprawl. He eyed Aziraphale where the angel sat stiffly on the bench beside him -- careful, Crowley couldn't help noticing with a pang of disappointment, to keep significant space between them. He shoved that disappointment down deep, and bantered back, "It's going to take a lot more than a ridiculous little dance to apologize for leaving me, this time, angel."

	 

	He heard the sharp intake of Aziraphale's breath, watched emotions chase each other across the angel's expressive face, not settling on any one long enough for Crowley to read. What the Heaven was his angel thinking?

	 

	"I didn't leave--"

	 

	"Sure bloody looked that way to me, angel."

	 

	"Well, yes, technically, I mean, I did leave, I suppose, but I... I didn't want to go." Aziraphale drew in a deep breath, his eyelids squeezing together tightly for a moment, before he released his breath on a sigh, his normally properly aligned shoulders drooping as his head hung forward. Crowley had to strain to hear his next words, and even then he wasn't sure he could trust his own ears. "I did it for us, Crowley."

	 

	This jerked Crowley forward and onto his feet, uncertain if what he felt was more anger, joy, or disbelief. "You wot? You fucking think that was for us, angel? You barely stopped to take a breath before--"

	 

	"I forgave you." Aziraphale looked up at him with earnest blue eyes that nearly discorporated Crowley where he stood with the sheer need in them. The hunger. The plea for him to understand something he figured out for himself five months ago, and kept rehashing to the point of madness, ever since. 

	 

	Still... His angel was expecting him to be angry. Leaning into the only role Aziraphale would allow him right now, he took hold of the lapels of his angel's pristine white jacket in trembling fists and got right up in his face. Satan help him, he wanted to kiss the pain off his angel's face so bad.

	 

	Instead, he bared his teeth and seethed, "Did I ask to be forgiven? Have I ever asked to be forgiven, angel?"

	 

	"No."

	 

	"I don't want your fucking forgiveness, angel." The words flew from him, shoved out by eight months of twisting emotions and empty need writhing in his chest. "I wanted you to choose us. To choose me, just as I am." He let go, backing off a step as he fought to contain himself. He wasn't about to do this. Not again. Still, the words wouldn't stop. Unlike last time, he couldn't trammel them in. He had nothing left to lose. "But I was never good enough, without Heaven, was I?"

	 

	He took a quick step back in surprise when Aziraphale bolted up from the bench, shock and agony on his soft features. "That's not what I meant, Crowley. I did choose you. I've always chosen you. I was just trying to warn you..." 

	 

	The angel sighed heavily, his eyes downcast as he shook his head. "Everything got all messed up, that day. I didn't have a choice but to go, and I needed you to go with me. I needed to know you were safe. And," he flushed, his gaze still averted. "I just ... I wanted the world, and Heaven, to see you the way that I do. I want them to see your heart."

	 

	Aziraphale's hand lifted, coming to rest right above Crowley's heart, and Crowley feared for one second his angel might feel the thundering he heard in his ears. Aziraphale lifted his gaze then, peeking up at Crowley through his lashes as he patted Crowley's chest with a murmured, "Your very good heart. I was so afraid for you, I almost didn't go, you know. But I thought... You looked so angry when you left, when I saw you standing there, I wanted to let you rescue me, so you'd be happy again, but I needed you to trust me, too. I..." The angel stopped, his mouth trembling as if he was moments from crying, before he drew in a deep breath, and his blue eyes connected with Crowley's. "I miss you."

	 

	As apologies went, it wasn't half bad. Crowley turned away, breaking the contact between them and trying to gather himself before he did something utterly stupid, again. He already knew his angel wasn't back on Earth permanently, and as long as that remained true, there was nothing for them. He ground his teeth together and did as he learned from the humans, counting backward from ten before turning to ask, "Why'd you come back?"

	 

	Aziraphale didn't even miss a beat. "How else was I supposed to apologize? How else was I supposed to say..." He bridged the space between them and his hands connected with Crowley's chest again in a soft touch the demon had missed every second of these past lonely months. "I love you, Anthony. Just as you are."

	 

	Time hung between them, broken only by the warbling song of a nightingale, as the shards of a vessel shattered millennia before fused back together under the radiant, golden touch of his angel. Swallowing back tears that just weren't demonly to shed, Crowley managed a hoarse, "This mean you're coming back forever?"

	 

	A pause. Then Aziraphale sighed heavily. "I'm afraid not. Not yet, at least. But I need your help, Crowley, or there won't be a world to come back to."

	 

	Crowley wasn't sure what to make of that. If Aziraphale was the Supreme Archangel... "Don't you have a whole Heaven full of angels to order about, now?"

	 

	It was Aziraphale's turn to glance away, but not before Crowley caught the flash of pain, sorrow, and... loneliness?... in them. Still, his angel always had a brave face and a smile at the ready. Now was no different. "Of course."

	 

	Yeah, Crowley wasn't buying that wavering little smile for a second. He let a little of the worry he'd felt since the moment he first saw his angel slip out. "You look gaunt, angel. Just what the Heaven has been going on up there?"

	 

	Aziraphale winced, his touch falling away. "I'm afraid I've got myself into rather a mess. I really thought I could make a difference..."

	 

	"And, let me guess," Crowley dragged out the words as he tugged Aziraphale back to resume their seats, though this time he took the chance of sliding his arm along the back of the bench and letting his fingers stroke up and down Aziraphale's spine, smirking at the soft, moaning gasp and little wriggle his angel made as his fingers pressed to the vertebrae just between the root bones of his wings. Interesting. "It didn't go as planned, and the lot of them still want their bloody war."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him. "Not all of them, but h-how did you know?"

	 

	Crowley sighed, tipping his head back to glare up toward the heavens. "Funny you should ask. I have something to tell you, angel. Something I should have told you months ago, about when I was last in Heaven, the night of your little meeting..." 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Three

	All Things Between Heaven and Hell

	 

	 

	Give Me Coffee or Give Me Death Cafe, Soho, London -- Two Hours Later

	 

	"It's so good to have you back, Mr. Fell," Maggie noted with a wide smile, coming around the counter where she'd been helping her partner, Nina, put together the tray of drinks to hand around. "When Mr. Crowley told me you'd been called away on family business so suddenly, I got worried about you. I hope your mother's okay, now."

	 

	"My... Well, I suppose..." Aziraphale glanced toward where Crowley slouched in his typically indolent manner in the seat beside him. He was touched Crowley thought to tell the humans a lie on his behalf, but then again, was it really a lie? Of course, the demon hadn't known how true the words were, at the time, but... Crowley tipped his dark glasses down and winked at him before pushing the shades back into place. He felt the warmth of Crowley's arm against his back, then the light pressure of the demon's fingertips against his spine where Crowley's hand rested on the back of his chair, sending tingles through his body he wasn't sure were more pleasant or painful. Ever since they returned from St. James's Park, Crowley kept finding reasons to touch him -- something the demon had almost never done, before. Especially right there. Fighting down a blush, he swallowed hard against the urge to gasp at the sensations running through him. Trying to appear unbothered by Crowley's touch, Aziraphale turned his attention back to Maggie. "Yes. Well, that's part of what I wanted to talk to both of you about."

	 

	Nina murmured something to Maggie on her way past. Then, setting the tray down with a perfunctory thunk, the darker woman seated herself. "Right. So, why did you want to see us? We're fine, as you can see, and it appears you two got over your inability to talk to one another, and I've no idea what that one," she nodded toward Muriel, "is doing here, but they better not ask me about my love life, again."

	 

	Crowley snickered beside him. Aziraphale shot the demon a quelling glance, then turned his attention back to the rest of the table as Maggie took a seat. "Right, well. Since you two were present for what happened in my shop both the night of the meeting and the next morning--"

	 

	"I'm still not sure exactly what happened," Nina broke in, then sank back in her seat with a wave of her hand, before crossing her arms over her chest. "But whatever. Go ahead."

	 

	"Very good. Thank you. The reason Crowley and I wished to speak with you is because we believe we can trust you to help us."

	 

	"Of course, Mr. Fell," Maggie said, even as Nina piped up with a more suspicious, "With what, exactly?"

	 

	"I'm certain it didn't escape your notice what was happening in my shop the night of the... the meeting."

	 

	Nina scoffed. "You mean you manipulating everyone to act weird, or your glowing circle and weird little light show?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. He supposed he deserved that. He obviously had more amends to make than just to Crowley. "Yes, well, I'm frightfully sorry for everything, but if it's any consolation, I didn't miracle either of you much, and I certainly never meant to put you in harm's way."

	 

	Nina opened her mouth to say something, but Maggie laid a hand lightly on her arm and smiled at him. "It's okay, Mr. Fell. Water under the bridge."

	 

	Relief wrapped around Aziraphale, and he sank back against Crowley's touch. Perhaps this would all go easier than he'd imagined over the past few months. He cleared his throat, his hands fidgeting anxiously in his lap now that he had come to the hardest bit.

	 

	"Since you both saw my halo, and were present for the whole Gabriel-Beelzebub incident, would it be terribly forward of me to assume you both know I'm an angel?"

	 

	Maggie and Nina shared a long glance before Maggie smiled widely. "I think I figured it out a while ago, Mr. Fell. I just thought I was imagining things. We appreciate you telling us, but... why now?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. "Because of your unique position of knowing what's going on and having some experience -- among humans -- of successfully discorporating demons, I thought it would be good to have you involved in what's coming. There'll be others arriving tomorrow afternoon. Humans, like yourselves--"

	 

	"Most of 'em, anyway," Crowley put in.

	 

	"Right. We'll be meeting over the road, in my bookshop, and Crowley and I would like it if you could join us. Seeing as you have a vested interest in keeping the world as it is."

	 

	"Namely, alive," Crowley muttered.

	 

	"Your... Mr. Fell," Muriel broke in anxiously, their hand lifting timidly, "why, exactly, am I here?"

	 

	Aziraphale exchanged glances with Crowley. If he was honest with himself, he was a little worried about including Muriel. He hadn't had much time to get to know the other angel, to be certain he could trust them to not report him. But after what Crowley told him about Muriel's part in his little jaunt into Heaven during the Gabriel incident, he owed Muriel a chance to prove themselves. Besides, they were part of the plan he spent eight months putting together, and they deserved to know the truth about Heaven. 

	 

	"You're here, Muriel," he said kindly, "so you can decide for yourself whether you wish to throw in with Heaven, or humanity. You deserve the chance to make your own choice, and there are things you need to know, to make an informed decision."

	 

	Muriel subsided with a silent nod and the same anxious expression still written on their face.

	 

	"Can we get on with it, then?" Nina broke in. "I have a shop to open."

	 

	"Very well. We're here because God is missing."

	 

	Both women blinked, looking at one another as if they weren't certain he hadn't run mad, while Muriel uttered a loud gasp, hands flying to their mouth, and Crowley muttered, "For Satan's sake, angel."

	 

	"E-excuse me?" Maggie asked quietly, her eyes going wide. "I'm sorry, Mr. Fell, but what do you mean, God's missing? Isn't He--"

	 

	"She," Aziraphale, Crowley, and Muriel corrected simultaneously.

	 

	Nina uttered a quick laugh. "God missing explains why the world's gone to shit, at least. How do you figure God's missing? For how long?"

	 

	This was where things got tricky. "Uncertain. The last time God spoke directly to someone not of Heaven's core leadership, according to both Heaven and Earth's records, was approximately two thousand years ago."

	 

	That got even Crowley's attention, and he swore under his breath. "Gethsemane. The Judas thing."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, casting Crowley an apologetic glance and laying a comforting hand on the demon's knee. He knew these were difficult memories for Crowley. "There's evidence She might have spoken directly to or acted directly through Judas Iscariot, yes."

	 

	"And no one's heard from Her since then?"

	 

	"Someone has to have spoken with Her since then," Muriel burst out. "The Metatron..."

	 

	Aziraphale shifted in his seat. He hated lying, but in this case, it was a necessity. As much as he wanted to trust Muriel, he couldn't risk the other angel accidentally giving away his plans. "There's a chance She may have spoken to one person, since. Back in 1967, She spoke to a young man named Josiah. No one's been able to find him, to confirm this contact."

	 

	Crowley was watching him carefully. No doubt, the demon would be questioning him, once they were alone. "What about...  you know who?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged and shook his head. "As far as I can tell, no. The Metatron's been issuing his own orders since at least 1967. Could be a lot longer."

	 

	Crowley shifted into a more upright position. "That means..."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded and glanced around the table. "I'm here about the Second Coming."

	 

	"Fuck, angel," Crowley muttered under his breath, then leaned forward to rest his forearms on the table, his expression tense. "Spring it all on us at once, why don't you? How long've we got?"

	 

	"Not certain. I need to consult my prophecy books, to see if there are any viable timetables. I assume the Metatron has a schedule, but I've been unable to locate it without arousing suspicion."

	 

	"Wait." Maggie leaned forward. "The Second Coming? Like..." She glanced uneasily at her partner. "The return of Christ and end of the world?"

	 

	Aziraphale traded surprised looks with Crowley, whose expression was now wary but fascinated. "Just how much do you know about this, Maggie?"

	 

	She smiled nervously. "I was raised in Catholic School."

	 

	Crowley snorted. "Figures. This isn't your religious school watered-down version of Heaven coming to Earth, right? If the Metatron's involved, I can promise you that. Knowing that bastard, you can take every horror film you ever saw, mash it all together, and you still won't have half of what's coming."

	 

	"I don't watch those," Maggie put in, earning herself a sideway glance and an affectionate smirk from Nina. 

	 

	"So what d'you expect us to do about it?" The darker woman demanded.

	 

	"'Cording to what I hear, you two proved pretty handy, before." Crowley shrugged, leaning back in his seat again. "I gather he figures you might want to have another crack at it. Seeing as it's the end of the world and everything. Right, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded. "Exactly."

	 

	Nina's glance turned toward Aziraphale, then, rife with suspicion. "Yeah. I'm going to need a bit more than that to work with, considering last time that one," she nodded toward Crowley, "told me something was wrong, I ended up in the middle of whatever little magic act that was you were up to."

	 

	"I'm afraid it's quite like he says," Aziraphale told her with a helpless shrug. "There's more to tell, but it's best kept for tomorrow, when the rest arrive, so we only have to go over it once. And I need to consult my prophecy books, to be sure. For today, let's leave it at God's missing, the Second Coming is approaching, and I need to ask you both to come over the road to my shop, tomorrow, when I," he glanced toward Crowley, "when we will have a proper plan to lay out for you."

	 

	Nina's eyes narrowed, her gaze going back and forth between them. "Okay, so now I know what you are," she pointed at Aziraphale. "But what's your partner's bit in all of this? He hiding another one of those nuclear halo things, or something?"

	 

	Crowley's smirk grew, and Aziraphale fought himself not to squirm in pure, hedonistic pleasure as long fingers stroked up and down the short stretch of spine running between the root bones for his wings, the heat and pressure of Crowley's touch nearly melting him into a whimpering puddle of need, even as the demon quipped, "Trust me, you don't want to know."

	 

	"He's a demon," Muriel popped out with at the same time, then shrank back in their seat under Aziraphale's stern glare, mumbling, "But he used to be an Archangel, I think?"

	 

	Nina and Maggie shared a glance Aziraphale couldn't read, but that looked like a cross between wary and surprised, before Nina uttered a small laugh and slapped both hands on the table, rising to her feet. "Explains so much. Now, I have to go open up. Whatever you decide, Mags."

	 

	Aziraphale turned toward his former tenant as Nina headed toward the other side of the café to open up. Maggie smiled back at him. "Of course, we'll come and listen, at least. If I can help at all, I will. Nina will decide for herself, I'm sure."

	 

	"Quite right," Aziraphale responded with a smile of his own, then glanced toward Muriel as Maggie rose from her seat and left with a smile and a small wave. "You decide what you want to do, too, Muriel. Either way, I will protect you."

	 

	"And I," Crowley murmured, leaning close enough Aziraphale was certain no one else could hear his words, "will protect you, angel. No matter what." 

	 

	Why did he have the feeling Crowley meant from more than just Heaven or Hell?

	 

	******

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Ten Minutes Later

	 

	Crowley drew a deep breath as he stepped inside the bookshop for the first time in eight months, and blinked in surprise to find it smelled exactly the same as it always had. Like old books and bergamot, tinged with just a trace of starlight. It smelled, in a word, like Aziraphale.

	 

	"Feels like home, doesn't it?" The soft query, from beside him, zapped through Crowley like lightning. 

	 

	Did it feel like home? Maybe... But no. No, the place didn't feel like home. That title belonged solely to the being at his side, one soft, warm hand currently resting on his bicep.

	 

	Turning, he lifted his hand and did what he hadn't dared do in eighty-three years. He laid his palm very gently against his angel's neck, letting his thumb brush back-and-forth over one cheek. He nearly groaned at the feel of that skin -- even softer than he remembered -- and his knees quaked with his desire to drop to the floor right there and beg his angel for even just one night. One night of pure, hedonistic pleasure. One night of giving in to every carnal desire he could think of, had ever witnessed and wondered if his angel would like something like that. Only...

	 

	Only, he already knew one night would never be enough. Wasn't that why -- aside from the fact they were both too sloshed at the time -- he'd ultimately backed off, in 1941? Just that one kiss had taught him that when it came to his angel, eternity would never be enough. And Crowley wasn't quite sure he was even worthy of that first kiss.

	 

	Aziraphale released a small breath, scented with the sweetness of the peppermint tea he drank during their meeting, and those pale blond lashes fluttered over cerulean eyes so hazy with desire, the angel looked almost drunk. "Anthony, I want... I need..."

	 

	The confusion in Aziraphale's eyes finally broke Crowley. With a small, muttered oath he wasn't even sure he said aloud, he crushed his mouth down over the soft lips he'd been trying not to dream about for eight months, and for eighty-two years before that. There was a small sound from Aziraphale -- maybe surprise, maybe relief. Definitely not protest -- before the angel melted against him, shaking hands latching onto fistfuls of his clothing as if Aziraphale was afraid he might disappear. 

	 

	No fear of that ever happening. As long as Aziraphale let him stay, Crowley intended to be right here in this bookshop, waiting. He'd had enough of trying to avoid the truth.

	 

	For now, Crowley ate up every whimper, glutted himself on every gasp and sound his angel made. Then, on a whispered groan torn from both of them, they broke apart. Crowley rested his forehead against Aziraphale's, unwilling to move any further away. 

	 

	A soft, breathless chuckle left the angel, bringing the demon's eyes open to a sight that nearly dropped him where he stood. Pure love radiated from the angel in his arms, even as Aziraphale released his grasp on Crowley's shirt and reached up to gently remove the demon's shades with a murmured, "I thought someone promised me he'd never kiss me again while he was wearing these. That's two you owe me."

	 

	Huffing out a small laugh of his own, Crowley snagged the glasses from Aziraphale's hands and tucked them into his jacket pocket, even as a heated smirk crossed his face. "Does that apply to anywhere specific?"

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him in confusion. "You mean outside? But we've never--"

	 

	"I meant," Crowley murmured, shifting to nuzzle his face in against his angel's neck, flicking out his tongue to trace the subtle wrinkles and folds there, getting a taste of the skin he'd been going crazy fantasizing about for decades. Aziraphale's scent -- beneath that ridiculous cologne some idiot human talked him into -- had been driving him crazy for... well, probably millennia, if he really stopped and thought about it, but definitely since 1941. "Does that rule only apply to your mouth?"

	 

	Aziraphale trembled in his arms. Actually fucking trembled. "I... I'm sure I don't know what you mean."

	 

	Crowley lifted his head, searching his angel's expression for any hint he was up to some game. The guileless innocence staring back at him shouldn't have surprised him as much as it did, he supposed. Except... Aziraphale was a reader, and he didn't discriminate in his reading material. Surely, in amongst all the books around them, was one or two books on sex. Maybe even some erotic literature...

	 

	He swallowed hard as he realized just how innocent his angel really was. "You're serious? You've never..."

	 

	Aziraphale flushed, and the tight quiver of his jaw as he glanced away was a clear message he wasn't just embarrassed. Something about that question was crushing to his angel. He looked ready to...

	 

	"Don't cry, angel. Please, don't cry." Panic stuttered through Crowley. "I didn't mean it like that. I'm sorry."

	 

	"We can't all be beautiful beings desired by everyone and willing to bed anyone." 

	 

	The words were short and sharp, like a stiletto straight to Crowley's heart. Anger welled up inside him. He was done with miscommunication and arguments that ended up with them being at odds for bloody months at a time. 

	 

	"There are so many things wrong with that, angel, I don't even know where to fucking start. First, no matter what you think of me, I haven't spent the last six thousand years hopping from bed to bed, for Satan's sake. Yeah, I'm the bloody Serpent of Eden, the Great-fucking-Tempter. But I tempt them to do each other, not me. I've never done this before, either. I've just seen enough of it to know the mechanics. I figured... Oh, for fuck's sake, you're the most brilliant being I've ever known, and you read like literally every-fucking-thing, angel! I figured somewhere over the millennia, you had to have read some of that erotic fiction shit. I figured you at least knew as much as me. And second, who the bloody Heaven has been telling you you're not beautiful, or fucking desirable? Do you even know what I'd give to have you?"

	 

	Crowley stopped, his breath heaving as he fought the trembling combination of rage and need forming a tight knot in the center of his being. That was the most he'd allowed himself to say in eight fucking months. The most vulnerable and blunt he'd ever allowed himself to be, to anyone. He really wanted to put his shades back on, because he couldn't even bear to look at Aziraphale, right now. Yet, he couldn't tear his gaze away from the angel's beautiful face, those heart-stopping eyes, as radiant joy and love beamed from Aziraphale.

	 

	A soft smile flickered at the angel's lips, and he stretched out a hand to lay against the center of Crowley's chest, right above his thundering heart. Crowley could feel the tremble of that warm weight against his chest, and it grounded him, even before the flow of the voice that always soothed him washed over him. 

	 

	"What would you give?" Aziraphale whispered, his voice full of wonder.

	 

	A hissing growl ripped from Crowley, the beautiful violence of the storm within him freed as he snagged his angel by the lapels and pinned him against one of the pillars, crushing their mouths together in a kiss every bit as desperate as their last. Only, he didn't stop with a kiss, this time. His body pinning Aziraphale's in place, he yanked the angel's bowtie loose and off, flinging it away as he attacked Aziraphale's throat with nipping kisses he fully intended to leave marks. Against the soft, tantalizing flesh, he hissed, "Everything. I would give fucking everything to have you, angel."

	 

	A gasp from behind the demon broke them apart, and it was only then Crowley remembered they weren't alone here, anymore. He swore under his breath, even as Aziraphale flushed and eased away from him like he was trying to pretend they weren't halfway to ripping each other's clothes off.

	 

	"M-Muriel... I'm sorry for that display," Aziraphale was instantly stumbling through an apology, barely sparing Crowley a glance as he moved further into the shop, rambling to distract the other angel from asking any questions.

	 

	Crowley cocked his head to the side in curiosity of his own. Strange. Aziraphale hadn't once tried to claim they weren't doing anything. He hadn't tried to downplay their involvement with one another. And while he'd quickly put distance between them, Crowley got the sense it was more from habit than actual fear.

	 

	If he'd ever needed proof how Aziraphale really felt, he had it now. His angel was risking his very existence for Crowley, and Earth. It was up to Crowley to make sure, whatever happened, Aziraphale survived. There was no way he could survive without his angel, now.

	 

	Following behind the two angels, Crowley watched in amusement as Aziraphale began plucking books from the shelves where he kept all his prophecy works and piling them up in Muriel's waiting hands. Finally, glancing over the small pile of books in the former Scrivener's hands, Aziraphale nodded. "Why don't you take these to the back room where there's space to work, and start looking for references to the Second Coming? If we divide the work between us, it'll go faster, and in this case, time is certainly of the essence."

	 

	Muriel nodded, looking relieved to have a task, and took off for the back room with their armload of books. Once he was sure they were occupied and no longer in any danger of spying, Crowley sprawled out on the settee and lifted one brow at Aziraphale. If they weren't going to snog, then it was time to talk.

	 

	"All right, then. Out with it."

	 

	Aziraphale, in the middle of pulling several more books from the shelves, paused and looked his way. "Beg pardon?"

	 

	"Back in the coffee shop. You said God's missing, but that She might have spoken with some bloke in '67. So who is he, and why's he so important to God She might have tracked him down, despite supposedly being missing?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. He finished pulling the books he wanted and placed them carefully on his desk, then settled into his chair before finally looking up at Crowley. "The he in question is perhaps the only person in Heaven or Earth who the Almighty could have spoken to, even if She's imprisoned."

	 

	Crowley's eyes widened as shock jolted through him. "Hold on. How'd we get from 'missing' to bloody imprisoned? I thought you meant She decided to take a vacation or something. Who the Heaven could have imprisoned God?"

	 

	"Exactly."

	 

	Crowley blinked. "Exactly? Exactly what?"

	 

	"Someone in Heaven is behind this."

	 

	Dread climbed steadily through Crowley. No doubt where this was going. "The Metatron."

	 

	"Not alone, but yes. I believe he's behind it. At least, he seems to be aware of Her imprisonment, and is refusing to put an end to it."

	 

	This was worse than a bloody war. This was another fucking uprising. "Does Hell know about this?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged helplessly, his expression uneasy. "Not that I or my network has been able to uncover. That's part of what I wanted to talk to you about. I don't suppose you have any old contacts you could hint around about it to, without them getting suspicious, do you?"

	 

	Crowley leaned his head back, contemplating the angel before him. Wasn't much he wouldn't do for his angel, and he had at least one demon who still owed him a favor. "Maybe one or two. But they're not easy to track down. This type likes to stay out of Hell's way as much as possible, but I'll see what I can do, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale relaxed, his brow smoothing as a real smile flickered at his lips. "Oh, thank you, my darling. I knew I could count on you."

	 

	Those words settled in Crowley, and a tightness he hadn't realized he carried let go in his chest. Something he'd missed, during their time apart, was the sense of being needed. Only, as he studied his angel's sparse frame and weary demeanor, Crowley realized just how much Aziraphale had meant the words I need you. 

	 

	"Always, angel," he murmured, now -- the words he should have uttered eight months ago. Silently, he made them both a promise. This time, he'd take better care of his angel -- no matter what. 

	 

	******

	 

	The Next Morning

	 

	Crowley sighed to himself, glancing up from where he lounged on the arm of the chair Aziraphale had just vacated for the tenth time in the past three-quarters of an hour to pace about the shop floor. He hadn't seen his angel this worked up since... well, since the last time they'd had to stop Armageddon. More tension hovered around Aziraphale by the minute, like he carried all of Creation on his shoulders. 

	 

	The thought didn't set well with Crowley.

	 

	"C'mon, angel. Sit." He patted the chair, worried. Seemed he'd been saying that a lot since they came back to the shop yesterday. After their interrupted tryst, and then spending an hour denying -- unconvincingly -- that he knew more about what happened to God than he said back at the café, Aziraphale spent the rest of the night alternating between obsessively scouring the stacks of prophecy books and scrolls now littering his desk and pacing the sitting area, rambling more to himself than anyone else. Crowley hadn't even been able to get him to eat. 

	 

	That thought made the demon sick. Since the first time he convinced Aziraphale to try food, he'd always been able to get his angel to eat. 

	 

	"I can't," Aziraphale argued yet again, shaking his head as his pace quickened with anxiety before he glanced out the window toward the Dirty Donkey. "I've been gone too long. Michael will be sure to have noticed and reported my absence to the Metatron, by now."

	 

	"Angel." Crowley snagged Aziraphale's wrist as the Archangel passed him again and rose to his feet, closing the space between them to rest his forehead against his angel's in a way he'd been sure he'd never get the chance to do again, just days ago. He closed his eyes, reveling in the contact for just a moment as he felt his -- for once -- grounded calm steadying Aziraphale. It was something they discovered over the course of the night. Whenever they shared contact, they could either balance or amplify each other's energy.

	 

	After last night, all those years of Aziraphale's steadying touch finally made sense. Now, Crowley was only too happy to return the favor.

	 

	When he felt the tension starting to ebb from Aziraphale, he opened his eyes to meet the purest blue he'd ever had the fortune to gaze into, his heart turning over and beating like a bass drum in his chest. He wanted to kiss Aziraphale again so bad it was a living, breathing thing, writhing in his gut. But he wouldn't. Not like this. Not while his angel was so distracted and frazzled. "Talk to me."

	 

	He knew they were odd words, coming out of his mouth. But if God was really missing -- which, based on a few circuitous questions he posed to Joshua via phone last night, nobody in Hell seemed to have a bloody clue about -- that meant there was something going on in Heaven that Aziraphale wasn't telling him. Something terrifying. Since when was the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven intimidated by a lesser Archangel? They both knew Michael was a first-rank bastard, but also a bloody idiot. Aziraphale shouldn't be worried about what that wanker was up to. 

	 

	A low hiss of menace left Crowley. What had Heaven done to his angel? The memory of hellfire, a demon who didn't know his place, and Gabriel's cruel demand 'Aziraphale' shut up and die coiled through him, and his serpentine instincts demanded he wrap himself around Aziraphale and protect his own. He already bore the scars -- and gladly, if it spared his angel any pain -- of traumas he'd probably never recover from. If he found out those bastards tried to hurt Aziraphale for real, he'd burn fucking Heaven down. 

	 

	Nothing was more sacred to him than his angel.

	 

	"Tell me those bastards aren't trying to hurt you, again," he hissed protectively.

	 

	"A-again? Of course not, love." Aziraphale's free hand, pale against the black of Crowley's jacket, slid over his chest, then up to cup against his neck, his thumb sweeping lightly over Crowley's skin. Love. That soft endearment, and the touch of skin to skin... The demon nearly came out of his skin with need that threatened to drop him to his knees at his angel's feet. He wasn't so sure he wasn't above begging. With a slow blink of his eyes, he tried to focus on Aziraphale's words. "But they aren't exactly fans of mine, either, you know."

	 

	Crowley's hand tightened slightly around Aziraphale's wrist. He wanted to close the distance and kiss his angel again. Fuck, he was starving for another taste. Only, he was trying his best to respect Aziraphale's wish to not give them away in front of Muriel, who could be lurking anywhere in the shop. Until they could avert the end of the world again -- the intent being to never have to do it again -- there still wasn't an us out there for them. Not really.

	 

	Releasing his hold on Aziraphale, Crowley muttered a curse beneath his breath as he moved away to the window, to stand with his hands on his hips and his head bowed as he fought the shaky need coursing through him. It was his own damn fault. He let this particular cat out of the bag. 

	 

	"So, you need to leave."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed heavily, telling Crowley all he needed to know, even before his angel murmured, "After the meeting."

	 

	"And you'll be back when?" Crowley hated sounding -- hated being -- needy. They'd gone centuries without seeing one another, a time or two in the past. But things changed. Watching Aziraphale follow the Metatron off to Heaven -- to feel an absence in his being he hadn't felt since before the Garden and not know if he'd ever feel whole again -- had changed Crowley. He didn't know why, but the idea of Aziraphale going back to Heaven again tormented him in a way he hadn't been since he'd been cast out of Heaven, himself. No, actually, he did know why. If something happened up there, he'd never know Aziraphale needed him. He'd never know...

	 

	Fuck. Now he got it. Now, of all the bloody times, he got why Aziraphale pushed so hard for them to go to Heaven together, before. This fear was more toxic than Heaven and Hell combined.

	 

	Aziraphale's sorrow hung in the air like a thick mist that blocked out all Crowley's light. "I don't know, my love. I hope in a few days."

	 

	He didn't want to ask, but he couldn't stand not knowing for sure, either. "And then?"

	 

	Another sigh -- this one cutting across Crowley's soul like glass. He braced for what he was sure would be another prolonged absence. "I won't be going back. Not permanently."

	 

	They weren't the words he expected. Crowley spun to face Aziraphale. "You... Wot now?"

	 

	A ghost of Aziraphale's real smile -- a smile Crowley had been craving for months -- crossed his angel's lips, and the entire room brightened with it. "I meant what I said, Anthony. I love you. I always have. We must stop the world from ending, once and for all, because I can't imagine eternity without you. As you said, before, if Gabriel and Beelzebub can do it, so can we. Only, we belong here, on Earth. That's why I had to do what I did. For us. So we could stay right here, and never have to be apart again."

	 

	A flame sweeter than any hellfire licked through Crowley with those words. This was the first time his angel ever promised him anything more than the barest glimmer of maybe, someday. He was damned if he wasn't going to savor it.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Four

	The Nice and Accurate Past and Future

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- That Afternoon

	 

	Aziraphale allowed himself a satisfied smile as he scanned the bookshop floor, remembering the last time he set up the shop to host a meeting. Well, an Austenesque-style ball, with all the pageantry he hoped would bring Nina and Maggie together as well as allow him to convince Crowley to move in with him. At least Nina and Maggie worked things out, though he very much doubted his ill-fated attempt at matchmaking had anything to do with it.

	 

	This time, there'd be neither matchmaking nor pageantry. This time, they were preparing for all-out war, for the safety of all Creation.

	 

	With a wave of his hands, he miracled up a large, round table in the middle of the room, surrounded by chairs. He thought about creating some banners and such about the room but decided against it. They needed an air of solemnity, and the last thing he wanted was for any of Earth's would-be saviors to see this as anything less than absolutely dangerous.

	 

	A warm arm draped over his right shoulder, startling him, before Crowley's chin pressed against his left shoulder and the demon's amused purr filled his ear. "What are you up to now, angel?"

	 

	"Just setting up our meeting space. I do hope we have enough chairs."

	 

	A low, sultry chuckle danced against his neck. "A round table? Angel, please tell me you're not suggesting--"

	 

	A loud bang, like a gunshot, from outside made them both jump. Aziraphale swung toward the window and a relieved smile tugged up his lips as he realized the source of the commotion -- namely the backfire of a light blue, three-wheeled Reliant Robin that just came to a shuddering halt, belching smoke, behind the Bentley. A young man and heavily pregnant young woman climbed from the vehicle, each reaching to help an older gentleman and middle-aged woman out of the back seat. 

	 

	As he watched, a dark maroon town car pulled in just behind the Robin. From this new vehicle tumbled four teenagers. The first -- a boy with a curly mop of golden hair and holding the leash of a small black-and-white dog -- bent near the driver's window to speak with the middle-aged, mustachioed man behind the wheel, before the four teens and dog ambled across the street, gawking around, and talking excitedly amongst themselves as if it was their first trip to London. Probably was, at that. On the sidewalk beside the shop, both groups met up, and the teens -- starting with the golden-haired boy -- gave the pregnant woman and the dark-haired man beside her greeting hugs, before the entire group turned toward the shop. 

	 

	"They're here!" Aziraphale turned from the window, just in time to watch Crowley slide his dark shades on.

	 

	"So I noticed."

	 

	Concern tugged at Aziraphale. He hated seeing Crowley have to hide any part of who he was. "Do you really need those?"

	 

	Crowley cocked one skeptical brow at him, tipping his head to look at the angel over the rim of the shades. "If you expect me to spend the afternoon in the same room as a group of humans who may or may not remember what I am and an angel I make very uncomfortable without them, the answer's 'yes', angel."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed and swallowed his argument. If Crowley needed the shades to be at ease, he wouldn't gainsay him. He glanced out the window again to see Maggie and Nina making their way across the road as well, just as Adam Young rapped on the glass of the door, peering into the shop with a cheeky, "You gonna let us in or what?"

	 

	Muriel popped up over the edge of the upstairs banister, wearing their typically flustered expression. "Shall I let them in, Y- Mr. Fell?"

	 

	"I've got this." Crowley waved them off with one hand, striding over to flip the lock and open the door with a smirk. "Keeping out of trouble, Antichrist?"

	 

	Adam -- now nearly of a height with Crowley and wearing an Oxford United football jersey and jeans -- rolled his eyes on his way past. "That was years ago, mate."

	 

	"Quite right. Leave the boy alone, Crowley," Aziraphale admonished, moving toward the group. "Come in, everyone, and find a seat. We have a lot to talk about."

	 

	"Anathema Device," the pregnant woman from the blue car stuck her hand out toward Crowley.

	 

	"You're joking." The impish grin spreading over the demon's face grabbed Aziraphale's attention. Time to thwart mischief before it had a chance to begin.

	 

	"Pleasure to meet you properly." He grasped her hand and pulled her away further into the shop before Crowley could finish whatever remark he was about to make. "You should probably sit."

	 

	"Are you joking? She's due any day, and I still can't get her to stop riding all over the countryside on that bicycle of hers," the dark-haired man in horn-rimmed glasses commented in wry humor.

	 

	"You remember my fiancé, Newton Pulsifer," she grasped the man's arm, favoring him with a quelling glance Aziraphale knew far too well, belying the saccharine smile on her face. "He helped stop the computers from spitting out nukes, five years ago."

	 

	"Pleasure to make your acquaintance."

	 

	"Oh, and I brought you something," Anathema said, digging into the cloth bag hanging off her forearm. "Based on what I found among Agnes' final prophecies in the book, I believe she wanted you to have this, after the end of the world was stopped."

	 

	She withdrew a familiar tome, its cover and the edges of the pages scorched by the bookshop fire that, thanks to Adam, never happened in the end. Aziraphale looked at the book, then up at Anathema. "Are you certain you want to part with it? As I understand it, this is the only copy in the entire world."

	 

	Anathema blinked at him, looking unimpressed. "It is. And, yes, I'm sure."

	 

	Aziraphale accepted the book, doing his best to not display how absolutely giddy he was over the prospect of adding this rarest of tomes to his collection. There was only one book rarer in all of existence, and only the Almighty knew where that was. Or so he fervently hoped.

	 

	Aziraphale gestured Anathema and Newt toward the table, just in time to hear Crowley utter a sharp, "Sergeant Shadwell."

	 

	Sighing, Aziraphale regretted telling his demonic love how he came to be discorporated and the bookshop set aflame, five years earlier, after Crowley questioned the battery-operated candles he discovered in the desk drawer last evening. Apparently, that whole experience was more traumatic for the demon than Aziraphale realized at the time. Hardly a surprise. Crowley didn't like to discuss things that hurt or disturbed him.

	 

	They would have to work on that, as they were working on communicating more directly -- and with a lot less confusing code -- with each other. 

	 

	Leaving the young people to find their seats, Aziraphale returned to the door, Agnes Nutter's book clutched protectively to his chest in one arm. "Sergeant. Madame Tracy. Thank you so much for joining us." 

	 

	"We were ever so surprised to receive your call, Mr. Aziraphale." Madame Tracy shook his extended free hand. "And it's just Tracy, now. I've left that world behind."

	 

	"I see. So glad to hear it, though you showed remarkable talent we may have need of, if you'd be so kind." He directed her and Shadwell toward the table where the others were gathering and, laying his free hand lightly on Crowley's forearm, murmured, "Now is not the time, my love. We have bigger issues."

	 

	"I swore to protect you," Crowley hissed back. "Had I known--"

	 

	"We'll talk about it all, later. I promise," Aziraphale reassured him. "I need your focus here."

	 

	Crowley nodded, and Aziraphale smiled, glancing past him to the two women just coming in the door. "Nina. Maggie. Come in, come in."

	 

	Ushering the women inside -- his brow furrowing in concern when Nina hung back for just a moment at the threshold, her arms crossing her midsection and her hands rubbing her biceps as if she was cold, before Maggie took her hand and coaxed her along with a small, reassuring smile -- Aziraphale closed and locked the door, then turned to find Crowley hovering a few steps behind him, looking after the other couple with a concerned frown.

	 

	"You saw that, too, right?" Crowley murmured as Aziraphale stopped beside him. "What the Heaven happened before you blew up your halo that night, angel?"

	 

	"Yes, well, I rather think she's more disturbed by what I did than by the rest of it." Aziraphale sighed regretfully. "I do hope she can forgive me, eventually."

	 

	Still concerned, but aware they had more pressing matters to deal with currently, Aziraphale headed for the remaining empty seats at the table, aware of Crowley trailing behind him, hovering like a protective shadow, then glaring openly at Shadwell when they reached the table. 

	 

	With a patient smile and shake of his head for Crowley, Aziraphale placed the book he carried on the table, then moved to stand behind his own chair as Crowley sprawled into the one beside it. Looking around the table, the Archangel smiled kindly. "Thank you all so very much for coming."

	 

	"It would help to know why we're here," Anathema put in, one hand resting on her burgeoning midsection. 

	 

	"I agree." Nina rested her folded arms on the table. "I've got a shop to get back to."

	 

	Maggie laid a calming hand on her partner's arm and looked at Aziraphale. "Mr. Crowley mentioned something yesterday about Bible stories and the end of the world."

	 

	"It wasn't me, this time," Adam blurted, holding his hands up. Dog, lying beside his chair, sat up and let out a yip Aziraphale took as agreement.

	 

	"Of course not, my boy," Aziraphale hurried to cover the no doubt sarcastic remark Crowley looked ready to make. He placed his hand on Crowley's shoulder, calming his love with touch. "I'm afraid this time, it's Heaven's doing."

	 

	"Heaven?" One of the dark-haired boys seated either side of Adam looked up skeptically. "My father says religion is just the vicar's way of getting paid."

	 

	"Who said anything about religion?" Crowley snarked under his breath.

	 

	"There's no such thing as Heaven." The teenager pushed his glasses up his face again, looking around the table.

	 

	"I'm afraid there is," Aziraphale answered him, holding back his own sigh. Ever since he went back, eight months ago, he found himself wishing Heaven weren't real. Being an angel was fine, but Heaven was, like any institution, only as good as the beings running it. Right now, that wasn't God. 

	 

	"You saw Satan with your own eyes. What kind of idiot are you?" Aziraphale felt Crowley's shoulder tense beneath his hand.

	 

	"Crowley," he murmured.

	 

	"He's got a point, Wensleydale," the dark-skinned teenage girl seated between the boy with glasses and Madame Tracy pointed out, barely glancing up from the mobile phone in her hands. "Are we going to have to deal with those people with the motorcycles, again?"

	 

	"Can we get on with this, already?" Nina broke in, an uneasy expression on her face. "Maggie and I have businesses to run."

	 

	"Right. Yes." Aziraphale glanced toward Adam's female friend. "And to answer your question, young lady, no. You're not likely to see them, again. Or, at least, not most of them. I can't rightly speak for Death, after all."

	 

	"But it's not impossible." The girl seemed obsessed with her line of questioning and the return of the Four Horsemen.

	 

	"No. But look, we're getting off subject, here," Aziraphale barely contained his exasperation. He was starting to think he should have brought the bell off his desk along. After all, if it worked on angels and demons...

	 

	He felt something brush against his hand and glanced down to find Crowley's head resting against his forearm, familiar yellow eyes peeping over the edge of the demon's dark glasses at Aziraphale as he murmured, "Breathe, angel."

	 

	He gave Crowley's shoulder a grateful squeeze with a flicker of a smile and drew a breath before facing the assembled humans, Adam, and Muriel. 

	 

	"I've asked you all here on a matter of grave importance to all of Creation." Aziraphale's gaze traveled around the table. "It has come to my attention in recent months that the Almighty ... that is to say, that God, is missing. May have been for quite some time."

	 

	"Hold up," Newton said, frowning. "What do you mean 'missing'? How can God be missing? Wouldn't everything... I mean, wouldn't things just sort of stop, without God?"

	 

	Crowley snorted a sardonic laugh. Aziraphale squeezed his shoulder to shush him, and answered, "No. I'm afraid human understanding of the celestial... existence is rather incomplete. I'm sorry, but there just isn't time to catch you all up on what you don't understand about it all. I'm afraid doing so would take years--"

	 

	"Centuries." Crowley's drawled correction was laced with mischievous humor.

	 

	"Crowley, please don't confuse the issue--"

	 

	"Right," Nina broke in, being the most practical of the humans present. "So how about you tell us what we're meant to do about it, then? I assume you're not expecting us to find God."

	 

	"Not bloody likely," Crowley chortled.

	 

	Aziraphale huffed an exasperated sigh. While he was glad to see Crowley in good spirits, this was hardly the time for it. Then again, he imagined that might be precisely the reason for Crowley's inappropriate high spirits. Was the demon, in his mischievous fashion, trying to ease the humans into concepts that might very well boggle human comprehension?

	 

	"Not in the least," Aziraphale answered Nina kindly. "Crowley and I will see to that. However, since we can't possibly be both there and here, at the same time, we'll need your help in protecting the Earth, and humanity as a whole."

	 

	"You haven't actually answered the question," the girl with Adam's group put in, her mobile phone forgotten in her hand. "Newt asked how God could be missing. Isn't God supposed to be all-knowing or something? Shouldn't He know where He is, at least?"

	 

	This was a bit trickier to explain, as humans weren't strictly supposed to know the Almighty wasn't actually omnipotent, but rather, outsourced monitoring Earth and the Universe to the Heavenly Host, whilst devising prophecy and policy everyone was supposed to follow. God was, in essence, more along the line of a human Board of Directors, comprised of three overseeing parts, while the daily operations of life and the Universe were left to the directions of the Metatron and the Supreme Archangel.

	 

	None of this made Aziraphale feel any better about what was going on in Heaven, these days, since he was supposed to be handling one-half of those responsibilities, and the Metatron had basically taken over all operations -- including God's policy and prophecy making position -- for himself. From his very arrival back in Heaven, Aziraphale had been barred from most daily operations that should have been his purview, including the Earth Observation files. In fact, he'd been allowed so little input in anything involving Earth operations, he'd taken to spending much of his time in the Starlight Chamber, because tending to the stars he knew his demon still loved helped him feel closer to Crowley. Ironically, his presence in the Starlight Chamber was how he first learned the Almighty was missing.

	 

	Well, missing wasn't quite the right word for it. But two-thirds of the Godhead were either being kept from normal communication, or outright missing, and the third spoke in a language comprehensible only to the rest of the Godhead. So, essentially, as far as all of Creation was concerned, God was missing.

	 

	"Ah," Aziraphale opened his mouth to explain, then sighed. "I'm afraid it's quite a bit more complicated than I have time to explain, young lady, but I assure you it both is possible, and should currently be of great concern to us all. Without God to stop it, Heaven intends to end everything very soon. I'm afraid I have no idea when, exactly, but I recently discovered a timetable for sending someone to Earth whose job will be to convince humanity he is the Messiah, and thereby let Hell know to destroy the Earth. Then, of course, Heaven will destroy the rest, including Hell."

	 

	"Excuse me," the other teenage boy, who'd been silent until now, raised a hand. "Wouldn't that be a good thing?"

	 

	"Destroying everything?" Aziraphale regarded the boy in horror. "Absolutely not."

	 

	"Not everything. I meant destroying Hell."

	 

	Crowley chuckled, but it was a dark and dangerous sound. "You'd think, huh? But when Hell destroys this planet, they won't just stop at the evil people who deserve to be there. They'll cart off and damn every soul they can find. They won't care if someone's innocent or not. It doesn't matter to them. So, if Hell is destroyed, those innocent souls trapped there will be destroyed, too."

	 

	The boy swallowed hard and lapsed into silence, even as Crowley's words brought a cacophony of voices from around the table -- all except for Anathema and Newton, who were now looking at one another in unsurprised horror.

	 

	"Oi. You two." Crowley gestured toward them, telling Aziraphale he saw the exchange as well. "What do you know about this?"

	 

	Anathema shifted in her seat as Newton reached for the bag Anathema had placed on the floor beside her chair, earlier. "Not much. But a little. Before we burned Agnes' new book--"

	 

	"I'm sorry?" Horror and centuries of terrible memories streaked through Aziraphale at the mention of burning books, even as his gaze went to the charred book on the table in front of him. And Anathema said... "What 'new book'? And why on earth would you burn anything Agnes Nutter left in your care?"

	 

	"Angel," Crowley soothed, and Aziraphale felt the warm grasp of the demon's hand around his wrist, grounding him, even as the soft, hissing purr of Crowley's voice reached his ears. "Let her finish."

	 

	******

	 

	Crowley stroked his fingers over the inside of his angel's wrist, feeling the blood pulse through Aziraphale's corporeal form and, just beneath that, the sparklers of ethereal energy contained within. He knew Book Girl's comment about burning books upset the angel. Truth be told, it triggered a painful memory within him, as well, prompting him to glare over at Shadwell where the old man looked half-asleep in his seat. Why the Heaven did Aziraphale invite that old charlatan, anyway? The man labored under the delusion he once belonged to some underground witch finding army, but lacked enough creativity to even hide the fact he was conning anyone who gave him and his crackpot theories the time of day -- including himself.

	 

	Witchfinder Major Milk Bottle, indeed. Crowley did his best to hide his disdain.

	 

	The mention of books on fire might trigger memories for him of this shop in flames, Aziraphale nowhere to be found, but it went so much deeper for Aziraphale. His angel had so much trauma involving the obliteration and incineration of knowledge. Crowley had held the weeping angel -- one of the few times in history he dared lay a hand on his angel -- to keep him from painfully discorporating himself by running headlong into the fire at Alexandria. To this day, he was pretty sure Aziraphale blamed Hell for the library's destruction. He hadn't spoken to Crowley for nearly a century afterward -- wouldn't have spoken to him at Golgotha, either, had Crowley not goaded him into it. Still, Crowley let it happen. He played the old, familiar enemy, and let Aziraphale blame him, rather than telling his angel the truth. To this day, he still doubted Aziraphale knew it'd been Michael, wielding their sword of silver flames, who'd really burned the Library of Alexandria down.

	 

	That was far from the last time knowledge suffered the flames, either. Seemed every time humans who feared knowledge came to power, they did everything possible to destroy it. Burning books usually ended up on their list at some point. And every time he witnessed or heard about it, the act wounded Aziraphale a little deeper. Books were special to his angel. Crowley hadn't known a time since humans first invented written language -- clever bastards that they were -- that his beautiful angel hadn't been enamored with those words. Had Crowley been more skilled with words, he might have, in 1941, fancied himself writing his angel a beautiful love poem. He hadn't, in the end, too afraid of what might happen if Heaven or Hell got their hands on it. He supposed he could have done it after they thwarted Armageddon. However, being a demon and disinclined to literary pursuits of any kind -- barring that unfortunate bit of plagiarism involving Shakespeare -- he let the opportunity slip past him again.

	 

	If they got through this, he promised himself he wouldn't allow it to pass him by again. Even if his literary skill was far more adept at a dirty limerick than anything worthy of his angel, Aziraphale deserved the most loving words he could find.

	 

	He gave himself a stern mental shaking, to return his attention to the conversation.

	 

	"I thought it was a good idea, at the time," Book Girl was explaining. "I didn't want to live the rest of my life by Agnes's prophecies. But I did keep some of them."

	 

	"And what did dear old Agnes have to say?" Crowley flicked his gaze toward the American. "Anything useful?"

	 

	She shared another look with the daft-looking bloke beside her, then took the cloth bag he held out to her. "I only kept the ones I was afraid would turn out to be too important to throw away. I've printed copies for everyone, since," she glanced at the man beside her again with an expression of tender apology. "Well, Newt's not..."

	 

	"I'm rubbish with computers," he offered with a shrug and a soft smile for Book Girl, unfazed by the description.

	 

	"Exactly." Book Girl handed out copies consisting of a few pages of predictions, clearly having been typed on a computer at some point.

	 

	Crowley lifted one brow at this and held up the pages in his hand. "So, this must be your doing, then?"

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Right." He glanced to his right as he felt the excited squeeze of his angel's hand on his shoulder, to find Aziraphale practically bouncing in glee, his blue eyes focused on the pages he held. Crowley bit the inside of his cheek against grinning. Here they were, facing the end of the world -- again -- and his angel still managed such adorable excitement. "Something interesting, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale's cerulean gaze locked with his and the sparkle in them, lighting up the depths of the night sky in his pupils, sent a wash of calm through the demon. He'd worried, since he got his first look at Aziraphale again, that the flickers of light he saw when their eyes met might be all he would ever see of his angel's truth, again. Something in Heaven had stolen a light from his angel it had no business touching. If he ever found out who was responsible...

	 

	Crowley feigned nonchalance, aware of all the human eyes on them. He would bide his time, for now, but when all this was over once and for all, the two of them were going to have a very long heart-to-heart. He was pretty sure it was about six thousand years overdue.

	 

	"Well, don't hold us in suspense, angel," he prompted gently. "What's got you going? You look like you're about to pop."

	 

	"Right." Aziraphale trying to pull himself together and look dignified had always been one of Crowley's favorite sights. It never really worked out for his angel. Visibly trembling with excitement, Aziraphale read, "For that when all the kings of men believe themselves possessed of the correct accounting of the time, ye shall be present in a place of all men's words, Anathema, to learn truths no man has spoken."

	 

	Unease gripped Crowley. He'd never particularly been one for signs and portends. Even all of what he'd thought was nonsense, back before he was dragged into the middle of the Antichrist's arrival, only made him wonder why random humans and such were granted all these answers, when he got punished for asking a question or two. Still, if not for dear old Agnes and whoever bent her ear all those centuries ago, he would have met a nasty end in a bath full of Holy Water and, even worse, lost his angel in the mix. He barely suppressed a shudder, even now, recalling the cold chill in Gabriel's eyes and the venom in the former Supreme Archangel's voice as he issued that damning order. Crowley still hadn't forgiven the bastard for that, and doubted he ever would.

	 

	"What truths?" He frowned up at Aziraphale.

	 

	"Oh, I know!" Muriel's hand popped up from the other side of the table, their face lighting in excitement at finally being able to contribute.

	 

	"Have a gold star," Crowley snarked, his gaze never leaving Aziraphale. "Angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed, sinking into his chair, and Crowley sensed every eye in the room on his angel. He bristled protectively but held silent, waiting. 

	 

	"There are a lot of things written about the Second Coming," Aziraphale started hesitantly. "Most of them aren't true. But from what I overheard of meetings between Michael, Uriel, and the Metatron--"

	 

	"The what?" The Antichrist's bespectacled companion interrupted.

	 

	"Big, floaty-headed arsehole," Crowley muttered, waving the boy silent. "Thinks he's God, right about now."

	 

	"Crowley! You can't swear in front of children."

	 

	"Why not? Besides, they're hardly kids, anymore. I'm sure they've heard worse."

	 

	"Anyway," Aziraphale continued, ignoring Crowley and favoring the boy with an apologetic look the brat didn't deserve. "From what I've gathered, there're supposed to be storms, soon. A great tempest..."

	 

	"Followed by lots of wailing and dead up and walking about, yes," Crowley urged when Aziraphale fell silent, his skin taking on a sickly pallor the demon didn't like at all. "Though if you ask me, we already did that last bit back in 1941."

	 

	"How...?" Aziraphale's blue eyes were troubled when they turned his way. "How did you know that?"

	 

	"Gabriel might have mentioned it, back when he was walking around with half a brain. Vast improvement, if you ask me -- the brain thing, I mean. Didn't think much of what he was blathering, at the time."

	 

	"Excuse me," Nina broke in, looking downright peeved, "but can someone tell me what the bloody hell is going on? Why are we talking about the end of the world like it's already happened once?"

	 

	"Because it has." Aziraphale glanced away toward where Nina and Maggie sat. "Or, actually, it nearly did, about five years ago. I'm sorry, Nina. We'll have to catch you up on that later. For now, it's important I tell everyone here, and this is vital: if Crowley and I fail to get to the Almighty, the survival of the world, and all of humanity, will require all of you. I'll need to study Agnes's new prophecies to see if they change anything, but as far as I know currently, not a single one of you is here by mistake. I brought you all here because you are needed."

	 

	Crowley glanced toward Muriel as the former Scrivener angel shifted in their seat, and saw a look of discomfort cross their face before they asked, "Even me? I mean, don't you think I should be--"

	 

	"Even you," Aziraphale's voice was gentle. "I know you don't want war any more than Crowley or I do, Muriel. You've been learning a lot about Earth. You'd like to learn more, yes?"

	 

	"Well, yes, but..."

	 

	"Do you want to go back to Heaven? If you do, you can. I'll take you with me this evening, no further questions asked, or commitment required."

	 

	Muriel looked conflicted, their gaze drifting around the bookshop, and then the faces around the table, before falling to the tabletop, a concerned frown on their face.

	 

	"I know I'm asking a lot," Aziraphale continued, his voice patient and soothing. "It's very difficult to go against everything you've ever known. And what I'm asking is a lot of risk. More than anyone else here, except myself, is risking. Because if we fail, you and I won't pay for that failure just once. We'll Fall, first, and then be destroyed along with everything not of Heaven. But I believe it's important. I believe there's a lot about this world, about this existence, that's important. And I don't believe it's the will of the Almighty that it be destroyed. I never really have. I'm asking you to believe that, as well, because I believe you're capable of loving Earth, and humanity, too. I believe you already do, and I'm willing to take the risk of trusting you with everything I love."

	 

	Crowley met Aziraphale's gaze momentarily, saw the flare of love, but the flicker of fear just below it, and ached to reassure his angel everything would be okay. Even if the world ended tomorrow, he'd make sure he and Aziraphale didn't lose one another, ever again.

	 

	He heard Muriel draw a deep breath and turned his attention back in time to see the Scrivener nod. "I want to help, Your... Mr. Fell."

	 

	A smirk slid over Crowley's lips. He'd had a good feeling about Muriel since he met them. Didn't mean he trusted them, but he had a feeling that might change, in time. "Better than a desk no one visits, am I right?"

	 

	Muriel still looked a bit uneasy, but there was a quiet confidence to them Crowley hadn't seen in the nervous angel before, and a curiosity that amused him. For the first time, the demon got why Aziraphale agreed to give the Scrivener a chance without really having spent any time around them. Muriel had an innate curiosity that would likely get them in trouble, eventually, which should have put Aziraphale off, for all that Crowley found it entertaining. But now he saw what his angel did, too. Muriel had a desire to do what was right, a moral compass that couldn't be swayed by others, and a thirst for knowledge and experience. Muriel was, in many ways, much how both he and Aziraphale started out.

	 

	Except for a few very specific and important details, that was. Muriel might be drawn to knowledge and experience, but they lacked the courage to pursue it. This was not an angel who would allow themselves to be talked into trying a new experience. Not without the express permission of a higher power, anyway. Nor would Muriel make their own path in existence. They were utterly a follower, unlike Aziraphale, who'd not only embraced experience, but found avenues by which to create his own experiences in life. That silly gavotte being one of them. Crowley shook his head, a fond smile twitching his lips as he glanced Aziraphale's way. 

	 

	Something else Aziraphale had, that Muriel lacked, was presence. An air of command that could compel both angels and demons to shut the fuck up and listen to him. Crowley bit the inside of his cheek against grinning as he remembered that last day before they were parted, and one of the only two amusing things to happen the entire time. Watching Aziraphale ringing that ridiculous bell and demanding that everyone in the room be quiet. Even watching through the window, Crowley had wanted to howl with laughter to see the shocked silence on Michael and Uriel's faces, and the moment of stark terror on Dagon's. 

	 

	Watching his angel, now, Crowley could admit it was good to see Aziraphale with the air of authority shimmering around him. It suited him, tempered by the softness in his soul. Pity his corporeal form had lost that delightful softness Crowley so adored, though. Once he was sure Aziraphale was back on Earth for good, he'd have to get to the bottom of why his angel stopped eating, and convince him it was okay to start, again. No matter what nonsense Heaven told Aziraphale, Crowley always adored those extra pounds of softness that told him his angel was well and truly enjoying life. 

	 

	"What about Dog?" The Antichrist's voice pulled him from his musings, to find the boy looking down at the former hellhound. "You didn't invite him."

	 

	"Ah, but I did." The same kind smile Aziraphale always seemed to muster for Adam flitted at the angel's lips, now. "I invited you, didn't I?"

	 

	"Well, yeah..."

	 

	"Look, this is all well and good," Nina leaned forward, her frown now etched deep in her forehead. "Can we get back 'round to the point? I don't have time for this, and I'm still not sure I'm not losing my fucking mind, every time I'm around the two of you."

	 

	"It's okay, love," Maggie soothed her. "I think Mr. Fell's got something important to say."

	 

	"I do, indeed," Aziraphale agreed. "Due to unavoidable issues, I have to go away for a little while. While I'm gone, Crowley and Muriel will be points of contact for everyone. They'll be here, in the bookshop." Crowley lifted one brow in amusement. Not that he had any plan to budge from this shop until Aziraphale returned, but it warmed him to know his angel was so certain his place was here. "If you see any of the signs I'm about to share with you, you should immediately come to the shop. Report what you've seen, and they will call everyone together." 

	 

	Aziraphale's expression tensed. "I can't stress how vitally important it is you don't waste a second in getting here, should you notice the fulfillment of any of Mistress Nutter's prophecies as laid out in the pages Anathema just handed you -- thank you for those, young lady -- or if you notice any strange hues in the atmosphere, or natural disasters where they've never been, before, which a man walks out of unscathed. Also, you'll need to watch out for the possible rising of the Damned. If you have any question that you might have seen any Damned, you can ask Crowley, Nina, or Maggie. Crowley will likely be aware of them before you are. Nina and Maggie have fought them alongside me, before, and know at least some of what to look for. It is vitally important we all keep in touch with each other, because once things start to happen, they will move quickly. In fact, if at all possible, I would suggest you all find lodgings somewhere in London. The closer to Soho, the better."

	 

	Crowley grinned. "If you don't mind roughing it a bit, I've the perfect place. There's a pub over in Clerkenwell, called the Drowned Duck. Tell the manager Crowley sent you. He'll let you in. Hell doesn't know about it, either, so you should be safe there until we call for you."

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Five

	Open Lines & Sweet Sorrows

	 

	 

	Back Room, A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- That Evening

	 

	He hated the idea of leaving. He had an extremely bad feeling about leaving and had put it off as long as he could. Now, however, he'd unlocked the portal again and it was time to go. The last thing he wanted was for Michael, Uriel, or Sandalphon to show up here, looking for him. They'd be none-too-happy about the wards, and even worse if they realized why he'd put the wards up.

	 

	"I have to go," Aziraphale murmured, trying his best to convey a sense of calm certainty. If he showed any sign of his disquiet or doubt, Crowley would never allow him to leave. The whole ordeal was difficult enough. He could feel the worry emanating from Crowley, already. The more times he'd turned down the food Crowley kept offering over the past day, the more intense Crowley's worry became. Aziraphale understood it, and he was sorely tempted -- especially knowing how much it would mean to Crowley for him to eat something. Only, the Archangel already knew a taste would never be enough -- neither of the food nor the carnal pleasure Crowley embodied. He spent millennia starving for the latter, and eighty-two years uncertain whether he'd ever get more than a single passionate kiss. If he gave in to the desire coursing through him, he'd never be able to leave, this time. He didn't have a choice -- he had to leave. So, he'd avoided all temptation as best he could.

	 

	He'd feared resisting would be easier than it was. The sting of all the reprimands and shaming he experienced upon returning to Heaven had nearly torn any idea of experiencing Earthly pleasure from him. The other Archangels had taken a sadistic amount of pleasure in, at Metatron's instruction, belittling his form and tearing down everything they thought he believed. Only Saraqael had spared him, pretending to be so incapable of assisting in any of the castigation and abuse that the rest had let them be. Saraqael had even set out to provide some balm to the mistreatment he experienced at the hands of the others, by sneaking him photos of himself and Crowley from the Earth Observation historical archive.

	 

	He'd clung to their love, so obvious in those images now that he knew it wasn't only his own wishful thinking, to stay strong. Yet, by the time the others had bored of their overt mistreatment and settled into silent disdain, Aziraphale had been terrified he'd come back to Earth and feel absolutely nothing. After all, he'd felt the gnawing emptiness in his chest growing more intense with every day he was in Heaven.

	 

	It'd been both a relief and a torment all its own to discover the opposite was true. Every moment he was here on Earth, every second he was near Crowley, was another blade of not just precious memory, but of pleasure, of want, of need, so sharp he almost couldn't bear the sweet pain of being so close and not having. Of knowing he had so little time before he had to go back to the soulless, sterile void of Heaven. 

	 

	"Already?" Crowley's rough question pulled him back, to find the demon lingering close, but without touching. Just as he'd done since 1941 -- almost as if he was afraid he'd sully Aziraphale if he reached out. The thought Crowley could ever think himself unworthy of a touch, or that his touch would ever be unwelcome, broke the Archangel's heart, especially in light of how tactile Crowley was just hours ago. Aziraphale knew he couldn't hold back, for fear he risked breaking something far too precious between them if he did. This time, he made the first move, reaching up to cup his hand against Crowley's face, his thumb brushing lightly against the demon's skin and lips. 

	 

	"I'm afraid so," he murmured, wishing he could trust himself to lean up and taste Crowley's kiss, again. He'd thought of little else for eight months, and after what happened when they first came back to the shop yesterday, he was starving for so much more than a kiss. But he already knew if he gave in, he'd never leave. "I don't dare linger, or Michael may come looking for me. This is technically a Heavenly embassy again. I won't have you hurt if they find you here." 

	 

	He watched Crowley's jaw move as the demon struggled with whatever he intended to say. The sorrow and pain in every line, hollow, and dip of his beloved face cut Aziraphale to the soul. Like the last time, he was all too aware of the hurt being done and hated to think his actions had to inflict harm on a soul as already battered as his darling Anthony's. Just like last time, however, he was without choice. Then, he'd been unable to convince Crowley to go with him -- he understood the reason Crowley would not go, but Aziraphale had been without any choice to stay. When his coded attempt to communicate his plan to Crowley failed, his only choices became to either hurt the one he treasured most and hope he could still save the entirety of existence alone or stay on Earth and watch Crowley either destroyed or ripped away for all eternity. The Metatron hadn't minced words. Crowley's existence hinged on Aziraphale's cooperation. 

	 

	With those as his choices, he'd resigned himself to Crowley's hatred, if it'd come to that. As long as he knew Crowley existed somewhere on Earth, free of both destruction and Hell, he'd told himself he would be content, eight months ago.

	 

	Of course it'd been a lie. He'd never been all right. Never content. All that happened, as the lift rose out of Earth's field and into Heaven's, was his heart shattered into a million pieces and sank into a deep, dark pit inside his chest. He'd actually believed, for just a moment, he was getting ready to Fall. He'd thought he might Fall right through the floor of the lift.

	 

	He hadn't, but he spent eight months wishing he would. Anything to get out of Heaven and back to Crowley.   

	 

	It wasn't like his choices became any better just because he and Crowley patched things up between themselves. The Metatron's talk of Aziraphale being "the only choice that made a lick of sense" for the job had been a lie worthy of Satan Himself. It'd been meant only to back Aziraphale into a corner, and when it hadn't worked, had been followed by a threat guaranteed to drag Aziraphale back to Heaven, where he became Supreme Archangel in title only, and little more than a prisoner and punching bag for the other Archangels. The Metatron monitored his comings and goings like... like the human jailors who kept him locked in the Bastille back in 1793, before dear, sweet Crowley came to his rescue. 

	 

	No doubt, by now, the alarm had been raised in Heaven, and only the wards he'd placed on the bookshop when he first arrived helped to mask Aziraphale from the Metatron or Michael's notice.

	 

	Now, looking at Crowley, he released a small sigh and ran his fingertips across Crowley's high cheekbones again, and then over the coiled snake brand near his right ear. He clicked his tongue in gentle admonishment when he felt the shift of Crowley's teeth grinding beneath his touch. "You'll grind your teeth away to nothing, if you keep at that. Whatever it is you have to say, just say it."

	 

	He watched Crowley draw a deep breath, then felt the rasp of skin against skin as Crowley nodded and reached into his jacket pocket to retrieve something.

	 

	"Fine. Take this." Crowley held out a mobile phone, the anxiety on his face giving Aziraphale momentary pause. "I don't like if I can't reach you."

	 

	Aziraphale let a small, indulgent smile tug at his lips as he continued to stroke Crowley's face, unable to force himself to stop. He just wanted to keep touching Crowley like this. And then lean up and taste his lips, again. Maybe nibble on that bottom lip while he learned the texture of Crowley's hair better. And then... He blushed lightly at the direction of his thoughts and focused on the mobile phone still in Crowley's hand. "I'm not sure you've thought this out, love. That mobile phone won't work in Heaven."

	 

	Crowley tensed, his gaze dropping as he muttered, "It's miracled. Take it. Please, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. "I can't, Crowley. Demonic miracles don't always work in Heaven. You know that. Besides--"

	 

	"I didn't miracle it, angel." Crowley snagged his free hand, deliberately placing the mobile phone in his palm. "Muriel did."

	 

	Pleasant surprise flowed through Aziraphale. "You remember their name."

	 

	"Yeah, well," Crowley shrugged, his eyes moving away for a second, before coming back to meet Aziraphale's with an intensity that nearly staggered the angel. A small sound trapped itself in Aziraphale's throat as Crowley's teeth lightly caught his thumb on its next pass across his lips, the demon's clever tongue flicking against the pad of it before he let go to rasp, "They're helping me protect you, aren't they? They earned it."

	 

	Aziraphale's heart melted. On unsteady legs, he leaned up to touch his lips to Crowley's, promising himself he could handle that much without wanting more. "You have a good heart, my love."

	 

	"Any goodness in me is a reflection of you, angel." Crowley's arms banded around the angel's middle, pulling him in close, as the demon nuzzled into the now trembling palm Aziraphale pressed against his face, even as his forehead rested lightly against the angel's. "I wish you were staying."

	 

	"I can't," Aziraphale whispered regretfully. He wished he could stay, too. He'd known for a very long time Heaven wasn't the place of goodness he pretended it was for so long, and it wasn't his home, anymore. Earth was. Crowley was. "I'll come back."

	 

	Crowley's beautiful golden eyes opened, pleading. "Promise?"

	 

	It was crushing to know he'd harmed the trust between them, eight months ago. The pain Crowley must have been in since he left!

	 

	"I promise, my darling Anthony. I will be back just as soon as I can."

	 

	Crowley's mouth found his, locking them in a kiss full of all the desperation of their parting kiss eight months ago, but Aziraphale tasted the hope on Crowley's lips, this time. Aziraphale let himself sink into the kiss and Crowley's grasp for long moments, before gently extricating himself. God help him, he wanted to stay right where he was.

	 

	"I have to go," he whispered regretfully. He'd never hated four words more in his entire existence. Nothing about leaving felt right or natural.

	 

	Crowley nodded without a word, but the uncharacteristic shimmer of tears in his demon's serpentine eyes told Aziraphale this separation -- more than any other in their history together -- was gutting them both.

	 

	It felt so very right to finally acknowledge Crowley as his demon. Aziraphale smiled, allowing himself one last stroke of the demon's gorgeous, beloved face before he pulled himself together, slid the mobile phone Crowley gave him into his coat pocket, and promised, "I will be in touch as soon as I have any news. I have the mobile phone."

	 

	With that, there was nothing more to say, for the moment. Everything else he had left to tell Crowley would have to wait until this was over. Hopefully, then, they could be together, forever.

	 

	Forever. 

	 

	He rather liked the sound of that.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Six

	A Great Tempest

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- One Week Later

	 

	Something was wrong. Crowley smelled the buzz of celestial energy on the air, even though the day outside was sunny and warm. He pulled his mobile phone from his pocket, worrying it between his hands as he battled himself over calling Aziraphale. Last thing he wanted to do was put his angel in danger by calling him if any of the bastards up there looking for reasons to hurt Aziraphale were around. Still, the energy Crowley smelled made him uneasy and anxious to the point of nausea.

	 

	A throat cleared behind him, and he turned from the window to find Muriel paused several steps away, worrying their hands nervously. Crowley rolled his eyes behind his shades.

	 

	"For Satan's sake, spit it out already."

	 

	Muriel flinched, and Crowley reminded himself this angel wasn't used to ignoring his epithets. He would have to watch his mouth -- something he wasn't used to doing. Still, he'd do anything for Aziraphale's safety. Not that he thought Muriel was a threat, but he wasn't trusting any angels but his own until Aziraphale was safely back in his line of sight. Preferably close enough to touch.

	 

	Sighing heavily, he removed his shades and rubbed his eyes against the contradictory emptiness and overflowing need coiled in his chest. "All finished?"

	 

	"Um... Yes. What are they for?"

	 

	Crowley resisted the urge to swear, dropping his dark glasses onto Aziraphale's desk. It wasn't the question he minded. He was all for questions -- no one learned anything without asking a question or two. Besides, he should have seen this one coming. He'd set Muriel to the task of blessing the bathtub full of water balloons, cheap water pistols, and plant misters he spent the better part of yesterday filling. After all, the best way to destroy a demon was Holy Water. He'd just have to be careful to stay out of the path of all that Holy Water when the humans got to lobbing and spraying shit around. 

	 

	"They're for the Damned, Muriel. How else d'you reckon the humans are going to deal with the Legions of Hell?"

	 

	Muriel fell silent for a moment, but he knew they hadn't left. He could feel them still hovering silently. The anxiety in the air was palpable. It tasted of electricity and old, burned paper. He just wasn't sure if it was Muriel's, or his own. 

	 

	"What is it?" He really needed to be alone, right now.

	 

	"You sense it too, don't you?" Muriel sounded worried and confused. Nothing unusual, as far as Crowley had paid any attention to. He was almost certain that, apart from Aziraphale, angels were a generally clueless lot.

	 

	Then Muriel's words caught up to him, and his attention snapped to them. Maybe Muriel wasn't quite as clueless as they often sounded. "What, exactly, are you sensing?"

	 

	"I don't know!" Muriel shrank backward, and Crowley barely resisted the urge to swear again as he snagged the dark glasses from the desk beside him and slapped them onto his face. He missed Aziraphale and being able to be himself. 

	 

	Had his angel really only been gone for a week? It felt like years, and he questioned how he ever survived decades -- never mind the centuries -- without his angel's presence now that he knew without a single doubt Aziraphale felt the same as him.

	 

	Eyes closed behind his dark shades, Crowley tried to calm himself, to tell himself it meant nothing that a former thirty-seventh class Scrivener could sense the same change he sensed. No reason to call Aziraphale, and...

	 

	"Fuck it." He pulled up the number for the phone he gave Aziraphale and tapped the call icon.

	 

	"The angel at this number isn't taking calls. Leave a message." Crowley's own voice growled back at him, the voicemail he'd set up knowing Aziraphale wouldn't think to do so. His angel was a lot of wonderful things, but up to date on technology wasn't one of those things.

	 

	"It's me, angel. Call me back as soon as you can. Something's up."

	 

	Tapping the end call icon, Crowley dropped the phone on the desk and hung his head with a heavy sigh, resting his hands against his hips. Where are you, angel?

	 

	Aziraphale better be okay, or Crowley would burn Heaven out of existence. Knowing God was missing made him even more afraid for his angel. For the first time, he regretted severing his ties with Hell. At least, back when he worked for Hell, he had half an idea what was going on. The downside of throwing his lot in with humanity was that humanity was, generally speaking, dead last to know what was actually going on. A bit like being a blind pianist told to follow sheet music. You knew the music had to be right in front of you, but you were incapable of playing it until someone at least told you what the song was.

	 

	Fortunately, though, Crowley knew a trick to get 'round the "sheet music" -- or, in this case, he knew the early warning system God programmed into the Earth, for just such occasions. He got to see the plans, just before his Fall -- in fact, his questions regarding the building and planned maintenance of Earth, not his stars, had been what got him cast out in the first place. And God hadn't even bothered to do the casting out Herself. That had stung worst of all -- that She left it to Metatron to kick him out of Heaven, rather than telling Crowley to his face he was being banished.

	 

	He didn't have time for this, he chastised himself harshly, pushing aside his Pity Party for One to another time. Snapping his attention to Muriel, he hissed, "Did you get a radio or television around here, after Aziraphale left?"

	 

	Muriel swallowed hard, shaking their head. 

	 

	"N-no." They brightened, then. "But I can go over the road and ask Nina. I believe she does."

	 

	Crowley nodded. "Go. Listen for reports of any strange weather patterns. Ask Nina to help you if you don't know what's odd for a region, but for my money, the news announcer will give you more than enough to go on. Did last time. Don't come back unless you hear something."

	 

	Muriel was off like a shot. Crowley heard the door open and shut, and miracled the sign to Very Closed. He needed to be alone, right now. Well, not really, but if he couldn't have his angel with him, he'd rather be alone. His anxiety was spiraling. He could already feel the tremble trying to break loose. He wasn't interested in anyone witnessing that.

	 

	Where the bloody Heaven are you, angel? Please tell me you're all right.

	 

	Pacing around the sitting area near Aziraphale's desk, his gaze kept bouncing between the silent phone on the desk and the darkening sky outside the window. That wasn't normal cloud cover -- not even for a stormfront. There was no electric sizzle in the air, no taste of rain to be had. He knew abnormal weather when he saw it -- he'd created enough of it over the millennia himself, either to further some demonic mischief or just out of sheer boredom.

	 

	A frown grooved the lines of his features deeper into his face as he stared up at the sky and the same tingle of celestial energy he'd been feeling for hours -- the energy he hadn't felt in over six thousand years -- coursed through him, just before the sun started to fade and darken in a way it should never, ever do. 

	 

	"Shit. That's not good," he muttered to himself, and instantly wondered if this was Heaven or Hell at work. No way would Aziraphale allow the angelic Host to play with the sun like this, so Crowley figured it was probably Hell. Still, he was left wondering who suggested the idea to them. After all, demons -- as a rule -- didn't have enough imagination amongst the lot of them to power a lightbulb, let alone think of something as simultaneously clever and catastrophic as putting out the sun.

	 

	Despite Crowley's erstwhile memos to the contrary, human beings beat Hell to every truly evil global -- or even regional -- work in history, barring Armageddon, which Crowley remained convinced reeked more of Heaven's doing than Hell's.

	 

	Before his eyes, the clouds started blurring, and he swore he could see the cosmos leaking through into the middle of the daytime. 

	 

	"See, now, that bloody well shouldn't be happening," he muttered to himself, wondering if he was just running mad. When he glanced at the people moving about on the street, they weren't reacting to the sky at all, which meant... Was he hallucinating?

	 

	"Huh. Haven't done that since 1827." He blinked, hoping to clear the vision, but it remained. His frown deepened as his gaze dropped to his mobile phone, still laying silent on the desk. "Where the deuce are you, angel? Why haven't you called me?"

	 

	Panic he tried to tell himself he didn't feel clawed at Crowley's insides, and images he was afraid to give in to played through his mind despite his wish. Sometimes, he wondered if God allowed him -- a demon -- to retain his imagination as an added punishment for asking so many questions. That imagination sure got him into a steaming pile of trouble more than once over the millennia.

	 

	It wasn't being much comfort now, either. 

	 

	"Mr. Crowley! Mr. Crowley!" The sound of Muriel's voice jerked Crowley's attention from his worried musing, and he instantly looked to his mobile phone, fear he'd missed a call from his angel tearing through him. 

	 

	Nothing. His eyes closed with anxiety rather than relief. Come on, angel. Call me. Give me a sign you're all right. 

	 

	He was losing his bloody mind, waiting for Aziraphale to call him back. Even without Aziraphale admitting it -- which he hadn't, yet -- Crowley knew Heaven wasn't kind to his angel. Just remembering what that arse, Gabriel, said to him, what the wanker was willing to let happen to who he thought at the time was Aziraphale, sent electric fury pulsing through Crowley's veins. Sure, Gabriel wasn't up there, anymore, but the fucking Metatron still was, and Crowley spent the last eight months terrified irreversible harm was being done to his angel.

	 

	Even the evidence of reversible harm made him livid. His angel was too thin and too jumpy for everything to be okay.

	 

	"What in Satan's name are you running around yelling about, now?" he demanded of Muriel, his irritability bleeding through. He ignored their flinch, this time. Aziraphale could be angry at him for upsetting Muriel, later. At least that would mean his angel was back, safe and sound, to be annoyed with him.

	 

	"S-s-sorry, M-Mr. Crowley. I just, you said to only come back if there was something happening. And there is. Something happening, I mean."

	 

	He tipped his head back and closed his eyes, counting backward from ten. He did that a lot, lately. Funny kind of world, that.

	 

	"I can see that, Muriel," he gritted out, trying to hold onto his temper. "I have eyes."

	 

	"Huh?" Muriel looked perplexed.

	 

	"The sun. Sky. Whatever." He waved a hand toward the strange, cosmic-looking clouds and darkening sun outside the window.

	 

	Muriel frowned, still looking confused. Satan preserve him, was this angel completely clueless? He watched them squint as they stared out the window before their gaze came back to him. "Are you feeling all right? I don't see anything."

	 

	Crowley frowned and ripped the shades from his face, wondering if his glasses were playing tricks on him. But no, he could still see the dark sky, riddled with pinpricks of light and swirling with nebulae he helped create so long ago he should have already forgotten them.

	 

	He hadn't, though, and they were right before him now, studding the sky like oddly shaded clouds, moving slowly across a sun now closing in on grey. His attention flew back to Muriel.

	 

	"You're telling me you can't see that? You can't see the nebulae in the clouds? Or the dark sun?"

	 

	Muriel looked again, before a cheery smile spread over their face. "Nope! Everything looks just the way it always does! Just the way it should!"

	 

	The panic he'd kept a tight rein on until now started to climb up Crowley's throat. Why was he hallucinating? He hadn't had anything -- not even alcohol -- in days. He'd been too stressed to do anything but sit or pace right where he was, waiting on contact from Aziraphale. There was nothing else he could do.

	 

	He was just reaching for his mobile phone when it began to ring. He pounced on it immediately, relief rushing through him at the sight of Aziraphale Mobile on the screen. Hitting accept, he shoved it against his ear with a rushed, "Angel. The sky is bloody fucked up."

	 

	"Yes, I know." Aziraphale's voice over the phone sounded far away for a moment, then louder as he said, "It's started. I called Adam. He's on his way to the bookshop, along with the others. As soon as they arrive, bring Adam and Dog to the lift. I'll meet you there."

	 

	Crowley pulled the phone away from his ear to look at it, frowning, then put it back to his ear. "Let me get this right. You're planning to sneak a demon, a hellhound, and the bloody Antichrist into Heaven?"

	 

	"Yes. Now, I must go. I need to call Madame Tracy."

	 

	A burst of jealousy flared in Crowley. He wanted to demand Aziraphale stay on the line with him, but instead he managed, "Who the bloody Heaven is Madame Tracy?"

	 

	"The lovely woman who let me borrow her body."

	 

	"I'm going to ignore that," Crowley quipped, relaxing with a roll of his eyes.

	 

	"As you please. She's a more gifted conduit than she believes. I need her to perform a very special task down there. The Legions of Hell will sense Muriel and... well, they'll sense Muriel. If Beelzebub was right about Hell being understaffed, they should deploy the bulk of their forces to Whickber Street. I asked Nina and Maggie to get as many of the shopkeepers and their staff as possible out of harm's way. I'm hoping most of the demons will focus on the bookshop, but..."

	 

	What Aziraphale planned to do dawned on Crowley and he grinned. Clever, clever angel! "You're using Muriel as bait, aren't you?"

	 

	"If you must be so crass, yes. Muriel already knows -- I spoke with them about it right after the meeting. They won't be in any danger."

	 

	"Not who I'm worried about being in danger, angel."

	 

	"Madame Tracy will be just fine, as well. If we can find the Almighty in time, we might just be able to stop the whole nasty business without too many human casualties."

	 

	"Still not who I'm worried about."

	 

	A moment of silence descended, then a huffed-out breath over the line, then a murmured, "I know. Right. I really must go. Things are going to start happening rather rapidly down there, Anthony. Please be careful."

	 

	"Right. Aziraphale?"

	 

	"Yes?"

	 

	"Whatever happens: You're what's made the millennia bearable. I love you."

	 

	"Likewise, dear one. Always."

	 

	With that, silence filled Crowley's ear and he knew Aziraphale had hung up. Dropping his hands -- one still holding his phone -- to the desktop, he hung his head for a moment as he fought down all the emotions coursing through him. Now wasn't the time for emotion. There'd be plenty of time for that when everything was finally over. He refused to accept they might fail. He and Aziraphale hadn't come this far only to fail when there was actually a chance for them.

	 

	"What did you have to tell me?" He finally asked of Muriel, whom he sensed still hovering in the background like an anxious puppy.

	 

	"It's the news. On the... telly, I think it's called?"

	 

	He clenched his hands into fists, listening to the quiet creak of his phone complaining of his grip. "What about it?"

	 

	He heard Muriel shifting around. "There's weird weather popping up all over. Wildfires everywhere. Hurricanes and tornados, too. There's a volcano someplace called Yellowstone, a-and," their voice trembled, and Crowley realized the angel was experiencing their first sense of existence-altering fear.

	 

	"And?" He prompted gently. He knew what this moment must feel like for Muriel. He'd first experienced such fear when he Fell. He'd almost forgotten what that fear tasted like, before it came roaring back into his life with a vengeance in 1941, staring down the terror of I'm not going to make it in time, then the potential of having to pull the trigger himself, and then the idea of never seeing Aziraphale again. And then the fire, five years ago... Crowley could feel the fine tremble go through his entire being. It wasn't lost on him that only one of his fears -- the least of them, in the end -- hadn't revolved around losing Aziraphale. 

	 

	Sympathy had him patiently waiting out the angel in front of him now, while Muriel collected themselves and managed a still wavering, "They... They even said there's a h-hurricane in the Middle East. T-they said it's never happened like this anywhere in the world, before. It's covering the whole region all at once, and the winds and floods are ripping out whole buildings and killing thousands of people. The... the reporter said it's 'off the scale.' What does that mean, Mr. Crowley?"

	 

	"It means," he muttered, turning to glare back out at the sky as his vision filled with a nebula he hadn't seen with his own eyes since he Fell, "it could already be too late."

	 

	Muriel cleared their throat nervously. "T-there's more, and I th-think the Supreme Archangel told us to watch out for it."

	 

	That got Crowley's attention. "Wot?"

	 

	"Nina said it was weird, that there was a man who walked out of the middle of the hurricane, not a scratch on him. I guess humans don't ever do that sort of thing?"

	 

	Crowley released a bark of laughter. "Walk out of the middle of a bloody Category Who-the-fuck-knows hurricane? Not likely, no."

	 

	"They're saying he's the Messiah. Just like the Supreme Archangel said."

	 

	"Stop calling him that." Crowley instantly regretted snapping at Muriel. Forcing himself calmer, he asked, "Who's calling this bloke the Messiah?"

	 

	"The newsman... He said that religious leaders are calling the man from the hurricane the Messiah. It's just like the... Mr. Fell said, isn't it, Mr. Crowley? Is he the Antichrist?"

	 

	Crowley snorted. "Not even. We dealt with that nearly five years ago. You met the bloody Antichrist right here in this shop. Kid with the dog."

	 

	Muriel blinked. "A-Adam?"

	 

	"That's the one. Turned out to be a half-decent kid, you ask me."

	 

	Muriel paled. "Then who...?"

	 

	"Not a bloody clue. But I'll bet Michael and that lot will know. Not that I'd go asking them any questions if I were you." He let his head fall back, rolling it against his shoulders to abate the growing tension there. It didn't do any good. The idea of Aziraphale up there, alone, with the very angels so intent on killing them both just a few years ago, had helpless rage tangling up inside Crowley. The last thing the world needed, right now, was him letting out everything he was feeling. Fixing his gaze on Muriel, he forced a sardonic smirk and deadpanned, "Take it from me. Your lot Upstairs don't like questions." 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Seven

	The Beginning of the End

	 

	 

	Soho, London -- Fifteen Minutes Later

	 

	Tracy Shadwell had left behind her maiden surname along with knee socks and school uniforms, round about the time she turned sixteen. She barely remembered it anymore. The time or the name. She'd been Madame Tracy -- no surname required -- ever since she learned how easy it was to let others pay her way if she just offered them the chance to natter on to people they thought could hear them on the other side. Other side of what, she'd not believed in until five years ago. After everything that happened at Tadfield, she dropped the title, along with the life of her sham Mediumship, and left London with the only man who'd ever been completely honest with her in her life.

	 

	He'd been adamant he wouldn't be caught dead living in sin with a reformed witch, so they'd had a hasty ceremony attended by young Newt and his girl, and the families of the children they befriended on that odd venture. Neither she nor her then-fiancé had been all too certain how to -- or indeed if they even should -- invite two supernatural beings to their wedding, and finally decided to just let that sleeping dog lay right where it was.

	 

	She'd been quite happy to forget her former life in London, until the day she received the unlikely phone call from Mr. Aziraphale, explaining that it was rather urgent she and her husband come to his bookshop in Soho and that Newt and Anathema would be, in his words "along to convey you to the shop, shortly." She'd admit to anyone who thought to ask how the invitation made her more than a little leery -- especially when Mr. Aziraphale revealed why they'd been invited to London and the part he wished her to play.

	 

	She still wasn't all that sure she wanted to be a conduit for anything, having already experienced that terrifying event and finding it most certainly not to her liking. But what was she to do? After all, it wasn't every day that an angel informed you that you'd be a conduit for some kind of important celestial energy. Or that the end of the world was once again around the corner. Honestly, you'd think God might be capable of cleverer and better organizational management than this.

	 

	She fidgeted nervously as they waited for someone to open the bookshop door. Mr. Shadwell, bless him, didn't comment on her nerves. Probably didn't even notice, the poor dear. Losing his place as a Witchfinder had been a difficult thing for him to adapt to, and he was already rather shy about most things, even back in the day. She'd bought him a tank full of tropical fish for their first anniversary, in the hope of perking him up a bit. He immediately took to lecturing the colorful things on all manner of things Witchfinder and witch. It was all a little barmy, but whatever made the dear man happy.

	 

	The door to the shop yanked inward and the tall, lanky gentleman who'd been so upset about his car -- and yet so adamant about killing poor Adam Young -- all those years ago glared at them both with a simmering annoyance she could read even with those dark sunglasses on. Why did he need sunglasses inside? There was a reason, she was sure of it, but she couldn't recall all that much about him from years ago. Mostly just the back of his head, as he seemed far more interested in talking to Mr. Aziraphale at the time.

	 

	"What the Heaven-- Oh, it's you. Where're the rest of them?"

	 

	"Just parking the car," she answered as cheerily as she could. "The children were going to take the bus. They should be here any minute. Is Mr. Aziraphale about? He said it was most urgent we get here today."

	 

	"Don' be talkin' tae tha' Son o' the Devil, Jezabel."

	 

	"I think that's probably more me," came an amused voice from behind them, accompanied by a yipping bark. Tracy turned to smile at Adam, Wensleydale, Pepper, and Brian. They were such lovely children, and so very brave, all things considering what they'd already gone through. And now this.

	 

	"Don't you mind Mr. Shadwell, children." She turned back toward the scowling man in the doorway. "Do you mind very much if we come in?"

	 

	"Suit yourself." He stepped back and held the door open, letting them in. His hand fell on Adam's shoulder as the boy passed him, making Tracy pause, too, as he said, "You. Antichrist. Take your dog and go wait over there."

	 

	Tracy followed his gesture toward the opposite corner of the street and instantly bristled. "He shouldn't go into a pub like that alone..."

	 

	"Trust me, he's not. Going into the pub, I mean." He nodded. "Go on." He shook his head at Adam's friends. "Not you lot. Stay here with the... assistant bookseller, there," he gestured toward the young woman in a loose, cream-colored blouse and baggy trousers held up by a set of bright, rainbow suspenders, her dark hair looking fit to topple out of its haphazard bun at any moment, before she disappeared upstairs, "until everyone else arrives."

	 

	"You can't tell us what to do," the lone girl in the group, Pepper, piped up.

	 

	"I can, I will, I did." 

	 

	Tracy could see the irritation rising on the man's face and had a creeping sense angering him wasn't the way to go. "All right, everyone. Let's just go inside and wait for Mr. Aziraphale. I'm sure Adam will be just fine with Mr....um..."

	 

	"Crowley," Mr. Aziraphale's strange friend provided, then jerked his head toward the inside of the shop as Newt and Anathema joined them. "Inside, the lot of you. Except you," he settled his attention on Adam. "Get moving."

	 

	Mr. Crowley backed into the shop a few steps, calling out, "Oi! Muriel! Keep an eye on this lot. Hand out the misters and start hauling down the rest. Call Maggie and Nina, too. Maggie's cell number is next to the phone. Aziraphale says they'll be 'round directly with the rest of the shopkeepers."

	 

	"I'm terribly sorry," Tracy stopped on her way past him. "But what's going on?"

	 

	Mr. Crowley, on his way out the door, stopped to glance at her. "Oh, yeah. Muriel's got Holy Water weapons and means to make more if needed. Expect Hell'll pop up, before long."

	 

	"Wicked!" Brian bounded past, headed toward where the young woman who Tracy guessed must be Muriel was coming down the winding staircase with an armload of what looked to be brightly colored water pistols and plant misters.

	 

	"You mean... Like last time?" Tracy wasn't too keen on facing another one of... well, whatever that thing had been that came up through the ground at Tadfield.

	 

	"Nah. That was Satan. This'll more like be the Damned. Ask Nina and Maggie when they get here. They remember." With that cryptic remark, he took off across the street in a saunter she assumed only the most confident of men -- or one who rightly didn't care what the world might assume of him -- might wear when moving about.

	 

	Frowning in concern, Tracy turned toward the bookshop, glancing up and down the quickly emptying street as shops flipped closed signs and wary, nervous-looking shop owners and their employees edged toward the bookshop. A chill spread up Tracy's spine as she realized these people were aware of something -- prepared for it, even -- she wasn't nearly as certain she was ready for. If she'd ever thought she had any ability to channel the dead, she could really use it, now.

	 

	******

	 

	To anyone looking in on the bookshop from the outside, it might appear Aziraphale had gathered nothing more than a random collection of society's rejects -- people for whom the world worked in ways entirely foreign to most of the planet -- and then sprinkled in a collection of artisans and tradespeople. And perhaps that was true. But the most important thing every single one of them -- apart from Sergeant Shadwell, whose ability was particularly limited unless nipples were somehow involved -- possessed, which Aziraphale believed vital to winning a war against both Heaven and Hell, was a healthy imagination. They were capable -- right down to Dog -- of conjuring up ingenious ideas on the spur of the moment. 

	 

	Something neither Heaven nor Hell had ever really been all that much good at, requiring millennia of planning for even the most thwartable Armageddon. 

	 

	Aziraphale knew that ideas were something both Heaven and Hell actively shunned. Heaven was too preoccupied with rehashing and repackaging the same old "Great Plan" they'd been peddling for thousands of years -- a plan Aziraphale had recently discovered, whilst going through some files erroneously delivered to him instead of the Metatron, was a complete and utter sham. Apparently, the entirety of the most current "Great Plan" -- the original Plan being utterly ineffable and as missing as the Almighty Herself -- had only actually existed for about two thousand years, cobbled together from a series of largely incorrect prophecies written by St. John of Patmos -- a lovely man, but honestly as capable of predicting the future as a large rodent was at predicting Spring. Still, his work had been repeated ad nauseum by the Metatron, Michael, and the like, until everyone in both Heaven and Hell just took it as a given that was how everything was supposed to go. 

	 

	As for Hell... well, the only imagination to come out of Hell in over six thousand years was Crowley's, and it was Crowley's ingenuity Aziraphale was relying on most to help him locate the Almighty and hopefully put a stop to all this apocalyptic nonsense once and for all.

	 

	But Aziraphale didn't share any of this with anyone. Not because he meant to keep it a secret but because, well, Aziraphale was -- for all his steadying calm at times when others were in crisis -- quite excitable when it came to devising plans. So, even as the Legions of Hell began rising all around the world, sending humanity into a general panic, he sent a single text -- he was quite proud of having figured out texting all on his own --to the group of humans and one angel in his bookshop that, in lieu of straightforward instructions,  contained just three words: Use your imagination. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Eight

	Into Hallowed Halls

	 

	 

	Crowley wasn't sure how he felt about this trip Upstairs, standing between Aziraphale and Adam on the ride up to Heaven, the former hellhound at Adam's feet eyeing him with vague suspicion. Last time he made this trip was during a desperate situation, calling for desperate measures. He'd needed to know why Gabriel had no memory while everyone else wanted the Archangel's head on a platter like John the bloody Baptist.

	 

	This time, he had the distinct displeasure of knowing not only was he walking into what would most likely be a battlefield where he was at a distinct disadvantage -- show him a demon willingly walking into the place  that created Holy Water, and he'd show you an idiot with a death wish -- but his angel was right beside him, in probably even more danger than his own damned arse.

	 

	"Don't suppose I need a disguise, this time," Crowley mused aloud, forcing sardonic humor into his voice to cover his uneasiness.

	 

	"Why on earth would you need a disguise?" Aziraphale seemed put-out by the very suggestion. "They're going to know it's you, anyway."

	 

	"What would you disguise yourself as?" Adam wanted to know, his eyes alight at the idea of disguises and adventures as Crowley glanced his way. "Me, I think I'd wanna be a pirate."

	 

	"In Heaven?" Aziraphale's attention turned to the boy in surprise. "What kind of disguise would that be?"

	 

	"We're going to Heaven?" Suddenly, the boy looked less enthused by this adventure. "Am I gonna die?"

	 

	"How old are you, again?" Crowley rolled his eyes behind his dark shades. "Of course you don't have to die. That's what the lift is for. You think they let demons just pop in whenever we like, or something?"

	 

	Adam's gaze fell to Dog. "Hmm. Guess not."

	 

	Before the boy could come up with any other strange ideas, the lift opened into Heaven's expansive emptiness and Crowley grimaced as familiar tension gripped him. As he told Adam, he didn't belong here. Not anymore. Yet, for a reason he couldn't figure out, he always felt almost welcome. Surely that was somehow because of Aziraphale, right?

	 

	"Back again, Crowley? You're becoming quite a regular visitor."

	 

	The sound of a voice jerked his attention from his thoughts, and a smirk that was pure bravado on his part slid over his lips as he looked back at the shriveled Archangel on a hovering chair. "Sorry. Still don't remember you."

	 

	The angel huffed out a breath and turned their attention to Aziraphale, even as Adam murmured, "Wicked! They have hoverchairs in Heaven?"

	 

	"I've been keeping an eye on things, as you asked," the Archangel told Aziraphale, ignoring Adam completely. "Michael and Uriel are definitely up to something, and I haven't seen the Metatron in a while, but the rest seem unaware anything's changed, quite yet. Imagine that won't last long once the Metatron realizes you've let a demon and a mortal in."

	 

	Crowley frowned at Aziraphale. "Angel, what's going on?"

	 

	"Saraqael's been assisting me in my preparations." Aziraphale beamed at him, looking totally pleased with himself.

	 

	"Oh, angel," Crowley muttered, lifting one hand to rub up under his shades at his eyes. "You really don't know how to stay out of trouble, do you? How do you know you can trust this one? They were part of Gabriel's trial, y'know."

	 

	"I can hear you, you know," Saraqael put in, clearly miffed.

	 

	"Have a gold star. Don't care if you hear me." He looked right at the Archangel. "You're an angel. I don't trust you."

	 

	"He's an angel, too," they pointed out, nodding toward Aziraphale.

	 

	"No," Crowley argued, glaring at the Archangel. "He's my angel. There's a difference. Him, I trust. You, I don't."

	 

	"Well, I do," Aziraphale stressed. "Saraqael's had my back more than once, up here."

	 

	The unintentional implication being, of course, that Crowley hadn't been there to protect him. Crowley winced. Yeah, he deserved that one, even though the mere idea of being an angel again felt somewhere worse than the worst hangover he ever experienced. At least the hangover, he could miracle away.

	 

	"Yeah, yeah," he muttered. "Fine. Let's get on with things, then. What do you need from me, angel?" 

	 

	"Right." Aziraphale laid a comforting hand on Adam's shoulder. "Adam, you and Dog stay here with Saraqael. They'll take good care of you while Crowley and I take care of a problem and collect something we're going to need for our friends down in the bookshop."

	 

	"Angel, this is lunacy," Crowley complained, sensing the tension radiating in the air farther away from them. They'd already drawn attention. "The only reason why we were able to stop Armageddon was because we were all together. We shouldn't be splitting off. Who knows--"

	 

	"We'll be just fine," Aziraphale shushed him, grasping his arm and tugging, to indicate he wanted Crowley to follow. He glanced up at Crowley through those blond lashes, his blue eyes brighter than ever and his expression set in a familiar, pleading pout. Crowley instantly knew he was done for, even before the angel murmured, "This is important, Anthony. Please. Just trust me."

	 

	Those words, combined with the pout and pleading blue eyes... Crowley knew he had no hope of resisting, even as his resolve to argue his point crumbled around him. 

	 

	"Of all the bloody half-arsed things I do for you," Crowley grumbled, but let himself be dragged along. Like he was letting his angel wander around in an angry hornet's nest -- so much for docile little bees -- without him there.

	 

	He followed Aziraphale, aware he should shake the angel's grip off his arm, but not the least inclined to give up that touch, no matter where they were or who might be watching. Fucked if he wasn't half-tempted to pull his angel around in his tracks, back him against the nearest pillar, snog him proper, and flip off the Metatron and his army of wankers for daring to interfere in their lives in the first place.

	 

	My angel, he settled for snarling silently, instead, overcome with territorial urges, here on enemy ground. You can't fuckin' have him, you bastard!

	 

	He blinked free of his thoughts, then, utterly disoriented by the maze of wide-open rooms and constantly shifting hallways -- all in shades of glowing white. Had it always been this white around here? He swore he recalled a place full of vibrant color and every hue of the cosmos, once. God had adored color, right? He had vague memories he couldn't be sure were even real, of Her praising him for his inspirations with the kaleidoscope of the nebulae and other cosmos. She'd called him My clever starmaker, and clever Baraquiel. 

	 

	He snorted, now, riddled with hate for that name. Memory in this place had the familiar taste of pitch and sulfur that always accompanied his Fall. His cleverness became a burden once he started asking questions, and from the instant he dragged himself from the burning pit of Hell, he promised himself two things -- he wasn't staying in Hell any longer than he had to, and Baraquiel, whoever he'd been, was dead.

	 

	******

	 

	Aziraphale glanced Crowley's way in concern as they moved through the corridors and open spaces of Heaven. The demon's attention seemed utterly elsewhere, yet he continued to take corridors as if he knew exactly where he was headed. Disconcerting, when he considered Crowley hadn't been in Heaven for more than an hour or two in greater than six thousand years, yet he was doing more of the leading, now, and they were moving further into areas Aziraphale, even as Supreme Archangel of Heaven, was quite sure he'd never been.

	 

	The walls and floors began to morph as they moved along, and white, sterile angles and lines gave way to softer curves in pale blues and greens, and streaks of bright red, like fingers running bloody streaks through all that serenity. Yet no part of it was alarming. In fact, Aziraphale began to suspect it all had a very familiar origin. A place neither he nor Crowley had seen in over six thousand years. Yet Crowley had led them both straight to it as if guided by an unseen hand.

	 

	The further they walked, the darker and lusher the greens became, and the more certain Aziraphale became of where they were going. Only...

	 

	Only, this place had been lost to all Creation since shortly after Adam and Eve were expelled, thanks to Crowley's serpentine intervention. Aziraphale's heart beat faster, and he glanced toward the demon at his side, whose demeanor grew more wary with every step as he became aware of their surroundings.

	 

	"Angel," Crowley's voice was a rough, hissing rasp. "Tell me this isn't--"

	 

	"Eden," Aziraphale breathed in wonder as they found themselves facing an impenetrable wall overhung by thick canopies of heavy, verdant plant life. On instinct, he reached for Crowley and nearly melted when the demon's fingers instantly interlaced with his. 

	 

	"What d'you s'pose happened to it?" Crowley was openly frowning at the overgrowth. "It was always well-maintained when you were in charge of it."

	 

	What had happened seemed perfectly self-evident to Aziraphale. The same Eden that gave birth to the Almighty's most beloved creations was now an inescapable prison, deliberately overgrown to keep in the only being who couldn't bear to destroy it.

	 

	And now he knew why he, of all the angels in Heaven and Earth, had been chosen by the Metatron to be Supreme Archangel in Gabriel's stead. An angry sound pushed from Aziraphale's mouth. "That bastard."

	 

	"Angel..." Crowley turned toward him, his yellow eyes glowing in the overgrowth with a mixture of awe and heat. "Did you really just growl?"

	 

	Aziraphale blinked. Had he? "I suppose I must have done."

	 

	"And which bastard, in particular, are you growling over?" The long fingers of Crowley's free hand danced over the angel's jaw and down his neck in a caress that leached away much of Aziraphale's anger and replaced it with a shiver entirely inappropriate to Heaven. He wanted so badly to feel that touch against skin he kept so carefully covered.

	 

	"The Metatron."

	 

	Crowley's expression darkened, lightning flashing brightly in narrowed eyes as his hand paused, his fingers warm against Aziraphale's neck, just above the collar of his shirt, as his other hand tightened around the Archangel's. "Ah. That bastard. Which of his particular sins has you so worked up?"

	 

	"I know why he forced my hand, got me here. Why he wanted me as Supreme Archangel." Fresh anger washed through Aziraphale. That the Metatron chose to use everything Aziraphale held sacred -- Eden, the bookshop, Crowley -- against him...

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	"Because I am physically incapable of destroying Eden. I can't even break the walls. I was tasked with protecting the Garden and everything that came from it. From the day Earth was created, I was commanded to protect Eden and all it housed with everything I am. I swore a binding oath only the Almighty can break." He looked at Crowley, unsure what to do next. He was utterly helpless in the face of this reality. There was no plan out of this one. "With so much overgrowth, I can't fly into the Garden, either. I can't get us into Eden, Crowley. Which means I can't get the Almighty out."

	 

	A dark smirk flicked to Crowley's lips. "And now I know why they wanted us kept apart, angel. Because I can get us in. Hold on."

	 

	"Crowley, what do you think you're..." Aziraphale's protest died off as Crowley released his hand and wrapped that arm around the angel, right there beneath the canopy of Eden's overgrowth. Then, as Crowley tipped his head forward so he could meet Aziraphale's gaze directly, pitch black wings unfurled from his back. However, rather than using them to fly -- which would have been pointless with the thick canopy of branches and leaves above them -- Crowley brought his wings forward to wrap around the angel in a protective caress. It was then that his intention registered, "Oh!"

	 

	Wrapping his arms around Crowley's waist securely, he nodded. Tenderness creeping into his smirk, Crowley lifted his free hand up. The snap of his fingers cracked with thunder and the electric strike of lightning echoed through the empty chambers of Heaven and bounced off the stone walls of Eden. In the flash of red-streaked light, they moved instantly from Heaven's corridors straight into the heart of Eden, where the gnarled old apple tree stood, weathered and choking on weeds, but with one shiny red apple gleaming from one of the overgrown, drooping boughs.

	 

	Aziraphale reluctantly peeled his grasp free of Crowley's waist as the demon's wings receded. The angel drew a breath to cover his racing heart and the familiar craving being so close to his demon always inspired in him. Now was neither the time nor the place to explore the feelings stuttering through him. Mustering a shaky, grateful smile for his demon, Aziraphale regretfully stepped away, looked around, frowned, and called out, "Lord? Are you here? It's Aziraphale."

	 

	"Raphael? Child, how... Ah, Baraquiel. Then My Once-Voice has truly corrupted all My children, save you, Raphael."

	 

	The glow emanating from somewhere ahead of them had Aziraphale instantly dropping his gaze in diffidence. One simply did not look into the face of the Almighty. To do so was considered the ultimate blasphemy.

	 

	"Not all, Lord. There are some who are still loyal," Aziraphale murmured.

	 

	"Speak for yourself, angel." Crowley's voice was hard and cold, and a glance the demon's way sent Aziraphale's heart skittering in fear for Crowley's safety. The demon was glaring belligerently -- and directly -- at the Almighty. "And Baraquiel is dead. I'm a demon. My name is Crowley."

	 

	Aziraphale didn't attempt to admonish Crowley for either his tone or his words. His demon had earned the right to speak however he wished to the Almighty. If She hadn't already struck him down for looking upon Her, Crowley wasn't likely in any danger. Forcing himself calm, the angel instead queried, "How did you end up here, Lord?"

	 

	"My Once-Voice. It was he who made pacts with Lucifer, who wished to take Job from My Grace. But My Once-Voice could not usurp My Will without a powerful miracle. He and Lucifer bided their time. I gather they knew of My plan for My Son to martyr Himself for humanity's sins. When He died, My Once-Voice and Lucifer were able to trap Me within My Garden with a miracle forged of Heaven and Hell and sealed with My Son's human blood."

	 

	Aziraphale shared a look with Crowley as dread and understanding crept through him. He and Crowley had, less than a year ago, performed a similar miracle together, to hide Gabriel. Fortunately, no human blood was ever spilled in the process, but now the unintended power of their miracle began to make sense. "H-how do Y-You get out? There must be a way!"

	 

	"I fear My Once-Voice will get exactly the war he wishes, for Lucifer's final revenge upon Me is that the only way to free Me requires the destruction of the angel who betrayed me -- the Metatron."

	 

	Aziraphale's heart plummeted. The only way to free the Almighty was to destroy the Metatron. They were going to have to fight, after all. Drawing a deep breath, he straightened his shoulders, and met Crowley's gaze. Seemed no matter how much they tried to avoid it, they were doomed to a war between Heaven, Hell, and Earth. But at least now, they would truly be fighting on their own side -- right alongside humanity.

	 

	"We'll set this right," Aziraphale promised, reaching out to grasp Crowley's hand again, interlocking their fingers with a gentle squeeze. A glance his demon's way saw the determined set of Crowley's features, and the angel knew he spoke for them both when he reaffirmed, "We'll set it all right, again."

	 

	******

	 

	Crowley waited until he had them both back outside Eden's grasp and they were moving through Heaven's corridors again before he glanced at his angel with a wry smirk. "I sure hope you've got a plan, angel, because I don't see how we're gonna pull this off."

	 

	Aziraphale's smile didn't reach his cerulean eyes, giving Crowley his answer even before the angel hedged, "I may have part of a plan."

	 

	"Fucking great," Crowley muttered, then blinked as he belatedly realized the blinding white was gone, again. Pitch darkness hung around him, now -- a familiar canvas he hadn't seen in so many millennia he thought it was just a dream he once had, until this moment.

	 

	"Angel, where the fuck are we? Where are we going?" Crowley's voice echoed in the vast darkness around them. Until just a short while ago, he'd forgotten Heaven housed anyplace other than the silver-white halls they'd first entered from the lift. Now, for the second time in less than an hour, he found himself somewhere that surprised him.

	 

	Still, something about this place felt even more familiar and welcoming than Eden -- as if he was returning to a place he should know.

	 

	"Nearly there, now," Aziraphale's voice floated through the vastness like the light around Crowley, growing brighter and more beautiful in soft pulses of color.

	 

	A gasp ripped from him when he realized where he was. Gazing into the heart of the first star, he managed a choked, "My nebula generator -- my very first star."

	 

	While God had allowed the design of this star to be copied and strewn across the universe, long-lived but still capable of death, She had loved his first creation -- cobbled from the same celestial dust as his soul and the light of his own heart -- so much She promised it would remain safe in Heaven, where death could not reach it.

	 

	After his Fall -- well, push, really, but potayto, potahto -- he assumed She destroyed it, and forced himself to forget about both the star and why he created it in the first place. He forgot a lot of things, actually -- no doubt by design, though he had no idea whose. It surprised him, all those millennia ago, when he recognized Aziraphale at Eden. 

	 

	Now, flashes of forgotten wonder streaked through him, and he reached out with one hand to feel the crackle of energy dance over his fingertips. His other hand, he tightened within Aziraphale's grasp. He needed his angel's reassurance right now. He didn't quite understand it, but he knew something important was happening as the starlight swirled around and through them both. Something rare and wonderful was taking place, though he couldn't say what.

	 

	"Why are we here, angel?" He thought he might know, but he wanted to hear the word from Aziraphale. After all, he knew his angel like the back of his hand, and whatever reason Aziraphale had for coming here had nothing to do with Crowley's perplexing certainty something was taking root. The tether he felt to this place, now that he was back, pulsed with a heartbeat in synch with his own, only faster.

	 

	He had a faint, barely discernible glimpse of something small at the core of his star, pulsing a faint lavender.

	 

	How odd. The only thing his star should be able to make were stars, and they did not look like that.

	 

	"It's the strongest source of power without a body in the universe," Aziraphale explained, drawing Crowley's attention from the star. "I thought I might give our human compatriots a helping hand."

	 

	"You're gonna use that Medium as a conduit for a bloody star? How d'you know you won't kill her?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. "I just do. It's a miniscule amount, and she's much stronger than she seems. I got the sense of that when she shared her body with me, before."

	 

	"That never sounds any less strange, no matter how you say it, y'know." Crowley shook his head, his lips tugging with a smirk. "All right, angel. So how d'you propose we get this starlight into her? Don't suppose Heaven's put in a post box in the past six thousand years or so?"

	 

	"Don't be silly," Aziraphale huffed with a roll of his eyes, and Crowley was struck with the urge to kiss that petulant annoyance from his face. He closed his eyes and suppressed a groan. He was losing his fucking mind. Now really wasn't the time for a snog, no matter how adorable his angel was being.

	 

	Or how desperate he was to hear Aziraphale whimper again.

	 

	He attempted to cover his lascivious thoughts with a bored sounding, "And just how long do we have until this Second Coming of yours starts?"

	 

	"It already has." Aziraphale didn't seem inclined to pay him more than the most basic attention, at the moment. The angel released his hand and immediately began gathering starlight into some manner of celestial container. "And it's not my anything, Crowley. I'm trying to stop it."

	 

	"About that. You're the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven. Can't you just... I dunno... call it all off?"

	 

	"Call it off?" Aziraphale's bright, cerulean eyes snapped his way, full of annoyance and swirling with periwinkle light.  "Crowley, really. You know what almost happened to Gabriel when he said 'no'. Besides, I've been trying to figure out how to put a stop to it for eight months. You have no idea how much power the Metatron wields around here."

	 

	Which, in Aziraphale's prissy way of avoiding coming right out with it, meant they were well and truly fucked on this one. Good thing he put his own plan into action back on Earth. At least they wouldn't have to worry about Hell, even if Aziraphale's plans for Madame Tracy went pear-shaped. "Right, then. What do you want me to do?"

	 

	"For now, just let me know if anyone's coming. The last thing we want is Michael or Uriel finding you in here before we can figure out how to deal with the Metatron."

	 

	A frown stole over Crowley's face. "About that. Don't you think dealing with that arsehole should've been the priority, over playing with starlight?"

	 

	Aziraphale shook his head as he finished closing the now-glowing container "The battle on Earth has already started, Crowley. If we don't deal with that, first, there'll be nothing left to fight for."

	 

	A valid point if he ever heard one. Suitably convinced, Crowley focused all his senses outward, actively hunting for signs of discovery or the approach of any other being. Nothing and no one would get near his angel without his permission. Not now. Not ever. It felt good, in a way, to be back to what he felt most right doing -- protecting his angel and the world they called home.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Nine

	His Mother's Word

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Beginning of the "Second Coming"

	 

	Muriel wasn't quite sure why His Excellency -- pardon, Mr. Fell -- thought they were worthy of the trust he'd given them. To be honest, they were quite nervous about the whole business of going against Heaven's orders. After all, wasn't something very like this the reason all those angels got kicked out of Heaven, into Hell, in the first place?

	 

	Still, Muriel admitted they agreed with Mr. Fell and Mr. Crowley. Earth was full of far too many wonderful and curious things to just be ended on a whim, and Mr. Fell made a good point about no one really knowing God's will -- or Her Ineffable Plan -- in quite a while. In fact, Muriel couldn't remember seeing any orders that hadn't been relayed through the Metatron since... Well, at least since the Crucifixion. They thought, anyway. It was hard to remember if any orders regarding Jesus came direct from the Almighty or not. But both Mr. Fell and Mr. Crowley seemed to think those orders were actually Hers.

	 

	Now, surrounded by humans who were looking to them for guidance, Muriel felt distinctly underprepared. According to Mr. Crowley, before he left to join Mr. Fell in Heaven, most of the demons would converge on the shop, once they organized enough on Earth, because it was currently Heaven's only active Embassy. Muriel wasn't sure how that was possible -- surely there were other embassies elsewhere in the world, right? -- but they trusted Mr. Crowley because the Supreme Archangel trusted the demon, and Mr. Fell had been nothing but kind to them, unlike most of the rest of the Archangels, who ignored their existence. Even Mr. Crowley, despite being grumpy -- and the fact he tricked them into taking him to Heaven that time -- had been far kinder than they'd been led to believe demons could be. He even answered their phone calls, over the past eight months while they were trying to figure out Earth and how to pass for human. They suspected he did so because he thought they were Mr. Fell. Still, he never hung up on them when he realized they weren't, and he always answered their questions without berating them for not knowing things, like a lot of the Archangels back in Heaven used to.

	 

	"I'm ever so sorry, dear, but do you have any idea what we're supposed to do, here? The shopkeepers are saying they saw what they're sure are demons milling along the street?" The older, blonde woman who'd come in with the younger humans, earlier, asked from Muriel's left side where the angel stood near the front door, unsure why they felt compelled to stand so near the door. Were they guarding it, or waiting for someone?

	 

	They would swear it was the latter but had no idea who they were supposed to be waiting for, or why.

	 

	Oh, they really did wish they were more certain of what was happening and their part in it! They weren't a warrior. They had no idea what they were doing here, in the middle of this war. Back in Heaven, Scriveners weren't warriors. They didn't fight. They were supposed to observe and record the details of the battle for the archives. 

	 

	Now, the Supreme Archangel and Mr. Crowley had left them in charge of the safety of all these humans, with no real idea how they were supposed to do that. Summoning as much of a confident smile as they could, they turned to the human woman beside them. 

	 

	"My name's Muriel, ma'am. You're Mrs. Shadwell, right?"

	 

	"Oh, yes, dear. Call me Tracy." Tracy took hold of their hand, giving it a comforting pat. "Mr. Aziraphale wasn't very clear on what we were actually meant to do, today, but then he doesn't often make himself clear, does he? His friend said you're the one in charge?"

	 

	Muriel swallowed hard, unsure how to answer. After all, Mr. Crowley implied they were, indeed, in charge before he left. Yet, Mr. Fell hadn't actually said they were supposed to do more than make sure everyone was present, and they'd done that already. In fact, they thought there might be rather more people here than there was supposed to be, but they didn't know, so they weren't going to complain.

	 

	"I... I'm not sure. I guess I must be, but I don't feel like I should be."

	 

	Right about then, there was a rapping sound from the front door, and they glanced up to see a dark-skinned man with dreadlocks piled in a loose knot atop his head, wearing a tweed jacket atop a vest and knit shirt of some kind, a thin, striped scarf in beige, brown, red, and yellow twined about his neck, and a pair of small, wire-rimmed, pink-glassed shades on the end of his nose. He winked at Muriel, flashing them a familiar smile they hadn't seen in over a thousand years.

	 

	Relief poured through Muriel, and they rushed to open the door. "Lord!"

	 

	"Muriel," the man murmured on his way past, his tone affectionate. "I found a few stragglers out near the end of the road. This is Lailah and Lucy. Hope you don't mind us joining you here. Raphael said you'd be needing a little help, soon."

	 

	"Yes, Lord. I'm so very glad to see you!" Muriel quite forgot themselves in their relief, flinging their arms around the man's neck and giving him what the humans called a hug before they saw the amused smirk on Lailah's face, realized what they were doing, and instantly backed off with a dismayed, "Oh, Heaven forgive me! I'm so sorry, Lord. I didn't mean any disrespect. I just..."

	 

	"Muriel, calm down," he reassured them with a kind smile. "A little hug never hurt anyone. I'm happy to see you, as well."

	 

	"Well, that makes one of us." The voice, from behind Muriel, was clipped and suspicious. Muriel flinched. In Heaven, using a tone like that when speaking with anyone higher than their own station would have got them reprimanded. It was still so odd, hearing humans just say whatever they felt like saying to whomever they felt like.

	 

	The Lord just looked past Muriel with a grin. "You needn't be afraid, Nina. I promise I'm not here to hurt anyone. Quite the opposite."

	 

	"I don't even know who the fuck you are. How do you know my name?" Nina returned, and the glare on her face when Muriel swung around sent panic lunging through the angel. 

	 

	"Nina, this is--"

	 

	"Isà Nazarene," the dark man interjected, holding out a hand to Nina as he strode past. "I'm an old friend of Raphael's. Oh, wait, sorry. I think you know him better as," he turned to look between Lailah and Muriel for verification, "Mr. Fell?"

	 

	Nina regarded him warily. "Mr. Fell seems to have a lot of 'friends.' Not sure Mr. Crowley'd be too happy to hear you say that, though."

	 

	Isà lifted one eyebrow in surprise, before a warm smile broke over his face. "Oh, I'm sure he wouldn't mind so much. Mr. Fell's my... Well, I guess you could say he's like my godfather, or an honorary uncle."

	 

	"Right." Nina looked past him, meeting Muriel's gaze, and the angel resisted the urge to flinch. "Mags and I will bring down the rest of the Holy Water then, shall we?"

	 

	The two women headed for the spiral staircase, Maggie mouthing a sorry behind her partner's back as they went. 

	 

	"Be careful, yeah?" Lailah called after them, a worried expression on her face.

	 

	 Muriel's attention was back on Isà. "Lord, I'm glad you're here. I have no idea what's happening, or what I'm supposed to do. Are you... Are you here for the Judgement?"

	 

	He sighed, removing his shades and tucking one earpiece of them into the gap where his shirt was unbuttoned before rubbing a weary hand over his face. "There's not going to be any Judgement, Muriel. There was never supposed to be."

	 

	Muriel gaped at him. "B-but... Lord, the Great Plan! Aren't you--?"

	 

	"Muriel," Isá broke in gently. "There was never a Great Plan. Not like you've all been duped into believing, anyway. Yes, originally, the universe was supposed to be an experiment, but Mother loved it too much. She changed Her mind, and decided the universe -- that Earth -- was never going to end. My Celestial Parents have no intention of destroying my Mother's creation. Father might have done, after what the humans did to me, until He learned everything that happened was Mother's choosing. I was, and am, the price paid for humanity to be absolved of Judgement."

	 

	Muriel looked between him and Lailah. Maybe the Son of God had been on Earth too long to know. Surely the other angel knew about the Great Plan, though. "B-but the Metatron..."

	 

	He nodded. "I know. The Metatron and several of the higher Archangels succeeded where Lucifer failed. With Hell's help, they've taken over Heaven and imprisoned my Mother somewhere. I haven't heard from Her in a very long time, and my last word from Father, in 1967, was a gibberish mess, due no doubt to the Metatron's mucking about. I haven't been back since the Resurrection, and I dare not return until this mess is resolved. Now, I imagine we've got less than a minute before those streets out there turn into literal Hell, so we all need to prepare ourselves."

	 

	"Listen to him, Muriel," Lailah urged gently. "He's right. There's no time to really explain all the lies the Metatron has told, and--"

	 

	"People, we have a problem," Nina yelled from upstairs just then. "There're demons every-fucking-where out there!"

	 

	"Punctual bastards." Isá's expression turned hard, a dangerous glint entering his dark eyes as a rim of bright purple ringed his irises and golden, six-pointed stars lit his pupils, his forehead glowing faintly. "Lucy, we need you safely out of the way -- why don't you take that bag of table linens Mademoiselle Justine has to the back and start making bandages, in case we need them? Mind you stay away from the windows or doors. Lailah, you're with me. We're going to have to go back out there. Muriel, you go on upstairs and stand ready to make more Holy Water as the humans need it."

	 

	"Yes, Lord!" Muriel didn't bother with pushing their way through people to get to the stairs. Instead, they let their wings unfurl, ignoring the gasps from the humans around them, and lifted right into the air, careful to avoid the chandelier in the center of the high ceiling as they headed for the upstairs balcony, nodding to Nina and Maggie even as they landed in the space between the two women. Nina was carefully tossing down Holy Water filled weapons to the humans on the shop level, while Maggie had taken up position a step inside one open window, a bucket of water balloons at her feet and a determined expression on her face as she tucked her hair up into a headscarf.

	 

	As they headed in the direction of the upstairs washroom, Muriel could hear Isá instructing the humans where to go and how to utilize the Holy Water best. Relief washed through Muriel to know the humans at last had a capable commander, familiar with battles between Heaven and Hell, to rely on.

	 

	Just before they ducked into the washroom with a basin full of empty balloons they'd miracled up to fill, they heard Isá's calm, "Now, Tracy, I'm going to ask you to stand in the middle of that circle and not move, no matter what. I promise you're perfectly safe there, and it's vital you not step outside the circle, okay, luv?"

	 

	Muriel didn't hear Tracy's response. As they entered the washroom, they stopped, their gaze fixing on the sink faucet as a sudden inspiration settled in their mind, startling them. The faucet was connected to the building's pipes, which were connected to larger pipes in the streets, which in turn connected to the larger water supply system of the entirety of London, at least. What if they were to lay their hands on that pipe, and bless backward along the pipe, sending a wave of Heavenly energy hurtling through London's pipes and turning the entire city's water supply into Holy Water? They could only keep that up for an hour or two, at most, and they would need someone else here to help them continue to fill weapons, but...

	 

	"Nina! Can you have someone else come here, please? I need some help."

	 

	A roaring scream from outside the window told them Maggie had released her first volley of balloons.

	 

	"Right!" Nina yelled back, followed by a "You three! Oi, kids! Get your arses up here. We need help restocking munitions, and one of you needs to be on that other window!"

	 

	There was a clamber of feet on the wrought-iron stairs, then the bespectacled human teenager who'd arrived with Adam Young -- what was his name? Wensleydale? -- arrived in the doorway to the washroom, panting slightly. "What d'you need, Miss?"

	 

	They didn't correct him -- now wasn't the time. Instead, nodding to the plastic tub of balloons, Muriel just instructed, "Fill those. I can't take my hands off the pipes. When you take them out, see if someone has a mobile phone. Have them call as many people in London as they know or can and tell them to start spraying down the streets and such with water." 

	 

	He nodded, and set to work, while demonic screaming echoed around the building and streets outside, and Muriel squeezed their eyes closed, pouring every ounce of Heavenly energy they had to give into the pipes, even as painful heat and pressure built in their head, the growing light against the inside of their closed eyelids confirming their halo was activated. They could only hope the halo gave them enough extra power to keep going. Even if they poured out the last of themselves into this, they would not fail the trust shown them by the Supreme Archangel and the Son of God. They would see this through for as long as it took, no matter how painful it became.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Ten

	A Paradise Lost

	 

	 

	Starlight Chamber, Heaven 

	 

	Crowley hadn't a clue how much time passed since they'd come in here -- he'd forgotten just how turned around the absence of time could make any being, after all the millennia of structured time on Earth -- but he sighed in relief and dropped his active searching when Aziraphale turned toward him with a pleased smile on his face and a glowing container clutched to his chest.

	 

	"All done then, angel? Can we finally get out of here?" He wasn't going to tell his angel that being around his former creation was making him ache for part of what he'd once been. Not the angelic part. Never that. But the feel of the stars. The smell of them. The sound when they sang to him. Yeah, he missed all that, right now. He already knew his angel knew him better than any other being in all Creation and knew a small part of him would always miss his stars. There was no point mentioning it. It wasn't like Aziraphale hadn't tried to give them back to him. Crowley knew his own choices were just as much to blame for their eight months apart as Aziraphale's were, because while he didn't belong here anymore, he'd been wrong to try denying his angel the chance to embrace his own truth. Aziraphale had needed to come back here, to see just how much better than this place he actually was -- how much stronger, and more beautiful, he already was than the twisted caricatures who called themselves Archangels would ever be.

	 

	"Yes, all right." Aziraphale's voice was as quiet with understanding and acceptance as it always had been. Did it make Crowley weak that he wanted to cling onto both so fervently? Better question -- did he even care if it did, as long as he got to be with his angel? 

	 

	Pondering his own unexplored feelings -- after all, he'd spent eighty-three years ignoring them and another eight months hiding from them in whatever bottle of alcohol he could get his hands on -- Crowley followed his angel silently as they returned the way they'd come. He was barely aware of the motion of his own feet, until Aziraphale came to an abrupt halt, jerking Crowley's attention back to his surroundings before he stumbled into his angel. They were back at the glow-y globe thing.

	 

	He blinked. Had he been lost in thought all that way? That was unlike him. Still... He sighed. "What've you got planned, angel?"

	 

	"Remember the portal in the bookshop?"

	 

	"Beneath the carpet? Yeah. What of it?"

	 

	Aziraphale looked utterly pleased with himself. "I thought I might use it."

	 

	"For wot?"

	 

	"To give our dear Madame Tracy a little boost in celestial power, to take care of Hell."

	 

	Crowley blinked at him. Was Aziraphale serious? "How, exactly?"

	 

	Aziraphale brandished the container of starlight. "With this."

	 

	Crowley's gaze narrowed thoughtfully on the container. "You're serious about this, aren't you?"

	 

	His angel tsked at him. "I told you, I've been working on a Plan."

	 

	"Please stop pronouncing things like they've got a capital letter. I'm begging you, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale ignored him. "According to the Heavenly archives, it's entirely possible to gift a receptive human vessel with Divine power, to do great works in times of terrible trials. It must be someone highly in tune with the spiritual realm, though, oddly enough, it doesn't actually say they need to be someone of holy standing."

	 

	"And we know she's in tune becaauuse..."

	 

	"She's already been possessed by an angelic being." Aziraphale returned smugly.

	 

	"She's what?" Saraqael was looking between them as if trying to decipher one of those complex foreign films without subtitles. Not that it was very difficult for a being who spoke every language on the planet, but sometimes the nuance was lost, despite knowing the language. "Angels can't possess humans. It's not permitted!"

	 

	"Yeah, Aziraphale here took the old girl for a ride to Tadfield, a few years back." Crowley flashed Saraqael a sly, proud grin. He hadn't given what Aziraphale did proper appreciation, back then. Possession was all too commonplace for a demon. He hadn't stopped to consider what a monumental thing it was for an angel to do it. He'd just wanted his angel back, at the time.  

	 

	"Wicked awesome," Adam's voice broke into his thoughts. "Wondered about that."

	 

	"Yes, yes. Anyway, the point is, she's a far more receptive vessel to Divine energy than she knows." Aziraphale turned toward the globe. "Now, I just need to fine tune this in, and hope she's close enough to the portal."

	 

	Crowley moved to peer over his shoulder, drawing in a breath of Aziraphale's comfortingly familiar scent in the process -- even after months in Heaven, his angel still smelled of old books and bergamot. He'd never admit how much he needed at least that much contact to reassure him, now they were here in Heaven. "How do you plan to get it in her, exactly?"

	 

	"I already told you. I thought I might use the portal."

	 

	"Got that part. But doesn't she have to be in the portal, with it active, to send anything like that?"

	 

	A small frown creased Aziraphale's brow. "To be honest, I don't know, but I've got someone down there to make sure she's in the circle, just in case."

	 

	"Can you even activate the portal from this side, angel?"

	 

	"I don't know that, either." Aziraphale looked his way, a hint of worry but the familiar spark of excitement back in his blue eyes. "But we're about to find out."

	 

	Crowley smirked to himself. Here they were, facing imminent Heavenly peril, and he was going all gooey inside just watching his angel's innocent -- albeit inappropriately timed -- sense of wonder return. He'd missed that spark, ever since they broke each other's hearts, eight months ago.

	 

	Aziraphale gingerly tapped the glowing globe, spreading his fingers outward to bring first England and then London into view. One more swipe, and they were looking down at the bookshop. It looked so tiny from here. And was that...? Crowley pushed his shades down his nose with one finger, to peer over the top of them at the image, dread spiraling through him. The streets outside the bookshop were draped in unnatural darkness and teeming with demons. Demons who appeared to be... Crowley grinned as light flashed on several sides, and demons melted down right there in the street.

	 

	"Bloody brilliant. The Holy Water worked! Wot now, angel? How do we make this thing work to get the starlight down there?"

	 

	Aziraphale glanced over at him. "I'm afraid I have no idea."

	 

	"You've been the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven for eight bloody months, angel. You came up with this entire plan to stop the Second Coming. What the Heaven do you mean, you don't know?"

	 

	Aziraphale glanced away. "Michael and the Metatron... They didn't want me using the Earth Observational System. After what I did last time, they said I was too reckless. Though I believe they were more worried I might... have second thoughts."

	 

	Crowley cocked one eyebrow, even as he felt the bubbling churn of hellfire stirring in his veins. Was Aziraphale trying to say the Metatron held him prisoner for eight months? "Second thoughts?"

	 

	"About us."

	 

	The churning edged toward a full-on brimstone and lightning cyclone, rising through him in protective rage. This wasn't the time for deep, personal conversations, but Crowley promised himself he'd get the answers he wanted from his angel, later. Just as soon as this current disaster was over.

	 

	"Perhaps I can be of assistance with the portal," Saraqael offered, drawing both of their attention to the only other angel currently in the room. "The Heavenly Host are starting to assemble on the Plains of Heaven, Your Grace."

	 

	"Thank you, Saraqael," Aziraphale noted with a grateful glance toward the other Archangel, before informing Crowley, "No one knows how to use the Earth Observation System as well as Saraqael does."

	 

	"Right," the other Archangel put in. "Now move aside and tell me who you want to send that starlight to."

	 

	As Aziraphale began describing Madame Tracy to Saraqael, Crowley turned toward the open space around them, his gaze narrowing and a hiss winding its way through him. They weren't alone. He sensed the approach of a powerful, malicious energy. He couldn't see it, yet, but it was getting closer with every passing moment, and he knew the last time he felt this particular evil.

	 

	"Better hurry it up, angel," he hissed to Aziraphale, putting himself between the direction he sensed the evil and his angel. "We're about to get a visitor."

	 

	No sooner were the words out of his mouth than another voice boomed in the open space, echoing ominously. "Cease this insolent treachery at once!"

	 

	Adam turned to look as Dog growled low in his throat, the reminiscent growl of the much-larger hellhound he'd once been. Adam's brow furrowed as he glanced Crowley's way. "Who's the old bloke in the white suit? That the Meta-whatever arsehole?"

	 

	"One and the same," Crowley replied in a low hiss of his own, his skin starting to darken with thick, serpentine scales along his arms and neck. His tongue flickered out, testing the air. Something wasn't right. He tasted... sulfur and ash. Two scents he should never find in Heaven. His eyes widened behind his shades. There was another demon around here, somewhere. Or there had been very recently. Not just some low-level lackey, either. Only the Dukes of Hell smelled that strongly of sulfur. "Aziraphale, something's--"

	 

	"I can't say I'm surprised to find you disobeying orders, Raphael," the Metatron spat the name out like an epithet. "You've been a thorn in my side since you came back, always whining about how we don't need a war. I expected as much from you. All I had to do was keep you away from him." A dark expression halfway between a smirk and a scowl settled over the Metatron's features as he glanced Crowley's way, before looking back to Aziraphale. "And what did you think was going to happen? Did you think he was going to love you? Him? This vile, tainted creature? He's not even capable of love, you fool! You let yourself be tempted, led astray, but repent and--"

	 

	"No."

	 

	Crowley turned in surprise at the feel of Aziraphale's fingers across his lower back, even as his angel stepped out around him, light and power beaming from him and his eyes a swirl of his cerulean blue and a periwinkle purple. Crowley's body shook in a combination of surprise and the effect of the power radiating from his angel, awe and love trembling through him.

	 

	"Remember your place!" The Metatron barked the words at Aziraphale.

	 

	"I know my place." Aziraphale's voice was quiet, but the thread of steel running through it rang all the clearer. "And you're wrong about Crowley. He's not vile or tainted. He's not unforgivable, as he believes, either. And he's capable of more love than you will ever find in that dark, shriveled thing you call a heart. And even if he couldn't love me, I would still choose him, no matter how many lifetimes, because I love him, and love doesn't come with conditions. Not if it's real."

	 

	"Without me, you're nothing," the Metatron spat, and his gaze shifted again. He clicked his tongue at Saraqael, his expression icy. "And you... After everything Heaven's done for you, Saraqael. After I let you stay, took pity on you after your part in the Rebellion. Here you are, betraying me."

	 

	Saraqael's eyes narrowed, and their chin lifted. "You pitied me. That's the problem. I didn't need anyone's pity. And he," they nodded toward Aziraphale, "treated me like an equal. More than anyone around here's done since the Rebellion. Most of you lot can't be bothered to even remember my name."

	 

	"That's not right," Adam put in, his brow furrowing at the injustice. "You should always make sure you remember people's names. Especially if they work for you. That's just good manners."

	 

	"And is being remembered worth all of this?" The Metatron's voice dripped with open scorn as he ignored the boy. "To be labelled a renegade, again? To Fall? Because of this disgrace?"

	 

	Crowley's entire body tensed in instant hate, and a hissing snarl issued from him as he moved back in between Aziraphale and the Metatron. "If anyone's Falling around here, you evil wanker, it's gonna be you. I can practically smell Hell on you--"

	 

	"Would. You. Get. Out. Of. My. Way!" Without warning, the Metatron did two intricate gestures and drew upward, hard, sending Crowley crumpling to the floor, shades clattering across the floor as a pain like hot talons twisted around inside his very soul, trying to find leverage to rip him downward through the floor. 

	 

	A gasping groan of pain stuttered from the demon. He knew that demonic spell. Every demon in Hell learned to fear it. The last time he'd personally felt its fiery grip was Edinburgh, in 1827. The secret of how to do a demonic retrieval was known only to the Dark Council and Satan Himself. It certainly had no place in Heaven or being done by any angel. It was meant to bring an unruly demon to heel, to push them further under the Dark Council's collective boot by reminding them who owned them. Edinburgh might have been the last time, but it was far from the only time Crowley had ever felt those burning talons close around him.

	 

	It also had a loophole, though, because it only worked on demons beholden to Hell. And he was not. His chain of sin broke after he and Aziraphale stopped Armageddon.

	 

	Of course, just because he wasn't beholden to Hell anymore didn't mean he wasn't a demon, or that he lost any bit of who he was as either demon or angel. His blood ran with hellfire, lightning, and the power of the cosmos.

	 

	A dark laugh, reminiscent of the deepest, darkest pits of Hell, rose from inside of Crowley as he struggled to his hands and knees, the pitch-black of Hell-laden blood dripping from his mouth to the pristine white floor of Heaven with an acidic hiss. Pushing himself straight up on his knees, he sat back on his heels as he wiped the foul blood from his mouth with the back of one hand, then flung both of his hands up and out, feeling the grind of time winding rapidly to a stop. Staggering up from the floor completely, he cracked his neck, drew in a breath, coughed out another spatter of blood, then wove his way across the space between himself and the Metatron, leaning enough toward the frozen being to hiss, "You should have just destroyed me. Hell doesn't own me, anymore."

	 

	He lifted his hand, feeling the stretch of demonic claws elongating as he sized up where to strike to yank the bastard's heart -- assuming he even had one -- from his chest, but a voice from behind him brought him to a shocked halt.

	 

	"Anthony, wait..."

	 

	He blinked, sure he was hearing things. Only God should be immune to him stopping time unless he bade it. Even Adam was frozen still. Yet, when he glanced over his shoulder, there was his angel, fretting at his side as if time flowed perfectly normally for him.

	 

	"How are...? Y'know what, I don't even know why I'm surprised," he muttered, then shook his head. He started to smirk at his angel, but the wet slide of dark blood over his lips had him jerking his head around the other way instead, so Aziraphale couldn't see his face. Shit. He must look like the monster he was, right now. "Don't look at me, angel. Please. Not like this."

	 

	"Anthony," the tender way Aziraphale said his name sent a tremor through Crowley, and he nearly sank back to his knees again. He'd never heard his name whispered with that much reverence in his entire existence. Then warm hands were cupping his face, turning him back to look at his angel, again, and he was helpless to stop them. He winced, braced for fear, revulsion, or some combination thereof. After all, he was about as far a sight from the angel he'd once been as he could possibly get, right now -- his serpentine skin on display, his shades lost, fingers tipped in sharp claws, and dark, demonic blood still oozing from his lips with every breath. 

	 

	"I'm hideous," he rasped, trying to break Aziraphale's grasp again.

	 

	"I meant what I said in 1941, Anthony. Don't ever hide from me. You're beautiful exactly as you are," the angel shushed him gently. "But if you kill the Metatron like this, it solves nothing. I have a Plan."

	 

	"Must you keep pronouncing the capital letters?" Crowley groused without any real heat behind it, blinking rapidly to try and stave off the burn of tears. Aziraphale was looking at him like the angel meant his words of acceptance, rather than waiting for him to turn into some dead-and-gone angel from an eternity ago. He cleared his throat, coughing to cover the roughness as he muttered, "All right, then, let's hear it."

	 

	"You can't destroy him, Crowley. Not like this. To these angels, it doesn't matter if you're no longer beholden to Hell. You're still a demon. If you destroy the Metatron with your own hands, they'll simply see it as an act of war. You'll make him a martyr."

	 

	Crowley wasn't the least bit surprised Aziraphale already had this figured out. His angel was the cleverest being he'd ever encountered. Still, he didn't think he liked what the angel was implying, right now. He frowned, shifting his glare to the Metatron's frozen form. "What are you suggesting?"

	 

	"I have to do it."

	 

	Crowley's abused gut clenched painfully, and he instantly shook his head. "No, angel. I won't let you get bl--"

	 

	"Crowley. Anthony," Aziraphale's whisper slid over him, cutting his protest off and weakening his resolve. He would give his angel anything just to hear him speak like that. Anything but letting him bear the weight of taking a life. Anything but let him get blood on his hands. It'd taken him four years, after all, to get past the fact he'd had to ask Aziraphale to kill Adam, back at Armageddon. Aziraphale's next words nearly obliterated him. "It's not your choice to make. I got on the lift that day already aware I'd have to figure out some way to destroy him. I just didn't realize at the time exactly how important it would become or know how I would manage it. But I've been preparing myself, mentally, for this moment for eight months."

	 

	"No. Aziraphale, please. You can't. You're meant to be healing things. You said it yourself -- you've never killed anything in your life. I... I can't let you do this, angel. I can't let you get blood on your hands." He lifted his hand to press against Aziraphale's hand on his face. "Not for me. Not even for the world."

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled softly. "Oh, love, we both know I'm not as innocent as either of us would like to believe. I've been in war, before, and my hands are far from clean. Besides, the only way to free the Almighty from Eden and keep the Earth from being destroyed means we have to get rid of the Metatron and keep any Heavenly battle here in Heaven."

	 

	The truth had never hurt so bad, before. Worse than any pain he'd ever felt. Worse than Falling had. Worse than the moment he thought Aziraphale was destroyed in the bookshop fire, five years ago. Yet, Crowley knew there was no other choice. Holding tight to his angel's hand against his face, he finally nodded, staring into the brightest cerulean blue, dancing with gentle light. "All right, angel. What do you need me to do?" 

	 

	"I need you to direct a lightning bolt my way."

	 

	Crowley froze, his entire being seizing in terror. They'd been down this road once before, and the memory of looking down a rifle barrel, aware there was no miracle in the wings to save Aziraphale if things went horribly wrong, sent a tremor through Crowley that almost released his freeze on time prematurely.

	 

	"Tell me you didn't just say what I think you did."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. "I did."

	 

	Crowley tipped his head back and closed his eyes. "Why does it feel like I'm always being told to shoot at you, angel?"

	 

	"In this case, I'm afraid it's unavoidable. I don't have the means to generate anything with a destructive capability, myself. The sword was all I had, and, well..."

	 

	"You gave that away six thousand years ago. Yeah, I know." Crowley sighed and rubbed his eyes. "So how is my shooting lightning at you going to result in this wanker being permanently destroyed?"

	 

	"This." Aziraphale pulled a round, slightly concave silver surface roughly the size of a tea plate out of the inside pocket of his suit.

	 

	Crowley frowned. "Where did you get that?"

	 

	"From an old friend."

	 

	"How mysterious." Crowley eyed him with amused suspicion.

	 

	"Not the time, Crowley. What I need you to do is direct a lightning bolt at the surface of this mirror. It'll be reflected at an angle directly toward the Metatron, reducing him to ash."

	 

	Crowley sighed. "Good plan, angel."

	 

	"Thank you."

	 

	"Except the Metatron's been getting lessons from someone really powerful, Downstairs. What he did to me? That's not something just any demon can do."

	 

	"Meaning?"

	 

	"It's unlikely a little lightning blast is going to destroy him." Crowley scowled over at the Metatron. He could feel time starting to tick up again. They needed a resolution, and fast. Fortunately, he had one. It was messy, and potentially as problematic as just ripping the bastard's heart out, and he was certain his angel wasn't going to like it. Still, they didn't have time for better options. "Look, we'll do the lightning, okay? It'll stun him long enough. But let me handle the rest. We can tell your lot whatever you want, afterward."

	 

	Aziraphale looked uncertain for a second, then nodded, reaching to touch his hand to Crowley's cheek. "I trust you."

	 

	Crowley pressed a swift kiss he didn't want to contemplate the normalcy of right this moment to his angel's palm, before they separated and went back to where they'd each been right before time stopped, except with Crowley standing, this time. Once he was sure Aziraphale had the mirror in position, he let energy crackle to life through his body, even as, in lieu of his crank, he clapped his hands together hard, restarting time and -- before anyone had a chance to so much as blink -- sent a lightning bolt crackling toward the small mirror, hoping with everything in him he wouldn't miss.

	 

	At least he had better aim with lightning than he had with a bloody rifle.

	 

	The air sizzled with the crack of the electric charge rebounding, before it slammed into the Metatron, sending him flying off his feet from the impact. Before he even landed, Crowley opened his mouth and released a burning stream of hellfire, jetting out like dragon's breath, to envelope the Metatron. 

	 

	"Saraqael," he heard Aziraphale call out behind him, even as he swallowed back the rest of the hellfire with a grimace at the brimstone taste of it as the ash that had been the Metatron swirled on the air and settled to the floor. "Where's the starlight?"

	 

	"On its way, Your Grace. It should be finished transferring... now!" Saraqael let out a triumphant cry. "That's done it!"

	 

	"And not a moment to spare," Aziraphale agreed with a glance Crowley's way the demon read immediately. Their human companions and Muriel were under attack even while time was stopped in Heaven, and no embassy barriers were going to keep Hell -- or their no doubt thousands of zombified human agents -- out for very long.

	 

	"We've got our own problems, angel," he reminded Aziraphale, unable to keep the edge of worry out of his voice as the Host of Heaven started materializing before them, led by the lesser Cherubim and Principalities, with the Archangels -- those cowards, Crowley hissed to himself -- hanging in the back.

	 

	"I've got this," Aziraphale murmured, and before Crowley could even absorb what he'd said, the angel was out in front with no concern for his own well-being, holding his hands aloft.

	 

	"Angel..."

	 

	Aziraphale ignored his panicked outburst, light shining from him and his eyes swirling with periwinkle.

	 

	"This is not the will of the Almighty." The Supreme Archangel's voice carried throughout the ivory walls, bounced from pillars like starlight spread in darkness. Crowley could only stare at him, let his gaze lovingly trace every inch of his angel's glowing face and marvel that this beautiful creature could love something as broken and flawed as him. That his angel could forgive him everything he'd ever... 

	 

	Fuck. All this time... Angel, I'm so sorry. I didn't understand.

	 

	"...you have been deceived by the grasping desire for power and control by the Metatron and the Archangels who followed him." Aziraphale's words dragged Crowley's attention back to his surroundings with a suddenness he was surprised didn't leave a snap in its wake. Just how long had Aziraphale known Heaven was corrupt? Had all his comments about Heaven being a place of goodness and justice been a smokescreen to keep the powers trying to corrupt it from realizing he knew? 

	 

	All this time, angel?

	 

	Add communication to the list of things they needed to have a serious talk about when this was over. Not that Crowley considered himself particularly skilled in that area, but still, it would have been nice to know Aziraphale didn't mean any of those things he said about Heaven being the "good guys."

	 

	Aziraphale's words drew a murmur from the Choirs of lower angels, and several edged nearer to their side of the room.

	 

	"The Almighty has only ever required us to look upon Her creations with love, forgiveness, and favor," Aziraphale continued, either unaware or uncaring of the murderous glares sent his way from the likes of Uriel and Sandalphon. Crowley's gaze narrowed on the flash of silvery-white suit and chestnut hair disappearing around a corner at the back. Michael. No doubt off in search of a Metatron they would never find.

	 

	"Wrap it up, angel," he muttered. "Pretty sure trouble's headed our way."

	 

	"Who's he talking about, anyway?" Adam glanced between Crowley and Saraqael.

	 

	"God, of course." Saraqael looked at him pityingly. "Don't you even know your own Creator?"

	 

	"I always thought God was an old man with white hair and a long beard."

	 

	Crowley couldn't help chuckling at the Archangel's scandalized expression. Personally, Crowley always found human depictions of God hysterical. But, then, he was a demon, so there wasn't much about supernatural misrepresentations he didn't find amusing. To Saraqael he muttered, "It's a human thing. 'Sides, She didn't create him. Satan did."

	 

	The shock on Saraqael's face was priceless as they realized just who they helped smuggle into Heaven.

	 

	As an entire Choir of lesser angels broke free of the ranks of the Heavenly Host and hurriedly fell into ranks behind them -- Crowley wasn't quite sure how he felt about that development, yet -- a familiar voice demanded, "You dare to defy the Voice of God?"

	 

	Crowley tensed, a serpentine hiss rolling from him when he realized Michael was back, even as Aziraphale drew himself up and responded, "In Heaven, the Almighty speaks for Herself. The Metatron is gone."

	 

	"It is not our place to question Almighty God. It is our place to do what has been written, that the End Times be observed and carried out in accordance with the Great Plan," Michael sneered, pushing through the lower Cherubim, shining sword awash in silver flames in one hand. Uriel and Sandalphon fell into ranks beside Michael.

	 

	"And how do you know it's Her plan?" Aziraphale countered. "Because the Metatron told you it was? Or because the Almighty Herself whispered it in your ear?"

	 

	"The Metatron is the Voice of God. Who speaks to the Metatron speaks to God, and God speaks through the Metatron." Michael parroted the company line like the good little sycophant they were.

	 

	"Are you lot still recycling that dull old tripe?" Crowley interjected, scorn dripping from each word. "No wonder nothing ever gets done up here. Look down. See that ash? That's your precious Metatron. According to God Herself, he was a bloody wanker."

	 

	Michael now stood at the front of the opposing Army of Heaven, Uriel and Sandalphon flanking either side and all brandishing Heavenly weapons no doubt washed a precise number of times in the holiest of Holy Water.

	 

	"You dare! You foul fiend! Creature of the pit! Usurper!" Michael was hissing and spitting like a feral cat. "You are unworthy to set foot in this holy place!"

	 

	Dark amusement curled through Crowley. They were going to have to do a lot better than that, if they meant to hurt him. He didn't give a shit what anyone in Heaven thought about him, except Aziraphale. "You got one thing right, in all that. I dare. A lot of things, actually."

	 

	As soon as they realized all their vitriol was having no effect on him, Michael turned their attention to Aziraphale, openly sneering. 

	 

	"This is what you bring against the might of Heaven, you disgrace? A demon, a traitor, a mortal child, some... creature, and a group of brainless twits too easily swayed for their own good? You'll Fall, just like he did." Michael jerked their head toward Crowley.

	 

	A blast of trumpet notes rolled through Heaven, shaking away the walls around them and leaving them on an open field shining with cold, sterile light. Icy fear and memory plunged through Crowley. He knew this place. The last Great War of Heaven had taken place on this very ground. He'd once felt this field open beneath him, casting him straight into Hell. He swore he could still feel the ground beneath his feet give way, the rush of biting cold wind turning fiery hot, then sinking into burning sulfur as it blackened his wings and turned his blood to hellfire.

	 

	A snarl erupted from him as he faced off with the legions of Metatron's brainwashed angelic puppets, edging himself forward until he was certain he could throw himself between Michael and Aziraphale at a second's notice, if he needed to.

	 

	"To arms!" Michael roared, lifting their sword over their head so it flashed with celestial light, and the remaining Host of Heaven rushed forward, their answering roar like a tsunami wave set to wipe out all that stood in its way.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	A Beacon in the Night

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho, London 

	 

	Last Muriel had seen anything outside the washroom in the flat above the bookshop, fog was rolling along the empty streets and the sky had been an ominous grey-green as far as they could see -- which was admittedly not very far at the time. From where they were, now, they could hear the screeches and howls of demons, and the yelling of the humans who continued to battle from every available doorway or window to the outside. They gained new appreciation for humans with every passing moment, because to a one, and despite being utterly unprepared for the horror they were facing, these humans hadn't run or given quarter at all. Even when wounded, they just fell back to another position, to let Justine and Lucy see to their wounds, while someone else stepped up to take their place.

	 

	It wasn't fair. There was no way the Almighty could possibly want to destroy these amazing creations, with their courageous will to live. 

	 

	Muriel faltered weakly, their hands trembling around the water pipe they were pouring every ounce of miracle they could muster into, feeding Heavenly energy out into the world as far as it would go. They had no idea how the battle was going, beyond what they could hear or occasionally see through the open washroom door, but they forced themselves to go on. As long as the humans held out, and their energy held out, they would give humanity every chance they could.

	 

	Please, Almighty God, if You're there, grant us the strength to see this battle through. Please, don't forsake Your creations. They are so very brave.

	 

	"Those bastards are everywhere," Nina's concerned voice broke through Muriel's prayer, dragging their attention to the dark woman. "Made a right mess of my shop, blowing them up. They're getting in here whether we invite them or not, y'know. Those zombie things are the worst, but Lailah -- did you know she's an angel, by the way? -- and your friend in the dreads seem to be making quick work of them. Who is he, anyway?"

	 

	Muriel blinked at Nina, trying to focus their attention on the woman in hope of shoring up their flagging energy by the distraction from the pain and cold. "L-Lord. M-M-Mes..."

	 

	"Whoa. You don't look too good, there." Nina crouched beside Muriel, reaching out to lay a hand against their forehead. The human's hand felt so warm, chasing away a bit of the chill spreading through Muriel. "Think maybe you should give whatever you're doing a rest for a bit?"

	 

	"C-can't," Muriel managed, their voice scratching with exhaustion. "N-no one else to do it. H-how's--?"

	 

	Before they could ask anything more, there was an earth-shaking rumble, and bright, blinding light flooded through the building, rumbling outward into the street. The sound and light seemed to go on forever, and Muriel stared into a swirl of vibrant color, moving so fast they knew no human eye would detect more than light, convinced they were seeing the beating heart of a living star, even as a soft voice whispered all around them. "Fear not, My children, for I am with you always."

	 

	"My God," Muriel gasped, and a tremble shook through them, tears cascading their face as their heart sang with the glory of the voice rolling over them. A voice they hadn't heard in so long, and rejoiced in the majesty of. Surely, the voice of the Almighty was too much for human ears to hear... 

	 

	Fear and worry dragged Muriel's attention from the kaleidoscope of light swirling around them, to find Nina and Wensleydale both prone on the floor. Before they could voice a denial, beg the Almighty to stop killing the humans, the light was gone, and silence fell so completely Muriel feared for an instant they had gone deaf, as well. Then, they heard feet upon the wrought-iron stairs and, a moment later, Isá stepped into the washroom. His gaze fell to Nina and Wensleydale, first, and he moved to check they were breathing, before crouching in front of Muriel.

	 

	"Muriel. Let go on the pipe, little one. It's over."

	 

	A sigh of pure, blessed relief pulled from Muriel's lips, and their hands slid from the water pipe as they trembled and slumped forward, blackness closing around them as strong arms caught them up.

	 

	******

	 

	Dark Council Meeting, Hell -- Too Late (As Usual)

	 

	The Dark Council and Dukes of Hell had, like most senior management always did, made the unilateral decision to "sit out" the dangerous business of warfare. That's what lesser demons and human souls conned into various forms of eternal nastiness on Earth were for. The Dark Council preferred a "hands off" approach to most things Hell-related, so this decision came as a surprise to no one. They instead directed everything from afar -- a decision proven especially prudent in the face of the sheer number of demonic forces currently being permanently destroyed in and around central London.

	 

	"These numbers are unacceptable," Grand Duke of Hell Astaroth hissed, glaring around the assembly of Dukes and other senior management that made up the Dark Council. His taloned fingers slowly scraped over the head of the large lizard sprawled at his feet with its reptilian head laid across his knee. "We are Hell. Demons should be terrifying, destructive, and sure as Heaven capable of handling the fucking end of the world! So why are so many unable to handle one ridiculous little bookshop?"

	 

	"Not sure Hell's been terrifying much in the past century," Duke Corson muttered. "Bloody humans don't scare like they used to."

	 

	"It's that blessed arsehole, Crowley," Dagon put in, a tic going madly beneath his right eye, causing the fish scales on his face to wink in the dim green light. "First with all that inventing something called a 'horror movie' like he's claimed, and now going all native and helping the humans, I'll wager."

	 

	"He's not in the bookshop, or anywhere on Earth, for that matter," Corson scoffed, waving Dagon's accusation away. "Your enthusiasm for vendetta is perfectly deplorable as always, Dagon, but how would Crowley be handling Holy Water, even if he was there?"

	 

	"He's done it before," Dagon argued back, his eyes flashing with dangerous fury at being questioned. "Duke Hastur witnessed the murder of Ligur at Crowley's hand. Poured a whole bucket of Holy Water on Ligur, he did."

	 

	Corson yawned as if bored, studying their claws. "Yes, yes, and there was a whole trial. But do we really want to mess with a demon who can withstand Holy Water?"

	 

	"He's not on Earth," Shax -- the newest addition to the Dark Council -- put in. "And nor is his pet. Maybe they've gone off somewhere, like that traitor, Beelzebub."

	 

	The entire collected Dark Council shuddered in revulsion at the reminder of the former Grand Duke of Hell and their disgusting connection to the prior Supreme Archangel of Heaven.

	 

	"Wait." Astaroth sat forward on his throne, earning a displeased hiss from the now-ignored reptile at his feet. His gaze fixed on Shax. "This pet of Crowley's..."

	 

	She nodded. "Aziraphale. Soft lump of a former angel who owns the bookshop. What Crowley sees in him, I honestly don't know, but there's obviously something. I saw them dancing together." She shuddered in revulsion. "And Aziraphale helped the traitor Beelzebub escape, too."

	 

	"Aziraphale... Aziraphale..." Astaroth tapped one taloned finger against his chin, then sank indolently back into his throne, his hand dropping back down to scratch the head of the lizard beside him. "Continue. If Crowley is not involved..."

	 

	"M-My lords, forgive... the... in...intrusion," an out-of-breath demon stumbled into the chamber where they were debating, his uneven horns of hair bobbing about as he struggled to draw air.

	 

	"What is it? Out with it!" Astaroth boomed impatiently.

	 

	"Y-yes, my... my... my lord." The demon gathered himself, then blurted, "The Nazarene is in Soho, my lords!"

	 

	Fury flowed, lava-thick, through Astaroth, and a dangerous hiss escaped out through his fanged teeth, even as he surged to his feet and held out his arm, yanking the messenger across the space of the chamber, his talons closing around supple flesh, digging into it as he stared into the demon's inky black eyes, surrounded by overgrown lashes, turning his head like a lizard's as he studied his newest catch. "What is your name, little demon?"

	 

	"E-Eric, m-my lord."

	 

	"Well, Eric," Astaroth's reptilian tongue flickered out, scenting over the other demon's face, "I'm sure we'd all be fascinated to know how you've come by such vital news, and yet you don't smell a bit of the battlefield."

	 

	Eric's eyes squeezed closed, and his sweat took on the pungent scent of fear. Astaroth grimaced. He had no use for fear in demons, right now. Before he could close his fist and rip out the lackey's throat, however, Eric managed a quick, "Survivors, my lord. T-there are survivors from the front. Z-z-zombies. Barely escaped with... well... with whatever limbs they've got left, Your Disgrace."

	 

	Astaroth's eyes narrowed, and he released a quiet hiss of rage. He'd been promised there'd be no trouble in taking the last Heavenly outpost. That was the agreement. The means to destroy God's Foundation once and for all, in exchange for the last Heavenly outpost on Earth, and total, sole rule of that dominion for all eternity.

	 

	He had been betrayed. With a hissing snarl, he closed his fist, snapping the head off the demon in his grasp. As the body fell to the floor, his dragon scuttled forward and gulped it down greedily, then waited for the head to roll off the top of Astaroth's fist, as well.

	 

	"Pull our troops back to Hell," he roared at the Dark Council seated around him.

	 

	"But Lord Astaroth..." Shax started.

	 

	"Pull them back, or join that messenger," Astaroth snarled, turning on Shax with murder pumping in his blood. Nothing would do until he felt the blood of his betrayer coating his hands and throat. "Do it, now!"

	 

	As the rest of the Dark Council scuttled away to do his bidding, his gaze snapped to and held on the one member of the Dark Council who might have the means to get him the vengeance he sought.

	 

	"Dagon, a word."

	 

	The fish-scaled demon paused, turning to look eagerly toward him. One thing to be said about Dagon -- he was always eager for whatever task might permit him to cause more pain and suffering, either to humans or demons.

	 

	"I've heard a rumor, Master Dagon."

	 

	"Hell has many rumors, Lord Astaroth."

	 

	A dark smirk tugged one side of Astaroth's mouth. "It does, doesn't it? This one whispers you might have a contact on the... other side? One, perhaps, who aided in the trial of the demon Crowley, and who could be persuaded to provide information, should I have need of it?"

	 

	Dagon proceeded to tap one finger against his chin for a moment, as if actually mulling whether such a rumor might be true. Normally, Astaroth could appreciate such cold-blooded lack of fear. Right now, however, he was about out of patience.

	 

	Dagon, perhaps sensing how unwise his current game was, finally nodded. "This rumor might have merit, my lord."

	 

	"Would this contact be willing to divulge the whereabouts of a certain member of their own side, if the request was made?"

	 

	"Perhaps, my lord."

	 

	Astaroth dropped all attempts at pretense, narrowing his glare on Dagon with ruthless command. "Find me the Metatron. Now, Dagon, or I will end you. And then keep an eye on the Nazarene. Don't let him see you, but you are not to return to Hell until he leaves Earth."

	 

	Dagon swept a formal bow, then retreated from the room, leaving Astaroth to sink into his seat, his bloody talons dropping to trace lines of demonic blood over his dragon's head. Until the Metatron's blood bathed the floor of this chamber, the single best vengeance Astaroth could mete out was to keep Crowley and his little pet alive.

	 

	Astaroth dropped his head back against his throne and uttered a sinister laugh. 

	 

	"Deal's off, you fucker," he muttered to the ceiling. "Enjoy the gift."

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	A Cleansing Fire

	 

	 

	Plains of Heaven

	 

	Silver-flamed sword raised aloft, Michael lunged forward -- not for Aziraphale, thank Whoever might be listening just now -- but for Saraqael, who instantly miracled in a shield of blinding light, deflecting the blow.

	 

	Crowley turned his attention to Uriel as the Archangel rushed at him, brandishing a sword glowing with bright blue flames. With a snap of his fingers, Crowley summoned lightning and gleefully watched Uriel light up from the inside, convulsing in the burst of electric energy as their sword clattered to the ground.

	 

	He cast his gaze over the battle raging around him. Adam and Dog clearly found whatever Hell-born power they still possessed, bending and warping the fabric of Heaven's reality around themselves to blip in and out, Dog ripping into angelic flesh with what Crowley sensed was complete abandon, only to be whisked away by Adam in the blink before a Heavenly weapon could strike him. Saraqael and the rest of the angels who'd come over to their side fought as if their souls depended on it. 

	 

	They just might if this battle turned against them. 

	 

	And... Crowley allowed himself a flicker of relief as he spotted Aziraphale, moving among their side with a familiar grace, tending to the injured with healing miracles. Without his own flaming sword -- given up to humanity millennia ago -- Aziraphale was left defenseless, but no less capable--

	 

	A furious cry, to Crowley's right, dragged his attention that way in time to close clawed fingers around Uriel's throat, squeezing with unrestrained rage as he recalled this Archangel's part in the attempt to forever end Aziraphale's existence not once, but twice. 

	 

	Another assessing glance found Saraqael down, their shield broken, as Sandalphon stood over them, a maniacal grin flashing on his face as he raised his own sword.

	 

	Free hand outstretched, ignoring the angel clawing ineffectively at his other arm, Crowley made a sweeping motion, sending Sandalphon soaring backward into an ivory-colored marble pillar a dozen or more feet away. He grinned in delight as he heard the crunch of Sandalphon hitting the marble, then the squeal of the Archangel's bloody body sliding to the ground. His grip tightened around Uriel's throat, the claws of his fingertips stretching out, pressing through not just flesh and cartilage, but into their soul, hellfire flowing outward along the tips of his fingers.

	 

	Uriel screamed, and Crowley dropped them just as they burst into flame, dropping to the floor in a fluttering pile of ash.

	 

	He quickly scanned the battlefield for Aziraphale again. His angel was bent over Saraqael, tending their wounds. Crowley caught a flash of light, turned just in time to see Michael -- that sneaky, bloody bastard! -- heading toward Aziraphale's unprotected back, sword at the ready.

	 

	Crowley leapt into action, his dark wings unfurling as he dove toward his angel, intent on protecting the only thing in the entirety of Creation that gave his miserable existence meaning. Even if it meant taking the blow meant for his angel. "Aziraphale!"

	 

	******

	 

	Aziraphale heard Saraqael's cry for help, saw Crowley deal with Sandalphon, but knew instantly the other Archangel was seriously injured. They'd probably been fighting injured for some time, now.

	 

	Making his way across the space to their side, he dropped down to his knees. He was weary -- angelic wounds were so much more difficult to treat than human ones, especially when inflicted by celestial weapons or angelic powers -- but he focused on Saraqael, determined to see to the worst of their injuries, at least. This angel had aided him without falter since his return to Heaven and had even been willing to say a kind word or two about Crowley, if only to him. 

	 

	He considered Saraqael a friend.

	 

	Focusing on the worst of Saraqael's wounds, he wove the intricate miracle needed to stem the flow of their incorporeal self from their corporeal being. Beads of sweat broke out on his brow, and he pushed through the waning of his angelic power. Being in Heaven and apart from Crowley for so long weakened him.

	 

	He didn't have time to consider why that was true, when the opposite really should have been. He just knew that it was true, and he needed more focus to heal Saraqael's injury--

	 

	"Aziraphale!" Before he could turn from where he knelt at the sound of Crowley's panicked, angry cry, Aziraphale felt a blast of air move over him, then the soft brush of a wingtip, followed by the sound of hand-to-hand combat and the distinct demonic hiss he's only ever heard Crowley make. 

	 

	Finishing his task, Aziraphale helped Saraqael back into their chair with a murmured, "There now. You've done marvelous. Best you go find somewhere away from here, to finish healing."

	 

	As Saraqael sped off to hopefully do as he said, Aziraphale turned, and a horrified gasp flew from him to find Crowley and Michael grappling over Michael's shimmering sword, rippling with silver flames, where the latter held it aloft. For the first time in millennia, Aziraphale heartily wished he hadn't given away his own sword. If only he had it to give it to Crowley, now.

	 

	Crowley's wings were extended like a shield, only he wasn't shielding himself, and Aziraphale could see the areas where the wings were already torn and ragged, the feathers and skin peeled away by the impact of a holy blade. One metacarpus was clearly broken, the sharp edge of bone protruding and the end of the wing hanging limply. Dark blood dripped from the tips and feathers of his wings to hiss and smoke as it hit the ground, and the edges of every wound shimmered with a purply light as hellfire met Holy Water. Each of those injuries, alone, had the potential to kill, given enough time. He opened his mouth to warn his demon, but never had a chance.

	 

	"Get out of here, angel," Crowley gritted through his clenched teeth, his bloody, midnight wings flicking toward Aziraphale in a shooing motion, spattering blood everywhere, even as he glared at Michael with hellfire sizzling like electricity along his now scaled skin and more blood -- Aziraphale prayed it wasn't Crowley's as well -- dripping down his arms. "Get Adam, Saraqael, and as many of the others as you can, and get to safety."

	 

	As he scrambled to comply, unwilling to be the cause of Crowley splitting his focus when up against a ruthless opponent like Michael, he knew what Crowley intended to do. Rushing to Adam's side, he plucked the boy out of the midst of bending space with a grab of his arm and scooped up Dog, herding them both back to the Heavenly Halls and the lift, with Saraqael following behind, fresh shield up to protect their exit.

	 

	"On the lift," Aziraphale huffed, weariness pressing in on him with every passing moment. He couldn't wait until this was over and he could go back to his quiet, peaceful life in the bookshop, with Crowley. He really wasn't built for war -- never had been. "Don't hit any buttons. Just close the doors and stay there until I tell you it's safe to come out."

	 

	Saraqael nodded, nudging a protesting Adam along. Aziraphale waited until the doors were firmly closed, then sent a thought to all the Principalities and lesser angels. If you don't wish to die horribly, drop your weapons and return now to the Heavenly Halls. This is for your own safety.

	 

	As Cherubim and Principalities all over the battlefield dropped their weapons and took wing to follow his command, Aziraphale unfurled his own wings and flew the opposite direction, toward where Crowley and Michael grappled. No matter what Crowley said, he wasn't going to leave his demon to fight this battle alone.

	 

	They always worked better together.

	 

	"I... know... who... you... are!" Michael fought against Crowley's grip, though it looked like the demon was winning.

	 

	"Then you know what a bloody idiot you're being right now," Crowley quipped back through gritted teeth. He released one hand from its grip on Michael's arm, and Aziraphale heard the hiss escape Crowley as Michael jerked away, spun, and their blade cut deep into Crowley's right side.

	 

	"No!" Aziraphale streaked toward them, pulling up short just seconds before the hellfire and lightning exploding from Crowley's hands rushed over the plains, and an entire higher Host of Heaven screamed in angelic voices. From his vantage point in the air above, Aziraphale saw the electric crackle of flame slither through the ranks of Archangels like a snake on the hunt, until the plains were entirely engulfed.

	 

	As the flames flickered out and extinguished, all that remained was the flutter of ashes and, in their midst lay Crowley, face-down on the ground with dark blood spreading around him in a hissing, smoking pool.

	 

	"Crowley!" Aziraphale dropped instantly from the air to his demon's side, reaching out to roll Crowley over, too overcome with fear to care that the heat remaining from the hellfire still racing along Crowley's skin singed his hands. "Anthony! Please, please, no! I love you -- you can't die on me!"

	 

	"Raphael."

	 

	The familiar, feminine voice rang across the now-empty Heavenly Plains. The Almighty was finally free.

	 

	"Raphael. Arise."

	 

	"No," he defied, uncaring if his defiance was in the face of his Creator, or what it might mean for him. Instead, he fought to miracle closed the wound to Crowley's side. A frustrated scream caught in his throat as his celestial energy sparked against Crowley's exposed, bleeding flesh, useless. Angelic healing miracles couldn't heal a demon whose body still ran with active hellfire -- a demon who could die from the Holy Water slowly eating away at the deep wound in his side, and the dozens of other wounds to his wings.

	 

	Aziraphale didn't care what he had to do. He would save Crowley even if he had to die to do it. He wouldn't abandon his demon. Especially not here.

	 

	He tried again and again, sobbing in frustration and fear as every healing backlashed on him, draining him further. Even as the Supreme Archangel of Heaven, his angelic power was held at bay by Crowley's own blood as it tried to defend him against both what his demonic senses thought was a new attack as well as against the Holy Water still coating his wounds. To heal Crowley, either the demon needed to be able to consciously suppress his hellfire or the Holy Water had to be washed away so the demon's natural ability to heal himself could be restored. If he could just get Crowley back to Earth, the Archangel knew he could wash away the Holy Water. Then maybe Crowley could heal himself. Or at least stop blocking Aziraphale's healing miracles.

	 

	Hope danced through Aziraphale, and he glared up at the air shimmering around him, miracling both himself and Crowley back into the sterile, glowing white walls of the Heavenly Halls. His gaze sought out the lift back to Earth. He could reach it, even if he had to carry Crowley. He wouldn't allow himself to fail. Failure would cost him Crowley. Losing Crowley had always been an unacceptable loss.

	 

	Determination flowed through him, and he readied himself for the struggle ahead, even as anger fueled him. If God tried to prevent him from reaching that lift...

	 

	"Cast me out and let me Fall, if what I'm doing displeases You. I don't care, anymore. Crowley is more important to me than whether I remain an angel. No matter what happens to me, I will heal him. He's never known a single moment's mercy or love that didn't come from me. He's never known answers or truth because he was cast out for asking questions. No matter what You do to me, he'll always know mercy, love, and truth from me. I'll heal him with the last breath I have, if I must." Aziraphale leaned over Crowley, his wings spreading wide to shield the demon from any further attack as he took Crowley's head between his hands and leaned closer in one final attempt to reach the unconscious demon. His forehead pressed to Crowley's, he whispered, "I'm here, my love. Feel the beat of my heart. Take what you need from me to heal. Nothing in all of Creation matters more to me than you do. You are my perfect, Anthony Crowley, just as you are, and I cannot abide an existence in which you don't survive."

	 

	"Raphael. My beloved child, you needn't ever fear Falling. This day, you and Baraquiel have restored Heaven to Me, and spared all of My Creation from annihilation." God's serene voice echoed through the silent Hall as angels looked on and listened. "Nor need you fear being torn from Baraquiel's side. It has always been My will for you to be at their side. Long before the universe was born, I created you both from the same first breath and whisper of starlight, to always be together, one heart divided between two forms, that you would know each other by your nearness, and together understand compassion and empathy for all things. 

	 

	"I gave you the power to save them before you even knew them, for you both were the Foundation by which I meant to recreate Heaven in pairs, just as you were created. This being you cherish has always been blessed by Me -- my beloved Baraquiel, tender always to My Creation and meant to love you as you love them. It was not by My will they were cast out, but by their own desire to defend what I could not, as much from the avarice of My Once-Voice and those who followed him as from the vengeance of Lucifer and his armies. It was Baraquiel's request to not recall the pain of all they would lose. Yet, I could not allow them to lose you, as well, My sweet Raphael. 

	 

	"Who sent you to Earth in the beginning, and kept you there so long? Who made you of pure love and forgiveness? For as long as Baraquiel knew your companionship and love, Satan could never truly have them, and My Foundation remained unbroken. 

	 

	"Baraquiel was made to protect you and to teach humanity, just as you were created to heal them and lead humanity to safety against those of both Heaven and Hell who meant it harm."

	 

	"His name is Crowley. Why didn't You stop Metatron and Hell from hurting him? You could have saved him!" Aziraphale screamed in a fury that would have mortified him, had he been in his right mind. With Crowley injured -- the demon's life ebbing with every precious second that pulsed by -- Aziraphale's right mind had deserted him and all he craved were answers to the horrors he beheld -- to the sorrow of watching the only being he could not see the world, or eternity, without sink into paranoia and despair over the centuries of abuse Crowley still refused to discuss.

	 

	God's sad humor flowed over him like soft starlight. "You have become so like them. So many questions, Raphael. But I have no sway in Hell, any more than I could stop the actions of those you fought here, today, who followed the will of My Once-Voice, rather than My own. The Metatron imprisoned Me in Eden, and the Father within the Throne Room, and kept even Our most beloved Son from reaching Us. He issued orders not My own. He twisted Heaven to his own vision, and the minds of the eldest of my angels to fit his agenda.

	 

	"Even from My prison, I did what I could, Raphael. When they asked to be shown My plan, I began granting Baraquiel visions of how the two of you, together, might thwart the machinations intent to end My Creation. I have continued to allow them such visions, ever since. I knew if My Once-Voice ever saw fit to remove you from Earth, I would need Baraquiel's aid. 

	 

	"For your sacrifices, and your service, I name you and Baraquiel to both forever be Caretakers of the Creation you were so willing to sacrifice yourselves to save. Together."

	 

	The Almighty's approval flowed over Aziraphale, but he barely felt it, his entire attention focused on Crowley. For the first time, he understood his own little piece of God's Ineffable Plan, and why no matter how he tried over the millennia, he could not resist the pull toward the demon laying sheltered beneath his wings. 

	 

	Pure love blazed from Aziraphale, lighting up the halls of Heaven and bringing those angels who had fled to safety here to their knees, weeping.

	 

	"His name," he repeated in a whisper, quite sure the Almighty could hear him anyway, "is Crowley. Anthony J. Crowley. He's a demon. The most beautiful, loving being to ever exist. He doesn't want to be an angel. Don't make him be something he doesn't want to be," Aziraphale begged, paying the weeping angels no mind as he pleaded for the demon before him. "Please, don't make him be what he doesn't want to be. He's beautiful just the way he is."

	 

	His attention stayed on Crowley as the demon coughed, and his beautiful golden eyes opened, like two suns shining in the inky darkness of the cosmos. 

	 

	"A-Aziraphale? Wot the bloody... What's happened?" Crowley's voice was shaky, and Aziraphale could feel the pain coming off him in waves, his corporeal form -- and even worse, his very spiritual essence -- still crackling beneath the touch of the Holy Water from Michael's blade.

	 

	"I very much believe we won, my love," Aziraphale answered, keeping his voice gentle as he stroked Crowley's face and hair lovingly. "Can you stand? I need to get you back to Earth, so I can treat your wounds."

	 

	"Good on us," Crowley muttered, his voice slurring slightly, his eyes drifting shut, before they popped open again. "Why the bloody Heaven does my side hurt? Feel like the bloody Witch of the West... that's a thing, yeah?"

	 

	"Oh, Crowley," Aziraphale heaved a sigh somewhere between besotted and worried. "Can you stand?"

	 

	"'Course I can bloody stand." Crowley muttered, lifting himself to his elbows before he hissed in pain and slumped back to the floor. "Guess not. You'll have to help me up, angel."

	 

	"Come on, then." Aziraphale carefully folded his wings back in, looking over to find Adam by the globe, studying it in rapt fascination. How long had he been standing there? He was the son of Satan Himself. He shouldn't be traipsing around Heaven unescorted. There were still rules, after all, and those rules could get Adam killed. Did the boy have no sense of self-preservation? "Adam, please take Dog and go back to the lift. Crowley and I will be directly behind you."

	 

	"Big 'sumt... 'sumpt... You sure are s-shure 'bout that, 'ngel," Crowley muttered, his voice becoming more muddled by pain. Or maybe the effects of the Holy Water, which was an altogether far more frightening concern.

	 

	Shifting to Crowley's left side, Aziraphale gently looped the demon's arm over his shoulder while lifting him carefully from the floor. Crowley groaned, but actively helped the process by steadying himself with his free hand, then shifting around to move slowly to his knees, then his feet, all with Aziraphale's steadying arm at his back.

	 

	Finally on his feet, Crowley groaned and leaned heavily into Aziraphale's side for a moment, his head drooping to the angel's shoulder. "Jus' like Ed'bur' all o'er 'gain, 'm I right? Think I c'n manage this, with your help, 'ngel."

	 

	"Of course." It wasn't anything like that night in the Edinburgh graveyard, but Aziraphale wasn't about to argue the point, right now. He simply tightened his grip on Crowley's right hip, just below the angry, crackling slice in his side, and led his injured demon toward the lift back to Earth. Hopefully, their compatriots on Earth had also met with success. Crowley certainly wasn't up to facing the Legions of the Damned. Whatever happened from here out, it was Aziraphale's turn to rescue Crowley.

	 

	Of course, he wasn't going to tell Crowley that. Not, at least, until the demon was back on his feet. Crowley didn't like being rescued.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	The Truth About Forgiveness 

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho, London -- The Day the World Didn't End

	 

	Aziraphale had miracled away all the books and such stacked in the back bedroom of the upstairs flat above the bookshop before he and Crowley even cleared the bookshop doorway, after assuring the others Crowley would be just fine, and simply needed some rest. A small lie, but the demon was already fading again, and Aziraphale knew Crowley didn't like anyone seeing him vulnerable. Besides, the humans took him at his word. Only Muriel, Lailah, and Isà had seemed unconvinced by this explanation, but Muriel hadn't questioned Aziraphale's gentle order to return to Heaven, Lailah had suggested he call if he had need of her then left with a young human woman, and Isà only shook his head and told Aziraphale to take good care of Crowley.

	 

	As if Aziraphale would ever do anything less. 

	 

	Since an angel didn't actually need to sleep -- though Aziraphale himself had become familiar with the practice over the millennia and knew Crowley was quite fond of it -- the flat hadn't been used for more than book storage since Jim -- pardon, Gabriel -- left for parts unknown with Beelzebub, just a little over eight months ago, and the master bedroom had never actually been used as more than book storage, despite the large, Regency Era four-poster bed he'd felt obligated to include during the whole furnishing process back in the 1790s, in order to avoid rousing suspicions among the humans of the time. Fortunately, he'd thought to update the mattress nearly four years ago, when he first realized Crowley was living in his Bentley. Not that the demon ever took Aziraphale's numerous hints about making room for him in the bookshop. 

	 

	Now, with the space cleared and bedclothes miracled into place, he tightened his grip on Crowley's forearm and hip, helping his injured love into the room and over to the bed. Crowley groaned in pain as Aziraphale waved the blanket and top sheet back and helped him recline on the bed, immediately drawing the angel's attention.

	 

	"Oh, I'm so sorry, my love," he murmured, wincing in sympathy as he carefully worked the demon's tattered shirt off his body. Frowning at the gaping, crackling wound, Aziraphale wasted no time in miracling a bowl of clean water and a cloth to the table beside the bed. Lifting the soaked cloth from the bowl, he wrung it out and smoothed the fresh, Earthly water over the injury to Crowley's side, washing away the remnants of Holy Water clinging to his wound and keeping his injury from healing. He wanted to urge the demon to unfurl his wings to receive the same treatment, but Crowley was too weak for any such exertion on this plane. They'd get to the wings once his side healed up a bit and he got some strength back. The whole time he washed and applied as much angelic healing as Crowley's demonic body could tolerate -- he even miracled up his old medical kit and sutured the wound as best he could, before wrapping clean cotton bandages carefully around the demon's torso -- Aziraphale kept up a running murmur of soothing words. "I'm here, Anthony. I love you, and I'm right here."

	 

	"'Ngel?" Crowley's voice was weak -- weaker than Aziraphale had ever heard it before -- and tore at the angel's heart with the plea in it.

	 

	"I'm here, love." He clasped Crowley's flailing left hand, bringing it to his lips before pressing it back to Crowley's bandaged abdomen with a small pat. "I'm right here. Just lie still and rest."

	 

	Crowley's eyes flickered open, the beautiful golden color nearly swamped by midnight slits of his pupils. His hand sought Aziraphale's again, clasping onto his wrist and bringing the captive hand to his face, nuzzling against it as he hoarsely muttered, "Y-you forgave me."

	 

	"Hush, my dear," Aziraphale soothed, sliding his hand up to thread through the soft strands of Crowley's red hair, marveling at how silky it was. "I was wrong to do that. You, my love, have done nothing in need of forgiving."

	 

	"And yours, angel," Crowley nearly purred, arching his neck to get closer to Aziraphale's touch, his voice growing stronger with every pass of the angel's stroking hand, "is the only forgiveness I've ever craved. Sorry I pushed it away. I was an idiot, and so afraid..."

	 

	Aziraphale leaned in to brush a kiss against Crowley's brow as the demon's voice faded off, tugging the covers over his demon's prone form. "Sleep, now, love. Rest and heal. I'll be just downstairs, if you need me."

	 

	He started to rise, but Crowley's long fingers wrapped around his wrist, stopping him again. Pausing, he looked back down at his demon, to find Crowley's golden eyes fixed on him, watchful and uncertain.

	 

	"Stay," Crowley rasped, his voice still hoarse and painful. "Just 'til I fall asleep?"

	 

	Aziraphale's heart clenched, and he regained his seat on the edge of the bed, reaching out to trail his fingers over Crowley's face. The raw vulnerability in Crowley's eyes and the timid whisper of his voice brought tears to the Archangel's eyes. As if Crowley ever needed to ask. "Of course, my darling. Whatever you need."

	 

	"Jus' n'd... jus' you," Crowley mumbled the words, each one more slurred than the last as his eyes drifted closed again, and a quiet sigh of surrender left him.

	 

	Aziraphale stayed where he was, lightly stroking Crowley's face and humming a healing tune, until Crowley's body finally relaxed into the grasp of restorative sleep. Once he was sure Crowley was asleep, the angel rose carefully from the edge of the bed and moved quietly about the room, seeing to his demon's comfort and welfare before he left, pulling the door carefully shut behind him. Crowley would sleep for a while, now, but he would heal. 

	 

	Aziraphale smiled to himself as he drew a breath of familiar air, untainted by the machinations that kept Crowley and himself apart for so long. 

	 

	"Never again, my sweet Anthony," he murmured to the closed door, before making his way around the upstairs railing, then down the winding wrought-iron stairs to the ground floor, where his desk was no doubt overrunning with tasks in need of seeing to. 

	 

	******

	 

	Crowley came awake with the sense of having slept long and deeply. How long, and how deeply, he had no idea. After all, he'd once slept half a century away, simply because he couldn't think of anything better to do. His eyes flickered open, and he stared in confusion at the bare yellow walls and ceiling. For a moment, he had no idea where he was, except that it certainly wasn't his flat in Mayfair.

	 

	Slowly, recognition dawned on him. He was in the upstairs flat of the bookshop. Why he was there, he still hadn't quite put his finger on, but he expected it'd come back to him eventually. He recalled having strange dreams, the likes of which he hadn't had since his imbibing of laudanum back in 1827. Drying out in Hell back then had been beyond terrifying, but the opium-induced trips up until that point had been even worse. In his delirious state at the time, he swore he kept hearing Aziraphale screaming in pain. He'd about shredded his claws to bloody stumps and given himself a concussion trying to get out of his own prison and find his angel. 

	 

	No way he'd taken laudanum again. He'd definitely remember if he had, mostly because he swore to himself he never would again. 

	 

	Puzzling over the fleeting memories of watching Uriel turn to ash in his grip, of breathing hellfire all over that bastard, Metatron, of Michael's scream that felt so real but had to be just a dream, he swung his feet over the side of the bed. He stared down at his feet in confusion, then over at the ankle boots he was no longer wearing, sitting neatly on the floor beside the bed. He couldn't remember taking them off. Mostly, he was just confused because they were actually there, when he typically just miracled them away rather than taking them off.

	 

	Shaking his head, he moved to rise, and stumbled, falling back to the edge of the bed as dull pain sliced through his right side. Glancing down, he realized he was trussed up in bandages -- ones that had been expertly applied, as if by a healer's hand...

	 

	"Aziraphale." His angel's name sighed from him, and he shook his head with a small smile, easing more carefully from the bed and padding across the floor toward the door. He snagged the white shirt -- several sizes larger than his sparse frame and completely the wrong color for him -- hung carefully over the back of an old-fashioned rocking chair in the corner and donned it. Then, with a grimace of distaste, he snapped his fingers, the material turning instantly black and shrinking as close to his body as he dared with the bandaging, even as his boots materialized on his feet.

	 

	Much better.

	 

	He still needed to figure out what happened. Only trickles and flashes of it came to him. Aside from his vision of wreaking unholy destruction in Heaven, he had other dreams, as well. The voice of God, speaking words he was almost certain he hallucinated, because they were too filled with love and grace to belong to the same deity who cast him into a lake of fire and sulfur just for asking questions. And through all his dreams and visions were echoes of Aziraphale. His beautiful angel, speaking words of love and acceptance. Words he so desperately needed to be true, he was willing to accept the rest as true just to have those. Flashes of Aziraphale tending his wounds, washing down and healing his wings as best he could -- lovingly stitching the wound in his side and the gaping tears in his wings. The catch in his angel's voice as he apologized repeatedly that he couldn't do more -- this being who had done more for Crowley than any other in all of existence had apologized that he couldn't somehow do more.

	 

	Crowley swallowed hard and didn't even bother to swipe at the tears burning down his cheeks. Nor did he bother opening his wings to check them. They ached with a heaviness that told its own story. He'd probably never use them again. No doubt they were a mess, if even Aziraphale couldn't repair them. He told himself it wasn't a big deal, that he didn't really need them here on Earth, so what difference did it make? He'd learn to live with the ache, in time. And there was no bloody way he was ever going to mention that ache to Aziraphale. He wouldn't subject his angel to unearned guilt because of his own choices.

	 

	Instead, maybe Aziraphale could help him figure out what was real and what was hallucination, he decided as he wound his way down the hallway formed on one side by bookshelf-lined walls and the other by the rail around the opening for light from the massive chandelier, following the rail around until he could descend the circular wrought-iron staircase to the ground floor. Somewhere in amidst these books, his angel was no doubt buried in a book.

	 

	Sure enough, as he finished wandering the back way through the shelves -- surreptitiously rearranging a few of the books as he went, just because his angel's reaction to books out of place always amused him -- he found Aziraphale seated at his desk beneath the eastern window, his attention on a stack of loose papers scattered about him as he made notes on the pages. A slow smirk crept over Crowley's face, and he propped himself against one of the nearby pillars, legs crossed at the ankles, and just watched for long moments.

	 

	"You should be resting." Aziraphale's voice pierced the quiet, though he spoke softly and never looked up from his task. "Your injuries are still mending."

	 

	"What the Heaven happened, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale slowly put down his pen and turned toward Crowley, looking at him over the top of his completely unnecessary but utterly adorable reading spectacles. The concern on his angel's face dug around under Crowley's breastbone. He never liked the feeling of worrying his angel. "You really don't recall?"

	 

	Crowley made his way across the space between them, easing himself to sit on the arm of Aziraphale's chair, soaking in the warmth of his angel's body against his side and hip. "I had what I thought were hallucinations. Guessing they weren't. Fighting in Heaven?"

	 

	"Most assuredly not hallucinations," Aziraphale agreed, turning himself slightly and moving one hand to rest on Crowley's knee. The demon practically purred. How long had he been craving these simple, affectionate touches again? Too bloody long. He intended to soak them up for as long as he possibly could. Forever, if he could manage it.

	 

	"So I did hear God talking to you?"

	 

	His angel stirred uneasily, a light flush crawling up his neck. "Might have done."

	 

	"And you telling Her where She could stick any attempt to stop you from healing me? Did I imagine that?"

	 

	He delighted in watching his angel flush to the roots of his pale blond hair, even as Aziraphale glanced away. "Ah, yes, well..."

	 

	"Angel," he dropped all joking pretense, now that he knew without a doubt he hadn't dreamt a moment of what happened. He skimmed his fingers along one flushed cheek, urging Aziraphale to look up at him. "I can't even begin to thank you. For all of it."

	 

	"No need to thank me at all, my love," Aziraphale murmured, meeting his unshaded gaze in the way no other being in all of existence had ever done. The pure love shining back at Crowley from those blue eyes was nearly blinding. "None whatsoever."

	 

	Sensing -- despite his words and the obvious emotion in his eyes -- Aziraphale still needed time to come to grips with the gravity of what happened in Heaven, Crowley stroked his cheek one last time, then moved his hand to cover his angel's where it still rested on his knee and glanced around the bookshop. "Seems the shop weathered Hell okay, this time. Everyone all right?"

	 

	"As far as I can tell," Aziraphale noted with a small shrug. "Not certain Sergeant Shadwell will ever be the same, this time around. From what I've been told, his mind might have snapped. Still, only time will tell."

	 

	"How sad," Crowley deadpanned.

	 

	"Crowley," Aziraphale admonished without any real heat, the slightest tremble of a smile flickering at the edges of his sternly-pressed lips. "Behave yourself."

	 

	"I'm a demon, angel," he pressed a swift kiss to the top of Aziraphale's head, breathing in the angel's maddening scent before easing back to his feet. If he didn't put some space between them, right now, he was going to do something he was definitely not in any shape to be doing, more's the pity. "I don't know how."

	 

	"I don't believe you."

	 

	Crowley flashed him a wicked grin and tossed him back his own words from eight months before. "Wait and see."

	 

	With a glance out at the street -- wonder of wonders, the Bentley appeared unscathed, as well, though there was a three-wheeled car with words painted on the back end on its roof a short distance away, looking like a dead, light blue turtle. Crowley tilted his head slightly to the side so he could read the words.

	 

	"Dick Turpin? Isn't he that bloke who got himself hanged as a horse thief back in 1739? Yeah, I'd swear that's him." He shot Aziraphale a glance. "Why on earth would anyone paint his name on their car?"

	 

	"I'd suggest you ask that of young Mr. Pulsifer, when he returns to collect it. Maggie rushed him and Anathema to Accident and Emergency, two days ago."

	 

	Crowley frowned, not quite sure he was following. "Why? I thought you said everyone was all right."

	 

	"I did, and they are. Anathema went into labor, day before yesterday."

	 

	A smirk tipped up one side of Crowley's mouth at that, humor twinkling like stars deep inside him. "Well, at least she waited 'til it was all over. Americans and their timing, eh?"

	 

	Still overflowing with curiosity about what went down on Earth, Crowley sauntered toward the front door to peek outside at the street corner. Nothing much looked destroyed, though he wasn't sure he wanted to know what the inky smears decorating the roadway, and the alley across from the shop, on the corner of Nina's café, were. Looked a lot like something that was once demonic. He still had a stain very like that -- named Ligur -- in the carpet of his flat that wouldn't wash out. Blessed inconsiderate of the other demon if you asked him.

	 

	As he moved to step away from the door, a folded slip of paper in the mail slot caught his eye. Freeing it, he unfolded the page and scanned its contents. "Hey, angel?"

	 

	"Hmm?"

	 

	"You're not planning to go back to Heaven any time soon, are you?"

	 

	"Not permanently, no," Aziraphale called, his voice tinged with gentle humor. "I thought you heard my conversation with the Almighty."

	 

	"So, who's running things up there, then?"

	 

	"Saraqael's in charge of the day-to-day operations. Level-headed, and I daresay they learned a thing or two, in recent days. Muriel, too -- I've promoted them to be my Envoy between Earth and Heaven, with anything that requires my signature, and with daily operation reports and such. The fewer reasons I have to go to Heaven, the better."

	 

	Crowley suppressed the clutch of relief in his chest just to hear Aziraphale wasn't leaving again. He hadn't even been aware just how worried he was about it until his angel took away the fear. Sauntering back over to sprawl carelessly -- albeit with a flinch as his wounded side protested -- on the settee, he tried to relax. Only, his mind was running away with images he was trying to make sense of -- he was sure they were memories, but the effects of trace amounts of Holy Water on his brain were like a memory suppressant, right now. He only had flashing images. Crowley tipped his head to one side as an odd flash of memory confused him. Something about a silver disc and shooting at his angel. Was he mixing memories together? Aziraphale would know. "I remember something. About a silver disc of some kind..."

	 

	He heard the rustle of Aziraphale's clothes as the angel shifted in his seat. Something about what he just said flustered his angel. Interesting.

	 

	"So, I didn't imagine it. Or that you refused to tell me what old friend you got it from."

	 

	"It... He... Oh, dash it all!" Aziraphale huffed out a breath, reaching up to remove his spectacles and set them on the desk, before turning to look at Crowley. "Thirty pieces of silver. Remember that?"

	 

	Crowley winced. Remember it? He was there when the Roman Centurion handed off the bag to Judas. He never forgot the pain on his friend's face as his dark eyes stayed fixed on Jesus. That was the night he stupidly decided it was a good thing demons couldn't love. 

	 

	He was a bloody fucking idiot, back then. Not that he learned much in the roughly nineteen hundred years between then and 1941. At least, nothing he allowed himself to acknowledge, back then.  Closing his eyes, he managed a rough, "Yeah. What of it?"

	 

	"Someone brought them to me."

	 

	"A Pharisee?" The words hissed out of Crowley. He couldn't imagine Aziraphale willingly handling blood money. 

	 

	"No. Someone brought them to me in 1967. Only they weren't coins, anymore. They were--"

	 

	"The mirror."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, his eyes full of apology. "I couldn't tell you. I didn't realize it might even be important until a few months ago. I had to have Muriel find the mirror and bring it to me in Heaven. But I didn't realize how important it was until we spoke with the Almighty, in the Garden." He sighed. "I'm so sorry I had to ask you to do that, love."

	 

	Crowley shrugged. Wasn't like he could stay mad at his angel, anyway. "Long as that bastard's really gone, I couldn't care less how it got done."

	 

	It was only partly a lie. Knowing the Metatron and his lot were gone for good was a relief that still didn't feel real, but he imagined it would once it had more time to settle in. He didn't ask about Hell. He couldn't care less what went on down there, so long as they stayed away from him and his angel. Not like Aziraphale was likely to know much about Hell, anyway. He watched his angel silently for a long moment as Aziraphale put those useless spectacles back on and returned to his work. A small, loving smirk tipped up the edge of Crowley's mouth, and he just soaked in the peace for a few moments, before he ventured another question.

	 

	"How long was I asleep?"

	 

	Aziraphale peered over the edge of his reading glasses at him. "Not nearly long enough. About a week." The angel's gaze focused on the paper Crowley held, next. "What do you have there?"

	 

	"Found it in the mail slot. Maggie has terrible spelling." A smirk tugged at his lips, and he waggled his eyebrows playfully at his angel. "The company you keep, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale ignored him. "Oh? What's the matter, now?"

	 

	"She and Nina are inviting all the shopkeepers on Whickber Street to a 'Not the End of the World' block party. Can't imagine whose idea that was." Crowley levered himself off the settee and crossed the space between them, to drop the note onto the pile of papers already littering the top of the angel's desk. He flicked his gaze over them and clicked his tongue in playful censure. "Agnes Nutter? Don't tell me you're still set on playing with fire, angel."

	 

	"Not a bit," Aziraphale tensed slightly. "I was merely curious if these predictions ended up as true as before."

	 

	"And?" Crowley swung around to settle himself against the edge of Aziraphale's desk, watching his angel intently.

	 

	"That woman must have been touched by the Almighty Herself. Speaking of," Aziraphale hedged, those beautiful cerulean eyes gazing up at Crowley through the shield of blond lashes and glasses, "I assume it wasn't lost on you, what She said about you... about us."

	 

	Finally. He'd been wondering when they'd get around to this part. Crowley dropped forward, planting his hands on either arm of the chair, trapping his angel in as he leaned further in, until their foreheads touched for a long moment. Then, pulling back just inches, he reached both hands up and slowly lifted the spectacles from Aziraphale's face, tossing them carefully onto the desk as he leaned in and, in an exacting whisper, enunciated, "Not. A. Word."

	 

	With that, he closed the final distance, until their lips met in a slow, sweet kiss he'd waited far too long to share again. As Aziraphale's soft whimper of need and want rolled over Crowley, something deep inside his soul settled. For the first time since his Fall, he felt truly redeemed. Not even their kiss back in 1941 had managed that.

	 

	When they finally drew apart, neither really wanting to separate, the deeper kiss lightening to a series of smaller, but still just as tender, kisses, Crowley heard and felt his angel's whispered plea against his lips, the words singing through his blood.

	 

	"Do it again. Please."

	 

	A soft smirk ticked up one side of his lips, before he went in for another kiss -- this one hungrier and more demanding than the last as hands starved of the texture of each other's skin for six thousand years sought whatever they could find of each other. 

	 

	After all, who was Crowley to deny the Supreme Archangel of Heaven? 

	 

	Easing away again, before things could get too intense, Crowley glanced around. "Where's Muriel?"

	 

	Worry and confusion chased across Aziraphale's face as the angel stammered, "H-Heaven. Why?"

	 

	"Good." With a flick of his wrist and snap of his fingers, the demon simultaneously pulled all the blinds, locked the front door, and miracled the sign to an unambiguous Very, Very Closed. Kindly Bugger Off. Finally, with a wave of his hand, he pulled the energy necessary to miracle the old record player into playing a tune with no record. The soft opening strains of the Vera Lynn song he considered theirs played quietly.

	 

	"No interruptions, this time, angel," he murmured, then intertwined their fingers, pulling the angel to his feet. "Dance with me."

	 

	Aziraphale looked confused and slightly disappointed, but nodded. Crowley chuckled under his breath as he drew the angel into his arms. There was absolutely nothing for his angel to be disappointed by. Aziraphale just didn't know it, yet.

	 

	Crowley sighed contentedly as he felt the warmth of his angel slowly soften and melt into him as they swayed gently to the music. When Aziraphale finally let his head rest against Crowley, his face gently nuzzling the demon's chest, Crowley drifted his hands down over his angel's back, his fingertips skimming lightly over the stretch of spine between the root bones of Aziraphale's wings. Concern tugged at him over how easily he felt his angel's spine and ribs, and he fought down a fresh wave of hate for the Metatron and his lackeys. They were destroyed, and yet their abuse still echoed. He felt the angel shiver against him, heard the small, gasping moan, and his anger blew away, replaced with a smile as he wondered if he'd find new and amazing responses every time he touched his angel. He skimmed his hand back up, using it to tilt his angel's face up toward his. 

	 

	"Have you eaten anything, yet?" He brushed a soft kiss to the angel's lips.

	 

	Aziraphale blinked up at him, confusion flaring in his eyes, before his gaze fell away and he mumbled, "I'm not hungry."

	 

	The demon's concern deepened. Aziraphale hadn't gone this long without eating in millennia -- not since before he got his first taste of food. "Angel..."

	 

	"Crowley." Aziraphale pressed closer, a little whine entering his voice. "Do you want me?"

	 

	He couldn't lie about that if he tried. "More than breathing."

	 

	"Then kiss me, already."

	 

	Crowley didn't need told twice. Closing the gap between them, he settled his mouth over Aziraphale's again in a slow, sensuous kiss as his nimble fingers got to work removing the bowtie around his angel's neck and flicking open the top couple of buttons on the angel's shirt, as well, letting the collar fall open.

	 

	Easing from the kiss, he dropped his gaze to the soft, pale skin of his angel's neck, and clicked his tongue in mock censure. "They're gone."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked hazily at him, those cerulean eyes glazed with desire as he mumbled, "What's gone?"

	 

	"My marks."

	 

	That got the angel's attention, and he flushed, his eyes going wide in reproach. "Of course they're gone! I couldn't very well walk around Heaven covered in love bites!"

	 

	A wicked smile tugged at Crowley's lips. "Then I'll just have to put them back."

	 

	"Crowley, I... What are you...Anthony!" The truncated protestation, cut off with that breathy groan as Aziraphale melted into the nip of his teeth, sent a fire blazing through Crowley that had absolutely nothing to do with Hell. He nuzzled his way against soft skin scented with the most glorious aphrodisiac he'd ever known -- Aziraphale -- leaving trails of nipping kisses and the only kind of bruises he'd ever leave on this pale, beautiful skin. Meanwhile, his hands worked to get rid of the jacket and waistcoat his angel was wearing, burying the flicker of worry at how loose the familiar clothing was on the angel's frame. Instead, he focused on the driving need he couldn't explain, to see the angelic flesh Aziraphale always hid so carefully from him. To trace every inch of it with his tongue.

	 

	Overwhelmed by the craving to be closer -- to finally feel skin to skin in intimate ways they'd never shared -- Crowley backed the angel up until he had no choice but to drop onto the settee. Crowley slid onto his lap, his knees bracketing the angel's thighs, and loomed over him, hands locked on the back of the settee of either side of his angel's head as he stared down at him for long moments, his chest heaving with something he could barely name, let alone contain. It was rawer and more driving than desire or love; a compulsion to drive Aziraphale past all sanity. To take, and own, and-- 

	 

	Horror streaked through him when, in his peripheral vision, he caught sight of the lengthening of his fingers into demonic talons, digging into the settee back. What was he doing? 

	 

	Except he knew, didn't he? He was changing, his human corporation beginning to give way to the demon Serpent, who was driven only by the need to tempt, possess, and consume. Shaking with the horror of the harm he could do to his innocent angel in that form and terrified he might see disgust on Aziraphale's face, but unsure how to control it for the first time in his existence, Crowley jerked away, hiding his hands as he stuttered out, "Gotta go. Check the Bentley over. You know.... ah...Be back soon, angel."

	 

	"Wh-what?" Aziraphale was staring up at him like he was speaking a language incomprehensible to the angel. Fear swamped the demon, but he couldn't tell the truth, either. What if he couldn't ever do this? What if he was doomed to be a monster in the eyes of the only being whose opinion ever mattered to him?

	 

	He avoided the angel's confused gaze as he grabbed his shades and slapped them on his face, ignoring the twinge in his side as he stalked out the front door. As he went, Crowley fought back the deeper pain burning through him -- the knowledge he might very well have love within reach, but never get to know the intimacy of touch he craved for so long.

	 

	I'm sorry, angel.  

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Fourteen

	Honesty in Love

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- Early Evening

	 

	Hours had passed since their impromptu... what did humans call it? Ah, yes... their impromptu snogging. Aziraphale was still flustered and filled with strange jitters he couldn't decide were more caused by happiness or fear after Crowley released him so abruptly with a muttered, nonsensical comment about checking on the Bentley.  The Archangel had quite given up trying to figure out if he'd done something wrong, or if Crowley simply changed his mind. Instead, he decided a nice, soothing cup of tea and a little light reading were in order.

	 

	Of course, he hadn't been able to read at first, hyperfixated on the sound of Crowley's footsteps as the demon restlessly prowled the bookshop after his return from outside, muttering to himself. Concern for Crowley's wellbeing -- after all, he was still healing -- had prompted him to suggest Crowley should rest. Crowley had mumbled a general agreement, then immediately draped himself over the settee where the angel was trying to read.

	 

	Aziraphale chose to take that as a good sign.

	 

	Now, the angel hummed to himself and settled more deeply into the comfortable confines of the plush settee, before tsking under his breath when his attempt to turn the page of the book he was reading was impeded by the interlacing of long, nimble fingers with his own. Affection lacing his voice, he chided, "You promised to rest. Not that I'm complaining, but I think you'd be more comfortable doing so upstairs, in a proper bed."

	 

	"I am resting," Crowley mumbled, his eyes closed where he lay draped along the rest of the settee, his feet hanging over the opposite armrest and his head laying on Aziraphale's thigh. His demon currently had their fingers laced together, holding Aziraphale's hand captive against his chest and the tartan blanket Crowley wrapped himself snugly in when he first flopped down beside Aziraphale like a landed trout. "'Sides, I'm comf'ble right here, angel. C'n I jus' stay here, tonight?"

	 

	With a quiet, affectionate laugh, Aziraphale set aside his book -- that delightful first printing of The Canterbury Tales Crowley had gifted him when he first opened the shop. It was clear he wouldn't be getting any reading done, right now, and he was all right with that. Book safely on the side table, he ran his free hand through the soft strands of Crowley's red hair, reassured by the demon's soft moan and lean into his touch. "Of course you can, love. It seems silly, anyway -- you staying all alone in that mausoleum of a flat over in Mayfair when there's a perfectly good bed upstairs..."

	 

	Crowley's golden eyes blinked open, and Aziraphale froze for a moment, unsure if they were about to tread back into forbidden territory. As much as he craved physical intimacy, he didn't want to push his demon if the desire wasn't reciprocated. After all, Anthony was still healing. It hardly seemed fair to--

	 

	"You best not've stopped 'cause you're getting ready to walk that offer back, angel." The warning in Crowley's voice couldn't be clearer. Aziraphale smiled to himself. Clearly, he was worrying for nothing. Whatever was going on with Crowley, it wasn't something wrong between them.

	 

	"Of course not, love." He patted Crowley's chest with his semi-captive hand. "I just don't wish to put you on the spot, as they say. You're still healing."

	 

	"Unbelievable," Crowley muttered, swinging his feet off the armrest and bringing them down to the floor as he levered himself upright with a wince. Aziraphale opened his mouth to chide his demon for moving so quickly when he was still healing but stopped when he saw Crowley's annoyance melt away. The demon's beautiful yellow eyes widened as his gaze fixed past Aziraphale, to the stand beside the settee, and the most tender, vulnerable look he'd ever seen on Crowley's face settled there.

	 

	"You actually read them," Crowley murmured, his voice full of absolute wonder.

	 

	Aziraphale's brow furrowed. He was having trouble following the twists of this conversation. Was Crowley more injured than he thought?

	 

	No, not possible. He'd examined Crowley's wounds himself, healing what he could and bandaging what was beyond his angelic power to heal on a demon. He'd even checked the demon's wings for injury. Which reminded him of another conversation they needed to have. Just not yet. Crowley seemed to get stronger by the hour since he woke, which was a sign his body was healing itself now that the Holy Water was no longer eating its way through him, poisoning him. But physical healing didn't mean he wasn't still floundering emotionally, and any discussion about his wings could tip him over the edge.

	 

	Instead, Aziraphale stuck to the conversation at hand. "Read what, my darling? Naturally I read. You know that."

	 

	Crowley leaned across him, their bodies brushing for just the briefest instant as the demon snatched up the book on the side table. Aziraphale bit back his protest of disappointment when Crowley straightened again, the leatherbound tome in hand, waggling it in front of Aziraphale's face. 

	 

	"I mean this book, angel."

	 

	"Oh." Aziraphale smiled fondly, now that he knew what Crowley was on about. "You thought I didn't read them because you gave them to me? Crowley, you're being silly. That's exactly the reason I do read them. I like to think of you thinking highly enough of me to choose them as gifts."

	 

	Crowley froze for a moment, his eyes filling with a sunny softness Aziraphale was certain he'd never seen before, but he was equally certain he wanted to spend the rest of eternity gazing into. Happiness looked good on Crowley.

	 

	"I didn't buy them." 

	 

	Crowley's blurted confession startled Aziraphale, and he blinked, before the words registered. He sighed. As uncomfortable as the morality behind certain of Crowley's actions might make him, he'd long ago come to grips with the fact loving a demon meant there were grey areas he'd just have to accept. "I see. Well, I forgive you for taking them. It's too late to return them, now, but..."

	 

	Crowley was staring at him again, like he was the most wonderful, amusing being the demon had ever seen. Then, without warning, Crowley dropped his forehead to Aziraphale's shoulder and one of his long arms slid securely around Aziraphale's waist, Crowley's entire body shaking against him with the laughter spilling from the demon. 

	 

	"I... I didn't... steal them," he chortled breathlessly, still laughing as he nuzzled in closer, his breath tickling the side of Aziraphale's neck, now. The sensation set little bursts of energy zipping through Aziraphale, stirring the desire he'd been fighting since Crowley backed off so quickly, earlier. The desire crackled and settled like a ball of electricity in his gut, stirring sensations he'd always been told angels had to make an effort to feel.

	 

	Sensations that had been getting increasingly effortless for him whenever Crowley was close, since 1793.

	 

	Embarrassed and determined to distract himself from such impure thoughts when they clearly weren't reciprocated, Aziraphale focused on trying to decipher what Crowley was telling him. His brow furrowed in confusion. "You said you didn't buy them. But you didn't steal them? There are only so many options, Crowley..."

	 

	"I had Gutenberg print them for me." Crowley was murmuring now, his voice still laced with humor, but something softer and infinitely more dangerous simmering there, too. "For you." 

	 

	Crowley's teeth nipped his throat, just above his collar, and Aziraphale momentarily lost the thread of what they were talking about as he stuttered out a breathless, "An-Anthony..."

	 

	Wait... Gutenberg? His brain kickstarted sluggishly, and he remembered...

	 

	"You were in Strassburg when..." He gasped, pulling away enough to see Crowley's heavy-lidded eyes, his yellow irises almost non-existent in the dark depths of his pupils, the centers of which flickered with an unholy flame. "Did you have something to do with his invention?"

	 

	Crowley grinned wickedly. "I gave him the plans but let him keep the credit."

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	There was a light thumping noise -- like a book connecting with the floor -- and Crowley was somehow closer, his long fingers trailing up Aziraphale's arm. The angel's heart thundered in his chest as a hissing purr filled his right ear. "Why do you think?"

	 

	He couldn't. Think, that is. He offered Crowley a wavering smile and a small shrug.

	 

	Crowley groaned, leaning in to touch his forehead to Aziraphale's, so their gazes met. Then, in a whisper Aziraphale was certain he wouldn't have been able to hear if they hadn't been so close together, his demon breathed, "For you, angel. Every blasted good thing I've ever done, every gift... It was always for you."

	 

	Aziraphale's heart took flight at those words. Reaching out, he delved his hands into Crowley's hair and dragged the demon in for a kiss, pouring all the love he kept so carefully contained into this press of lips and tangle of tongues. If he ever needed proof his beautiful, wonderful demon did his greatest works in the name of love -- and he'd never needed any such proof -- he had it, now. 

	 

	Crowley had given humanity a gift of words, just because he loved.

	 

	A small protest left Aziraphale as Crowley broke the kiss, but before he could ask why, sharp, serpentine teeth nipped at his ear, to be joined by the silky texture of Crowley's lips as the demon nibbled and nipped at his neck. That electric awareness was back, growing in intensity, and Aziraphale gasped, tipping his head to give his demon more access, with a whimpered, "More..."

	 

	"You know what," Crowley's breath tingled over his flesh, the words punctuated by tiny, nipping kisses. "I think a nap sounds like an excellent idea, about now. Care to join me, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale stared at his demon in confusion as Crowley levered himself off the settee and turned to hold out one hand, his eyes sparking with a fire Aziraphale knew would forever change him. Honestly, Crowley made a nap -- something Aziraphale had never been partial to -- sound both absolutely divine and downright hedonistic at the same time. Yet, the demon didn't try to pressure or tempt him at all. He simply stood there, one hand out in offer, making his point clear. Whatever Aziraphale chose, it would have to be because he wanted to do it.

	 

	With an indrawn breath, already aware what his choice would always be, Aziraphale rose from the settee, reached out, and took his demon's hand, interlacing their fingers in a loving squeeze. There wasn't a single place in all of existence -- even Hell, if it came to that -- he wasn't ready to follow Crowley.

	 

	Crowley only had to be sure he wanted the same thing. Aziraphale frowned at the ever-present memory of the demon stammering a nonsensical explanation and running out of there like someone doused the place in Holy Water. "Crowley..."

	 

	The demon paused, mid-turn, and looked back at him. "What's wrong, angel?"

	 

	"Earlier, you..." He flushed, not sure he could reveal this insecurity to someone as beautiful as his demon. Only... He couldn't let this fester between them, or it might become a resentment he never wanted to feel. "Does my corporation... does my body disgust you?"

	 

	Crowley's eyes widened, and Aziraphale saw genuine bafflement flicker in the golden, serpentine depths, before a frown pulled across the demon's face. "Where the bloody Heaven is that coming from?"

	 

	"Earlier. You... we were... well, you stopped!"

	 

	Guilt flashed across Crowley's face, before he stepped back toward Aziraphale, and one long, strong arm wrapped around the angel's waist. There was a snap, and the next thing he knew, he found himself flat on his back on the bed upstairs, Crowley looming over him with a feral heat on his face that sent Aziraphale's heart tripping.

	 

	"I didn't stop because of you," Crowley hissed, his fingers plucking at buttons and stripping away Aziraphale's clothing, one layer at a time, until the angel lay there, bared to the waist and uncertain if he trembled more from vulnerability or want. The heat in Crowley's eyes as the demon's gaze raked over him burned away some of the fear. Crowley clearly liked what he saw.

	 

	"Please don't lie to me." The words whispered from him against his will. It would destroy him to discover this was all a lie. "Not about this."

	 

	"Angel, you're..." Crowley hovered over him, and the look on the demon's face was one Aziraphale recognized, even if he didn't understand it, just now. Fear. Fear and uncertainty that created vulnerability, mingled with desire. The demon swallowed hard, then met his gaze, and Aziraphale read the truth, stripped free of all pretense, even before Crowley managed a rough, "I didn't leave because of you. I left because I wanted you so much I was turning. I... I'm afraid it might still happen, angel."

	 

	Understanding bloomed, and Aziraphale smiled, reaching to cup his demon's face gently, letting his love flow to the being he adored so much. "So, let it happen. You'll still be beautiful to me."

	 

	Crowley nuzzled into his hand for a moment, before a small, gentle smirk twitched at his lips. "I feel exactly the same, angel. You're absolutely gorgeous. You always have been."

	 

	Leaning up, Aziraphale met Crowley's descending kiss, their mouths coming together with a moan that flowed between them like waves crashing. Crowley's hands were everywhere, touching him in maddening slides of nimble fingers, before the demon's mouth left his. A small smirk working its way over his lips, the demon rose up and shed his shirt like a second skin before sitting back on his heels. The motion pressed their bodies together intimately, and they both groaned. Aziraphale couldn't stop the flex of his hips upward, his still-clothed groin moving against Crowley's, their erections rubbing together through the barrier of their clothes. 

	 

	"Ah... angel," the harsh groan of Crowley's voice trembled through Aziraphale, even before the demon leaned over him, one hand planted beside the angel's head and his teeth elongating slightly as a harsh hiss left him. "You're playing with fire, now."

	 

	Aziraphale held his breath, awed by the raw beauty of this creature who hovered over him. He was held, spellbound, by the most beautiful, golden eyes to ever exist, swimming with so much love, begging to be loved in return, even as long, nimble fingers worked the fastenings of his trousers. Crowley's head dipped down, his teeth nipping and his tongue soothing over every curve and fold of flesh Aziraphale normally felt self-conscious about. 

	 

	Not today. There was no room for doubt or worry with Crowley's mouth blazing a heated trail over his body, while one smooth, demonic hand stroked his erection in firm, steady motions that made thinking impossible. With a gasping moan, he let his body arch into Crowley's touch, giving over heart and soul to the pleasure he knew Crowley would stop at nothing to give him.

	 

	******

	 

	Crowley felt the exact moment his angel finally gave up any attempt to control what was happening. He knew it wasn't easy for his angel to give up control like that. Aziraphale's world was perfectly ordered, for all its seeming chaos, for a reason. He was afraid if he let go for even a second, it would all come crashing down. Shedding that control was the ultimate sign of trust. The angel was making himself truly vulnerable for the very first time Crowley could ever remember.

	 

	That vulnerability steadied Crowley, his feral, serpentine chaos ebbing out, leaving tenderness and a need to take care of the gift he was just given to flow through him in its place. Gentling his touch, he pressed soft kisses along the path of welted flesh his teeth had left, soothing each bite with the gentle dance of his tongue and brush of his lips as he moved back up his angel's body. His thumb lightly smoothing over the head of Aziraphale's cock, collecting the drops of fluid and slicking them down over the turgid flesh with every slow stroke. He nuzzled his face against his angel's throat, before pecking kisses up his jaw, to capture his mouth in a series of soft, open-mouthed kisses, their tongues dancing together for long moments, before he eased away enough to smile down into the completely lust-drunk face of the love of his life.

	 

	"Does this feel good, angel?" The question rolled from him with a hungry desire to make sure his angel felt utterly loved and cherished.

	 

	Aziraphale barely managed a nod, licking his lips as he stared at Crowley's mouth and whimpered, "More..."

	 

	Crowley chuckled indulgently, leaning in to seal their mouths in another long kiss before raising his head again, delighting in the soft whine from his angel. No denying the angel loved kissing, based on that whine and the needy pout on his face. Rather than returning to the temptation of his lover's mouth -- and kissing Aziraphale was always tempting -- Crowley met the angel's gaze directly. "I need you to listen to me, angel. Can you focus?"

	 

	Aziraphale's brows furrowed, but he nodded.

	 

	"Magic. Can you remember that word?"

	 

	Again, the angel nodded. Crowley shook his head, this time. "I need to hear it, angel."

	 

	"Fine. Yes. Magic." No mistaking the pout in those clipped words.

	 

	"Good job." He leaned in, brushing a gentle kiss of praise to the angel's kiss-swollen lips, then easing away again as Aziraphale tried to chase the kiss. Fuck, his angel was going to be the discorporation of him. "Now, I'm not going to do anything to you that you won't like, angel, but I know giving up control is frightening to you. So if it gets too much for you to bear, you say 'magic' and everything stops. But if you don't say 'magic', I'm going to keep going, even if you say 'no' or 'stop.' Do you understand?"

	 

	Aziraphale's tongue danced over his lips, no doubt at least half in nerves, but the hungry light in his eyes said that wasn't all it was. "Magic. I understand."

	 

	"Good, angel." He pressed another gentle kiss to Aziraphale's lips and let himself get lost in the kiss for a long moment, this time. Let his angel get lost in it, to help them both get past any nerves. After all, even though he'd witnessed more than enough sexual acts and downright debauchery in his existence, Crowley'd never actually done this, before, either. But he'd sure as Heaven imagined doing a lot of what he'd seen, and all of it to the angel whose hands were currently stroking searing paths over his bare chest.

	 

	Pulling away, he clicked his tongue in gentle admonishment and shook his head, a soft smirk tugging at his lips as he captured both of Aziraphale's hands and pinned them carefully to the bed. "No touching, angel. It's my turn."

	 

	Truth was, he was about one touch of those soft hands from losing his bloody mind, and that wouldn't do when his goal was to show Aziraphale just what his beautiful corporation was capable of.

	 

	And it was beautiful. Despite its current sparseness, Aziraphale's body still retained enough of its lush, gorgeous proportions, his own quivered with the need to join, and worship and... Drawing a breath around the awe clogging his chest was almost impossible, leaving him lightheaded with the hope he might be considered worthy enough to cherish this divinity -- body, heart, and soul -- for the rest of his existence. No matter its form, his angel's body would turn him inside-out with need, just because it was Aziraphale's.

	 

	Crowley swallowed hard, lust and love mingling so tightly in his body he couldn't distinguish one from the other. He craved because he loved, and loved through his desire. He couldn't blink, afraid if he did, all the naked beauty before him would disappear. 

	 

	He'd never been permitted to see his angel's body before. Aziraphale always kept himself modestly covered. Even in Rome, the angel had begged off the bath houses and anything that involved public nudity. At the time, Crowley hadn't let himself admit he'd been disappointed. Now, his loving gaze tracing every dip and hollow of Aziraphale's body, he knew he'd been disappointed back then. 

	 

	"You're so beautiful," he whispered, tracing nibbling little kisses over as much of Aziraphale's flesh as he could reach, until he knelt between the angel's legs, his heart thundering in his ears. He watched his own hand stroking slowly up and down the most beautiful cock he'd ever seen in his life -- and he'd seen more than he cared to, over the millennia -- his gaze dancing between the carnal sight, and the erotic vision of his angel laid out before him, trembling with the effort to not touch in return and gasping in hedonistic desire. 

	 

	Crowley smiled. It really was time he rewarded his angel's good behavior. But first... a snap of the fingers on his free hand got rid of the rest of their clothes. Then, forcing himself to let go of that gorgeous dick, he ran his fingertips down the silky insides of Aziraphale's beautiful thighs that, fortunately, hadn't lost any of their thickness. Satan save him, he'd dreamed about these thighs for eighty-two years...

	 

	"Anthony." As he leaned forward, the whispered sound of his name -- caught between pleasure and worry -- drew his attention to his angel's face, and the concern there. "Your injury..."

	 

	"Is fine." Not giving his angel space to worry any more about the wound he barely felt, right now, he continued to trace his fingers in patterns over the angel's thighs and leaned in to work his tongue over the firm, bulbous head of Aziraphale's cock, moaning in delight as this most primal taste of his angel hit him. The addiction was instantaneous, his own groin tightening as sensation flooded him. He heard his angel's startled, desperate cry, felt the tremble of Aziraphale trying to stay still, his thighs quivering beneath Crowley's fingertips as he fought giving in to this carnal pleasure.

	 

	Having his angel deny himself even a drop of carnal pleasure was sexy as fuck, and stirred Crowley's need to tempt Aziraphale beyond his ability to deny himself.

	 

	Crowley dove down, taking the angel's cock deep into his throat -- point to the snake, for not having a gag reflex -- his serpentine tongue twisting and slicking around the entire length as he slowly rose up again, applying steady suction and listening to the soft, whimpering cries of "I can't" and "Anthony, please." He grinned to himself, drunk on lust and pride, as he released the angel's dick -- now gleaming with saliva -- and moved his mouth to lick and nip his way down all that soft flesh along the inside of Aziraphale's thighs, feeling the tremble against his tongue and hearing the urgency of the angel's begging for him to stop increase. But Aziraphale never said the safe word, so Crowley kept going, kept tormenting both his angel and himself with the most exquisite pleasure.

	 

	After all, he promised not to stop unless he heard the safe word.

	 

	He worked his way back up the angel's delectable, trembling thighs, pressing them ever so slightly more apart as he did. Being of celestial stock and not created to procreate, neither of them had anything much resembling human testicles, but sometime in the 1960s, Crowley discovered -- out of a combination of frustration and boredom -- that what he did possess was a small patch of flesh behind his penis that caused the most amazing sensation when stimulated properly. He'd cheekily taken to calling it his hot spot.

	 

	Taking the chance his angel possessed a similar hot spot, he wrapped his hand around Aziraphale's cock, giving it long, firm strokes while leaning to place his mouth over the same area he knew the hot spot should be. He slid his tongue over a familiar, slightly rough patch of skin, applying a tiny bit of pressure as he went. He was treated to the sudden, clenching punch of his angel's hips into the air as a broken, stuttering cry of his name pierced the air.

	 

	Fuck, yeah. That was what he was looking for. Lifting his head, he wasted no time diving back down on his lover's cock, swallowing around its thickness as his tongue swirled all around it. At the same time, he slipped his fingers down to press and rub the angel's hot spot. He reveled in the taste of his angel's flesh, the throaty, broken quality of Aziraphale's cries as his hips moved in an erratic rhythm, chasing both Crowley's swirling, bobbing suction and the stroking pressure of the demon's touch, and the grasping pressure of the angel's fingers on his shoulders and tangling in his hair as, caught in the maelstrom of his own pleasure, Aziraphale forgot he wasn't supposed to touch.

	 

	Slipping his fingers from the angel's hot spot, he trailed them down, gently pressing into the luscious crevice of the angel's arse. He felt his angel tense for a second, before a softer groan tore from him, and he pressed into the touch. Crowley hummed around the twitching heat of his angel's cock as he encountered an unexpected slickness when he pressed his fingers against the ring of Aziraphale's anus. He pressed deeper, sinking a finger deep into the slick cavern of the angel's arse. He was pretty sure this slickness wasn't something typical of humans, either, having witnessed the use of all sorts of lubricants over the centuries. 

	 

	Releasing Aziraphale's cock from his mouth with a deep suck and a long lick that elicited a hoarse whimper from the angel quivering beneath his touch, he sat back on his heels to watch what was happening lower down. Sure enough, his finger came out coated in a slick, clear substance. Inspiration struck, and he moved his thumb up to stroke the angel's hot spot As he did, Aziraphale's body arched and twitched as if struck by lightning, his hips surging toward the finger currently buried in his arse, his insides clamping down on the digit with a massaging pressure, as more of that clear fluid leaked out around Crowley's hand.

	 

	An understanding grin tugged at Crowley's lips, and he pulled back on his finger, gaining a whimpering groan of "Anthony, please..."

	 

	On his next penetration, he added a second finger and pressed harder against the hot spot, sending his angel into a babble of nonsense-laden cries and madly clenching flesh that had Crowley's cock twitching eagerly to get in there and feel that. Pulling his fingers free amid a small gush of natural lubricant, he notched his dick against the slick, tight sphincter and pressed inward, using the lubricant on his fingers to slick his way, stroking himself as he pressed inward, even as he stroked the angel's hot spot with the fingers of his other hand, feeling Aziraphale's arsehole soften and gradually give way. He surged forward, burying himself to the root with a deep groan of bliss. Fuck. Being inside his angel like this felt... fuck, it felt better than Heaven ever had.

	 

	"C-Crow... Anth... ah!" The sound of his angel's stuttering sob had him surging up over Aziraphale's body to crush their mouths together, giving his angel all of him in one glorious act of abandon. He wrapped himself around his angel, the surge of their lower bodies together rubbing Aziraphale's cock between their lower abdomens and driving Crowley's pelvis against the hot spot. Aziraphale's body clenched and massaged Crowley's cock on every thrust. Their mouths mated over groans of each other's names, pleas to keep going, and whispered words of love and devotion. And, when Crowley's arms, wrapped around his lover's back, pressed a stroking line down the bundle of nerves and spine between the root bones for Aziraphale's wings, the angel's entire body convulsed in a climax so powerful, it pulled Crowley under as well, sending him tumbling through starlight as blue as his angel's eyes and as soft as his angel's skin. In that moment, he was utterly remade, to forever worship only one being in all of existence, at whose feet he'd forever gladly sacrifice himself.

	 

	If this was what it meant to truly fall in love, he was euphoric with the desire to fall, for the first time in his life.

	 

	As they collapsed together, Crowley nuzzled his way into the warm, sweaty hollow of Aziraphale's neck, planting reverent kisses to flesh now drenched in the angel's scent, whispering praises he knew would be necessary aftercare for his shy angel. He was only too happy to give them.

	 

	"So good, angel," he breathed, pressing a light kiss just below his angel's ear. "You did so good. I love you so much. That was bloody amazing."

	 

	He felt the gentle stroke of thick fingers through his hair and lifted his gaze to meet absolute wonder in his angel's cerulean eyes. Kiss-swollen lips trembled, before a small smile full of adoration spread over them, and his angel whispered, "I love you, too, Anthony."

	 

	They groaned in unison as Crowley eased himself from his angel's body, shifting to the bed before cuddling up against the angel's warm body. He couldn't help himself. The idea of letting more space than absolutely necessary between them right now was just unbearable.

	 

	Aziraphale's soft sigh drew his immediate attention, worried his angel was already regretting what they did. The curiosity on the angel's face eased that fear, even before Aziraphale murmured, "Is it always like that?"

	 

	Crowley blinked, then laughed. "How the Heaven should I know, angel? It's not like I've done it before, either. At least, not with anyone else."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him, confused. "What do you mean?"

	 

	Crowley felt heat crawling through his face. Was he actually...? 

	 

	"Anthony, are you... blushing?" Aziraphale's eyes widened. "You are!"

	 

	Oh, for fuck's sake... "I'm finding you a book on sexuality," Crowley grumbled. "I... Well, you wouldn't even talk to me, for so long after that first kiss. I was going out of my mind, angel. It was the fucking 1960s, free love and all that, and everything was sex, sex, and more sex. And every time I tempted someone into going at it, all I could think about was..." He rolled his eyes. "I couldn't even sleep without craving you so bad... So I figured out how to touch myself, to make it feel good. Except it only worked if I was thinking about you, so... well, after you started talking to me again I couldn't.... ugh, it doesn't matter, okay?"

	 

	Mortified by his own admission, and how horrified his angel must now be at the depraved creature he'd let into his bed, Crowley looked away. But a warm hand cupped his cheek, bringing his attention back around to find gentle acceptance, love, and wonder, without a scrap of disgust or censure to be found.

	 

	"You're right," Aziraphale's soothing voice flowed over him, calming the tumult of hellfire trying to burn him with sins he no longer owned. "It doesn't matter. Except that without everything you've been, and are, neither of us would be here, right now. I love you, exactly as you are."

	 

	Their mouths met in a series of soft kisses that slowly grew more heated as their hands sought each other's bodies. This time, their coming together was with the languid understanding of lovers who knew they had all of eternity. And, when Crowley finally slipped toward blissful sleep, it was with the loving press of Aziraphale's lips to his temple, and a hushed, "I love you."

	 

	Snuggling into his angel's warmth, Crowley let go, let himself drift away into the first true peace he could remember, wrapped in the golden shield of his lover, best friend, and guardian angel. His last thought before surrendering to sleep was that he would do anything to protect this peace he'd found, and the angel who was its source.

	 

	Anything at all. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	A New World

	 

	Flat Above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- The Next Morning

	 

	At first, Crowley couldn't say what woke him. He just knew something tugged him out of the most restorative sleep he'd ever had. He sighed, snuggling closer to the healing warmth and softness of... his tongue flicked out, encountering warm flesh scented of old books, bergamot, and starlight. He groaned, instantly alert with the knowledge he was wrapped around the warm, naked body of his angel, memories of how they got this way swirling through him.

	 

	That was when he realized what awakened him in the first place. Aziraphale was awake, and carefully trying to extricate himself from Crowley's embrace by wriggling his way free. Only, his actions were having the exact opposite effect from what the demon imagined his angel intended.

	 

	Snuggling closer, he pressed gentle kisses up the length of spine between the root bones for Aziraphale's wings, feeling the now-familiar tremble go through the angel, nipped one soft shoulder, and murmured, "I'm awake, angel."

	 

	"Oh. Um. Hullo, dear." Aziraphale reached one hand up to pat the arm Crowley currently had flung over his chest. The demon pressed his forehead into the curve of the angel's shoulder, shaking but not quite sure if it was laughter or fury he was currently stifling. It couldn't be clearer Aziraphale was feeling a little shy and uncertain this morning, given what they'd been up to since yesterday afternoon -- in between bouts of sleep -- and had been trying to escape before Crowley woke. The sheer charm of his bashfulness sent humor bubbling through the demon. However, the idea Aziraphale felt there was anything about his body to be ashamed of in the first place sent rage winging through Crowley -- fury at those bastards in Heaven who'd made his angel feel anything less than perfectly beautiful, just as he was. Not one of them had appreciated Aziraphale's lovely softness -- the softness Crowley was determined to restore, if he could only figure out how to get his angel eating, again. Maybe now that Aziraphale was back on Earth...

	 

	"No need to get dressed on my account, angel," he whispered against one warm, pink ear, then nuzzled beneath it. "You're absolutely gorgeous, just like this."  

	 

	He let his hands drift against warm, soft flesh, skimming his fingers over what remained of the succulent curves he hadn't spent nearly enough time admiring over the centuries. He'd been starving for his angel's body since 1941, and he wasn't ready to give it up, yet. Crowley hummed curiously, a small smile tugging at his lips as the angel in his arms wriggled with a trembling, breathless, "S-stop. Th-that..."

	 

	Delight rippled through Crowley as Aziraphale laughed, trying to squirm free of his touch. Until this moment, he'd had no idea his angel was so sensitive to touch, so... ticklish, humans called it. He didn't even know angels could be ticklish, until now. He hummed again, wondering if this was something unique to Aziraphale. Since he had no desire to go around tickling random angels, he was happy to assume it was unique to this one. To think, he wasted all those centuries afraid his angel would recoil in disgust if touched by him, only to find out now he could have spent that time listening to this beautiful laughter, instead.

	 

	What a shame. Have to fix that. But first...

	 

	Wrapping his arms tight around Aziraphale, he burrowed his face into his angel's neck and, against the warm thrum of the angel's corporeal pulse -- the Earthly evidence of the heart so closely joined to his own -- he murmured, "I love you, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale stilled, and a wash of love so warm it was like basking in the summer sun flowed over Crowley, even as the angel in his arms whispered back, "I love you too, Anthony."

	 

	 

	It took them a while after that to finally make their way out of the warm comfort of each other's arms and bodies. After six thousand years of being unable to touch in more than the smallest of ways, it seemed only fitting to be utterly enamored with the taste and texture of each other's skin, and the pleasure they could give one another through physical contact. 

	 

	Of course, the opportunity to watch his angel fuss around getting dressed and put together was a treat all its own and had Crowley reconsidering the whole act of how he clothed himself as he stood leaning against the wall inside the bedroom door, watching Aziraphale do up his shirt cuffs and tie his bowtie just so. Crowley had always just miracled clothes in place, not wanting bothered with what felt like tedious routine. But the remembered heat in cerulean eyes from when they'd peeled away each other's clothing yesterday, and the current pleasure of watching his angel primp -- the intimacy of witnessing this very private routine -- inspired the desire to know how it felt to have his angel's undivided attention while dressing.

	 

	Aziraphale's dressing routine gave Crowley ample time to catalog all the things that worried him about the ways his angel's body had changed. The familiar, Earthly clothes Aziraphale always favored hung far too loosely on his frame, now. The waistcoat which had once been delightfully snug on the angel now draped with enough space Crowley was concerned he might be able to slip his entire forearm between the soft material and his angel's body. Nor did it escape Crowley's attention how Aziraphale had to cinch his belt tighter, in order to hold his trousers securely around his waist. Even his bowtie didn't fit quite as snugly as it once did.

	 

	If it wasn't for what he knew it meant, the changes wouldn't have meant anything much. Did he adore Aziraphale's thick, soft corporation? Fuck, yeah, he did. But what he adored about it was knowing Aziraphale was enjoying himself, was loving life on Earth and all the wonderful joys he could get out of it. Nothing made Crowley happier than seeing his angel beaming with pleasure or humming with joy over a new taste or food experience. The idea of getting to touch, cuddle, and kiss the evidence of all that pleasure stirred Crowley's need to see his angel eat, again. To watch that joy spread over his face and know Heaven hadn't destroyed that ever-so-important part of who his angel really was.

	 

	Finally, the angel turned his way with a soft smile, those cerulean eyes full of warmth Crowley felt clear to his soul. He watched as Aziraphale opened his mouth to speak, then startled and cringed when a loud, electronic squeal -- like feedback on a loudspeaker -- from somewhere outside the shop filled the air.

	 

	"What in the world...?" Aziraphale was out the bedroom door like a shot, even as the sound changed and Crowley realized what was happening. With a chuckle and a shake of his head, he set off after Aziraphale.

	 

	If he was right, his angel was going to absolutely hate what was going on outside.

	 

	Sure enough, as he joined Aziraphale on the front step outside the bookshop, the source of the sound -- now a rhythmic pounding backed up by the sounds of other instruments -- became self-explanatory.

	 

	Music -- something upbeat and what sounded distinctly 1960s in origin -- was blasting from the open door of Maggie's shop. Crowley cast a glance Aziraphale's way and suppressed a grin at the cringe on his angel's face. Poor angel never really learned to appreciate anything more modern than Glen Miller or Vera Lynn. 

	 

	The door to Nina's café stood open as well, and inhabitants of and visitors to the Whickber Street area of Soho milled about both inside and outside the café, chatting, laughing, enjoying the music, and generally having the kind of good time humans often did after the dust settled from natural disasters and wars alike. Crowley could only shake his head in wonder. Marvelously resilient beings, humans. 

	 

	What humanity just experienced should have left them all traumatized, blathering masses of incomprehensible human-shaped madness. Instead, just a week later, and they were getting on with life and living it up, like the vaguely demon-shaped stains on the roads and buildings were nothing worth even mentioning. Humans never ceased to amaze Crowley. They could seemingly bounce back from any adversity, given enough time, and in the worst of times, they managed to put aside their differences and come together to support each other. 

	 

	"Look at them, angel," he murmured to Aziraphale as he took hold of the angel's hand, slipping his touch down over the warm palm until he could interlace their fingers. The sensation of his angel's hand against his own was still a transcendent experience. He couldn't imagine a time might ever exist where it wouldn't be. "You'd think the end of the world never even tried to happen."

	 

	"Yes." Aziraphale sighed in relief as the music turned to something more reminiscent of 1940s jazz. "I daresay Heaven and Hell could both learn a great deal from humanity."

	 

	Crowley hummed a quiet agreement, having already lost the thread of their conversation as his mind shuffled through memories roused by the music. The entire decade of the 1940s had been both exhilarating and terrifying, for him. After that night in 1941, he'd been far too distracted by his own situation to pay much attention to the world quite literally blowing up around him. He'd been filled with a familiar, giddy sense of optimism taken to dizzying heights by the revelation he could and did love, and by his and Aziraphale's first dance, and first kiss. However, he'd also been beset with a new sensation -- the slow, malignant creep of true terror. For the first time in his existence, he'd truly feared being found out, because it would mean losing what he couldn't survive losing. So, he'd hid his dreams in a secret compartment carved in the bottom of his Icarus and Apollo statue and did his best to never think of them again.

	 

	Optimism quickly gave way to obsession, though, and the fear he might have to go on the offensive kept prodding him toward getting his hands on Holy Water, until it landed in his lap in 1967, and he thought he could breathe. He could pretend everything was right in his world, and if he just willed it that way for long enough, what he had would be enough.

	 

	And it had. Right up until Armageddon came knocking the first time. He should have known it was a bad sign when he started having nightmares -- even when he was awake -- after he was idiot enough to beg God to show him Her Great Plan. He'd been looking for proof Aziraphale would be safe. What he got instead were glimpses of the end of the world.

	 

	He never told Aziraphale about his nightmares -- still hadn't, yet. He never admitted how much he loathed the idea of sleeping alone after they started happening, either. Figured he could just handle them, and if Aziraphale didn't know, no one else could find out, either. Which meant Hell would never figure out how many times he awoke from nightmares, crying out for his angel, only to find himself alone.

	 

	 Much as he enjoyed sleep, he hadn't really slept -- not restfully -- since the Antichrist arrived on Earth. He'd made sure he was too busy trying to do whatever he could to stop the end of the world, knowing if the world ended, he'd lose Aziraphale forever. Ever since that night in 1941, losing Aziraphale from his life was not an option.

	 

	When he first started having nightmares of the end of the world, it sickened him out of sleep. He'd clung harder to his angel, whilst trying to appear like he wasn't clinging at all. After the day he found the bookshop in flames... Crowley's knees quaked for a moment under the weight of memory. He drew a breath, reminding himself Aziraphale was all right. His angel was better than all right. He was here, his left palm currently pressed against Crowley's right, their fingers intertwined securely.

	 

	"Are you quite all right, love?" Aziraphale's gaze was both curious and concerned when Crowley surfaced from his thoughts to find they were standing on the pavement just outside the café, with his angel watching him.

	 

	In that instant, the world faded away. There was nothing in all of existence except Aziraphale and the bright, loving light shining from his cerulean eyes. Crowley had never felt hunger until Aziraphale taught him what it was like to starve for touch, for connection, for love. Since 1941, he'd been ravenous. Now, heedless of their surroundings, Crowley leaned in and slid his mouth against his angel's in a series of small, heated kisses that had Aziraphale's face turning a lovely shade of pink, even as the angel sank into the kisses, letting Crowley know both his love and his hunger were reciprocated.

	 

	"'Bout time for that." A feminine voice intruded, and Crowley eased away, a grin flicking at his lips at the flustered expression and embarrassed flush of Aziraphale's face. He so loved that color on his angel's skin.

	 

	"You can forgive me, later," he murmured to his angel, tapping a finger against his shades when Aziraphale's brow furrowed in confusion above his dazed eyes. Crowley'd made his angel a promise back in 1941 to never kiss him with the shades on again. He had already broken it once, before, and it took him three months after his angel left to realize that was what he'd been forgiven for, that day.

	 

	Not much of a choice, today. Too many humans around.

	 

	"It's all right." Aziraphale's response was barely more than a whisper, and his cheeks were still flushed with embarrassment over the very public kiss. Crowley gave his hand a gentle squeeze and turned his attention away to give his angel time to compose himself. That was the best part about being a demon -- he didn't have to feel embarrassed about a blessed thing. Even if Aziraphale proved to him last night there were a few things that still made him uncomfortable to admit.

	 

	Loving his angel wasn't one of them.

	 

	As a Tempter, he'd been in bathhouses, brothels, massage parlours, strip clubs, BDSM clubs, and peepshows throughout history and all over the world. He'd seen things that would scandalize his innocent angel, and he wasn't ashamed in the least to admit how much time he spent, over the millennia, wondering about his angel's kinks. Aziraphale was a true hedonist, and exploring all the pleasure their bodies could give each other with him was an eternity Crowley was definitely looking forward to. For the time being, he just reveled in the knowledge they didn't have to hide anymore. Not from Heaven, Hell, or each other.

	 

	He caught sight of Nina watching them, a smug little grin on her dark face and her arms crossed over her chest as she leaned against the plate glass alongside the open doorway. When she saw his unrepentant expression, she just shook her head and laughed.

	 

	"Good to see you looking a bit more among the living," she quipped to Crowley as he pulled Aziraphale gently along toward the doorway. Nina nodded toward the inside of the café. 

	 

	"Drinks and food are laid out inside. Justine's lot really outdid themselves. Think everyone's just glad it's finally over." She stopped, her gaze narrowing as it moved between them suspiciously. "It is finally over, yeah? No more suddenly trying to blow everything up, right?"

	 

	A small, slightly flustered smile flickered over Aziraphale's face. "I assure you, the only way anyone will be blowing anything up around here again is if humanity decides to start another world war. Let's just hope that never happens."

	 

	"Yeah. Guess we can all hope for that." A tight smile flickered at Nina's lips, before her expression brightened as her gaze slid past them. "There you are. What's the news?"

	 

	Maggie came around them, a smile on her face as she looked between Crowley and Aziraphale. "Oh, it's good to see you back on your feet, Mr. Crowley!"

	 

	"News?" Crowley tensed momentarily, until he remembered these were humans, and would have no idea what was going on in either Heaven or Hell. Forcing himself calm, he managed a nonchalant sounding, "What news?"

	 

	"Oh, I've just been over to see Newt and Anathema at Great Ormond." Maggie glanced her partner's way with a smile. "Anathema had a baby boy, early yesterday morning. They've named him Joseph."

	 

	"That's all good, then," Nina approved with a smile. 

	 

	"Oh, that's splendid news!" Aziraphale's excited tone drew Crowley's attention, to find his angel beaming with excitement. Cerulean eyes turned his way, and the angel practically bounced with glee as his free hand latched onto Crowley's bicep. "We should visit them!"

	 

	Crowley lifted one brow in surprise. Neither of them had ever been the visitation type. "Why?"

	 

	Aziraphale narrowed those cerulean eyes in a scandalized pout at the question. "Babies deserve blessings! Angels bless babies all the time. I've done more than a few."

	 

	Crowley rolled his eyes behind his shades and tried to ignore that pout. Of all the things about Aziraphale he loved, the one that had always most turned him inside out with craving was when the angel gave him one of those little pouts. Since 1941, those moments always had him fighting the urge to rip out his own soul and offer it up to his angel, a tribute in exchange for just one more kiss, one more smile. What threatened to discorporate him the most -- even now -- was, he was never sure if Aziraphale knew what he was doing, or if he was just that obliviously precious. As he always had when faced with one of Aziraphale's pouts, Crowley gave him a playful scowl and snarked, "Not in over a century, you haven't. Angel..."

	 

	"Be a bit like watching a Panto of Sleeping Beauty if you two showed up together, wouldn't it?" Nina quipped, then shrugged when Maggie elbowed her. "Well, it would."

	 

	Crowley couldn't fault Nina's logic. He imagined he'd seem rather like Maleficent, showing up to bless anything. That part of the Arrangement always used to feel odd to him. Still, he already knew if it made his angel happy, they'd be making a trip to the Great Ormond Street Hospital so Aziraphale could bless Book Girl's baby. He suppressed his grin of amusement, wondering what the American would think of that idea, her being an Occultist and all. 

	 

	"Things I do for you, angel," he muttered near Aziraphale's ear, before pressing a quick kiss to the side of his head. They both knew he'd gripe about it, but keep doing whatever put those bright, beautiful smiles on his angel's face.

	 

	"Actually, there's something Nina and I wanted to speak to you about, Mr. Fell." Maggie suddenly looked nervous. "Maybe we could all go over to your shop and discuss it, where things are a bit quieter?"

	 

	Crowley watched concern wrinkle his angel's brow, even as Aziraphale nodded. "Of course."

	 

	Nina glanced inside the café, and then nodded as well. "Think things are well in hand, here."

	 

	Crowley squeezed his angel's hand as they returned to the bookshop, trying to comfort the tension he felt radiating from Aziraphale the best way he could at the moment. What he really wanted to do was wrap the angel up in a hug until everything was okay. But he couldn't do that, could he? He didn't even know it would be okay.

	 

	A few minutes later, once they were all settled -- Nina and Maggie on the settee, Aziraphale in his chair, and Crowley perched on the arm of the chair, one arm draped along the back of the chair and his side leaned against his angel's in a familiar, comforting position, silently reminding the angel they were in this together, whatever this ended up being.

	 

	"What seems to be the trouble, Maggie?" Aziraphale looked distinctly ill-at-ease, which Crowley didn't like. He shifted the position of his arm on the chair's back until he could drop his hand to stroke soothingly through the short blond curls along the side of Aziraphale's head. 

	 

	"Oh, no trouble, Mr. Fell," Maggie immediately denied, before her hands dropped to her lap and she twiddled with her thumbs a bit. "It's just... I don't want you to think I'm ungrateful, after everything you've done for me, and..."

	 

	Nina reached over and placed one hand on top of both Maggie's. "Look, Mags and I have talked, and we decided, we like being together, and this whole only seeing each other when our shops are closed is just bonkers. So, we've put in for a merger of the two businesses. It'll still be about six months, but we figure that gives you time to find a new tenant for the space Maggie's shop is in, now."

	 

	"Oh." Crowley felt Aziraphale's body sink against his in relief, dissipating his own tension in the process. "Is that all? Yes, of course, that makes sense. I'm delighted! If there's any way we can be of assistance, please let one of us know."

	 

	Maggie looked stunned for a moment, then burst out laughing, her hands lifting to press against her mouth. "I thought for sure you were going to be upset about it. I mean, my store's been there for a very long time, and you've always been so nice to me about the rent, and you even mentioned not knowing where else to get your records..."

	 

	Aziraphale's smile only grew wider, and surprise jolted Crowley momentarily when the angel's hand reflexively came to rest on his knee, even as he continued to speak with his tenant. The action itself wasn't what surprised Crowley -- Aziraphale had always been the casual toucher of them. For at least the past couple of centuries, the angel often touched him without apparent regard for the consequences if caught. But until a little over eight months ago, those touches hadn't carried any intimacy, and with as flustered as Aziraphale had been by their kiss out on the street, Crowley hadn't expected anything like this from the angel who always claimed he moved too fast.

	 

	"Maggie, dear, I would be the last person to interfere with love," Aziraphale was saying lightly. "Besides, we're friends, and it's not like you're moving far away. I can just as easily cross the road to visit as pop round the corner, can't I?"

	 

	Maggie returned his smile gratefully "Guess I never thought of that. Don't know why I was even worried."

	 

	"Well, then, crisis averted." Aziraphale gave Crowley's knee a loving pat as he rose from his seat with a contented smile on his face. "Now, let's get back to your lovely party, and you can tell me about your visit with Anathema and the baby. Joseph is such a fine name..."

	 

	Crowley chuckled to himself as he pushed to his feet and strolled after the small group, letting the happy sound of his angel and Maggie chatting about the new arrival and Maggie's extended family wash over him. It appeared whatever Aziraphale experienced in those eight months he was in Heaven on his own, they hadn't altered his love and concern for humanity one bit.

	 

	As they crossed the street back to the café, Crowley caught sight of something he'd been too focused on Aziraphale to notice, the first time. Tucked back into the alleyway alongside Marguerite's was what looked like a small shrine he was almost certain hadn't been there in the past. Curious, he detoured in that direction, coming to stand in front of what was definitely a shrine. On the wall, artistic hands had painted permanent renderings of what he had no doubt were someone's memories of the battle here on Earth. He flinched from the familiar sight of demons in all their war regalia, swarming through the streets of Soho. Rising in front of the terrible images was a small stone altar, with lit jar candles, surrounded by cellophane-wrapped arrangements of cut flowers, handmade cards, and little pieces of paper with prayers and memorials written on them.

	 

	His gut twisted and his eyes burned at the sight, and the simple knowledge of how strong humanity's faith in a better future always was. Regardless of the horrors they experienced, they still believed there was some great, cosmic force, some Providence, that would somehow salve all their worries, fears, and pains. They believed in God, or in many Gods, and their belief alone gave them strength to endure through even the most terrifying atrocities existence could visit upon them. Even when God was the one doing the visiting.

	 

	"It's a memorial for the lost. We decided it was only right."

	 

	Nina's voice dragged his attention around, and he saw the sorrow and strength of humanity reflected in her expression as she came to stand beside him, looking down at the shrine. "We fared okay, here. I think that's because Whickber Street had Mr. Fell, and you. We had someplace safe to go, and people capable of giving us the means to protect ourselves. Overall, I think London fared better than anywhere else, because of Muriel. Don't know what they did, but they did something to the pipes, to the water. Made London safer."

	 

	Crowley blinked, impressed. He hadn't known the Scrivener had it in them. "Holy Water. Amazing. That little Scrivener blessed all the water in London."

	 

	Nina shrugged. "Thought that might have been it. Whatever they did, London suffered a lot fewer losses than anywhere else. This memorial's for the rest of the world. A lot of people died, and I don't even know if anyone really understands why."

	 

	A scoffing laugh slid loose from Crowley, even as a frown tugged at his face. "Not sure any of us really understands why, Nina. Just glad some of us understood why we couldn't let it happen."

	 

	"Yeah, I'll give you that one. For what it's worth," she touched a hand tentatively to his upper arm. "I'm glad Mr. Fell came back, and that the two of you worked things out. Mags and I worried about you, after he left. She said you looked rough, when she saw you in the pub."

	 

	Her words formed a lump in Crowley's throat. Aside from Aziraphale, he'd never had anyone worry about him, before. He had to admit, it felt kind of nice. Swallowing hard, he managed a hoarse, "Yeah. Thanks for that."

	 

	She withdrew her touch with a nod, then turned and went back to the café. Crowley stood there, staring at the proof of humanity's strength and resilience, as the sounds of the party washed over him. He was barely aware of the passage of time, except for the shifting of sound around him, and the eventual quiet -- or as quiet as a busy Soho street ever got in the daytime -- that indicated everyone had returned to their normal business.

	 

	Finally, feeling weary to his soul, he muttered a quiet, "Sorry" and miracled in a single white stargazer lily, its roots sunk into the soil of a rainbow glazed clay pot. Aziraphale told him, back just before the Flood, that God created the rainbow as a never again type of promise. This seemed an appropriate time and place for a similar promise. If he ever had anything to say about it, humanity would never face this kind of horror show from Hell, again. He'd tear Hell down with his own two hands, first.

	 

	"It's lovely." 

	 

	He turned at the quiet words, spoken in a voice as familiar as his own soul, to find Aziraphale seated on the bench across the alleyway, a small, sad smile on his angelic face and his hands folded in his lap as primly as ever.

	 

	Crowley winced. No one was supposed to see what he just did. But, if anyone was going to, at least it was his angel. "Angel, I..."

	 

	Aziraphale rose from the bench with a sigh and closed the distance between them, reaching out to take hold of the demon's hand even as he rested his head lightly against Crowley's shoulder. "You don't need to explain, love. Let's just leave it at 'it's lovely'."

	 

	Crowley nodded, steeling himself against the sudden urge to glance around and make sure no one else saw this moment of tenderness, before pressing his lips to Aziraphale's temple. He still battled the fear someone would notice and hurt Aziraphale to get to him. Hell could still try to seek revenge, even if they couldn't drag him back, or directly harm Aziraphale.

	 

	A glance around and a brief scan told him no one paid them any attention. There were no agents of either Heaven or Hell about. Just humans, going about their business. If anyone even glanced down the shadowed alleyway and saw them, they didn't say anything. 

	 

	And for the first time in nearly a century, Crowley let himself relax, knowing his angel was, at least for now, safe.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Sixteen

	This Place Their Home

	 

	 

	Flat above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- One Week Later

	 

	Crowley heard a small, distressed sound, muffled too late, from behind him as he unwrapped the framed and signed sketch Leonardo da Vinci gave him and hung it carefully on the bedroom wall. Concerned, he half-turned toward where his angel stood in the doorway. "Alright there, angel?"

	 

	He caught the stretch of Aziraphale's cover-up-what-I-really-feel-with-a-smile that didn't reach his currently dulled cerulean eyes, and froze along with his pulse, even as Aziraphale nodded. "Quite all right."

	 

	Which was a fucking lie. Frowning when Aziraphale immediately spun on his heel and disappeared from the room, Crowley followed his angel from their bedroom, around the railing and then down the circular wrought-iron stairs, before finally catching him on the ground floor, one hand wrapping around Aziraphale's wrist to bring the angel back around to face him.

	 

	"We agreed to stop running away from each other, angel. Talk it out, remember? That was your rule." They'd spent hours, after the street party, hashing out all the things they never took the time to discuss about their relationship in six thousand years. Like how Aziraphale knew Heaven was corrupt a very long time ago -- even tried to warn Crowley about it before he Fell -- and only pretended he agreed with them because he'd feared being utterly alone even more than he feared Falling. Or how much Crowley running away from every argument hurt Aziraphale. That'd been a knife to the heart to hear.

	 

	Aziraphale had wanted to know about the Drowned Duck, of course, and Crowley had to explain he hadn't kept his purchase of the pub in 1862 a secret from the angel on purpose. He honestly hadn't had a chance to tell Aziraphale about his escape plan, or what happened in Hell between 1827 and 1862. Their argument over the Holy Water stalled any attempt, and after 1941, it just didn't seem worth mentioning. That conversation led to them agreeing their history of running away from or shutting each other out when they were upset had to change, and to Aziraphale's rule about sticking around and talking things out. "Besides, isn't running supposed to be my thing?"

	 

	Aziraphale didn't smile at the quip, and still wouldn't meet his gaze. Crowley tightened his hand around the angel's wrist slightly -- not enough to hurt or bruise, but enough to drive home how serious he was -- and leaned his forehead against Aziraphale's. "Talk. To. Me. Angel."

	 

	A sigh puffed out of Aziraphale, and he sagged in Crowley's grasp, leaning into the tactile contact as Crowley's arms wrapped around him. The warm weight of his angel's arms returned the embrace. Crowley could hear the quiet tick of the old clock on the other end of the shop as the moments passed, just him and his angel, locked in an embrace they found themselves in more and more often, these days. An embrace meant to both give and receive comfort as they navigated the equally exhilarating and terrifying new layers of their reality together.

	 

	After a few more moments, Crowley nuzzled the soft, blond curls along the side of his angel's head with a murmured, "Aziraphale. You have to speak to me, sooner or later."

	 

	Another sigh -- this one Crowley felt everywhere Aziraphale's body touched his -- then, "I'm being silly, and jealous. You'll laugh at me."

	 

	Crowley cocked one brow in surprise. This was something new from his angel. Usually, Aziraphale went out of his way to be ridiculously silly, intent on eliciting a smile or laugh from Crowley. Even back when sharing a smile or laugh was dangerous for them both. His angel had never been shy or embarrassed about being silly. A loving smile cracked the world-weary lines on Crowley's face, and he pressed a gentle kiss of promise to the angel's skin. "Never. What's bothering you, angel?"

	 

	"The sketch. I don't like it."

	 

	Crowley forgot how to breathe in one instant of guilt and horror. He didn't often feel the former, but knowing he'd been caught over the sketch twisted in him like a noose around his neck. He'd known it was a bad idea, that it would upset Aziraphale to see. Still, Crowley couldn't get rid of it. He'd loved having that sketch near him, where he could look at it and feel connected to his angel, no matter how long they were separated or how far apart they were. He'd loved knowing he could look his fill, and never have to worry someone would rip it away, because everyone else would just see a work of art with no connection to Aziraphale or the feelings Crowley hadn't even been aware he had for much of the time, back then. Still, something about it -- either its existence, or that Crowley possessed it -- offended his angel, and that wasn't okay.

	 

	"I don't understand, angel. What's--?"

	 

	"I know I should forgive her. But she was important to you, and I... I don't like knowing that." 

	 

	A relieved laugh worked its way free of Crowley as he realized what was going on. His angel -- always able to make him laugh with the silliest of unintentional, innocent misinterpretations -- had read everything about the situation wrong, even after what Crowley admitted about the sketch after Tadfield. Slipping his long fingers beneath Aziraphale's chin, he tipped the angel's face toward him.

	 

	"My sweet, sweet angel. You still don't see it, do you? I thought for sure you found me out, the night after Tadfield." He pecked a kiss to Aziraphale's lips just because he could. He liked knowing he could do that whenever he wished, now.

	 

	Aziraphale pulled back, frowning at him in confusion. "Don't see what? Explain yourself, Anthony J. Crowley."

	 

	A grin cracked Crowley's face at that. It was adorable how Aziraphale thought he could order Crowley around like one of his underlings. Oh, angel, that's going to cost you, later. "Angel, Leonardo sketched the original for the Mona Lisa off my description. Of you."

	 

	The cerulean eyes locked on his darkened further, and the watery edge of tears lined his angel's lashes. "Don't lie to me. We look nothing alike!"

	 

	"Well, no, not the finished painting," Crowley allowed, cupping Aziraphale's face, his thumbs moving to brush away the tears currently gutting him. "I made him promise to not make her eyes blue or her hair blonde. And he drew a woman because, well, apparently, I was very poetic describing you, and he saw right through me, and knew I was in love, just like every other bloody person on this planet has, except for you -- and me, I guess. I just never corrected his assumption I was describing a woman." He shrugged, brushing kisses over Aziraphale's cheeks. "Figured it was safer than telling him I was describing an angel."

	 

	"But it... I mean, how... Crowley, art historians say the Mona Lisa is a portrait of Lisa del Giocondo."

	 

	Crowley snorted. "Not bloody likely, angel. Ever meet her? Woman was a hag."

	 

	"Don't be rude." Aziraphale pulled away completely, already looking over a shelf full of what were no doubt old art books. "Why else would he call it the Mona Lisa?"

	 

	Crowley chuckled under his breath. His poor, unsettled angel failed to see the obvious, and that flustered combination of absolute certainty and confusion turned the demon on. 

	 

	Not that there was much about his angel that didn't turn him on. Running his tongue slowly over his bottom lip, he stepped up behind Aziraphale, letting his body sink into the warmth of his angel's back, his instant arousal pressing against the cleft the angel's arse. With a groan, he leaned to nuzzle his face into the valley of neck created by Aziraphale reaching up for a book. Yeah, there wasn't much of anything about his angel that hadn't been turning him the fuck on since 1941. Against his angel's soft skin, he whisper-hissed, "Mona Lisa: My lady, devoted to God. Aziraphale, being a Tempter might have put me in places all about sexual temptation, but I have only ever been tempted by you."

	 

	The volume Aziraphale had been lifting from the shelf crashed to the floor at their feet, and Crowley was treated to the melt of his angel's body against his own, and the most beatific look of love to ever grace an angel's face as Aziraphale tipped his head to see him better.

	 

	That look was absolutely worth the four-day-long hangover that followed a night spent drinking piss-poor Renaissance wine in a dusty, paint-pungent studio in Florence and describing the love of his damned life to a man with no real grasp of eternity, or the love it could foster. Not like Crowley'd had much of a clue about it at the time, either.

	 

	Unable to resist the pull of everything he felt for his angel, Crowley sought touch -- he'd been starved for the ability to touch and be touched by this soft, gorgeous angel for millennia, without even knowing it. Turning Aziraphale in his arms, he leaned to press his forehead to his angel's, then tipped his head to feast on the sweet, eager mouth that sought his. His hands moved along the angel's shoulders and back, his fingers dancing, one vertebra at a time, down the center of his lover's back, pausing over the collection of nerves and bones running between Aziraphale's wing root bones. He smiled at his angel's small shiver, and the hum of delight against his mouth, even as he let the perfection of this moment sink into him.

	 

	After a long moment, they broke apart and Aziraphale stirred a little, his hands slipping down from Crowley's neck to lay against the demon's chest as he murmured, "Anything more you need to move?"

	 

	Crowley chuckled to himself at the angel's unintentional double entendre but answered him without a quip about the burning heat pressed between their bodies, or how uncomfortable his already-tight jeans currently were. Instead, he just shrugged. "Just one more box of plants to go."

	 

	"Right. I'll just go make sure we left space for them, then, whilst you collect them, my dear." With that, Aziraphale slipped free of his grasp and headed back up the stairs. Crowley shook his head, tipping it back on his shoulders to look up at the ceiling so he didn't stare after his angel like the lust-addled demon he'd become.

	 

	He wondered if Aziraphale even knew, or if the angel was getting some kind of thrill out of torturing him. He chuckled to himself, aware either was possible and loving either possibility. 

	 

	Right now, though, Crowley was pretty sure Aziraphale was completely oblivious to anything but the whole moving-in process. His angel hated leaving things undone or done improperly. He would fuss with those plants until Crowley brought in the last boxful and they got the whole plant room set up perfectly. He'd already caught Aziraphale murmuring apologies to the plants for Crowley's swearing and praising them for handling the move so well. The angel was going to spoil the blessed things if he kept that up.

	 

	Gonna be a long day.

	 

	With another shake of his head, and a grin tugging at his lips, Crowley snagged his shades from the horse on the counter, slipping them onto his face as he headed for the front door of the shop.

	 

	One more box. Then, maybe, he could convince his angel to cuddle up on the settee and relax with a good book. The cuddling up was always Crowley's favorite part of the day. Snuggling in against his angel's softness and listening to him just talk was the only Heaven Crowley needed. Aziraphale's voice soothed him in ways no other sound in Creation could.

	 

	Moments later, final box removed from the back of the Bentley -- who was probably just as relieved to be done hauling his shit around as he was -- Crowley gingerly balanced the box with two of his favorite -- though he'd never tell them that -- plants in one arm and opened the front door of the bookshop before readjusting his load and stepping inside.

	 

	"Crowley?"

	 

	"Yeah, angel?" Crowley kicked the front door of the bookshop closed and headed for the front counter. Something about Aziraphale's voice, floating down from the upstairs balcony, made him pause. "Something wrong?"

	 

	"Wrong? Um... Oh, no, nothing's wrong. No, nothing at all."

	 

	Crowley's eyes narrowed. He knew that flustered tone. He slid the box of plants onto the counter, slipped his shades off his face, and dropped them over the horse sculpture. He snapped his fingers, simultaneously locking the front door and flipping the Closed sign, before sauntering around to the bottom of the stairs and calling up, "You sure, angel?"

	 

	"Um... Yes. Absolutely. Everything's just tickety-boo. Why would anything be wrong?"

	 

	Crowley heaved a sigh, a smile tugging at his lips as he made his way up the spiral wrought iron steps. "I don't know, angel. You tell me. Because you don't sound very sure."

	 

	He stopped at the top of the stairs, looked toward where Aziraphale stood in the doorway to the room he'd designated for Crowley's plants, and lifted one brow in question. His angel's face was flushed clear to the base of his white-blond hair and the angel was twisting his hands in that fiddly way he did when he was unsettled. Something definitely had him flustered.

	 

	"It's... It's..." Aziraphale stammered, glancing at Crowley with his head tipped bashfully downward like the innocent angel he hadn't been in a very long time, and certainly not the past couple of weeks, but his blue eyes glittering through his lashes with decidedly unangelic thoughts, before he turned his attention across the space on the other side of the stairs, heaved a sigh, and managed, "Well, it's indecent!"

	 

	Crowley's eyebrow lifted even further in question, until he turned to look where the angel was staring. Laughter burst from him in surprise when he saw what had his angel so flustered. He forgot he'd set the Icarus and Apollo statue out of the way against the far wall between the two windows, still under the moving canvas he'd wrapped it in. Well, it had been. Apparently, the canvas had come undone and the light from the shop's chandelier caught in sparks across the gold and red wings of the two interlocked forms. 

	 

	Sure, he knew it was indecent. Anyone looking at it would instantly assume the winged pair of figures were doing something far more salacious than wrestling. That was why he'd wanted it, to begin with. Still, he couldn't resist teasing his obviously flustered love. Crossing the space between them, he caught the angel playfully around the waist, pulling him close as he nuzzled kisses against Aziraphale's neck and ear and whispered, "What is it you think they're doing, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale wriggled in his grasp, the excitement in his motion a delightful contrast to the scandalized expression on his face and in his words as he blurted out, "I should think it's quite obvious what they're doing! Why would you have something so... so...so vulgar?"

	 

	Crowley hummed in response. Honestly, he probably would have left the statue behind if it didn't contain something vitally important to him. He couldn't tell his angel that, though. He wasn't ready yet to tell Aziraphale about the secret compartment he had installed in the bottom of the statue, after their ill-fated encounter in Edinburgh left him paranoid about his future. Nor was he prepared to admit how he repurposed that secret compartment in 1941, when he realized there was something even more important than his freedom he needed to protect. 

	 

	Now, skimming long fingers across his lover's back, he wrapped one hand around his angel's wrist and let his gaze dance over the soft dips and curves of Aziraphale's body. His heart gave a familiar jump of mingled tenderness and raw want, even as a thread of concern -- new since Aziraphale's return from Heaven -- wound through him. He brought the captive hand to his lips and slowly stroked each digit lovingly with his tongue, then pressed nipping caresses over the angel's palm, before working his nimble tongue around in the hollow between Aziraphale's palm and his pulse point. He cataloged the breathy moans and whimpers, savoring the scents and flavors of his angel's skin, the feel of gooseflesh rising behind every stroke of his tongue. Grinning to himself, Crowley laced his fingers with Aziraphale's and tugged him away from the doorway, across the room past the sculpture, and around the walkway toward their bedroom. "Let me show you why."

	 

	"C-Crowley! We're--" 

	 

	The demon cut off his angelic lover's protest with his own mouth, backing him against one bookcase halfway to their room. The desire he'd ignored downstairs came roaring back, and he crushed their bodies together, intertwining their fingers and pinning the angel's hands against a shelf full of books even as he broke their kiss to burrow his face into the curve of Aziraphale's neck, drawing in drugging breaths of the only scent in Creation that made him simultaneously hard and hungry.

	 

	"You smell fucking glorious, angel," he rasped against Aziraphale's throat. He rolled his hips forward, letting the angel feel how hard he was. "You've been doing this to me since '41, y'know."

	 

	Aziraphale's hands flexed against his, and a small sound of annoyance left the angel. Crowley chuckled, lifting his head to meet cerulean blue eyes currently pouting at him. "You want something, angel?"

	 

	"Yes!" Aziraphale wriggled his hands against the grip holding him to the bookcase. "Why won't you let me touch you, like this?"

	 

	Crowley groaned, closing his eyes as the thought of his angel's hands all over his body trembled through him, weakening his knees. 

	 

	"Because," he started in a husky mutter against Aziraphale's lips, before losing himself for one long, glorious moment in the sweetness of his angel's mouth. Need shuddered through him, and he forced himself to break their kiss to, in a rasp, admit, "I'm afraid if you touch me, I might never be able to let you go."

	 

	Before he realized what was happening, Aziraphale broke free of his loosened grip and reversed their positions against the bookcase. Except his clever angel didn't give him a chance to take back control. Crowley blinked, staring down at a sight sure to permanently discorporate him. The fucking Supreme Archangel of all Heaven knelt before him, working the fastening of his tight jeans, the chandelier light shining off his white-blond curls like the brightest of halos. Crowley shook with the force of need welling deep inside him. Only, it wasn't just carnal. It wasn't about the sex. All Aziraphale had to do was touch him -- really, truly touch him -- and he knew he'd fall apart for no other reason than because the touch would be Aziraphale's.

	 

	"Angel, wait..."

	 

	But, of course, he didn't. Aziraphale was shaking, too high on desire and adrenaline to hear him. In the next moment, Crowley's jeans were undone, and a sound somewhere between a tormented hiss and a cry of utter abandon and ecstasy strangled in the demon's throat as soft, warm hands he would worship for the rest of his days closed around his erection, sending shockwaves of pleasure through him with every stroke of those clever, healing fingers.

	 

	A hum was all the warning he got before the wet, suctioning heat of the angel's mouth enveloped him, and Crowley knew what it was like to shatter. Even Falling hadn't unmade him like this. He'd emerged from the sulfur pools of Hell angry and screaming vengeance. But the feel of his angel's mouth -- the swirl of his tongue, and the sensation of his throat convulsing in little gags as he figured out how to take every last inch -- shook Crowley to his foundation, left him trembling, vulnerable, and exposed. His head pressed back against the bookshelf behind him, his face tipped to the ceiling, and his eyes closed against the burning tears that coursed his cheeks as he sobbed away a lifetime of anger and pain. His fingers threaded and clenched in soft blond curls, not directing, but caressing, worshipping, thankful for every healing stroke of tongue and mouth as Aziraphale showed him a new Heaven, where only he was welcome. He felt the strong, sure grasp of his angel's hands against his thighs, stroking and holding him upright all at the same time.

	 

	Gratitude swelled within him, driven higher by the cataclysm he felt approaching, and he sought to give back as much as he was given. Words tumbled from his mouth. Raw whispers of thank you and feels so good and I love you. And then, just when he thought he couldn't survive a single second more, one warm hand left his thigh, and he felt fingers delve, and press, and-- 

	 

	Lights brighter and more explosive than the birth of his nebulae burst within him, showing him a new kind of universe. One which rotated around a single, fixed point -- his angel. Shaking in the aftermath of the reordering of everything he knew to be real, Crowley finally managed to tip his head forward and open tear-blurred eyes. Looking down, his gaze tangled with loving, pleased cerulean eyes twinkling with just a hint of smugness as Aziraphale slowly let Crowley's softening cock slide free of his lips. That sight alone sent a twitch of attempted interest through the demon, but after the way he'd just had his mind blown, he knew he wouldn't get more than a twitch.

	 

	Skimming one hand around from Aziraphale's hair, he gently stroked the angel's face, swiping his thumb along the dampness on his lover's swollen lower lip, then slightly deeper into his angel's mouth as a warm, wet tongue laved the end of his thumb.

	 

	As the angel finally released his hold on Crowley's thigh, the demon let go of his trembling muscles and slid to his knees, his thighs spreading wide around Aziraphale's hips as he came to rest in the angel's lap. He let his head fall lightly forward, their foreheads touching, as he caught his breath on shaky inhales that wrapped his lungs in their mingled scent.

	 

	"Are you okay, love?" Aziraphale's whispered words swam through Crowley, chased by the sensation of the angel's lips brushing gentle kisses against his face and lips, and he realized he'd drifted off.

	 

	He chuckled wearily, meeting Aziraphale's kiss on the next pass. After losing himself for a moment in the kiss, he eased away to murmur, "Yeah, angel. 'M okay. Someone just... fuck, angel, I didn't know you knew how to do that."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled, his hands slowly massaging Crowley's still-shaking thighs. "I just listened to your heart with mine, Anthony. Your heart told me what you needed from me."

	 

	Crowley draped his arms over the angel's shoulders and dropped his head to burrow into the curve of his angel's neck again as he felt Aziraphale's arms slip around his waist, hugging him close. Later, he'd think about what his angel said. Right now, he was content just to hold and be held, as his reordered reality settled in. Until this moment, he hadn't actually realized what it meant to be an us. 

	 

	He got it, now, and whatever happened next in life, he knew he would fight all of Creation to hang onto what he'd found. 

	 

	This -- his angel and the bond they'd forged -- was all he held sacred.

	 

	A chuckle worked free of him, and he trailed loving kisses along the hollow of his angel's neck before murmuring against his ear, "This wasn't the demonstration I planned, y'know."

	 

	Aziraphale hummed quietly, and Crowley felt the skim of the angel's lips against his cheek. "It's art, Crowley. I didn't need a demonstration. But I knew you needed held."

	 

	He couldn't even respond, his heart trying to beat its way free to offer itself to the being who knew him so well -- knew him better, sometimes, than he knew himself. The only response he could find was to turn his head, join their mouths in another kiss, and breathe every bit of his heart and soul into the only being he trusted to take care of it.

	 

	Love was a funny thing. He wasn't supposed to feel it, but he'd never been so glad in his life that he could. For Aziraphale.

	 

	In the end, it was all for Aziraphale.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Seventeen

	Tokens of Love

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- One Week Later

	 

	Aziraphale peered anxiously out the window above his desk, uncertain if he was more excited by the surprise he spent so long planning, or worried he was about to finally send his demonic love completely around the proverbial bend forever.

	 

	To say Crowley was still adjusting to a world in which he didn't have to look over his shoulder every second of the day -- or wait for some apocalyptic, unspeakable plot of Heaven or Hell's to either try to kill one, or both, of them or drive a wedge between them -- would be tantamount to calling the Dead Sea mildly brackish. Even in their own little corner of Soho, Crowley still couldn't completely relax when they were out in public. He reminded Aziraphale a little too much of one of those shell-shocked human soldiers he tended to back during the Great War, and the worry his beloved Anthony might never truly be able to let himself accept the peaceful life they finally had a real chance at plagued the Archangel. He so wanted to give Crowley peace. If any being in existence ever deserved peace, Crowley did.

	 

	When they'd packed up Crowley's few personal possessions -- and the plants, of course -- from the flat, last week, the demon was adamant they leave behind the battered stone eagle lectern -- its wings still spread wide, if chipped a bit -- that once sat in the sanctuary of Saint Mary Adermanbury's Church. He'd called it a "wretched thing," and Aziraphale heard in his voice what Crowley didn't say. Sweet, mischievous Anthony, with his quick wit, ingenuity, and good heart, thought he was a wretched thing, too. He still thought he was somehow less, somehow unforgiveable and undeserving, even after hearing the Almighty declare him beloved -- even after Aziraphale told and showed him how loved he was. Even after all the times Aziraphale forgave him. They both knew the words I forgive you meant so much more than face value, now. The angel explained what he meant when he said them as bluntly as he possibly could.

	 

	Crowley still reacted to the words like a slap, before he managed to cover his reaction. 

	 

	Aziraphale closed his eyes against the desire to cry. He battled the urge a lot, aware all the love he had to give -- and that was a lot -- couldn't heal all of Crowley's wounds. While helping Crowley pack up his flat, Aziraphale realized he needed something grander -- a gesture that couldn't be mistaken or brushed aside with a sarcastic quip. Knowing what Crowley thought, how could he leave the statue behind? How could he not do everything in his power to prove it wasn't -- that Crowley wasn't -- a wretched, unlovable thing?

	 

	He only hoped he hadn't done the wrong thing, because he didn't think he could bear it if he inadvertently harmed his precious demon again.

	 

	"What's got you looking all guilty this time, angel?" The words, full of familiar teasing, nearly catapulted him out of his skin with how close behind him they were. He spun around to find Crowley barely a step away, shades hanging from his long fingers as he eyed Aziraphale with mock suspicion and a teasing smirk. "Better not be any more naked Archangels about."

	 

	"Of course— Crowley, that's not funny," he protested, blushing, even as his demon's smirk widened. Crowley tossed his shades onto the desk and reached out to thread their fingers together, lifting each of Aziraphale's hands to his lips to press kisses to his palms. Golden, serpentine eyes met and held the Archangel's, full of teasing warmth.

	 

	"Sorry, angel, but the last time you looked like that, Nina had just mentioned your 'naked man friend'." Crowley's wicked chuckle sent a warm shiver through the angel. "I wasn't sure at the time if I should laugh or be jealous."

	 

	"I'm thankful you did neither."

	 

	Crowley hummed a vague agreement. "Oh, I assure you, one happened. And you're avoiding the point."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled without answering, fighting down his nerves. Aware that if he didn't do it now, he likely never would, he disengaged one hand from Crowley's grasp and tugged the demon along, heading for the staircase. He was going to trust his heart to lead him right, and his heart told him Crowley needed this to help him heal.

	 

	"Angel, what the Heaven are you up to?" Crowley protested warily, though he followed without breaking his hold on Aziraphale's hand. He did that a lot, since they returned from Heaven -- clung as if he feared the angel would disappear at any given moment. A wave of sorrow and shame washed through Aziraphale, knowing at least half that fear was his fault.

	 

	"Hush. I have something to show you."

	 

	Crowley's gaze flicked to the top of the steps, before a downright sinful grin spread across his lips and he waggled his eyebrows. "I've seen it, but by all means..."

	 

	"Behave," Aziraphale scolded with a mock reproachful look. He huffed out a half-sigh, half-laugh. "What am I going to do with you?"

	 

	"I told you, angel. I'm a demon. I don't know how. And I have a few suggestions..."

	 

	"Crowley!" He let it go at that admonishment, stopping at the door across from the top of the stairs, leading to the room where they'd situated Crowley's beloved plants -- not that the demon got around to admitting he cared, yet. He would, in time. Aziraphale was sure of that. The real question was, would he still want this life they were painstakingly building after he saw what Aziraphale had done?

	 

	Yes. He wasn't going to start doubting everything now. Crowley loved him. Even if what he'd done ended up causing pain, they'd find a way past it. They were moving past the days of talking around and through each other, or just not talking at all. They were working their way through all the difficult conversations they spent so very long avoiding out of fear for each other's safety.

	 

	"I know you said to leave it," he murmured, "but I saw your face, Anthony. I saw what you weren't telling me. Please know I did this because I love you. So much I don't even have the words to express how very important you are to me."

	 

	He forced his hand steady as he turned the doorknob, pushing open the door into the sunlight-drenched room they'd turned into a veritable indoor garden, complete with a small, freestanding pond -- surrounded in brickwork and full of koi fish -- and a bench much like their bench in Saint James's Park. Now, it also contained Aziraphale's gift to Crowley -- he commissioned it from a local stone sculptor who promised to work the old stone without cleaning away the traces of burn marks, smoke, and dust while creating exactly the image Aziraphale drew for her. It sat on the short, flat, hollow pedestal, housing the koi pond's water recycling system.

	 

	He felt the hard clench of Crowley's grip on his hand and winced, but forced himself to look at his demon, his love, the other half of his heart and soul. He looked, even expecting anger, fear, or pain. He would never shy away from this demon he could do nothing but adore.

	 

	"It's the lectern from the church, Anthony. At least, that's what it started out as."

	 

	Crowley was staring at the statue, but his expression displayed none of the anger Aziraphale worried he might. The demon's demeanor was slack with the same kind of awe Aziraphale was used to seeing from humans who experienced the grace of the Divine. His golden eyes were wide, and his face was damp with tears Crowley seldom let himself shed. Aziraphale wasn't even sure the demon realized he was crying, right now.

	 

	"Angel. Aziraphale... What... what did you do?" Crowley's words were hushed, almost reverent, as if he was afraid to believe his eyes.

	 

	"I took something believed to be wretched and broken," he whispered, afraid if he spoke too loudly, it would shatter the moment, "and showed it just how loved and beautiful it really was, all along."

	 

	Before he could move or say anything more, he found himself enveloped in Crowley's hard embrace, his demon's face burrowed against his neck as Crowley released the torrent of pain and isolation Aziraphale was certain Crowley'd never let himself feel, in millennia of being a demon. The angel wrapped his arms around this beloved, beautiful creature who had never, no matter his protestations otherwise, been anything less than cherished and worthy, and let Crowley cry. Whispering soft words of love and healing, Aziraphale smiled at the stone statue of a smudged, tarnished angel with pitch-black wings, cupping his palms around a small nightingale in mid-song, whilst his dark, soot-stained wings lovingly sheltered three seated children holding baby goats.

	 

	"You asked me how long I've loved you. The answer, my love, is forever," he whispered against Crowley's ear, planting a soft kiss there. "There's never been a time I haven't loved you. Angel. Demon. The trappings never mattered because it was always you. I only ever saw you, Crowley. All I could do, all I can do, is love you."

	 

	******

	 

	That Evening

	 

	Crowley leaned against the open doorway into the kitchen -- Aziraphale miracled it into being back during the pandemic out of boredom and a desire for something to nibble on -- watching his angel putter about making himself a cup of tea. Aziraphale swore there was a whole process to making a proper cup of tea. Personally, Crowley never touched the stuff, but he was relieved Aziraphale was starting to enjoy his little Earthly rituals and pleasures.

	 

	"You know it's okay to eat, yeah?" He rested his head on the door frame, letting his gaze drift over the angel's still sparse -- compared to before, anyway -- form.

	 

	Aziraphale tensed for a fraction of a second, but it was enough Crowley caught it, before the angel half-turned his way with a vaguely exasperated smile. "Why do you keep trying to get me to eat?"

	 

	Crowley blinked in surprise, sucking in a small breath against the instant clench of pain at the sorrow and fear he could see buried deep in his angel's eyes. "Because food makes you happy. You're not happy, angel, and I don't know how else to fix it."

	 

	Aziraphale startled. "Of course I'm happy! You're all I need to be happy, Crowley--"

	 

	"Not that kind of happy, angel." Crowley sighed heavily. "Happy with yourself, I mean."

	 

	Aziraphale lifted one eyebrow. "And you think I need food to be happy with myself?"

	 

	"I dunno." Crowley straightened from where he slouched, tension crackling through him. "Yeah. Yeah, I do. First time I ever saw you enjoy any blessed thing was that night in Job's cellar. Every time you eat, it's like you're back there, again, enjoying yourself for the first time. You have no idea how much I love seeing that."

	 

	Aziraphale turned back to what he was doing, leaving Crowley at a loss for how to get through to him. Except, maybe... Crowley slipped his mobile phone from his jacket pocket and sent a quick text to Maggie.

	 

	He glanced up as he heard the clink of metal against ceramic, before Aziraphale turned from the counter where the kettle was, cup and saucer in hand and a soft smile on his face. "I really do appreciate you looking out for me, love, but it's entirely unnecessary for me to eat, and I'm perfectly fine."

	 

	As if that wasn't, as the Americans liked to say, the biggest crock of shit he'd ever heard. Still, Crowley bit back his argument. He was already forming a plan. He knew he was right, and he wasn't giving up on this. 

	 

	As Aziraphale headed back toward the sitting area with his tea -- all the proof Crowley needed that his angel wanted his creature comforts, but was denying them for some reason -- Crowley's phone pinged in his hand, and he glanced down at the message on his screen.

	 

	MAGGIE: You want Justine's number? Why?

	 

	Crowley rolled his eyes and typed, It's a surprise. For Aziraphale.

	 

	MAGGIE: Oh, that's brilliant! How about I just give her your mobile number, and she can contact you when she's not busy?

	 

	Fine.

	 

	Tucking his phone away, Crowley was just turning to head out to cuddle up with his angel when something caught his eye he'd never noticed before. What he'd always assumed was just another desk or table covered in books, wasn't anything of the sort. He should have recognized the shape on sight -- he blamed the piles of books masking its appearance -- since he'd spent close to a decade after the Great War playing one in speakeasies and cathouses of the American South, trying to stir up all sorts of Hellish mischief during Prohibition. 

	 

	"Hey, angel?"

	 

	There was a moment of silence, before the clink of teacup against saucer, and then, "What is it?"

	 

	"Do you actually have a Steinway upright piano tucked back here? When did you get it?"

	 

	"Oh." The quiet rustle of movement reached him, and he looked over his shoulder to see Aziraphale pause in the open doorway from the sitting area. 

	 

	"I acquired that shortly after the Great War. The quiet around here was... unsettling. Music helped chase away the memories, so I had the idea I might learn to play the piano. I thought it would help." A flush stole up the angel's face, even as he shrugged. "I'm afraid I never did quite master it. I have the ear, but kept tripping over my own fingers. I keep it tuned and maintained the way the purveyor said I should, but I'm afraid it mostly just sits there, like... well, like that."

	 

	The desire to feel the ivory keys beneath his fingers again, and to provide his angel some kind of comfort, settled in Crowley. "Mind if I give it a go?"

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him, confusion clear in his cerulean eyes. "You play?"

	 

	"Haven't done since the '20s, but I can't be that rusty, yeah?"

	 

	A small smile flickered at the angel's lips, before he waved a hand and the books covering the piano disappeared. "By all means."

	 

	As Aziraphale headed back to the sitting area, Crowley slid out the bench, flipped open the lid over the keys, and flexed his fingers as he tried to remember if he ever learned any soothing melodies. He didn't have much of a refined playing style, since the only places he'd ever played before didn't have anywhere near the level of musical sophistication his angel did. 

	 

	Here goes nothing.

	 

	Settling onto the bench, he placed his fingers over the keys, drew a breath, and began gently setting his fingers down over the keys. For being over a hundred years old, the piano's notes played true and clear. Not that he was surprised. His angel was meticulous at keeping things in tip-top shape. Crowley closed his eyes and let the sweet notes he drew from the old piano flow through him, his love of the music, and of the angel for whom he played, inspiring the placement of his fingers.

	 

	After a time, Crowley allowed the notes to fall off gently, until silence filled the room again as he hung his head, uncertain if he felt more exhausted or elated by the emotions he'd poured out in that melody.

	 

	"That was beautiful."

	 

	The sound of his angel's voice drew his attention, and he turned his head to look at Aziraphale -- now seated at the table watching him with so much gentle, healing love on his face, all Crowley could do was turn on the piano bench and open his arms. Aziraphale came to him without even a flicker of hesitance, and a grateful sigh shuddered from Crowley as he wrapped his arms around his angel's waist and leaned into what remained of the soft cushion of his angel's body. He felt Aziraphale's arms on his shoulders, and the stroke of one hand through his hair, even as the angel pressed gentle kisses to his forehead and temple. He loved this angel, whatever corporation he took, but his throat tightened around pained tears as he wished fervently to have his angel back -- the angel who thrived surrounded by books, who sighed happily at a cup of cocoa or tea, whose eyes lit at the sight of good food and who could never say no to sweets. The angel who got pleasure from comfortable, well-worn clothes, a glass of good wine, and a stirring symphony or opera.

	 

	So far, Crowley had seen only glimpses of his angel, since Aziraphale came back. And he was desperate to break through whatever was holding him back.

	 

	"Please," Crowley rasped brokenly, nuzzling his face against his angel's body. "Please eat, angel. I'm begging, here."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed softly, and Crowley felt the press of the angel's kiss against the top of his head. "I'm sorry, love. I can't. I just... I can't."

	 

	"Please." Crowley tightened his grip, his fingers digging into warm flesh covered in soft cloth. "Please, just give me a chance to remind you."

	 

	He felt the angel's fingers in his hair, then another small sigh, and a kiss to his forehead, before Aziraphale murmured, "All right. Only for you, my love."

	 

	******

	 

	Back Room, A.Z. Fell & Co. Bookshop -- One Week Later

	 

	Crowley looked over the room, anxiety prickling through him as he triple-checked everything was set up perfectly. He'd been trying -- unsuccessfully -- to get Aziraphale to try different foods over the past week. So far, his stubborn angel was clinging to whatever convinced him he shouldn't want to eat, and that denial of pleasure kept extending into so many areas of the angel's life. He rarely read unless it was connected to his Heavenly duties. He would drink an occasional -- very occasional -- cup of tea, but no cocoa and absolutely refused to even contemplate alcohol. He wouldn't eat. And while Aziraphale's appetite for sexual pleasure was most definitely present, he fought it so intensely at times, it was ceasing to be sexy and was instead starting to worry Crowley.

	 

	Crowley didn't have his angel back. Not yet. He wouldn't know he had his angel back until he saw the familiar sparkle of joy in Aziraphale's cerulean eyes over the small pleasures most humans took for granted.

	 

	Which was where tonight came into play. He'd had to offer the chef over at Marguerite's an absurd amount of money to get the man to make what rested, keeping warm, under the cloche at one of the table's seats. Why the Parisian was so opposed to the dish, Crowley neither knew nor cared. All he cared about was that it was a favorite of his angel's.

	 

	To create the ambiance he wanted, Crowley dug out the candelabra he hadn't seen Aziraphale actually use since 1941 and swallowed back his own momentary panic as he lit the three candles -- battery operated candles weren't going to cut it, for this -- and snapped his fingers, dimming the other lights in the shop and filling the air with the quiet notes of their song. His plan was to surround Aziraphale with everything that reminded him of what they shared, what the angel loved about Earth, and who he really was. Just because he was the Supreme Archangel of Heaven, now, didn't mean he had to become one of those holier-than-thou wankers they destroyed during the Second Coming. Aziraphale was better than all of them for so many reasons, but especially because he loved Earth and found wonder and joy in all sorts of things it offered. Crowley was determined to remind him. He'd even gone to the effort to memorize a few lines from one of Shakespeare's sonnets, just in case. Whatever it took, tonight, he would get Aziraphale to eat.

	 

	He heard the front door open, then Aziraphale's confused "What on Earth...?"

	 

	"Back here, angel," Crowley called out, stepping out to where his angel could see him.

	 

	"Crowley, why's it so dark in here? Is that Vera Lynn I hear? What in the world are you... up to?" Aziraphale came to an abrupt halt, his eyes widening, as his attention landed on the carefully set table and waiting bottle of wine. 

	 

	Fresh nerves pelted through the demon. If this didn't work... He refused to flinch away from the cerulean gaze that lifted to his. A small, nervous smirk flickered at his lips. 

	 

	"C'mon, angel. Sit." He nodded toward the chair where the cloche was situated.

	 

	"Oh, Crowley." Aziraphale's expression softened, and he stepped up before the demon, lifting one hand to stroke Crowley's cheek. "You silly, wonderful demon. You didn't have to--"

	 

	"Yeah," Crowley snagged Aziraphale's hand and brought it to his lips to place a kiss to the angel's palm, never breaking their joined gazes, "I did. I need you to eat, angel. You promised me you'd try, and I can't bear to watch any more of the light go out of your eyes. Please."

	 

	Aziraphale's eyes widened, tears gathering there before spilling down his cheeks. Nodding, he leaned up to press a soft kiss to Crowley's lips. Then, without another word, he settled himself at the table. Crowley stepped up behind his chair, leaning to nuzzle a kiss against the side of Aziraphale's head as he reached for the cloche and whisked it away, revealing the Crêpes Suzette beneath. Against the angel's ear, he murmured, "Eat. I know they're your favorite."

	 

	He moved around the table and sank into the seat at a right angle to Aziraphale's, pouring them both a glass of Aziraphale's favorite Chateauneuf de Pas as he watched his angel's eyes light up at the sight of the food on the plate in front of him. Unfortunately, he also saw the dimming of that light under the weight of whatever fear was holding Aziraphale back. His heart wrenched and his throat tightened, watching the angel's hand tremble as he slowly picked up the fork. Aziraphale swallowed hard and glanced up at Crowley with eyes that screamed save me before the fork dropped from his shaking hand to clatter against the plate.

	 

	Crowley's heart plummeted. Moving to Aziraphale's side as the angel's eyes welled with tears, the demon crouched beside his angel's chair and wrapped his arms around Aziraphale, long fingers burrowing in blond curls as he cradled the back of his lover's head, feeling Aziraphale's tears dampening his neck where the angel's face was buried. His heart wrenched again when his angel clung to him, trembling hands fisted in the back of Crowley's shirt.

	 

	They stayed like that for long moments, only the soft tones of Vera Lynn's voice and the notes of musical instruments floating in the air as they clung to one another, an angel quietly sobbing and a demon uncertain if he was more pained that he couldn't help, or angry that Heaven had caused enough harm it might not be fixable.

	 

	No. He pressed his lips to the side of his angel's head in silent promise. He wasn't going to let the Metatron win. The wanker was gone -- burned to fucking ash. He didn't get to take Aziraphale's happiness with him.

	 

	"I love you more than life, angel, but I can't help if you can't tell me what's wrong," he rasped against Aziraphale's ear. 

	 

	Aziraphale heaved a watery sigh, but only clung tighter as he mumbled an inelegant, "Th-they t-told me I... I sullied myself, t-that I was d-disobedient, and c-couldn't be i-in c-charge until I l-left b-behind Earthly th-things."

	 

	And just like that, Crowley wished he could resurrect the Metatron and all his sycophants, just for the pleasure of taking them apart one tiny piece at a time. They died too easy.

	 

	"They're gone, angel. You're still here. And, might I remind you, God left you in charge of both Heaven and Earth, this time. Seems if anything the Metatron said had any bloody merit, God wouldn't've done that, yeah?"

	 

	Aziraphale sucked in a small breath, and sighed again. "Even Gabriel said--"

	 

	Crowley hissed. If Gabriel was behind this, Crowley was about to incur the wrath of the former Grand Duke of Hell, because he'd rip Gabriel apart with his bare hands. He couldn't believe he'd let Aziraphale talk him into helping to protect the bastard. 

	 

	"You," he eased back enough to lay his hands on either side of Aziraphale's head and look him right in the eye, "are amazing. You're the most brilliant being I've ever known, and you're like a bloody ray of pure love and sunshine, with just enough bastard buried under there to remind people who's in charge when they get out-of-line. And one of the best things about you is how you throw yourself into every-fucking-thing, nothing held back. You get joy out of things humans take for granted, and you remind them how wonderful those things are, in the process. I've been watching you inspire their courage, honesty, grace, and love for millennia." A soft smirk tugged at his lips. "For fuck's sake, you even got a demon to love. You can't change that, angel. The world needs that. Heaven needs that."

	 

	Aziraphale was listening, his expression full of wonder, before he slid his fingers along Crowley's cheek, his palm cupping the demon's face. "And you?"

	 

	A small laugh stuttered from Crowley. Was his angel seriously even asking this question? "Angel, I need you."

	 

	Aziraphale's gaze flicked toward the plate of crêpes, and he wet his bottom lip nervously. Then, with a small nod, he met Crowley's gaze again. "All right."

	 

	"Yeah?"

	 

	With a resolute nod, Aziraphale turned in his seat, picked up the fork again, and cut off a small piece of crêpe. He paused, sitting there with the bite suspended between the plate and his mouth, a thin line of syrupy orange sauce dropping from the fork back to the plate as the angel stared at it and swallowed hard.

	 

	"It's not going to bite you," Crowley assured him gently. "It's made proper, I promise. I got the chef from Marguerite's to make them for you."

	 

	Aziraphale's surprised gaze settled on him, even as the angel raised the bite the rest of the way to his mouth. Crowley forced himself to keep drawing even breaths of air, acting like this wasn't the monumental event it was. His heart thundered in his ears and hammered in his throat, transporting him back over the millennia, leaving him once again face-to-face with an angel contemplating the wisdom of that first bite. Only, this time, that angel wasn't just a potential ally. That angel was his whole bloody heart and soul, and it would destroy him if the answer to this entreaty was ultimately "no."

	 

	Aziraphale must have read something of his desperation on his face, because next thing he knew, the angel had the piece of crêpe in his mouth and was chewing. A soft sigh and quiet moan left Aziraphale, and Crowley's pulse skipped a beat watching his angel's eyes close and that familiar, blissful expression settle over his face. 

	 

	When the angel's eyes opened again, Crowley didn't have to cajole him to go back for more. Aziraphale took bite after bite, but not rushed. No, he savored each and every bite. Crowley watched the joyous, almost erotic motions of Aziraphale eating -- each bite of food going from plate to those delectable lips was a sensuous dance, leaving behind tiny smears of orange syrup, only to be swiped away by the tip of the angel's tongue. Relief, love, and lust tangled in Crowley as his angel finished every last morsel of food on the plate, then sank back in his seat with a sated, happy sigh and a small, peaceful smile.

	 

	The angel's eyes opened then, his gaze tangling with Crowley's and warming with love and apology. "Thank you, love. It may take me some time...." 

	 

	Crowley relaxed into his own chair, breathing a silent sigh of relief, and raised his own glass in a silent toast, smiling back at his angel. "You'll get there, angel. I believe in you."

	 

	If there was anyone in all of Creation capable of finding a way to overcome whatever terrible conditioning the Metatron subjected him to, it was Aziraphale. For his own part, Crowley intended to be there to remind his angel he had this, every step of the way.

	 

	******

	 

	Rooftop, A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- One Month Later

	 

	Nighttime in a city like London might not carry either the still wonder or sheer expansiveness of blanketing stars the countryside held, but it did carry its own certain charm. Especially up above the streets, where the artificial light was dimmer, and the stars stretched on forever.

	 

	Aziraphale's lips curved in a sad, loving smile as he glanced toward his demon and saw the familiar combination of painful longing to hear and touch the stars and the welcome gratitude of knowing they were still up there. Something of Crowley's remained from before his Fall -- a final memory upon all of Creation of his very first gift.

	 

	Crowley hadn't opened his wings once since the battle in Heaven, as far as Aziraphale was aware. The demon still didn't know about the changes to his wings, and Aziraphale wasn't quite sure how to bring the matter up. Emotionally, Crowley was still in so much pain, even though he finished healing physically months ago. He still had restless periods, and though he loved to sleep, Crowley often awoke awash in sweat, crying out for Aziraphale. Those were the worst times -- being unable to heal something that hurt his beloved demon so badly. All he could do, at those times, was hold Crowley and listen to him reveal truths about his life under Hell's control that broke the Archangel's heart to hear.

	 

	"You know," Aziraphale murmured now, taking hold of Crowley's hand with a small squeeze. "The Almighty gave you what grace She could--"

	 

	A weary sigh from Crowley cut him off. "I don't really want to talk about this, angel."

	 

	"As you wish." Aziraphale let the matter go. For now. But someday, they would have the discussion. He would hold onto the gift he had to give until Crowley was ready to receive it. A gift he was afraid his demon would reject, if it was pushed on him too soon. Crowley would wrongly assume it was God's doing, or some Heavenly effect from the battle to save Creation from the Metatron. He would reject it as he rejected Heaven. He would reject it because Crowley claimed he didn't do what he did to save Creation.

	 

	Right now, he was unable to hear the truth. So, for now, Aziraphale let the matter of Crowley's wings rest. After all, even before his wings were injured, Crowley seldom showed any active interest in his wings, so it wasn't likely he was missing them. Tugging lightly on Crowley's hand, he pulled the demon after him, and heard a hushed laugh.

	 

	"If your idea for bringing me up here was to get rid of me, I'd suggest you find a taller building, angel." The wry amusement in Crowley's voice was unmistakable.

	 

	"Oh, hush," he quipped back, shaking his head. At times, Crowley could be so ridiculous. "I have no reason to want rid of you."

	 

	"Glad to hear it." Warm sarcasm dripped from Crowley's voice. "So, what the Heaven are we up here for, then?"

	 

	"That." Aziraphale lifted his free hand to point out the spot where he had everything set up.

	 

	Crowley made a small sound of consternation. "I'm confused."

	 

	"Just quit grousing and come with me." Twining their fingers together, he set off across the bookshop's slate roof toward the spot he'd prepared. As they reached the area where he'd spread out a blanket on the roof and set everything up, he sensed Crowley falter, even as the demon tugged back on his hand.

	 

	Worried he'd misread his love's reaction, Aziraphale turned to look back, and saw the curious, hopeful look on Crowley's face. "Angel..."

	 

	"Yes, love?"

	 

	"That's a telescope."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled, pleased. "It is indeed. I've had it in the back of the shop for years. I wasn't sure you'd recognized it. You've never mentioned it before."

	 

	Crowley's gaze turned his way, even as a wry smile curved the demon's lips. "I don't mention half the things you've got stashed around the place. But I sure as Heaven ought to recognize a telescope when I see one. I helped Galileo invent the bloody thing, and I've been watching the humans continuously improve upon it ever since. D'you know they now have ones -- bigger than a house -- that can see all the way to where we started up my nebula engine? Inventive buggers."

	 

	Pleasant surprise flowed through the angel, and he smiled at the note of admiration familiar to Crowley's voice whenever he was confronted with proof of the ingenuity he helped spur along. Really, Crowley didn't give himself near enough credit for everything he'd done for humanity -- starting with Eden.  "I never knew you visited Galileo, but I can't say I'm surprised, either."

	 

	Crowley closed the distance between them, squeezing Aziraphale's hand, while his free hand reached out, his fingertips skimming the freshly polished brass of the old telescope. "How do you mean?"

	 

	"You, my love, always turn up whenever humanity needs a nudge in the right direction," Aziraphale lifted his free hand to pat Crowley's chest lightly. " They explore, invent, and think to ask what's possible or why things are -- because of you. I don't know what humanity -- what I -- would have ever done without you."

	 

	Crowley scoffed and changed the subject as he began fiddling with the telescope's dials, peering through the lense up at the night sky. "I assume there's a reason behind this."

	 

	"When I couldn't see my way clear of all the politics of Heaven, to remember what I love about Earth and the life we have here, you saw what I needed and answered it. I'm not blind, Crowley. I've seen what you've tried to hide from me for millennia. This was the only way I could think of to give you back the stars." That you would accept. "I know it hardly makes up for what was taken, but I wanted to do something because--"

	 

	His words were cut off by Crowley's mouth on his, stealing away both his words and his breath as the demon wrapped himself around the angel in a tangle of mouths and hands as they slid to the blanket together. Aziraphale gave himself over to the moment, to Crowley, and just let the rest of his answer hang, unspoken, between them.

	 

	Because I love you.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Eighteen  

	'Tis the Season 

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Christmas Season, Seven Months Later

	 

	Aziraphale hummed a Christmas carol to himself as he finished winding a long strand of tinsel and tiny, colored lights down the banister and attached it carefully to the wrought iron with a little tap of his fingertips against the decoration before moving on to give the shop's central pillars a similar treatment with a wave of his hands.

	 

	He loved Christmas. Not entirely unexpected for an angel, he imagined, seeing as a fair number of humans believed it was the celebration of Jesus's first arrival on Earth, a little over two millennia ago. As someone who'd been present in Bethlehem, though not actually at the birth -- honestly, who could ever think a woman giving birth wanted all sorts of strangers hanging about? Humans could be charmingly weird about what they believed, sometimes -- Aziraphale was quite aware there was almost no connection between that event and the holiday humans celebrated today, including the date.

	 

	Still, Aziraphale loved Christmas. He loved all the traditions involved, and especially the peace and goodwill it fostered in humans. So many good deeds were done in the name of the Christmas spirit...

	 

	Of course, he loved the rest of it, too. The bright colors and festive decorations, the beautiful carols, and the lovely cards. Giving gifts. He especially loved giving gifts. He'd had to get creative about it, over the years, leaving little trinkets and such on the door handles or slipped through the mail slots of the shops along Whickber Street. He'd had to be extra sly in giving gifts to Crowley, as the demon always complained and acted as if the entire time of year was a blight on Creation.

	 

	Aziraphale knew it was mostly for show. Over the past roughly eighty-four years, he saw the tender expression on his demon's face grow more obvious whenever Crowley found the gifts Aziraphale left him and thought no one was looking. Always before, Aziraphale wondered what Crowley was thinking at those times. Since Crowley moved in, Aziraphale had the pleasure of watching the demon actually blush when the angel found the gifts he'd given Crowley over the years stashed lovingly in amongst the things Crowley treasured most. Surprisingly, he'd discovered Crowley's most treasured of all his gifts had been the charming little pin Aziraphale had found in a movie memorabilia store in the late 1990s, of a stick figure with a halo. He'd given it to Crowley as a joke, expecting the normal scoff and eye roll, and to later find it discarded somewhere around the bookshop. He'd been surprised he never found it -- until he discovered it pinned inside the lining of Crowley's favorite jacket. His teasing smile upon finding it had died when Crowley somewhat brokenly explained it was how he kept Aziraphale with him always -- even in Hell. 

	 

	Remembering, Aziraphale drew in a deep breath, blinking back tears that had no place in festive holiday preparations. A smile slid over his lips when the scents of oranges, ginger, cinnamon and clove filled his senses, reminding him of another of his favorite things about Christmas -- the food. Especially the sweets. Humans had always outdone themselves when it came to celebrations and food, and none more so than Christmas. 

	 

	Right now, the whole shop smelled of the mulled wine and cider, freshly baked ginger-orange biscuits and shortbread, and hors d'oeuvres he'd made for the Christmas party he hoped to turn into an annual event. Now that they no longer had to worry about the end of the world hanging over their heads, and since Crowley had reminded him there was nothing wrong with enjoying the life Earth offered, he intended to make certain they both enjoyed this world and their life in it fully. He hoped they would both create the friendships they'd been afraid to make in the past. Human friendships they could cultivate both individually and as a couple.

	 

	Now, he just needed to get his party invitations delivered...

	 

	"For Satan's sake," groaned a familiar voice from behind him. "Angel, you promised..."

	 

	Aziraphale turned, casting a loving glance over the demon who stood paused with his hand hanging in midair over the horse sculpture on the front counter, dark glasses held loosely in his long fingers and winter overcoat still on as he stared in a blend of horror and amusement at the ten-foot tall tree, studded with a mish-mash of ornaments Aziraphale had collected over the past two hundred years since Christmas trees became a thing people did.

	 

	"It's tradition!"

	 

	"So's riding a blessed camel across the desert to give a baby useless shit he won't ever actually need, but you don't see me rushing out to rent camels, do you? You promised it'd just be the two of us, this year."

	 

	Aziraphale huffed out a sigh that was one part annoyance and three parts pure indulgence. He couldn't stay mad at Crowley when he was like this. His lovely demon was always grumpier in the wintertime -- probably because he hated the cold so much -- and got far too much enjoyment out of grumbling about the holidays. Aziraphale figured out a long time ago not to take it personally. Crowley acted utterly annoyed by or bored with everything festive, every year. However, Aziraphale saw the little sparkles of happiness in Crowley's eyes -- as blinding as starlight -- and knew his demon got far more enjoyment out of pretending to dislike things while indulging Aziraphale's utter abandonment to the joy of every human experience. Especially holidays.

	 

	"I promised nothing of the sort. I said we'd spend Christmas day with just the two of us. That's a whole week away, yet," he reminded Crowley calmly.

	 

	"Revisionist history," Crowley grumbled with a scowl that didn't deter Aziraphale in the least. He saw the twinkle in the demon's eyes, and knew Crowley was enjoying riling him up. "I mean, the tree's one thing, but the tinsel? And the lights? Really, angel..."

	 

	"Here." Aziraphale retrieved the box of invitations he'd spent yesterday evening writing up from the desk and dropped them in Crowley's hands. "If you're going to carp, make yourself useful and deliver these. Then you don't have to look at the decorations."

	 

	"Clever, angel, but I've a better idea." Crowley dropped the box casually on the counter beside himself. Before Aziraphale could protest the misuse of stationary, Crowley reeled him in, wrapping him up in long, strong arms, the demon's mouth making soft, heated passes over Aziraphale's, sinking deeper with each pass, breaking only briefly with a hummed, "Much better idea."

	 

	Crowley's kiss, when it came back, was nearly feral, and Aziraphale wasn't about to deny him. Instead, he leaned into the kiss, one hand slipping beneath the demon's trench-style winter overcoat to clutch his side, the other winding around his neck to burrow through silky strands of collar-length red hair as his back impacted the pillar behind him, Crowley's body seamed to his front and one of the demon's thighs pressing between both of his.

	 

	Aziraphale lost all track of time, lost awareness of everything except Crowley, until a voice somewhere in the background finally drew his attention. Easing from the kiss, he caught the smug smirk on Crowley's lips and the devilish gleam in his golden eyes. The angel barely held back his whimpering moan of need as his demon's slim, muscular thigh slid against his groin. Flushing in a combination of embarrassment and arousal, Aziraphale eased himself from Crowley's arms and stepped around the demon to greet their visitor, hoping it wasn't a customer. 

	 

	Every warm, needy contemplation fled instantly as he saw who stood in the shop's entryway, an old, deeply-ingrained fear response he still hadn't figured out how to rid himself of tearing through him instead.

	 

	"Oh. M-Muriel. What brings you here?" He fought the unnecessary urge to flinch away from Crowley's touch in the presence of another angel as the demon practically draped himself over Aziraphale's shoulders in what had become a familiar arrangement over the months since they reunited -- one of Crowley's arms draped over Aziraphale's right shoulder and Crowley's head resting on his left. Currently, the latter involved Crowley nuzzling at his neck and jaw, the demon's teeth occasionally grazing the skin right above his collar or nipping lightly at his ear and mumbling on about his scent driving the demon crazy -- something about bergamot and aphrodisiacs. 

	 

	Muriel, for their part, seemed utterly oblivious to the lascivious display, beaming as they hurried toward the tree instead, practically squealing over the ornaments. "Oh, they're amazing! You have so many! I didn't expect this many!"

	 

	"Told you, he's been collecting them for centuries." Crowley left off his teasing nuzzles to call after Muriel.

	 

	Aziraphale watched them in consternation for a moment, then whispered to Crowley, "How does Muriel know I put up the tree today?"

	 

	Crowley shrugged and sighed as he straightened, though his kept his arm casually draped over Aziraphale's shoulder. "Probably watching for it on your lot's big glow-y globe thing since the beginning of the month."

	 

	"Why would they do that? I never mentioned Christmas or the tree--"

	 

	Crowley sighed and muttered, "I... might have mentioned it, angel."

	 

	"How?" A wave of possessiveness Aziraphale wasn't particularly proud of rolled over him. It wasn't that he didn't trust Crowley -- he did, implicitly -- but Muriel was so sweet, innocent, and unjaded... A sick feeling he didn't like clutched at his chest. "When?"

	 

	"Not recently." Crowley's head was tipped slightly to the side, and his golden eyes were soft with concern and questions. "Months ago -- while you were gone."

	 

	Aziraphale flinched at the reminder, biting down on the instinct to apologize again. He'd apologized so often, now, and Crowley long since told him to stop apologizing, that they were good, and he didn't need to feel guilty. Still, he couldn't help the soft, dismayed sound that left him. He hated his shameful fears, and the crushing dread that he might actually be unlovable and a fool.

	 

	"Angel, don't," Crowley murmured, nipping his ear and nuzzling the side of his head. "It's not what you're thinking. Muriel called me when they were reading something and didn't know what Christmas was. I told them I was the wrong one to ask, but that you always decorate the shop around this time every year. Thinking I'd never get to see you do this again hurt so much, I hung up on them." Crowley sighed, then. "Sorry. Shoulda warned you, but I forgot all about it 'til now."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled softly, reaching up to smooth his hand over Crowley's jaw in a light caress. His demon had nothing to be sorry for. "No apology necessary, love. You did just the right thing. Like always. I'm just a silly old fool."

	 

	Not prepared to answer the worry he saw flare in Crowley's eyes, Aziraphale extricated himself from his demon's arms and moved toward where Muriel stood, holding a small ornament that looked like a cobbled-together boat, made from an unused bullet. Their expression was perplexed as they looked up at Aziraphale. "I don't understand what this is supposed to be, Mr. Fell. What is it?"

	 

	Aziraphale took the small ornament from Muriel's hand, a sad smile tugging at his lips as he remembered young Thomas Harrington. The boy had barely been nineteen, a medical student conscripted into a war he didn't belong in -- a war none of those young men belonged in. The memories of the sheer amount of brutality he saw working as a Casualty Station doctor during that terrible war sent a cold sweat racing down the Archangel's spine. But Tom had been special -- like a son to him, in so much as a human could be. Staring at the ornament now, all Aziraphale could see was the blood, and the hands clutched around his as the boy begged to be remembered, begged Aziraphale to write to his mother and brother personally, so they'd know he didn't die alone. Blinking away tears, the angel swallowed hard, but his voice was still husky when he finally managed, "This was a very special gift, from a time when war ravaged the world, but for one Christmas Eve night, there was peace and brotherhood among men..."

	 

	He heard the front door open and close, and knew Crowley was off to deliver the holiday invitations. A gentle smile wobbled on Aziraphale's lips as he recounted the events of that night over a hundred years ago, when an angel and a demon brought peace to an embattled humanity, if only for a little while.

	 

	It was, despite the horror on either side of that Christmas, his favorite Christmas story of all, if for no other reason than it was one of a very few he got to spend with his beloved demon. He was looking forward to many, many more.

	 

	******

	 

	Whickber Street Shopkeepers' Christmas Party -- That Evening

	 

	Muriel ended up staying for the party. Crowley chuckled to himself, watching the Heavenly Envoy talking and laughing with Justine and two of Mrs. Sandwich's girls as he collected glasses of mulled wine for himself and Aziraphale. The sight gave him hope for Heaven, for once. At very least, getting rid of the Metatron and his sycophantic Archangels had taken away that stiff, stick-up-the-arse bearing so many of the higher angels always had, before, and let the lower ranks breathe. He recognized change was a difficult thing, but Aziraphale was right. So far, what he saw had gone a long way to improving Heaven's image in his eyes, anyway. Didn't mean he trusted any of them -- except for Aziraphale -- but he might come 'round to Muriel, at least, in time. Maybe even Saraqael. He chuckled, thinking how giddy his angel would be to realize Crowley actually did remember the other Archangel's name.

	 

	Tipping a nod to Mrs. Sandwich, who gave him a cheeky grin and waggled a finger at him in reprimand -- an inside joke to his years spent sneaking out the back way of the bookshop in the wee hours whenever he'd convinced Aziraphale to spend the night drinking, only to run into Mrs. S on one of her smoke breaks. She'd never asked any questions or made any comments, but whenever she caught him at it, she'd just waggle her finger at him and wink, like he'd been sneaking out after a night spent doing scandalous things with a certain bookshop owner. Back then, he'd only wished he was up to what she implied. It'd been too dangerous to even trust anyone with who he was or why he was there. Now, though... 

	 

	Since he moved in with Aziraphale, he'd taken to parking the Bentley down the small side street near the bookshop's back door. When he made his nightly checks on it -- to say nothing of the times he just couldn't bear being in the empty bookshop when Aziraphale got dragged to Heaven for some situation or other -- he'd started taking the time to talk with Mrs. S. The woman had a wicked sense of humor, shared his love of a certain 80s American sitcom, and gave solid relationship advice, for a human. They'd become rather good friends over the past eight or so months -- enough she'd not only opened up to him a bit about her own past, but she'd found the courage to ask him point-blank what, rather than who, he and Aziraphale were. When he shrugged and told her they were an angel and a demon, she hadn't even looked surprised. Just a "thought ya might be" and took another drag of her cigarette. 

	 

	He lifted the glasses in his hands to show her he was occupied and shot her a grin, before looking away to search the room. Within seconds, his gaze picked out the one being in the room he could have sensed blindfolded.

	 

	With his normal relaxed saunter, he made his way across the room to where Aziraphale was no doubt talking Mr. Mutt's ear off about the vast collection of magic and card trick books he'd acquired over the years. His angel was innocently obsessed with all things sleight-of-hand and illusionary, to the point he'd nearly gotten either himself or Crowley inconveniently discorporated over it on more than one occasion, including two incidents involving firearms Crowley would just as soon never think of again.

	 

	Sure enough, when he got close enough, the pair were going through one of Aziraphale's first edition card trick books and discussing the merits of simple sleight-of-hand versus fancier feats of misdirection.

	 

	"More magic, angel? I thought we retired the act," he murmured as he joined them, acknowledging the magic shop owner with a nod even as he held out one of the glasses of mulled wine he carried to his angel.

	 

	"These are card tricks. Nothing dangerous." Aziraphale beamed at him, his cerulean eyes bright as he took the proffered glass. "Oh, thank you, love."

	 

	Mr. Mutt looked Crowley over in that curious way the darker man had of assessing whether or not someone hid a card up their sleeve, then asked, "Are you also well-versed in the magical arts, then?"

	 

	Crowley smirked, aware what this man knew as magic and what he and Aziraphale could do like breathing were very different things.

	 

	"Nah," he answered with a shake of his head, then canted a teasing smile Aziraphale's way, tipping his shades down just enough to wink at his angel. "Fell the Marvelous here's about as close to magic as I get. Watching him work is more than enough entertainment for me."

	 

	Crowley was rewarded with a blush and pouty glare from Aziraphale that made him want to declare the party officially over and kick everyone out so he could drag his angel upstairs, and... Crowley downed the contents of his glass of too-sweet mulled wine as his imagination ran away with itself. Quietly enough he knew only Aziraphale would hear him, he muttered against the angel's ear, "If you're gonna look at me like that all night, angel, I'm gonna need something stronger to drink."

	 

	Aziraphale -- in the middle of taking a sip of his wine -- merely lifted one eyebrow as if he had no idea what Crowley meant, while nodding in acknowledgement to a magic trick Mr. Mutt was explaining. Something about one of those ring tricks Aziraphale about destroyed the magic shop with, in 1941. Crowley suppressed a laugh and shook his head. Yeah, that wasn't going to end well. 

	 

	Pressing a kiss to Aziraphale's temple, he left the angel to debate the merits of a ring trick he would need a bonafide miracle to ever get right and headed off to collect the whiskey from the liquor cabinet in the back room, then upstairs to his plant room, where it was quiet. 

	 

	Despite his griping and grumbling about it -- which he really only did because both he and Aziraphale enjoyed it when the angel got to cajole him into doing things -- he didn't mind socializing that much. Most of the humans Aziraphale associated with were at least interesting, as humans went. But, well, this was Christmas, he was a demon, and there was only so much tinsel and twinkling Christmas lights he should be required to endure.

	 

	******

	 

	Later That Night

	 

	Crowley was in his normal, comfortable sprawl on the wooden bench, the combined light of the moon and streetlights filtering in through the windows giving the place a dim glow he was quite at home with -- having not turned on any lights on his way in earlier and not being of a mind to get up and do so at any point since. He was staring at the statue Aziraphale gifted him and listening to the bubbling of the koi pond's water recycler when he heard the quiet creak of the door opening, and the silence from beyond, before the quality of the light took on a slightly brighter, golden tone. He blinked. How long had he been staring blankly at the children seated around the central figure's feet? Well, not exactly blankly, but saying that was preferable to admitting he was wishing for things that'd never be. 

	 

	Wishing for pipe dreams never ended well.

	 

	"Party done?" He rolled his head to the side to look over at Aziraphale, paused in the doorway, the low light of the upstairs hallway flowing around his angel's silhouette, before glancing toward his watch, muttering, "What time is it?"

	 

	"Late." Aziraphale's voice was hushed, and worried. "Are you all right, love?"

	 

	"Fine." He picked up the shades he'd taken off as soon as he came upstairs from the bench beside him and nodded at the now-cleared seat. "Join me?"

	 

	Aziraphale hummed a concerned sound as he drew closer. "You're drinking alone in the dark, Crowley. Are you sure you're quite all right?"

	 

	"Wasn't dark when I got here," he murmured, then lifted the nearly full bottle of Talisker and gave it a small shake. "Not had much to drink, either. I'm fine, angel. Just thinking."

	 

	Aziraphale settled onto the bench beside him, never mentioning how he disappeared from the party. His angel knew he had limits of what he could handle, and once he reached those, he simply removed himself from whatever was stretching his patience or tolerance too far.

	 

	He glanced up at the rustle of clothing, a small grin tugging at his lips as he watched Aziraphale wriggle closer. Crowley replaced the whiskey beside the bench, depositing his shades along with it. He settled back into his prior spot, draping his arm along the back of the bench just before the angel leaned in against his shoulder with a small, giggling sigh. "This is nice. What were you thinking about?"

	 

	A smirk quirked up one side of Crowley's mouth and he bent his head near his angel's, flicking out his tongue against those delectable lips. The scent and taste of wine was strong -- even cut with spices like ginger, cinnamon, clove, and orange. He clicked his tongue softly in mock rebuke, his mouth pressed near the angel's ear. "How much wine did you have after I left, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale turned his head so he could peck a kiss to Crowley's lips, his eyes fluttering closed as he whispered, "Not enough to be drunk."

	 

	"But enough to be tipsy," Crowley murmured, snuggling his angel into his arms. Normally, he enjoyed his angel a little tipsy. Aziraphale was all hands and hunger whenever he had a few drinks but wasn't fully hammered. Now was no different, the angel's hands smoothing over Crowley's chest and toying with the loose silver scarf he wore as a tie. Normally, Crowley would be halfway to having his angel out of that tartan bowtie and soft, beige waistcoat. 

	 

	Only, this wasn't a normal situation, and Aziraphale wasn't a normal tipsy. Crowley didn't question how he knew it. He just did. Still, he nuzzled a series of tender kisses along his angel's neck, before nudging, "What was that all about with Muriel, earlier today?"

	 

	Aziraphale flushed the most delightful shade of pink, but there was nothing delightful about the fall of his gaze, like he was ashamed of something. That got Crowley's undivided attention, protective worry slicing through him. That was the exact look that accompanied Aziraphale back from Heaven, back near the beginning of the year. The same one he wore just before every time he refused to eat, when he first returned. That wasn't a good look. Ever. "Angel, what is it?"

	 

	"It's silly, really. I know it is, but for some reason, sometimes, I can't seem to rid myself of the feeling. I mean, I know you love me..."

	 

	"Obsessively," Crowley murmured into the strange silence Aziraphale let fall. He frowned, watching his angel carefully. He didn't like whatever this was. It reminded him too much of all the times those wankers from Heaven fucked with his angel's mind, causing him to withdraw into himself and either lash out at Crowley with hurtful words or deprive himself of all pleasure. "Talk to me, angel. Whatever it is. Please, just talk to me."

	 

	Aziraphale swallowed hard, and his attention lifted again. Crowley sucked in a sharp, pain-laden breath as he saw the shimmer of tears in those cerulean depths. With a small breath of his own, Aziraphale sighed and admitted, "I just... I'm old and... and soft. I'm--"

	 

	"Everything I love in this world or any other." Crowley slid his hands, fingers splayed wide against the sides of Aziraphale's neck and face, to hold as much of the beautiful face he spent so many millennia staring at in awe as he could. He wanted to kiss his angel so bad, right now, but Aziraphale needed the words more. "You're old? So am I, angel. You heard God -- we've always been a package lot. My entire existence is pointless without you. And, fuck yeah, you're soft. That, my gorgeous angel, is one of the things I love most about you -- your tender, forgiving heart, and this ravishingly soft body. Never," his voice dropped to a gravelly rasp as he leaned in to nip lightly at the angel's lower lip, "doubt that."  

	 

	Aziraphale sank against him with a small sigh, murmuring, "I know. I trust you."

	 

	The hesitance in his tone didn't set well with Crowley. Pressing a kiss to his angel's lips, he muttered, "So why did you really drink so much, without me there to look out for you?"

	 

	"I was worried." The thread of pain in and the slight slur to the voice he knew better than he knew his own drew his attention immediately to Aziraphale's wide cerulean eyes -- once again shimmering with silvery tears -- as the angel mumbled, "I'm so sorry. I didn't... didn't want to leave or hurt you. I love you so much... my Crowley... my beautiful Anthony..." He stroked Crowley's chest again, then moved the same hand to press against his own chest as those beautiful blue eyes pouted at the demon. "It hurts without you."

	 

	"Angel..." His heart broke watching his angel come unglued like this. Shortly after they returned from Heaven, Aziraphale opened up to him about why he spent all those years toeing a company line he -- much to Crowley's surprise -- hadn't believed since before Earth even existed. The shame his angel had been forced to feel, the abuse he'd suffered, made Crowley want to bring those wankers who hurt Aziraphale back from oblivion, just so he could destroy them all over again. Slowly, this time, and with as much pain as he could possibly inflict upon them. As it was, there was one former Supreme Archangel Crowley wouldn't be taking it so easy on if they ever crossed paths again. 

	 

	That Aziraphale had to use alcohol to find the courage to voice his own pain was a level of torture Crowley was unprepared for. All those millennia, he thought he hurt alone. Especially during the eight months after Aziraphale went off to Heaven alone. He knew Aziraphale felt the separation, but he'd been an idiot and assumed their separation didn't hurt Aziraphale as badly. After all, when they'd first seen each other again, Crowley had barely been holding on by a thread, and Aziraphale had looked basically okay. Thinner than sat well with Crowley, and definitely worried, but not devastated. 

	 

	He should have known better. For all his angel's innocence and difficulty lying without getting flustered, Aziraphale was a master at hiding his real feelings. Thanks to Crowley's own stupidity, Aziraphale had been masking his love for millennia, terrified either Crowley would be harmed by either or both of their Home Offices for it, or that the demon would laugh at him. Crowley should have guessed Aziraphale would be able to hide pain just as effectively.

	 

	He'd figured it out, hadn't he? Watching Aziraphale deny himself all of his most basic Earthly comforts had been a far worse torture than anything Hell could have cooked up. He'd been so careful, since then, to make sure he was watching for the signs his angel was spiraling again. How had he missed this?

	 

	Needing to do something to alleviate the pain radiating from his angel, Crowley's gaze landed on the statue, and he was struck by inspiration. Even at the height of Aziraphale's self-denial, the angel had never been able to deny him. Rising smoothly to his feet, he pulled Aziraphale along, offering him a small, hopeful grin. "Dance with me."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked in hazy confusion. "But there's no--"

	 

	Crowley snapped his fingers and the soft strains of a familiar ballad they'd adopted as their own back in 1941 filled the room. "Is now."

	 

	The angel practically melted with a whispered, "Anthony..."

	 

	Gathering his angel up in his arms, secure against his body, he breathed in the familiar scents of old books and bergamot, mixed with the warming spices and alcohol of the mulled wine Aziraphale had been drinking and the sweet, subtle scents of... 

	 

	"You ate something." A tender, satisfied smile pulled over Crowley's lips as he nuzzled his face against the angel's neck and moved them both in a slow circle of steps. Whatever was going on, at least Aziraphale was still eating. That was a good sign. "Good job, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale melted against him with a sigh, his head falling lightly against the center of Crowley's chest. Precious memories seared the demon, of a stolen night, tucked away downstairs in the bookshop. They'd danced for the very first time, kissed for the first time. They'd both had too much to drink that night, and Crowley let his real feelings slip.

	 

	The only things he'd ever regretted about that night were moving too fast for his angel to catch up and being too drunk to really appreciate the experience of dancing with Aziraphale. Tonight, he was sober enough to enjoy every moment of it, and his angel had sensibly eaten something while he was drinking, based on the sweet, subtle scent of figs and sugar. His angel did love sweets.

	 

	A happy little hum purred through Crowley at the thought of the angel indulging his sweet tooth. It took weeks of coaxing after they returned from Heaven before he could convince Aziraphale it was okay to enjoy eating, again. Watching his angel deprive himself of an experience he enjoyed so much in the past had been maddening. In the end, it had taken convincing the Parisian-born chef at Marguerite's -- who, for some inexplicable reason, had an aversion to making them -- to make Aziraphale his favorite Crêpes Suzette. After all, the angel had braved a revolution for crêpes, once, he recalled with a fond smile.  

	 

	As the angel's hands fisted in the back of his jacket and an uneven breath left Aziraphale, Crowley's happiness died, knowing the strength of his angel's grip had nothing to do with carnal need or romantic interest. That grip held the same fear Crowley experienced the morning Aziraphale got on the lift for Heaven with the Metatron. It was the terror of being ripped apart.

	 

	Worry streaked through the demon, and he dipped his head to press tender kisses to his angel's face and throat as they continued to dance, whispering words he hoped assuaged that fear. "I love you, angel. No matter what, I would always wait however long it took for you to come back to me. Okay?" 

	 

	Aziraphale's grip eased slightly, and the angel nodded against his chest. Crowley eased enough away to look his angel in the eye. "What brought this on? You're not normally weepy when you drink."

	 

	Aziraphale's gaze dropped, and he swallowed hard, opened his mouth, then shook his head and closed his mouth, swallowing again. The motion sent a bolt of unease through Crowley. "Angel..."

	 

	That earned him a wince -- a bloody wince -- before Aziraphale's cerulean eyes met his again. "I'm sorry."

	 

	Right. This was about more than their eight-month separation, or any insecurities. "For what, angel?"

	 

	Silence met him, and Crowley's gut tightened in fear when the angel's gaze fell away, again. He stopped dancing, the music fading away with a ghostly echo.

	 

	"Aziraphale." He waited until he had his angel's undivided attention. "For. Wot?"

	 

	A sigh answered him this time, and Aziraphale's hand lifted to stroke Crowley's face. "I didn't want to tell you. Muriel wasn't just here because of the tree, or the party. I... I have to go back."

	 

	Fear clutched Crowley, and his own grip tightened, even as everything in him screamed a denial. This wasn't just a quick day or two the angel was talking about, or Aziraphale wouldn't be like this. Still, he fought to keep his voice steady as he asked, "When?"

	 

	"Day after Christmas. Saraqael has a list of things I need to make some decisions on that require my presence in Heaven."

	 

	"How long?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged, his expression openly worried. "A week. Maybe two. I'm so sorry, Anthony. I--"

	 

	Crowley didn't give him a chance to finish. He bent his head and silenced his angel's words with a hard kiss, tinged with the desperation suddenly clawing at his insides. He tried to tell himself it was only a week or two, but the idea of even another day with that gnawing emptiness was almost unbearable, now that he knew it didn't have to be that way.

	 

	When they finally broke apart, he pressed his forehead to Aziraphale's and husked, "I'm not going anywhere, angel. But if you're not back in a week, don't think I won't come up there and make a nuisance of myself."

	 

	A breathless laugh answered him, and he felt Aziraphale sink against him in relief. Opening his eyes, he stared into forever, painted in bright blue, as his angel smiled back at him and murmured, "You better."  

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Nineteen 

	The Wonder

	 

	 

	Heaven -- One Year Anniversary Second Coming Battle (Three Months After Christmas)

	 

	A faint, squealing giggle echoed through the corridors of Heaven. Angelic heads lifted from their tasks in consternation and surprise. The sound was unfamiliar in Heaven, and no one seemed to know where it came from or what to do about it.

	 

	"Muriel, what is that noise?" Archangel Saraqael asked, a frown furrowing their brow as they stared at the glowing Earth Observer, and the swirling, deep purple light, sparkling with yellow and white dots of light, spiraling from one spot and flowing along the ceiling of the Heavenly Halls. 

	 

	Muriel, being somewhat familiar with Earth and humans, blinked, their eyes going wider by the second as they identified what they believed the sound belonged to. "I... I think that's a baby."

	 

	Saraqael looked perplexed. "What is a 'baby'?"

	 

	"It's a small human." Muriel held their hands out to the approximate size of a human infant. "They're... well, I'm not entirely sure where they come from, but according to Anathema -- she's a human -- it has nothing to do with ribs. But humans seem to think they're wonderful. Anathema was really looking forward to getting hers."

	 

	"What's it doing here?" Saraqael scowled at the globe. "And do you suppose it has anything to do with the fifty Lazarii miracle currently in progress on Earth?"

	 

	Muriel's brow furrowed. "I... I have no idea. Shall I go have a look?"

	 

	"Yes. Quickly." Saraqael waved them off. "And if you find it, take it to His Excellency. Let him know what's going on. We don't have anyone capable of taking care of this baby thing, here. Perhaps he can figure out where it belongs, and what the source of that miracle is. Something's obscuring my ability to locate it."

	 

	"Right!" Muriel took off like a shot, walking quickly through the corridors, listening at every corner and door, following the cooing and giggling sounds. At least the baby sounded happy. They smiled to themselves. Until they got to the one place they weren't supposed to go without permission. Both the Almighty and the Supreme Archangel had been quite clear no angel was supposed to enter the Starlight Chamber without the Supreme Archangel's permission.

	 

	They swallowed hard, wondering if they should ask the Almighty, but figured that might be a little presumptuous of them. Should they go and get the Supreme Archangel's permission, first? But Archangel Saraqael told them to find the baby and take it to the Supreme Archangel, anyway, so wasn't that sort of permission?

	 

	While they were debating what to do, the door opened on its own, into darkness that throbbed with pale, lavender light. Was it always like that, or was a new star being formed? Whatever the source, it was really beautiful.

	 

	Then, from somewhere deep inside the space, a wave of lavender-white light rolled outward toward where they stood, and they heard more cooing sounds, this time closer than before.

	 

	Why was there a baby in the Starlight Chamber? That was no place for a human child! Even most angels could barely tolerate the energy for long.

	 

	Stepping cautiously into the Chamber's doorway, Muriel squinted to try and see better in the darkness. It didn't help that the continual, rolling flashes of light nearly blinded them. They didn't really want to take another step deeper into the Chamber, unsure if they'd get in trouble. There was another wave of lavender-white light and a quiet swishing, like something being pushed across the floor -- did the Starlight Chamber even have a floor? -- and something tapped their foot before settling against their ankle and shin. 

	 

	Looking down, their heart melted as they peered into a large, handled basket containing a small, wriggling baby wearing a white gown edged in lavender and gold. The baby was also wrapped in lavender and white blankets. Its head was covered in a thatch of soft-looking ginger curls and it had the most beautiful green eyes ever.

	 

	"Well, 'ello there, little one," Muriel addressed the baby in a hushed voice. "What are you doing here? Oh, well, I'll take you to Mr. Fell and Mr. Crowley. Don't worry -- I'm sure they'll figure out where you belong right quick. They're very clever!"

	 

	The baby had fallen silent, looking up at Muriel. Its wide eyes seemed to soak in their explanation in a way that reminded them of Mr. Crowley, for some reason. Scooping the baby up, basket and all, Muriel hurried back down the corridor away from the Starlight Chamber. The baby whimpered slightly as they jostled the basket in their haste, and Muriel made a soft shushing sound they'd heard humans make to babies during their time on Earth. They didn't pause, however, heading straight for the lift to Earth. It was best to get this little one home -- wherever that was.

	 

	"Don't forget to mention the miracle," Archangel Saraqael called after them.

	 

	Muriel nodded as they stepped into the lift and tapped the button for Earth, then glanced down at the baby again. Surely, Mr. Fell or Mr. Crowley would know where this baby came from, and where it belonged.

	 

	******

	 

	Soho, London -- Moments Later

	 

	Whickber Street was still and quiet, draped in pre-dawn darkness beneath the smattering of stars that could be seen through the light pollution of even a sleeping city. Muriel paused before stepping off the lift with their unsettling but adorable bundle. Chances were good Mr. Fell would already be at his desk, cupperty by his arm while he worked, even though all the shades were drawn and it looked as if the lights were all off in the bookshop. Perhaps he was in the back, working at his investigation board, as Mr. Crowley called it. They were certain they wouldn't disturb him, at any rate. As far as Muriel knew, Mr. Fell didn't have any more use for sleep than any other angel. But they worried knocking at the bookshop door would wake Mr. Crowley, who seemed to rather enjoy sleeping from what they understood, and could be quite grumpy when awakened suddenly. They learned that the hard way, back when they'd been in charge of the bookshop and called Mr. Crowley for help. Muriel swallowed. They really didn't want to accidentally wake him.

	 

	The baby started shifting and making restless sounds like it was about to cry.

	 

	"Oh, no!" Muriel whispered, trying to shush it. "Shh. Shh. Oh, please don't cry!"

	 

	The fussy, scrunched up face glaring back at them was all it took to make up Muriel's mind. Plunging into the early morning, they hurried over the road to the front door of Mr. Fell's shop and rapped timidly on the glass pane.

	 

	Strange sounds came from inside the building -- faint thumping and groaning noises, then what sounded like Mr. Crowley cursing very loudly. Worry plunged through Muriel that they should alert someone to an attempted kidnapping. Drawing a deep breath, they steeled themselves to face renegade agents of Hell, and pounded loudly on the door, calling out like they'd seen on the telly during their eight months here on Earth. 

	 

	"Police!"

	 

	Dead silence came from inside the shop for several minutes, and the baby whimpered in the basket Muriel held. Then, they heard what sounded like someone on the wrought iron stairs inside, before the window shade over the door moved slightly. This was followed by the sound of a key in the lock, and the door opened on a disheveled-looking Supreme Archangel in surprisingly rumpled clothing, his shirt untucked, bowtie and waistcoat completely missing, hair a mess, and his feet bare.

	 

	"I-Is everything all right, Mr. Fell? I heard noises and… Oh, are you ill?" The sudden flush to his face unsettled them. They'd heard humans could get quite flushed when experiencing "being ill." Surely, angels didn't experience such maladies, right? They'd never known an angel to ever be ill, before.

	 

	A chuckle came out of the darkness behind him, before Mr. Crowley appeared, his red hair equally mussed, wearing jeans and no shirt, some kind of bruise forming at the juncture of his throat and shoulder and a wicked glint in his reptilian eyes before he snaked his arms around Mr. Fell's waist and rested his chin on the Archangel's left shoulder. "He's fine, Muriel. Aren't you, angel?"

	 

	"Anthony!" Mr. Fell hissed, but there wasn't any anger in his words. It sounded more like he was trying not to laugh. "Would you behave?"

	 

	"Only if you make me," the demon murmured, before turning his head and...

	 

	Muriel dropped their gaze, uncertain why, but certain they interrupted something very intimate.

	 

	"S-sorry to bother you, Mr. Fell. It's just, well..." They shifted so the Supreme Archangel could see the basket and its whimpering contents. "Can I come in?"

	 

	"Oh, my! Of course," Mr. Fell said instantly, opening the door wider before shooting a glance Muriel couldn't read, but that looked both stern and quite intimate, toward the demon practically wrapped around him. "Go put a shirt on, Anthony. We have company."

	 

	Mr. Crowley smirked, murmured something to Mr. Fell Muriel couldn't hear and wasn't sure they wanted to, pressed his mouth briefly to the Archangel's neck, then sauntered off toward the back of the shop.

	 

	Mr. Fell watched him go until Mr. Crowley disappeared out of view upstairs, then turned back to Muriel with a kind smile, reaching to lift the baby out of the basket and cradle it gently in his arms. "Now, who do we have here, and what's this all about?"

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty

	The Star Child

	 

	 

	Flat above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop

	 

	Crowley heard the murmur of Aziraphale and Muriel's voices downstairs as he miracled on a shirt and ran a hand through his mussed red hair. Glancing in the mirror, he smirked to himself even as warmth shivered through him at the sight of the bruise left at the base of his neck by Aziraphale's mouth and the remembered feel of his angel's hands twisting through his hair. He licked his lips, savoring the subtle flavor of his angel's skin still lingering there. He loved it when Aziraphale got so worked up he took control of their lovemaking. His angel in control was like being made the focus of a universal force comprised completely of love. It was humbling, shattering, and liberating all at the same time. And tonight... 

	 

	He lifted his hand to touch the love bite, a tremble running through him as his gaze shifted to the still-disarrayed bed, and the grooves from his own talons in the wall and headboard. He could still feel the imprint of soft hands digging into his hips, the cushioned slam of his angel's pelvis against his arse, the hard, penetrating heat deep inside him, and the hot weight of his angel's body, skin to skin along his back. The trail of lips along his spine, and then that glorious moment, just when he needed it, that little bite of pain as the angel's teeth sank into the juncture of his neck and shoulder.

	 

	Crowley groaned, wondering if Aziraphale would be too annoyed if he frightened Muriel off. After all, Aziraphale just got home from Heaven -- for the sixth bloody time in the past month alone -- early yesterday morning, and they had been busy... 

	 

	Yeah, he'll get wound up. 

	 

	Besides, he doubted the former Scrivener frightened all that easily, these days. They'd faced down the Legions of the Damned with the humans, and according to Nina, they'd blessed the entire London water system. Muriel was made of tougher stuff than that innocent air gave them credit for.

	 

	Still... If this was another "emergency," Heaven could piss off and handle it themselves. Aziraphale spent so much time dragged back Upstairs for one emergency or another over the past three months, Crowley was about to lose his mind. When he woke up in the wee hours yesterday morning to find his angel standing over him with that familiar, worried expression, he thought he was dreaming for a moment. He didn't like that feeling. 

	 

	Scowling, Crowley deliberately didn't grab his shades on his way back downstairs. If this was another request for Aziraphale to go to Heaven, he was putting a stop to it.

	 

	"Right. What's going on?" He sauntered over and draped himself on the arm and back of Aziraphale's chair, leaning in with the intention of planting a deep, territorial kiss on the Archangel, in the hope Muriel would take a hint and piss off. He stopped dead, barely daring to breathe, when he saw what his angel held.

	 

	"What the Heaven...?" He stared at the tiny baby who was gurgling and cooing up at Aziraphale. "Angel, that's... Where did that baby come from?"

	 

	His angel looked up at him with a soft, excited smile. "That's quite the mystery, from what Muriel's been telling me. This little darling just appeared in Heaven, all alone, during a fifty Lazarii miracle here on Earth that Saraqael can't source. They've been explaining they brought it here for us to help."

	 

	"Her," Crowley muttered as the baby looked up at him with the brightest green eyes he'd ever seen, and he couldn't help the thought that those eyes were exactly the shade that would come of mixing his own yellow with his angel's beautiful cerulean eyes. He could feel the tentative power of a new soul, sparkling with lavender-white starlight and firmly staking her place in the world as an unequivocal she.

	 

	Well, now. Looked like someone already had a penchant for the dramatic, and a very strong sense of self. So like his angel, in the beginning.

	 

	He chuckled, absolutely enchanted as he reached out without thought to stroke a finger down one chubby infant cheek. Soft. The baby garbled what sounded like a laugh and reached for him. Taken aback by the instant acceptance from something so small and innocent, he looked to Aziraphale, searching for reassurance.

	 

	"Go on," Aziraphale murmured, showing him how to hold the baby securely. He would have to ask his angel how he knew so much about babies, later. 

	 

	Right now, he was content to cradle the tiny, blanket-wrapped infant to his chest and look down into her eyes. He barely managed to smother his gasp of shock at the familiar, star-shaped pupils, and the deep, twinkling starlight reflected in her eyes. Clamping down on his growing certainty, he managed to keep his tone nonchalant as he glanced between his beloved angel and the Heavenly Envoy perched anxiously on the edge of the settee. "Where did you find her, again?"

	 

	"H-Heaven," Muriel stammered, clearly still intimidated by the full force of his eyes.

	 

	"And you've no idea how she got there?"

	 

	Muriel shook their head.

	 

	"What are you thinking, Crowley?" Aziraphale was looking at him with that gleam in his eye, again -- the one he always got when he had something all figured out, but wanted Crowley to figure it out for himself.

	 

	"I'm thinking I bloody well want to know when she showed up, to start."

	 

	"Ummm..." Muriel's face twisted in thought. "A couple of hours ago, I guess. About an hour after the miracle started."

	 

	Crowley's gaze softened further, and he cradled the baby girl close as the reality he'd only barely allowed himself to imagine settled over him. He knew it. From the moment he looked into her eyes, he remembered those moments in the Starlight Chamber, last year, and the odd sense something ineffable was happening. Now, here she was. Looking up, he caught the raw, achingly gentle love in his angel's eyes, and managed a rasping, "You feel it, too."

	 

	Aziraphale merely smiled and offered him a single nod, before turning his attention back to Muriel to ask questions about whatever miracle Saraqael was tracking in Heaven. That smile and nod were enough. Over the last year, they'd learned to read one another with a level of intimacy they'd never found in the entire six millennia before. It wasn't just tone of voice and gestures, anymore. He could read his angel's mood in a single drawn or expelled breath, and every flicker of his eyes or mouth had a tone all its own. Right now, Aziraphale's smile said his angel had taken one look at the baby's eyes and seen the same thing he saw. His nod said he knew the same thing Crowley did.

	 

	Dipping his head as he instinctively swayed in place, Crowley nuzzled the baby's cheek, breathing in a scent that whispered from a past he barely remembered -- the soft scent of a new star. He stopped in surprise as he brushed over a patch of downy-soft skin different from the rest -- the silky-rough texture of new scales. He pulled his head back slightly and focused his gaze where he felt it, just below her left ear, even as the baby cooed, her tiny fingers patting against his face. His breath stuttered to a stop as his attention caught on a mark -- a perfectly heart-shaped patch of skin shimmering like a lavender-hued rainbow under the bookshop's dim golden lights. Scales. Like new skin after a shed.

	 

	Eyes a perfect shade of green, with tiny, star-shaped pupils. Silky curls of strawberry-blonde hair. And a birthmark made of serpentine scales...

	 

	He drew in another breath, shakiness rattling through him despite everything he already felt. Crowley sank back down to his perch on the arm of Aziraphale's chair, leaning heavily into the warm support of his angel's side as he broke into the conversation with, "Where?"

	 

	The warmth of Aziraphale's hand fell on his leg with a gentle, understanding squeeze. "What's that, love?"

	 

	Crowley's attention fixed on Muriel, instead, as something feral and protective -- like what he felt for his angel, only different in a way he couldn't yet explain -- rose within him, his grasp tightening infinitesimally around the warm, happily squirming bundle he held to his chest. "Where in Heaven did you find her?"

	 

	Muriel flinched this time, looking uncertain. "The... Starlight Chamber?"

	 

	"Are you asking, or telling?" But he already knew, didn't he? Crowley didn't need the answer that wavered out of the nervous Envoy's mouth next.

	 

	"T-telling. We heard her. Everyone heard her. When I... when I went there, the starlight was doing something weird, and I found... well, I found the baby right inside the door." Their gaze went to Aziraphale. "I didn't mean to go in there, Mr. Fell! I promise. Only, it's just, the door opened on its own, and the baby..."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled kindly at them, saying something about them having done the right thing. Crowley wasn't listening anymore. His attention was back on the baby. The child created in the heart of a star he once formed to carry the whispers from his own heart to another -- to Aziraphale, though he hadn't known it at the time -- back before he understood love. A child born on the exact anniversary of his return -- along with the very being who taught him to love, by loving him first -- to the chamber that housed his creation. A child formed by the ineffable, perfect union of an angel and a demon.

	 

	"Our daughter," he whispered the benediction to the now-yawning infant, lifting one of her tiny hands in his to kiss her little fingers. He couldn't begin to describe the awe coursing through him as he studied her features -- that adorable little nose that was definitely Aziraphale's, the sharply angled chin that was all him, and the sleepy green eyes and strawberry-blonde hair that were the perfect blend of both of them. 

	 

	He'd never imagined such a perfect creature could ever exist. Not even when he sat in his plant room and stared at the statue Aziraphale gave him, wishing there was a way to make the dream of a child a reality. Now, here she was, and she was even more amazing than he could have ever hoped.

	 

	The sound of a door closing pulled his attention away from the baby, to watch Aziraphale turn from the front door and cross back toward him, shaking his blond head as if he wasn't quite sure what to make of the events of the morning, either.

	 

	"Well," the angel said softly as he came to a stop before Crowley, looking down at the baby now dozing in Crowley's arms, a curious expression on his face. "This is an interesting turn of events."

	 

	Crowley cocked one eyebrow at him. "You know, right? Tell me you know."

	 

	A gentle, indulgent smile whispered across his angel's face as he leaned to press a kiss to Crowley's forehead, his hand resting lightly on the blanket-wrapped baby. "From the moment I saw her in that basket."

	 

	"Then why the look like you just found a mystery you want to solve?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged. "Because we do have a mystery to solve. I don't know how this happened."

	 

	Crowley cocked him another look, a smirk sliding over his lips. "You really don't?"

	 

	"I really don't. That's not how the Starlight Chamber is supposed to work. It creates stars, not angels, Crowley. You know that."

	 

	Crowley chuckled, careful to keep his voice low so as not to disturb their sleeping daughter. "Half-angels. And I made that starlight, angel."

	 

	"I'm well aware of that, Crowley." A hint of annoyance flashed in Aziraphale's blue eyes, before being swept away by an overpowering wash of love.

	 

	"It's a part of me, angel. Part of my heart."

	 

	"Oh?" Aziraphale sounded vaguely confused for a moment, before understanding crept over his face. "Oh!"

	 

	"You said when you're in Heaven..."

	 

	"I've spent a lot of time in there," Aziraphale admitted in a murmur. "It helps me feel close to you. But, Crowley, why now? If our energies are responsible for this, it's been a year since we were there together."

	 

	"Exactly one year ago, today. And..." He waggled his eyebrows suggestively and glanced toward the upper floor of the bookshop.

	 

	Aziraphale looked perplexed for a second, before he flushed the most charming shade of pink clear to the roots of his white-blond hair. "Oh."

	 

	"Yeah... oh. Besides," Crowley dropped his gaze to the sleeping baby. "I sort of wished for this. For her."

	 

	"It makes sense, I suppose." His angel's voice was full of warmth. "You always did adore children, and since you no longer have to worry so much about Hell... But, Crowley, why not just adopt a human child? There are so many in need..."

	 

	"They wouldn't be--" Crowley cut himself off with a frustrated sound that brought the baby in his arms awake with a small cry. Crowley instantly dropped his head to nuzzle her cheek, whispering soft, soothing noises until she settled again. Then, looking up at Aziraphale, he sighed. "It was just a thought, back at Christmas. I was sitting there, looking at the statue and remembering how adorable Jemimah was, and the thought crossed my mind how amazing it would be to have a little girl like her, but who was all the best parts of both of us. Once I thought it, it just stuck, and I couldn't stop thinking about it, until you came to find me. It was just one of those ridiculous imaginary things, but I never expected it to be real." 

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled softly. "And now, here she is."

	 

	"Yeah." The warmth in Crowley's chest told him he was right, back at Christmas. This little bundle of starlight and mischief was the missing piece to the jigsaw puzzle of their life. "Here she is. She needs a name. Names are important."

	 

	"Shouldn't we let her decide? What if she doesn't like what we pick?"

	 

	Crowley shrugged carefully. "She can always change it later, if she doesn't like it. But we've gotta call her something, angel. People will look at us odd if we just go around calling her 'the baby', won't they?"

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled. "I imagine we'll get some odd looks, anyway."

	 

	"You think so?"

	 

	"Well, I don't think it's typical among humans to just turn up one morning with a random baby, without people having a lot of questions."

	 

	Crowley scowled, those same protective feelings of a few moments ago rising within him again. "She's not a random baby, angel. She's ours."

	 

	"Yes," Aziraphale murmured, his expression tender. "That, my love, she most definitely is."

	 

	Crowley's tension fled, and his lips tugged in a small smirk as he watched the baby sleep. "We should call her Jemima."

	 

	He looked up at Aziraphale's small, indrawn breath, and knew with just that glance, they were definitely in agreement, even as the angel smiled and nodded. "I think that's absolutely perfect."

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Helping Hands

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- Later that Morning

	 

	Aziraphale glanced up from the paperwork he was filling out to get all the appropriate, human-required documents little Jemima needed to be part of the human world he and Crowley had long-ago adopted as their home. His gaze turned toward where his demon lounged on the settee, humming quietly to Jem, who in turn stared up at him with a look of complete wonder on her little face. The two were very clearly smitten with each other. 

	 

	Crowley had barely been out the door earlier to collect the few documents Aziraphale deemed inappropriate to procure by miracle, as well as other supplies they needed immediately to care for an infant, when Jemima started fussing. She calmed when Aziraphale started reading to her -- he really must find some more child-appropriate literature -- but the instant Crowley was in the door, she started fussing again until she was back in the demon's arms. The baby hadn't been a fan of the shades, however, and kicked up a fuss until Crowley removed them.

	 

	Aziraphale smiled to himself. Seemed their daughter preferred to see Crowley's eyes, as well. He had no doubt at all who the favorite parent already was, and he couldn't have been more delighted by the development. In time, Jem's innocent, unconditional love would no doubt heal the hurts in his demon even his own love could not. 

	 

	He closed his eyes for a moment, soaking in the beautiful sound of Crowley's happy voice humming an old lullaby to a freshly changed and fed Jemima. The past year of his and Crowley's lives had been rocky. As much as they loved being together and as comfortable as they grew with each new layer of intimacy opening their joined hearts to each other, that same bond made the separations difficult whenever Aziraphale had to spend time in Heaven -- and there'd been far too many of those days since Christmas, just three months ago. He missed Crowley terribly while gone, the hollow feeling in his chest excruciating and his worry over leaving Crowley alone on Earth agonizing. He worried so much about how Crowley dealt with their separations, and found only more reasons to worry whenever he returned. Every time, he found his demonic love passed out either on the settee or the floor of the sitting area, so drunk Crowley barely recognized Aziraphale's presence. The words you really here? were like knives, twisting around in the Archangel's heart, reminding him how much he hurt the one he loved most, trying to create a world in which they would remain safe. He feared the day he returned to discover Crowley had discorporated himself and was back under Hell's thumb. Aziraphale already knew that day would break them both. He feared it would destroy Crowley forever.

	 

	He worried so much, he even made a point of asking Maggie and Nina to look in on Crowley whenever he had to go Upstairs, in the hope the company would keep Crowley from drinking so much. It never did, and Aziraphale ached with how tired he was of causing Crowley pain his demon didn't deserve. Maybe Jem's presence could help soothe some of that hurt, just until Aziraphale could finish the Restructure. Then, they could be a proper family. He'd like that. It gave him hope to imagine the life they could have, whilst listening to the quiet notes of Crowley's voice as the demon sang, for once completely happy and at peace.

	 

	Aziraphale loved the sound and feel of Crowley at peace.

	 

	"You should sing more often," he murmured to his demon, now, even as he turned his attention back to his task. "You have a beautiful voice."

	 

	"For a demon, you mean."

	 

	"For anyone. Don't twist my words, Anthony." He cast his demon a stern but loving glance. He simply wasn't having any of Crowley talking down about himself. That was new since just before the Second Coming, and Aziraphale didn't like it.

	 

	Crowley sent him a smirk and a wink, letting him know he'd only been teasing, and Aziraphale relaxed with a roll of his eyes and a shake of his head as Crowley turned his attention to having an entirely nonsensical one-sided conversation with a happily-gurgling Jem.

	 

	The bell above the door sounded, drawing both their attention, and he caught the protective way Crowley hunched his upper body over Jem and looked up like he was about a second from turning into some feral manner of creature, the yellow of his eyes completely swallowing the whites. Jem instantly whimpered and burrowed as close against the demon as she could get. Aziraphale forced himself to relax, so they didn't both manage to frighten their newborn daughter, and then relaxed in truth when he saw who paused just inside the door. 

	 

	"Maggie! How lovely to see you, my dear!"

	 

	Maggie waved and held aloft a cloth bag adorned with a stylized musical score wrapped around a coffee cup and emblazoned with the name of her and Nina's combined business, Roast'n'Records. 

	 

	"We're very busy, so I need to get directly back, but I got in those new records you requested. I was out picking up supplies at the Tesco, so I thought I'd drop them by, and..." Her words fell away and her eyes widened as she laid the bag on the counter and caught sight of Crowley with the baby. "Holy-- I mean..."

	 

	Aziraphale heaved a small sigh, aware this was a minor crisis they were going to have to address repeatedly, for a bit. Jemima's sudden appearance would no doubt surprise people, at first. "Maggie, this is our daughter, Jemima."

	 

	She took a tentative step around the counter, and Aziraphale rose from his seat as he watched Crowley tense further. He knew why. He could feel the protective terror radiating from his lover, and the answering need to soothe rising inside himself. Crowley was too used to having people -- well, Heaven and Hell, but the concept was the same -- try to take away what and who he loved. And he'd watched his demon fall head-over-heels the moment Jemima settled into his arms this morning. There wasn't a doubt in the Archangel's mind that his demon would destroy Heaven, Hell, and everything in between if he perceived it a threat to their child.

	 

	Not that Aziraphale felt any less protective. He was just less dramatic about it.

	 

	"Crowley," he soothed in a soft whisper, moving to reinforce his certainty Jem wasn't in any danger with the gentle stroke of his hand against the side of his demon's face and head. "Anthony, it's all right, love."

	 

	Thankfully, Maggie and Nina, of all their human friends, seemed to understand Crowley's trauma better than most. Maggie offered Crowley a small, friendly smile but didn't come any closer as she asked, "May I?"

	 

	The demon's free hand lifted to latch onto Aziraphale's, holding it in place against his cheek as he drew several slow breaths. Gradually, the yellow of his eyes receded back to normal, and he relaxed enough to nod. Releasing his grip on Aziraphale's hand, he waved Maggie closer.

	 

	Maggie moved to sit on the settee -- careful to still not get too close -- and waited while Crowley cajoled Jem back out of her burrow against him. Then, looking down at the baby, Maggie immediately sighed, "She's beautiful, isn't she?"

	 

	Crowley's gaze sought Aziraphale, those golden eyes now full of the softness becoming more and more common to the demon over the past year or so. "Just like my angel."

	 

	Maggie looked between them, her expression curious but confused. "When did you pick her up?"

	 

	"Muriel brought her down, this morning," Crowley murmured, his attention back on Jem, now that he'd been reassured there wasn't a threat.

	 

	Maggie's eyes widened. Over the past year, they'd explained in detail to her and Nina who they really were, and how they ended up in Soho. Apparently, Muriel had put their own angelic status on full display during the Second Coming. "Muriel? But then... She's an angel?"

	 

	"Half," Aziraphale supplied, laying a comforting hand on Crowley's shoulder when he felt the demon bristle possessively. "Her other half is demonic."

	 

	"Wait." Maggie's gaze went between them, then to the baby, before she shook her head. "Never mind. I don't want to know, do I?"

	 

	Crowley smirked at that. "Probably not. Sure you can figure at least part of it out on your own."

	 

	"Crowley."

	 

	"She asked, angel." Pure wickedness danced in his demon's eyes.

	 

	Maggie glanced around, then, and frowned. "You're going to need things, for a baby. I don't suppose you have any of that, yet."

	 

	Aziraphale shared a quick glance with Crowley. There hadn't been time yet to discuss everything they needed. "Yes, well... It's all rather sudden, so we only have the essentials, at the moment."

	 

	Maggie's face lit. "Don't you worry about it, Mr. Fell. Nina and I can help with that."

	 

	"How, exactly?" Crowley's tone was suspicious. "You don't have kids."

	 

	"Nope. But I have brothers. And they have a gaggle of little monsters," she supplied with a grin and roll of her eyes. "I'll just call my sisters-in-law. We'll have you a list in no time."

	 

	"Excellent. Thank you, Maggie."

	 

	"I'm happy to help. And speaking of, I need to get back over the road to help Nina. She's waiting for the stuff in my car." She waggled her fingers at them both in a little wave, then headed for the door. "I'll drop that list by in a couple of hours."

	 

	Returning to his desk after Maggie left, Aziraphale finished his task with a final flourish of his signature on the page, then looked over at Crowley. "You need to sign these, too."

	 

	"Later," Crowley acknowledged, then held out his hand. "Come sit with us, for now. Let's just be a family, yeah?"

	 

	A family. Aziraphale met Crowley's gaze with a smile, rose to his feet, and went to join the love of his life and their new child on the settee. "Sounds absolutely perfect to me, love."

	 

	In fact, he couldn't think of anywhere in all of Creation he'd rather be than right here, right now. Settling into his usual spot on the settee, Aziraphale smiled softly as Crowley snuggled his way in against him, baby Jem now dozing in his arms.

	 

	"Don't you have something to tell me, angel?" Crowley tilted his head slightly to look at the Archangel, mischief twinkling in his yellow eyes.

	 

	Aziraphale couldn't for the life of him imagine what Crowley was talking about. "I have no idea what you mean."

	 

	"How is it you know the proper way to hold a baby? Or how to feed one? Or any of the rest of that sh-- stuff?" He glanced at Jem to make sure she was sleeping, before his gaze narrowed playfully on Aziraphale. "Hiding a gaggle of kids somewhere around here, are you?"

	 

	Aware Crowley was both teasing him and asking a serious question, Aziraphale just rolled his eyes and shook his head at his demonic love. "Don't be silly. I have exactly the same number of children as you, and you're holding her."

	 

	Crowley's teasing expression faded, replaced by blatant curiosity. "Serious, though. Where've you been learning this stuff? And why? And don't try to tell me you read it in a book."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed fondly, stroking a fingertip over Crowley's cheek. He really didn't want to talk about how he knew about taking care of babies. "You're really very lovely, you know. And you have such pretty eyes..."

	 

	He leaned forward just a bit, touching his lips to Crowley's in a brief, gentle kiss. Crowley kissed him back for just a moment, before pulling away.

	 

	"Nuh-uh. I'm holding Jemmy, and you're not distracting me like that. Tell me how you know."

	 

	Another sigh pushed from Aziraphale. "Oh, very well. You're not the only one who's had experience raising children, you know."

	 

	Crowley blinked in clear confusion. "Raising...? Wot? The Warlock thing? That hardly counts, since he was five by the time I got his care. 'Sides, I'd hardly call it childcare. I was supposed to be training him to destroy the world." 

	 

	"Yes, well," Aziraphale tried his best not to fidget, in deference to Jem being asleep. Still, he wasn't sure how Crowley was going to take this. "I may have... Oh, drat it. I was assigned to help Mary take care of Jesus, all right?"

	 

	The bafflement on Crowley's face told the angel just how little his demon had been expecting that particular admission. "You...? Why?"

	 

	"Because she was a brand-new mother who had no idea how to care for an infant. Because I was on the planning committee for creating humans. I was being assigned Eden, and the first humans, and the Almighty wanted me to know how to assist in any way necessary, once things got going, so I..." He flushed slightly. "Well, the Almighty made it my job, in the lead-up to creating humans, to detail the steps of childhood and how children should be cared for. So I'd know how to help without having to consult anyone, first."

	 

	"Any way... Yeah, I'm not going there." Crowley chuckled, then immediately stilled. "Wait. You're the one behind the whole birthing process?"

	 

	"Goodness, no! That was supposed to be Gabriel, but he handed the job off to a cherub not even on the human committee. An angel named Lailah, from the wild animal committee." Aziraphale shook his head in dismay as he recalled the whole incident. It'd been so unfortunate, and left women with such a terrible burden to bear, because the Supreme Archangel at the time couldn't be bothered to handle his own responsibilities.

	 

	"Figures," Crowley muttered, sounding completely unsurprised. Then, his eyes narrowed. "Hold on. So, when we were planning that caper to restore Job's lot... You knew all along that wasn't how it worked, didn't you?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged. "Of course."

	 

	"And you just let me go on..." Crowley laughed, then, his head dropping back against Aziraphale's shoulder, even as he kept a careful hold of Jem, making sure he didn't wake her. "Oh, angel. You were more devious than I gave you credit for, even then."

	 

	"I haven't a clue what you mean. I'm an angel. We aren't devious."

	 

	Crowley lifted one brow, his lips flickering in sly humor. "Can't believe you can even say that straight-faced, after everything we've been through in the past year, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale pretended he hadn't heard, though he could feel his lips twitch with the desire to smile. Crowley was right, after all. They'd faced some downright evil angels, in the past year. After a moment, he caved, sighing as a small smile curved his lips. "Fine. Some angels can be quite devious. I, my love, am not one of them."

	 

	"So you call letting me go on believing that whole rib myth for nearly a century after the Job caper being honorable, do you?"

	 

	Aziraphale softened, smiling warmly at his demon. "You were so proud of yourself, Crowley, over that whole plan. I didn't have the heart to tell you that wasn't how it worked. Besides, I knew Gabriel would think the same thing, since he never paid attention in committee meetings, and it was better to let him go on thinking that was how it was done, or we'd never have gotten away with it. I wasn't trying to embarrass you, love."

	 

	"Ah, it's fine. I woulda done same as you, just to get one over that smug arse. 'Cept I woulda seen it through and never let on it was wrong." Crowley turned enough to brush his lips along Aziraphale's jaw. "'Sides, I'd do it all again, just for the look on your face when Michael was being a pompous wanker. You're adorable when you're being a bastard, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale opened his mouth to argue that the words bastard and angel didn't strictly belong in the same sentence, but sighed in irritation, his attention going to the front door, instead, as someone knocked. Who could be bothering to knock when the door was locked and the sign clearly said the shop was closed? Then he recalled the conversation with Maggie. "Oh! That'd be Maggie, with the list."

	 

	Crowley shifted forward carefully, so as to let him up without waking Jem. Aziraphale suppressed a smile as he got to his feet and went to unlock the door. He might be the one with all the practical knowledge about human birth and childrearing, but Crowley acted with parental instinct that couldn't be taught. 

	 

	Aziraphale turned the lock and opened the door, expecting to find Maggie on the other side. Wary surprise shot through him as he stared into the smiling face of the angel he found there, instead.

	 

	"Muriel. This is..." He sought words that wouldn't sound harsh, whilst making it quite clear he wasn't returning to Heaven today or any day very soon unless all of Creation itself was about to fall apart. "An unexpected surprise. Did you leave something behind?"

	 

	A small cry from the sitting area, quickly comforted by Crowley murmuring to Jemima, and the sound of traffic moving on the street outside, punctuated the awkward silence at the doorway. Aziraphale cocked an eyebrow at Muriel expectantly, making it clear the Heavenly Envoy would be answering his question before they'd be allowed in.

	 

	Muriel looked uncertain and confused for a moment, before their grin returned. "Oh, no, Mr. Fell! I didn't bring anything to leave behind. Well, except the baby, but that was supposed to happen."

	 

	"Quite. So how can I help you, then?"

	 

	"Oh!" Muriel produced a pure white courier packet. "Reports for you, Mr. Fell. And Saraqael said to remind you this would be much easier if you would take a tablet, sir."

	 

	"Thank you, Muriel." Relief washed through Aziraphale to know it was simply the normal responsibilities he could handle from right there in the shop. As for Saraqael's suggestion... He intended to continue ignoring it, just as he'd been doing ever since he'd  taken on the role of Supreme Archangel. As inventive and fascinating as he found human technology to look at, the incessant beeping and chiming and such was discordant and irritating. Modern technology made him uncomfortable.

	 

	"You might as well tell Saraqael to give up on the tablet," Crowley's voice quipped from nearby. Aziraphale turned to find his demon a few steps away, Jem still cradled in his arms. "They'll be holding their breath for eternity before they talk my angel into the Twenty-first Century."

	 

	My angel. The words tingled through Aziraphale, leaving him nearly giddy with happiness. This was the first time Crowley had ever used the title with such a possessive edge to it, despite the humor dripping from his voice. Crowley'd been calling him angel since Uz. He'd just assumed it was an honorific of station, and nothing more. Since 1941, Aziraphale couldn't help wondering -- with more than a little trepidation -- if Crowley's presence in his life was contingent upon his remaining an angel. The fear of Crowley choosing to disappear from his life had been Aziraphale's primary concern about retaining his angelic status, all those years. Now, he had his answer. Knowing Crowley didn't call him angel as a mark of his status as an angel, but rather as a term of his importance in Crowley's life, lifted a weight off Aziraphale's heart he hadn't taken the time to acknowledge he felt, before. Love washed through him, nearly overwhelming him, as he remembered the first time Crowley called him that, and wondered if it was possible the demon loved him, even then.

	 

	"Oh! Is she asleep?" Muriel's stage-whisper drew his attention back from his thoughts, to find their face wreathed in fascination and their attention on the baby Crowley held. "Does she have a name, yet?"

	 

	Aziraphale smiled, feeling even more certain of the name they'd selected, with what he just realized about his demon. "Jemima."

	 

	"Oh, that's precious!" They sighed, then. "I'll be going, now. Saraqael told me not to make a nuisance of myself. Would... Would it be okay if I pop 'round again to see the little one when she's awake?"

	 

	Aziraphale  glanced Crowley's way, one eyebrow lifted in question. The demon's shoulders flicked subtly in a motion meant to indicate he didn't have a problem with it. Aziraphale smiled at Muriel. "Certainly."

	 

	"Thank you! Oh, this is so exciting!" Muriel bounced their way through an awkward-looking and entirely unnecessary bow, before heading off toward the lift back to Heaven.

	 

	Aziraphale shook his head with a smile as he closed and locked the door again. He had way too much to do, now, to have to worry about keeping people from buying any books, and it was probably best to keep Jem away from too many people for at least a few days, while she acclimated to Earth. Last thing he or Crowley needed was to find out their daughter was susceptible to human illnesses, though he wasn't even sure if that was possible, since neither angels nor demons were, and she was both. Still, better safe than sorry, at least until she was a little bit older.

	 

	He passed Crowley with a smile and a touch on the arm on his way toward his desk with the courier envelope. Crowley smirked at him, following him back to the sitting area, where the demon sprawled out on the settee, shifting the sleeping infant so she lay against his chest, one of his arms holding her lightly in place.

	 

	"You really shouldn't hold her like that, Anthony," Aziraphale admonished quietly, worry seeping through him. Jem was so small, and that seemed such an unstable position for her. "If you go to sleep, she could move and fall to the floor. Babies are quite fragile. Maybe you should put her in the bassinet to sleep..."

	 

	"We're fine. I'm not going to sleep. Quit fussing, angel, and do what you need to do, yeah?" Crowley's voice was warm with humor and love.

	 

	With a sigh, Aziraphale shook his head and turned his attention to the packet Muriel brought him, telling himself not to worry. Jem was fine. If there was anyone in all of Creation he was certain of, it was Crowley. His demon would never do anything to put either him or their daughter at risk. He had absolute faith in that.

	 

	Always had.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	A Promise of Safety

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Mid-morning

	 

	Crowley still hadn't been able to let his infant daughter go. It'd been a few hours since Jemmy's early morning arrival. Aziraphale miracled up a comfortable-looking, fully-padded and blanketed rocking bassinet that looked a little like something he vaguely remembered seeing back in the Victorian Era while they'd been cuddled up with Jemmy on the settee. Even after his angel's gentle suggestion their daughter might be more comfortable in the bassinet, Crowley couldn't yet bring himself to shift Jemima into it, and she seemed perfectly content to sleep in his arms.  

	 

	When Aziraphale returned to his desk to work, Crowley laid back in the settee with Jemmy laid on her tummy against his chest, his hand resting protectively against her tiny back. Aziraphale  frowned and fretted a bit, telling him to be careful not to fall asleep because it wasn't safe for Jemmy, but Crowley was content to drift in that lazy place between awake and asleep, Jemima's warm weight against him -- her tiny chest and tummy heaving lightly against his chest and one small hand gripping the material of his shirt. He chuckled lazily, rubbing her back gently.

	 

	"It's okay, poppet," he whispered against her temple, pressing a light kiss there. "I won't drop you. Your papa just worries too much."

	 

	She heaved a little grunting sigh in her sleep, and burrowed her face against his chest. Her lips made several pursing and smoothing out motions before she settled again. Something tapped his shoulder, and he glanced to the side to find Aziraphale standing beside him, a bottle of formula held out.

	 

	"She's going to want this, very soon," the angel murmured, then raised a brow at Crowley, smiling tenderly. "Papa, huh?"

	 

	He half-shrugged one shoulder, careful not to jostle the sleeping baby on his chest. "Until she starts talking, it'll have to do. And you do. Worry too much, I mean."

	 

	"I've heard it's a parent's prerogative to worry."

	 

	"I didn't just mean her." Crowley took the bottle from Aziraphale as Jemmy started to fuss a little and sat up, rolling her carefully into the crook of his arm and offering her the bottle. Once she was latched on and eating, he glanced up at his angel. "I survived eight months not knowing if you'd ever come back, or if you even still existed. I can survive a day or two when I know Upstairs is as safe as its ever going to get for you. I mean, I hate when you're gone, but I can survive it."

	 

	"I know." Aziraphale sighed, settling onto the settee. "But coming home to find you like that... Crowley, do you have any idea how many times you didn't even realize I was standing there?"

	 

	Crowley returned his attention to Jemmy, trying to avoid the pain in his angel's eyes and voice. "I thought it was just the one time."

	 

	"And that is why I worry." Aziraphale's voice was quiet, but the emotion in it might as well have been booming. "It was five, love. Five times. If you discorporate yourself, you'll end up back under Hell's control. You've come too far for that, and I couldn't bear to see you have to go through it, again. I would start wars no one can afford, to free you."

	 

	Crowley's throat closed and he couldn't answer. Not like there was anything he could say, anyway. Aziraphale was right -- it'd been a blessed idiotic thing to do, gambling with their life together just because he couldn't handle the emptiness and what it reminded him of. Watching their daughter, he knew he couldn't do that ever again. Now it wasn't just his angel counting on him, but Jemmy, as well. If he ended up back in Hell, he'd never be able to see either one of them again. Hell would never let him come back to Earth, this time, and even if they did, they'd be keeping closer watch. He'd only put Aziraphale and their daughter in danger if he contacted them. There was no way he could allow himself to go back to Hell. Not unless he was there to destroy it forever.

	 

	Losing Aziraphale and Jemmy would destroy him in a slow agony of eternity, until he'd beg for the Holy Water, just to end his suffering. And the idea of what their separation would do to his angel knotted his stomach with a sick feeling he didn't want to face. When Aziraphale first went back to Heaven, neither one of them had a bloody clue what would happen. They knew now, though, didn't they? His angel had been understandably ignorant of what he was doing. But if Crowley got himself discorporated and sent back to Hell by being a fucking idiot, he would go knowing everything he was consigning the angel he loved to, and that was absolutely not on. 

	 

	Drawing a ragged breath, he nodded and rasped, "No more drinking, unless it's with you, angel. I promise."

	 

	The relieved smile Aziraphale favored him with made Crowley's promise all that much more important. The idea of Aziraphale sacrificing the light in his soul -- that loving, good light that drove the angel to try so hard to do only good -- to free his damned arse from his own stupidity clenched in Crowley's gut like a cold fist.  He'd find another way to cope with the emptiness, if he had to. Hopefully, he wouldn't have to, and Aziraphale wouldn't have to go away for longer than a day, ever again.

	 

	"Good." Aziraphale's smile grew, even as he tossed a towel over his shoulder and held his hands out. "Now, our daughter is finished eating, and you've monopolized her long enough. I'll burp her, if you'll go see who's knocking at the door, this time."

	 

	"I don't hear--" Crowley's eyes widened as he realized there actually was someone knocking at the door again. Apparently, today was their day for visitors. A wry smirk tugging at his lips, he set the empty bottle aside, let Aziraphale take the baby from him, pushed up from the settee, and sauntered toward the door. Unlike his angel, who so often trusted whoever knocked on the door meant him no harm -- even if he worried they might be there to buy his precious books -- Crowley fully expected whoever was at the door to come bearing pitchforks and torches.

	 

	Fortunately, today's visitors were of the friendly variety. He smiled, flipping the lock and opening the door to greet the two women standing on the front step. "Hello, Maggie."

	 

	"Mr. Crowley," she greeted him with a bright smile. "Can we come in? I know the shop's closed -- new baby and all -- but I've got that list for you and Mr. Fell."

	 

	"C'mon in," he stepped back, opening the door wider and allowing both women in. He eyed the second woman curiously. She was short and slender, with pale skin and dark hair accentuated by a bright pink streak running from her temple back on the right side of her head. Multiple piercings -- all tasteful studs -- ran the outside shell of her ears, and she was dressed in a dark shirt and skirt that looked like they might be a uniform of some kind. She looked familiar, but he couldn't say where from. One thing was for certain, though. "You aren't Nina."

	 

	The young woman laughed nervously, holding out one trembling hand. "I'm Lucy. Lucy Cathwell-Nixon."

	 

	He shook her hand, his glance going to Maggie with an upraised eyebrow. Why was this young woman acting like she'd been dragged before Satan Himself?

	 

	Maggie surreptitiously tapped a finger to her face beside her eye. Ah. That explained it, then. He stifled a sigh as he gestured the two women toward the sitting area, and followed, snagging his shades from the counter on his way by. He hated wearing the bloody things at home, anymore -- Jemmy didn't appear to be a fan, and Aziraphale definitely wasn't, even if the angel understood the necessity at times -- but it wasn't like Crowley had much of a choice at the moment.

	 

	In the sitting area, Aziraphale now had Jemmy cradled in his arms, rocking her gently and speaking to her in a soothing murmur while she yawned and blinked up at him. 

	 

	"Bloody..." Crowley cut off the muttered expletive and tried to cover his stumble by leaning up against the nearest bookshelf like that's what he intended all along. He hoped it worked but couldn't tell. His heart was busy rolling around in his chest, coherent thought evaporating as he stared at his angel and their daughter, so overwhelmed by emotions he still wasn't entirely used to he could barely breathe. 

	 

	Now he understood the besotted glances Aziraphale had been giving him all morning. The sight of his angel with Jemmy in his arms, looking down at her with all that angelic love while using his shoulder to carefully block the sunlight streaming in the window from getting in her eyes, looked like something painted by one of the Masters, to be hung in some holy place. The whole moment felt too sacred for damned eyes like his to see. Yet, here they were, and wonder of wonders, they were his.

	 

	Aziraphale glanced his way as Maggie spoke -- Crowley couldn't hear what she said around the rush of blood in his ears -- and smiled. The angel's head moved subtly, beckoning him closer, and the demon was powerless to deny him. He'd only ever been able to deny Aziraphale once, and he'd spent eight months torturing himself over that denial, afterward. Now, though... He pushed off from where he was leaning, crossing the space between them to settle on the arm of Aziraphale's chair, only vaguely aware of the two women seated on the settee. Unconcerned by their audience, Crowley pressed a kiss to the side of his angel's head, then smiled down at the baby in Aziraphale's arms.

	 

	Jemima let out a small cry, reaching for him. With a warm laugh, Aziraphale held her out, continuing his conversation even as he let Crowley scoop the baby into his arms. No sooner was Jemmy in his arms than she was reaching up toward his face. He leaned in to nuzzle her cheek, and little baby hands latched onto his shades, nearly ripping his ears off as she yanked them away and flung them with surprising strength for a newborn.

	 

	Jemmy settled then, burrowing against him with a contented sigh and a tiny yawn, like the little hellspawn had no idea what she'd just done. A glance Aziraphale's way told Crowley they both felt her spark of demonic satisfaction. Tiny she may be, but there was a willful soul in there, already quite conscious of her choices and just as much demon as she was innocent little angel.

	 

	Maggie gasped in shock. "Wow, she's got some grip! Are you okay?"

	 

	Lucy laughed uneasily. "Babies'll let you know what they like and don't like, even that young. She clearly doesn't like those shades, huh? She's pretty strong for a newborn, though."

	 

	"I'm fine," Crowley assured Maggie with a reassuring wink. He glanced Aziraphale's way, and saw the subtle tightening around his angel's eyes. He gave a tiny nod in return, acknowledging the unspoken communication. They'd be having a discussion later, when they were alone, about how to deal with the starling's obvious level of awareness and ability. She'd been on Earth less than a day. It was safe to assume she was only going to get stronger as she grew up. And, despite there clearly being a manual somewhere in Heaven on human childrearing, Crowley was absolutely certain there wasn't one for raising celestial beings. Jemmy was literally one-of-a-kind. The next closest being was the Antichrist, and he was created of pure Hell. It wasn't like they could call Mrs. Young up and ask her what he was like as a baby, either. That would be a bloody awkward conversation no one wanted to have. No, they'd just have to figure out how to handle this on their own.

	 

	"Here's the list I got for you, Mr. Fell." Maggie was holding out a sheet of paper to Aziraphale when Crowley surfaced from his thoughts. The blonde woman glanced at the bassinet and smiled in approval. "Though it looks like you've already got a nice start on things."

	 

	"Is that a family heirloom?" Lucy leaned around Maggie to touch the bassinet. "It looks really old. Was it yours when you were a baby, Mr. Fell?"

	 

	Crowley barely bit down on his laugh in time, careful to keep his gaze on Jemmy. As much as he wanted to see the flustered look on Aziraphale's face, he knew he'd never be able to keep a straight face if he looked. Oh, he was going to enjoy this one later, though!

	 

	"Ah. Um, no. Well, that is to say..." Aziraphale sighed in resignation. "No, not a family heirloom."

	 

	"Oh! How rude of me." Maggie sat forward, then. "Here you are, probably wondering why I've brought someone other than Nina with me just to drop off a list."

	 

	"The thought had crossed my mind," Aziraphale's voice was colored with equal parts wry humor and gentle kindness.

	 

	"This is Lucy Cathwell-Nixon. You remember her, right?"

	 

	Crowley couldn't say he did, but then, he wasn't much for remembering faces or names unless they mattered. Judging by the smile on his angel's face, however, Aziraphale did. No surprise there. His angel had a mind like a steel trap and had never met a human he didn't remember. "Of course! You're a waitress at Marguerite's, aren't you, my dear? We met back at Christmas. You made those absolutely scrumptious fig tartlets."

	 

	A small smile flickered at Lucy's lips. "That's my nana's recipe. She made them every Christmas... until she passed, a couple years ago."

	 

	"Oh, I'm so very sorry to hear that, my dear." Aziraphale's brow wrinkled in genuine distress. Crowley shifted Jemmy to his other arm, so he could squeeze his angel's shoulder in reassurance. He resisted the urge to glare at the current source of distress. He didn't want to frighten the girl to death. It wasn't her fault his angel felt every heartache and loss humanity expressed as if it was his own. No matter how much the angel tried to cover those feelings up by feigning either ignorance or annoyance, Crowley had always been aware the feelings were there, starting with Aziraphale's open worry for Eve's safety and comfort that day at Eden. No angel had ever been more attuned to humanity's collective, beating heart than Aziraphale. That fragile, gentle heart was the first thing about his angel that drew Crowley, after all, back when Aziraphale only had two humans to worry about, and it was the same heart -- a little more battered, but still every bit as gentle -- he would face utter extinction to protect, now. Without Aziraphale's beside it, his own heart didn't know how to beat.

	 

	"Thank you," Lucy murmured in response to the angel's condolences, her gaze dropping as she blinked rapidly. "I think it hurts worse, now, knowing my boy's never going to know his great gran. My wife, Lailah, says Gran's still watching over him, and I like to think that's true. She would've adored my Jude."

	 

	"Jude's why I brought Lucy along, actually," Maggie acknowledged. "Her son was born last fall. Jude's about six months, now, so Lucy knows a few things about taking care of a newborn. Nina and I... well, we thought Lucy or Lailah might be able to help if you need any advice about caring for an infant."

	 

	Crowley chuckled quietly, glancing up at Maggie. "Not to worry, Maggie. We've already got the original encyclopedia of childrearing."

	 

	Maggie studied the two of them like she knew they weren't talking about books, but she wasn't sure what they actually meant, while Lucy just glanced around the room at all the books. "I don't doubt it."

	 

	Crowley caught the warning frown from his angel and shrugged unrepentantly before turning his attention back to the baby in his arms. Not like he said anything that wasn't true. He'd trust Aziraphale's knowledge -- being on the bloody human planning committee and the one responsible for deciding how this childrearing thing was supposed to work in the first place -- over some random twenty-something human with a relatively brand-new baby of her own, any day.

	 

	"Thank you for the lovely offer, Lucy, but I think we've got it well in hand, for now," Aziraphale responded to the young woman with a grateful smile, like she hadn't just inadvertently insulted him. Crowley shook his head. Sometimes, his angel could be too bloody forgiving for his own good. "Perhaps, when they're both a little older, we could introduce the children. It would be nice for Jemima to have someone near her own age to play with."

	 

	Lucy beamed at him, nodding. "That would be wonderful! I mean, I'd have to talk it over with Lailah, but since we both work locally, I'm sure she'll be all for it. You know, Mindy Parks, who works for Mrs. Sandwich, has a two-year-old daughter, Anabel. Annie's autistic, but she's just the sweetest little girl. She's just a little awkward and shy, is all. And another one of the girls, Hannah Tash, is on maternity leave right now. She's due with a baby boy any day now. Maybe, eventually, we can get all the kids together in a play group!"

	 

	Crowley smiled and shrugged at the look Aziraphale sent him, questioning if he'd be all right with that. Far as he was concerned, it would ultimately end up being Jemmy's decision. Given her response to his shades, he had no doubt she'd let them know, one way or another, if she was happy with the arrangement, the first time they tried it out. 

	 

	"That sounds like a delightful idea," Aziraphale answered for them both. Then, as his angel chatted with the two women about which baby items were really the best, Crowley rose to his feet and wandered around the shop, bouncing Jemmy lightly in his arms as he went. He sighed contentedly as the soothing sound of Aziraphale's voice washed over him, then chuckled when Jemmy sighed, too. Looking down at the baby, he watched her eyelids flicker and her mouth open in a little baby yawn, and bent to kiss her forehead gently.

	 

	"Busy day for you already, hey, poppet? So much for your little self to see and hear," he murmured, patting her back lightly. "Wonder what it must be like, for you. Everything feeling so brand new and exciting, yeah?"

	 

	He watched her snuggle deeper into his arms, a snakelet in a safe hiding spot, but the most angelic, innocent green eyes blinking up at him in a wonder so absolute it tightened his throat. Leaning down, he nuzzled his face against the side of hers, and whispered a promise against her tiny ear.

	 

	"You never have to be afraid, little starlight. Nothing in this world or any other will ever hurt you. I won't allow it." He pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. "I love you so much, poppet."

	 

	It was the easiest those words ever left his mouth, because he didn't have to be afraid they would hurt the child in his arms. The only thing those words would ever do was protect her, because he knew both he and his angel would go to war for her at the first hint of danger. 

	 

	He was so lost in his thoughts, and the moment, he didn't even realize the women had left until he felt Aziraphale's warm hand on his back and the press of the angel's cheek against his shoulder. He turned his head to look into the beautiful cerulean eyes where he always found the only Heaven he ever needed and lifted one brow in question. "All done, then?"

	 

	"I do believe so, yes. Maggie mentioned she and Nina might pop 'round after they close up, this evening." His warm chuckle flowed over Crowley. "I get the impression Nina doesn't believe Jemima actually exists."

	 

	Crowley huffed a laugh. Truth told, he didn't blame Nina for being skeptical. He was holding Jemmy, and he was still awed by her simple existence. Aziraphale was right -- it was going to take people time to get used to Jemmy being around.

	 

	As long as Hell never figured it out, he could deal with people being curious.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	A Peaceful Place

	 

	 

	Back Door, A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Four Weeks Later

	 

	Crowley curled up in the comfy armchair he'd dragged to the shop's open back door and soaked in the cool night air, then looked down at the blanket-bundled baby in his arms, currently going to town on her two-in-the-morning bottle, her bright green gaze fixed on him as if he was something worth looking at.

	 

	A whispery chuckle left him. With every day since her arrival, a month ago now, Jemmy wrapped him tighter around her tiny fingers. She was so amazing, and so precious, and he saw so much of his angel's sweetness in her. Though he could sense the hellfire in her, she was mercifully yet to show any outward sign of it, aside from the bit with his shades.

	 

	He knew he could be sleeping, right now. Aziraphale was puttering around in the bookshop and was more than happy to take care of Jemmy's middle-of-the-night feedings if Crowley wanted to sleep. But there was just something about sharing this time with her that captivated the demon. He hated to miss it.

	 

	A small laugh, in a distinctly female voice, reached his ears, even before a familiar voice noted, "Never thought I'd say this, luv, but y'look kinda natural, like that."

	 

	He lifted his head with a friendly smile for Mrs. Sandwich as she stubbed out her cigarette on her side of the street and crossed nearer to him. "We decided we needed some fresh air, tonight."

	 

	"Hullo, little luv," she greeted Jemmy with a gentle voice and a smile. Her entire expression always softened whenever she spoke to the baby, and he knew she had a soft spot for children because she could never have any of her own. In one of their deeper discussions when Aziraphale had been away, last year, she'd opened up about her early life and how hard it was, and how she bought the old hotel and turned it into a brothel so she could get some of the younger girls she knew off the streets and make sure they had a safer life than she had. 

	 

	For all her hard, irreverent exterior, Mrs. S had a heart of gold and a fierce protective streak. She'd also admitted to him she had a penchant for taking in strays. He imagined she meant that to imply him, though she could just as easily have meant the whole of Whickber Street, the way she mothered all the shopkeepers hereabouts with her unsolicited advice -- at least, according to Nina. He had no personal reference for what a mother was or was not supposed to do. Now, Mrs. S made soft shushing noises at a happily squirming Jemmy, then looked up at him. "She's a luvly one, innit she?"

	 

	He nodded, smiling down at Jemmy, who went back to her midnight snack. The girl did love to eat. "Just like her papa."

	 

	When he glanced up, it was to the amusement dancing in Mrs. S's eyes, before she asked, "Speaking of, where's that angel of yours at, then?"

	 

	He jerked his head toward the interior of the shop, even as a distant, emphatic, "Ah-hah! There it is!" drifted out to the street. 

	 

	"Buried in research, from the sound of things." He grinned. The only thing sexier than watching his angel mutter to himself as he got lost in books, those ridiculous spectacles perched on his nose, was seeing his angel all rumpled, shirt sleeves rolled up and bowtie undone. Which was why Crowley was out here, rather than curled up on the settee, keeping the angel company while he worked and Crowley fed Jemmy. Aziraphale was currently wading through stacks of scrolls full of only the angel knew what, shirt sleeves pushed up, bowtie and waistcoat both tossed aside.

	 

	Far too much of a temptation, even for the Serpent of Eden.

	 

	"Good." Mrs. S's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "How'd it go? He say yes?"

	 

	Crowley sighed. Should've guessed. He'd confided in Mrs. S a couple of months ago that he was looking for the right time to ask Aziraphale to marry him. She cheekily asked if that was going to be in her lifetime or not, and suggested he get his head out of his proverbial arse. So he'd set the scene, thinking the anniversary of their victory in Heaven -- the official beginning of their being able to safely be together -- would be the most romantic time. Two anniversaries in one. 

	 

	Only, before he could pop the question, Aziraphale dragged him off to bed, and Crowley just wasn't created to say no to the feel of his angel's mouth on his body. Then, in the middle of everything... He looked down at Jemmy, again, and laughed quietly before answering Mrs. S. "Never got 'round to asking the question. Haven't had time to plan something special, since."

	 

	She lifted an eyebrow at him and shook her head. "Take my advice, it's not gonna matter if it's some grand, romantic event. People overdo it, trying to prove how romantic they are, but the ones who remember it most, later on, always say it was somethin' simple and personal."

	 

	She patted his arm, then turned and made her way back across the street to the hotel. Glancing back into the bookshop as he listened to Aziraphale continue to talk to himself somewhere inside -- probably at his desk -- Crowley's lips turned up in a loving smile.

	 

	"Don't think we should ask your papa tonight, hey, poppet? He seems a little distracted." He dropped a gentle kiss on her forehead. "All done, beautiful?"

	 

	 Jemmy, her bottle finished and forgotten, nuzzled her way deeper into the blankets, a snakelet in search of a hidey-hole to sleep in. Crowley chuckled and placed another kiss on her forehead. 

	 

	Mrs. S was probably right. Crowley imagined a woman who worked in her profession knew quite a bit more about love than a demon did. Still, now wasn't the right time. No matter what anyone said about grand gestures, Aziraphale deserved them. His angel deserved all the romance he spent so many millennia reading about.

	 

	Crowley was determined to give it to him.

	 

	******

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Five Months Later

	 

	Aziraphale tsked to himself, a patient, loving smile spread across his face, and scooped his pyjama-clad six-month-old daughter up into his arms as she tried to use the baby gate at the top of the stairs to pull herself up from the floor. "You've certainly figured out crawling, haven't you, precious?"

	 

	"Fafa," Jemima babbled happily, patting his face with her little hands, before stretching in his arms toward the stairs with a definitive, "Owm. S'oeee"

	 

	"She's gonna be trouble once she learns to walk." Crowley's amused voice, from the direction of the plant room, drew his attention that way, to find the demon leaning one shoulder against the doorframe, long legs crossed at the ankles and wry humor tipping up one side of his mouth.

	 

	"And whose fault is that?" Aziraphale responded with warm teasing. "Any mischief, she gets from you."

	 

	Crowley pushed off from to doorway, pulling the door closed behind him as he sauntered toward them. Devilment sparkled in his yellow eyes, matching the wicked smile on his face as he purred, "You sure about that, angel?"

	 

	"Quite sure." Aziraphale's lips trembled with the smile he was working to suppress as he lifted one eyebrow with a pointed glance toward the sculpture against the far wall between the windows. He dropped his attention to Jem, who'd given up her struggle and was now cuddled in his arms, her head laid against his shoulder, her thumb in her mouth, and her inquisitive green gaze -- the perfect blend of his and Crowley's eye colors -- tracking between her parents. The Archangel shifted his daughter's weight in his arms so he could lift one hand to smooth back her strawberry-blonde curls -- still damp from her bath -- even as he changed the subject and offered Crowley a mild, "Perhaps it's time to move that someplace curious little eyes can't find it? Unless, of course, you want to be the one to explain your scandalous taste in art, when she starts asking questions. Because if she's anything like you, she will ask."

	 

	Crowley's rueful chuckle filled his ears. "Point taken, angel. I'll move it."

	 

	Humming Jem's favorite lullaby, Aziraphale unlatched the baby gate and started carefully down the stairs with his precious cargo, leaving Crowley to see to moving the inappropriate-for-a-child sculpture. Honestly, he had no idea why Crowley still kept it, but the demon was vehemently opposed to getting rid of it, and relationships were all about compromise, weren't they? So, as long as it was somewhere Jem wasn't likely to notice it...

	 

	"Now," he murmured to their daughter as he reached the bottom of the stairs, "I do believe we were in the middle of a story earlier, weren't we?"

	 

	Jemima nodded her head against his shoulder, snuggling closer as she mumbled a garbled "s'oeee" around her thumb. He smiled, pressing a kiss to her forehead as he moved to the sitting area and settled them both on the settee, tugging the blanket Crowley often wrapped himself in up to snuggle around Jem before he picked up the storybook they'd started before her nap at midday.

	 

	"Where were we? Ah, here we go..." And, as he launched back into the tale of a brave little bear all alone in the big city, Aziraphale smiled affectionately. He so cherished these moments, getting to share his love of books and stories with his daughter. He'd never considered what it would be like to be a parent before Jemima came into their lives, despite the numerous times he allowed himself to play the role of a doting uncle or godfather. Just like he'd barely let himself think what it might be like to have a romantic partner. For thousands of years, neither child nor partner had seemed at all possible because the latter, at least, had revolved around the demon he couldn't have, and the former seemed utterly impossible, since celestial beings, as a rule, couldn't procreate. Yet, from the moment he lifted Jem from her basket, he knew two things to forever more be true about his life: this beautiful little girl was created of all the best parts of himself and Crowley, and he loved both the demon and the little starling with every fiber of his eternal being. No power in Heaven, Hell, or anywhere in between, was capable of destroying that. 

	 

	******

	 

	Art moving accomplished, Crowley latched the gate at the bottom of the steps and paused, a tender smirk tugging up the corner of his lips as he listened to the soothing timbre of his angel's voice, reading to their daughter. No doubt, Aziraphale's insistence of reading to Jemmy at every turn had almost as much to do with her cleverness as anything she inherited from either of them -- which was saying something, since Aziraphale was the cleverest being Crowley had ever known.

	 

	And then there was the steadily growing library of child-appropriate books that'd begun showing up around the shop over the past six months. Crowley didn't tease his angel about them because, if given the chance, Jemmy would monopolize her fafa's time asking for "s'oees" and he knew that was why Aziraphale did it. Crowley totally understood Jemmy's obsession with the sound of her fafa's voice. Crowley could listen to Aziraphale talk all day, every day, too. Always had. The mere threat of losing the sound of his angel's voice had the power to inspire him to stop time itself, once. Still would, actually. Aziraphale's voice soothed the hellfire, like a cool balm to the scorched parts of Crowley's soul. He imagined it did the same for Jemmy since, for every bit of innocent little angel in Jemmy's soul, there was an equally scorched little demon bit. 

	 

	It hadn't taken long after Jemima's arrival for them to realize Aziraphale reading to her was the only thing capable of calming the starling to sleep. Since she was his daughter, as well, Jemmy loved to sleep and got demonically cranky when she couldn't. Her teething would probably terrorize Satan Himself, if not for Aziraphale. 

	 

	Chuckling to himself at the image of a terrified Satan running from a cranky Jemima, Crowley pushed off from the bottom of the banister and made his way through the shop until he reached the end of the bookshelf leading to the sitting area where his angel's desk was. Only, Aziraphale wasn't at his desk. The angel was seated in his usual spot on the settee, Jemmy curled up in his lap, bundled up in the tartan blanket and fast asleep, her strawberry-blonde head against Aziraphale's chest and her thumb hanging limply from her bottom lip.

	 

	Warmth spread through Crowley, and he leaned against the bookcase to just watch for several long moments. The doting light in his angel's eyes and the adorable faces he made trying to make the story more interesting for their daughter were almost too much to bear. He wanted to laugh -- not at the angel, but at the situation, knowing full well Aziraphale was trying very hard to find a way to read to Jemmy that didn't end in their baby girl going right to sleep.

	 

	"Aziraphale," he called softly as he took a couple of steps closer to the settee. "She's asleep, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale stopped reading, disappointment flickering through his eyes. "What, again? I thought for sure, that time..."

	 

	"Angel, you could be reading her a horror novel, and she'd be just as fast asleep." Crowley moved to stand directly in front of Aziraphale, affectionately bumping the angel's knee with his own, careful not to wake Jemmy. "No matter how many faces you make or voices you try to do."

	 

	The angel sighed regretfully, but his smile was tender as he looked down at their daughter's sleeping face. "I suppose you're right. She just loves the stories so much. I want her to be able to enjoy them the whole way to the end."

	 

	"It's not the stories she enjoys," Crowley confided, leaning over the pair to lift Jemmy gently from Aziraphale's lap, snuggling her against his chest as she sighed and burrowed her face sleepily against the side of his neck. Stroking a comforting hand over her little back, he met his angel's gaze. "It's you. Your voice. She feels safe and comforted. Loved."

	 

	The angel's brow furrowed. "I would be quite distressed if she felt otherwise. What does that have to do with falling asleep whilst we're reading?"

	 

	Crowley shook his head with a wry, loving smile for his angel. "After six thousand years, I'd think the reason why the sound of your voice stops the Damned in their tracks, calms my anxiety, and puts our daughter to sleep would be obvious."

	 

	"Well, it's not." Aziraphale's little pout, and his petulant cerulean gaze through the flutter of pale lashes above the tops of his totally unnecessary spectacles, tightened a familiar knot of raw want in Crowley's chest. Glancing at their daughter, fast asleep in his arms, pulled a wry chuckle from him. Of all the times for Aziraphale to pull that little move...

	 

	"It's love, angel," he managed to keep his voice steady, despite the conflicting feelings tugging at him. Brushing a kiss to Jemmy's strawberry-blonde curls, he smiled. "I'm off to put someone to bed."

	 

	As he headed back toward the stairs with their daughter sleeping peacefully in his arms, Crowley couldn't stop the spread of a contented smile across his face. He'd spent so many centuries -- millennia, really -- running away from the inevitable, he'd given himself anxiety over losing it. These days, he could look back and clearly see what an idiot he'd been. Benefit of hindsight and all that rot.

	 

	He'd known, as far back as Eden, that Aziraphale was something special, even among angels. He was a being of pure love, from somewhere that hadn't known that kind of purity since before the Heavenly War. Only a being who operated purely from love would ever risk God's wrath, especially with Aziraphale's obvious understanding of the consequences, to make sure a pregnant human would be warm, comfortable, and safe. Eve's comfort had mattered more to Aziraphale than the likelihood he would be punished.

	 

	Crowley still didn't buy that God had never brought up the missing sword. His angel was always shit at lying to him. 

	 

	For Satan's sake, even Crowley's own sorry arse mattered more to Aziraphale than God's potential wrath. Repeatedly. His angel had reached out at his first hint of need, offering him a loving wing to shield him from the storm God -- or someone -- unleashed that day. And Aziraphale kept reaching out -- at Job's, in Rome, in Edinburgh, even that bloody magic act in 1941, and then the Holy Water... Every time Crowley faced something he was sure would finally destroy him, there was Aziraphale, his cerulean eyes gleaming with an unspoken promise. Trust me, I'll take away the pain. The reality of having even a fraction of Aziraphale's unconditional love turned his way had captivated Crowley, and he'd been instantly addicted to the feel of it. He just hadn't ever thought he was actually worthy of it, as much as he craved his angel's attention. He hadn't believed himself worthy of anything he ever asked of Aziraphale, even as he manufactured reasons to come to the aid of probably the most capable being he'd ever known in his entire damned existence. 

	 

	He understood better, now. Understood the reason why Aziraphale always acted so helpless, like he needed so much assistance when he was completely capable of getting himself out of scrapes. His angel had been manufacturing reasons to see him, too. They'd been starving for each other -- just not always in a carnal way. In fact, for most of their six thousand or so years' history together, just each other's presence and attention was enough. At least, it was for him, and he assumed the same was true for his angel. Just being able to see for himself that Aziraphale was all right and hear the sound of the angel's voice removed so many layers of anxiety, he was amazed he hadn't figured out his feelings sooner. No wonder he hadn't been able to hold his feelings in when he finally figured them out in 1941. He never regretted those words, even if he regretted the twenty-seven-year wall of silence they dropped between himself and Aziraphale. 

	 

	That silence had been maddening. Of course he couldn't face the possibility of the same again, at Tadfield.

	 

	Even hearing what God said to Aziraphale after the battle in Heaven, Crowley still couldn't understand what drew his angel to the likes of him. For a long time after Eden, he thought it was pity. Then, after the Flood, he wondered if the angel really did need someone to look after him. Finally, after their little discussion in the courtyard of Job's house, he decided Aziraphale had some twisted notion of redeeming him and turning him back into the naive prat he'd been in the Before. 

	 

	When he finally realized his angel really, truly loved him -- just as he was -- and didn't want to change him at all, it was... Humbling wasn't even the word. Transformative, maybe. 

	 

	Ineffable. 

	 

	He chuckled quietly to himself as he tucked Jemima into her crib and skimmed his fingertips across the side of her head and face, where the heart-shaped birthmark of lavender scales just beneath her ear shone iridescently in the lamplight. Over the past six months, he'd come to accept there were some questions he'd never have an answer to. How an angel as pure of heart and devoted to God as Aziraphale could love a demon as damned as him. How two pieces of a heart created from the same whisper of starlight could diverge so far from their origin point and still always find their way back together. How the child before him could even exist... Crowley gave up asking those questions shortly after Jemmy's arrival. Instead, he just accepted it wasn't for him to know. He was too afraid if he questioned their existence, he'd lose them.

	 

	Losing Aziraphale and Jemmy wasn't an option. He'd thought he lost Aziraphale several times, already, and each one destroyed him a little more. To even think about losing his angel now, to consider losing this beautiful little girl of theirs, threatened to tear away something so vital he knew he would beg for oblivion if it happened. He didn't want to ever exist in a universe where they didn't.

	 

	"Sweet dreams, poppet," he whispered to the baby, before backing toward the doorway. There, he flipped the switch to turn off the lamps and the other to turn on the nightlight that swept the ceiling with glowing star shapes. He shook his head at them, then looked back at the crib. "Someday, I'll show you the real stars."

	 

	Smiling, he pulled the door around until it was cracked open just the barest amount and made his way around the hallway created by wrought-iron rail on one side and crammed-full bookcases on the other, to his and Aziraphale's bedroom. Once inside, he crossed the room to stand in front of the over two-foot long and nearly as tall statue of two nude beings locked in a highly suggestive stance, golden wings on one, coppery-red wings on the other. Icarus and Apollo, grappling over the sun, according to the artist. At the time he'd stolen it, back in Rome, it'd represented something he hadn't even been able to articulate to himself. Since 1862, it'd come to represent escape. And since 1941... One thought tugged at him as, lean muscles straining, he carefully removed the statue from its pedestal and laid it on its side on the bed, revealing the small, spring-loaded depression latch that opened a secret compartment on the bottom he'd had added to the statue in 1862, after he'd finally been released from his punishment in Hell following the Edinburgh incident. At first, it held enough cash to help him disappear if he couldn't risk using any demonic miracles. Then, in 1941, he realized he wasn't going anywhere, but needed the statue to hide something far more valuable to him. Now, he slid his thumb into the small depression that opened the compartment, revealing the small brown envelope stored inside. 

	 

	An envelope hidden there since 1941, sealed away from any chance of discovery by Hell, back when he faced his truth, but was still too afraid to even voice his hope. His wish. 

	 

	He'd been so terrified of losing everything, all this time...

	 

	Crowley retrieved the envelope and slid it into the pocket of his jeans, closed the compartment, replaced the statue, and headed back toward the spiral staircase into the main bookshop, his mind already playing over how to tell his angel how he saw their future. What he'd wanted for the past eighty-four years. 

	 

	At least he learned from his mistakes. The biggest lesson he learned in recent years was secrets never ended well. No matter how much they could tell each other in a single glance, there was no way Aziraphale could know what was on his mind if he didn't say the words.

	 

	The angel was still seated on the end of the settee, though the book he held was considerably more advanced than Paddington Bear. In fact, it looked suspiciously like one of the two books he'd gifted to Aziraphale when his angel first opened the shop. 

	 

	"Dante? Really, angel?" He quipped as he entered the sitting area. "Haven't you had enough of that fourteenth century drivel?"

	 

	Aziraphale lifted one eyebrow, but continued to read as if he hadn't heard a word Crowley said. The demon laughed quietly, completely unoffended.  After that little pout, earlier, he knew the game his beloved angel was up to. Supreme Archangel he may be, but there was still a great deal of the awkward, uncertain Principality in Aziraphale -- the lost, lonely angel who just wanted to be loved as much as he loved humanity and all of Creation.

	 

	That angel didn't need seduced or tempted to do or be anything. What he needed, and Crowley was more than happy to provide, was the reassurance he was, in fact, perfect just as he was -- loved utterly without reservation, and as completely as he loved. 

	 

	"I have an idea, angel." He dropped down to sprawl across the settee, sighing in delight as his head came to rest against Aziraphale's pillowy thigh before smiling up at his angel. "Maybe it's time to buy a cottage somewhere. You can just enjoy your library, without having to worry about figuring out how to keep people from buying books..."

	 

	Aziraphale looked down at him with attentive blue eyes -- slightly obscured by the completely unnecessary spectacles he wore -- and an adoring smile. "And what would you do?"

	 

	Crowley stretched slightly and nuzzled the angel's cushiony midsection, pressing a loving kiss there as a familiar, soothing lassitude slid over him. It was Aziraphale's presence. Just being near him soothed Crowley. Listening to his angel speak was like a comfy blanket or a warm sunbeam to his soul. Yeah, he totally understood why their daughter begged Aziraphale to read to her. 

	 

	"Dunno," he mused hazily, closing his eyes. A smile stretched slowly over his face. "S'pose I could garden. Or I could raise goats. Jemmy would love that. Kids love animals..."

	 

	"Really, Anthony," Aziraphale's voice was full of gentle chiding, but the thread of humor underneath told Crowley his angel found his plan both ridiculous and amusing. "Do you think raising goats is a good idea? Last time you were around any, you were threatening to destroy them."

	 

	"That wasn't my idea. And I didn't actually hurt them."

	 

	"I know, love. But if we moved to the country, you'd be bored within a fortnight."

	 

	Crowley cracked one eyelid, peering up at his angel. "Who says fortnight, anymore?"

	 

	"Lots of people do. Quit changing the subject." Aziraphale stroked a hand absently through the demon's hair, and Crowley groaned faintly, nuzzling into the touch, even as he reveled in the flow of his angel's voice over him. "I need to stay close enough Muriel can find me, if they need me, and this is really the most convenient spot. Besides, I thought you liked it here."

	 

	Crowley's eyes opened. "I love it here. But that's because it's where you and Jemmy are. I'd happily live out of the Bentley again, as long as you were with me."

	 

	Aziraphale's lips twitched in a smile. "Well, let's hope it doesn't come to that, shall we? I think stability is best for Jem, right now. We can revisit the cottage idea later. Maybe as a place to get away for a bit, but not permanently. I rather like what we have now, don't you?"

	 

	"Yeah. But if we're staying put, can I suggest one change, angel?" Crowley took hold of Aziraphale's hand, bringing it to his lips and kissing the backs of his fingers as he held the angel's gaze. "I hate watching you cringe and stress every time some human looks like they might buy a book. Neither of us needs that stress."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed, the sound full of agreement. "There's not much I can do about that, Crowley, and you know it. Human law dictates that the ground floor of this building must remain a shop, since that's what it was set down as when built in--"

	 

	"Yeah, yeah." Crowley waved off the angel's recitation of building law. "But there's no law that says you can't change how you do business, is there?"

	 

	The angel's eyes narrowed. "What are you up to?"

	 

	"Nothing. I'm just saying, why not get a regular stock of more modern books and set those out in the front. Change the counter and shelving around a bit, and make your collection lend-only, and only with your permission. Keep up the restorations and book-finding by request bit, too, since I know how much you enjoy that, but you won't have to stress about anyone buying your special editions and such."

	 

	Aziraphale's face lit with a bright smile. The beauty of it took Crowley's breath away, and he couldn't resist, leaning up as he hooked a hand behind his angel's head and brought their mouths together in a deep kiss. He felt his angel melt into the kiss, tasted the soft sigh on his lips, and eased away to look up into the angel's beautiful blue eyes as his heart trembled in his chest, fluttering too fast to be called beating.

	 

	Was this his moment? He'd been trying to figure out how to bring the subject up, even before Muriel showed up with Jem, six months ago. For Satan's sake, he'd been all ready to ask that morning, but things got out of hand before he could get the words out, and then Muriel was pounding at the door and before they knew it, they had a new daughter and all the chaos that came with that responsibility. 

	 

	He hadn't been able to find the perfect moment, since. But maybe that was the whole point. Maybe every moment was the perfect one, and he was overthinking this, like Mrs. S kept suggesting. Maybe this was the very reassurance his angel needed.

	 

	"I... think," he dragged the words out, trying to calm his galloping heart. He felt Aziraphale tense, and hurried through, "weshouldgetmarried."

	 

	The angel blinked at him, then frowned, removing his spectacles and laying them and his book aside. "Come again?"

	 

	Shit. Am I fucking this up, again? Crowley drew a calming breath, and reminded himself this was his angel, whom he'd loved even before he realized he was capable of loving. They were on the same page, now, about most things. And when they weren't, they talked things out. He could do this. Drawing slow, steady breaths, he cupped his hand against his angel's face, slowed down his speech, and repeated, "I said, I think we should get married."

	 

	Aziraphale's cerulean eyes widened, before pain and disappointment settled there. "That's not funny, Crowley."

	 

	Doubt crept in on Crowley. Shit. Was he rushing ahead, again, before his angel was ready? Oh, well. Too late now. Best to just get it over with. "Good, 'cause I'm not joking. What d'you say, angel? You and me? Forever, this time?"

	 

	Pulling the small jeweler's envelope -- brittle with age -- from his pocket, he opened it and tipped out the two simple gold bands into his palm. Then, like he had on a morning two years ago, Crowley held his breath, listening to the old grandfather clock's gears turn in the space between the seconds, as he waited on the love of his existence's response, afraid he was going to be turned down again. Go easy on me, angel.

	 

	Unlike the last time, however, Aziraphale's expression melted with so much love Crowley was forced to blink against very different tears from the last time, even as his angel whispered, "Yes. Forever."

	 

	Crowley fought down the tremble threatening to overtake him, his heart thundering against his ribs as if it meant to break free. He looked up into the love shining out of Aziraphale's blue eyes, and managed a hoarse, "Right now."

	 

	A flash of surprise passed through the angel's gaze, and Crowley feared for just a second that he'd finally pushed beyond his angel's limits. But this felt right. Deep down in his soul, he knew it was right. It'd been him and Aziraphale against all the odds, for millennia. They didn't need anyone else present to make this moment sacred. It already was.

	 

	As he watched, a smile spread slowly across Aziraphale's face, telling him his angel understood, and agreed. Aziraphale nodded excitedly. "Right now, love."

	 

	Closing his hand carefully around the wedding bands, Crowley swung his feet to the floor and sat up. Nerves trembled through his whole body. It wasn't that he wasn't ready, or that he had any doubts about this moment or his angel. He just hadn't let himself believe, since that morning in 1941, that it would ever be possible to be here. A moment of optimism, fueled by feelings he hadn't been sure at the time he could contain, carried him into that jeweler's shop, eighty-four years ago. Every minute of the following eighty-two years between that morning and the morning Aziraphale got on the lift to Heaven was an exercise in why they could never be.

	 

	Finally having the dream become real had his entire being running mad. He swallowed hard, opened his hand, and selected the ring he already knew would fit his angel perfectly -- after thousands of years of secretly watching the angel's hands and wondering how they would feel on his bare skin, he knew every detail of Aziraphale's hands long before 1941. Tenderly, he slipped the ring on Aziraphale's left hand, gazing into eyes bluer than the sky as he whispered, "I've loved you for longer than I knew what love was, my beautiful angel. You are my universe and my home. All that I am, for as long as I am, is yours."

	 

	He watched loving tears gather in Aziraphale's eyes, until the angel's eyes  glowed under the lamplight, somewhere between cerulean and periwinkle, as he lifted his free hand and covered Crowley's with a whispered, "Oh, Anthony..."

	 

	He felt his angel's hands shake around his and knew it was the same blend of nerves and excitement, before Aziraphale released him and took the other ring from his open hand. Crowley watched, barely daring to breathe, as Aziraphale kissed the ring in blessing, then brought Crowley's hand to his lips, as well, kissing just where the ring would eventually rest, before looking up at him through blond lashes as he murmured, "I've loved you since before the word existed. You are my compass, and my night sky. All that I am, my precious Anthony, for as long as I am, is yours."

	 

	As the warm metal settled against his skin, a depth of peace he couldn't recall ever knowing -- not even in the Before -- settled over Crowley. Because of Aziraphale, he truly belonged somewhere. Now, all of Creation and beyond would know he belonged with someone. For eternity.

	 

	He liked the sound of that.

	 

	Leaning in toward his angel, Crowley cupped Aziraphale's face between his hands and brought their mouths together in a kiss reminiscent of the one they shared eighty-four years ago, brushing his lips gently over his angel's for a long moment, before deepening the kiss as Aziraphale whispered "more" against his lips.

	 

	This time, when they finally broke apart, Crowley looked into blue eyes swimming with happy tears as his angel remade him with three very different words than left his mouth two years ago.

	 

	"I love you."

	 

	 

	******

	 

	Sometime in the early hours of the morning, Aziraphale collapsed prone on the bed, breathing heavily as perspiration cooled on his skin. He bit his lower lip against the blissful smile trying to break free as he stared at the gold ring on his left hand and trembled beneath the tender touch of his husband's mouth pressing kisses up his spine. His husband. Just the thought that he and Crowley were now officially joined in the eyes of Heaven caused his heart to skip all over the place as a dizzying blend of joy and relief danced through him. No one could hurt his demon, now. Not without bringing down the wrath of Heaven upon themselves.

	 

	Did Crowley even realize the significance of their vows, last night? Had he felt the presence of the Almighty in those moments, sealing the words they shared into the Book of Life, giving them permanence?

	 

	"You're awful quiet, all the sudden." Warm breath brushed his ear, before Crowley traced nibbling kisses over the shell of his ear and down his neck, dragging a small moan of hedonistic pleasure from the angel as his exhausted body stirred again.

	 

	"Mmhmm." The feel of Crowley's hands against his skin as they skimmed over his arms was as soothing and intoxicating as always. Overwhelmed by the power of his own relief, Aziraphale smiled and murmured, "It still feels like a dream."

	 

	"The best kind, yeah?" Crowley, to his credit, didn't try to make light of or avoid what the angel really meant. Aziraphale drew in a small gasp of air and nodded as Crowley's hands briefly curled around his wrists. Intimate flesh hardened and a warm shiver spread over his skin as he shifted the entire length of his naked body into the likewise-naked body pressed against him.

	 

	Crowley chuckled and clicked his tongue in mock reproach against Aziraphale's ear, even as the demon's hands covered the angel's against the bed, interlocking their fingers. Aziraphale's gaze fixed on their joined left hands, the soft lamplight now winking off both of their wedding rings, their fingers side-by-side. The Archangel's heart swelled until he feared it might break free of his chest entirely, now that he knew Crowley had loved him enough for the past eighty-four years to want to marry him. His vision blurred, and tears dripped over the bridge of his nose to land without sound against the bedclothes.

	 

	Crowley still noticed. Not surprising. For at least the last century, Crowley noticed every minute change in his expression, tone of voice, or twitch of his body. It was a minor miracle all its own that he'd ever succeeded in keeping his true feelings from the demon. Not that he ever tried all that hard, either. He trusted Crowley to rescue him -- especially from his own thoughts and feelings when they got too overwhelming to handle.

	 

	Now, his husband shifted, pressing a comforting kiss to Aziraphale's cheek and whispering, "What is it, angel?"

	 

	He couldn't explain. It sounded daft to his own brain, trying to explain the swell of so many emotions all at once. The sheer magnitude of the love he felt, his absolute trust and contentment beneath Crowley's touch, and the relief of knowing he and Crowley now belonged to each other in a way nothing in all of existence could destroy was too overwhelming to feel. He didn't know how to explain it to Crowley without worrying his demon. Instead, all he could manage was a mumbled, "The rings."

	 

	Surprisingly, Crowley neither laughed nor panicked. He was silent for a moment, his lips brushing in light passes against Aziraphale's shoulder and only the infinitesimal tightening of his fingers on the angel's giving away that his attention was also on their joined hands. Then, the angel felt a familiar hardness pressing against his lower back, even as Crowley pressed his forehead into the back of Aziraphale's shoulder and rasped a shaky, "Fuck, angel."

	 

	He could feel the love pouring from Crowley, but worried for a moment it was the byproduct of the desire still hovering in the air around them. Until he felt the damp evidence of Crowley's tears dropping against his bare shoulder and the tremble of the slim, muscular body pressing down against his back.

	 

	"Are you all right, love?"

	 

	A faint, watery laugh answered him, and his new husband's hands tightened around his as Crowley pressed heated, tender kisses to his skin.

	 

	"All right? Angel, you drive me wild," the demon husked, his warm breath sliding over Aziraphale's skin, sending hot shivers of delicious want straight to the growing knot of desire settling deep within his being. Every word Crowley spoke fed that knot, as he continued, "I thought it was enough that you love me and opened your life to me. Then you go and willingly bind yourself to me... Fuck. You made yourself mine, forever. Angel--"

	 

	"I was already yours, my love. I always have been, and now I always will be." He was tired of talking. He wanted -- needed -- more. Turning as much as the weight of Crowley's hands and body holding him against the bed would allow, he met his husband's mouth with his own, silently demanding more, even as he lost himself in the passion steadily pulling him under.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Forever As the Stars

	 

	 

	Flat above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Three Months Later

	 

	Aziraphale fiddled with the periwinkle bowtie of his champagne tuxedo, scowling at his reflection as nerves wrapped and twisted inside him and his hands trembled. He wasn't even sure why. It wasn't like this time mattered more -- far less, in many ways -- than the vows he and Crowley sealed between themselves just three months ago. This was merely a human formality, for the sake of their daughter. Certainly, there was a lot more legal paperwork and hoop-jumping this time around -- not literally on the latter, but humans did seem to love their paperwork and protocols nearly as much as Heaven and Hell always had. Fortunately, both he and Crowley had seen to all the necessary human existence and citizenship legalities at different points over the past century, and remembered to keep their paperwork current, so as to allay suspicions from human agencies.

	 

	While the ceremony this evening would be nearly as small as their own private exchange of vows -- only adding in the necessary Registrar, witnesses in the personages of Maggie and Nina, and Jem, of course -- Aziraphale couldn't help the nerves currently setting him atremble. He couldn't even decide what had him so unsettled about today. The Metatron was long dispatched, and Crowley was definitively severed from the command of Hell, so there was no longer an impediment to their public acknowledgement of their union. In fact, today's ceremony was merely a legal formality of the much more important vows they'd already exchanged in private. So why did he feel so uneasy? 

	 

	Aziraphale studied his reflection with a frown, trying to ascertain what about his appearance so bothered him, before looking down to fuss with his shirt sleeves. Perhaps he was merely unsettled because he never dared let himself dream the day would ever come he would get to stand in front of other people and publicly pledge himself to the demon he'd loved for millennia. He'd spent thousands of years denying the love that, at times, had been all that kept him fighting for this world. There were so many times he came close, over the millennia, to just letting the truth out. After Alexandria, he almost begged Crowley -- then still Crawley -- to just lie and tell him he was loved. The depth of his need, at the time, scared him. And then in Rome, he'd sensed so much anger and heartache from Crowley, he'd made an utter fool out of himself just trying to ease his demon's burden, without giving away how much he cared. When Crowley let his own feelings slip, in 1941, it was the first time Aziraphale had ever run away from anything. He'd just been so overwhelmed by the hope, and the fear it wasn't real. The fact Crowley never mentioned it again was -- he thought at the time -- just evidence he'd been right all along. Until he wasn't, and the reality of it stared him in the face. And now, after millennia spent reading others' Happily Ever Afters and wishing he could have his own--

	 

	A warm chuckle washed against his ear before a voice as familiar to him as his own murmured, "Nervous, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale relaxed, allowing himself to sink back against the strong, lean form of his husband -- soon to be legally -- and smiled at their reflection in the mirror. Together. Light to Dark. Angel to demon. Yin to Yang. Just as they were always meant to be.

	 

	"Not at all, love." He blushed when Crowley's knowing laugh, against that spot just behind his ear that always set him atingle, called him out on his small lie. "Oh, dash it all. A little, maybe. I just... Something feels... off."

	 

	That got Crowley's attention, his lovely yellow eyes now fixed on Aziraphale's reflection, his expression somber. "Off? Off how, exactly?"

	 

	"I don't know," Aziraphale couldn't contain the slight whine in his voice. He really didn't like not knowing what was bothering him. Especially not today. "It just feels... off..."

	 

	His gaze dropped to where Crowley's left hand rested against the center of his chest, and he frowned uncomfortably at the missing wedding band as he lifted his own hand, skimming his fingers over the slightly lighter band of skin on Crowley's. Three months, and he'd become so familiar with the sight, it caused him tension not to see that gold band, even when he knew he'd be replacing it in just a few hours. Still, Nina had both rings, right now, and not seeing that ring on Crowley's hand, or feeling the familiar weight of his own...

	 

	"I know," Crowley whispered, pressing soft kisses to the side of the angel's jaw, even as long fingers wrapped around Aziraphale's hand, Crowley's thumb rubbing over the spot where the angel's ring had rested until just an hour ago. Maybe that was why he was feeling out of sorts -- his hand felt naked without the ring that hadn't been off it since Crowley placed it there three months ago. "You think it's just jewelry, until you have to take it off. I don't like my hand without it, and I really don't like yours, like this."

	 

	"An hour, love," Aziraphale reassured his beautiful demon and himself at the same time, twining their fingers together.

	 

	"Less," Crowley negotiated in a low hiss, the sound sending a warm shiver of pleasure through Aziraphale. "I don't think I can handle an hour. Let's get through this as fast as we can."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, happiness bursting in him to know he really wasn't alone in his impatience to be done with this. If not for Maggie's insistence it would be better for Jemima if they had a legal, human marriage certificate, they wouldn't be bothering with this nonsense at all.

	 

	"I love you, Anthony," he murmured, turning in Crowley's arms and bringing their mouths together in a kiss full of all the love he had always felt for this being who had never been his enemy. 

	 

	Crowley's hands lifted, cupping his face as the demon deepened their kiss, sending Aziraphale's mind spinning away into the cosmos, where stars burst into life deep in his soul -- the meeting of two perfect souls created to merge in one glorious existence.

	 

	Slowly, over a series of small, hungry kisses, they broke apart, and Aziraphale was gratified to know he wasn't the only one trembling, as Crowley pressed their foreheads together, their heaving breaths mingling in the miniscule space between them.

	 

	"You are my Heaven, my entire universe, Aziraphale. Without you, I cease to be," Crowley rasped, his trembling fingers stroking Aziraphale's face lightly. "Now, let's go get this over with, hmm? This no rings thing is bloody killing me."

	 

	With a soft smile over his demon's accurate -- if rather dramatic -- assessment, Aziraphale nodded. He let his gaze trail over the absolutely delectable vision of Crowley in a Mandarin-style, black tuxedo and bright red banded-collar shirt, giggling to himself as he floated out of the room to go collect their daughter from Muriel, who'd come to read to the baby while he and Crowley got ready. He was looking forward to peeling Crowley out of that suit, later -- in enticingly slow layers.

	 

	******

	 

	It took the entirety of ten minutes -- what would have normally taken them less than three minutes, the way Crowley drove, even with Jemima in the car and the roads slick from recent, icy rain -- to get between the bookshop and the Phoenix Garden, where the ceremony would take place. This unusual passage of time was due in entirety to the Bentley refusing to arrive at their destination until it had completed at least two entire repetitions of the Wedding March.

	 

	"This is your fault," Crowley groused as he straightened from retrieving a giggling Jemima from her car seat in time to catch Aziraphale giving the Bentley a grateful pat on the roof. "You encourage that behavior."

	 

	"I think it just wants to be included," the angel argued back, unfazed. He smiled at the image darkly-dressed Crowley -- debonaire-looking in his familiar dark overcoat and the hat Aziraphale hadn't seen him wear since 1941 -- made holding their bright, bubbly daughter, in her frilly lavender tulle dress, white winter tights, and lilac-colored woolen winter coat and hat, a warm blanket bundled around her. They should look like they belonged in two different worlds, but Jem's bright innocence and the wispy curls of strawberry-blonde hair peeping out from beneath her winter cap perfectly offset Crowley's scowling expression and darker red hair. Aziraphale clicked his tongue and shook his head at Crowley in mock disappointment. "You wouldn't even let it recolor itself for today."

	 

	"It doesn't need to recolor itself today, or any other day, angel. It--"

	 

	"Seems you two've started already." The new voice -- a familiar one tinged with amusement -- drew both their attention toward the two women who stood at the front of the Bentley, both in stylish, dressy pantsuits suited to a garden tea party and bundled in heavy winter coats in deference to the harsh December weather. "You sure you didn't get married a long time ago?"

	 

	Aziraphale's brow furrowed at her query, uncertain what she was implying. "I'm quite certain we didn't. Crowley and I--"

	 

	"Angel," Crowley interrupted with a small grin. "She's joking. She thinks we act like an old married couple."

	 

	Nina lifted one brow, even as she went 'round Crowley's side of the Bentley and retrieved a squirming Jemima, who instantly threw her arms around Nina's neck and hugged with a happy, "Ena!" 

	 

	"Hullo, little love." She looked up at Crowley then with a friendly smirk. "I'd quit thinking it if you two would stop acting it."

	 

	"Yes, well," Aziraphale looked around nervously, anxious to get this whole event over with. "You did remember to bring the rings, right? Is the Registrar here, yet?"

	 

	"I did, and she's on her way." Nina nodded toward the garden's only indoor structure. "Everything's all set up in the hall. Mags and I set up while we were waiting on the two of you."

	 

	"Yeah, about that. Had a bit of car trouble." Crowley shrugged and frowned at the Bentley. 

	 

	Aziraphale clicked his tongue again, shaking his head at Crowley, before patting the Bentley's bonnet with a murmured, "Thank you."

	 

	"Yeah, I'm not going to ask." Nina shook her head as she moved back to where Maggie stood and handed Jemima off to her partner, who'd look after the toddler until the ceremony was over, while Nina stood as witness. "Shall we get on with it, then?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, sliding a glance Crowley's way as they entered the main hall of the building, with its large windows looking out over the garden created from the rubble of buildings bombed out during the Blitz. This garden hadn't been Aziraphale's original choice. When Maggie first brought up the idea of a human wedding, his first thought had turned to St. James's Park. Of anywhere outside their home to hold significance to the two of them, that would be the spot. Only, the combination of British weather and British law made a wedding in St. James's Park both impractical and legally non-binding, so what would the point of that be? It'd been Maggie -- bless her helpful soul -- who'd found this spot after he mentioned wanting to hold it in a garden, to appeal to his husband's love of vegetation.

	 

	Still, Crowley hadn't seen the venue before today. Aziraphale watched, unable to breathe, as his demon took in the building, and then the gardens outside, drenched in the muted gold and lengthening shadows of the setting sun. The breath sighed from him as he watched the demon's face soften, the lines of his face smoothing slightly, before a small smile curved at his lips.

	 

	Overwhelmed by the love radiating through him and the racing beat of his own heart, Aziraphale pulled his attention away from his husband for a moment in order to gather control of himself, and felt a smile tug at his own lips. Maggie and Nina had outdone themselves. They'd turned the rather bare interior of the small event hall into a beautiful winter wedding venue, with just a few appropriate touches. Red-and-white poinsettias flanked the lone table at the front of the room, which was draped in a cloth that caused Aziraphale's heart and breath to stumble simultaneously. It was his personal tartan, but shot through with new, alternating lines of black and red. It turned something that had once been his into something that was uniquely both his and Crowley's. A cream-colored runner sprinkled with beautiful, golden stars rested atop the cloth. It was all so simple, and yet so tastefully elegant, Aziraphale's throat closed and his eyes burned with grateful tears.

	 

	"How did you find that cloth?" He asked Nina as she approached.

	 

	"That was all Mags." She nodded toward where her blonde partner sat in a chair Maggie had pulled up a short distance from the table, speaking quietly to the toddler in her lap. "She found someone to make that special."

	 

	"It's perfect." 

	 

	"Here." Nina placed her mobile phone in Aziraphale's hands, and he looked at her in confusion, then down at the phone, before a soft oh left him. She'd snapped a photo with the device, capturing the exact moment Crowley smiled, with the cast of light and shadow across his face displaying everything Aziraphale fell in love with, over and over, every day. The haunted demon with the soft, bright heart, better than any angel's because of its pure, fiery humanity.

	 

	"Figured you'd like that," Nina murmured from beside him. "I'll make sure I get it printed for you."

	 

	He nodded wordlessly with a grateful smile, unable to summon a response around the emotion clogging his throat to see that soft smile on Crowley's face, beneath the shadowing brim of a hat associated with such a dangerous time in their history. 

	 

	"Thank you," he finally managed. Handing Nina back her mobile phone, he moved to stand beside his husband, looking out over the wild cacophony of vegetation, some barren in deference to the freezing December temperatures, and all of it covered in a fine layer of ice and snow. He and Crowley weren't touching, aside from the occasional brush of their sleeves against one another. They'd stood exactly like this, countless times over the millennia, so close they could have touched, but so afraid to dare more than the soft brush of cloth-against-cloth.

	 

	It was poetic, really -- a form of intimacy and romance he'd never anticipated -- to stand like this now, when they were free to touch each other in any manner they chose. They remained as they were, standing silently beside each other, hands only the breadth of a breeze apart, until a small sigh pushed from the demon at his side, and Aziraphale felt the barely-perceptible brush of a finger against the back of his hand.

	 

	"I'm not going to fall apart on you, y'know." The wry hiss of Crowley's voice was quiet, intimate. "Too many witnesses."

	 

	Aziraphale moved his hand, pressing their palms together and interlocking his fingers one at a time with Crowley's. "I know. I just didn't want to intrude on whatever memory put that smile on your face."

	 

	Crowley's head turned his way, and Aziraphale wished there wasn't a need for the dark glasses currently masking his husband's eyes from him. The demon's lips tipped up in the same small smile as he squeezed the angel's hand gently. "I was thinking about 1941, actually. Well, sort of. Did y'know I didn't go back there for the lectern 'til '67? The night after you gave me the Holy Water."

	 

	A sick, worried dread climbed through Aziraphale. He'd been such a nervous wreck about giving Crowley that Holy Water. If he hadn't been assured everything would be fine, and it was imperative Crowley have it, he didn't think he'd have been able to hand it over, fifty-eight years ago. As it was, even knowing Crowley was fine, the Archangel had to swallow hard against a knot of fear in his throat before he could ask, "You weren't going back there to...?"

	 

	He couldn't even say the words, though the images of what he feared Crowley intended to do with Holy Water would have been enough to keep him awake at night, if he actually slept, since the demon first asked in 1862.

	 

	Now, Crowley clicked his tongue, shaking his head. "So little faith in me, angel? I told you from the beginning, I wasn't planning to use it on myself."

	 

	"So what was it for?"

	 

	"Just in case Hell came knocking, tryin'ta take me away from you. After Edinburgh... Well, it just seemed like a good idea to have some insurance against having to go back." He shrugged, mumbling, "Doesn't matter, now, I s'pose. I was just looking out here and thinking, the church lot looks a bit like this, now. Or it did in '67. Haven't been back, since. But remembering that reminded me of '41, and I was just thinking -- you really are terrible at magic, angel, but I'd watch you do it for eternity, if you asked. You just look so bloody beautiful when you light up like that."

	 

	Aziraphale's heart fluttered in his chest, a bird ready to burst free of his chest at any moment with excitement at the demon's validation of his love of stagecraft. Oh, he was well aware Crowley would still gripe and complain if he ever heard Aziraphale mention doing magic tricks, again -- that was just Crowley being Crowley -- but at least they'd both know he was just complaining because he knew it was safe to do so. Just like they both knew there would inevitably come a time Aziraphale would get flustered by something  Crowley did and verbally forgive him. At least now, they both understood what the other meant, when it happened.

	 

	He opened his mouth to say as much, but was forestalled by the sound of a throat clearing, before a very prim and unfamiliar voice asked, "Are all parties present?"

	 

	Giving Crowley's hand a small squeeze, he pulled the demon around to face the rather dour looking woman he could only assume was the Registrar -- shouldn't someone officiating over weddings be a bit happier about their job? -- and smiled. "Yes, we're here."

	 

	She glanced between them, then down at their joined hands, and her already-cold expression turned glacial with disapproval. "Lovely. Shall we, then?"

	 

	He glanced Crowley's way in concern as his husband's hand tightened on his and he heard a small hiss of displeasure from the demon. Crowley almost never displayed any sign of his status as the Serpent of Eden around anyone besides Aziraphale, their daughter, and a very small group of friends he was learning to trust. The only other times it slipped out was when he was furious or frightened enough he forgot how to hide it. He most certainly wasn't afraid, right now. However, he was snarling at the Registrar like she was the Metatron reborn. Aziraphale gripped his demon's hand a little more tightly, hoping to ground his husband as he softly whispered, "Crowley..."

	 

	"I'm fine, angel. Let's just get this over with." As the Registrar's head lifted from where she was efficiently laying out paperwork she'd pulled from her attaché case, Crowley lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of Aziraphale's, letting his tongue flick out in a way that would have weakened Aziraphale's knees if he wasn't acutely aware it was done more for its effect on their audience.

	 

	He wasn't sure what Crowley expected to achieve, but he imagined it wasn't the flare of disgust in the woman's eyes, or the tightening of her expression in clear disapproval. It couldn't have been more obvious she was here because her job demanded it, not because she accepted this union as sacred.

	 

	Too bad for her, because the Almighty not only blessed it, but essentially created it, when She created them. If God didn't care what forms they chose to enter into their union with, then it was most certainly not the right of any human being to pass such judgement.

	 

	"Right," the woman intoned icily, the hint of a sneer hovering beneath her words. 

	 

	"Would person A stand this side of me?" She gestured to her right.

	 

	"And person B stand this side?" She gestured to her left.

	 

	With a final, reassuring squeeze of Crowley's hand, Aziraphale let go and moved to the Registrar's right side along the tartan-draped table between them as he flashed a reassuring smile toward a worried-looking Maggie and the little girl in her arms. Jem was watching everything going on around her with wide green eyes full of curiosity and a touch of uncertainty Aziraphale knew was his daughter picking up on the tension in the room. He sensed Crowley taking his own place just to Aziraphale's left, and cast a quick glance his husband's way to see the demon's lips flicker in an attempt at his usual smirk.

	 

	A pen clicked, and the Registrar glared at Crowley as he removed his hat and dropped it on the table beside her paperwork. "State your name."

	 

	"Anthony J. Crowley." 

	 

	"And are you entering into this union with full and complete understanding, and of your own free will?"

	 

	Crowley flashed a mischievous grin Aziraphale's way, quipping, "I sure as Heaven better be, after all this time."

	 

	"I'm sorry?" The Registrar's narrowed gaze flitted between them suspiciously, as if she thought they might be having her on. Or maybe hoping they were.

	 

	Crowley sighed, and Aziraphale watched the lines of his face tighten. "I know what I'm doing, and there's no question I've bloody well wanted this for a long time. Okay?"

	 

	The woman wrinkled her nose like she smelled something foul, then her expression returned to emotionless as she turned her attention to Aziraphale. "State your name."

	 

	"Aziraphale Z. Fell."

	 

	The woman looked momentarily perplexed, consulted her forms, then shrugged. "And are you entering into this union with full and complete understanding, and of your own free will?"

	 

	"Absolutely."

	 

	"Right, then." She turned a form toward Crowley and jabbed one blunt-nailed fingertip on a line and held out a pen toward Crowley with her other hand. "Sign here."

	 

	He did as instructed, barely finishing his signature before she whisked the paper away and presented it to Aziraphale with the same clipped demand, and finger stabbing at a line beside Crowley's signature.

	 

	Aziraphale scrawled his name quickly with the pen Crowley handed him, anticipating the quick yank of the page being taken away.

	 

	The woman looked up with a frown. "Have you brought a witness?"

	 

	"That'd be me," Nina responded, rising to her feet and stepping forward. She handed Crowley both of their rings, and quickly signed the witness line on the form, before stepping back with the flicker of an uneasy smile. It was clear this odious Registrar was making everyone uncomfortable. 

	 

	He and Crowley both turned their gazes Maggie's way at a small, confused, and uncomfortable whimper from Jemima. They turned back to one another and by unspoken agreement, quickly slipped the rings back on each other's fingers. Aziraphale sighed in relief, and sensed the tremble of it going through Crowley, as their wedding bands were finally back where they belonged. The way his demon's thumb slid over Aziraphale's fingers once the ring was in place sent a tiny shiver of heat through the angel.

	 

	"Do you have any vows you wish to speak at this time?" The Registrar droned the question, her expression clearly conveying how little she liked the idea of having to listen to any such vows.

	 

	"Not in front of you," Crowley muttered under his breath. Aziraphale wasn't sure even he was supposed to hear that, but he didn't have to see the demon's eyes to know his husband was seething mad at the Registrar. The Archangel had been studying Crowley's face for millennia and knew exactly what those tight lines beneath his eyes and the tic in his jaw meant. He squeezed his demon's hand gently, even as Jemima cried out for Crowley in a small, distressed whimper.

	 

	"No, thank you," Aziraphale responded aloud to the Registrar, digging deep to summon up the most polite tone he could, even as he heard Crowley quietly request Maggie bring Jem to him, having already dismissed the Registrar's existence. In light of everything, he was relieved he and Crowley had decided even before today that they wouldn't exchange vows for this ceremony. They'd already made their vows to each other, and those were sealed by the Almighty Herself. There was no point in doing that again -- especially not in front of this detestable woman who didn't want to be here in the first place. Honestly, Aziraphale wanted this dour woman and her opinions -- and she'd made no attempt at hiding what those were -- far away from his family and their friends. He couldn't wait until this debacle was over, and he could apologize to his husband for their wedding day being such a disaster, when he'd spent three months planning something very romantic -- from the venue, to a candlelight dinner at the Ritz, and even Maggie and Nina agreeing to watch Jem for the night. This hadn't been anywhere in his plans.

	 

	"This ceremony is concluded, then. Your marriage certificate will be sent to you via Post in approximately fifteen business days," the Registrar informed them as she closed her file and tucked it back into her attaché case. Aziraphale nodded, his attention barely on what she said. Instead, he consoled his ruined plans by filling his senses with the lovely image of Crowley lightly bouncing a now-coontent Jem on his slim hip, in between pressing kisses to the crown of her head and smoothing a hand over her back as he spoke quietly with Nina and Maggie. Crowley always had a way of soothing away whatever confusion and discomfort their daughter experienced. 

	 

	Just as Aziraphale always suspected, Crowley was an amazing parent. So loving, patient, and kind with their little girl, no matter how fussy she was sometimes, now that she was teething.

	 

	Closing the space between himself and his family, Aziraphale smiled gently and reached up to touch Crowley's bicep lightly, gaining his demon's attention as their friends moved to gather up the few decorations they'd brought. 

	 

	"I'm ever so sorry, my love. I should have done more research--"

	 

	"Angel," Crowley reached out with the hand he'd been using to stroke Jem's back, tugging Aziraphale to his other side where, heedless of their audience, he sealed their mouths together in a kiss that instantly weakened the Archangel's knees. After a moment, Crowley backed off just far enough to press their foreheads together in a familiar, intimate action, even with Jem patting both their faces and giggling. "The only parts of today that matter to me are you, Jemmy, and getting that bloody ring back on your finger. Okay? You didn't ask for that bigoted cow -- yeah, I noticed -- so stop blaming yourself, yeah? I love you. Imagine I always have done. You love me. I know for fact you always have. We have Jemmy, and we're officially a family in everyone who matter's eyes, now. The rest is just noise, yeah?"

	 

	Aziraphale swallowed hard, lifting his free hand to brush away tears as he smiled up at his demon, love radiating through him. "That's very romantic of you, Anthony."

	 

	"Oi, Romeo and Juliet," Nina's teasing voice broke into the moment from somewhere near the door, drawing both their attention to the smirking, dark-skinned woman holding two poinsettias. "Get a crack on, yeah? It's getting dark out here."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled at Crowley's answering grumble about how little he liked Shakespeare's "gloomy ones" as he released Aziraphale just long enough to put his hat back on before interweaving their fingers. The Archangel lifted their interlaced hands to press a kiss to his demon's fingers as they left the garden as a family. Crowley was right. In the end, it was a very nice day. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Beneath The Stars

	 

	 

	St. James's Park, London -- Three and a Half Months Later 

	 

	They'd settled into a life of relative peace -- or as much peace as raising a young child could allow two beings who, between them, had relatively little practical experience raising a child -- now that Heaven was a much-kinder place, thanks in no small part to Aziraphale's efforts, and Hell knew bloody better than to ever threaten Crowley or his angel again.

	 

	Slouched onto their bench in the park, Crowley kept a close -- though he tried his best to not appear to be doing so at all -- watch over his angelic husband and their one-year-old daughter, where the pair stood near the pond, Aziraphale patiently handing Jemmy peas to throw to the ducks. Honestly, probably as many peas went in Jemmy as got dropped on the ground at their feet for the ducks, and Crowley struggled to hold back laughter as he watched. Jemmy didn't have the manual skill to throw the peas, so she just opened her hand and kind of dropped them at the angel's feet, where the ducks -- buggers knew they were safe around the pair -- made themselves at home squabbling over the no doubt half-mashed vegetables. Didn't matter much. Jemmy was having the time of her life, chattering and laughing happily as she bounced in Aziraphale's grasp and gestured to the ducks. So far, it'd been the perfect day for her first birthday.

	 

	Enter the buzzkill. Crowley straightened slightly, a hiss going through him, as he sensed someone nearby who shouldn't be -- a presence he hadn't sensed since before he'd gone to Heaven to fight by Aziraphale's side.

	 

	"Don't even think about it," he hissed. "Or I will make what I did in Heaven look like a bloody party favor when I get done with Hell."

	 

	"I heard there was a child," the voice behind him was female, but with about as much femininity and grace as a pack of Hellhounds. "I didn't believe it. But, then, I thought it was just a rumor when it started going 'round Hell you'd actually married that pathetic lump of an angel, a few months back."

	 

	Crowley rose to his feet, pouring every ounce of menace he possessed into his glare as he ripped off his shades and stared down the other demon -- dressed in a burgundy dress and hat as if she was on her way to afternoon tea at fucking Buckingham Palace -- standing a few feet behind the bench. "Don't think I won't discorporate you where you stand, Shax."

	 

	"Oh, would you relax?" Shax waved one hand dismissively. "I was just curious. There are whispers, you know. In Hell."

	 

	"Hell can keep its whispers to itself," Crowley ground out, placing himself very deliberately between Shax and line of sight to Aziraphale and Jemmy.

	 

	"They're saying--"

	 

	"I. Don't. Fucking. Care." He enunciated each word separately. "Any of you fuckers come near Aziraphale or our daughter, and I will rip Hell down, piece by piece--"

	 

	"If I don't flood it with Holy Water, first." Aziraphale's voice, from behind him, was icy with contempt. "What are you doing here, Shax?"

	 

	"Angel, leave this to me. Take--"

	 

	"No." Crowley heard the hard thread of Heavenly power in Aziraphale's voice and knew Supreme Archangel Raphael stood behind him. He turned and scooped his arms protectively around Jemmy, taking her from the angel's arms. "Take her for a walk. I'll deal with this. I should have dealt with it three years ago."

	 

	Crowley watched Shax's eyebrows lift in mockery, then fall as a wariness crept through her expression in response to some danger she must read in Aziraphale's face he never had. Even when facing the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven, his blue eyes swirling periwinkle, Crowley only ever found love. It was clear Shax, at very least, didn't share that view.

	 

	"C'mon, poppet," he murmured to Jemmy, cuddling her close to himself as he felt the beginning stir of her frightened whimper. Fresh rage at Shax washed through him. Jemmy was too precious to have her special day ruined like this. "Let's go find you a nice lolly, huh?"

	 

	He deliberately didn't turn back to check on Aziraphale or let himself listen to what was said. If he'd learned anything since his angel's rise to Supreme Archangel, it was that Aziraphale could take care of himself when he was of a mind to. Right now, Crowley was going to focus on cheering up his upset little girl. He trusted his angel to tell him if there was anything they needed to worry about, later.

	 

	 

	******

	 

	 

	Rooftop, A.Z. Fell and Co Bookshop -- Later that Night

	 

	Night had fallen some time ago, and Aziraphale released a quiet breath of contentment. They were out on the roof of the bookshop, a blanket spread across the slate shingles and Crowley sprawled out beside him, staring up at the stars. Jem was settled in Aziraphale's lap, snuggled up in another blanket and her head tipped way back to look up at the stars, too, while Crowley raised one arm to point off toward a corner of the night sky.  

	 

	"It's out that way, Jemmy. A big, pink-and-blue cloud of cosmic dust and gas," he flung his hands out expressively and made an explosive sound, "and it made all those stars, right there."

	 

	Jem just stared and clapped, laughing when Crowley dropped his arm and dug long fingers lightly into her side, tickling her into peals of giggles. "Ah, you don't understand yet, poppet. You just see pretty lights. But someday..."

	 

	Aziraphale's throat tightened at Crowley's wistful tone. It'd been hurting his heart for millennia to know he couldn't give Crowley back the stars. Not like the demon really deserved. The only way to do that meant making Crowley an angel, again, and they both knew doing so wouldn't be right. It wasn't what Crowley wanted and, if he was honest with himself, it wasn't what Aziraphale wanted for him. Crowley was -- every beautiful, hellfire inch of him -- a demon. Three years ago, Crowley thought Aziraphale wanted to change that. He'd misunderstood. Changing Crowley would have always been wrong, and Aziraphale knew that. He loved the demon who was more human and kind than any angel he knew, more than he'd ever loved the angel Crowley had been in the Before. Honestly, he barely remembered that angel at all -- the only thing he could recall was the boundless joy on his face while he made his stars. Funny enough, though, he couldn't actually recall that face. Only the joy.

	 

	However, for millennia, he'd just wanted to give Crowley back the stars and see joy on the demon's face. He'd wanted to show Heaven -- to show God -- they'd misjudged Crowley.

	 

	Turned out, the Almighty hadn't misjudged him at all. She'd always made Crowley strong enough to become what he was. A starmaker with curiosity as vast as the cosmos he helped create. A demon who could love. Love the stars, love humanity, love a ridiculous angel who'd been too afraid of rejection to go after the truth staring him in the face. A demon who could love this little girl of theirs with the ferocity to threaten all of Hell to keep her safe. Which reminded him...

	 

	"Shax won't give us any more problems," he murmured to Crowley, glancing toward his demon. "I don't believe anyone else in Hell will, either."

	 

	Crowley snorted, then rolled to his side to face the angel, propping his head up on his loosely-folded fist. "What did you say to her, anyway?"

	 

	Aziraphale's brows raised in surprise, even as he released his hold on Jem so she could crawl out of his lap and over to Crowley. "You didn't listen?"

	 

	"Nah." The demon smiled down at their daughter, taking the blanket Aziraphale held out and tucking it around Jem as she snuggled herself in against him, her inquisitive gaze tracking back and forth between them.

	 

	"Oh. I told her to spread the word in Hell that if any of them tried to bother us or Jem again, they'd be drinking exclusively Holy Water from now on, and then I gave her a little vision of what that might look like."

	 

	Crowley fell back to the blanket, laughing, though he remained careful of Jem's presence beside him. "Bet that'll do it."

	 

	"Serves her right," Aziraphale muttered, unapologetic. He was still sore at the demoness, both for interrupting his party three years ago before he had a chance to tell Crowley how he felt and for what she hinted at when she accosted him in the Bentley, shortly before that. "Fancy saying I wasn't your type."

	 

	Crowley froze, his mirth dying away, before he lifted his head to stare at Aziraphale. "She wot, now?"

	 

	Aziraphale flushed. He hadn't meant to tell Crowley about that. Waving his hand, he hurried through a flustered, "It was nothing."

	 

	"Angel." Crowley shifted, scooping up their now sleepy daughter and depositing her back in Aziraphale's lap before looming over the angel. "What are you talking about? What did that bi--" he glanced down at Jem, then modified, "what did she say?"

	 

	"Oh, it was a long time ago."

	 

	"Aziraphale. It was this afternoon."

	 

	Aziraphale avoided Crowley's gaze, choosing to focus on their daughter, instead, bundling her up warmly in the tartan blanket as he shook his head. He smiled softly when she snuggled in with a little sigh. Jem was like Crowley in so many ways. She loved to sleep, and preferred to be snuggled up in something warm whilst she did so. Sensing Crowley's intense gaze still on him, Aziraphale sighed and admitted, "This was before."

	 

	"Just how long, exactly, have you known Shax?" 

	 

	Aziraphale's gaze came up with a start. Was that a thread of jealousy he heard in Crowley's tone? Oh, yes. The hellfire was definitely rising in the demon's golden eyes. "Oh! No, not like that. It was... let me think... well, back when I took the Bentley to Edinburgh, that time. She kind of... invited herself in, I suppose. Pretended to be a hitchhiker. On my way home."

	 

	A crackle of lightning went through Crowley's eyes. He looked furious. "The trip home you told me was 'uneventful.' Nothing at all amiss. That trip?"

	 

	"Crowley, you were... Well, you weren't doing well at the time, and I was afraid it might stress you out too much to know what really happened. Besides, nothing really did happen. She just--"

	 

	"Told the angel I'm in love with that you weren't my type. Like I ever had any other. My 'type' starts and stops with you, angel." The words hissed from Crowley, and before Aziraphale could correct him on how it happened, the demon's mouth was on his, as if he meant to prove just how wrong Shax was with one kiss.

	 

	Aziraphale whimpered slightly, hating that he had to break their kiss, but conscious of the child in his lap. He pressed a hand to Crowley's chest, easing space between them, and breathed, "Jem..."

	 

	Crowley sat back, looking dazed and more morose than Aziraphale had seen him in a couple of years, now, as he demanded, "Tell me what Shax said wasn't the reason you left me."

	 

	"W-what?" Shock plunged through the angel. That his demon ever thought the word of another demon could dissuade him... "Of course not. And I told you -- I didn't leave you. Not like you insist on implying. I didn't expect us to be apart for so long."

	 

	"I know." The pain in Crowley's murmured words twisted inside Aziraphale's chest, where their souls always felt one another. The demon pushed himself up to his feet, and looked down at Aziraphale for a long, silent moment, before rasping, "I love you, angel. I just need a moment."

	 

	"Of course, love," he murmured back, then watched Crowley move away across the rooftop a short distance, the demon's head tipping up toward the stars as he battled with all his not-quite-dead trauma.

	 

	"Lee-lee?" The whimper of Jemima's tiny voice drew Aziraphale's attention from his struggling love to the stirring child in his lap, and he saw the tremble of tears in her green eyes as she looked from where Crowley had gone back to Aziraphale, those eyes begging him to fix what she saw as broken in her small world.

	 

	"Shh, it's okay, precious," he murmured, dropping a comforting kiss on the crown of her head and rocking her gently. "Sometimes, big people have thoughts too big for them to feel around other people. Lee-lee will be okay."

	 

	I hope.

	 

	"Tersss?" Jem was already rolling her esses out in a little hiss that was, quite honestly, an utterly adorable mimic of Crowley. Aziraphale followed her pointing fingers, up toward the stars winking above them, and smiled softly.

	 

	"Yes, my sweet, the stars. They're all up there. And you know what?" He brushed a kiss to the side of her head and whispered against her tiny ear, "Lee-lee made them all."

	 

	He watched her eyes go -- as the humans called it -- round as tea saucers, before she squirmed around to settle herself back against his chest, her fingers poking toward the stars as she began singing a little, tuneless song to herself Crowley must have taught her, about the stars, inserting a happy little "lee-lee" every so often. 

	 

	With another glance toward where Crowley stood, the tension melting away from his lanky form as he listened to their daughter singing, Aziraphale let his next whispered words carry on the barest breeze to his demon. "I love you, Anthony Crowley. To the stars and back."

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	To Heaven and Back

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Ten Days Later

	 

	Something was bothering Aziraphale. Crowley didn't need the connection of their joined souls to know when his husband was troubled by something. There were tells. Obvious ones, to anyone who knew Aziraphale well enough. 

	 

	There wasn't a being in all of Creation Crowley knew as well as he knew his angel.

	 

	As much as he wanted to push for an answer -- for a problem he could fix -- it was also clear Aziraphale wasn't ready to talk about whatever was going on in his head. He'd been fidgety and easily startled ever since Shax showed her face in St. James's Park, back at Jemmy's birthday. The angel's mind seemed constantly elsewhere, yet he lingered over Jemmy when she went to sleep during a story, his expression worried, and he melted into Crowley's touch like it might be the last time he ever felt it.

	 

	Those last two occurrences didn't set well with Crowley. If his angel didn't come clean with whatever was bothering him by tomorrow, the demon would push for answers. He'd rather have Aziraphale angry at him than have his angel disappear into Heaven for another eight months. Last time they'd been apart that long had nearly destroyed him.

	 

	And if he found out Shax had anything to do with this...

	 

	"Lee-lee! Bot!" 

	 

	He blinked back to attention just in time to avoid the red, triangular block Jemmy practically whacked him in the face with. A quick dodge saved him from that danger, and he chuckled as he took hold of the madly waving plastic piece, then dropped his head to playfully nuzzle at the ear of the toddler in his lap. Jemmy squealed with laughter and squirmed, flailing like a demented, four-limbed octopus.

	 

	"I need to go to Heaven for a few days." 

	 

	Aziraphale's gentle, but firm, voice broke through the air, pulling Crowley's attention from Jemmy. He dropped the block on the floor and caught her hands, lowering them away from his face and head, as his angel's words sank in. His gut twisted, familiar panic racing through him.

	 

	He fought hard to keep his voice calm and nonchalant as he asked, "Why?"

	 

	Aziraphale's blue eyes were shadowed with worry as their gazes locked, and Crowley fought the urge to swear, conscious of the toddler in his lap. Jemmy hadn't yet met a word she wasn't endlessly amused to repeat, so he'd had to start watching what he said around her. Whatever had been riding his angel was behind this sudden -- or maybe not so sudden, Crowley realized as he watched Aziraphale intently -- decision to go to Heaven.  

	 

	Aziraphale shifted in his seat, his attention flickering between Crowley and Jemmy. "Are you sure you'll be okay, if I go?"

	 

	Crowley suppressed a sigh. Way to ignore the bloody question, angel. "We'll be fine. Why do you need to go?"

	 

	Aziraphale frowned, clearly not liking that Crowley wasn't letting him wriggle out of this conversation, then sighed. "It's something Shax said--"

	 

	"I knew it!" Crowley hissed, protective fury burning through him. "What did she say? Did she threaten you, angel?"

	 

	A scoffing chuckle left the angel, and he waved away Crowley's question. "No, no, love. Nothing you need to get all worked up about. She simply mentioned Hell wasn't going to take what happened with the Second Coming as defeat, and insinuated there are moves being planned against Heaven. Maybe even against Earth, though she didn't seem so firm on that."

	 

	Which explained why Aziraphale was so distracted. As Supreme Archangel, Heaven's security was ultimately his responsibility, and Aziraphale never took responsibility lightly. Except the angel was assuming Hell was far more capable than he should.

	 

	"Angel," Crowley murmured, his lips tipping up in a fond smirk. "Hell can't plan its way out of a wet paper sack. Look how much of a mess Armageddon turned into."

	 

	A weary smile stretched across his angel's face. "You're likely right. But I need to be sure. You understand."

	 

	Given everything he'd been through over the millennia, just trying to keep himself and his angel alive... "Yeah, I get it, angel. Don't like it, but I get it."

	 

	Aziraphale's brow wrinkled in another worried frown as he looked between Crowley and Jemmy. "And you're sure you'll be all right? I know how you get..."

	 

	Hurt and irritation pulsed through Crowley. After everything they'd been through... "D'you actually think I'd put Jemmy at risk like that?"

	 

	Aziraphale's brow smoothed, and his smile was back, full of gentle apology. "No, love. Not even for a moment. I just worry about you."

	 

	Crowley swore he could feel himself melting beneath that soft, cerulean gaze. Every time he experienced Aziraphale's love and trust, it tasted as sweet as the first time, again. "If you need to go, go. We'll be fine, angel. I'll be fine. I made you a promise, remember?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded and rose to his feet. "I'll be back as soon as I can."

	 

	He turned to leave, then, and Crowley experienced a familiar, panicky jump of his pulse. He'd felt it so many times in the past and hated it more every time. He couldn't just let his angel walk away, without offering one more reassurance.

	 

	"Hey, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale paused, turning to look back over his shoulder. "Yes?"

	 

	"I'll miss you."

	 

	A tender sigh escaped Aziraphale, and he back-tracked to kneel beside Crowley. He leaned in and kissed Jem on the crown of her head, then looked up and met Crowley's gaze. The overwhelming love he always found in Aziraphale's eyes never failed to crumble Crowley's very last defense. Before he could speak again, his angel leaned in and planted a soft, warm kiss on his lips.

	 

	"And I, you, my love."

	 

	With one more swift, hungry kiss, Aziraphale rose to his feet and strode out of the bookshop without looking back. Crowley didn't worry that Aziraphale didn't look back. He knew how much it was costing his angel to leave. They both knew if Aziraphale looked back, he'd find reason after reason to not leave at all.

	 

	Moments later, Crowley felt the crack, then the slow creep of emptiness behind his breastbone that told him the lift had risen out of Earth's field. 

	 

	He told himself the emptiness was nothing new. He'd felt it before. It was temporary, and Aziraphale was feeling the same thing. If his angel could survive it, so could Crowley.

	 

	His attention dropped to his daughter as she let out a confused whimper and looked up at him, tears shimmering in her green eyes. 

	 

	"Fafa?" The heartbreak in her little, whispered voice nearly broke him, even before she burrowed herself against his chest and the tears really got started.

	 

	Fuck.

	 

	 Whatever the next few days looked like, they wouldn't be easy. Especially now that he knew Jemmy hurt just as much as he did. Still, he made his angel a promise, and Jemmy needed him. Dropping his head, he pressed nuzzling kisses to the top and side of his daughter's head, whispering, "I'm right here, poppet. Fafa will be back as soon as he can. Everything's going to be just fine. I promise."

	 

	Bless it all, angel. Don't you dare make a liar out of me, this time.

	 

	******

	 

	Three Nights Later

	 

	"Fuck," Crowley groaned wearily, tipping his head back against the wall just inside the door to his and Aziraphale's bedroom. Closing his eyes, he battled the trembling panic climbing through him.

	 

	Maybe he'd been too optimistic when he told Aziraphale they'd be fine without him.

	 

	He'd already known it was a lie, on his part. He felt the exact moment Aziraphale left Earth -- that dreaded emptiness filling his chest. Bad enough he had to deal with the knowledge his angel was suffering right along with him, but even worse was the moment he realized their daughter felt the angel's absence, too. She'd nearly discorporated him when she looked up at him with huge, tear-filled green eyes and whispered a broken request for her fafa.

	 

	Crowley wondered if Aziraphale knew about Jemmy's connection.

	 

	Not bloody likely. If the angel had even suspected his leaving might hurt Jemima, he wouldn't have gone, no matter what reassurances Crowley gave him.

	 

	This was the first time in the year since Jemmy's birth that Aziraphale went Upstairs. Most of the time, Muriel brought whatever needed his attention down to him, then stayed to play with Jemmy or read until Aziraphale was ready to send them back to Heaven with his instructions.

	 

	For the third night in a row, and probably the dozenth time tonight, a broken wail echoed through the building, crying for the angel, and then a sobbed, "Leeeee-leeee!"

	 

	Crowley's heart broke -- at least the part he could still feel right now did -- and he pushed away from the wall on a turn, headed for Jemmy's room. He hated she was suffering. He'd rather go through a million Falls than know his daughter was in pain and there was nothing he could do to comfort her. Poor little starling was still teething, which meant she was uncomfortable all the time. During the day, he found ways to distract her curious little mind from the pain or, if she was too uncomfortable to settle, he gave her ice lollies. The cold, at least, seemed to help with the discomfort.

	 

	But at night, the fact she couldn't settle enough to sleep on a normal day without Aziraphale's soothing voice reading to her was compounded by whatever pain and discomfort teething was causing her. Problem was, Aziraphale had been gone for three nights, now, meaning Jemmy hadn't slept more than an hour or two in three days. She was nine kinds of miserable and cranky, right now.

	 

	He'd been desperate to help her, after the first night. When she was irritable during his attempt to distract her with a visit to see Nina and Maggie the next day, the latter had suggested an old human remedy involving rubbing whiskey on the baby's gums. Unfortunately, it appeared one of Aziraphale's traits she inherited was an absolute distaste for whiskey. She'd promptly scrunched her whole face up in disgust and screamed bloody murder in his face.

	 

	He figured it best to not do that again. And probably an even better idea to not admit to his husband that he'd put alcohol anywhere near their barely-one-year-old's mouth, even for the purposes of trying a human remedy for teething.

	 

	An angry, painful shriek reverberated through the bookshop, rattling things on their shelves and the crystal in the chandelier violently, and Crowley's eyes widened.

	 

	"Fuck me," he muttered to himself in surprise. They knew Jemmy inherited both angelic and demonic traits. Most of the time, she had the disposition of a sweet little angel, despite the hellfire Crowley sensed running in her veins. Whenever she did get cranky, all it usually took to calm her down was either Aziraphale reading to her or a distraction of some kind.

	 

	She'd never had a chance to work up a good head of demonic steam, before. Now, she was boiling mad, and displaying the beginnings of a demonic talent to relocate matter.

	 

	Yeah, that'd take nipping in the bud until she was old enough to understand when and what it was appropriate to relocate. He'd have to talk to Aziraphale, see if Heaven had some kind of miracle blocker that could be used just to curb their offspring on her more fractious days.

	 

	Opening Jemmy's door, he winced as she let loose another ear-splitting scream of discontent. 

	 

	"Hey, hey," he crooned, moving to where she stood in her crib, grasping the rail in small, shaking fists. Her little face was scrunched up, red from crying and wet with tears. "No need for that, snakelet. I'm right here."

	 

	As soon as she saw him, she let go of the rail and held out her arms to him with a wobbling, "Lee-lee."

	 

	"Shh, poppet." He scooped her into his arms and moved to the rocking chair in the corner of the room. Settling there with Jemmy in his lap, his arms curled comfortingly around her, he stroked her back soothingly and murmured, "I know you're upset, poppet. Your teeth hurt and you don't know where fafa is and why he's not here to read to you, huh?"

	 

	"Fafa?" The name she'd christened Aziraphale with when she first started trying to mimic the most common sounds she heard whispered hesitantly from her, her gaze hopeful as she looked up at Crowley. "Ow-ow. Ssseep. Ssss'oeee?" 

	 

	The little hissing sound she made with her esses brought a soft smile to the demon's lips. She'd started mimicking him even before she really started talking, and it was the most adorable thing he ever heard. Pressing a kiss to her forehead and gently wiping the tears from her face, he murmured, "I'm sorry, poppet. Fafa isn't here right now."

	 

	Her head tilted to the side. She'd started doing that a lot when she was trying to figure something out. Then her lower lip quivered. "Bere fafa?"

	 

	Crowley closed his eyes, trying his best not to swear. But for Satan's sake, they should have thought of this. Planned for it. Neither he nor his angel had been wanting to face the reality that, at some point, Aziraphale would have to go back to Heaven for something. He wasn't sure how to answer Jemmy's question, so he just stuck to the simple, unvarnished truth. "Fafa's in Heaven."

	 

	His momentary, fervent hope that Jemima wouldn't have a clue what he was talking about was instantly dashed as tears filled those brilliant green eyes, and her lower lip quaked. "Fafa bye?"

	 

	"No. Shh, poppet," he hugged her close, rocking the chair and using the motion to soothe her. Clearly someone -- for his money that would be Maggie, whose fifteen-year-old nephew recently died in an accident -- gave Jemmy a human understanding of Heaven. "He'll be back. Fafa's an angel, poppet, and sometimes he has to go to Heaven and do angel things. He's only gone for a few days, though. He'll come back. Okay?"

	 

	She snuggled into his embrace, but he could feel the sadness in her as her little fingers curled in the front of his shirt. "Lee-lee? No doh bye."

	 

	Crowley's chest tightened, and he felt the little spark of light that was Jemmy making the emptiness of missing his angel a little easier to bear. Hugging his daughter close, he pressed his lips to her strawberry-blonde curls and swore, "Never, poppet. I promise. I'll never leave you."

	 

	Because no one, in all Creation, understood being abandoned quite so well as Crowley did. He'd already been abandoned by both Heaven and Hell. He'd be worse than damned if he ever let his precious daughter feel the sting of being utterly alone he'd felt for the eight months he'd been unsure he'd ever see his angel again.

	 

	Oh, angel. I think we need you more than Heaven does, right now.

	 

	He wasn't sure how much time passed, just him and Jemmy rocking in the antique rocking chair, her quiet sniffles and whimpers for Aziraphale to come read her to sleep forming a heart-breaking counterpoint to the rocker's creaking. At some point -- no doubt just exhausted from crying -- Jemmy finally fell asleep. Still, Crowley made no effort to return her to her crib. He wouldn't risk waking her, even if his arms ached from being held in the same position for hours. Besides, if he was honest with himself, the warm weight of her small body against his chest and the mingled scents of starlight and sleeping baby comforted his own emptiness. 

	 

	He didn't know when, but at some point it all must have combined to lull him to sleep as well, because next he knew, he awakened with a start as something warm and soft draped over him and Jemmy. Clutching his daughter protectively, he came awake with a threatening hiss, determined to defend her against whatever was trying to attack them.

	 

	"Sorry, love," Aziraphale's voice whispered out of the familiar silhouette hovering over them, backlit by the dim light filtering in through the nursery window. "You both looked so peaceful, I didn't want to wake you."

	 

	"'Ngel?" Crowley mumbled, squinting to make sure his eyes weren't playing tricks on him. But they weren't, were they? The steady, present thrum going on behind his breastbone was all the proof he needed that his angel was there. He uttered a soft groan of relief, his head sinking back against the chair again. "When did you get back?"

	 

	"Just now." Aziraphale's voice was hushed in deference to their sleeping daughter. He reached to gently ease Jemmy from Crowley's arms, leaving the demon to wince as he stretched the tension out of his limbs. Looking up, his heart stumbled over itself as Aziraphale stepped more fully into the light spilling into the room from the hall. The sight of his angel, their daughter cuddled up trustingly in his arms, still fast asleep, encompassed everything Crowley ever wanted of life. How could he yearn for the stars, when seeking them would mean giving this up? Nothing in all Creation compared to the love he held for these two beings. Love he'd once been led to believe demons were incapable of.

	 

	"I love you," he managed through a throat tight with emotion.

	 

	Aziraphale smiled back, lifting a finger to his lips as he turned and leaned over the crib to tuck Jemmy in. The toddler whimpered, and Aziraphale laid one hand tenderly against her back. "Shh, little starlight. Everything's okay. Just sleep."

	 

	A small sigh left Jemmy, and her body relaxed instantly back into sleep, tugging a tired smirk across Crowley's face as he rose to his feet and moved to the doorway with a murmured, "Could've used that angelic touch of yours, earlier."

	 

	Aziraphale's brow furrowed in worry as he looked down at their daughter, then over at Crowley. He straightened and joined Crowley at the door, whispering, "I'm sorry. I hurried back as soon as I could. Was it too terrible?"

	 

	Crowley sighed and leaned in to press his forehead to his angel's, letting the comfort of the familiar position flow over him. "For who, angel? I mean, I would have survived it, but she was breaking my bloody heart, crying. I thought she was going to cry herself sick at one point."

	 

	"Oh, dear." The angel's hands touched the sides of Crowley's face, and the warmth of them stroking his cheeks and jaw melted away days' worth of tension. "I'm ever so sorry, my love. I'll have to make it up to you both."

	 

	Crowley reached up, curling long fingers around his angel's wrists, holding soft hands in place as he shifted his head to nuzzle a kiss against each of Aziraphale's palms and rasped, "Just don't do that again, yeah? Least not until she's old enough we can explain it proper."

	 

	Aziraphale's expression softened as Crowley shifted his gaze to meet the angel's. "I see."

	 

	Crowley broke away, releasing his angel as he stalked toward the stairs. "I need a fucking drink, if we're gonna have this conversation. It was a bloody long night."

	 

	He heard the creak of the nursery door, then his husband's footfalls behind him, though the angel was silent the whole way downstairs and across the bookshop floor. Crowley beelined for the back room where they kept the liquor and retrieved a bottle of wine and two glasses. Normally, he'd go for the whiskey after the night he had, but he knew his angel wasn't partial to it, and they might both need a drink after this discussion.

	 

	Returning to the front, he held the bottle up with a raised eyebrow, silently asking if Aziraphale wanted a glass, but the angel shook his head and settled quietly into his chair at the desk, after turning it to face the settee. Crowley shrugged, unstopped the bottle, and poured himself a glass. Setting the bottle on the small table beside the settee, he sank to the settee in a boneless sprawl, leaning his head back with a sigh before he sat up enough to take a fortifying drink.

	 

	"We need to talk, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale glanced off toward the stairs, his blue eyes full of worry. "Yes. I rather believe we do."

	 

	"Not what I mean." Crowley winced, and took another gulp of wine. This wasn't going to be easy for his angel to hear. "Her demonic abilities include item transference, angel. She's a bloody poltergeist already."

	 

	The angel's cerulean gaze came back around to him immediately, his entire expression now deeply concerned.  "Oh, dear. That's not good."

	 

	Crowley snorted. It was a fucking disaster is what it was. Not only could their one-year-old daughter potentially wreak havoc without even an awareness of what she was doing, but if she started drawing that kind of power, it could only come from one direction, and the last thing they needed was Hell taking an interest in what was going on around here. They'd done so well at keeping Jemmy off Hell's radar, so far. Based on what he gleaned from Shax's tone at St. James's Park, those idiots thought Jemmy was just some new kind of angel, right now. Crowley didn't want to think about what could happen -- what likely would happen -- if Hell ever realized Jemima had any demon at all in her.

	 

	He took another drink, ignoring the fine tremble now working its way through his hands as he fought off the crackle of protective lightning. "There's more."

	 

	Aziraphale heaved a small, anxious sigh. "What else?"

	 

	"I had to tell her you're an angel. She asked where you went."

	 

	"Oh, Crowley," Aziraphale sighed again, this one both tender and distraught. "You could have just told her I was away on business."

	 

	"I won't lie to her."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled softly. "Of course not, love. And it wouldn't have been a lie."

	 

	Crowley paused, thought about it, and groaned, tipping his head back. "No, I guess not. But we need to tell her, anyway."

	 

	"Not yet." Aziraphale's voice was firm. "Not until she's a little bit older, and can understand. I don't want her getting the wrong idea, Anthony."

	 

	"Wrong idea?" Crowley lowered his head, one brow lifting in question. "What are you on about, angel?"

	 

	"I don't want her thinking she's not exactly what she is -- our daughter." The angel's face set in that stubborn pout Crowley could never resist for long. "I don't want her thinking she's adopted, or ours by some lark."

	 

	Crowley frowned. He didn't want that, either. But he also knew they couldn't put this off much longer. It was too dangerous. Still, a little while longer might not hurt...

	 

	"Fine," he groused, draining his glass and reaching for the bottle as he narrowed his eyes at his angel. "But you can't be popping off to Upstairs again until she's done teething, at least."

	 

	Aziraphale opened his mouth as if he meant to argue, met Crowley's glare, and nodded with a sigh. "Very well, then. I suppose that's a reasonable condition."

	 

	"Bloody fuckin' right, it is." Crowley finished refilling his glass and set the bottle aside again. The alcohol wasn't what he really wanted, though, he decided as his gaze went from it to his angel, and back. With a small groan, he reached over and set the glass on the table beside the bottle, then straightened and patted the spot beside himself on the settee. "C'mon. You owe me a snog, angel."

	 

	The tenderness in Aziraphale's answering chuckle twined itself through Crowley's soul, even as the angel shook his head and rose from his seat, coming to join Crowley on the settee. The instant his angel was back at his side, Crowley felt the last of his tension release, and turned himself bodily to nuzzle nipping kisses along the angel's throat until he reached a soft, warm ear, where he rasped, "I missed you, angel."

	 

	"Oh, Anthony," the words were a breath of sound, but they might as well have been the sweetest choir on this, or any other, plane of existence. He could get drunk on the sound of his angel saying his name. But, being Aziraphale, the angel had to go and make everything even sweeter. "I love you."

	 

	Shifting positions, Crowley cupped the side of his angel's face and brought their mouths together with a crushing groan, even as he felt the slide of strong, thick fingers through his hair.

	 

	Without breaking their kiss, Crowley slid himself across Aziraphale until he straddled his angel's lap and began working loose the tartan bowtie holding his husband's collar in place. He relished the feel of the angel's hands moving from his hair to his back, slowly massaging down his spine, over sensitive nerves between the root bones of his wings, and then further down.

	 

	Aziraphale's bowtie removed and cast aside, Crowley began working on the buttons of his husband's shirt. He broke their kiss with a groan, his fingers tripping over themselves on the buttons, as Aziraphale's fingers pressed quite deliberately against the area in his lower spine where he'd never quite got the hang of creating protective human bones over the softer serpentine ones. That spot was an erogenous one he never knew he had before the clever angel found it. He groaned again, this time in disappointment, when the angel's hands moved away, toward the edge of his shirt.

	 

	"You're killing me, angel," he panted against his husband's ear, before nipping the soft lobe gently as he quickly finished off the buttons on both Aziraphale's shirt and waistcoat. He spread his hands out on all the succulent flesh beneath, pushing the material aside to reveal the warm, soft skin beneath. He nuzzled his face against the skin he uncovered, breathing in the intoxicating scent of old books and bergamot -- the only scent in existence capable of making him feral with need.

	 

	The angel only hummed, nudging Crowley closer and leaning in to nibble along the demon's throat, tracing along nerves that set him trembling, as his angel's hands caressed bare skin, moving up under the back of Crowley's shirt, pushing the material upward until the cool air in the shop kissed his skin in the wake of the angel's warm hands. He shivered lightly, the contrast of temperatures acting on his senses to heighten the pleasure curling low in his gut.

	 

	There was no speech -- nor any need for it -- as Aziraphale's hands reached Crowley's shoulders. Reaching his arms up and behind himself, Crowley took hold of the shirt and stripped it up over his head, peeled it off his arms in one go, and dropped it beside them on the settee. He heard his husband's soft sigh of pleasure and smirked, aware of the eroticism and pure delight his angel got at watching his clothing going on or off. It was an adorable kink, and one Crowley took great pleasure in feeding every chance he got. 

	 

	Draping his arms over his angel's shoulders, he dropped his attention to avidly watch pale, perfectly-manicured fingers trace every ridge and hollow of his chest and abdomen in a familiar dance he never grew tired of. Watching and feeling his angel touch him, skin-to-skin, was definitely his kink. 

	 

	As always, Aziraphale's left hand paused briefly over Crowley's heart first, like a vow renewed each time they made love. The angel always took his time with this ritual, neither one of them willing to rush what was sacred between them. When the angel's hands moved again, they stroked up along the demon's breastbone, before starting their slow, seductive descent that drove Crowley mad with the ache shivering through him. His first reaction was always a desire to close his eyes against the magnitude of his feelings, while soaking in as much of the sensation as he could from each brush of fingertips and palms -- always so hesitant, as if the angel still feared his touch would be rebuffed. 

	 

	A hot twist of something that was half humor and half feral animal curled in Crowley, hissing at the thought there would ever have been or ever would be a time he wouldn't utterly crave any touch this angel was willing to give him. No matter what, he had and would always welcome any touch as long as it came from Aziraphale. His absolute desperation to feel his angel's touch was always what held his eyes open in these intimate moments, soaking up the sight as proof the touch against his skin came from Aziraphale's hands, despite being certain he would know his angel's touch from any other's, even if blinded.

	 

	As hard as it made him just watching Aziraphale's hands touch him and feeling the smooth texture of his angel's skin against his own -- especially with the golden glow of the angel's wedding band to remind him just how permanently  this beautiful creature belonged to him -- he'd recently discovered a new kink of his own -- capable of turning him inside-out with need. His gaze lifted to focus on his husband's face, and he barely dared breathe, watching the combination of love, awe, and hunger mingle on the angel's face as that cerulean gaze followed the motion of angelic hands over demonic skin. 

	 

	As the angel's touch slid down Crowley's abdomen, Aziraphale's blue eyes peered up at Crowley through pale blond lashes with the combined innocence of a hapless cherub and the debauched heat of a lust-drunk incubus. The demon froze, held captive by cerulean eyes that saw clear to the depths of his Hell-blackened soul and burned those traces of Hell away in the holy fire alight in that angelic gaze. Held motionless beneath his husband's heated scrutiny, Crowley could do nothing but watch and tremble with yearning as the angel leaned slowly forward, lowering his mouth to the demon's heated flesh. Crowley groaned, shuddering with a desire so deep it left a knife's edge of familiar pleasure-pain in its wake at the feel of his angel stroking open-mouthed kisses along his collarbones and downward, tracing the same path angelic hands had yet to abandon -- probing every rib, lapping at nipples that shouldn't be as sensitive as they were, leaving a trail of tender, nipping kisses down his abdomen... Crowley's fingers dug into the angel's shoulders, and he barely kept his talons retracted as lightning bolts of desire coursed through him at the feel of the angel's tongue and mouth licking and nibbling over his body like it was Aziraphale's favorite treat. The small hums and moans of delight issuing from his husband as the angel treated his body like a particularly scrumptious ice cream were the final straw.

	 

	His mind was already conjuring images of other ways Aziraphale would make those sounds, and if he got any harder, he might spontaneously explode.

	 

	"Angel, for the love of... please." The words stuttered out of Crowley, his voice breaking when the twin blades of pleasure and pain sliced through him as the angel's fingertips danced over the front of his trousers, teasing the engorged flesh beneath, before sliding away to grasp Crowley's writhing hips and force him still. 

	 

	There was a reason Crowley often took the lead in their lovemaking, and it wasn't because Aziraphale didn't want to or know how. Oh, no. Aziraphale had both skill and desire to spare.

	 

	This, the demon acknowledged as heat born somewhere in the most lust-tormented chambers of Hell shuddered through him and he swore he was about to tremble to pieces, was why Aziraphale getting his hands and mouth on Crowley for very long was dangerous.

	 

	His angel liked to tease and play, and to explore every blessed inch of his body, as if the angel had never seen, touched, or tasted him before. Crowley more than liked every moment of sweet, unintentional torture -- he was a savage for it, and always worried he'd go too far. He craved the evidence Aziraphale trusted him enough to let go and just take. He was so wild for these moments, he couldn't control the licentious serpent Hell created in his soul. He was terrified of hurting his angel with that power. Hurting Aziraphale was something he could never allow.

	 

	"Angel," he gasped, sinking his hands into thick, blond curls with the intention of pushing away, and thus removing his husband's mouth from his body before he broke. Instead, he ended up just hanging on for dear life as one of Aziraphale's hands slid from his hips back across, to undo the button and zip of his jeans, slipping inside to release the hard heat of his erection. 

	 

	His head snapped back, his eyes closed, and he hissed in a blend of ecstasy and warning. He was starting to lose control. 

	 

	He heard a ruffling sound, like wings unfolding, before downy softness brushed against his arms and bare back. A soft sound like tinkling bells alerted him to an angelic miracle being done.

	 

	Crowley's eyes flew open at the feel of something cool and smooth touching his back even as familiar, warm flesh brushed against his legs. He found himself looking up at their bedroom ceiling, but only for a moment before his eyes fell shut, a wordless cry of surprise and desire flying from him as his hips bucked into the feel of his angel's hands stroking his dick and a warm, wet tongue tracing circles around the sensitive head. 

	 

	A gasping moan ripped from him. Shit, Aziraphale's mouth always felt so good around him. His angel loved sucking him off, and was so mind-blowingly good at it, Crowley would be jealous of where Aziraphale learned it, if he didn't already know exactly where that skill came from. He'd watched it, himself, hadn't he -- Aziraphale sucking every last morsel of meat off those ox ribs in Job's cellar. A naïve, innocent angel, treating him to the most erotic display of his existence... 

	 

	"Angel. Fuck, angel, please..." His hands tangled tighter in the blond curls of his husband's hair and he struggled with everything in him to not let go of his hold on the serpent as memories of the first time he ever actually considered fucking an angel rushed over him. 

	 

	He couldn't let go of control. Not while he could hurt his angel.

	 

	Aziraphale, apparently, left his mercy in Heaven. He was doing his level best to drive Crowley mad with need. The angel released one hand from around Crowley's cock, while sucking the turgid flesh deeper into his mouth, his tongue running all around it. Crowley groaned at the quiet gagging noises and the convulsing flesh of his angel's throat moving around his dick, and barely resisted the urge to thrust deeper too soon. Aziraphale always liked to play a little, before he was ready for more. They were so in tune with each other's bodies, Crowley knew what to wait for, to tell him it was okay to give in to the fire raging in his blood.

	 

	The bobbing suction, and the close and release of his angel's throat around his cock was driving him insane with lust. Fingers dug into the angel's hair, the demon acknowledged the warm damp of tears on his own face, the soft heat in the center of his chest that always overcame him in these moments. He was all-too aware of the golden glow of pure love filling the air and bathing his skin in a redemption he never believed himself worthy of, until this angel showed him how beloved he really was. Every erotic act was something infinitely more holy, just because it involved Aziraphale. Nothing they did together -- no matter how depraved the rest of Creation might deem it -- was anything less than sacred, because it was them.

	 

	"Aziraphale," he panted out, his voice straining beneath the double lashing of torturous bliss and sweet, sweet pain, his body trembling with holding back. 

	 

	Just as he thought he'd go mad, he felt the skim of the angel's thumb over his hot spot. Crowley's hands reflexively tightened against his angel's head, holding him still as he let go of control over his desire, thrusting wildly in and out of the warm, wet mouth that welcomed each thrust. His angel's tongue caressed along the underside of his cock with each stroke, and the small gagging noises as Aziraphale's throat convulsed around his invading flesh drove Crowley absolutely feral. 

	 

	Even as he reached the point he was sure he couldn't take any more, and was about to come, he felt the firm stroke of Aziraphale's thumb against his hot spot, even as two thick fingers penetrated his arse. Sound and breath left him simultaneously, as pure sensory overload wracked his body. A low hissing noise filled the air, and he recognized it only vaguely as coming from him, his body shaking on the edge of complete ruin.

	 

	Aziraphale slowly, tenderly released Crowley's cock from his mouth, planting a tiny kiss on the tip. His fingers slid free of Crowley's body, as well, coated in the lubricating fluid released by his hot spot. The demon watched avidly, eyes half-lidded and body trembling in lust, as the angel coated his beautiful, engorged dick in the lubricating fluid on his hand, stroking himself for Crowley's lust-addled enjoyment. 

	 

	"Fuck me," he begged in a rasping hiss, and watched indulgent love bathe his husband's face as the angel leaned in, notched himself at the sphincter of Crowley's arse, then rolled a thumb firmly against the demon's hot spot, pressing forward.

	 

	Crowley arched into the breath-stealing fullness, dropping a hand from his angel's hair to press down against his own lower abdomen. He groaned as the pressure increased the intense sensation, both deep inside and through the wall of abdominal muscle. Swallowing back his hiss of pleasure -- this part always drove him wild when Aziraphale took top -- he rubbed the heel of one hand against his abdomen and used the hand he still had buried in the angel's hair to urge his trembling husband close enough to hear him as he hissed, "Feel that, angel? Doesn't matter if it's me in you or you in me, we're part of each other. Forever."

	 

	The angel's mouth covered his in a voracious kiss that tore away the final veneer of control Crowley was hanging onto. He felt his fingers elongating to talons, and dark scales,  shining like obsidian, breaking out over his hands and up his arms. A tingling at the base of his spine, where he never quite managed to develop hard human bone, was his only warning as a dark, serpentine tail grew, curling up over his hip to wind around Aziraphale's hips and down around one thick thigh.

	 

	Crowley froze, fighting between being simultaneously the most turned on and the most vulnerable to his angel's rejection he'd ever been. His eyes closed and a tear slipped loose against his will as the kiss paused, before Aziraphale's mouth lifted. The demon couldn't breathe, torn between the desire to surrender completely to his passion and the fear he'd already gone too far for his angel to accept.

	 

	"Anthony, look at me." The words were a breath between them, the angel's tone the softest Crowley had ever heard, in over six millennia, as he felt the light pressure of their foreheads touching and the barest brush of kiss-swollen lips against his own. Slowly, barely daring to breathe, he opened his eyes, and forgot how to breathe altogether as he stared into a sea of love deep enough to drown in, there in his husband's eyes.

	 

	A tender smile flickered at the angel's lips, even as his hips shifted, and Crowley gasped and groaned at the heated reminder they were still joined. Aziraphale nuzzled his face, planting a kiss directly on his brand and sending a hot sizzle of lightning through Crowley as the angel whispered against his ear. "I've told you before, my love. You are beautiful in any form you take. I'm not afraid to love you, Crowley. I've never been afraid to love you."

	 

	As if to prove his point, the angel dropped one hand to caress the flexing tail wrapped around his thigh, trailed his fingertips enticingly along the scaled flesh. At the same time, his mouth attacked Crowley's neck with ravenous kisses and nipping bites sure to leave marks, as his hips began thrusting. With each deep penetration, Crowley's entire being quaked down to his very soul. Only, it wasn't the sex that left him so naked and exposed.

	 

	The words Aziraphale continued to whisper against his neck, face, and lips stripped the demon naked to his source. Words of beauty, desire, and admiration no creature trapped midway between Heaven and Hell deserved. And yet, he didn't doubt for a moment Aziraphale meant every one of them. 

	 

	When Crowley finally gave in to the shattering paroxysm of release, however, it was to the benediction of four words in the only voice he ever worshipped.

	 

	I love you, Crowley. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	The Least of These

	 

	 

	Streets of Soho, London -- Christmas Eve, Nine Months Later

	 

	Snow was definitely on its way. The air in Soho was bitter cold, the wind whipping at the bottom of his heavy winter overcoat and snapping at the legs of his trousers as he stepped off the London city bus onto the pavement across from where Whickber Street began. Aziraphale smiled despite the deepening cold. He loved the idea of snow for Christmas. Especially for Jemima's sake. Apparently, snow at Christmas was magical for children, and he wanted her to experience as much wonder and magic as her little heart could hold. He thought about asking Crowley if this was secretly his doing, but given this storm was predicted days ago, he doubted his demon was up to any weather tricks. 

	 

	Aziraphale shivered as a particularly chilly blast of wind hit him, glad he didn't have far to walk to get home. As much as he loved the idea of snow at Christmas, he much preferred it from the cozy warmth of his bookshop, with a cup of cocoa and a good book, or cuddled up on the settee with Crowley and their daughter, reading Jemima one of her Christmas storybooks while his demon and their starling napped.

	 

	This was going to be the first Christmas Jem would possibly remember, and he wasn't ashamed in the least to say he might have gone a little over-the-top for it. Crowley always grumbled how he didn't much go in for the whole Christmas thing, and not to expect him to participate.  Of course, the demon usually found some way to sneak a gift or two in, all while grousing about how annoying the holiday was, because that was just Crowley's way. They both knew the best gift Aziraphale gave him, every year, was letting him get away with complaining about the whole holiday and handing out entirely inappropriate Christmas crackers to anyone who came into the shop. And of course Aziraphale always exclaimed with great glee over whatever gift Crowley gave him, because, well, he knew giving him things was part of how Crowley showed affection. But to Aziraphale, Christmas would always be about celebrating them being together -- and since Jem came along, about being a family. 

	 

	Still, he'd procured a few gifts, this year, for his husband and their daughter. Like every year, he was looking forward to watching Crowley complain, while the demon's eyes softened in a way that said just being given something at all touched him deeply. This year, Aziraphale was more excited than ever to see Crowley's reaction to his gifts. He'd spent most of the year in contact with a nursery in Taiwan, to procure one of the rarer orchids -- the black snake orchid -- for Crowley's garden, and he'd also had matching blankets with their new family tartan made for both Crowley and Jem. Every time he thought about what Crowley's reaction might be, he fought the urge to giggle in delight.

	 

	While he'd selected gifts for Crowley with precise care, the Archangel had mostly bought gifts for Jem, this year. Aside from the blanket, he'd also got her a warm snowsuit so she could play in the snow now that she was old enough. He also got her a new car seat so she could ride safely in the back seat of the Bentley, now that she'd outgrown her original baby seat. He may have gone overboard on the purchase of stuffed animals for her, because she always cuddled up with one when it was time to go to sleep, and -- where he was just returning home from, Jem's gift tucked into the inside pocket of his overcoat -- he'd met with a human colleague in the book industry he'd met some years ago, who was an author/illustrator of children's books. He already had a few of the woman's first editions in the shop, and Jem loved them. So when he heard the woman did a series of personalized children's books, in which a child's name and likeness could be made part of the story, he'd commissioned her to craft one for Jem, in which she got to go on an adventure with the little girl who was her namesake.

	 

	The result was beautiful, and one he was certain Jem would treasure for a very long time.

	 

	Aziraphale was giddy with excitement over getting to make this year a truly magical Christmas. Even Crowley seemed excited about the holiday, this year -- at least, he hadn't yet complained about all the twinkling lights and bright, colorful decorations festooning the interior of the bookshop. Of course, that might have more to do with the look of absolute wonder and enchantment on Jem's little face every morning when she saw the decorations again. In particular, she would spend hours just sitting on the floor in front of the massive tree, staring up at the ornaments. Aziraphale was almost certain she was cataloging and storing up questions to ask when she got older. It always softened his heart just a little more to know how very much like Crowley she was whenever she was bubbling over with curiosity -- and especially at the glow of starlight Crowley surprised them all with his ability to actually muster up.

	 

	Which reminded Aziraphale... He really needed to ask the Almighty about that. He didn't want to be blindsided by the inevitable disaster if it ended up being a gift from God and Crowley found out before Aziraphale knew and had a chance to ease his demon into the discovery. Though the angel had a sneaking suspicion any such ability on Crowley's part had far more to do with Jem's arrival than any gift from the Almighty. So far, aside from a Heavenly blessing on and permanent recordation of their marriage in the Book of Life -- neither of which he was ever telling Crowley about, if he could help it -- the Almighty stayed out of their life together.

	 

	Aziraphale's heart overflowed with love as thoughts of Crowley and their daughter continued to fill his mind, warming him from the inside as he waited to cross the busy Soho roadway, onto Whickber Street. Just as he went to step off the pavement, however, a muffled cry reached his ears. He faltered and stopped, cocking his head to one side as he listened for it again.

	 

	His eyes widened as it reached him again -- he was surprised he could hear it at all over the general noise of a bustling street during one of the busiest shopping times of the year -- and his heart broke at the plaintive fear in that little cry. Whatever it was, it sounded young and alone. He glanced around and realized no one else appeared to hear it.

	 

	A concerned frown pulled at Aziraphale's face. Why had he, alone, heard it? Perhaps because his ears were tuned for the slightest of sounds from a restless baby in the middle of the night? Or maybe it was the love currently suffusing him that amplified his ability to hear the distressed call of a creature desperately in need of kindness. 

	 

	Whatever allowed him to hear the tiny, broken cries, there was no way he could ignore them, once heard. Backtracking, he followed the quiet, mewling sounds to an alleyway between a tailor's and mobile phone shop, empty except for a garbage bin resting up against the alley wall.

	 

	Wrinkling his nose in distaste at the general griminess of the alleyway, he was still grateful the shops on either side didn't sell foodstuffs, or it might have been so much worse. As it was, the bin appeared relatively clean from the outside, and likely contained mostly paper and material refuse.

	 

	Miracling up some breeze blocks beside the bin to stand on, he grasped the edge of the bin and stepped up to get a better look inside, even as the first snowflakes kissed his hair and cheeks.

	 

	What he found inside melted his heart even in the frigid temperatures and brought tears to his eyes.

	 

	"Oh, dear."

	 

	There, just within arm's reach, was a torn, grimy box full of kittens. There had to be at least five or six of them, all huddled up together in an unnaturally still pile, as if they'd tried sharing body warmth in order to stay warm in the icy winter temperatures. They couldn't have been more than a few days old, and their tiny bodies were already the blue-grey color of cold and death. They'd been dead so long, only the Almighty might have been able to restore them to life, and if She'd intended them to live, She would have sent him directly here before they had a chance to expire.

	 

	Righteous anger flared in Aziraphale, and only millennia of watching wicked humans do evil things without being permitted to mete out consequences allowed him the strength to keep his wings from flaring out. Otherwise, he might have given in to the fury of the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven and brought every being in Soho to their knees until someone answered for this atrocity. 

	 

	No living being deserved to be treated this way. Wasn't it bad enough Heaven had once treated his beloved Crowley like he was something to be thrown away, rather than the beautiful, loving soul he actually was? Did humanity have to emulate the Metatron's cruelty, as well?  Humanity was capable of so much better than that.

	 

	Drawing deep, trembling breaths of cold air to steady himself, Aziraphale bowed his head and murmured a brief blessing for the souls of the tiny, innocent creatures who had never been given a chance to know love. He was just starting to withdraw when a small, shifting movement from under the pile preceded a whisper-soft mewl of distress. 

	 

	Heart in his throat, Aziraphale reached out and gently shifted aside frail, lifeless bodies -- not allowing himself to recall the memories of doing the same with human remains after a shelling of the trenches during the Great War -- until he uncovered one teensy, fragile, shivering form. A tiny kitten -- perhaps the smallest of them all -- with a black coat speckled with a spray of small white dots, nuzzled toward the warmth of his hand, trying to latch onto one gloved finger in search of nourishment.

	 

	"Oh, your poor, sweet little creature," he whispered to the shivering kitten, scooping it gently into his palm -- the dear thing was so diminutive it fit in the palm of one hand. He stepped back down to solid ground, working open the buttons of his warm winter overcoat to carefully nestle the kitten inside, where he could keep it warm and out of the swirling snow. 

	 

	Fortunately, it was only a couple of blocks to the bookshop. As much as he wanted to just miracle himself there, he wasn't sure the kitten would survive that. He learned a very long time ago that most Earthly beings smaller than a human child were too physically fragile for any sort of supernatural transportation, and this kitten was more frail than most. Instead, he made his way quickly down the street, murmuring to the small creature huddled in his hand beneath his coat, as the snow grew heavier around him.

	 

	Opening the bookshop door moments later, he stamped the snow from his feet as he crossed the threshold and closed the door behind himself.

	 

	"Did you actually walk the whole way back, angel?" He glanced up to find Crowley leaning one hip against the counter, watching him. "Lucky you didn't get buried alive in all that snow."

	 

	"Of course not. I took the bus to the end of Whickber." Aziraphale huffed out a small laugh. "Really, Anthony, we're in London, not the Alps. I doubt you need to start calling out the rescue dogs. Besides, you'd scare my passenger, if you did."

	 

	Crowley straightened, expression tense. "Passenger? Angel, what did you--?"

	 

	The angel watched his husband's face carefully as he gently withdrew the gloved hand holding the now-sleepy kitten from inside his coat. Crowley blinked, then groaned and muttered something beneath his breath, before, "For Satan's sake, angel, please don't say 'it's Christmas' at least."

	 

	A pout tugged at Aziraphale's face. "You didn't see how I found the poor darling. It's a baby, Crowley. It would have died if I left it out there."

	 

	Another groan answered him, followed by more muttering and a glare that wasn't nearly as menacing as the demon might imagine, as Crowley crossed the space between them to look down at the kitten. The little dear squirmed, then opened big, dark eyes, looked up at Crowley, and -- bless its sweet little soul -- mewed an actual little purr. Softness curled through Aziraphale as he watched his demon's expression melt, before one long finger reached out to smooth over the kitten's head, eliciting another round of deeper, full-body purrs that nearly knocked the small thing out of the Archangel's hand as it stretched into Crowley's caress.

	 

	Finally, Crowley sighed. "All right. All right. But let's find it another home soon as it's big enough, yeah? Not sure house pets and demons mix."

	 

	The angel bit the inside of his cheek to keep his smile of smug certainty from breaking free. He had no doubt that by the time the kitten was old enough to find another home, Crowley would be the one insisting they keep it. The demon long ago proved he had a soft spot for animals and children.

	 

	"Of course, dear," he murmured, instead.

	 

	It took a little bit of work, between them, to get the kitten all set up in a comfortable, blanket-lined crate and settled beside Aziraphale's desk where he could keep an eye on the little thing during the night. Of course, Jem was instantly fascinated with the tiny creature. No sooner did they have everything in place than the toddler was at his side with a soft request. "Fafa, up?"

	 

	He turned his seat, smiling gently as he lifted Jem into his lap. She instantly arranged herself so she sat with her back pressed to the left side of his torso, her head resting back against his shoulder and her thumb in her mouth -- so far, they'd been unable to break her of the habit -- as she watched the kitten with open curiosity, her green eyes bright and her head tipped just slightly to the side.

	 

	Then, removing her thumb from her mouth, she patted the arm he had around her waist, holding her lightly but securely. "Fafa... dot?"

	 

	He followed her pointing finger toward the kitten and smiled, pressing a gentle kiss to the side of her head. "That, my darling, is a kitten. Kittens are baby cats. From your letter book, remember? C is for...?"

	 

	"Kah!"

	 

	Crowley's chuckle preceded him back into the sitting area with a warming bottle wrapped in a tea towel. "Close enough, poppet."

	 

	Jem leaned forward slightly, her eyes narrowing in consideration and her lips pursed in curiosity as she watched Crowley tuck the makeshift warmer into the crate. Aziraphale lifted his head and smiled at Crowley, who returned the smile as he rose to his feet and moved to perch in his familiar spot on the arm of Aziraphale's chair, his body leaning against the angel's side and his right arm draping -- a comfortable weight -- across the angel's shoulders, before the demon leaned in to press a kiss to the top of Jem's head, then nuzzled his face against the side of Aziraphale's jaw.

	 

	"Bere..." Jemima fell silent for a moment, as if mulling over what she was trying to express, before blurting, "Bere bid kah?"

	 

	Aziraphale shared a quick glance with Crowley. That was a very good question, and one he didn't have an answer for. Sadness enveloped him and he hugged his daughter close, imagining the level of despair the mother cat must feel, not knowing where her offspring were. The idea of Jem disappearing -- without either himself or Crowley knowing where she was -- formed a hard, painful knot in his chest and a climbing sense of dreadful panic he was terrified to feel.

	 

	"Easy, angel," Crowley's whispered words against his ear and the stroke of the back of the demon's fingers against his cheek helped settle him. He met his husband's gaze with a grateful look, not quite sure how his demon could be so calm about this. A tiny, sad smile flickered at Crowley's lips before he nuzzled a kiss against Aziraphale's ear. "I imagine losing you both at least twice a day, angel. I'm used to hiding the panic."

	 

	Troubling as that statement was, it was something to be addressed later, when they were alone. Swallowing hard, Aziraphale met his daughter's expectant gaze and answered her question. "I don't know where the mama cat is, sweetheart."

	 

	Bright green eyes welled with tears, and Jem's bottom lip curled in a sure sign she was moments from crying. "Bere... Bere fom?"

	 

	"Been wonderin' that myself, angel. Where did you find the little pipsqueak?"

	 

	Aziraphale felt his own face twist in a scowl as he remembered what he'd found in that alley. "In an alley a few blocks over. Between a tailor shop and a mobile phone store. Someone just tossed a whole box of newborn kittens in the bin, like they were garbage."

	 

	Crowley's eyes widened. "How many are we talking, exactly?"

	 

	"Five or six, maybe. Not including this one. The others were all dead -- probably died from the cold. This little one -- I think it's the runt -- only survived because it was buried under its brothers and sisters. Oh, Crowley," he leaned into his demon's comforting embrace as Crowley's arm across his back tightened ever-so-slightly. "I got so angry. That someone found such innocent, fragile life so disposable! It just..."

	 

	"Shh." There was a serpentine edge to Crowley's voice, now, and he felt the demon's lips pressing comforting kisses to the side of his head before, against his ear, Crowley murmured, "Little ears, angel."

	 

	Of course. With an indrawn breath, Aziraphale tucked all his anguish and anger away, to be expressed and dealt with later, when he and Crowley were alone. Looking down into his daughter's wide, teary eyes, he smiled softly and reached to brush away the tears on her small face. "It's okay, my darling. We saved this one, didn't we? And because of us, it has a chance to grow up big, strong, and happy."

	 

	This seemed to placate Jem, whose expression instantly brightened as she turned her attention back to the kitten, giggling when it clumsily stumbled around the crate, then settled in against the warmer with a heaved sigh, its eyes drifting closed.

	 

	Aziraphale let his good deed and the love and warmth of his family around him seep into his skin as he glanced out at the snow falling beneath the street lights on the night-draped street outside. It was Christmastime. What better time of year could there be for rescuing a tiny, orphaned waif in need, no matter the species?  He couldn't think of a better time at all.

	 

	******

	 

	Crowley waited until Jemmy was ready for bed and Aziraphale was distracted by their daughter's request for him to read to her from a new book she'd found while exploring the shelves of books --  Aziraphale thought he was being clever, miracling new child-friendly storybooks onto the shelves right at her eye-level, now that she was fully mobile on her own legs and Crowley found the whole attempt at subterfuge so adorable, he couldn't bring himself to ruin his angel's fun. Then, snagging his winter coat -- he really did hate the cold, and it was freezing out there -- he poked his head in Jemmy's nursery.

	 

	"Just popping out for a moment, angel. I won't be long."

	 

	Aziraphale's brow furrowed in concern before the angel sighed and nodded. "All right. Be careful out there, and don't drive too fast. The roads are a mess."

	 

	Crowley chuckled despite his awareness of the somber task he was about. Seldom was the day he popped out for a drive that Aziraphale didn't admonish him to not drive so fast. He usually waved it off and drove as he saw fit unless he had Jemmy with him. Tonight, given what he was about, he offered his angel a dutiful nod and a promise. "I'll be careful."

	 

	Then, so Aziraphale couldn't question what he was up to before it was done, he headed down the stairs and out the front, pulling on his coat and the shades he retrieved from their place on the counter as he went. A snap of his fingers brought the Bentley straight to the curb in front of him, and he sighed in gratitude when he climbed inside to find it had already warmed up.

	 

	"Right. Now, to find this alley." Aziraphale said it was just a few blocks away, and since he knew where his angel's last appointment before coming home was, he had a good idea in which direction the alley would be.

	 

	Given he had no idea where he was going, exactly, Crowley inched the Bentley along, sensing its confusion about their slow speed in its questioning cycle between Queen and classical music. He uttered a laugh under his breath, but kept his gaze focused outside, until he found what he thought might be the alleyway. A tailor on one side and a mobile phone shop on the other, just like Aziraphale said.

	 

	Bringing the Bentley to a stop, he climbed out and went to the alleyway's entrance, his gaze scanning the darkened alley.

	 

	There! He stalked over to the rubbish bin, carefully stepping up on the snow-covered breeze blocks beside the bin and turning on his phone's flashlight feature as he stared down inside. There, just as Aziraphale said, was the box of kittens. They'd been shifted to the side by a careful hand -- probably his angel's -- but they were stiff, what wasn't covered in fur and snow the blue-grey color of death and cold.

	 

	Flicking his tongue out quickly, he scented the air. He could make out the scents of fabric, batteries, and death. Below that, he caught the barest scent of bergamot and starlight still lingering on the air and a smile ghosted across his lips. Aziraphale.

	 

	Then, just below that, he caught another scent. Older. Almost wiped away. Bending closer, he flicked his tongue out near the edges of the box full of kittens, and caught it again, stronger. A stench like rancid oil, stale urine, cheap beer, and even cheaper cigarettes. And wound throughout that was another stench...

	 

	Crowley grimaced and pulled back in disgust at the familiar, putrid scent of evil. The human responsible for this depravity was the kind Hell chewed up, regurgitated, and then started the whole process over again with, on the daily. The kind of human not worth saving, though he was almost certain his angel would try to save them anyway, if given the chance.

	 

	Which was why he hadn't told Aziraphale where he was going. These types of humans didn't deserve saving, and they certainly weren't worthy of his tender-hearted angel's forgiveness.

	 

	Crowley might not be an active agent of Hell anymore -- or even interested in what they were up to -- but he still took a certain amount of satisfaction in providing Hell with anonymous "gifts" for them to worry about the origin of, from time to time. Just something to keep them too busy to come sniffing around his family. He only ever gave them humans who needed removed from human society for its own good, but which he already knew human law enforcement either couldn't or wouldn't touch, for whatever reason.

	 

	Like whichever one had done this.

	 

	Drawing in a deep breath, he focused on the stink of evil from the kittens' box. Leaving the Bentley where it was -- it would follow him at a distance, anyway -- he tracked his way along the snow-covered sidewalk, fairly certain whoever that disgusting scent belonged to was close by. 

	 

	The scent was too strong, still, to be far away. And it was getting stronger by the second. 

	 

	He heard music. If one took the liberty of calling that screaming cacophony of garbled voices and ill-played instruments music. He grimaced. Punk. And not the good stuff, either.

	 

	Up ahead, light spilled from what appeared to be a garage, and the scent pouring from the building was nearly overpowering. Under the general din of the "music," he could hear voices. Laughter, swearing, and slurs he didn't care at all for.

	 

	Lurking closer and closer, he stuck to the shadows as he scoped out the interior of what appeared to be a mechanic's garage. Except... His gaze narrowed as he looked around and realized this was what he'd heard -- on television -- referred to as a "chop shop." A place where illegally obtained vehicles were dismantled for parts that were then sold off for pure profit.

	 

	Crowley's lips stretched wide in a sinister, demonic grin he hadn't felt in years. He wouldn't need to risk getting Hell involved, for this lot. They could find their own way there after they spent a good while in human prison.

	 

	A quiet trilling sound down near his ankles drew his attention, and he looked into the mottled jade green eyes of a black-and-white cat. She didn't hiss or seem the least bit afraid of him. In fact, she let out another quiet mew that seemed to be asking for help and tapped his ankle with one paw.

	 

	Was this the mother cat to the kitten back at the bookshop? Could she smell her kittens on him?

	 

	Pressing one finger to his lips in a signal for silence he wasn't even sure the cat understood, Crowley crept into the garage, following the sound of voices until he could see the group of men -- all grimy, covered in swastikas and other obnoxious tattoos that declared them to be some form of modern-day Nazis. Crowley's lips curled away from his teeth in a silent snarl. 

	 

	Normally, he preferred to work with temptations. There was an artistic flair in subtly working someone around to doing what he wanted that he rather enjoyed. It took real finesse to convince someone whatever temptation he was offering them was what they really wanted. He liked that. 

	 

	In this case, however... After what he'd already seen -- and he had no doubt these were the least of their crimes, or sins -- he hadn't the patience for a temptation, and he wanted as little to do with this lot as possible. What he was in the mood for was a good, old-fashioned scaring of the peasants until they wet themselves and ran away screaming. Except, he didn't want this lot getting away, either.

	 

	He wanted them to suffer the terror of being face-to-face with certain death and having no escape.

	 

	With a snap of his fingers, he simultaneously brought the garage doors down with a shuddering crash and doused the electricity in the building, leaving the shop in utter darkness and complete, eerie silence.

	 

	"Wot the fuck?" The biggest of the guys was on his feet in an instant, and Crowley could scent the rise in his fear, even as the arsehole postured like he was capable of anything even resembling courage.

	 

	"Forget to pay the bill, mate?" One of the others tried to joke, but the weak thread of fear in his voice only amped up the tension in the garage. Crowley could smell their fear -- the cold, salty bitterness of nervous sweat hanging on air that grew closer by the moment.

	 

	Crowley released a reverberating hiss, letting it bounce off all the metallic items in the garage, like a nest of snakes -- or something much worse -- might be descending on them at any moment.

	 

	The men drew together warily, tightening their numbers into a clump of bodies with very little space between them, as some of the slightly quicker-witted ones reached for whatever they could grab hold of as weapons. Like those would save them.

	 

	Crowley let his cackle of demonic glee follow the path of his hiss, letting himself enjoy returning the actions of these bastards with interest. If there was one thing he despised above all else in this world, it was those who harmed the innocent for profit or amusement. It was one of Hell's favorite pastimes he'd never been able to stomach, and one of Heaven's most obvious cruelties he'd loathed. Watching humans do it to one another, or to other innocent creatures, disgusted him. He despised bullies. But what really ignited a fury in Crowley, demanding action, was the memory of his angel's distress, and the tears in Jemmy's eyes. No one had the right to harm those he loved. Least of all these filthy excuses for human beings.

	 

	He wouldn't stand for it.

	 

	As a final touch, he ricocheted lightning through the room, controlling it so it never touched the humans, but so it lit every reflective surface with his most demonic, serpentine face.

	 

	Screams filled his ears as he flicked his thumb over the screen of his phone, lighting it up and pressing the buttons to dial 999, then crouched to scoop up the cat purring around his ankles as he made his way back out of the garage through the side door, while he spoke to the operator. "I'd like to report a crime. You see, I think I've found a garage that's been stealing and... repurposing cars. The address? Why, yes, I do..."

	 

	He glanced up at the building number and started rattling off information as he headed back toward his Bentley, now idling at the next corner. 

	 

	As he finished up his call, telling the operator that, no, he didn't want to leave a name or number he could be reached at, Crowley powered down his phone and tucked it back into his coat pocket. He would leave the human police to deal with the blathering, terrified lot of idiots he left behind him. He had a feeling that, even without the human courts' intervention, that lot would never feel safe committing another crime.

	 

	"You and I, my furry friend," he remarked to the purring cat, curled contentedly in the crook of his other arm, "have families to get home to. Can't do much about most of your babies, I'm afraid, but there's still one that needs you."

	 

	As for his own family, he was fairly certain showing up with the mother cat in tow would go a long way toward removing any irritation his beloved angel might harbor when told what Crowley was up to so late on Christmas Eve.  

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Bikah and Calamity

	 

	 

	It took a matter of minutes to get home from the garage. The trip would have been faster, but Crowley kept the speed down in deference to his potentially skittish passenger and the desire to not have the Bentley's upholstery -- or his own face -- slashed to bits by an unhappy animal. His passenger, however, seemed utterly unperturbed by the car ride -- she just curled up in the seat and proceeded to wash her face, purring up a storm the whole way.

	 

	Parked in the narrow road between the bookshop and the hotel, he hopped out, cursing the bitter cold, and reached across to lift the cat from the passenger seat. She snuggled right up in his arms, still purring like she hadn't a care in the world.

	 

	"Y'know, I don't have a bloody clue if you actually know I'm taking you somewhere safe, or if you just have no sense of self-preservation."

	 

	Waving the back door to the shop unlocked and open as he reached it, Crowley leaned down and released the cat from his hold. She didn't even pause for a by your leave before she darted into the shop, headed straight for the sitting area.

	 

	"Guess that answers if you could smell your kitten or not, huh?" Crowley smirked as he knocked the snow off his boots and closed the door, then shucked his winter overcoat.

	 

	"What in Heaven's name...? Crowley? Did you let this cat in, and..." His smirk grew into a grin as his husband's voice drifted off, followed by a quiet, "Oh."

	 

	Locking the door back up, Crowley draped his coat over a dining chair to dry, dropping his shades on the table, then sauntered his way to the sitting area. Aziraphale was seated on the end of the settee near the lamp, bundled up in his fluffy cardigan and looking cuddly and warm. He'd obviously been reading, a book resting on one thigh as he watched the mother cat curl up in the crate with her remaining baby, purring loud enough to wake the dead -- hopefully, she didn't succeed -- while nuzzling and washing it all over. The kitten, for its part, seemed only interested in how quickly it could get a meal. 

	 

	Leaving mother and kitten to get reacquainted, Crowley dropped down on the settee and snuggled in against his angel's warmth. "It's bloody fucking cold out there, angel."

	 

	"So I can tell," Aziraphale quipped wryly, reaching to grab the edge of the beige-and-blue tartan blanket draped over the back of the settee and pull it around Crowley. "You're positively freezing, Anthony. Do you want some tea? Or hot chocolate?"

	 

	Crowley shuddered at the thought, then snuggled into the warmth radiating off his angel. "Nah. Just you."

	 

	Aziraphale hummed quietly, and Crowley heard him lay his book aside, before warm fingers carded through his snow-dampened hair. "Are you going to tell me where you went? Or how you found her? Or at least why?"

	 

	"Why? You and Jemmy were sad," Crowley mumbled the only answer Aziraphale would be getting from him as the warmth of his angel sank through his chilled body, and he breathed in the familiar, comforting scents of old books, bergamot, starlight, and the sweet scent of the cocoa his angel must have been drinking while waiting for him to get home. "Couldn't have that. 'Specially not on Christmas." 

	 

	"You, my love, are a lot kinder, and sweeter, than you'd like everyone to believe," his angel murmured with a small giggle of absolute joy that did amazing things to warm Crowley up. 

	 

	"Bite your tongue," he hissed in mock fury, before surging up from the settee to trap Aziraphale in his seat, one hand moving to immediately grasp the soft fabric of his husband's cardigan as he loomed over the angel, their faces so close together, their foreheads rested against one another. Flicking his tongue out, he sampled the sweet traces of hot chocolate still clinging to his angel's lips, and a smile somewhere between playful and downright devilish twisted at his lips. "On second thought... Let me."

	 

	Sealing their mouths together, he nipped his angel's tongue lightly, enjoying the little whimper of delight he got back, before sinking into the kiss. If it earned him even one more night with his angel tangled in his arms, whimpering for more, he'd gladly rescue every bloody stray in the greater London area. Didn't mean he was quite ready to sink into the gentle, loving atmosphere the angel created just by being himself, though.

	 

	Breaking their kiss as he straightened, Crowley wrapped his hands lightly around Aziraphale's wrists and tugged as he took a step back from the settee, pulling his angel up to his feet with a small smirk at the wary narrowing of the angel's eyes and the flicker of a pout tugging at his lips. Crowley let his gaze roll slowly over his husband's properly put-together self -- with the alterations of the worn, soft cardigan instead of a jacket, and with his usual waistcoat nowhere to be seen. Clearly, his angel had prepared for his return.

	 

	Crowley clicked his tongue in playful censure, knowing it would alert his angel to his desire to play a little darker, tonight. "Looks like you already started unwrapping my gift without me, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale lifted one eyebrow indignantly, his expression settling fully into his sassiest pout, belied by the tiniest flicker of his lips in a smile and the twinkle of humor in his blue eyes as he sniffed. "Your gift?"

	 

	"Mmmhmm." Crowley tugged slightly, bringing the angel closer. He lifted Aziraphale's captive left hand, twining their fingers together before bringing those soft digits to his lips, to plant a kiss on each of his angel's fingers. Pausing to tongue the flesh around his husband's wedding ring, he glanced up at the angel's tiny, indrawn breath, and muttered, "Looks like you left me the bow to unwrap, though. How thoughtful."

	 

	"Wh-what makes you think I'm your g-gift?" Aziraphale was struggling to hold onto their game, now. Despite the heat glazing over his eyes, there was a hesitant tremble to his voice and body.

	 

	Crowley let a little crackle of jealousy go through his eyes, though he wasn't angry or suspicious in the least. It was all part of their game. "You have other late-night visitors you dress like this for? You know you only do this for me."

	 

	"I..." The angel swallowed hard, his gaze skating away and his face flushing, even though they both knew his next words were just part of the game. "I d-don't even like you."

	 

	Crowley's lips tugged into a wicked smirk tempered with overwhelming love, to know his husband would give him this game, even knowing how little Aziraphale cared for those words. His angel would need extra aftercare, tonight.

	 

	"I know." He turned the angel's hand in his grasp, nipped the inside of his wrist lightly, then tasted the hollow dip where palm met wrist, letting his next words feather over the erogenous zone there. "But I bet I can make you want me, anyway."

	 

	Aziraphale's mouth opened, then closed, sealing in a whimper -- a clear sign Crowley's beautiful angel was beyond his ability to keep up the game, even as the angel swayed. Crowley released his hands and caught his husband against himself as the other's knees gave out with a hoarsely whispered, "M-magic."

	 

	That word hit Crowley like a bucket of ice water to the soul, the game fell away, and the demon's attention turned instantly to caring for his overwrought husband. They'd been playing games like these for years now -- flirting with the edge of old lies they were finally able to strip away-- and Aziraphale had never invoked the safe word before. He'd always been an enthusiastic participant, no matter how dark Crowley's need at the time ran.

	 

	Not this time.

	 

	With a snap of his fingers, Crowley had them upstairs in their bedroom, gently removing the layers of his angel's clothes, taking time to lavish adoring kisses and caresses on quivering flesh as the angel drew trembling breaths, on the edge of breaking. 

	 

	Crowley had barely finished undressing Aziraphale -- careful to avoid any erogenous zones -- fetched his husband's dressing gown, and bundled the angel carefully up in it, when he heard a small, sniffling whimper that was not a sound of love or desire. 

	 

	His gaze snapped instantly to Aziraphale's face at that broken sound, and his breath stopped, his heart twisting painfully at the shimmer of tears his angel was trying futilely to blink away. 

	 

	Shit. This was worse than he thought.

	 

	"Angel." Crowley's heart cracked apart in his chest as he pulled Aziraphale into a gentle embrace, pressing his forehead to his angel's as he sought to soothe the pain he so obviously caused. He'd thought Aziraphale was with him, that the angel was okay with the game.

	 

	Clearly, he thought wrong.

	 

	A groan of misery at having hurt this being he couldn't stand to cause pain trapped itself in his throat, even as he whispered, "Why didn't you tell me?"

	 

	Aziraphale's forehead brushed against his own as the angel's head shook and his broken voice breathed, "It's silly."

	 

	Crowley jerked his head back, glaring in truth as he lifted one hand, gathering the evidence of his angel's tears and holding the dampness up between their faces. "This isn't 'silly,' angel, yeah? How many times have we talked about this? If it makes you too uncomfortable, or it hurts you in any way, we don't do it. I won't have you hurt for some game, right?"

	 

	The angel heaved a small, regretful sigh, dropping his head so his forehead rested against Crowley's shoulder. After a moment, he mumbled, "I wanted to give you what you needed--"

	 

	"Not at expense of your happiness, angel. That's never what I bloody want." Crowley nuzzled his face against the side of Aziraphale's, pressing soft kisses there. "I'm sorry, angel. I wasn't paying close enough attention, or I would've stopped things before it got that far. I was just too keyed up from... well, I was too deep in the dark."

	 

	Warm air skated over his neck as the angel sighed again, nuzzling his face into the crook of Crowley's neck. "I was all right, really. Except..."

	 

	He fell silent for a long moment, and Crowley was just about to prompt him when the angel's hands touched his chest, the stroke of them unintentionally erotic, even as Aziraphale pulled back just far enough to meet his gaze and murmured, "I don't like pretending I don't love you, Anthony. Not even for a moment. I spent so long forced to pretend, it makes me anxious and afraid all over again when I have to say those words. It makes me afraid this has all been a dream, and I'll wake to find I don't have you at all."

	 

	No words in all of recorded time and beyond were more capable of felling Crowley where he stood. Why hadn't Aziraphale ever told him? His angel always buried his fears so deep, never letting anyone see them... Nuzzling his face into his angel's neck, he planted loving kisses to familiar skin, wrapped the angel in a tight hug, and whispered, "Never again, angel. You never have to say them again. And you'll never lose me. I'll always be right where I've always been, angel -- right beside you."

	 

	Another whispery sigh of air caressed his skin, then, "Anthony?"

	 

	"Yeah, angel?"

	 

	"I feel sort of silly standing here like this."

	 

	A soft laugh broke from Crowley. He lifted his head to take in how his angel looked, and lost the ability to breathe, just staring as his heart went into overdrive at the sight before him. Aziraphale looked like innocence utterly debauched, his pale skin lightly flushed from his chest to the roots of his blond curls, those cerulean eyes full of a blend of awkward excitement and uncertainty, one shoulder of his tartan dressing gown slipped down his arm, revealing the soft skin he pampered so carefully with those fancy French soaps and lotions -- not that Crowley was complaining. Aziraphale's silky skin drove him absolutely wild.

	 

	Tightening his arms around his husband, Crowley dipped his head to press worshipful kisses from Aziraphale's neck across every inch of his smooth skin to the cap of his shoulder. Breathing in the angel's scent, he turned his head to meet the angel's gaze. "Really? Because you look absolutely gorgeous."

	 

	Aziraphale ducked his head shyly, a small smile spreading over his lips as he peeked up at the demon through his lashes. Crowley's heart skipped a beat, and he wasn't sure what he wanted to do more -- wrap his angel up and cuddle him for the rest of the night or slam him up against the wall and fuck him until he was thoroughly ruined.

	 

	Before he could make a move either way, Aziraphale sealed his own fate with a soft, angelic giggle so full of the devil it shouldn't be allowed to exist. The sound of that giggle told the demon Aziraphale was not just okay, but ready to play again. Crowley instantly pounced, the muffled sound of the angel's back impacting the wall and the mock surprised gasp from his angel setting the demon's blood churning. 

	 

	Crowley dropped his mouth over the angel's, eating the instant, tiny whimper his angel could never quite contain. He lifted one hand to grip the side of his husband's head and neck, holding him in place for a ravaging kiss, before breaking away to press his forehead to Aziraphale's. His hands tore at the loosely tied sash of his angel's dressing gown and he shakily hissed, "Still haven't learned not to tempt demons, have you?"

	 

	A blissful smile broke the angel's face as he rested his head back against the wall and lifted his hands to begin plucking open the buttons of Crowley's shirt, then pushed aside the material to lay his hands flat against the bare skin of Crowley's chest with a cheeky, "I thought it was impossible to tempt a demon."

	 

	The words startled Crowley, and it was his turn to lose the thread of their game as he leaned in to skim a kiss over his angel's smile, then nuzzled in against his ear to murmur, "You've been tempting me from the beginning, angel."

	 

	There was nothing pretend about the angel's gasp, this time, or about the way his arms wrapped around Crowley and his delectable body trembled with desire at the demon's every touch as they kissed and loved, stripping away each other's clothing and their own fears as they did. 

	 

	By the time they finally made it into the bed, sated exhaustion lulled over Crowley. Burrowed beneath the blankets, he curled himself around his dozing husband, nuzzled his face into his angel's neck, pressed a final, tender kiss there, and whispered, "I love you, Aziraphale. Mor'n I'll ever d'serve to."

	 

	Closing his eyes, Crowley let himself drift off to sleep.

	 

	 

	 

	******

	 

	 

	Christmas Morning

	 

	The sound of Jemmy's giggling, from somewhere in the hallway, roused Crowley from sleep. Stretching, he luxuriated on the feel of toasty warm blankets against his skin, and contemplated staying right where he was, burrowed in his nest of bedding. He already knew Aziraphale was up and about. Much as he enjoyed the times when he woke up in a warm snuggle around his husband's pillowy body, his angel wasn't much of a sleeper, so it didn't offend or worry him that the angel was often out of bed and about his day long before Crowley found his way to consciousness. 

	 

	Which also meant Aziraphale usually took care of most of the morning parental duties, because although their daughter acquired his own love of sleeping and usually slept like the dead once she was down, she seemed to have also gained Aziraphale's angelic sense of when the sun rose, and rare was the day her eyes didn't pop open the second the sky started to lighten. Smiling to himself as he heard the quiet creak of the bedroom door opening, then the patter of little feet that weren't nearly as stealthy on the bare wooden floor as their owner thought and the giggles she didn't yet know gave her away, he waited. The moment he sensed Jemmy was right beside the bed, reaching out toward his arm, he pounced, hooking an arm around her middle and lifting her off the floor and onto the center of the bed, tickling her until she was squirming, squealing with laughter. 

	 

	"Lee-lee, sop!"

	 

	He released her, his smile growing as she cuddled into him, reaching her little hands to pull his arms around her in silent demand for a snuggle. Like him, the snakelet loved snuggles. He obliged, dropping a kiss on her head, then nibbled at her cheek when something sticky met the inside of his arm. Sugary, and tasting of oranges. He hummed curiously. "Fafa made you something sweet for breakfast, I see."

	 

	"Fafa tay..." She looked up at him, her little brow wrinkled. Her lips moved as if she was trying to remember how to say unfamiliar words. "Tay-pesss... tapes! Tapes sssoooossess!"

	 

	Crowley nuzzled his face into her silky curls, not sure if he wanted to laugh at how adorable she was, or groan that she was already slaughtering French. "Crêpes Suzette, poppet."

	 

	"I tay!" She pouted at him. "Tapes sssoooossess!"

	 

	He gave up, lifting an eyebrow at her. "You did. Does fafa know you're upstairs?"

	 

	"He does, now." Aziraphale's quiet voice, which always managed to be warm and gentle, even when he was being stern, drew Crowley's gaze to the bedroom door, and his heart flip-flopped in his chest at the sight of his angel, arms crossed over his chest, shirt sleeves rolled to just below his elbows, and a smudge of what looked like icing sugar on his cheek. Crowley barely heard his husband scolding their recalcitrant daughter for somehow getting over the baby gate and climbing the stairs on her own, his attention distracted by the sight of his angel looking less than completely buttoned up and put together. Made him want to prowl over there and peel that bow tie off him... 

	 

	He blinked, vaguely aware he should add his own admonishment to the mix, because not only shouldn't she be climbing the baby gates that were there to protect her -- though points to her for figuring out how -- but those stairs were dangerous for a not-quite-two-year-old who, while she might be miles ahead of human children of her age, was still wobbly enough on stairs she could injure herself. They still had no idea what might happen if she did something dangerous enough to discorporate herself. That thought jolted Crowley's attention the rest of the way back from the suggestive vision his angel made right now to the seriousness of their daughter's actions. 

	 

	"You should have waited for fafa," he murmured to Jemmy, touching his fingertip to the tip of her nose. She already looked too miserable to scold properly.

	 

	"Sowwy." She snuggled into him, then peeked out at Aziraphale like she thought that bashful little pout was going to get her out of trouble. Might've -- okay, probably would've -- worked on him, but since Aziraphale was the one who perfected it centuries ago, Crowley doubted the angel would be swayed by the attempt.

	 

	He met his husband's wry smile and watched the angel's blond head shake, before Aziraphale crossed the room to the other side of the bed and opened his arms to Jemmy. "Why don't we let lee-lee get dressed, and go wash your face? Then we'll all open presents, all right?"

	 

	Jemima heaved a little sigh, nodded, and pressed a slightly-sticky, orange-scented kiss to Crowley's cheek before dutifully crawling across the bed to let Aziraphale lift her into his arms. 

	 

	With a wink for Crowley and a mouthed Merry Christmas, Anthony, his angel carried their daughter out of the bedroom, pulling the door closed behind him. 

	 

	It didn't take Crowley long to dress. Unless his angel was there to watch, he didn't bother with the fuss and just miracled his clothes on. Opening the bedroom door, he smiled as he heard Jemmy talking a mile a minute from downstairs. She might not speak well, yet, but she was determined to get her point across at every turn, and the starling was not short of either opinions or questions. Her current favorite words were why and you said. He ran his hands through his hair, making sure everything was in place -- his hair was starting to get a little longer, and he was of a mind to let it, at least a bit. He liked the sensation when Aziraphale ran his hands through it, and he knew how much his angel loved it, too. He figured he'd let it grow maybe until it reached his shoulders again. 

	 

	Downstairs, he followed the sound of Aziraphale and Jemmy's voices to the sitting area. He paused at the sight of them, seated together on the floor, as Aziraphale showed their daughter how to gently pet the mother cat, patiently explaining why she shouldn't try to pet the baby, yet. "The mama doesn't know us, yet. If you try to play with her baby before she knows you, she might get scared you'll hurt it, and then she'll try to hurt you, protecting it."

	 

	Jemmy tilted her head to the side in the way she always did when she was processing information or thinking up questions. She pursed her lips for a moment, then looked up at the angel as her expression smoothed and she nodded. "Otay, fafa."

	 

	Crowley grinned as he crossed the room and crouched beside them, holding out a hand to let the mother cat sniff. She immediately butted her head against his hand, looking for pats. Surprised, he glanced over at his angel, to be met by a gentle smile. "She knows you rescued her, wherever you found her, and brought her to her kitten."

	 

	Jemima scooted herself out of Aziraphale's lap and held out her small arms to Crowley. "Hug, lee-lee."

	 

	Settling himself cross-legged on the floor, he scooped his daughter into a hug, then chuckled when she snuggled into his lap. "Make yourself at home."

	 

	Jemmy didn't even blink. She reached out and took hold of each of his hands, bringing his arms in to fold around her and resting her head on his chest, right against his heart. Tilting her head to look up at him with big green eyes, she murmured, "I hab pesens, now?"

	 

	He glanced at Aziraphale in confusion. "Why's she asking me, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale shook his head with the same indulgent smile he always wore whenever he was about to tell Crowley he was being silly, only this time his gaze was on their daughter.

	 

	"She asked about the presents while we were eating breakfast," the angel explained, his voice warm with humor as he laid his left hand on Crowley's knee, the morning light through the window shining off his wedding ring. "I told her we were waiting for you to wake up."

	 

	Oh, she's good. Crowley fought a grin as he looked down at the little hellspawn in his lap, who was clearly playing up her angelic innocence right now, blinking up at him with those bright green eyes like a hapless little cherub. Even at two, the snakelet could probably play an entire room full of human adults. Pride he knew better than to let Jemima see floated through him. She was most absolutely going to be the most entertaining sort of trouble when she got older. Good thing she inherited an equal measure of Aziraphale's kindness to keep anything more dangerous than a little mischief in check.

	 

	"All right, poppet." He released his hold on her, reaching his right hand to cover Aziraphale's left one in a gentle squeeze. He might be proud of Jemmy's demonic traits, but he wasn't about to encourage them, this young. "Go get one, for now."

	 

	She scooted forward in his lap like she was about to stand up, then reached out and carefully wrapped her arms around the mother cat, before plunking herself right back against Crowley, a satisfied smile spreading over her little face when the cat promptly curled up in her lap, purring. "My kah."

	 

	Crowley bit down on equal parts curse and laughter and looked suspiciously toward his angel. He wouldn't put it past Aziraphale to have put this idea in her head. But the angel looked just as surprised, and a little worried. Looking down into the hopeful eyes of his daughter, Crowley knew he was sunk. He flicked a glance back toward his husband, his lips lifting in a wry smirk. "Guess we've got cats now, angel."

	 

	"Oh, dear." Aziraphale intertwined their fingers, anxiously squeezing Crowley's hand. "Do you think it's a good idea, Anthony? Remember what you said about demons and pets."

	 

	He chuckled, reaching his free hand to scritch between the cat's ears. Her purrs grew louder, and her eyes closed as if she was enjoying the experience. "Doesn't seem to bother her, angel. 'Sides, this is a blessed sight better than... well, she's better off here. And maybe that stuff about animals and demons is wrong. They told me I couldn't love, either." He squeezed his angel's hand in reassurance. "Yet, here we are."

	 

	Aziraphale's brow smoothed and the pure love in his answering smile set Crowley's heart racing in a way only his angel could. "And maybe you're just a very special demon, my love."

	 

	"Obviously." Crowley grinned cheekily, then winked at his angel. "In any case, I say we give it a try. We can always rehome them somewhere else later, if it doesn't work out."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed, and the small shake of his head and besotted smile on his face communicated how ridiculous he thought Crowley was being, and how very much he loved it. 

	 

	"All right, then." The angel looked to their daughter. "If we keep them, we have to give them good names, Jem." He skimmed his fingers over the mother cat's head. "What should we name her?"

	 

	"Bid kah," came the immediate, enthusiastic response from Jemmy.

	 

	Aziraphale looked baffled. "Why Bidkah?"

	 

	Jemmy huffed like she thought the explanation should be obvious, and why should she have to explain it? Crowley barely managed to contain his laughter at the sight. Oh, she definitely inherited Aziraphale's innate tendency to be a prissy bastard, which Crowley hadn't realized, until now, was an inheritable trait. "See a bid kah!"

	 

	"Ah. Yes. Of course." Aziraphale sighed, then. "Sweetheart, I don't think calling her 'big cat' is exactly appropriate."

	 

	"So we don't." Crowley shrugged. "We just call her Bikah. Saves argument, and I don't think she minds all that much one way or the other, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale brightened. "I like that. Very well, Bikah it is. We'll leave naming her baby until it's a little older. Now, my darling girl," he looked at Jemmy with a smile as he rose from the floor, "how about you let Bikah get back to her baby, and we go see what's under the tree for you?"

	 

	Eyes alight with the promise of more presents, Jemmy still waited patiently while Crowley lifted Bikah from her lap back to the mewling kitten in the crate before scooting forward to stand and grabbing Aziraphale's hand to tug him away toward the tree, chattering a million miles a minute. Crowley shook his head with a quiet laugh as he unfolded himself from the floor to follow the pair. With Jemmy talking now, it looked like any chance of a quiet Christmas was a thing of the past. 

	 

	He wouldn't trade the sound of her happy voice for anything. He'd had thousands of years of quiet, lonely Christmases. Jemmy's excited, nearly nonsensical rambling and Aziraphale's patient, amused voice as he responded, put every quiet Christmas Crowley ever had to shame. These were the Christmases he'd never dared dream of, before, and the ones he'd fight anyone to oblivion to keep, now. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	A Place to Belong

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Nine Months Later

	 

	Aziraphale smiled to himself as he read through Saraqael's report on the successful implementation of his Human Understanding Training program in Heaven. Apparently, Muriel was invaluable as an instructor, and also quite passionate about the subject. Neither of those pieces of information, however, were responsible for the peaceful smile currently on his face.

	 

	The source of his smile was the sound of one small starling's voice as she "read" to Bikah and the kitten Crowley had ironically named Calamity -- this after the small, female kitten's first Jem-involved outing from the crate led to a series of minor disasters, at which point Jemima was told only Bikah was allowed to move her baby around -- from one of her picture books. She couldn't actually read, yet, of course, but she pointed to pictures and told the cats her own version of stories about them. Some were very inventive, indeed, for a two-year-old.

	 

	Bikah, for her part, was content to lay alongside Jem's stretched-out legs where the little girl had plopped down on the floor with her back against Aziraphale's desk. Bikah dozed as she received the toddler's careful, stroking pats with one hand, while Calamity lay curled up in Jem's lap, playfully batting at the girl's other hand as she pointed to things in her book and chattered away. They'd been like that since shortly after Crowley left a couple of hours ago. His husband had awakened this morning more agitated than he'd been in a long while, and insisted he needed to go check out a potential threat. Knowing Crowley would only stress himself out if he didn't make sure they were safe, Aziraphale had agreed with him, and simply admonished him to be careful. What else could he do? It wasn't like he could prove Crowley wrong, and he'd much rather be forewarned than caught unawares, himself. He just worried about Crowley putting himself in unnecessary danger.

	 

	They still didn't know what Hell was planning, and things had been strangely silent from that quarter for too long. Aziraphale feared someone might try to drag Crowley back Downstairs, one way or another. The Archangel didn't want to have to start any more celestial wars, but if Hell took Crowley, war didn't even begin to describe what Aziraphale was prepared to do, to get his husband back.

	 

	Glancing over at their daughter, his smile returned and he pulled a sheet of fresh paper from his desk drawer. His smile grew as he sketched the image of Jem, her little pigtails askew -- as they tended to get when she'd been running around playing -- her head a mess of flyaway curls, with one of her books open over her knees and her lap overflowing with what used to be a small kitten. The kitten was growing like a weed now, any sign of her early trauma nowhere to be seen. Bikah had weaned Calamity herself, teaching the kitten to eat the cat food Aziraphale's research said really was best for kittens. She'd also begun encouraging Calamity to explore the shop floor with her, though he noticed Bikah kept her close most of the time, and carefully made sure Calamity was back in the crate before she followed them upstairs to curl up on the rocker in Jem's room, at night.

	 

	"See, Camimy?" Jem was saying to the kitten, pointing to something in her book. "Goad go ear. Den dis…dis go ear."

	 

	"Sometimes I forget she just doesn't speak well, yet, and wonder when she turned into a Fifteenth Century Shetlander barmaid. Nice sketch." The words, murmured right next to his ear, caused Aziraphale to startle with a small yelp, before he turned his head to glare at his husband, who lurked over his shoulder with a familiar smirk, sunlight winking off his dark shades. "Hullo, angel. I'm back. Came in the back way."

	 

	"I can see that." Aziraphale relaxed, though he was still miffed enough to not let go of his snippy tone. "You nearly scared the life out of me. Well, inconveniently discorporated me. How did it go?"

	 

	"Sorry, angel." Crowley leaned in for a kiss that wiped away the angel's irritation and replaced it with a familiar, insatiable hunger for more. He sighed regretfully -- tightening his hands into fists against reaching up and dragging his demon back down for a proper snog -- when Crowley straightened from draping over his chair as Jem squealed in greeting, scrambling up from the floor to toddle over for a hug. Crowley scooped her up in his arms, giving her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then settled her on his hip as he met Aziraphale's gaze somberly. "Let's talk about it later, yeah? Little ears, and all."

	 

	Worry struck through the Archangel at both the expression and his husband's tone. Whatever Crowley found in Mayfair, it clearly troubled him. Aziraphale fidgeted, his attention going to Jem before coming back to Crowley's face.

	 

	"Should we at least cancel the playgroup, for today? They're supposed to be here in a few hours -- I already cleared and set up space out there in the entry area." He gestured toward the front area of the store, where he'd miracled up a small, very safe, play area for the children, and seating for the parents. He'd also put together an assortment of child-friendly, allergen-free refreshments for the event he still needed to bring out of the kitchen. Still, "It's going to be the first time most of the children meet, and I'd hate for something to traumatize any of them, if it can be avoided."

	 

	"Nah. It's nothing that won't keep, angel."

	 

	"Lee-lee, no eyes." Jemima's annoyed tone drew both their attention, even as she reached for the shades Crowley hadn't yet removed.

	 

	"Ah, sorry, poppet." Crowley reached up and removed his shades, smiling at her as he tucked them into the pocket of his jacket. "Better?"

	 

	She nodded enthusiastically, laying her head on his shoulder and looking toward Aziraphale with a satisfied but curious expression. "Pay now, fafa?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed at Crowley's raised eyebrow and glanced toward the grandfather clock to check the time. Jemima had been asking if it was time to play, yet, about every half hour since he set up the play area and explained there were other children coming to play with her. He was happy she was so excited, but now worried that excitement might turn into something traumatic if whatever Crowley discovered was worse than he was letting on. Had his demon left the shades on deliberately, when he came home? He only did that when he didn't want Aziraphale to see how much stress he was under or how worried he was. Not being able to see Crowley's eyes when he first arrived worried the angel. 

	 

	"Not yet, precious, but very soon." The other children and their mothers should be arriving within the next quarter of an hour. Which should give him just enough time to interrogate his husband to make sure they weren't all going to be in danger and then set out the refreshments. "Why don't you finish reading to Calamity and Bikah?"

	 

	That got a narrow-eyed, suspicious look from Crowley, but he obliged when Jem asked to be put down. Aziraphale made sure she was settled back with her book and the cats before taking hold of Crowley's arm and directing him toward the back room. "Let's talk."

	 

	"Angel..."

	 

	He let his eyes flare periwinkle, Heavenly light suffusing his skin. "Now, Crowley."

	 

	The demon rolled his eyes, unintimidated, but hissed out a breath. "Yeah, sure."

	 

	A moment later, with the door to the back room mostly closed, Aziraphale turned to look at his husband. "Look me in the eyes and tell me there's nothing to worry about."

	 

	"Oh, really?" Crowley smirked at him, taking measured steps until Aziraphale was forced to back up. Still, the demon kept advancing, until the angel felt the wood of the door against his shoulders and heard the soft snick of the door closing completely. Crowley leaned in, then, one hand on the door beside Aziraphale's head, the other toying with his bowtie, before sliding down to grasp a handful of the angel's shirt and pressing their foreheads together. Aziraphale looked up into golden eyes flickering with hellfire as the demon hissed, "Don't pull that face on me, angel, unless you want fucked as improperly as possible. Especially not today. You know what that look does to me."

	 

	Aziraphale fought the flush he never could control whenever Crowley started talking dirty like that. Much as it excited him, he was sure he shouldn't enjoy it so much. It just wasn't proper. "Yes. Um. Well, that wasn't my intent at all, love."

	 

	"Oh, I know what your 'intent' was, angel. And in answer to your request," Crowley released his grip on Aziraphale's shirt and hooked his finger under the angel's chin, nudging his attention up to meet tender yellow eyes. "I just forgot to take my shades off, okay? I wasn't hiding anything from you. There shouldn't be a problem with today's kiddie get-together. Not unless our little hellion out there starts something."

	 

	Aziraphale narrowed his gaze in irritation and huffed out an annoyed breath at the humor sparkling in Crowley's eyes with his last comment. "Don't borrow trouble, Crowley. She's been excited about this all day."

	 

	Crowley hummed a general agreement. At least, that's what Aziraphale thought it was, until the demon dropped his head, and his mouth came down on Aziraphale's hungrily. An immediate whimper of need he could never halt, no matter how long they were together or how often they kissed, flowed through Aziraphale. He reached one hand up to burrow in Crowley's thick red hair, while the other clutched in the back of the demon's jacket, urging him closer.

	 

	He swore time froze whenever they kissed -- he wouldn't put it past Crowley, and he couldn't find it in himself to care as he lost himself in the moment. One kiss stretched into a series of increasingly carnal kisses, before a hissing curse groaned from the demon in his arms, and Crowley broke their kiss, resting his forehead against Aziraphale's. There was a small popping noise, followed by the rush of regular sound from outside the door, and Aziraphale got lost in the hellfire flaring in his husband's eyes, managing a breathless, "Wh-why'd...?"

	 

	"Not the time, angel. 'Sides," Crowley smirked at him as the demon backed off another step, long fingers smoothing Aziraphale's shirt back into place. "You know I can't stop time on Jemmy."

	 

	"Um. Right. Right. Of course." Flustered and sure his face must be bright red at the moment, Aziraphale smoothed his clothes and straightened his bowtie out of nervous habit, opened the door, and started back toward the sitting area with Crowley beside him.

	 

	His steps faltered as he remembered what he still needed to do.  

	 

	"Oh, dear. I have refreshments I meant to get from the kitchen," he turned back toward the back corner of the shop, where the kitchen was.

	 

	"Angel." Crowley caught him by the shoulders, turning him toward the sitting area. "Go. I'll get the snacks. You and Jemmy just greet our guests, yeah?"

	 

	"Right." He hated meeting people while all flustered -- that he was flustered was definitely Crowley's fault -- but there was really nothing to be done about it, right now. Straightening his bowtie and waistcoat again, he summoned a pleasant smile and went to collect his daughter, just as someone knocked on the glass of the front door.

	 

	******

	 

	 Snacks laid out on the table Aziraphale had cleared for them, Crowley hung back to watch in amusement as Aziraphale greeted their guests, Jemmy glaring over the angel's shoulder at him rather than looking at the kids she was supposed to be meeting. The starling was annoyed he'd put his shades back on. He knew she was too young to understand. She'd get over it.

	 

	"Eyes front, poppet," he admonished as he moved up beside his angel, laying his hand against Jemmy's back. "Say hullo, at least."

	 

	"No eyes," she pouted back at him.

	 

	"Yeah, I know." He leaned close enough only she and Aziraphale could hear him. "It's okay, poppet. There are times I just have to do it, yeah?"

	 

	She heaved a dramatic sigh, then reached over Aziraphale's shoulder toward him. "Hug."

	 

	He chuckled, shaking his head at her theatrics as he lifted her from his angel's arms. She instantly wrapped her little arms around his neck and squeezed with all the strength of a baby boa constrictor. Miming choking to get a laugh out of her, he peeled her arms loose with one hand. She patted his cheeks, then leaned forward and pressed a baby kiss to his brand, mimicking what he often did with her birthmark. Her expression grave, she whispered, "I 'tet you, lee-lee."

	 

	Crowley wanted to laugh at the idea his two-year-old daughter thought he needed protecting from a group of twenty-something human mothers and their toddlers. However, the reality of his little girl already understanding his shades weren't just to make humans comfortable constricted around his throat like a Burmese python around its prey. Pressing a kiss to the side of her head, he managed a rasping, "I'm okay, poppet. You go play."

	 

	"Wif me." She tugged his hand when he crouched to set her on her feet near the play area. "Lee-lee, pay wif me."

	 

	He uttered a small laugh, shaking his head as he brushed flyaway strawberry-blonde curls from her eyes. "Missing the point of all this, poppet."

	 

	She stuck her lower lip out and looked up at him through her lashes in such a near-perfect duplication of Aziraphale, he knew he was sunk. "Pay wif me."

	 

	Sighing, he sank to the floor cross-legged, tapping the end of her nose with one finger when she made herself comfortable in his lap, giving no indication she intended to play as she watched the other kids in wary curiosity. "You're supposed to be making new friends, poppet."

	 

	He glanced up and noticed a little boy about Jemmy's age, with dark hair styled in some kind of spiked hairdo, watching them with bright blue, curious eyes while he talked to the tall, slim woman on one knee beside him. Crowley wished he'd paid more attention when everyone was introducing themselves. The kid looked like he might belong to the waitress Maggie introduced them to back when Jemmy was a newborn. Linda, Lila... Lucy. That was it. He remembered her son's name reminded him of someone he used to know. Judas... but not. "You're Jude, right?"

	 

	The little boy nodded, even as the woman looked up with a small smile. The bright blue of her eyes was flecked with... Shit! He held Jemmy a little closer -- careful to keep his expression calm around all these humans -- and quietly hissed, "How did you get in here?"

	 

	Jude looked confused, and quickly leaned into the angel kneeling beside him. She wrapped an arm around him and murmured something. He relaxed, and she met Crowley's gaze head-on, with a warm smile. "Mr. Fell knows I'm here. I'm Lailah. Lailah Nixon-Cathwell."

	 

	Surprise flashed through Crowley. Aziraphale knew she was here? His gaze went to his husband, who instantly looked up and met his gaze. Aziraphale gave him a little nod and mouthed, It's all right. Trust me.

	 

	Crowley forced himself to relax, aware Jemmy was curled into him like she thought they were in danger. Poor little snakelet likely picked up on his own anxiety. Pressing a reassuring kiss to Jemmy's temple as Lailah rose to her feet, and -- with an encouraging nod for the boy -- moved toward where Lucy and Aziraphale were talking, Crowley smiled, careful not to appear frightening at all as he beckoned the boy over. Pressing another kiss to Jemmy's head, he murmured, "Poppet, this is Jude. One of his mums works over the road where we get the madeleines you like, when we go to see Nina and Maggie."

	 

	Jude was standing before them, now, looking between Crowley and Jemmy in open curiosity. Crowley smiled at him. "Jude, this is Jemima. She likes to be called either Jem or Jemmy. I bet if you ask, she'd play with you."

	 

	Jemmy, for her part, looked up at him, then back to Jude, before canting her head to the side like she always did when trying to figure something out. Crowley considered it progress that Jemmy didn't shrink away when Jude reached out to pat her hand where it rested on Crowley's knee.

	 

	"Pway, Demmy?" 

	 

	Jemmy looked back up at him again, and Crowley gave her a little shrug and a smile, making it clear the choice was hers. After a moment, she huffed a put-upon little sigh that was pure Aziraphale, then scooted herself from his lap and toddled off to play.

	 

	"Well played," a quiet, feminine voice said from near him, drawing Crowley's surprised attention to the Asian woman who sat nearby, a slightly older girl clinging warily to her, attention downcast, but dark eyes peeking out through her lashes occasionally.

	 

	"Wot?"

	 

	"Introducing them like that. I'm guessing Jemima doesn’t spend a lot of time around other kids, either. Most of our kids don't get to be around other kids much. Lucy's mum and da watch Jude for her and Lailah, but they live in pensioner flats. Hannah and I share a flat 'n' have opposite shifts, so we can save on childcare costs, but it's not like our kids have a lot of options, anyway." She smiled, and as amusing as he found the slightly flirtatious edge to her attempt at a shy smile -- no one really beat his angel on that score -- he figured she didn't know who he was, or why Mrs. S told all her girls not to bother propositioning him. "Mindy. Mindy Parks. I work at the hotel, if you're--"

	 

	"Taken," he filled in with a smirk, lifting his left hand with a wiggle of his fingers to display his wedding band, then nodded across the room to where Aziraphale was talking snacks with Lucy and the angel who'd just been with Jude. "Two years, today. By that one."

	 

	Mindy instantly flushed. "Oh, God. You're... Sorry. That was really cringe, huh?"

	 

	He chuckled. "I've heard worse. Doesn't your daughter want to play?"

	 

	Mindy hugged her daughter, her expression soft as her gaze turned to the little girl. "This is Anabel. She's autistic, so it takes her a while to warm up to new people. I didn't figure she'd want to play, today, but maybe in time, she'll get comfortable enough."

	 

	"I see." He offered the little girl the gentlest smile he could manage for a human he didn't know. "It's nice to meet you, Anabel."

	 

	"Annie." The voice was whisper-soft, and at first he wasn't sure he'd actually heard it, until he saw the startled look on Mindy's face. The little girl's head lifted slightly, and she kind of looked over his shoulder, before ducking her head again. Then, in  the same near-whisper, she asked, "You see?"

	 

	"Wot? Oh... the shades? Yeah, yeah, I can see." Sort of. There were limitations, of course, but mostly he could see what he needed to. Not a subject he was going to try explaining to a little kid, though. Instead, he made a face he hoped was funny rather than scary. "They're so I don't scare anyone with my ugly face."

	 

	Annie snorted a little giggle, and Mindy laughed delightedly at the sound, before giving him a grateful smile. "Thank you. That's the first time I've ever heard her laugh around anyone except me, Hannah, and Gabe."

	 

	Uncomfortable with the gratitude, Crowley shrugged, turning his attention back to the play area to check on Jemmy. "Forget it. She's a great kid."

	 

	He caught sight of Jemmy having what looked like the toddler equivalent of an engineering discussion over a pile of blocks she and Jude had partly built into something vaguely reminiscent of the Pisa tower -- mostly just in that it was a literal miracle away from collapsing into its lean, which was probably his husband's doing -- and grinned to himself. He sensed Aziraphale's attention on him, then, and turned his head to meet his husband's narrow-eyed pout.

	 

	Jealousy, he could spot a mile away, and his angel was shit at subtlety. This promised to be highly entertaining. Especially since they both knew Aziraphale had nothing to be jealous about. 

	 

	With a wicked grin -- and certain Jemmy had long since forgotten he was there -- he unfolded himself from the floor and, murmuring good-bye to Mindy and Annie, he sauntered over to his angel. Hooking one arm around his husband's waist, he leaned in near Aziraphale's ear and murmured, "You look jealous, angel."

	 

	"She was flirting with you." The angel's tone was flat and downright territorial. Nor did he deny being jealous. Concern slashed through Crowley. This wasn't just normal jealousy. Aziraphale always denied any kind of jealous behavior. The edge to Aziraphale's voice was the same one he got whenever he felt insecure about his own worth.

	 

	Crowley instantly softened, pressing a gentle kiss just below his angel's ear. "At first, yeah, but only 'cause she didn't know who I was. I imagine it's an occupational hazard for her."

	 

	"Flirting with other people's husbands? What kind of occupation--?"

	 

	"Still so innocent, angel," Crowley teased softly, wrapping both arms around Aziraphale's waist and snuggling the angel back against himself as he rested his chin lightly on one soft shoulder. He grinned at Lailah, who just laughed and shook her head at them, before moving off toward where Lucy was asking Jude if he wanted juice. "You still don't know what Mrs. S's girls do, do you?"

	 

	"Of course I do. Mrs. Sandwich said they 'stand on their own two feet' so, given their occupation appears tied to the hotel, they must be engaged in a tradecraft. I'm guessing something like pressing and mending clothes."

	 

	Crowley laughed, nuzzling his face against his angel's neck to avoid drawing too much attention to them. "How are you so amazingly brilliant, and so adorably clueless at the same time, angel? You have no idea what goes on over there."

	 

	"Crowley, really..."

	 

	"Really," he whispered, then nipped the angel's ear. He grinned as he felt the instinctive tremble of Aziraphale's body, and husked, "I'll show you later, after Jemmy's asleep."

	 

	"Anthony! Behave yourself." Aziraphale's soft smack to the hands Crowley had resting at his middle  only widened the demon's grin. He was relieved at the hint of laughter in his angel's voice, now.

	 

	"Told you before, angel" he pressed a kiss to Aziraphale's ear before releasing his husband as Jemmy toddled toward them at her usual speed -- breakneck. "I don't know how."

	 

	Crouching down to Jemmy's level, he scooped her up as she ran into his arms, an excited grin on her face. 

	 

	"Dude 'n' me bidded!" She swung her arms out toward the play area, her green eyes bright with pride and glee. "Sssee?"

	 

	He glanced toward where the two toddlers had been building together, and smiled at the weirdly misshapen thing he presumed passed for a building in the under-four set. "I see it. It's..."

	 

	"It's lovely, Jem," Aziraphale told her with a doting smile. "Are you ready for a snack, precious?"

	 

	At the word snack, Jemmy practically launched herself from Crowley's arms at Aziraphale, nodding as she rambled off requests. Crowley just shook his head and leaned up against the nearby pillar, watching his angel and their daughter collect snacks and join the small group of mothers and their children from the Whickber Street businesses. To most of the world, these humans would be the outcasts -- some unseen, some looked down on for who they were or what they did -- but if there was one thing millennia moving among humanity taught him, it was that the outcasts of any community often formed communities and bonds of their own, stronger than the societies from which they were excluded.

	 

	Even just a few years ago, he'd thought any hope of home or community was gone forever. Now, he couldn't even imagine a life that didn't involve Aziraphale, Jemmy, and this life they'd built in Soho. He'd do whatever he had to do, to make sure nothing had a chance of taking it away from him.

	 

	His attention went to Lailah. Why did Aziraphale let her in here without warning him there was another angel on the premises? And why did he have the strange sense he knew this angel? Not from before his Fall, either. He'd seen her sometime in the last century.

	 

	His gaze narrowed on her. If he found out she was behind any of the abuse Aziraphale suffered, or was at all part of the Metatron's followers, he'd burn her to the ground. He wouldn't think twice about it. She was physically too close to his family, and unless Aziraphale told him otherwise, that made her a threat. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty

	A Gift of Time

	 

	 

	Flat Above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- That Night

	 

	Crowley laughed quietly from the shadows at the edge of the sitting area as he watched the procession line of Jemima -- freshly bathed, wearing lavender pyjamas covered in little purple butterflies, clutching her favorite storybook to her chest, and dragging the tartan blanket Aziraphale gave her for Christmas and she refused to have story time without -- followed by Bikah and then Calamity, as his daughter headed for the settee where Aziraphale sat reading something that was no doubt far beyond the grasp of a two-year-old.

	 

	"Fafa, sss'orie dime." She heaved the thin book onto the settee beside the angel, then climbed awkwardly up after it, tugging her blanket along, as Aziraphale laid aside his own book with a tender smile, reaching to help her up. She picked up the book and held it up to show him. "Dis."

	 

	"Ah. Excellent choice," Aziraphale approved with an utterly serious expression, as if they were discussing the fate of all Creation. Crowley grinned to himself at the tremble of humor in his husband's voice, however. Humor completely lost on Jemmy as she crawled into his lap. The angel pulled the tartan blanket the rest of the way onto the settee and wrapped her up, letting her get comfortable in his lap before he began reading aloud to her -- some story about an elephant carrying around a speck of dust on a flower or something. Aziraphale didn't get far. He'd barely begun when her head sank against his chest and her thumb migrated into her mouth. He only got another few pages before Jemmy's eyes fluttered and closed, and she was out.

	 

	"Well, that didn't take long," Crowley noted in amusement as he crossed the sitting area to sink onto the settee beside his husband and daughter, careful not to jostle Jemmy.

	 

	"She had a busy day, today, the little darling." Aziraphale smoothed their daughter's wild strawberry-blonde curls with a tender smile, then pressed a gentle kiss to the center of her forehead. "Her first time meeting all the other children from the Whickber Street Playgroup. She's never had children her own age to play with, before, so I'm sure it was a little overwhelming. I do have to say, though, I think it was a roaring success."

	 

	Crowley tipped a curious brow at him and smirked. "Come to this conclusion before or after that jealous pout, angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale scowled back at him, though the angel's cerulean eyes remained soft with adoration. "It's hardly my fault. You're too... you, and they're still only young humans, themselves. Do you have to be so tempting, all the time?"

	 

	"Can't help what I am, angel." Crowley laughed quietly. There were about a hundred places he could go with Aziraphale's question -- each one more lascivious than the last -- but he would wait a bit, yet. Rising from his sprawl on the settee, he scooped Jemmy from his angel's lap, tucking the blanket back around her as it slipped and rubbing one hand soothingly over her back as she snuggled sleepily against him and conked out again. Then, with a wink for his husband, he headed for the stairs.

	 

	After tucking Jemmy into her crib and turning on her nightlight, he pulled the door around, leaving enough of an opening for Bikah to come and go as she pleased. From there, he made his way around the rail to his and Aziraphale's room. A few waves of his hand and a demonic miracle or two -- he got a real charge out of the fact he was using Hell's energy to create a romantic scene for Heaven's Supreme Archangel -- and he crossed his arms over his chest and surveyed what he'd accomplished with a surge of contentment.

	 

	He loved making a fuss over his angel, and Aziraphale loved having a fuss made over him. Tonight, even more than usual, it was all about the most beautiful angel Crowley had ever set eyes on.

	 

	Making his way back downstairs, he came to a stop at the edge of the sitting area, his heartrate kicking up as he watched his husband settle back from pouring them both glasses of wine. Aziraphale looked far more disheveled than he had when Crowley went upstairs. His bowtie was undone and hanging loose around his neck, now, and... sweet spirits of temptation... the top button of his shirt was actually popped as he fidgeted with his collar. His sleeves were unbuttoned and rolled up, too, and it looked like he'd been running his hands through his hair. If he didn't look so absolutely stressed, Crowley would have flat-out pounced on him. But Aziraphale looked more like he'd already traversed Dante's absurd nine rings of Hell in just the time Crowley had been gone putting Jemmy down and setting up his gift.

	 

	Concern slithering through him, Crowley crossed the space between them, sinking down beside his angel so he faced him, one leg curled up on the settee and his arm propped on the back, his head resting on a loose fist. "Out with it, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale huffed out a small laugh that was eerily free of humor as he held out one glass of wine to Crowley and then took a nervous drink from his own. "We certainly know each other very well, don't we?"

	 

	"Ought to, by now. Now, c'mon. Something's bothering you." He lifted his head from his hand to waggle his fingers at his husband. "Delectable as you look, right now, this is your 'something's wrong' face. This about that angel from earlier?"

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him, looking confused. "Lailah? Of course not. She's not a danger. She's..." An understanding light entered the angel's eyes. "That's right. You don't know the story."

	 

	"What story?" Crowley's gaze narrowed on his husband, but he didn't voice his fear. If Lailah was some old, angelic lover of Aziraphale's...

	 

	"She showed up on the doorstep of the shop, the first time, back in 1915 -- right after you convinced me to come home from the Front. I knew she was here to spy on me. How could she not be?" The angel shook his head with a chuckle. "I'd just blown up my halo on a battlefield, less than six months before. Still..." He smiled at Crowley. "I was glad they sent Lailah. I already knew she wasn't like the others."

	 

	Crowley hissed out a resigned breath. For as brilliant as he was, Aziraphale could be entirely too trusting for his own good. "How is she different, exactly?"

	 

	"I told you. She was the cherub from the wild animals committee Gabriel handed off his duties for the human creation committee to. She ended up developing quite the presentation on conception and pregnancy. Just couldn't quite figure out that childbirth bit. It's so different for most animals, you see, and--"

	 

	"Angel..." Crowley bit back a besotted chuckle at Aziraphale's rambling. They were getting off-subject, but his angel was too adorable to be annoyed at. Still, he needed to get them back around to the point, here. "So, she showed up here. I assume you sent her packing."

	 

	"Oh, no!" Aziraphale shook his head. "I couldn't have her going back feeling bad about her disguise. I invited her in."

	 

	"You wot?" He sighed, remembering when Muriel first showed up in that ridiculous constabulary outfit. "Why am I even surprised? Of course you did. I take it you offered her more than a cup of tea, though."

	 

	"I helped her set up a little record counter in the back of the shop, here, and let her stay in what's Jem's room, now. I treated her like I would have a human, never letting on I knew who she was."

	 

	His angel let out a proud little giggle at his own brilliance, and Crowley couldn't help the smile tugging at his lips. "So she's been around the area since 1915?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, his humor falling away and his cerulean eyes going soft as he reached one hand out to stroke Crowley's cheek. "I think she saw us dancing, in 1941. I couldn't find a single report on me made after 1940, while I was in Heaven. Saraqael can't find any, either. But I know Lailah moved on. She married a nice young man from the butcher shop on the next street over, and we moved the record shop out of the back of the bookshop, and--"

	 

	"Hold on." Crowley lifted one eyebrow in shock as what Aziraphale was actually saying registered. "Are you saying that Maggie is the great-granddaughter of an angel?"

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged. "Since Lailah and Henry adopted a baby boy they named Henry Junior in 1946, you could say that."

	 

	Crowley let out a relieved breath. "So Maggie is human, then."

	 

	"As far as I know, yes." Aziraphale cupped a hand against Crowley's cheek. "I'm not so certain about Jude, though. Time will tell, I suppose."

	 

	He didn't even want to think about that, right now. Crowley covered the hand against his face with his own, watching his angel closely. "So, if it's not about that angel, then what's got that look on your face?"

	 

	A vague smile flickered across the angel's face and died as Aziraphale took a drink. "Mayfair."

	 

	Crowley sighed, taking a sip of his own wine before transferring the wine glass to his left hand. Should've guessed that one. "What do you want to know?"

	 

	"Crowley." Aziraphale's tone and expression were both tense. "You were practically going out of your skull when you woke up this morning. You barely managed a good morning to either Jem or myself before you were out the door, looking like... well, pardon the phrase, but like all Hell was after you. You've been acting like nothing's wrong since you got back, but you forget, I know you every bit as well as you know me. You're upset about something."

	 

	"Right." Crowley rubbed his free hand over his face, trying to decide where to start. He should have known better than to try protecting Aziraphale from what he found. They both knew the angel was more than capable of protecting himself, and probably everyone else, if need be. "I was serious, you know. There's nothing we need to worry about, over in Mayfair. Hell must be more understaffed than we thought, because their representative to this part of Earth is Eric. Of all the insulting replacements..."

	 

	"Do you suppose they might have sent him because, after the battle, they decided this area was a lost cause?"

	 

	"Possibly. Could explain why they chose a demon with a track record of getting discorporated to work an area of the planet practically on the doorstep of Heaven's Supreme Archangel. 'Course, it's always possible that without their connections in Heaven, anymore, Hell no longer has a bloody fucking clue who the Supreme Archangel is. But both of those assume someone in Hell's actually bothered thinking. Most likely, Eric's here as a big 'fuck you' from someone Downstairs."

	 

	"If this Eric is such a useless demon, why were you so worked up, this morning?"

	 

	Crowley tipped his head back, releasing a long breath. "I had a bloody nightmare, angel. In it, this shop was in flames from hellfire, and all I could hear were you and Jemmy screaming. I..." He closed his eyes, fighting the memory of that nightmare. Tonight wasn't supposed to be about fear. Still, he couldn't deny Aziraphale the truth, either. "Angel, the last time I ignored a nightmare, I almost lost you forever. I can't... I couldn't take the chance. I can't ever take that chance."

	 

	The feel of his husband's warm hand against his face pulled Crowley from the horror in his mind, and he reached up to cover the angel's hand with his own, turning his head to press his lips to the center of Aziraphale's palm, even as the angel murmured, "You could never lose me forever, love. Even when I left, before, I was always coming back."

	 

	"Yeah." Crowley pressed another kiss to the soft palm against his face, then intertwined their fingers as he lowered their hands from his face. He couldn't let go. Not yet. Not ever. "Didn't know that at the time you did it, though. Kind of sticks in the memory."

	 

	"And you're certain there's nothing we need to worry about?" Worry still clung to the angel's cerulean gaze.

	 

	"Not in Mayfair, but..." He sighed. He didn't want to deal with this tonight, of all nights, but here they were, and it couldn't be avoided. Jemmy's safety was at stake. "There's something else we need to discuss, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale tensed. "I'm listening."

	 

	"Eric might not be a threat, far as I know, but Shax already got far too close, once." He fought the urge to shudder at the memory and took a fortifying drink of his wine. Had he really ever thought Shax was innocuous? Yeah, he had, right up until he realized how close she could get to his angel -- to his entire family -- without him knowing it.

	 

	"I know, love." The gentle, calming tone of Aziraphale's voice pulled him back from spiraling into places he didn't want to go. "I've been thinking about it for a while, now. How to protect Jem."

	 

	"More important, we have to make sure she never pulls any energy from Hell." Crowley didn't even want to think about the bloody mess that would cause. They'd have demons crawling out of the woodwork if Jemmy ever tapped any of Hell's energy. "Much as I hate to admit it, she's safer learning how to pull strictly from Heaven. At least we know you're in charge up there, and everyone Upstairs is under strict orders to leave her alone."

	 

	"Agreed. I think we should also teach her how to tell if she's being approached by a demon -- not that we should let her out of our sight until she's old enough to protect herself -- and how to get help if she is. We also need to teach her that if we tell her we need to leave somewhere quickly, she's not to question our instructions until she's told everything's safe, again." Aziraphale sank back in his seat with a small sigh, then, taking a drink of his wine, let his eyes fall closed as he murmured, "I was worried things were so much worse than they are. We can manage this. We averted the end of the world, twice, after all."

	 

	Crowley hummed in agreement, reaching across his husband to snag the wine bottle on the reading stand beside the settee. They'd both worried enough for the day. Today wasn't supposed to be about worrying. With a wicked smirk as he recalled what happened at the playgroup, he topped off their glasses and his voice dropped to a seductive murmur. "You know, angel... I still owe you a demonstration."

	 

	Aziraphale flushed, took a gulp of his wine, then looked up at Crowley through his lashes with a shy little smile that, as far as the demon was concerned, was capable of toppling empires. "Is that why you're trying to get me tipsy?"

	 

	Crowley just laughed, taking the angel's wine glass from him and setting both glasses next to the bottle, before slithering his body over his beautiful angel's and down, until he knelt between his husband's splayed thighs. A wicked grin slid over his face as he traced long fingers up the insides of thick, sensitive thighs encased in soft cotton, his serpentine gaze fixed on his angel's face. As far as Crowley was concerned, there was no sight in any world more beautiful than his angel giving in to desire.

	 

	Crowley's heart slammed against the inside of his ribs as his fingers reached their destination, and his ears filled with the small, gasping moans of his name in Aziraphale's shaky-with-need voice even as the angel's hips flexed toward his touch. Looking up along the flexing, quivering dips and rolls of his husband's body, Crowley could think of no place more sacred than where he knelt. Every moment in his angel's grace, his angel's loving aura, was life-giving, holy in a way no damned creature deserved. And yet, this beautiful angel gifted himself to an outcast neither Heaven nor Hell would accept.

	 

	But Aziraphale did. Aziraphale loved him, even at his most damned and abandoned.

	 

	With a groan of need that transcended want or lust or even love, Crowley surged up over his angel, crushing soft, trembling lips beneath his own as he devoured the whimpered words of love and want and need -- the broken whisper of his own name -- from his angel's mouth. The subtle ticking of the clock, the grinding of its gears, faded away as time ground to a halt around them, allowing Crowley space beyond time's limitations to worship the only being who never cast him away.

	 

	"I adore you without measure," he rasped as he finally disengaged his mouth from Aziraphale's, tracing nipping kisses along the soft line of his angel's jaw. "Don't ever be jealous, angel. I'd choose you, over and over, no matter what was offered or how many lifetimes we lived. I live and breathe for you, and only you."

	 

	"A-Anthony..." Aziraphale's thick, capable fingers stroked his face and neck, and then down his body, slipping up under the demon's shirt. Crowley hissed in pleasure so deep he wasn't sure he could endure it, as those warm hands explored his bare skin. "I... I l-love you, too. P-please..."

	 

	Restraint snapped, evaporating on the heated air around them. Crowley surged to his feet, pulling Aziraphale along with him. He nuzzled his face into the angel's neck, nipping at the exposed flesh normally covered by the high collar and bowtie. Wrapping his arms securely around his angel, he snapped his fingers, moving them instantly from the sitting area upstairs to their bedroom, already working at the buttons of Aziraphale's waistcoat.

	 

	"Anthony," the angel whispered, busy pressing heated kisses all over Crowley's face and neck, "time... You need to..."

	 

	"Not tonight." Crowley released the last button of the waistcoat, peeled it off his husband's body and sank back to his knees, already working the closure of the angel's trousers as he murmured, "The world can lose one night. It's my gift to you. Happy anniversary, angel." 

	 

	He watched his husband's face, the love melting through his expression , the wonder in those cerulean eyes -- damp with tears -- as Aziraphale took in the full extent of Crowley's gift. Soft lamplight, the bedcovers turned down and strewn with flower petals that perfumed the air with the scents of red roses, daffodils, and daisies. And the quiet, instrumental melody of their song swirling around them.

	 

	His husband's quiet gasp of surprise drew a small chuckle from the demon as he finished undoing his angel's trousers and peeled away the last of Aziraphale's clothing, before pressing a nuzzling kiss to the soft slope of bare stomach revealed, his hand stroking the hard length of his angel's cock. Crowley loved these moments, when his angel let himself be completely naked and vulnerable. The demon knew how uncertain his angel was of his own corporation or its appeal. Those bastards Crowley destroyed in Heaven made Aziraphale ashamed of this beautiful body Crowley found endless reasons to love.

	 

	"You're gorgeous," he whispered, looking up at his angel while pressing tender kisses over the angel's belly, letting himself enjoy every luscious inch of the flesh he adored as he watched his husband's eyes flutter closed, saw the catch of Aziraphale's lower lip between his teeth as the angel tried to hold in his whimpers of delight. "I love you, angel."

	 

	Crowley lowered his head and slowly drew his tongue along the stiff flesh that flinched in his lazily stroking hand. He pressed a small kiss to the end of his husband's cock, then sat back on his heels with a gentle smile of reproach. "You thought I forgot what today was, didn't you?"

	 

	Aziraphale's eyes opened, and his gaze focused on the demon, letting Crowley read the truth in pleasure-hazed cerulean eyes. He was right. His angel thought he forgot.

	 

	It stung just a bit to think his angel would ever think he could be so cavalier about the most important date in all of his existence. Yet, he knew Aziraphale didn't doubt his feelings -- just his attention span. If he was honest with himself, that doubt wasn't without cause. When it came to most events, Crowley didn't pay enough attention to remember them. It was a failing he was working on, but to which his angel had a long history of exposure. Still, knowing Aziraphale thought he forgot shone a whole new light on the angel's jealousy, earlier. Fortunately, Crowley could still fix this.

	 

	"For as long as I exist," Crowley murmured, holding his husband's gaze with his own as he stroked his fingers along the sensitive underside of the angel's cock, "I will never forget the day, hour, and minute you promised to always be mine, angel."

	 

	He leaned forward and wrapped his lips around the turgid flesh in his hands, his nimble tongue stroking all around the thick, hard flesh as he slid his mouth further down on it, until he opened his throat, pulsing the muscles there around the sensitive head and shaft. He grasped the outside of thick thighs, loving the pillowy feel beneath his fingers and the familiar, arousing scent and flavor of his angel's skin. He felt the small, unintentionally painful tug of the angel's hands in his hair and heard more of those delightful, whimpering attempts Aziraphale made to stifle his pleasured cries. 

	 

	Redoubling his efforts to completely ruin this angel he adored, Crowley slid his hands up and around, to grasp the luscious mounds of Aziraphale's arse, his own dick twitching with the need to come at the feel of the bountiful arse in his hands. He hissed in painful pleasure, aware it vibrated along the hard flesh in his mouth and throat by the whimpered gasp of his name from the angel. 

	 

	Desperate, only holding on by a thread, Crowley applied suction to the angel's cock as he slowly released it from his throat and mouth, even as he miracled his own clothing away with an impatient motion. He was too turned on to survive letting his husband remove his clothing, tonight.

	 

	Trailing his mouth over every delectable dip and roll of flesh along his path, Crowley kissed his way up his husband's body as he returned to standing. Gaining his feet, he nuzzled his way into the crook of the angel's neck, pressing loving kisses there as he wrapped the warm, naked body pressed against his up in his arms and slowly danced them toward the bed, humming along to their song as he nuzzled more kisses against the angel's neck and ear.

	 

	Trembling hands combed through his hair and angelic lips pressed to his ear and the side of his face, whispering his name like a prayer. Crowley soaked it all in, his own body hovering on a knife's edge between control and utter ruin. At the side of the bed, Crowley eased them both down to the mattress, pressing his body along the length of his husband's as lips and tongues danced in a deep, heated kiss. Then, still pressing kisses over the angel's face, the demon managed a husky, "Tell me what you want, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale's eyes blinked open, the blue of them shining with enough need, it almost shattered Crowley's control on the spot. The angel licked his kiss-swollen lips with the tip of his tongue, before a soft, shaky smile pulled up the edges of his mouth and he whispered, "Just you, love."

	 

	Dropping his head, Crowley sealed his mouth over Aziraphale's in a series of carnal kisses, consuming the moans and whimpers from soft angelic lips like the starved creature he was, losing himself in the pure, overwhelming love pouring from the angel in his arms. With tender hands, he readied them both and sank his hard shaft deep into the welcoming heat of his husband's body, his entire being trembling with the force of the emotions that always gripped him in the moment of their joining. 

	 

	Breaking their kiss with a shaky oath, he divided his attentions between his angel's tempting mouth and the silky skin of his shoulder and neck. As they moved together, chasing the bliss only they could bring each other, Crowley sought Aziraphale's hands, twining their fingers together as he slid the angel's hands up the bed until they met above his blond head. Crowley pressed his hands, palms down, into his angel's, holding with gentle strength to the hands he'd always held, deep in the ineffable place where dreams lived. This angel, of everything he'd ever dared in his damned state, had always been his most fervent dream.   

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-One

	 Milestones & Memories

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Six Months Later 

	 

	Crowley drifted somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, in that twilight space where he still remembered the song of the stars as something beyond his daughter's laughter. He let out a quiet, contented sigh, feeling the warm weight of the toddler against his chest and stomach where she was sprawled out asleep in his lap -- he resisted the urge to chuckle at just how much like him she could be -- and Aziraphale's gentle voice murmuring over them, reading Jemmy the same story she begged for every night for the past three months, even though they'd never got more than halfway through it, so far. 

	 

	"I think she's out, angel," he murmured, giving Aziraphale's hand a light squeeze where their fingers were twined together against the snakelet's back.

	 

	His husband's laughter was a rueful flutter of sound. "Should I be offended I always bore her to sleep?"

	 

	"Soothe, angel," Crowley corrected quietly, enjoying the steady thrum of Aziraphale's heart beneath his ear. "Your voice soothes the hellfire in her. Just like it does for me."

	 

	He felt the gentle brush of Aziraphale's lips against his temple, and opened his eyes to gaze up into blue eyes that only became more beloved, the longer they were together. Had he imagined this life as possible, standing there on the wall of Eden, that day so many millennia ago? No, he couldn't say he had, because he already knew if he had, he would have wrapped himself around his angel that day and never let go. 

	 

	"I love you, angel," he murmured, now, the words clogging his throat as they always did, so laden with emotion he could barely speak them. So holy to him, it seemed like the most blasphemous of sins to let the air touch them.

	 

	"I love you, too, my darling." The returned words always sang like the entire host of starlight ringing in his ears, taking him back to the moments in the Before, when he hadn't even realized he was in the presence of his eternity. What a daft little prat he'd been, as an angel, to look out at the stars and nebulae and call them gorgeous -- not even realizing that the most beautiful part of all Creation stood beside him, close enough to touch.

	 

	He didn't need the stars, as long as he had Aziraphale and their daughter. The most beautiful being in Creation, who joined a piece of his soul with Crowley's soot-stained, unworthy soul to create a small being of utter perfection. Who could ask for more -- who would dare to even think more could exist -- than this?

	 

	Another quiet sigh shivered through him as he unwound his fingers from his angel's. "I suppose I should put her to bed. She's got a big day, tomorrow."

	 

	Aziraphale hummed. "About that. All the children from the playgroup will be here. I was thinking..."

	 

	Crowley's eyes widened, and he shot his angel a reproachful look. They'd already been over this. "Absolutely not."

	 

	"Now, Crowley, I think you're being unreasonable."

	 

	Carefully swinging his feet to the floor, the demon eased himself upright while keeping hold of and not jostling their sleeping daughter in the process. He shot his husband a baleful look and shook his head. "Let me put her to bed. Then we'll discuss why you, Fell the Marvelous, are not pulling your magic act out of mothballs. As adorably flustered as you always get when the whole act goes pear-shaped, there's a reason we agreed to retire the act."

	 

	"Really. I don't think there are any Legions of Hell coming to take you away, Anthony. Like I'd let them if they tried."

	 

	"Cute. But not the reason."

	 

	"Then what?"

	 

	"Two words, angel. Bullet. Catch." He stared the angel down. "That act about discorporated us both. You with that bloody shot, and me from sheer terror. Thanks, but no thanks."

	 

	"Wasn't actually planning on doing that one," Aziraphale huffed, but carefully marked the page where he'd stopped reading -- why, Crowley had no idea, because Jemmy would just beg him to start it over next time, and Aziraphale always caved -- and laid the storybook aside. 

	 

	"You gave Harry away after the disaster at Warlock's eleventh birthday." He glanced toward where the cats lay curled up in a furry pile and smirked. "And I doubt Bikah or Calamity'd be willing to take his place. The answer is 'no,' angel."

	 

	Aziraphale's eyes narrowed and his lips pursed as he shot Crowley a pouty glare that nearly dropped the demon where he stood. "You're no fun."

	 

	The familiar complaint, repeated over the years whenever Aziraphale was in a snit about something, caught a bubble of laughter in Crowley's chest. He smirked over his shoulder at his angel as he headed for the stairs. "We'll see about that."

	 

	Crowley continued for the stairs without looking back again, aware the angel was still pouting at him. He felt his angel's gaze on him the whole way to the back of the shop and knew the exact moment when Aziraphale stopped being irritated and was instead watching them with open adoration. Over the years, he'd become familiar with the changes in the air, based on his husband's mood. His angel rarely stayed upset at him or their daughter for longer than a moment or two unless they did something to put themselves in danger.

	 

	Aziraphale had been angry at him for an entire week the first -- and only -- time he made the admittedly bad decision to take the London streets at high speeds with their daughter in her car seat in the back of the Bentley when she was just a few months old. In his defense, he'd been frazzled. He'd heard Nina say Aziraphale was at A&E, and he'd about lost his mind worrying until he arrived, Jemmy in tow, to discover what Nina'd been trying to tell him was that Aziraphale had gone with Maggie to take poor Justine, who'd cut herself rather badly on a broken glass, to get stitched up. Crowley'd felt a right idiot afterward, having not stopped to think that of course an Archangel wouldn't need to go to A&E for himself. But at the time...

	 

	Now, glancing back down over the upstairs rail, to where Aziraphale sat watching him with a warm, loving smile, Crowley regretted nothing. For Aziraphale and Jemima, he'd face down all of existence, if he had to. Without them, there was no existence. Not for the likes of him.

	 

	Humming under his breath, a familiar song about angels and nightingales, he finished the trip to his daughter's room, tucking her gently into her small bed, then smothering a chuckle when she sleepily wrapped one small arm around her favorite plush animal -- a pastel purple dragon with sparkly lamé wings -- and immediately sprawled out like a landed starfish. Leaning over her, he brushed a kiss to her soft strawberry-blonde curls and whispered, "Sweet dreams, poppet."

	 

	Flipping on the switch that turned on the nightlight, casting a wash of star shapes across the ceiling of the room, he pulled the door around until it open just enough to let Bikah and Calamity come and go as they pleased, and headed back downstairs to face down Heaven's Supreme Archangel over why a three-year-old might find it traumatizing to have her fafa make a fool -- albeit an adorable one -- out of himself at her birthday party.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	His Unwavering Heart

	 

	 

	Flat above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Nearly One Year Later

	 

	Crowley surfaced from sleep with a protesting groan as the insistent knock echoing from downstairs had his angel trying to shift out of the bed without disturbing him. Aziraphale never quite got the hang of sleeping, and it didn't take much of a sound to wake him, even after Crowley spent most of the night wearing him out.

	 

	"'S too late. 'M 'wake," he mumbled, wrapping himself more securely around his angel and burrowing his face into white-blond curls that always smelled of bergamot and old books. With a small, amorous sigh, he traced a series of soft, sleepy kisses down his husband's spine, paying extra attention to the sensitive region right between the root bones of Aziraphale's wings. It took him less than a day after they were reunited to discover how sensitive that area was for his angel. He'd very quickly learned, their first night together, just how much of an erogenous zone it was. He put that knowledge to good use, now, as he snuggled closer to his husband, running his clever tongue and little, nipping kisses over that spot, feeling Aziraphale shiver and squirm and hearing the sounds the angel tried to muffle. Crowley swirled his tongue over the pulsating flesh and mumbled, "Who'ver it is c'n bloody g'way 'til a f'ckin' n'rm'l hour, 'ngel. W're busy."

	 

	"I... I really s-should... ah.. A-Anthony, don't... see w-what that's... oh, that feels..." Aziraphale protested weakly, trying to extricate himself. Crowley grinned against his angel's skin, shifting to press closer to the soft, warm skin he loved so much, his hand slipping down over the rolls and valleys of succulent flesh, his mouth already watering for the most intimate taste of all. Point to him -- it wasn't easy to untangle oneself from a snake when he was determined to keep hold. And right now, Crowley was absolutely determined to keep his love right there in bed, shivering erotically beneath his touch and trying so desperately to not give in. He loved it when Aziraphale tried to hold back his own pleasure. That denial allowed Crowley to play dirty. After all, he reasoned with a grin, he was a demon -- playing dirty was what he did best. And they both got what they really wanted in the end. Nipping the soft flesh of Aziraphale's shoulder, he whispered his intentions against the angel's ear, even as his hand found its destination. A familiar gasping groan filled the room, before the angel gave in with a full-body shiver, melting into his touch with a whimpered, "Anthony, please..."

	 

	That sound was his weakness. Shuddering with a need he could no longer contain, his slid his body down thick, sexy flesh he would take his time tasting later, headed toward his own Promised Land. Yeah, whoever the Heaven was out there could bloody well--

	 

	"Mr. Fell? Your Grace, I'm here on urgent business! Where are you?" The voice, from downstairs, froze them both in place for a moment before Crowley flopped back onto his side of the bed with a disbelieving groan.

	 

	"Shit. Did an angel just pick the lock on our door?"

	 

	Aziraphale's answering laugh was breathless and disappointed. "I don't imagine Muriel had the time or inclination to acquire such a skill while on Earth. I believe they still have a key, and, as Envoy, they're allowed past the wards."

	 

	Crowley smirked to himself as he danced the fingers of one hand down his husband's spine, watching avidly as the angel shivered with raw lust. "Better go see what they want, angel, before they wake up Jemmy."

	 

	"Mmhmm." Aziraphale sighed, sounding none-too-happy to be leaving the bed, this time, as he rose and dressed. Pausing at the door with one long, ravenous look back at Crowley, he practically moaned a ragged, "I love you."

	 

	As the door closed behind his husband, Crowley closed his eyes and laughed quietly to himself. After that look, he imagined poor Muriel was going to get a stern lecture on appropriate work hours. He couldn't bring himself to feel bad about it. After all, the Envoy deprived him of an absolutely spectacular shagging, and if that wasn't a sin, it really ought to be.

	 

	Snuggling back down into the nest of bedding, he burrowed his face against Aziraphale's pillow and breathed in the scent still clinging to the material as he drifted back to sleep, his husband's final, hungry look hanging in his mind. Right before sleep claimed him, he smiled, already knowing he was going to dream of getting well and truly fucked through the mattress.

	 

	Too bad it would only be a dream, this time.

	 

	******

	 

	The next time Crowley awoke, it was to the sound of distant, familiar giggling from downstairs. A smile tugged across his face. The starling was most certainly up, and probably up to mischief, knowing her. With a small laugh, he stretched, then rose from the bed and miracled on his clothes, as per usual whenever Aziraphale wasn't around to watch. He rather liked the idea that every frivolous miracle he did siphoned off just a little more of Hell's energy stores -- meaning one less thing to hurt humans they could do.

	 

	That thought kept a smile on his face as he descended the spiral, wrought-iron staircase to the main floor of the bookshop, already on the lookout for a streak of strawberry-blonde and lavender pelting around the place chasing after the bookshop's two cats.

	 

	"Woah, poppet!" He snagged the almost-four-year-old around the waist, lifting her -- giggling -- off her feet as she careened past him in pursuit of a black-and-white streak that could honestly have been either cat, but was most likely Calamity. Those two loved to chase each other around. "Slow down, yeah? You'll end up buried under fafa's books, otherwise."

	 

	She nodded, laughing as he tickled her. Once set back on her feet, she turned and threw her little arms around his neck before he could straighten back up, hugging him tight with a chirped, "G'morring, lee-lee!"

	 

	He pecked a kiss to her forehead. "Mornin', poppet. Where's fafa?"

	 

	She released her hold on his neck, pointing toward the sitting area. "He gots work. Mureel's here."

	 

	Crowley frowned. That didn't sound good. "Still? Huh. Okay, poppet. Be careful, yeah?"

	 

	"Okay, lee-lee." No sooner were the words out of her mouth than Jemmy was off like a shot. Crowley chuckled, shaking his head. Fortunately, they'd made sure the shelves were reinforced when she started crawling, so there was little chance of her actually getting injured, because the snakelet had what seemed like an inexhaustible store of energy, most days. No wonder she slept like the dead, at night.

	 

	With another shake of his head, he followed the sound of his husband's voice, only to stop dead in his tracks as he heard words that clenched like a cold knot in his stomach.

	 

	"Tell Saraqael they're right. This absolutely can't wait. I'll be along later today. At this rate, it'll likely take at least the rest of the week to figure out."

	 

	Aziraphale was leaving, again. For... a whole week?

	 

	Trying to contain the painful shudder already working through him, Crowley forced his expression indifferent and strolled into the sitting area as if nothing whatsoever was wrong in his world. "Morning, Muriel. Getting an early start to the burgling today, I see?"

	 

	"Umm..." Muriel was no longer the naïve little Scrivener who'd come barreling into their lives as the ill-named 'Inspector Constable' anymore. They looked between Aziraphale and Crowley as if they knew this was a conversation they shouldn't be a part of and that they shouldn't answer the loaded question Crowley just lobbed their way. "Right. Yes. Good to see you, Mr. Crowley. I'll... I'll just see myself out, shall I? I'll let Archangel Saraqael know to expect you, then, Mr. Fell?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded with an apologetic smile. "Quite right. Have a good day, Muriel."

	 

	Crowley didn't bother waiting for the Envoy to fully excuse themselves before he perched himself on the arm of his husband's chair and leaned in to plant a long, sensuous kiss on his angel, taking his time. When they finally broke apart, Aziraphale looked up at him with a lifted eyebrow and a small shake of his head. "Must you always do that?"

	 

	"Wot? Kiss you? Absolutely. Live for it."

	 

	"I meant act all territorial like that. Really, Anthony. You act like every angel that comes through that door has designs upon my corporation." 

	 

	He shrugged, then waggled his eyebrows with a grin, trying to forget what he just heard. "Not an act. I'm definitely territorial about you. And why would I care what that lot think? I have designs upon your corporation, and Muriel interrupted those designs."

	 

	"Anthony." The soft tone of Aziraphale's voice, and the gentleness of his angel's expression, told him his attempt to pretend everything was okay failed miserably. "You heard, didn't you?"

	 

	He managed a small grunt of affirmation, glancing away, before his gaze came back to his angel. "A whole week? Really, angel?"

	 

	"Maybe. I won't know for certain until I get there. I know it won't be easy for you, love--"

	 

	"Forget me, angel. What about our daughter? She still doesn't know who Muriel is, or what you do for work besides run this shop, or where you go when you disappear all day. She doesn't understand why it hurts when you're gone. Not really." He pushed up from where he sat to pace the room. "She's old enough now, it's gonna matter more, Aziraphale."

	 

	The angel winced. "I know. That's why I'm not leaving until this evening. I think we need to tell her together. Crowley, I'm..."

	 

	"No time like the present," Crowley muttered. He was too angry to hear any apologies, right now. He couldn't even say he was angry at Aziraphale. They both knew sooner or later something was going to require the Archangel to make a trip back Upstairs for longer than a few hours. They'd been lucky too long. Nah, he was angrier at... Fuck, he bloody didn't even know who or what he was angry at, anymore. Silently counting backward from ten in a move he hadn't had to use in several years, now, he willed his anger under control, and called out, "Oi! Poppet!"

	 

	He listened for the thunder of little feet racing around, and worry drained away the last of his anger when all he heard was the ticking of the clock beside him and the distant mew of one of the cats. He glanced toward Aziraphale to find the angel already halfway out of his seat, his face etched with concern.

	 

	Then, muffled but very close, Crowley heard a sniffling sound that cracked his heart wide, even as his husband murmured a distressed, "Oh, dear. Jem."

	 

	Moving quickly toward the back of the shop, Crowley rounded the bookshelf at the edge of the sitting area and stopped. There, seated a few steps up on the stairs, her knees drawn up so her heels rested on the edge of the same step, her arms folded around her knees and her face buried there, was Jemmy. Her muffled little sniffles nearly discorporated Crowley where he stood. Jemmy almost never cried.

	 

	A sound to his right drew his attention briefly to a distressed Aziraphale as the angel moved past him to sit next to Jemima on the stairs, one hand rubbing her small back soothingly. "Why are you crying, sweetheart?"

	 

	Jemmy's head lifted, her little face wet with tears and the green eyes she turned on the angel full of confusion and hurt. "Don' you lub us no more, fafa?"

	 

	Azirphale lifted a startled, stricken gaze to Crowley, before returning his attention to their daughter. "Why would you ever think I don't, precious? I love you both very much."

	 

	She pouted at him, her brows drawing together angrily. "You saided you leabing!"

	 

	"Hey, poppet." Crowley moved to crouch at the base of the stairs in front of her, reaching out to grasp one of her sock-clad feet and give it a little shake, drawing her attention, then held out his arms. "C'mere."

	 

	She dropped her feet to the step down from where she sat and reached out to him, letting him scoop her into his embrace and hug her, burrowing her face against his neck. With her little body still secure in his arms, Crowley turned to take her place on the steps, sitting one step lower and angling his body so he could rest his head and back against Aziraphale's knee and leg with Jemmy situated across his lap. Pressing a kiss to her damp cheek, he murmured, "Yeah, fafa has to leave, but he's coming back, yeah? I know you heard a bunch of big people talk you don't really understand..."

	 

	"He saided he leabin' later, lee-lee," she mumbled, burrowing further into his embrace. Her tone sounded so accusatory he would have smiled if not for how distressed his angel was by it.

	 

	"Only for a week, sweetheart," Aziraphale offered anxiously, reaching to stroke her head where it rested on Crowley's shoulder. He sighed then. "I have to go away for work, precious."

	 

	Her head shifted against the demon's shoulder and she peeked up at Crowley, looking for confirmation. He nodded, giving her a gentle squeeze.

	 

	She frowned, clearly still not convinced, but warming to the explanation. "You saided..." she stopped for a moment, and turned her head to look up at Aziraphale, her eyes lit with wary curiosity, now. "What work you does, fafa?"

	 

	Crowley fought his own sigh even as he heard Aziraphale's. Neither one of them was relieved by this turn of questioning. Then the angel murmured, "We should probably move this back to the sitting area, so I can show her properly, love."

	 

	Crowley nodded. He didn't like the idea of them having to reveal all this to their little girl while she was upset and suspicious. She might not react as well as either of them hoped. Arms wrapped around Jemmy's small body to support her weight, he pushed up from the steps. He smiled when Jemmy practically wrapped herself around him, refusing to be set on her feet, like a little boa constrictor looking for safety, and murmured, "I got you, poppet. Promise."

	 

	He waited for Aziraphale to lead the way back into the sitting area. They needed to stay as a family for this, or risk Jemmy having another emotional meltdown.

	 

	Back in the sitting area, Crowley settled Jemmy beside himself on the settee, keeping her hugged to his side as he nodded to his angel. Aziraphale knelt in front of their daughter, touching a hand gently to her face.

	 

	"Jem, sweetheart, you're a very special little girl. You're not like other children. You were born in Heaven, in a special place called the Starlight Chamber. You see, a part of my heart and a part of lee-lee's heart came together with the starlight, to make you."

	 

	She looked between them, her green eyes full of confusion. "Heaben? I'm... a angel?"

	 

	"Half, yes."

	 

	Her gaze turned wary, her continued confusion making it clear she wasn't sure what was wrong with Aziraphale's statement, but she knew something didn't add up. The angel smiled, rising to his feet and taking a couple steps back, before carefully unfurling his wings, light shining around him as his eyes took on that bright, periwinkle hue he only displayed as Supreme Archangel.

	 

	Crowley heard Jemmy's gasp beside him and looked down to see her eyes wide in amazement, her expression awed. After a second, she clutched Crowley's shirt and stage-whispered, "Lee-lee! Fafa a angel!"

	 

	Crowley chuckled, glad she was taking this all better than he and Aziraphale expected. Honestly, though, this wasn't the part he dreaded. Any kid would be thrilled to know their parent was an angel. "I know, poppet."

	 

	She tilted her head to look up at him, a curious expression on her face. After a moment, she reached up, her small fingers tracing beside his eyes, then the brand on his jaw, before touching her own birthmark, and he watched that cleverness she got from Aziraphale kick in, and her eyes widened. "Is you a snake, lee-lee?"

	 

	"Sorta." He leaned into her touch a little as her fingers skated over his brand again. Best to just get it over with. He steeled himself to lose this precious little piece of his heart and explained, "I'm a demon, Jemmy."

	 

	She gasped, her green eyes going wide, and he waited for the inevitable recoil he was used to, telling himself he could deal with the hurt of his own offspring being afraid. Only, she didn't, and she wasn't. Instead of withdrawing in fear, her eyes lit as if she was finally understanding something he couldn't even fathom the question behind, and an expression very like the one she'd just gifted Aziraphale slid over her face as she managed a far more hushed, "Is... Is I a demon, too?"

	 

	He forced a smile, sick dread still rolling inside him. No way was she going to accept this. "Half, poppet."

	 

	There was a long moment of silence, during which he watched starlight flicker and flash in her eyes but had no idea what she was thinking. He couldn't breathe or look away from his daughter, even when he felt the gentle, steadying touch of his angel's hand against his face, then his shoulder. He reached up blindly, clinging onto Aziraphale's love and strength to help keep him steady.

	 

	Finally, just when he was sure Hell couldn't have devised a better torture, Jemima giggled -- a sound that was the pure little angel bit of her -- and burrowed against his side, her little arms trying to hug him tight around the middle. He drew a shuddering breath, not sure he dared to hope, until she looked up at him with those sparkling green eyes, resting her chin against his chest as, in an awed, happy voice, she whispered, "I'm just like you, lee-lee!"

	 

	Crowley was forced to turn his head away, fighting the tears burning in his eyes as relief and a joy he thought couldn't get more overwhelming than the day he first held her surged through him. He felt the understanding brush of his angel's hand against his cheek and looked up into the gentle smile and loving cerulean eyes that always settled him.

	 

	"You have to be careful not to tell anyone your lee-lee and I don't tell you it's safe to talk to about it," Aziraphale admonished Jemmy, turning his gaze her way. "It's not safe for you to tell anyone else."

	 

	She nodded gravely. Then, her expression still serious, she asked, "Is dis why you hab to go, fafa?"

	 

	"Yes, precious." Aziraphale settled himself on Jemmy's other side on the settee. "You see, I run Heaven for God. I do most of my work from here, so I can be with you and lee-lee, because I love you both so much it hurts to have to be away. But sometimes, I have to go to Heaven to take care of important things."

	 

	Jemmy brightened. "Can we go wif you? Den you won' hurt."

	 

	Crowley coughed to cover a wry laugh. What was it with this family and trying to drag his arse up to Heaven? "Nice thought, poppet, but I haven't been to Heaven since before you were born. Demons don't belong there."

	 

	"Oh." Her face fell, and she leaned into him before looking at Aziraphale apologetically. "I gotta stay here, fafa. Demons don' belong dere."

	 

	"I quite understand, my darling." Aziraphale was trying very hard not to laugh, judging by the twinkle in his eyes and the way he kept biting his lip, as he answered her gravely. "I have to go away for a week, okay? That's what your lee-lee and I were talking about. I'll be back just as quick as I can."

	 

	The promise in Aziraphale's cerulean eyes as they met his settled warmly in Crowley's chest. Hopefully, that promise would be enough to get him and Jemmy both through the next seven days.

	 

	The rest of the day was filled with an endless stream of questions from their eternally curious daughter about Heaven, angels, and demons. They both patiently answered as many questions as they safely could -- Yes, there was an opposite place from Heaven. It was called Hell. No, Crowley didn't work there anymore. They left why at a safe "retired." No, he wouldn't be taking her there, either. Yes, Muriel was an angel, too. They were known as an Envoy and helped Aziraphale by bringing him work he needed to do. He needed to do it because he was in charge, and no one else in Heaven could do it. Yes, there were other angels and demons on Earth. Yes, she'd met other angels, and no, she wouldn't be meeting any other demons if Crowley had anything to say about it. No, she couldn't go around asking everyone she knew if they were an angel. No, Jemima wouldn't be meeting God, either -- a request that nearly discorporated Crowley. Yes, she would probably grow wings someday, because both Crowley and Aziraphale had wings. No, no one knew for sure that she would, or when that might be, because she was the only half-angel, half-demon in existence. Yes, Aziraphale had a halo. No, she couldn't see it, and they left the "why not" as it was only for "special occasions." There'd be plenty of time to explain when she was older how the revelation and use of a halo could be deemed an act of war. No, she didn't need to see Crowley's wings, either. Yes, Aziraphale would make sure he was back in time for her upcoming fourth birthday. 

	 

	But it was her final questions, as Aziraphale prepared to read her bedtime story that night, and she knew he'd be gone before she woke in the morning, that burned Crowley's eyes with tears, because they proved Jemima wasn't nearly as certain of what Aziraphale's going away meant as her earlier questions made it seem.

	 

	"Fafa, you gonna come home, right?"

	 

	"Yes, sweetheart. Just as soon as I can." As Crowley watched from the doorway, Aziraphale bundled Jemmy close and pressed a gentle kiss to her temple.

	 

	"Always and forevers? No madders how manies times you gone?"

	 

	"Always and forever," Aziraphale murmured, laying his cheek against the top of her head, and Crowley could feel the heartache radiating from his angel. "No matter how many times, or how long I have to be gone, I'll always come home, Jem. I promise."

	 

	Staring into the cerulean eyes currently focused directly on him, Crowley knew that promise was as much for him as for their daughter. He swallowed hard, dropping his gaze to collect himself. He heard the sound of pages rustling, then the warm, quiet voice of his angel as he began reading to their nearly-four-year-old. Through his mind rang a single promise he already knew he'd cling to often over the next week.

	 

	Always and forever. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	The Tender Ache of Memory

	 

	 

	Flat Above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Two Days Later

	 

	Used to be, Crowley's idea of caring for his plants was to dampen their soil, mist them over, and then yell at them to grow better, whilst threatening to mulch them if they disappointed him. When he first moved in with Aziraphale, he stopped yelling at them unless his angel was away, confining himself to continued hissed threats of hacking them to bits if they dared show any spots or stopped growing vibrantly.

	 

	Of course, Aziraphale had -- on more than one occasion -- tried to soothe the terrified vegetation by explaining that Crowley was actually very sweet and didn't mean any of the beastly things he said. Fortunately for the plants, they didn't believe a word his angel told them.

	 

	However, after Jemima was born, Crowley started speaking to the plants more calmly, and not threatening their existence. He hadn't wanted to frighten or traumatize his daughter and, once she learned how to crawl, he could never be sure she wasn't within hearing range.

	 

	It would be fair to say Crowley's plants were now not only the most vibrant and terrified, but also the most confused, plants in all London -- possibly in the entire world. They were probably in need of a good plant psychologist, should anyone ever have a mind to invent the profession. It had been nearly four years since they'd had a good chastising, but they were never quite sure one wasn't in the offing, and so continued to grow as vibrantly as possible and keep their leaves pristine, just in case. 

	 

	Currently, they were undergoing their daily spot inspection, courtesy of Crowley, except his attention was only half on the leaves he was examining. The other half of his attention was tuned to where his daughter was, downstairs in the sitting area, "reading" another of her "pitter" books to Bikah and Calamity. She was getting better at the actual words, but mostly, she still just looked at the pictures and created whatever shit came into her little head. Crowley found it fascinating -- and more than a little amusing -- to watch.

	 

	His heart really wasn't in the plant inspection today -- probably because half of it was currently in Heaven, and the hollow ache that absence left behind had him sparing the plants his wrath. He kept picturing Aziraphale shaking his head and admonishing him to be a little kinder, that plants were living things, too. He was confident if anyone in Hell saw him these days, they'd think he'd gone soft.

	 

	Not that he cared. If any demon had a mind to try and mess with his family, they'd quickly find out his softness only extended as far as his angel and their daughter. If being a little less evil toward a few plants was the price of getting to be with Aziraphale and Jemima, it was a price he'd gladly pay.

	 

	"Lee-lee! Lee-lee!" Jemmy's excited yelling from downstairs got his instant and complete attention, as his protective instincts roared to life, prodded on by his substantial imagination, currently painting terrifying scenarios that some demon had decided to try their luck getting into the shop and was in the process of abducting Jemima.

	 

	Abandoning his plant inspection, he yanked open the indoor garden's door and went straight for the stairs, looking down to where Jemmy stood at the bottom, the cats twining around her. Relief trickled through him. She looked okay. "What is it, poppet?"

	 

	"Look!" She struggled to hold up what appeared to be one of Aziraphale's old first editions, the book obviously too heavy for her.

	 

	"You found an old book. Good job, poppet."

	 

	"No, lee-lee," she giggled, like he said something silly. "It's fafa's."

	 

	He blinked, still not following where she was going with this, as he descended the stairs. "They're all fafa's, poppet. Except for the ones he finds for you."

	 

	"No." She was more adamant, now, her expression going stormy. "It fafa's letters."

	 

	Aziraphale's letters? To whom? Crowley gently took the book from her when he reached the bottom of the stairs and opened it up, only to realize what he was looking at. He knew his angel's handwriting better than he knew his own -- mostly because he rarely wrote anything himself. Aziraphale, on the other hand, was constantly leaving notes about the place, and annotating books -- not first editions, of course, but that was why, according to the angel, he had more than one edition of many of his books.

	 

	What Jemmy found wasn't just an annotation-filled book, or anything to do with correspondence. Given the dates and the way it was written, these were the journals his angel had accidentally admitted to keeping, one drunken night in... oh, he couldn't even bloody remember when it was, anymore, but Aziraphale had been worried sick, rambling on about someone taking his memories. He'd shown Crowley a stack of journals, telling him it was only part of the collection, and that Crowley needed to remember it existed, in case Aziraphale ever couldn't remember everything he'd seen and done. In case he couldn't remember them. At the time, Crowley's drunken brain assumed the angel meant the Arrangement. Now, staring down at a loose page of papyrus detailing Aziraphale's feelings over watching the death of Jesus, whom he'd considered a godson, and the sting of having Crowley, of all people, accuse him of being happy it was happening, the demon felt the breath leave his body. Sinking down on the steps, he stared at the words, and actually felt ashamed of what he said at Golgotha.

	 

	Crowley hadn't known anything about his angel's connection to Jesus, back then. Instead, like an absolute prat, he'd gone and rubbed salt into a very fresh and painful wound. If he'd been less of a bastard to the angel, Aziraphale might have turned to him. They might have comforted each other over the loss of someone they both cared about -- he as a friend, and his angel as a child Aziraphale helped raise -- but Crowley'd been such a miserable fucking mess, back then, he'd hurt his best friend, instead.

	 

	Oh, angel. Can you ever forgive me?

	 

	Of course, he knew Aziraphale already had, without ever being asked. His angel had been forgiving him on the regular -- even for things they both agreed he really didn't need forgiveness for -- since Eden. But this one... the demon shook his head. Golgotha, he deserved to have his angel deny him forgiveness for. 

	 

	If Crowley'd ever committed a sin worthy of Falling, he was looking at evidence of it, now.

	 

	"Lee-lee?" Jemmy's voice was soft with worry as she crept up beside him. "Is you okay?"

	 

	"Yeah, poppet. I'm okay." The words emerged a painful rasp. He swallowed hard, then reached out, wrapping her in a hug and pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "What you found is one of fafa's journals. Where did you find it?"

	 

	Her eyes lit hopefully. "Read to me? I can't read all da words. He gots lossa pitters. Did he drawed dem, too?"

	 

	Frowning in surprise -- the only thing he'd ever seen Aziraphale draw was the sketch of Jemmy and the cats -- he flipped the papyrus sheet, the texture of it bringing back memories from long ago. As he looked down at the next loose page, the images brought him to a surprised stop. There, on more loose papyrus sheets folded carefully between the pages of a more modern journal, were sketches rivaling anything he'd seen any of the Masters do. An image of Jesus's face. One of Mary's. And then...

	 

	"Look, lee-lee! He drawed you wif long hairs!" Jemmy pointed to the image, carefully rendered with an obviously loving hand, of him in one of his many experimentations with human gender. Yet, it hadn't been gender Aziraphale so faithfully rendered in his drawing. It had been Crowley. Not a hint of the angel he'd once been, either. No, there were his eyes, clearly demonic, the hint of singed shadows of Hell clinging to his skin. Every inch of that sketch was covered in his demonic self, drawn so lovingly it was like Aziraphale used a lead stylus to stroke every surface of his face onto the small square of papyrus.

	 

	Crowley cleared his throat, wishing with everything in him Aziraphale was there, right now. The need to wrap his angel up in his arms and just say thank you for loving him so much and so long was overwhelming. Knowing he couldn't, at the moment, made the hollow emptiness in his chest even harder to bear. Looking down at their daughter, he forced a smile. "Where did you find these, poppet?"

	 

	She was on her feet in a flash, tugging at one of his hands as he closed the journal with the other. "Dey's over here, lee-lee. I was lookin' for a new book, an..." She was instantly off on a rambling story about her adventure in looking for a new book to read to the cats, and Crowley contented himself to be dragged along as she tugged him toward the back of the shop, where she pointed out a cabinet he'd seen so many times, he'd lost count over a century ago. He'd never asked what was in it, though. Now, the doors stood open, revealing row after row of obviously well cared for journals, ranging from carefully rolled and sealed scrolls to modern-design bound books.

	 

	"Dey's fafa's pitter books. 'Cept, dere's lossa words 'n' I dunno what dey says. Read dem to me, lee-lee?" Jemmy asked again as they stood in front of the cabinet full of no doubt millennia of Aziraphale's carefully preserved memories, thoughts, and feelings.

	 

	As curious as he was, it felt a little like a betrayal of Aziraphale's trust. After all, his angel had told him about the journals, but never said he could read them. "I dunno, poppet. We should probably wait for fafa. He should be the one telling you these stories."

	 

	"But he not here." Jemmy pouted, her lower lip trembling and her green eyes shimmering with tears as she stared up at him, before she whimpered, "I misseded him, lee-lee. My heart hurts."

	 

	Shit. In all their other explanations and answers, they forgot to prepare Jemmy for the worst part -- that bloody emptiness. Of course, she'd no doubt felt Aziraphale's small absences on days when he'd been away for a few hours, but to a child as energetic as Jemmy, those small aches never seemed to really register. Now, she was aware of missing the angel, and no doubt saw the journals as a way to be closer to him. Who was Crowley to argue with her? The same emptiness loomed inside him. Maybe Jemmy was right, and reading Aziraphale's thoughts and memories aloud might make it seem more like the angel was there.

	 

	"Yeah," he allowed in a rough murmur, checking the book he held to make sure it contained a relatively innocuous period of time for little ears to hear about -- barring the wedged in recollection from Golgotha he would be skipping -- then gave her hand a little squeeze. "Me, too, poppet. Let's go see what this one says, yeah?"

	 

	Back in the sitting area, he settled himself cross-legged on the settee, Jemmy in his lap, the tartan blanket from the back of the couch snuggled around them both, and the journal opened to a random entry within the first few days after Aziraphale first opened the bookshop. The pages were filled with sketches of the shop, including Aziraphale's meticulous designs for how he planned the layout. Crowley smirked to himself, aware nothing ever actually worked out the way his angel wanted, in the long run, when it came to the shop. Those neatly ordered rows of shelves in his sketched layouts quickly became a jumble of shelves piled haphazardly with books. If he didn't know Aziraphale miracled up whatever book he needed, the demon would be amazed his husband ever found anything in this place.

	 

	He let Jemmy marvel at the drawings and ask questions about all of them -- the shop, who the two other "men" were in one of the sketches. He explained one was the then-Supreme Archangel Gabriel -- the boss of Heaven before Aziraphale, and who was now presumably living it up somewhere in Alpha Centauri with Crowley's former boss, Beelzebub -- and the other was an Archangel named Sandalphon, who no longer existed. He didn't explain how Sandalphon came to no longer exist. There were some stories Jemmy just didn't need to ever hear.

	 

	She didn't seem inclined to give much thought to Sandalphon, either. Rather, she was far more curious about who became Crowley's boss after Beelzebub -- whose name she slaughtered in the most hilarious ways each time she tried to say it -- and was completely unconvinced when told the answer was no one. Finally, he sighed and pressed a quick kiss to the side of her head. "I retired before Beelzebub went off to Alpha Centauri, poppet. I don't know who the new Grand Duke of Hell is. All right?"

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	Ouch. He winced, already knowing that was not a question easy to answer. He certainly wasn't going to tell her what Heaven was like back then, or what they tried to do. And he doubted Aziraphale really wanted him to tell her the story of Armageddon and why it didn't happen. "It's a very long story, and one you have to be a lot older before I can tell you."

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	'Cause if I tell you now, your fafa will probably drown me in Holy Water for giving you nightmares. "Because it's not a story for little ears, yeah? Now, I thought we were reading?"

	 

	She heaved an annoyed little sigh so reminiscent of Aziraphale's, it tugged a smile to Crowley's lips, even as the emptiness in his chest throbbed a bit.

	 

	Turning his attention to the journal entry in front of him, he began reading, "It was quite cold, yesterday, which is why I was astonished to run into Crowley whilst out admiring the façade on my new bookshop..."

	 

	******

	 

	Later that Afternoon

	 

	How long he'd been reading, Crowley wasn't sure, except that the ambient light had changed significantly, and his throat felt a little scratchy from overuse. He'd kept reading for as long as he sensed he had Jemmy's attention. He was equally fascinated to learn so much about the angel he'd assumed for so long only cared about him with great reluctance. Based on Aziraphale's journals, there'd been nothing even remotely approaching reluctance in his angel's unabashed tenderness for a demon he was supposed to despise. Had all those verbal assertions about hereditary enemies and them having nothing at all in common been meant solely for any Heavenly ears that were listening? From the contents of this one volume, in Aziraphale's own handwriting, that seemed likely.

	 

	Crowley glanced up from the page he was reading as he sensed the shift in his daughter's attention, to find Jemmy watching him with her head canted to one side like it always was whenever she was curious about something. He didn't have to ask what she was thinking. Jemmy never left anyone wondering what was on her mind for long.

	 

	Now was no different. Meeting his gaze, she widened her eyes in that dramatic way she always did right before questions came spilling out and, in a tone full of wonder, whispered, "Fafa has lossa stories 'n' pitters."

	 

	Crowley cocked one eyebrow at her, considering the pile of journals and scrolls she'd shown him. Had Aziraphale been worried about someone making him forget everything for so long? The mere idea sent a clutch of unnecessary panic through Crowley. His brave, brave angel had still gone back to Heaven, six years ago, even knowing the Metatron could make him forget everything and everyone he loved. Especially Crowley. "I guess he does, poppet. We've both been here a very, very long time."

	 

	Her green eyes widened even further. "Does you hab stories, too, lee-lee?"

	 

	Crowley swallowed hard against the knot in his gut. The stories he had to tell were largely not stories meant for his daughter's innocent ears. Most of the times he ever did things he could genuinely say he was proud of involved Aziraphale in some way. It wasn't that he was ashamed of being a demon -- he was what he was, and he enjoyed it a lot more now that he wasn't beholden to Hell -- but he'd done things at Hell's command he didn't like to think about. So, taking a breath, he cuddled Jemmy closer and murmured, "I do. But your fafa tells them better."

	 

	Jemmy blinked at him, her eyes full of innocent wonder he'd do anything to protect. "How longed hab you knowed fafa, lee-lee?"

	 

	A chuckle broke loose from him at that. It was a question he should have seen coming. Dropping a kiss on her forehead, he answered, "A very, very long time, poppet."

	 

	Her mouth moved in a tiny, wordless wow as her little brain tried to calculate just how long a very, very long time was. He knew she wouldn't even come close and expected her to ask how many years that was. Maybe that was why the question she did ask surprised him so much.

	 

	"Was you lubbed him all of den?"

	 

	Crowley froze, not sure how to answer the innocent question hanging in the air. Had he loved Aziraphale from the Before? Though, based on what he'd been reading, he was pretty sure Aziraphale had loved him -- or at least cared about him -- all along, he couldn't honestly say he had loved Aziraphale. Despite the general feeling a part of him was missing, he'd only had eyes for his nebulae and the stars he helped create, back then. He'd barely noticed Aziraphale was there, at first, aside from being someone he flagged down to help him start his nebula engine. Though he noticed the blond, curly-headed angel hanging around a bit, afterward, he'd made no effort to get to know him, beyond the name Aziraphale readily offered up. 

	 

	Crowley would like to believe something in him had known, and tried to protect Aziraphale even then. Only, he couldn't be sure he hadn't just been a self-obsessed little git like most angels were. 

	 

	For him, love hadn't come until later. The first time he might have been able to claim he felt anything approaching love was standing on the wall of Eden. Trouble was, he'd had no idea what love was, at Eden. He thought he couldn't love, for a very long time. That's what demons were taught, after all. They were loveless creatures, unable to love or be loved, unworthy of forgiveness, so don't bother trying. 

	 

	Nothing he'd been taught explained how he went out of his way to find Aziraphale, spend time with him, and even protect him, whenever he could. None of it explained why Aziraphale spent so many millennia determined to forgive the unforgivable -- namely him. Crowley'd called the whole thing a game, at first. Told Hell he was trying to see if an angel could be tempted, though in truth he'd never actually tried to tempt Aziraphale into anything, after that night trapped in Job's cellar. Then he thought he was clever when he came up with the Arrangement and told himself he was just using the angel so he didn't have to work so hard. It all made sense to the demon, for centuries. 

	 

	Until 1941.

	 

	When Crowley realized he'd rather walk consecrated ground and risk his own discorporation -- and possible extinction -- than lose Aziraphale, everything changed. He realized not only was what he felt for the angel love, but he wasn't sure if he'd be more terrified to find out Aziraphale reciprocated those feelings, or that the angel he loved might truly despise him.

	 

	After that night in 1941, and how Aziraphale reacted to his flat-out declaration, Crowley had a hard time trusting his angel would ever come around, despite the occasional burst of optimism. It never occurred to him his angel didn't need to come around to anything, and was only pushing him away in an effort to save his miserable hide. 

	 

	It was glaringly obvious he should have trusted Aziraphale more. 

	 

	"Not the whole time, no," he murmured to Jemmy, resting his cheek on top of her head as her attention went back to Aziraphale's sketches. Most of them were of him, and there was no denying a loving hand drew those images. Even the ones from 1862, when Crowley's request for something that terrified the angel had driven them apart for half a century. There was no denying the tenderness in each pencil stroke, or the dried smudges of his angel's despairing tears.

	 

	Oh, angel. I did you so wrong, back then, didn't I? I never meant to make you cry.

	 

	"Tell me." Jemmy's imperious demand had him blinking back to the present, even as her small hand patted the open pages of Aziraphale's journal. "Tell me da when story."

	 

	Ah, shit. Crowley winced. The story of that night in 1941 was not a child-friendly story. Not that anything much about war -- especially world war -- ever was. "Jemmy, that was a very bad time, and lots of people got hurt. You don't want to hear that story. How about I tell you about the time fafa and I helped save some kids and some goats? That would be fun, yeah?"

	 

	"No." Jemima folded her little arms over her middle, her brows drawing together and her bottom lip jutting out in a pout. "I want da when story."

	 

	Crowley sighed. Of all the parts of themselves they could've given their daughter, why did they both have to give her their stubbornness? He had no doubt she would hold onto her pout until he gave in, no matter how long it took. Even worse, she might ask Aziraphale, when he came back. He and his angel had never discussed when each of them first knew they were in love. He figured Aziraphale came to the realization a lot sooner than he did -- how could a being made of love like his angel not be aware of how he felt? -- even if his own feelings might have been there nearly as long. He didn't want his angel inadvertently hurt by their daughter's curiosity, if it turned out Aziraphale didn't realize how long Crowley took to come to his senses.

	 

	"Okay, poppet," he finally caved, closing the journal he already knew wouldn't contain those events and laying it aside. Already determined to leave out any mention of zombies -- or that bloody bullet-catch trick -- he launched into the story, using a story-telling motif from one of his favorite television shows. "Picture it: London, 1941. It was the middle of World War Two, and your fafa was getting himself into trouble, just like always..."

	 

	******

	 

	They lasted two more days, reading through Aziraphale's journals and with Crowley telling Jemmy the occasional story of his own. By the fifth day after Aziraphale left, however, the stories began to backfire. Rather than helping either of them feel closer to Aziraphale, Crowley could tell they were both feeling the angel's absence more acutely. For Crowley, between the journals and nights spent sitting in Aziraphale's chair, talking to the empty air out of pure faith Aziraphale was listening to and missing him, too, the mere sight of those blessed journals was like having hot pokers shoved in his eyes.

	 

	Honestly, the pokers would have been preferable.

	 

	Fortunately for him, Jemmy didn't seem interested in them anymore, either. However, it worried him when she didn't seem interested in doing much of anything, which was entirely outside her normal, energetic self. She didn't have much of an appetite, which was odd for her, as well, and she was more clingy than usual. Rather than playing, she spent the morning curled up beside him on the settee with the cats, whining that her heart hurt. 

	 

	If she'd been a human child and he a human parent, he might have been worried something was seriously amiss with her medically. Since neither of them were human, and he knew exactly what she was feeling and why -- mostly because something very like it was currently going on inside his own chest -- he wasn't worried about her health. He just hated seeing her like this. 

	 

	Finally, after a bit of scrolling on his phone, Crowley found what he was looking for -- a distraction. They both needed to get out of the bookshop, and preferably away from Whickber Street, for a while. As long as they were here, the emptiness would continue to loom, and he couldn't stand seeing his usually bright, cheerful daughter looking like she was about to burst into tears. If she actually did cry, he would probably lose what was currently left of his own sanity.

	 

	"C'mon, poppet. We're going to the cinema." 

	 

	She brightened a little, looking up at him. "Do we gets to go in da car? Can we goes fast?"

	 

	He chuckled hollowly. Aziraphale was going to discorporate him, but if driving at high speeds in the Bentley would make Jemmy smile again, he'd weather his husband's wrath for it. 'Sides, he doubted his angel would stay angry for long once he found out why Crowley did it. "Sure, poppet."

	 

	Not that they'd be going Crowley's normal speeds, anyway -- he wanted his angel at least speaking to him, when he came back from Heaven -- but he figured a little bit of speed wouldn't hurt, and it wasn't like they were going far.

	 

	A few minutes later, with Jemmy bundled into her car seat in the back of the Bentley, they were off for the Picturehouse on Piccadilly, which was playing some children's matinee of three old cartoon films. On the way, Jemmy laughed for the first time in days and sang along -- managing to utterly mangle the lyrics -- to Bohemian Rhapsody. 

	 

	Yeah, his angel was going to question his sanity, when he got back. Still, Crowley decided it was worth it, watching Jemmy laugh again. He figured Aziraphale would understand.

	 

	******

	 

	Later that Night

	 

	Maybe it was loneliness. Maybe he was just so desperate to feel something other than the gnawing emptiness in his chest, right now. Or maybe it was just the fact he was a demon and didn't know how to not hurt, from time to time. Whatever the reason, Crowley found himself lounging in Aziraphale's desk chair after Jemmy was down for the night, another of his angel's journals in his hands as he let the sweet pain of memory mingle with the twisting stab of emptiness and sighed heavily. 1941. How did he always manage to find his way back to 1941, like a sharp, sweet knife between the ribs?

	 

	He stared at the black-and-white photograph of the two of them Aziraphale had nicked from whatshisname, in the dressing room of the Windmill Theatre for a long moment, trying not to think about the events that immediately followed his angel handing him that rifle. 

	 

	Drawing in a sharp breath, Crowley tossed the photo on the desk beside him and wished for a drink. He wouldn't, of course. He'd made his angel a promise, and Jemmy was asleep just upstairs. Instead, he focused on the words in the journal.

	 

	As he read Aziraphale's recounting of the church bombing, he was a little surprised the angel didn't sound more miffed about the destruction of consecrated ground. In fact, he barely mentioned it, other than to note how disgusted he was to have the church tainted by the likes of Nazi thugs. Maybe that removed its sanctity for him? Because aside from mentioning several times -- Crowley could almost hear the giddiness in his angel's words -- how Crowley looked coming down the aisle and how he saved the angel's books from the bomb, Aziraphale didn't even mention the church, or its destruction. Nor -- much to Crowley's surprise -- did the angel seem all that interested in talking about his own ability with stage magic. Instead, he seemed more focused on--

	 

	Crowley's head jerked up in surprise as the bell over the front door -- the locked front door -- jangled in the stillness. He slumped back against the chair, head tilted back and eyes closed in relief as he realized the steady, warm thrumming was back in his chest. He heard movement and, before he could open his eyes, the soft stroke of familiar fingers traced his face, and warm, hungry lips touched his.

	 

	"Mmm. You shouldn't do that," he murmured against the soft lips and tongue trying to capture his. "My husband's the jealous type, and Supreme Archangel. He might smite you."

	 

	"Your husband," came the whispered response in a voice Crowley would start and end worlds to keep speaking to him, "is already utterly smitten. With you."

	 

	Groaning as their mouths joined at last, Crowley let the journal slip from his grasp and reached one arm up to lock behind his husband's head, fingers burrowed into soft blond curls. His other hand closed around Aziraphale's wrist, holding the warm, angelic hand in place against his face as he turned their kiss from hungry to downright ravenous. If there was anything in all of existence Crowley starved for, it was his angel's touch, his kiss, his... just him.

	 

	He captured the small, familiar whimper that left his husband's lips, drank it down like the smoothest whiskey, got drunk on it like the most potent liquor. With a hissing groan that caught somewhere in his chest, he surged up from the chair, caught his angel about the waist, and deftly moved them the handful of steps to the settee, managing to not break their kiss the whole way. Finally breaking apart, he opened his eyes, let his gaze travel the length of his angel's body, and loosed a rough, "Fuck me."

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled shakily. "Is that an epithet or a request?"

	 

	Crowley didn't answer immediately, too caught up in the view. Aziraphale was dressed in what most people would consider a modest fashion -- dress shirt, trousers, waist coat -- only... Crowley's hands shook, even as he gently shoved his angel down onto the settee. Aziraphale's shirt sleeves were unbuttoned, the sleeves rolled almost to his elbows, and... the demon's heart stuttered. The top button of the angel's shirt was unbuttoned, and his bowtie hung loosely around his neck, not tied at all. He looked... deliciously rumpled. A hungry sound somewhere between a growl and a hiss worked its way loose from Crowley's throat. "You're not supposed to tempt me, angel. That's my job."

	 

	A small smirk flitted across the angel's lips, and cerulean eyes full of starlight and mischief burned up at Crowley through pale blond lashes. "You're retired."

	 

	"No such thing, angel." He placed a knee on either side of Aziraphale on the settee, sinking into his angel's lap even as he loomed over him, leaning in to trail open-mouthed kisses along the angel's neck as he rocked in the angel's lap, rubbing his own throbbing erection against the hard bulge in his husband's trousers.  He nipped and licked his way over flesh that always left him starving, until he reached Aziraphale's ear. Nipping the lobe lightly, he muttered, "I missed you."

	 

	"And I, you, my love." Warm, thick fingers dug into his thighs, stopping his motions, as a husky, love-filled laugh rolled from the angel. "Were you actually reading, Anthony?"

	 

	Crowley froze, his ardor momentarily cooled by the concern about how Aziraphale was going to react to what he'd been reading. "Jemmy found your journals. Started out, I was reading them to her." He shrugged helplessly. "Guess I... Fuck, angel, I don't know."

	 

	The angel laughed softly, his hands moving up Crowley's thighs, before delving under the front of his shirt to stroke up the demon's  abdomen to his chest. Crowley shuddered, the skin-on-skin contact nearly breaking him with the same speed it always did. 

	 

	"Are you worried I'll be angry, love?" Aziraphale's soft, soothing murmur flowed over him, calming him even as the angel's hands sought to destroy his self-control. "Because I'm not. Nothing in those journals is a secret from you; it never has been."

	 

	Crowley's fear melted away. He dropped his head forward, until their foreheads lightly touched and they breathed the same air, gazes fixed on each other -- gold to blue -- for a long moment. Then, humor twitching its way across his lips, Crowley pushed back just far enough to study his husband's expression for a moment.

	 

	"No secrets, eh?" He leaned in to nuzzle his way along the exposed skin of the angel's neck. "Then answer me one question, angel."

	 

	"W-what's th-that?" Aziraphale's voice emerged breathy and teetering on the edge of complete abandon, his hands dropping to dig into Crowley's hips, pulling him in closer. 

	 

	Crowley chuckled, planting tiny, nipping bites on soft, angelic flesh as he followed the open vee of Aziraphale's shirt, reaching to slowly pop more buttons as he left carnal evidence of his right to torture this Archangel with absolute hedonistic pleasure. 

	 

	"Why is it," he murmured, letting his tongue soothe away the tiny sting left behind by his teeth, "you barely mention the church in 1941, but you spent four pages detailing what I was wearing and how I looked, that night?"

	 

	A soft, pink flush stole over the angel's face, but the light in his eyes only grew brighter as strong, warm hands reached to unfasten Crowley's jeans, nearly derailing his ability to focus on the teasing seduction he was in the middle of. His angel's next murmured words succeeded. "I thought you knew. Anthony, you are my church. Always have been."

	 

	Crowley let out a small yelp of surprise when he suddenly found himself with his back on the settee, Aziraphale leaning over him. The angel's thick hips and position held Crowley's thighs spread wide as the hard bulge in the angel's trousers bumped enticingly up under Crowley's cock and right against his hot spot, sending familiar flashes of erotic heat through the demon that left him feeling restless and desperate to be fucked.

	 

	Aziraphale groaned and dropped his head forward, until his forehead rested against Crowley's shoulder. One shaking hand rested on Crowley's left thigh, and the other delved into Crowley's hair, his fingers stroking lovingly against the demon's scalp. They rested like that for a moment, the demon pressing kisses to his husband's face and trying to ignore his own desperation as he waited out whatever thought the angel wrestled. He knew Aziraphale would share his thoughts just as soon as he could articulate them.

	 

	A moment later, Crowley was rewarded for his patience when the angel released a heavy sigh, turned his head, and captured Crowley's mouth in a deep kiss so full of love, the demon could barely contain the tears burning his eyes.

	 

	Then, easing from their kiss, Aziraphale whispered hesitantly, "Can I... can I...?"

	 

	The angel flushed, his cerulean gaze ducking away again, and adoring humor slid through Crowley as he realized just how much on the same page they really were, right now, and what his angel was having such difficulty asking. Married for three and a half years, lovers for even longer, and his angel still couldn't bring himself to ask for what he wanted without blushing, stammering all over the place, and being generally adorable. Crowley smothered a delighted chuckle and murmured, "Can you what, angel? Fuck me?"

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, but wouldn't meet his gaze. Then the angel licked his lips, lifted his head, and met Crowley's gaze, his cerulean eyes full of desperate heat as he admitted, "I've been thinking about little else for two days. I'm afraid Saraqael is very cross with me, right now. We still had work to do, but I just couldn't be away from you a moment longer."

	 

	If he'd ever needed proof -- and he hadn't -- how much Aziraphale truly loved him, those words would have done it. Wrapping his arms around his angel's waist and arching his hips into the hard heat pressed against sensitive flesh, Crowley smirked wickedly up at his angel. "On one condition, angel."

	 

	"Wh-what?" The surprise and abject disappointment on his angel's face nearly had Crowley changing his mind, but the thought of hearing his angel breathe those words against his ear was so delicious, he couldn't.

	 

	"Come closer," Crowley murmured, moving one hand up to hook behind his husband's head, delving into blond curls and urging his head down closer. Against the angel's ear, he breathed, "And ask me properly."

	 

	Aziraphale flinched, flushing. "You mean...?"

	 

	"Yeah."

	 

	The angel froze for one long moment, and Crowley worried he might have pushed just a little too far. He was about to reassure his angel it wasn't necessary -- because, being honest with himself, the need welling inside him was more important than whether or not Aziraphale played into his fantasy -- when the angel nuzzled his ear. Warm breath caressed his skin as, in a husky voice, his husband rasped, "Ask? I don't plan to ask again, Anthony. I plan to fuck you until you forget what form you're in."

	 

	Fuck. A hot shiver wracked through Crowley, pushing him right to the edge of madness. He'd never heard anything more salacious, or more loving, in all his millennia on Earth. Because, with just those words, Aziraphale told him exactly how desirable and beloved he was, in any and every form.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Sacrifices for Safety

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Approximately One Year Later

	 

	As he nudged the front door closed behind himself, Crowley grinned at the scent of vanilla and cherries that filled the bookshop. Even had he not been quite aware today was Jemima's birthday, that smell would have given it away. Jemmy loved Victoria sponge cake with cherry jam, but it always made her extra hyper -- they figured it was something about cherries, since the starling could probably eat her own weight in sugar with no noticeable impact, but bounced off the walls after just a few of the small, pitted fruits -- so Aziraphale only made the cherry-filled concoction for her on special occasions like her birthday.

	 

	Depositing the covered glass vivarium containing her gift on the counter and draping his shades over the horse statue like normal, he made his way to the back of the shop, where Aziraphale had miracled up a full kitchen out of boredom, back during the pandemic. This morning, his angel had disappeared in there to bake even before the sun came up.

	 

	Stopping in the kitchen doorway, the demon leaned against the jamb and lifted a brow in surprise. "I could smell the cherries all the way out front. Surprised Jemmy's not in here, trying to nick some of the jam. Where is the hellion, anyway?"

	 

	"Upstairs. I told her it was her job to make sure Bikah and Calamity didn't get underfoot and ruin the sponge, so she's reading to them in her room."

	 

	Crowley grinned. "Clever, angel. Very clever."

	 

	Aziraphale glanced over at him from where he was applying a final dusting of icing sugar to the top of the cake, his expression concerned. "Did you get them? Lailah said she would have them by today."

	 

	"I did."

	 

	"And everything else?"

	 

	"The vivarium is out front. Everything else is in the Bentley. Lailah walked me through how to get it all set up for her." Turned out, the former angelic spy -- Crowley actually managed to forgive her for reporting on his angel for so long, after she explained it'd been watching him and Aziraphale dance together in '41 that convinced her to stop spying on his angel, and start protecting them both, instead -- was brilliant with animals.

	 

	Aziraphale glanced past him toward the shop. "And she gave you the correct ones, right?"

	 

	"Two adult females, yeah. Lailah knows her animals. Stop fretting." Crowley smirked as he pushed off from the door jamb and sauntered over to where his angel was fussing with making sure the cake was just-so. The demon leaned in to lick a small smear of jam from his husband's cheek and, against his ear, murmur, "You do this every year, angel. You work yourself up trying to make everything perfect, when Jemmy is happy no matter how things turn out. She can feel the love we put into it, and that's all that matters to her, yeah? So stop stressing."

	 

	"I know." Aziraphale sighed, carefully adding five utterly unnecessary candles to the top of the cake before leaning into Crowley's embrace. "I just... Oh, it's impossible to explain!"

	 

	"She's our little girl, and you want to give her everything we never got to have, because we never got to be little, like her," Crowley continued in his murmur. "And you worry because you're afraid something's going to come along and mess her life up the same way those bastards messed us up."

	 

	His angel smiled up at him, cerulean eyes soft. "You know me so well."

	 

	"Ought to, after six thousand years, angel. 'Sides," he leaned in to kiss Aziraphale, chuckling against the angel's mouth as he tasted the hint of cherries and vanilla there. Someone had been sneaking nibbles, though he could practically hear his angel protesting he was 'just testing' the ingredients. After a long moment losing himself in the kiss, he lifted his head and smiled at his husband. "I love you."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled back in that slightly dazed, utterly besotted, and secretly ravenous way he always responded to a good snogging, before murmuring, "And I love you."

	 

	Crowley pressed another quick kiss to his husband's mouth, then sighed with a teasing wink. "Suppose we should summon the hellspawn?"

	 

	"Really, Anthony," Aziraphale huffed, rolling his eyes. "One of these days, you're going to regret calling her that."

	 

	"Probably," he agreed with a grin. "But not today."

	 

	Moving back out into the bookshop, he went to the bottom of the staircase and hollered up the steps, "Oi! Poppet! Get a crack on!"

	 

	Crowley grinned at the excited squeal from upstairs, followed by scrambling and thumping, the creak of Jemmy's door, and the racing of little feet above him, before a small form with his lanky frame and Aziraphale's more delicate features appeared at the top of the stairs in lavender-colored jeans and a rainbow-colored top, flanked by two black-and-white felines.

	 

	"Lee-lee! You're back!" Jemima started down the stairs at the same speed she did everything else -- fast.

	 

	"Easy," he cautioned. "You know the rule about the stairs."

	 

	With a huff and a roll of her eyes, Jemmy dutifully slowed down, though there was definite attitude in her deliberate steps, until she got to the last few, where she paused, eye-level with him. Planting little fists on her slim hips, she narrowed her eyes and gave him a haughty look worthy of any aristocrat he'd ever encountered. He fought a chuckle. She was definitely picking up Aziraphale's mannerisms. 

	 

	"I," she declared with more dramatic flair than a newly-five-year-old should be able to muster, "am not a baby."

	 

	He shook his head with a rueful chuckle. "My mistake. But if your fafa catches you running on those stairs, we're both in a lot of trouble, poppet." 

	 

	Evidently satisfied her point was made, Jemmy broke into a wide, gap-toothed grin and flung herself off the steps toward him like the starling thought she could already fly.

	 

	He caught her mid-flight, mock staggering like she was going to knock him over, setting her giggling as she clung to him. "Is it time for cake, lee-lee?"

	 

	He shook his head with a wry smile. How Jemmy got both his love of sleep and Aziraphale's love of food, he had no idea, but that she had was indisputable.

	 

	"Not yet, poppet." He set her on her feet. "Fafa and I got you a present, first."

	 

	She latched onto his hand, skipping along beside him into the sitting area, where she stopped, her eyes widening as she saw the large, cloth-covered vivarium in the middle of the floor in front of the settee. Her gaze went from it to where Aziraphale sat, waiting for them, then up to Crowley.

	 

	"What is it?" She sounded curious, but the way she clung to his hand told him she was apprehensive at the same time.

	 

	"Go on," Crowley encouraged her with a smile and a nod. "Go have a look for yourself."

	 

	She dragged him along, refusing to let go of his hand as she approached the vivarium. Crowley obliged, settling cross-legged on the floor while Jemmy knelt beside the covered vivarium. He'd never seen her be so hesitant with a gift before, as she reached out to touch the cloth cover. Her green eyes went wide in surprise at the shuffling sound from underneath, and she instantly went from hesitant to excited at the prospect of more pets. Yanking the cover off, she stopped, looking his way, then to Aziraphale, then back to the two lizards inside the vivarium. She tilted her head to one side, studying the two reptiles quizzically. "What are dey?"

	 

	Crowley smiled, opening the cover and removing one of the two-foot-long lizards from the vivarium. Letting it crawl on his hand and arm, he showed Jemmy how to handle it. 

	 

	"Gently," he reminded her, cupping one hand under her palm to show her how to hold her hand, until she copied him, then encouraging the lizard to move from his arm to hers. "They're called bearded dragons, poppet."

	 

	Her brows furrowed together as she looked at the reptile on her arm, studying it as it tilted its head back and forth, before she looked at him like he'd run mad. "But, lee-lee, dey can't be dragons -- dey doesn't have any wings!"

	 

	He grinned up at Aziraphale, then turned his attention back to their daughter. "Different kind of dragon, poppet."

	 

	"Oh." Her head tilted to the side again as she studied the dragon standing stock-still on her arm and seemingly studying her with equal suspicion. It flicked its tail against her forearm, and she giggled, a big, gap-toothed grin breaking over her face as her uncertainty melted away. "I like dem! Do I get to name dem?"

	 

	"Of course, sweetheart," Aziraphale said from his chair at the desk. "They're yours. Lee-lee will show you how to take care of them, and what to feed them, but they're  your responsibility."

	 

	"Okay." She squinted at the one on her arm for a moment, her lips twisted up in thought. Then, with another bright smile, she stroked a small, delicate finger over the dragon's head and back. "I'm gonna call dis one Lucifer."

	 

	Surprise and panic simultaneously gripped Crowley. "Wot? Where did you even...?"

	 

	Aziraphale's concerned gaze stayed on Crowley for a long moment before he glanced toward Jemmy. "I think what lee-lee means is, why that name, sweetheart?"

	 

	Jemmy's attention tracked between them, her eyes narrowing like there was some secret they weren't telling her, which was both correct and bloody fucking staying that way. As far as Crowley was concerned, Jemmy didn't ever need to know who Lucifer was or why that name startled either him or Aziraphale.

	 

	Finally, when she decided -- again, correctly -- her parents weren't going to tell her anything, Jemmy sighed that put-upon huff of a sigh she picked up from Aziraphale and explained, "Because dat's da kitty's name in Cinderella. 'Member, lee-lee?"

	 

	Crowley relaxed with a sigh, then a weary laugh. With an apologetic smile for Aziraphale, he explained, "We went to a matinee at the cinema on Piccadilly while you were gone for that week last year."

	 

	At the time, he'd found it hilarious Walt Disney reduced Satan Himself to a ridiculous animated cat, though he imagined the human had been going for something suitably frightening to children. Except, it seemed, for Jemima. Even though she hadn't really understood why, Jemmy had laughed at that cat, and called it silly. He'd never imagined she'd remember anything about it a year later, though.

	 

	Looking at his daughter, he lifted one eyebrow in query. "They're both girls, poppet. You sure you want to name it that?"

	 

	She nodded, and lightly tapped the reptile's head like she was knighting it or something. "Lucifer."

	 

	Looked like they were stuck with the name. Glancing Aziraphale's way, he shrugged and tried to sound reassuring. "Not like she can invoke Him just by talking to her pet, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale still looked apprehensive. "I suppose. I think I might just make sure the shop and flat are a little more protected, anyway."

	 

	"Yeah. Probably best." He watched Jemmy giggle as the dragon climbed all over her. "You still got one to name, poppet."

	 

	She stretched carefully toward the vivarium, trying to see the other one without dislodging the first, who was now making itself at home on her shoulder. Jemmy put her hand in the cage, let the other lizard climb on her, and then pulled her arm up to study the unnamed dragon for a moment.  Finally, with complete solemnity, she declared, "Doc."

	 

	"Yeah, I'm not gonna ask, this time," Crowley muttered, drawing a chuckle from his husband. He glanced that way, lifting one eyebrow in question. "You know?"

	 

	Aziraphale merely smiled and rose from his seat. "I believe it's the name of a dwarf in one of Jem's storybooks. Jem, precious, would you like some cake, now?"

	 

	"Yes!" Jemmy hopped to her feet in excitement, then paused when one of her new pets almost lost its footing on her arm. Glancing at the reptiles, both of whom she now had climbing on her, she asked, "Can I take dem wif me?"

	 

	The angel shook his head with an apologetic smile. "Best to leave them in their vivarium, don't you think? And we'll be sure to set them up off the floor and put the cover on, so the cats don't find them."

	 

	Jemmy nodded and carefully disengaged each lizard in turn, gently transferring them back into the vivarium before closing the mesh top. She waited, watching like a mother bird with new chicks, until Crowley picked the vivarium off the floor and deposited it on the counter, then re-covered it. Suitably convinced her new pets weren't at risk from the cats, she wrapped her arms around Crowley's waist and hugged, looking up at him with a murmured, "Dank you for my dragons, lee-lee."

	 

	He smiled down at her, ruffling her hair lightly before wrapping his arms around her and hugging back. "You're welcome, poppet."

	 

	She smiled and wriggled her way free of his embrace to go to Aziraphale, burrowing into his arms as well, and Crowley heard her quiet, "Dank you for my cake, fafa."

	 

	Crowley swallowed hard against the tightening in his throat as he watched his angel wrap their daughter up in a hug, a beatific smile on his face as he murmured back, "You're quite welcome, precious. I love you."

	 

	And really, if there was a better gift in all Creation than Aziraphale's love, Crowley had never found it. A smile tugged at his lips as he met Aziraphale's eye and mouthed the words back to him. I love you.

	 

	The Beatles didn't get it half right. Love really was all anyone needed. 

	 

	******

	 

	 

	The Next Day

	 

	Aziraphale glanced up from the maintenance miracle requests for Eden Muriel brought him a few hours ago. While most of Heaven's miracle requests could be handled by Saraqael, there were two areas his direct input was required, by agreement between himself and the Almighty. 

	 

	One was the Starlight Chamber, which an unbreakable Trinity miracle had sealed against any entry after Crowley's Fall, only to curiously reopen on its own after Aziraphale's return to Heaven as Supreme Archangel. After the Second Coming, Aziraphale issued a Heaven-wide edict that only himself, Crowley, and the Almighty were permitted entry to the Chamber. He'd insisted on the rule, for the safety of first Crowley and, later, their daughter, and the Almighty had agreed. After that, no one questioned the rule, and no one entered the Chamber. 

	 

	The second, Eden, was more complicated. As Aziraphale's original assignment and the origin of both humanity and everything that would become the Earth he called home, he didn't feel comfortable handing its care off to random angels. For the welfare of humanity, and by Almighty request, he retained oversight of the Garden. The angels assigned to gardening tasks in Eden understood the sanctity of their task, and that any problems they encountered had to be presented directly to him. 

	 

	Today, it was the latter of the two in need of his input. Apparently, the angelic gardeners had just run into some significant snags involving the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. 

	 

	Unfortunately, coming up with the necessary miracle solution that wouldn't cause any damage to the Tree itself or forever destroy the vegetation currently wrapped up in it was something that required his immediate attention and research. Which meant he couldn’t accompany Crowley and Jem to today's Playgroup being held in the unoccupied storefront where Maggie's record shop had once been. At first, Jem pouted -- after all, the group was throwing her a birthday party and her family was the most important part of any celebration to Jemima. However, after a lengthy, honest discussion this morning, she agreed it was better for him to take care of his work now, when he could stay on Earth and handle it,  than leave it wait and end up having to go to Heaven later. None of them liked it when he had to go to Heaven, himself included.

	 

	Now, after most of the day spent researching and puzzling through potential options, he finally had a solution. Signing his Heavenly name and rank to the instructions with a final flourish,  he tucked the papers into the courier envelope, applied his blessing seal with a wave of his hand, and looked over to where Muriel sat on the settee, reading and absently petting Calamity. "Ready to go, Muriel."

	 

	"Yes, sir!" Muriel rose to their feet, tucked their book under their arm, and came forward to take the envelope. "I'll be off, then. Please tell Jemima I said happy birthday, would you, Mr. Fell?"

	 

	He smiled. "Absolutely. Thank you, Muriel."  

	 

	As he heard the front door close behind Muriel, Aziraphale sank back in his chair with a weary sigh. He hid it around everyone except his husband, but with every day, the weight of command grew a little heavier -- a weight he wasn't sure he was built to bear. Even worse, though, he was aware of how much of Jem's childhood he was missing -- time no one could replace. Still, there were no better options. He couldn't just hand over the running of Heaven. Doing so meant taking chances with too many things he couldn't afford to risk again. Trusting anyone short of the Almighty Herself -- who wouldn't take the burden from him even if he asked -- with running Heaven meant taking a chance it would again become as cold and bloodthirsty as it was under the Metatron. If that happened, it was only a matter of time before someone tried to hurt Crowley or their daughter. He would drive himself mad with worry if he left their lives -- or the fate of humanity -- up to a Heaven he couldn't make safe. He could bear a little weariness if it meant he had the means to stop something terrible from ever happening to his family or the world they called home. He couldn't breathe without Crowley and Jem. Without knowing they were alive and well.

	 

	His husband knew. Crowley knew he was tired, but also why Aziraphale had to continue running Heaven. Crowley knew about the panic attacks the Archangel hid from everyone else, the insane standards of perfection he held himself to when it came to taking care of everyone but himself. His husband knew about the times he couldn't settle himself -- couldn't even  breathe -- until he'd checked on Jem at least a dozen times, sat in the rocking chair in her room and watched her sleep, laid with his ear pressed to Crowley's heart for hours on end, reassuring himself his husband was right there, and Aziraphale hadn't just imagined these past years of happiness.

	 

	His demon knew they both equally hated being separated, but the one thing Aziraphale never mentioned was that he couldn't settle himself enough to actually work until he heard Crowley's murmured words -- spoken into the ether -- that he and Jem were all right, and missed Aziraphale. The reminder he was loved and missed as much as he loved and missed was what he needed to function. And yet, he couldn't find the strength to open that wound to Crowley, even after all this time. He suspected the demon knew, anyway, but he wasn't sure, and he couldn't bring himself to ask. Crowley suffered so much pain and anxiety of his own. He didn't need to be worrying about Aziraphale's as well.

	 

	At least Crowley knew why their temporary separations had to happen. Why Aziraphale couldn't just "retire" like Crowley had. Jem didn't. Thankfully, she'd never had to live with the fear both of her parents spent millennia pursued by. For far more than six thousand years, Aziraphale lived in terror. From the day he watched in confusion as the Heavenly Plains opened beneath the angel he'd known as Baraquiel, and Aziraphale found himself held back from flying to Baraquiel's aid by the restraining hands of angels whose faces he couldn't even remember, he'd known what it was like to mourn. To feel so empty inside he often thought it would have been easier to just Fall, himself.

	 

	Even after he was sent to Earth and reconnected with the demon he came to know first as Crawley and then as his beloved Crowley, Aziraphale experienced anxiety and fear every time his demon was out of his sight, and especially when Crowley wasn't on Earth. He'd never told Crowley, but he'd suffered soul-quaking emptiness from the day Baraquiel Fell until the afternoon he'd first felt Crawley's presence in the Garden. He'd felt the link with his demon for every day of their six-thousand-year history and been petrified of the day either Heaven or Hell realized it still existed, too. The thirty-five years of emptiness after Crowley disappeared that night in Edinburgh had been the most terrifying since Eden. He'd been so sure that was it, and he'd never see the demon again, he'd made himself sick with mourning. He was so relieved to find Crowley alive in the park that day in 1862, it'd taken every bit of strength he possessed to not throw his arms around the demon then and there and beg him to never leave again. Until he'd looked at that scrap of paper, and known true terror -- the possibility Crowley might remove himself from existence altogether. 

	 

	Aziraphale laid a trembling hand against his chest, now, feeling the warmth beating there behind his breastbone, the enjoined pulse of two hearts and souls, forever interwoven, and reminded himself Crowley was alive, and they finally belonged to each other in every way one possibly could to another. He'd felt their connection from the moment of their co-creation, and he'd done everything in his power to hide that sacred bond after Eden. God forgive him, he'd hurt Crowley so badly in the name of keeping the demon safe. Every time he looked into those golden eyes, he just wanted to confess his sin. Not the desire he felt, not the love. No, those weren't sins to him. But hurting the heart that beat alongside his own? That was his own unforgivable sin. Especially that last time, before the Second Coming. It nearly obliterated him at the time, having to watch the light he'd been feeling since 1941 dim in Crowley and know it was hope fading. Knowing the courage it took his demon to reach out, to get even as far as he did, and knowing that he -- the angel, the one who had loved so deeply all along -- had no choice but to destroy it all. Even consoling himself that he'd left enough clues for Crowley to understand, had he really ever believed his demon would feel anything but absolutely crushed? 

	 

	No. He'd known... Necessary evils were still evil. They were still painful. He and Crowley had paid prices neither deserved to pay, to be able to love each other. He had to think they paid them so Jemima wouldn't ever have to. She would never know the kind of terror or heartache her parents knew because of their respective Home Offices. To her, Heaven and Hell were just magical places she'd never visited, connected to the parents she loved and, through them, to her. Because her parents loved her, she thought the places they came from were places of love. She had no concept about how dangerous both places could be, or the irreparable harm they'd already caused. 

	 

	She had a vague understanding that Hell was a dangerous place. Crowley made a point of showing her the Second Coming memorial over the road, despite Aziraphale's worry it would give her nightmares. The demon only explained it to her in the vaguest terms he possibly could, fortunately. Because of that, Jem understood something bad happened on Earth that involved bad demons -- though, really, aside from Crowley, what other type were there? -- and that a lot of people died because of it. But beyond that, neither one of them really felt up to the task of enlightening her. Not yet. Both he and Crowley were dreading the day they had to sit her down and have that talk. 

	 

	Fortunately, today wouldn't be that day. Hopefully, she'd come back from her party  in higher spirits than when she left.

	 

	He glanced toward the clock, smiling as he heard Jem's voice, talking a million miles a minute as she moved along the sidewalk outside. Crowley often commented Jem only had two volumes -- loud and louder. 

	 

	Right on time. He chuckled to himself, even as the bell above the front door sounded, signaling Crowley and Jem's return. 

	 

	"Guess what? Annie's gettin' a new baby sister!" Jemima dashed across the shop to Aziraphale, coming to a stop beside his chair. "Can I have a brudder? I asked lee-lee, already, but he saided I hadta asked you, fafa, 'cause you're da esssspert. So can I?"

	 

	"Of course he did," Aziraphale muttered under his breath, turning in his seat slightly to look past Jem to where Crowley leaned against the counter, an amused smirk on his face. The Archangel narrowed his eyes, giving his husband a glare that promised retribution. Crowley's grin turned lecherous, his golden eyes heating in challenge. Aziraphale sighed and shook his head, then moved his chair so Jem could settle into his lap. One arm around his daughter, he calmly explained, "It's not that simple, precious. For one thing, you're a very special little girl--"

	 

	"'Cause I'm half-angel and half-demon, right?"

	 

	"That's right." He smiled, giving her a hug as she leaned into him. "And there's never been anyone quite like you, anywhere in Creation."

	 

	"Dat's why I want a little brudder! Den he'll be like me, too, 'cause you're an angel, and lee-lee's a demon, sooo..." She splayed her hands out and gave a little shrug so very like Crowley's, Aziraphale couldn't help but chuckle and glance toward his demon with a small shake of his head. Really, if only he didn't find so much about his husband so appealing. Even his mischief long since grew on the Archangel.

	 

	"You were born in a very special place, Jem, on a very special day, at a very special time. That exact sequence of events is unlikely to ever happen again."

	 

	She looked between them in confusion. "Is it 'cause of what Jude saided?"

	 

	Aziraphale frowned, his concerned gaze going to Crowley again, only to find the demon frowning, too. Clearly, he hadn't been privy to whatever Jude said, either. "What did Jude say, precious?"

	 

	"When I saided I was gonna asked for a brudder, Jude saided you'd say no, 'cause I have two daddies. But he's wrong. I have you, fafa, and I have lee-lee." Jem's delicate little jaw set in a very familiar, stubborn way as she looked between them. "Jude saided I hadta have a mommy, to have a brudder. But Muriel telled me angels can be boys or girls if dey wanna be."

	 

	"Ah." Lord Almighty, save him from this one, because from the wicked smirk on his face, Crowley certainly wasn't about to, and Aziraphale had no intention of getting into discussion about the demon's fluid history with gender with their five-year-old. Nor was she old enough to understand that celestial beings, as a rule, couldn't procreate. Jemima -- and possibly Jude, though no one was entirely sure just how celestial the boy was, yet -- was the exception to that rule, and the how and why of that were still very much an ineffable mystery. For now, Aziraphale stuck with the simplest explanation. "Technically, that's true, sweetheart, but Jude's not wrong, either. By human standards, you do have two daddies. Both lee-lee and I decided this is how we're happiest being. Just like you decided you were happiest being a girl, when you were born."

	 

	Jem's head tilted to the side in her typical pose of pondering some new information or curiosity. Her gaze traveled between Aziraphale and Crowley a few times. Then, like a storm cloud passing, her expression cleared, and her normal sunny smile returned. She looped her arms around the Archangel's neck and hugged him hard. "I'm happiest wif you being you, too, fafa. I love you and lee-lee just like dis. Can Cammy have a brudder, instead?"

	 

	Aziraphale heard Crowley mutter something about zoos under his breath, and smiled smugly as he hugged Jem back and said, "You know what? I believe that is a question for your lee-lee to answer."

	 

	"Angel..." Crowley ground out the endearment and gave him that familiar, snarky look Aziraphale so loved, his golden eyes telegraphing retaliation as Jem slid from Aziraphale's lap and beelined to Crowley with her request that Calamity get a new "little brudder" and oh, could it be a puppy? Aziraphale turned back to his work, humming to himself. He bit down on a giggle as he heard Crowley cave with a maybe that would no doubt turn into a yes sooner rather than later. When he felt the heated rake of the demon's gaze over him from across the room, his smile widened. Tonight promised to be a very interesting night. It was a good thing Jem slept like the dead, once she was out.

	 

	******

	 

	That Night

	 

	"Fuck, angel," Crowley gritted out, his head flung back as ecstasy raced through him, driven higher by the feel of his angel's hands -- one alternating between stroking his dick and his hot spot, and the other holding him in place by the hip as the angel's hard cock filled him from behind. "That feels so good."

	 

	They'd been going at it for hours, their bodies soaked in sweat and other bodily fluids. It started out as a game to see who would break first and apologize for putting the other on the spot, earlier. Somewhere along the way, though, the need to just fuck each other insane took hold and they gave up any pretense either one of them was after anything but the other's absolute pleasure.

	 

	Now, everywhere Aziraphale touched twisted the knife of pleasure deeper, made Crowley crave more, as he shook and shuddered, the skin along his forearms shimmering with the first hint of serpentine scales. Arching up from his position on all fours, he slammed one hand against the wall above the headboard, feeling the scrape of plaster against the talons of his fingers, while his other hand slid tightly but carefully into the damp blond curls of his husband's hair, using the anchor of touch to bring their bodies closer together, skin to skin at every possible point.

	 

	"I... love... you." The words, panted against his ear, were nothing compared to the wash of golden, loving light that wrapped around him, along with a pair of downy white wings, just before an even line of teeth pressed into the juncture of his neck and shoulder -- the final, tiny bite of pain he needed.

	 

	A familiar cataclysm, brighter than all the stars he ever knew -- more shattering in its beauty than the very creation of the universe -- rushed over him, taking away sight and sound for one perfect, blinding moment that bound him more tightly than ever to the angel whose existence was woven in such ineffable perfection with his own.

	 

	When he returned to himself again, Crowley found himself still cradled in the shelter of his husband's wings and arms as they lay cuddled together. He could feel the steady beat of his own heart, answered by Aziraphale's, right against the sensitive place between the root bones for his own wings. The gentle stroke of his angel's hands over his still scale-covered arms, and the whispered words of love and acceptance, settled as a familiar, warm light in his soul. Down all the millennia of his demonic life on Earth, Aziraphale had been his constant. The angel never shuddered or flinched at the sight of his scales, never stuttered or paled when faced with his serpentine eyes. His angel had seen him as full-on Serpent of Eden more than once, and never looked at him with anything less than love and wonder.

	 

	 Burrowing into his angel's touch, he let himself say the most vulnerable words of his existence -- words only Aziraphale ever heard in moments of vulnerability. Laying his hands carefully -- so as not to draw blood with his still-taloned fingers -- over his husband's hands against his arms, he murmured, "Thank you, angel."

	 

	The angel merely hummed a wordless response against his shoulder, where soft lips were gently stroking loving kisses against the receding scales. With a trembling sigh of his own, Crowley gave himself permission to let go and drifted off to sleep, still held lovingly in the arms of the same angel who'd unknowingly been saving him for millennia.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Of Gods and Demons

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Three Months Later

	 

	Queen's Somebody to Love filled the bookshop, along with a young girl's laughter. Aziraphale smiled indulgently as he closed the front door behind himself and stopped, letting the all-consuming adoration he felt sweep through him as he watched his demonic husband and their five-year-old daughter dance in a slow circle in the middle of the shop floor, Jemima's sock-clad little feet resting with a trusting wiggle of toes atop Crowley's boots, her delicate little hands gripped lightly but securely in Crowley's larger ones. 

	 

	Crowley's head was tipped forward, his wavy, shoulder-length, red hair -- he'd been growing it out a little these past few years -- falling forward to mask his expression, but Aziraphale could feel the love pouring from the demon. Jem, for her part, was looking back up at her lee-lee with the absolute, unquestioning trust and love a child has for a parent who dotes on them. 

	 

	They were the study of serenity, set to the backdrop of Freddie Mercury's voice, and the sight of them filled Aziraphale with so much tranquility and love he blinked his eyes against the sting of tears. 

	 

	"Angel?" Crowley's head snapped up, a small, concerned frown marring his face as his gaze swept over Aziraphale, looking for injury. The music died abruptly. "What's wrong?"

	 

	"Nothing, love," Aziraphale assured him, even as he moved toward where Crowley and their daughter were now paused. A soothing smile touched his lips, seeing the matching concern on both their faces. Jem was -- for all her innocent, angelic qualities -- becoming quite Crowley's little "mini-me" as the demon wryly referred to her. Out of Jem's earshot, of course. 

	 

	Aziraphale leaned up to press a reassuring kiss to Crowley's lips, then dropped one on Jem's crown for good measure, before moving past them to deposit the small stack of books he carried on the counter behind them. 

	 

	"Mrs. Cheng gave me some books for you, Jem. She said her daughter left them behind when she moved, and you might enjoy them." He patted the small stack of books, then moved toward his desk. "She said there's a book called Cinnamon, something called the Tiffany Aching series, and a book called Coraline she thinks you might grow into."

	 

	He heard Jem's happy squeal, the patter of little feet across the floor, a "Thank you, fafa!" before an unholy racket clattered up the stairs followed by another squeal -- this one of "Look, Bikah! New books!"

	 

	Aziraphale smiled to himself, humming as he sorted through a small stack of recent requests for him to procure certain rare titles, and the carefully wrapped, courier-delivered packet containing a book from Oxford University, for restoration. He loved that Jem shared his fondness for books, and that she clearly had Crowley's vivid imagination, based on her whimsical taste in literature.

	 

	 An amused chuckle -- from much closer behind him than humans would likely find settling -- alerted him to Crowley's presence even before the demon's voice murmured against his ear, "As if we ever had a doubt she's your daughter, too."

	 

	Aziraphale lifted one eyebrow but didn't bother to turn as he studied the accompanying paperwork for the restoration. "I haven't a clue what you mean."

	 

	"Right." Crowley's voice took on a husky quality, even as the demon's arms slid around him, that long, lanky body pressing up against his admittedly neither tall nor lean form. Not that it ever appeared to bother Crowley any, evidenced in the next moment as his demon nipped the side of his neck, groaned, and muttered, "Just like you have no idea what being this close to you does to me."

	 

	"Anthony," he started to warn, aware that he hadn't flipped the sign on the door -- or the lock -- on his way in. The sound of the bell over the door finished his statement for him.

	 

	With a sigh, his demon backed off with one final nuzzle to his neck and a muttered, "To be continued."

	 

	Aziraphale could only manage a small squeak and a nod, the heat of a blush creeping over his face. Oh, lord, he must be so red in the face, about now!

	 

	"Only the stuff in the front of the store's for sale," Crowley was already saying as he sauntered toward the counter. They'd come to an agreement, when they decided to remain here at the bookshop after Jem's arrival, to stock the very front of the shop with more modern books Aziraphale was quite happy to sell, while the older tomes he treasured so much were kept behind a new, longer counter, only to be leant out to those he could trust to take proper care of them -- or who were wary enough of his highly-protective husband to make certain they took proper care of them. Potayto, potahto, as Crowley liked to say.

	 

	"Crowley? Good to see you, mate!"

	 

	The familiar voice had Aziraphale's attention snapping toward the front of the shop. His heart skipped a worried beat as his gaze went to Crowley, gauging his husband's reaction. One of the very few downsides to being so closely bonded, he sometimes forgot Crowley couldn't actually read his mind, and that there were certain surprising events he needed to prepare his demon for.

	 

	Like this one.

	 

	Crowley stood frozen in place, his face ashen in shock and his body wracked with a fine tremor Aziraphale knew he was likely the only being in Creation capable of seeing. He dropped what he was doing and moved instantly to Crowley's side, twining their fingers together and letting his demon cling to him as he dealt with the reality of something Aziraphale was certain Crowley had never let himself believe might actually be true, before, whispering, "I'm sorry."

	 

	"Ah, Raphael." The newcomer was a dark-skinned young man dressed in a manner like the hipsters Aziraphale often saw around Soho. His long, dreadlocked hair was bound in a loose knot on top of his head, a Doctor Who inspired scarf twined around his throat, and small, round glasses with pink-hued lenses perched on the end of his hawkish nose. Bright, straight teeth flashed as a disarming, friendly smile danced across the man's face. "I got your message. I was in the neighborhood on my way home and thought now was as good a time as any to discuss details. I can let Saraqael know when I get home. Save you the trip and the paperwork."

	 

	Aziraphale inclined his head gratefully. 

	 

	"Absolutely, Lord." Turning his attention to Crowley, he murmured, "Are you okay, love?"

	 

	Crowley blinked at long last and released the breath he'd been holding on a muttered, "Jesus."

	 

	Their visitor's grin widened. "Been forever, mate. Wasn't sure you'd recognize me with the new corporation and all. I go by Isà on Earth, these days. Isá Nazarene. But either name works. We should grab a pint sometime. Catch up."

	 

	One of Crowley's brows lifted, and a familiar smirk flickered at his lips, telling Aziraphale he'd be just fine, even before the demon quipped, "Didn't think you'd be a fucking hipster."

	 

	"Could've guessed you'd go Goth, though," Jesus immediately quipped back, before a gentle smile broke over his face. "But it's good to see you happy, again. You had us worried for a spell."

	 

	"'Us'?" Crowley's golden eyes narrowed in suspicion, and Aziraphale gave his hand a gentle squeeze. He knew how his love felt about Upstairs. Even now.

	 

	"Mum and I." Apology shone in Jesus's dark eyes. "Wasn't ever supposed to work out that way. I tried to tell you, last we met..."

	 

	"Blurring the lines..." Crowley's attention came Aziraphale's way. "That's where I got the idea from, you know. During our jaunt around all the kingdoms of the world, this bastard tells me I need to stop worrying about whose side is whose, and just blur the lines a little." A soft smile flickered across his lips, his golden eyes full of love. "Didn't know at the time he meant you."

	 

	Surprise jolted through Aziraphale, recalling the first time Crowley mentioned blurring lines and shades of grey. "So, when you brought it up after the Windmill Theatre... I know you had it figured out that night. Exactly when did you figure it out?"

	 

	Crowley cringed, before he gave Aziraphale's hand a gentle squeeze and murmured, "Should've figured you'd know. Before I made it to the church, angel. The idea of being too late was just... unthinkable. Sorry I took so bloody long to figure it all out. I know how long you had to wait on me."

	 

	The clearing of a throat drew their attention back to their visitor. Aziraphale chided himself internally. He had work to do. "Of course. Sorry, Lord. We can discuss matters in back. Crowley, do you mind terribly flipping the lock and checking on Jem?"

	 

	Crowley lifted their joined hands and pressed a kiss to the back of Aziraphale's, before snapping the fingers of his other hand, throwing the lock while simultaneously flipping the sign on the door to Closed. His golden eyes narrowed momentarily, and he grinned. "Jemmy's reading to her dragons and the cats. I think you've got half an hour before she's either bored or out cold. I'll keep an eye on her."

	 

	Jesus rounded the end of the counter, but rather than heading directly for the back room Aziraphale indicated, he stopped and held out his hand to Crowley, who eyed it warily before reaching out to grip the offered hand. Jesus grasped his hand, pulling him into a friendly half-hug and murmuring something to him. Aziraphale sighed inwardly as Crowley tensed and instantly pulled away, moving closer to Aziraphale in a protective stance. His lovely-but-wary husband still didn't trust anything much from Heaven, except for him, Jemima, and maybe Muriel.

	 

	Then again, Crowley might just be a little shell-shocked because, up until now, Aziraphale was fairly certain his demon was utterly convinced Jesus was just another human, killed in some grand, ridiculous game of the Almighty's. After he sent the message to Isà about them needing to have a meeting, he should have figured the Son of God wouldn't pass up the chance to stop in, and prepared Crowley for it. 

	 

	"It really is good to see you," Jesus said, clasping Crowley's shoulder with his free hand. "And I'm really glad you and Raphael found your way back to each other."

	 

	"Aziraphale." His name gritted out of Crowley with a ferocity Aziraphale knew was his demon getting protective and territorial. Crowley hated Aziraphale's Heavenly name. If he was honest, he wasn't very partial to it, himself. Mostly because the Metatron was the first being to ever speak it.

	 

	Jesus's brow lifted, and his gaze turned Aziraphale's way. "You weren't having me on, then."

	 

	"No, Lord. I only use that name in Heaven."

	 

	"Oh. My bad. Sorry." Jesus released his hold on Crowley with an apologetic look and headed for the back room.

	 

	As soon as Jesus was out of earshot, Aziraphale felt Crowley's attention on him and turned to meet his husband's narrowed gaze. 

	 

	"You think, in the last two thousand or so years, you might have mentioned he wasn't dead?"

	 

	Aziraphale winced. "Fair point. Honestly, I didn't know for a while, either."

	 

	"How long have you known, angel?"

	 

	He sighed. "About sixty-five years, give or take."

	 

	"So, you knew when you brought me that Holy Water in '67."

	 

	"Who do you think blessed it?" Aziraphale met his demon's gaze and saw the hurt in Crowley's eyes. "At the time, he was a hippie, backpacking his way through Europe under the name Josiah Israel. He showed up on my doorstep and said he was in the pub, the night you were planning the church heist. He told me what you were planning, and that I needed to trust you -- that it was important you get the Holy Water. At the time, I figured he didn't mean for you to know he was on Earth, or he never would have come to me about it."

	 

	"I never really left. And it had to be you or no one, Aziraphale."

	 

	They both turned at the sound of Jesus's voice, to find the dark-skinned man leaning up against the end of the bookcase between where they stood and the back room.

	 

	"Sorry," Jesus apologized. "Didn't meant to eavesdrop, but I thought I might clear up some misunderstandings."

	 

	"What do you mean, you never really left?" 

	 

	"Crowley." Aziraphale stroked a gentle caress over his demon's cheek, soothing him through touch.

	 

	"Nah. He's got a right to know, and he's right. It was a shitty thing for me to do." Jesus looked between them. "I mean, I left for a bit. Obviously. I needed a new corporation." He gestured to his current form. "I was gone about a decade, I guess. But it didn't sit right with me, knowing how I'd left things with a lot of people. Especially you, Crowley. And Judas. You both deserved better. By the time I convinced Mum I needed to come back, though, Judas was dead, and you were gone." 

	 

	"Did you even mourn him?" Crowley demanded, his expression tense and his eyes fiery with rage as he glared at the Son of God. "He loved you. More than any of us. He loved you, and you just let him take the blame. You let him blame himself. To death. To Hell. How's that for bloody fucking kindness?"

	 

	"Anthony." Aziraphale inched closer, concern turning to outright worry. He could feel the pain and anger rolling off Crowley, and for the first time since he was the cause of such pain, he had no idea how to soothe it. With an indrawn breath, he let his heart guide him, and reached up, cupping his free hand against his husband's face and urging his attention around, until they stood face-to-face. Then, slipping his hand behind Crowley's head, he threaded his fingers through the demon's hair and brought their foreheads together, murmuring, "I'm here, love. Shh. Focus on me. I love you so much, and I'm right here."

	 

	Long fingers grasped his with the strength of desperation and the tenderness of a heart that would rather destroy itself than ever harm him. "Angel... I..."

	 

	"I know, love. I know."

	 

	"I never wanted that to happen to him," Jesus's quiet voice, laced with heartbreak and regret of his own, reached them. "I begged to not have to hurt Judas, that night in Gethsemane. People these days think I was asking for my own way out, but I was looking for his. And, to answer your question, yes, Crowley. I mourned him. I still do. If there was a way I could pull him out of Hell, I would. I can't change the choice he made, but I thought, maybe I could at least make a difference to you. Took me a long time to track you down, and every time I got close, I got the feeling just showing up would push a wedge between the two of you," he nodded toward them both, "and I wasn't about to do that. Mum was already losing Her shit because someone kept throwing a spanner in the works."

	 

	"The--" Crowley started, and Aziraphale squeezed his hand in gentle reminder. They didn't use that name in their home. Aziraphale wasn't about to let the Metatron's evil color the air in this space, again. He saw the instant apology flash in Crowley's eyes, before the demon muttered, "Sorry, angel."

	 

	"Anyway," Jesus continued, "I figured maybe I could push the two of you together, for once, and help a mate out at the same time. Guess it didn't work the way I planned, but I'm glad it worked out eventually. Now, we have things to discuss, Aziraphale. I don't have a lot of time."

	 

	"Right," Crowley muttered, before his attention shot toward the upstairs, and Aziraphale knew his demon must sense their daughter loitering curiously at the top of the stairs, even before Crowley smirked. "You go on, angel. I've got Jemmy."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, and gestured Jesus toward the back room where they could discuss matters concerning Heaven. Crowley was more than capable of handling their mischievous offspring, whatever she was up to, now.

	 

	******

	 

	Roast'n'Records Coffeeshop, Soho -- Twenty Minutes Later

	 

	"Well, if it isn't the prettiest little angel in Soho," Mrs. Sandwich exclaimed when she turned from the counter, carrier full of coffees in hand, to smile at Jemmy as she took in the five-year-old's outfit of the day -- lavender shorts and her favorite rainbow-colored top, over which she wore a pair of iridescent fairy-style wings Maggie gave her last week, supposedly for her Halloween costume in a few months, but which Jemmy already insisted on wearing on the daily. Of course, she also insisted on pairing the glittery wings with black ankle boots advertised as "dragon skin," from her favorite cartoon movies. She wore those boots everywhere they went because they look like yours, lee-lee. 

	 

	"I'm only half angel," Jemmy muttered under her breath, clinging to his hand as if affronted for his sake. It might have been concerning just how proud of her demonic heritage Jemmy was, if he thought she had any real understanding of what being a demon meant. But since she thought of it as nothing more than a way she was like him, and since she didn't say it loud enough anyone else -- including Mrs. S -- could hear her, Crowley didn't bother verbally correcting her snippy attitude. He merely lifted a brow at her and tipped his shades down with one finger to meet her gaze, and knew she got the message by the guilty hang of her head before she peeked up at him in apology from behind long, strawberry-blonde lashes in a bashful look of contrition she picked up from Aziraphale years ago.

	 

	To Mrs. S, Jemmy dutifully murmured a soft "Thank you" as the woman passed them on her way out, and Crowley squeezed her hand just in time to curtail her impulse to stick her tongue out behind his friend's back. He swallowed back a grin and pushed his shades back into place. Score a parenting point for being able to sense the hellspawn's brewing antics.

	 

	Crowley glanced up at a chuckle from behind the counter, to find Nina watching them with a wry smile on her lips. Maybe he hadn't been quite quick enough, after all. He shrugged.

	 

	"Where's the other one, today?" she teased, even as she bent to the fridge behind the counter for the chocolate milk they always kept on hand for Jemmy.

	 

	"Important meeting."

	 

	Nina's brow lifted, before her worried gaze flicked upward. "That lot?"

	 

	Crowley wasn't sure he wanted to answer that. He wasn't even sure he knew what to say, in this case. "Not quite."

	 

	"Cryptic as always, I see. Usual, for you?"

	 

	Crowley shook his head. He was fucking jittery enough. He assumed it was discovering Jesus was both alive and really the Son of God. Last thing he needed, right now, was anything that would start one of those old spirals he hated so much. Especially since he couldn't understand why the anxiety wasn't abating, now that he had plenty of time to process the shock. 

	 

	"Nah." He looked down at Jemmy. "Go show Maggie your fairy wings, poppet."

	 

	She grinned up at him, and he shook his head, already knowing what her next request would be. Jemima had been excited for the past couple of weeks since her actual wings started to come in. She wanted to show everyone, but the middle of a busy café was hardly the place, even if showing them to Maggie or Nina wouldn't be any big surprise to the women. He gave Jemmy's hand a little squeeze. "Just the fairy wings."

	 

	She sighed dramatically, and he suppressed a chuckle. He and Aziraphale were continually handing responsibility for their daughter's dramatic tendency back and forth. Truth was, she probably had it in spades from both of them, but he wasn't about to admit that to the angel who literally drew on a ridiculous mustache and donned a fancy cape and top hat to perform stage magic very badly. Releasing Jemmy's hand, he watched her skip across the shop to where Maggie had her record counter set up, then turned back to Nina, to find the dark woman watching him with a small smile.

	 

	"Y'know, I didn't know what to make of you, when we first met," Nina said, sliding Jemmy's cup of chocolate milk across the counter and waving off his attempt to pay for it. She nodded across the road. "Thought I had him figured out, for a while. Took me a long time to process what happened, you know. Still seems surreal, sometimes."

	 

	Crowley shrugged but didn't bother to comment. He didn't like to think about back right before the Second Coming. Losing Aziraphale -- even for just eight months -- took something vital he hadn't fully understood until it was gone out of his life. It still gave him night terrors, sometimes.

	 

	Memories weren't the only thing currently giving him anxiety. His gaze flickered toward the plate glass window of the café as familiar dread clawed his gut, and he slammed the cup of milk down on the counter with an oath as he caught sight of the loitering form, just inside the shadows at the corner of the Dirty Donkey.

	 

	"Jemima." He hurried to the other side of the shop and scooped up his daughter protectively, murmuring in her ear, "Hide your face, poppet. We have to go."

	 

	He hated that he'd had to prepare her for this. That despite everything they'd done, he and Aziraphale both knew there might come a time when the bookshop wouldn't be enough, or near enough, to hide her from Hell. He hated even more that he was scaring her. He could feel the fear in her trembling form as she clung to him.

	 

	"Lee-lee," she whimpered against the crook of his neck, her face burrowed against him and her hand shielding the side of her face where her birthmark was as the rest of her trembling limbs wrapped around him like a frightened baby boa constrictor. He sensed the attention and strange looks from the café's human patrons but ignored them. Then, he sensed someone's direct, worried regard.  

	 

	He lifted his shaded gaze to find Maggie watching him in concern. "Mr. Crowley? Is something the matter?"

	 

	He couldn't respond. He couldn't put their human friends at risk, either. He had to get out of here, back to the safety of the bookshop, where Jemmy would be safe. With a shake of his head, he headed straight for the door, wishing he could unfurl his wings and wrap them around his starling, protect anyone from seeing her. But he couldn't do that. His wings were heavy, probably still mangled and useless from lack of proper healing, and would just draw more attention, anyway. So, he did what he could. He held in all his rage and fear, and hurried across the busy Soho street, resisting the urge to race for safety, or glare a hole through the demon loitering in the shadows. He didn't want to draw any attention, just in case the other demon hadn't actually seen him, yet. 

	 

	Shifting his daughter in his arms so he could wave the front door of the shop open, then shut and locked behind them, he fought for breath against the welling panic screaming this couldn't be happening, again. He and Aziraphale fought so hard and sacrificed so much to make sure this couldn't happen.

	 

	"It's okay now, poppet," he murmured to his shaking child as he circled the counter, waving all the shades down so no one could see into the shop if they wanted to. He didn't stop until he reached the back room, where Aziraphale already stood in the open doorway, his expression tense and worried.

	 

	"What's happened?"

	 

	Of course, his angelic husband would pick up on his panic and Jemmy's fear. Aziraphale probably sensed it before they cleared the door to the café.

	 

	Jesus was on his feet the moment he saw them, as well. 

	 

	"Just got a little infestation to take care of," Crowley seethed, then pressed a kiss to the side of Jemmy's head, murmuring, "Go to fafa, now, poppet. I need to go out for a bit."

	 

	"No!" Jemmy clung tighter to his neck, lifting her tear-streaked face to him. "Don't go, lee-lee!"

	 

	"Jemima Crowley-Fell," Aziraphale admonished, his voice gentle but firm, "we have discussed this."

	 

	She hung her head contritely, and the mutinous pout on her face would have been funny, if not for the seriousness of the problem. He met his angel's gaze over her head, and saw the concern there, even as Jemima heaved a sniffling breath and allowed him to set her on her feet.

	 

	"Shax?"

	 

	He shook his head, a hiss of fury rattling its way through his frame. "Dagon."

	 

	"I see." The quiet calm of Aziraphale's voice didn't fool Crowley for a moment. Dagon was trouble. The Duke of Hell had only ever stepped foot out of Hell twice since the Fall, and both times had been in an effort to hurt either them or the entire world. Though the angel wouldn't say why, Crowley knew Dagon made Aziraphale nervous, and it had something to do with the time they traded appearances. 

	 

	Now, Aziraphale boosted Jemmy into his arms, and Crowley saw the fear in his angel's cerulean eyes as their gazes met over their daughter's head. "Be careful, love."

	 

	"I will," he promised, already starting back toward the door. If those bastards in Hell hadn't got the message Aziraphale sent back with Shax, Crowley was determined to shove it sideways down their collective throats until they choked on it. Aziraphale and Jemmy were off limits. If getting his point across meant getting discorporated and sent back to Hell, he'd just have to burn the place down. Nothing -- not even Satan Himself -- would be keeping Crowley away from his family.

	 

	"Wait." He turned in surprise at the sound of Jesus's voice behind him. As the Son of God reached his side, a grin split the darker man's face that was eerily absent from his dark eyes, the irises of which were rimmed in bright purple. "This is my fight, Crowley."

	 

	Crowley eyed him in surprise. "Doesn't that break some kind of celestial non-intervention code between God and Satan?"

	 

	Jesus glanced back, and Crowley turned to follow his gaze, straight to where his entire world now sat in Aziraphale's chair as his angel tried to soothe their frightened, crying daughter. It wasn't working -- no doubt because Jemmy could feel the same worry and fear coming off Aziraphale as Crowley could. The demon grabbed for the countertop as his knees weakened, a terrified fury unlike any he'd ever felt before tearing through him. Hell was doing this. Hell was making his angel worry, and their daughter afraid. Did he really care whose rules got broken, in the face of that?

	 

	Not a fucking bit.

	 

	"'Suffer the little children' was never supposed to be literal, mate," Jesus muttered from beside him. "Stay with your family. Dagon's here more because of me than you, anyway. I got the sense someone was following my movements, quite a while ago. Sensed they were getting close, the other day. It's why I was headed home."

	 

	Crowley glared at him. "Then get them off our doorstep. Because if I have to do it, there won't be enough left of Hell to bother putting in a matchbox, this time."

	 

	He waved the door unlocked and didn't bother to watch Jesus leave. Dagon couldn't come in -- no one outside of their family who wasn't at least half of Earth could, without Aziraphale's permission -- so he wasn't worried about unwelcome visitors. Turning his back to the door -- to the whole fucking world for all he cared -- he started across the handful of steps between the counter and his own world. He only got a few steps before the wash of his angel's relief hit him and he stumbled, ending up on his knees just out of reach, with a raw, "Angel..."

	 

	He didn't need to say more. He never needed to say more. A small, warm weight hit him full on, her small arms clinging to his neck, before soft, warm arms enveloped them both, followed by downy wings that brushed tears from his cheeks as they formed a cocoon of pure love and peace around him and Jemmy both.

	 

	"It's all right, love," Aziraphale's voice touched his ears, soothing away the remains of hellfire and fury, of pain and fear and the anxiety still clinging to his lungs with all Hell's stench. Crowley curled his arms around his daughter, rocking away her tears, even as he let himself be soothed by the love, understanding, and acceptance pouring from his angel. This was all the universe he needed. He would do anything for them. Anything at all. 

	 

	******

	 

	The narrow street between the bookshop and the pub was abnormally dark, for the time of day, and a thin stream of green-grey fog rolled along the ground. The men coming from the hotel/brothel just to the back of the pub eyed their surroundings warily, and the girls he knew normally loitered on the sidewalk, smoking and talking between clients, were hesitant to step outside. The dark man's upper lip curled, and a rim of bright purple flashed around his dark irises, even as golden, six-pointed stars lit deep behind his pupils, shining out into the world with a celestial power no being in all Creation -- terrestrial, ethereal, or occult -- could deny.

	 

	"Come out of the shadow of your watery hiding place, Demon of the Waters, Lord of the Infernal Files." His voice vibrated with all the power he could safely apply while surrounded by all this fragile humanity. "Kneel, Dagon."

	 

	The fog began to coalesce, taking form in the depths of a shadowy alcove, until the Infernal Duke stumbled forward, compelled to his knees with a hissing cry. "Mercy!"

	 

	"Mercy? You dare utter that word? What mercy have you earned?" He glared at the demon. He knew he couldn't destroy a Duke of the Dark Council without starting another war no one could afford to wage, right now, but he also wanted to make sure Hell got his message clearly. "The only reason I'm not turning you into a greasy fish stain right here, Dagon, is because I want you to deliver a message."

	 

	Dagon cowered, hissing, "What message?"

	 

	"You go back to Hell, and you tell them all -- the Dark Council, Astaroth, even Satan Himself. If any of you darken this street, or come near Heaven's Supreme Archangel or his family, again, the war I bring to Hell will end you all. Do you understand me?"

	 

	Dagon hissed louder, trying to intimidate him. Isá Nazarene's lips twisted in a dark smile, and he closed his hand in a fist, listening to the demon gag and choke until he groaned miserably and nodded. Loosening his hold, Isá listened to Dagon rasp, "I... I understand."

	 

	"Then go. And if I hear you've been back, it'll be the end of you, Dagon."

	 

	The demon disappeared in a burst of chaotic dark smoke, and Isá knew his message had been delivered when he felt a tremble go through the breadth of Hell. Satisfied, he waved the lift into descending in a burst of white light and looked back toward the bookshop with a smile, tipping an imaginary cap.

	 

	"I'll be watching out, old friends. Rest easy. You've earned it."

	 

	******

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- Later that Night

	 

	Hours had passed since he'd seen Dagon on the corner across the way. Maggie and Nina had already been by to check on them, both women looking at Crowley in concern, as if they expected him to lose it at any moment. He didn't fault them. He hadn't been sure he wasn't going to lose it himself, there for a while.

	 

	Crowley glanced at Jemmy, passed out against his side in her best imitation of a starfish, and the first smile he'd been able to manage in hours tugged at his lips.

	 

	"She definitely gets that from you." The quiet humor in Aziraphale's murmured acknowledgement dragged Crowley's attention from their daughter, to find his angel watching them both from the chair instead of working like he'd claimed he needed to.

	 

	"Which part?" He teased back, turning his gaze back to Jemmy as he tenderly brushed her wild strawberry-blonde curls from her face with the arm he had draped over the back of the settee.

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled. "I'm not falling for that one, again. You know what I mean."

	 

	"I was so scared, today, angel," Crowley admitted in a hushed voice, his good humor falling away as he watched Jemmy sleep. "I saw Dagon and all I could think was how I was losing everything, all over again. It felt worse than Falling. There's so much more to lose, now."

	 

	"I know." He heard Aziraphale rise and shifted his gaze as he sensed his husband's approach. Looking up, he saw the gentleness in his angel's eyes, even as Aziraphale's hand reached to brush against his cheek. "I wish I could give you back everything you lost, when you Fell. The peace, the joy. Your stars."

	 

	"I don't." Crowley caught the angel's wrist, holding Aziraphale's touch against his face. "I don't miss it."

	 

	"Liar," Aziraphale murmured, leaning in to touch his lips lightly to Crowley's before starting to withdraw.

	 

	Crowley's lips twitched wryly, and not just because they both knew he did -- at times -- miss being able to hear the stars sing. This was also a familiar game of theirs, meant to help him find his emotional footing when he was feeling especially vulnerable.

	 

	"I'm a demon, angel," he intoned, letting go of Aziraphale's wrist to close his fist in the cloth of the angel's shirt, dragging him a little closer, until they breathed the same sliver of air. "It's what I do."

	 

	He closed the distance between them in a proper kiss, before letting go with a smirk at the familiar, dazed lust on his angel's face. Gathering their sleeping daughter up in his arms, her head on his shoulder, he rose from the settee and made his way upstairs to tuck her into bed, aware of the heated attention of his husband's gaze the entire way. And if he put a little more saunter in his step, who could blame him? He was a demon, after all, and he had an Archangel to tempt.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Demonic Backlash

	 

	 

	Halifax Academy of the Arts, Knightsbridge, London -- One Year, Three Months Later

	 

	Jemima clambered out of the back seat of lee-lee's car, giving it a grateful pat on her way out, to where fafa stood by the open passenger-side door. Once she was out of the Bentley, fafa wrapped her up in a hug, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. She snuggled into his arms, hugging him back. She loved fafa's hugs. They were like being all wrapped up in a warm blanket made of love. They made her whole heart happy.

	 

	"Have a good day, sweetheart," he murmured as she clung to him. "I love you."

	 

	As excited as she was to meet new people, she was scared, too. She didn't like being away from lee-lee and fafa. It didn't feel right, and made her chest tight. Kinda like she felt whenever fafa had to go the Heaven, just not as painful. She hugged him just a little harder. "Love you, too. You'll come back for me, right, fafa?"

	 

	She felt his laugh against her cheek at the same time it filled her ears, calming her. "Of course we will, starling. We'd never not come back for you."

	 

	Relieved, the tightness in her chest calming a bit, she let go of him and turned toward the big, brick building with the stone scrollwork above the door declaring it Halifax Academy of the Arts. She didn't know what an academy was, but lee-lee and fafa promised her she'd learn lots of new things here. That part excited her. She always liked to learn things.

	 

	She hoped they'd let her ask questions, here, like her parents did. Jude said human schools didn't like it so much, which made her nervous, but she promised lee-lee and fafa she'd give this a try. 

	 

	Already, this academy place didn't feel as safe or inviting as home did, but she swallowed hard and told herself she was fine. Everything was fine. 

	 

	Everything's okay. Everything's okay. Everything's--

	 

	"Oi. Poppet. Forgettin' something?"

	 

	She turned at the amused sound of lee-lee's voice, to see him holding the shiny purple-and-silver school bag he'd bought her out across the passenger seat. Grinning, she ducked back into the car to throw her arms around his neck in a hug. "Bye, lee-lee! Love you!"

	 

	"More than the stars, poppet." He brushed a kiss to her birthmark, right near her ear. "There's a phone in your bag. If you need us, call. Now, take your bag and get going, yeah?"

	 

	She giggled, feeling much better now. She could always trust lee-lee to make her feel better with his grouchy affection.

	 

	Skipping up the walk toward the school doors, she stopped just at the door to look back and wave to her parents with a big smile, so they wouldn't worry. Then, turning back around, she swallowed hard, pulled the dark glass door open, and stepped inside, to join the large group of human children milling about, waiting for their class assignments. 

	 

	Her eyes widened, and she instantly felt panicky and overwhelmed. She didn't like being around lots of human kids. They were so scary, because the ones she always tried to play with at the parks when she was little were always pushing her and pulling on her hair, calling her names. They made her want to protect herself, but she didn't understand the urge to hurt them back. It scared her. What if she couldn't stop herself, and did something bad that got her sent to Hell? Anytime they answered her questions about Hell, lee-lee got scared and fafa got worried. She didn't want lee-lee or fafa to worry about her, so she couldn't go to Hell. 

	 

	Jemima squeezed herself into a corner by the door, partially hidden behind a potted plant, and sought comfort in stroking its waxy leaves and thinking of lee-lee's garden, at home. Her gaze scanned the gathering, but she didn't see anyone at all like her, or like her friends Jude, Annie, and Gabe from Whickber Street. Everywhere she looked, she got an icky, dirty feeling, and she didn't like it. These kids mostly ignored her, but the ones who had noticed her were looking at her like she did something wrong just by being here. 

	 

	Still, she told herself this would be the start of a brand-new adventure, just like fafa said. Maybe she would still make friends. Maybe it just took a little time.

	 

	******

	 

	Girls' Washroom, Halifax Academy of the Arts -- Two Hours Later

	 

	Her first class was art. Jemima didn't mind art -- though she preferred to look at it. Like lee-lee, she had an appreciation for art, but no skill of her own. She couldn't draw like fafa, or paint like the people in the museums her parents took her to or the books full of art fafa showed her. She did her best in class, anyway. Fafa said it was always important to try her best. She hoped he liked her painting of what she thought Heaven looked like. 

	 

	Jemima grimaced at the stubborn blue paint smear that wouldn't come off her hand. Standing at the sink in the girls' washroom, she scrubbed at the stubborn stain with a wet paper towel, her brows furrowing in annoyance. It wasn't that she minded getting messy, but she didn't like not being able to get clean when she wanted to. Hopefully, one of her parents would teach her how to miracle, soon, so she wouldn't have to scrub at her skin like this. Even wet, the paper towels felt scratchy and uncomfortable against her skin, and the soap smelled funny. It smelled like chemicals, and not at all like the vanilla and oranges the soap at home smelled like.

	 

	"I hate thisss!" She hissed to herself, so intent on removing the paint she didn't realize the washroom door had opened and closed until she heard the new voices.

	 

	"Oh, look! The little charity case is all blue." The first voice was saccharin but dripping with scorn at the same time. 

	 

	Jemima's gaze whipped up, latching onto the reflection of a group of other girls in the mirror. The dark-haired girl at the front of the group was several years older than her -- looking more like a teenager than a child -- and was surrounded by five other girls who ranged in age between Jemima and the dark-haired girl and were of a variety of what fafa's big book on humans called ethnicities.

	 

	The other girls were laughing, and though Jemima was pretty sure they were laughing at her, she did her best to remember what fafa told her -- be kind. She didn't know what anyone else's life was like.

	 

	"Hi!" She smiled broadly at the girls. "My name's Jemima. My friends call me Jemmy."

	 

	The dark-haired girl looked her up and down and rolled her dark eyes. "Yeah. As if. You don't belong here. Halifax is for good families."

	 

	Jemima's brow furrowed. She didn't like the slimy feeling coming off that word, like it meant exactly the opposite from what it was supposed to mean. 

	 

	"My family's good! My fafa's..." Her voice drifted off as she remembered she wasn't supposed to tell anyone what fafa really did without his permission. The humans in their area of Whickber Street all knew, she thought, and while she wasn't sure how or why, she knew fafa and lee-lee were safe being themselves, there. But she didn't know these girls, and she wouldn't take the chance they might hurt her parents. "My fafa does a lot of good thingsss. Lee-lee, too, though he don't like people to know."

	 

	"Listen to that lisp," another of the older girls mocked. "She hisses like a little snake. Esssscape your garden, little ssssnake?"

	 

	The other girls all laughed, taking ominous steps closer. Anxiety flared in Jemima. She didn't like people she didn't know getting too close to her. It always made lee-lee upset, and she didn't want to worry him. "Back up, please. I want to leave. Let me through."

	 

	"Maybe," the other girl pressed, taking a deliberate step forward Jemima sensed a threat behind. "You should just sssslither back home, like a good little weirdo with your funny little lisp."

	 

	Jemima scowled at them. She liked the way she talked. It was just like lee-lee. He always talked so pretty. Her hands clenched into fists as the idea these mean girls might make fun of her lee-lee slithered through her, and the birthmark on her cheek burned as something hot and angry flickered to life in her -- the desire to hurt and punish.

	 

	Was this her demon side?  If it was, she wasn't so sure she liked it. It twisted in her tummy and made her want to be sick. 

	 

	The girls traded looks among themselves as the washroom lights flickered, then laughed uneasily as one of them muttered, "Christ, she's even weirder than we thought."

	 

	The dark-haired leader shushed them, then sneered down at Jemima. "Go back to your weird little corner of Soho, Carrie, and take your freaky shit with you. You don't belong here with normal people."

	 

	With that, the dark-haired girl turned on her heel and strode out of the washroom, her friends swarming behind her like... like... what did Muriel call them? 

	 

	"Murder hornets!" she yelled after the girls, feeling infinitely better after getting that building anger off her chest.

	 

	******

	 

	Library, Halifax Academy of the Arts -- That Afternoon

	 

	The rest of the day was passing by okay, though Jemima couldn't shake that strange conversation in the washroom from her mind. She still didn't know what that girl meant, but every time she saw them, those girls made strange gestures at her like they were cutting their heads off or trying to make themselves throw up. Why would they do either one of those, and what did it have to do with her? 

	 

	Unsettled, she kept mostly to herself, and honestly, she was happier that way. When the teacher brought them to the library for "independent reading time," a little while ago, she found a big book on the universe -- full of lee-lee's stars -- and a nice, quiet table away from all the other kids, and contented herself to look through it. She'd much rather be at home, of course, where she could curl up on the settee with lee-lee and have him tell her all about the stars in the pictures. Things no book could tell her. Or she could read the books fafa always found for her -- her current favorite was the one fafa read to her at night, about a cat named Maurice -- or look at the drawings he made of all the places he and lee-lee had been. She liked the ones he drew of lee-lee over all the years, best of all, because she could feel the love in them. Lee-lee and fafa always told the best stories because they were real and she liked the way they looked at each other when they were remembering.

	 

	Sighing, she flipped the page of the book in front of her, looking at a picture of a pinky-blue nebula. She thought it might be the one lee-lee said he was making when he and fafa met. She wished she could ask, and--

	 

	"Oi. You the new girl in Year One? The one from Soho?"

	 

	The voice reached her ears, first. It had a slimy feel to it she didn't like, and there was a tone she couldn't read in it, too. She glanced up as a shadow fell over her, to find a kid probably twice her size standing beside the table. His dark hair was parted and combed just so, and his uniform was neatly tucked-in and wrinkle-free -- like, as Auntie Nina always said, it'd been starched within an inch of its life. Not that she knew what that meant, but it seemed right. He wore glasses, too, with cold, dark eyes glittering behind them. The sneer on his face sent that dirty feeling, along with the panicky fear she last felt when lee-lee had to carry her out of Auntie Nina and Auntie Maggie's shop, sliding through her. Her tummy didn't feel good. It was all twisty, like in the washroom earlier, but it also felt sick -- like the time she drank lee-lee's coffee, just to see what it tasted like, and it made her throw up.

	 

	The two other boys with him were smirking, but it didn't make her feel like laughing, the way it did when lee-lee was saying teasing things to her or fafa. There was nothing gentle in their eyes. Instead, their smirks looked like the ones lee-lee sometimes made when he didn't like someone and was amused by their stupidity. She overheard fafa call them demonic grins, once.

	 

	Surprise tugged at her. Were these boys demons, then? But, no, they couldn't be. Lee-lee said demons were all adults. She was the only one who wasn't. So why did these boys look so evil?

	 

	A little flicker of anxiety singed her, and she looked around, aware she'd chosen a table far enough away from all the other kids, it was doubtful anyone knew she was back here. Well, anyone but those mean girls from the washroom, who were seated at the table at the other end of the long row of bookshelves from her, looking her way and laughing, whispering among themselves.

	 

	"What're you? Deaf? Or just retarded?" The words felt greasy and slimy in her ears, and she wasn't sure why, but she knew she didn't like them. He was being mean. 

	 

	"I can hear you," she answered him calmly, folding her hands on top of the table and trying to mimic the peaceful way fafa always dealt with rude people. Still, a little twitch started in her fingers, wanting to... she wasn't quite sure, but she was sure it probably wasn't allowed. At very least, it stirred that sick feeling in her tummy again. "And it's rude to make funs of people who can't learn well. And I can. Learn well, that is. But it's rude and mean to make funs of those who can't."

	 

	He glared at her, smacking his hands down on her book as he loomed over her, and she swore she saw icky black stuff spread over the pages, even though she knew it wasn't really there. It confused her. She would have to ask lee-lee if evil humans could make her see things.

	 

	"Yeah? Well, I'm a Fifth Year, and I'm a Winscott, so you gotta do what I tell ya to do." He grinned 'round at his friends, who were snickering and nudging each other like they saw something funny. So far, she didn't see or hear anything funny.

	 

	She narrowed her eyes in her best imitation of lee-lee's glare, and wished she had snake eyes like him. People always left lee-lee alone when he looked grumpy -- 'cept for her and fafa, of course. Right now, she just wanted this boy to leave her alone. "Go away."

	 

	"No way, you little bitch." He leaned in closer, until his face was real close to hers. She reared back instantly, not liking how close he was, even as something dangerous lit his eyes. "Take your top off."

	 

	"Go away, or I'll tell the teacher." She thought of the phone in her bag, but she was afraid he'd take it from her if she went for it.

	 

	His friends snickered and made mocking noises like they were scared, but they weren't really. His smile only grew colder and less friendly. "Look around, freak girl. There ain't no teachers here. Take it off. Now."

	 

	Fear trickled through her when, looking around, she realized he was telling the truth. There were no adults anywhere she could see. She lifted her chin, refusing to be scared. She remembered what lee-lee told her about how Whickber Street fought Hell. He told her how brave the humans and Muriel were. She heard the respect in his voice when he told her the story. She could be brave, too. "No. Leave me alone. I don't like you."

	 

	The cold, dangerous glint in his eyes -- like he was happy he was making her uncomfortable -- unsettled Jemima even more. When the boy reached out like he meant to grab the front of her uniform top, Jemima jerked away, jumping up from her chair and grabbing her schoolbag to hold across her body like a shield. She heard the chair knock over but ignored it. "Don't touch me. You're not allowed to touch me."

	 

	"Why? I'm just gonna help your 'education'." There was a look on his face now that disgusted her. "Bet you don't know nothin' about how things are really s'posed to be, huh? 'Bout girls and boys? You live with that guy, don't you? The one you was hugging this morning?"

	 

	Jemima squinted, not sure she understood. Not the questions -- she understood English perfectly, after all. But something about the way he asked them was making her feel sick.

	 

	"'Coursssse," she responded in her best impression of lee-lee's quiet hiss, eyeing the boy warily, even as she inched backward another step. Whenever lee-lee hissed, it always made humans stop whatever bad things they were doing and run away. She wanted this boy to stop talking to her. "That's my fafa."

	 

	"Fafa? What's a fafa? Or mebbe you mean," a sly look she instantly hated slid over his features, before he reached out and grabbed hold of her wrist, twisting it painfully and trying to drag her toward him as he sneered, "a faggot. My older brother says that's the fat, old faggot who runs the bookshop over on Whickber Street, in Soho."

	 

	There was something in the boy's voice, in the unfamiliar word he used and the way he said it, she instantly hated. It made her tummy feel all clenched and sick. Her arm hurt where he held it twisted up, and her skin grew hot, like her blood was turning to lava even as a quiet hiss rose up through her, and her birthmark itched. Red spots were dancing in her vision, and a rage she'd never experienced before welled up from deep inside her. Whatever this boy was calling fafa, she didn't like it, and a little voice deep inside her said she needed to punish him for it. No one was allowed to call her fafa or lee-lee bad names like that!

	 

	"Don't you talk about my fafa like that!" The words were screeching from her, from somewhere deep inside that scared her, even as it made her feel powerful. She wanted to hurt this boy, to make him take his bad words back and never say them again. She wrenched her arm free of his grasp with a painful hiss, even as she flung herself backward away from him, clutched her schoolbag to her chest, and wished he would feel what it was like to get hit by the table, over and over again.

	 

	The table where she was sitting flipped vertical, and then slammed down onto the boy, crashing to the ground on top of him, lifting up a little, and then crashing down repeatedly as he tried to scramble away. Through a haze of fear and rage, her injured hand clutched over her bag by her other hand, she heard screaming, and the scurry of feet, mixed with the groans and sobs of the boy scrambling across the floor as the table pounded after him, bashing into bookshelves and sending books pelting down on him as the table caught the backs of his legs and feet and sent him tumbling back to the floor every time he made it to his feet.

	 

	By the time they neared the door, the boy quit trying to escape, and instead curled into a sobbing ball on the floor, covering his head with his arms. Jemima stood over him, feeling that scary, raw power crackle through her as the table pressed down on him, like an elephant was slowly sitting down on it. She glared at him, her hands clenched in trembling fists as her legs began to shake. "You take that back."

	 

	He whimpered, and nodded as best he could. 

	 

	"Don't you ever talk about my fafa, or my lee-lee, again." She glared at him a moment longer. Then, certain her point was made, Jemima let go of whatever the crackling heat inside her was, and felt it drain from her body.

	 

	In the next instant, though, dizziness and nausea sent her staggering. Stumbling toward the library doors, she fled into the hallway, driven by a need to get help she didn't understand. She dropped her bag, staggered a few more steps, then fell to her hands and knees on the cool linoleum floor and retched, before slumping over onto her side, arms clutched around her shaking form. Staring at the bag too far away to reach in her trembling state, she sobbed and whispered, "Fafa. Lee-lee. Help me."

	 

	******

	 

	Parking lot, Halifax Academy of the Arts, Knightsbridge -- Eight Minutes Later

	 

	For the first time since 1941, Aziraphale was quite grateful Crowley drove like... well, like a demon out of Hell. He had no idea what was going on, other than Jemima needed them. He didn't have to ask to know Crowley felt it, as well. They'd been having a quiet day in the shop, just chatting while he worked on a restoration for the British Museum, when what he could only describe as a wave of intense pain and fear crashed straight over him, and he swore he heard their daughter's voice like she was there in the room with them, begging for help. His gaze had gone right to Crowley, to find the demon already on his feet, keys in hand, face leached of color, and his eyes completely yellow. 

	 

	They got to the school at a breakneck speed Aziraphale didn't even complain about. He was too worried about Jemima. Something had happened, and they weren't there when she needed them. For some reason, she hadn't even been able to use the mobile phone Crowley had given her.

	 

	"You don't suppose someone got to her, do you?" He fretted as the Bentley came to a screeching halt in front of the school. Someone, of course, meaning a demon. That possibility was the only reason they didn't just miracle themselves in.

	 

	"If they did, they're ash," Crowley hissed, already opening his door. "I'm going to make them wish they never learned she exists. If she's harmed in any way..."

	 

	"Now, Crowley," Aziraphale followed his seething demon up the walkway to the school, fresh worry tripping through him. As worried as he currently was, he was also hyper-conscious of the fact anyone could be watching them, at any given moment. He wasn't worried for himself, at all, but he was deathly afraid for Crowley and their daughter. "Remember there are humans about."

	 

	"Don't care right now, angel. Really don't." Crowley yanked open the front door to the building, practically ripping it off its hinges in the process.

	 

	It was a fair point. Aziraphale wasn't quite sure he cared much, himself. They still didn't know what happened to Jem--

	 

	"She's a bloody witch!" A child's voice, raised in accusation and slurred pain, came from the open door into the school administration office, where they'd gone to sign Jem up for school in the first place.

	 

	"Am not!" That indignant voice belonged to Jem, and Aziraphale sensed the tension leaving Crowley at the same instant his own fled. Jemima sounded unharmed. In fact, she sounded rather put-out right now. "I'm half-demon! So, there!"

	 

	The demon beside him released a stuttered breath and a small chuckle. "That's my girl."

	 

	******

	 

	Even as the proud words left his mouth, Crowley was aware of his husband's admonishing glance. "Don't you dare encourage her, Anthony. She shouldn't be telling complete strangers that!"

	 

	"Relax, angel," he murmured, threading his fingers with Aziraphale's and giving his angel's hand a reassuring squeeze. "I doubt anyone here's taking her seriously." 

	 

	I hope.

	 

	He suppressed the flare of uncertain panic. Aziraphale was worrying enough for them both. His angel had been so busy fretting, he hadn't once complained about how fast they were going on the way here. And now, for the first time since -- well, ever -- the angel disengaged his hand from Crowley's grasp and stepped away, as if he was worried about what someone would say.

	 

	"Angel." Crowley stubbornly reached out and gripped his husband's hand again, muttering, "They already know."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked at him, then seemed to realize what he'd done. "Oh, I'm so sorry, my love. I'm just..."

	 

	"Worried. Yeah, me too. But she sounds okay, and we're here, now."

	 

	Lifting their joined hands, the angel patted the back of Crowley's affectionately and flashed him a grateful smile, before heading toward the administration office door. Crowley smirked to himself as he let Aziraphale drag him along. If it calmed the angel down, he'd let his husband drag him all over London like a recalcitrant hellhound.

	 

	"Good afternoon, Mrs. Fletcher. We're here--"

	 

	"Mr. Fell! Mr. Crowley! Thank goodness my secretary was able to reach you so quickly!" Mrs. Fletcher was a stately, well-appointed middle-aged woman they'd met with regarding Jemmy's enrollment, a few months ago. Right now, Crowley quirked one brow behind his dark glasses at how frazzled and at the end of her patience she looked. 

	 

	Aziraphale made a perplexed sound beside him and looked like he was about to tell the woman they'd received no such message. Crowley released his hand to run a soothing touch down his angel's spine, even as he responded to the administrator. 

	 

	"Yeah, good thing." His gaze bounced to where Jemmy sat, trembling and pale with signs of potential backlash and clutching her schoolbag, but otherwise unharmed. She didn't seem to have registered their presence yet, glaring across the room with a violent scowl on her face. The recipient of her rage was an older boy with cracked and broken glasses, bandaged cuts and bruises all over his face and hands, one arm in a sling, and his school uniform dirty, bloody, and askew. Crowley lifted one eyebrow, impressed in spite of himself. Their offspring had clearly been up to mischief, and she'd taken no prisoners in the process. This was definitely hellspawn energy at work. Amusement and concern warred in him -- amusement that Jemmy figured out how to defend herself despite the angelic binding on her, and concern as to why she even had to. "S'pose you tell us what's happened?"

	 

	Jemima's attention finally shifted, and the relief on her face when she saw them twisted like a blade in his chest. Whatever had gone on around here was more than just a little childish -- or minor demonic -- mischief. Tears rolled down Jemmy's cheeks as she bounded out of her seat, dropped her bag, and bolted across the room to them with a sob. It didn't escape his notice that, despite reacting to the sound of his voice, it was Aziraphale whose arms she flung herself into, tears streaming down her face as she whimpered, "I'm sorry, fafa. I din't means to do it. I'm sorry, I'm sorry."

	 

	"Shh, my darling," the angel soothed her, wrapping his arms around her small form in a hug that only seemed to make the starling cry harder. Protective fury spiked in Crowley's hellfire blood, and he barely held in his hiss of rage as his gaze snapped to the boy, who was now staring at him with an expression of abject terror.

	 

	Good. The little shit no doubt deserved to be terrified out of his mind. Still, Crowley reminded himself, this was a child, and they didn't have the full story.

	 

	"Poppet," he addressed his daughter, crouching down and shifting his shades down his nose just enough to meet her gaze over the top of them. He didn't like the golden rims around her green irises, or the blown pupils, their star shape nearly swallowing all the color in her eyes. Reaching out, he took hold of her chin in a gentle grip, turning her head enough to see her scales. They were blood-red. Definitely backlash. He sighed, fighting the urge to pull her into a tight hug. Instead, he released her chin and tapped the end of her nose lightly with the tip of one finger. "You need to go back and sit down, now, while we have a talk with Mrs. Fletcher."

	 

	Mrs. Fletcher, for her part, looked like she was about to stroke out, her face creeping toward a very unflattering shade of purple and her expression one of a woman hanging onto her good sense and decorum by a thread.

	 

	"But I wanna go with you, lee-lee. I don't like it here. I wanna go home." Jemmy's bottom lip poked out and she looked up at him in such a perfect imitation of Aziraphale's pout that Crowley wasn't sure if he wanted to laugh, or glare at his angel for inadvertently teaching their daughter the way to get around his authority. 

	 

	In the end, he couldn't help but be proud of her for, at just six, figuring out how to get around a demon more than six thousand years her senior -- even if he was her parent. Besides, she looked so miserable, he just wanted to bundle her up in his arms and get her the Heaven out of this place that was already sucking the joy out of her.

	 

	"Have a seat, sweetheart." In the end, it was Aziraphale who nudged her calmly but firmly back toward the seat she'd vacated, picked up her bag from the floor, and handed it back to her. "Lee-lee and I just need to have a quick chat with Mrs. Fletcher, and then we'll go, all right?"

	 

	Jemmy looked up at the angel reluctantly, but sighed and nodded, letting herself be steered back to her seat before Aziraphale smiled at the fuming administrator. "Now, Mrs. Fletcher, I believe you wished to speak with us?" 

	 

	Crowley swallowed a grin, watching his angel once again take charge of a potentially volatile situation and diffuse it, as the administrator calmed before their eyes, tugged her jacket straight, and then nodded with a professional, "If you'd step into my office, gentlemen."

	 

	Not for the first time, Crowley understood just how necessary his angel's return to Heaven had been, eight years ago. Without it, Aziraphale might never have seen the strength and capability in himself Crowley had always seen. As galling as it was to admit there was something his angel didn't need him for -- that his own desperation to protect the angel might have been an impediment to the growth Aziraphale needed, at the time -- there was no changing the truth. Aziraphale had needed the shield between his stubborn innocence and brutal reality removed, and Crowley had been unable to bring himself to do it.

	 

	Those eight months had been necessary, no matter how much they hurt.

	 

	Inside Mrs. Fletcher's precisely organized office, the woman gestured to the visitors' seats in front of her desk, then seated herself on the other side with a small sigh. Once they were all seated, she folded her hands on top of the desk and looked between them. 

	 

	"Jemima is a very bright little girl. I didn't ask about her previous schooling records at the time of her admission because I assumed she had been through Reception at another school. However, given this is only her first day here at Halifax and she's already had such a..." She appeared to flounder for an appropriately inoffensive description.

	 

	Crowley resisted the urge to chuckle. If only she knew... "Violent outburst?"

	 

	She nodded, her expression relieved. 

	 

	"Perhaps if you told us what happened?" Aziraphale murmured from beside him, and Crowley could read the open worry in his husband's voice. He reached over and took hold of his angel's hand again, giving it a gentle squeeze of reassurance.

	 

	"Of course. To be honest, I'm not entirely sure what happened. I only have bits and pieces, and I'm not certain how much of it Jemima had anything to do with."

	 

	Oh, I am. Just the fact the woman couldn't understand what happened was enough to convince Crowley that, whatever happened, Jemmy was likely right at the center of it, somehow. Besides, he'd seen the clear signs of demonic backlash in his daughter.

	 

	"Perhaps if you start at the beginning?" Aziraphale's hand was trembling in his hold. Crowley frowned, not liking his angel was so stressed out about this, but aware of why he was. Depending on what Jemmy did, she might have just put herself at terrible risk, without any real understanding of what she'd done, and she'd circumvented the angelic binding Aziraphale put on her to do so. Didn't take the bond they shared to know his hyper-responsible angel was taking unearned blame for all of this.

	 

	"Yes. Well," Mrs. Fletcher clasped her hands together on the desk. "The morning went just fine. However, from what I understand, during independent read time in the library, one of our Year Five boys -- Oliver Winscott -- and two of his friends were seen talking to your daughter."

	 

	"He the boy in the other room?" Crowley interjected, narrowing his gaze as he committed the name to memory. There were only two reasons he ever committed anyone's name to memory, and in both cases it was earned -- either through friendship/alliance, or as an enemy. Oliver Winscott had just entered the latter group.

	 

	Mrs. Fletcher nodded.

	 

	"What did he say to her? Do you know?"

	 

	She shook her head. "Neither child would tell me, and nor would Mr. Winscott's friends. No one else in the library was near enough to them to overhear what was said. The only thing I could sort out, from the other students afterward, is that whatever was said, one moment they were having a quiet but heated discussion, and the next, the table where Jemima was sitting suddenly tipped over onto its end, balanced there for a moment, then crashed straight down on top of Mr. Winscott. Your daughter screamed something at him about taking something back, in a voice one of the teachers told me sent chills through her and the students into a screaming panic. Everyone fled the library. What happened after that, only your daughter and Mr. Winscott know, but I can tell you that the area between where your daughter was sitting and where the table finally came to rest was thoroughly destroyed, though the books do seem largely unharmed. Mr. Winscott's been blathering on about Jemima being a witch ever since two of our teachers found him curled up in a fetal position under the overturned table, just inside the library doors. Jemima was found curled up in a similar position on the corridor floor after she vomited, according to the corridor CCTV footage."

	 

	A chill spread through Crowley. Jemmy was still suffering backlash when they arrived. So demonic backlash had been the cause of her frightened call for them. Poor little snakelet had no idea what was happening to her. The only thing about this whole situation that didn't make any sense was the why. Jemmy was normally a bubbly, outgoing child. Everyone on Whickber Street remarked what a little angel she was, and both Nina and Mrs. S often teasingly asked if he was sure she was his daughter at all, she was so sweet-tempered. 

	 

	Jemmy hadn't had a matter transference issue since she was a baby, either. Technically, her demonic powers were still under the angelic binding Aziraphale put on her back when she was teething. They'd decided to leave it in place until she got old enough he could explain to her how dangerous using that power was. She shouldn't be able to make so much as a pencil rattle. So how did she even do this? And why now?

	 

	"And you've no idea what he said to her?"

	 

	She shook her head apologetically. "None, I'm afraid. He claims she attacked him without provocation -- which I find hard to believe, since he has a history of disciplinary problems and bullying younger children. Especially the girls. Besides, the custodian assures me those tables weigh thirty-four kilograms. There's no way a two-stone-eight girl is tipping one over lengthwise, let alone dragging it through the library. However, since Mr. Winscott's sticking to his story, and Jemima won't say a word about what happened, I'm left without an answer to give you. The only times prior to your arrival when your daughter's talked at all were whenever Mr. Winscott called her a witch. She kept correcting him with an argumentative -- and I must admit, concerning -- response that she's half-demon."

	 

	She leaned forward then, her expression and tone growing worried. "Have you considered getting her some therapy? We're an Arts-themed school, and I've seen a lot of children of same-sex couples come through these doors. Most of them are well-adjusted, but they aren't prepared to deal with how some of their classmates from more traditional homes respond to their home situation. I'm just saying, it might help her to talk some of what she's going through out with a neutral party. At least, it might help get rid of her self-image issues."

	 

	Crowley suppressed an annoyed hiss, even as he felt Aziraphale tense beside him and murmur a worried, "Self-image issues?"

	 

	"Mr. Fell, your daughter thinks she's half-demon. That's a significant self-image issue, wouldn't you say?"

	 

	Crowley bit the inside of his cheek to keep from telling the woman where she could stick her ideas about what their daughter needed, or showing her just how wrong her assumptions about Jemmy's "self-image issues" were. He really wanted to laugh in her face. As if any human therapist would ever be prepared to hear a six-year-old tell them she was half-angel, half-demon, and absolutely, positively, swear on the Book of Life, born in Heaven.

	 

	"Thank you, Mrs. Fletcher," Crowley bit back what he wanted to say, slinked up from his seat, and turned to smile at his husband. "Shall we, angel?"

	 

	"Gentlemen," Mrs. Fletcher stopped them on their way to the door. "I'm afraid I can't allow Jemima to continue at this school. Halifax Academy can't afford another incident like this one. I'd recommend you investigate finding a good home tutor. It might be best. Especially for Jemima."

	 

	Crowley immediately dismissed her from his attention as he all but dragged Aziraphale out of her office. They didn't need to hire a tutor any more than Jemmy needed a bloody therapist. Between Aziraphale and himself, they'd once tutored young Warlock Dowling, thinking he was the Antichrist. As long as Jemmy didn't develop any sudden exceptional fascination with advanced maths, they were more than capable of tutoring their daughter. Better than any human tutor, at any rate.

	 

	He was looking forward to it, truth be told. He adored his daughter's unique, curious mind. He'd already been teaching her the piano for the past two years, and she was always eager for more lessons. Not to mention dragging out books filled with art, astronomy, and every bloody animal in Creation to ask him and Aziraphale hundreds of questions about everything she looked at or read. He especially loved that she'd never lost her enthusiasm for asking questions.

	 

	Stopping at the chair where Jemima was now in a full, worried sulk, he tapped her chin and held out his free hand with a gentle smile. "C'mon, poppet. We're leaving."

	 

	Relief washed over her face, though he couldn't help noting her green eyes were still shadowed with worry as she looked between Aziraphale and the boy who'd clearly tormented her into acting out. Hopping up from her seat, Jemima handed Crowley her bag, then very deliberately went to Aziraphale's other side and took the angel's free hand. Crowley's heart warmed as tenderness melted over his angel's face, replacing the worry of a moment ago. Aziraphale's attention moved from their daughter to him, before the angel squeezed his hand gently.

	 

	"Let's go home, Anthony."

	 

	He nodded, leading the way out, but turning back just in time to see Jemima -- behind Aziraphale's back -- turn and stick her tongue out at the boy still seated in the administration offices, before she leaned very deliberately against the angel's side, looked up at him with a smile, and said, "I love you, fafa." 

	 

	Crowley frowned. He had a very bad feeling whatever happened earlier, it had more to do with his angel than with their very dramatic offspring just "acting out." 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	A Protective Heart

	 

	 

	They were barely in the back door of the shop before Jemima raced up the stairs and into her room, the door slamming behind her.

	 

	"Oh, dear." The worry in Aziraphale's voice tugged at Crowley's heart. His angel had been fretting non-stop since Jemmy reached out to them during her backlash. His husband had tried to get what happened out of Jemmy the whole way home, but she'd remained sullenly unwilling to talk, beyond saying she didn't feel good. That only served to make Aziraphale fret more, because Jemmy normally turned to him when she was upset, but instead seemed anxious about having him around her, once they were outside the school. Frankly, that part worried Crowley, too. He watched his husband pause at the bottom of the stairs, one hand on the banister, before Aziraphale turned to him. "Do you think I should go up and talk to her? She's never been sick, before. I didn't even know she could get sick..."

	 

	Crowley wrapped his arms around his angel from behind, drawing him into a reassuring hug. "Why don't I? I think if she wanted you to know what she's thinking, she would've answered you in the car. 'Sides, I don't think you can help her, angel. I think she's going through demonic backlash."

	 

	"Oh." Aziraphale turned into his embrace with a despondent sigh. "I suppose you'd better, then. I don't like seeing her like this. She's so upset, Anthony."

	 

	"I know." With a gentle kiss, Crowley released his angel, then headed up the stairs to his daughter's room, where he found a confused Bikah sitting, staring at the closed door. Crowley knocked at the door lightly. "You okay, poppet?"

	 

	There was a shuffling noise, before the door creaked open an inch. "Lee-lee?"

	 

	"Yeah, poppet?"

	 

	"Where's fafa?"

	 

	"Downstairs."

	 

	The door opened wide, and Jemmy flounced dramatically back across the room and flopped face-down on her bed, before turning on her side to look back at him, absently petting Bikah, who'd jumped up on the bed and cuddled up against Jemmy, purring. Crowley took a couple steps into the room and closed the door, then moved to sit on the edge of Jemmy's bed, laying a hand gently on her sock-clad ankle. "What happened today, poppet?"

	 

	She shook her head and lay silently for a moment, staring at the dragons moving around in their vivarium. Crowley's heart broke, watching her struggle. He knew something had happened, but he had no idea what. All he knew was something about that bloody school stole a little piece of the light out of his daughter's eyes, and that was unacceptable. He regretted ever thinking a human school would benefit her.

	 

	"Talk to me, Jemmy. Whatever it is."

	 

	"Lee-lee? What's a faggot?" The way she whispered the slur told him she knew it was bad but didn't understand how or why, and she was trying to figure out this cruelty she'd been exposed to.

	 

	Crowley's hand tightened slightly on her foot. "Where did you hear that word, Jemmy?"

	 

	"The boy at school. The one who called me a witch." She curled a little more in on herself, and he watched tears well in her eyes and roll down her cheeks as she looked at him with utter agony on her face before she burrowed half her face into Bukah's fur. Last time he saw that much despondent pain on Jemmy's face, Aziraphale was away in Heaven. "He said fafa... He called fafa a... a o-old, f-fat f-f-faggot. I knewed it was wrong, lee-lee! Honest! It felt all... all icky in my head when he saided it. How come some words feel that way, lee-lee?"

	 

	That bloody little bastard! Crowley only managed to hold his temper by the awareness his daughter was watching him. Right now, what he wanted to do was hunt down that little prick and teach him to mind his mouth. He wasn't usually okay with hurting kids, but every once in a while, there was a kid who just earned a good thrashing. Or at least to be terrified out of his mind.

	 

	Then again, based on the way the kid looked when they arrived at the school, the wary distance he gave Jemmy, and what the administrator said, the starling might have already taken care of the situation. 

	 

	"It's a very hurtful word, poppet, and one I don't ever want to hear you use, okay? You don't need to know what it means, because you're never going to say it, yeah?" He waited for her nod of agreement, then continued, "But, to answer your other question, whenever a word feels all icky like that, that's your angel heart telling you it's a hurtful thing to say, or that a normal word is being used in a hurtful way. That's fafa's heart, talking to yours."

	 

	She looked instantly panicked. "Can... Could his heart heared what I heared?"

	 

	He smiled, rubbing her ankle in gentle reassurance. "No, poppet. He can't hear what you hear."

	 

	"I don't want fafa to know," Jemmy whispered, curling up from the bed and flinging herself against him. He closed his arms around her instinctively, hugging her tight. "Promise you won't telled him, lee-lee. I don't want to make him more sadder."

	 

	"I promise," he murmured against her hair. It was an easy promise to make, since there was no chance in Heaven, Hell, or anywhere in Creation, that he was going to tell his angel exactly what that brat said. Aziraphale worried enough as it was. The angel already blamed himself for Jemmy getting hurt, even though the decision to send her to that school had been both of theirs. Grasping Jemima's upper arms lightly, he set her far enough away he could meet her eyes. "Now, how about you tell me what you did? Why did you call for us?"

	 

	Jemmy flushed and looked away. "I didn't mean to do it! Honest! He was just saying mean things, and he putted his hands on my book, and the book turned all slimy and icky, and he wouldn't stop saying bad things, and he was tryin' to make me take off my top, and then he grabbed my wrist. It hurt," she held out her arm, displaying the bruised evidence against her fair skin. "I just... I just... I just wanted him to stop!"

	 

	Crowley's eyes narrowed as he gently took her arm, looking down at the bruise on her wrist, the evidence that bastard hurt his little girl. Had the demon known about her injury while they were at the school... "Hold up. What do you mean, he tried to make you take your top off?"

	 

	Her eyes widened, and she looked close to tears, curling in closer to him as she nodded. 

	 

	"But he only touched my arm, lee-lee, honest," she mumbled, like she was afraid she was in trouble. "I didn't want him to, so I gots away from him. I... I wanted to call you, but I was scared he'd take m-my phone."

	 

	Fury crackled through Crowley. Oh, he was definitely paying someone a visit, and he no longer cared he'd be terrifying a child nearly to death. That little arsehole had tried to molest his innocent little starling, and she didn't even know what could have happened. The fact she was apologizing for not calling for help threatened to tear him to shreds on the spot.

	 

	He wrapped Jemmy up in his arms, rocking her gently and pressing kisses to her head. "Jemmy, you did nothing wrong. If anyone ever tries to touch you in any way you don't like, or without your permission, or tries to make you do anything that doesn't feel right, you can absolutely defend yourself, however you need to. Or you can call for me just like you did, and I'll make sure you're safe, yeah? You are never in trouble if you defend yourself from someone who's trying to hurt you, poppet."

	 

	"It hurt," she murmured, looking at her arm with a teary frown, before she burrowed into his embrace again. "He saided so many bad things, and just kept squeezing... I wanted it to stop. That's all."

	 

	"So you chased him around the library with a table?" He bit the inside of his cheek, trying not to grin, as proud of her as he was amused by the solution she found to her problem. It was a struggle not to laugh. Jemima had such amusing solutions -- just like Aziraphale. Problem was, Jemmy's actions carried far more potential to cause absolute chaos than his angel's ever had. He wasn't the least bit concerned that she could have caused that boy serious injury. As far as Crowley was concerned, the little bastard absolutely deserved whatever happened to him and would be facing even worse nightmares by the time Crowley was done with him. What worried him was what would happen if Jemmy had another demonic outburst like that. The consequences could be catastrophic for her -- Hell could realize what she was capable of. "Jemmy, poppet, you need to use your words whenever possible."

	 

	"But..." She poked her bottom lip out in a pout. "You saided words hurt, and I could protect myself."

	 

	Crowley winced. Point to the offspring. She neatly caught him with that one. "Some words can, and you absolutely can, if you need to. What I'm trying to say is, you can't have a demonic tantrum whenever people say bad things to you, okay? Much as I hate to say it, your fafa's right -- sometimes it's better to walk away."

	 

	"But I'm still half-demon, right?" She looked up at him, worry shining in her eyes. "I didn't squeezed it all out of me, right?"

	 

	A rueful chuckle left him. If only it was that easy... "That's not how it works, poppet. Why would you even ask that?"

	 

	"'Cause, after the table stopped hitting him," he noticed she removed herself from that equation neatly and bit back his smirk, "I felled down and throwed up. I'm scared I throwed up my demon. Or my angel?"

	 

	Crowley resisted the urge to laugh, knowing that was the wrong way to handle the panic-stricken look on his daughter's face even if her question was hilarious. He bundled her back into his embrace, rocking her lightly before pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "No, poppet. You can't throw up who you are, and those are a part of who you are. Sometimes, when you use demonic energy to do harm, like that, it can backlash -- can hurt you back. That's what you felt. But you gotta be careful, Jemmy. Using that energy too much can do more than just backlash on you. It could get Hell's attention."

	 

	"And that's bad, right?"

	 

	"Yeah, poppet. Very bad. They could make you do things you don't want to. They could use what you did to control you or take away your angel part." He hugged her tight, pushing down his flash of panic at the thought of Hell getting their filthy claws into Jemmy and taking away the sweet innocence in her. He'd tear Hell down, first. "I won't let them do that, but if you use that power too much, you might have to owe them."

	 

	"I won't do it no more." She snuggled deeper into his embrace, her small body heaving as she relaxed. They sat quietly for a little while, Crowley giving Jemmy time to process everything. She'd been through a lot, today. It would take time for her to figure it all out, and he was determined to give her as much time as she needed and a safe place to turn for answers when she had questions.

	 

	"Lee-lee?" Jemmy's small fingers curled into his shirt and she burrowed herself against him like she'd done since she was a baby -- his little snakelet searching for safety.

	 

	He nuzzled the flyaway curls escaping from her braid. "Yeah, poppet?"

	 

	"The things that boy said... I knewed he was wrong, just like he was wrong when he called me a witch. Fafa's… fafa. He's always been just like now, right, lee-lee?"

	 

	"Always, poppet." Crowley hated lying to his daughter, but consoled himself that as far as Jemmy would ever know, Aziraphale had always been exactly as she knew him. Had Aziraphale been younger, once? He stifled a chuckle, aware they both had, once upon a time. They'd both been a couple of young idiots, back in the Before. For Satan's sake, they'd both still been relatively young and naïve in their own ways, back in Eden.

	 

	However, six thousand years and two nearly-end-of-the-worlds made even the most immortal beings start to feel old and a little jaded. Aziraphale would never take offense to being called old. His angel used it a time or two to refer to himself in the past, though with considerably more wry humor. 

	 

	The rest, though? Yeah, he wouldn't be telling his angel any of that. He wasn't about to subject his beloved husband to any of the shit that evil little brat at the school said to Jemmy. He was already only just holding onto his temper, knowing his innocent daughter was forced to endure the boy's foul mouth and abusive touch. He'd promised her, when she was just a baby, that she'd never have a reason to be afraid. 

	 

	He'd failed her, today.

	 

	He wouldn't fail his angel, too. Aziraphale worked so hard unlearning all that bloody nonsense the Metatron and his minions tortured him with for so long. It'd taken Crowley centuries to convince his angel that the soft heart and glorious, cushiony corporation Heaven despised him for were some of the things Crowley loved most about him. Aziraphale still occasionally got shy and uncomfortable when they were intimate, so embarrassed by his own form he would make comments about not understanding why Crowley was with him, when the demon could have anyone. His angel -- his beautiful, soft, absolutely-fucking-perfect angel -- saw himself as flawed, worthless, and unlovable. It made Crowley want to weep and rage at the same time, that Heaven's Supreme Archangel still didn't see himself as worthy of Heaven, because the vile ghosts of angels who were long gone still whispered in his head. That a being made completely of love saw himself as unlovable because those ghosts convinced him the love and forgiveness he gave so freely could only come back to him conditionally. 

	 

	Crowley wasn't about to let one little bastard of a human add another voice to the mix.

	 

	For right now, though, he focused on his daughter. Pressing another kiss to her head, he murmured, "Why don't you wash your face, change clothes, and then come downstairs and give fafa a hug and tell him you love him, yeah? He's really worried about you."

	 

	She nodded against him, but he caught the worried hesitation on her face as she headed for the bathroom to wash her face. His heart heavy with the knowledge both his daughter and husband were in pain, and he couldn't do anything to fix it, this time, Crowley sighed and headed back downstairs. 

	 

	It wasn't going to be an easy evening for any of them.

	 

	******

	 

	Later that Night

	 

	Crowley rolled his head on his neck, stoppering the wine bottle and picking up the two glasses he'd just poured as he heard Aziraphale on the stairs. As the angel came round the end of the bookcase into the sitting area, Crowley met him halfway, holding out a glass of Chateauneuf de Pas to him. "She finally asleep?"

	 

	Aziraphale offered him a thin, worried smile as he took the wine glass. "Thank you, love. Yes, but I'm worried. Anthony, she's never been this clingy before. You know how she is -- normally, she's asleep before I get more than a few pages in, and once she's out, she's out for the night. Tonight, she kept waking herself up, and the first time I thought she was asleep and went to tuck her in, she woke up, crying, and begged me to keep reading. She kept saying she was sorry and asking me if I still loved her. Why would she ask me that? Where did she get the idea I would ever not love her?"

	 

	Crowley cringed inwardly. He didn't like the way any of this sounded, either. He knew Jemmy was battling guilt over not telling Aziraphale what happened, but for her to think the angel wouldn't forgive her, or that he wouldn't love her no matter what, twisted a knife of familiar memory in the demon's chest. He knew too well what it felt like to see himself as unforgivable, and not worthy of his angel's love. He wasn't about to let Jemmy experience that. He had to fix this, somehow. "She had a rough day, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale frowned, took a sip of his wine, and looked up at Crowley. "Anthony, I finished the book. I've almost never finished one before she's asleep, even back when they were just baby books."

	 

	Crowley sighed. This couldn't continue, or both of the beings he loved would tear themselves apart in silence. He and his angel had already been through this shit. Crowley learned his own lesson about communication eight years ago.

	 

	"That boy today -- the one she dropped half the library on?" Crowley took the wine glass from Aziraphale's trembling hand as the angel winced and set both of their glasses on the desk, before coming back to his angel. Drawing the angel into a gentle embrace and nuzzling his face against the side of Aziraphale's neck, Crowley ran his fingertips gently over the length of spine between his husband's wing root bones, trying to distract the angel from some of his worry. Aziraphale needed to learn how to not worry so much, and... Crowley drew in a breath and stifled a groan. Fuck, he always loved the way his angel smelled... Moving his lips to Aziraphale's ear, he murmured, "The little arsehole said some nasty things to Jemmy, and grabbed her arm--"

	 

	Aziraphale gasped, drawing back enough Crowley could see the dismay in his husband's cerulean eyes. "Is that why she's hiding from me? She doesn't want me to see she was injured?"

	 

	"Part of it, yeah." He could never outright lie to his angel. Hadn't been able to for centuries. Didn't mean he was going to be telling Aziraphale what that little prick actually said. "She was afraid she threw up her demon side, or her angel one, earlier. I think she's afraid you might be disappointed in her because she beat the shit out of that kid, even in self-defense."

	 

	He watched his angel's face crumple with gentleness, even as Aziraphale sighed and murmured, "Oh, dear. I'll talk to her in the mor--"

	 

	"Fafa?" The sound of Jemima's small voice, whisper-soft from the end of the bookcase nearest the stairs, drew both their attention. Crowley released his husband, and Aziraphale moved to crouch in front of their daughter.

	 

	"Jem. Precious, what are you doing up?"

	 

	"I..." She licked her lips anxiously, her green gaze coming to Crowley, before bouncing back to the angel with a whimpered, "I had a bad dream."

	 

	"Well, that won't do," Aziraphale rose to his feet, then boosted her off the floor into his arms, already headed for the kitchen as she wrapped herself around him. "Bad dreams call for a nice, warm hot chocolate. Best cure in existence."

	 

	Crowley watched them go -- Jemmy clinging to Aziraphale's neck, her face burrowed trustingly into his shoulder, nodding in response to whatever the angel murmured to her -- and breathed a small sigh of relief. Whatever else happened, he knew they'd be okay. Now that he knew she'd been injured, Aziraphale would stop at nothing to make sure their daughter knew she was safe and loved. He couldn't help it -- that was just the way the angel was.

	 

	Knowing they were safe and would work things out left Crowley to do what he was best at -- protecting what was his. Time to make sure the real guilty party had nightmares, too. Only, young Oliver Winscott's nightmares would be straight from Hell.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Eight

	Courting Disaster

	 

	 

	Mayfair, London -- Two Hours Later

	 

	With Jemmy tucked back in bed, a worried Aziraphale agreeing to sit with her and read to her, Crowley had finally been able to duck out, only providing his angel with a vague comment that he was going out for a bit and would be back. The heightened worry in Aziraphale's eyes told him his angel knew he was up to something, but knew better than to ask what.

	 

	Which left Crowley free to do what he needed to do without having to outright lie to his husband.

	 

	Crowley grimaced as he slid out of the Bentley and straightened, looking up at the cold brick and metal exterior of the building where he once lived. If he ever needed proof he'd never been at home here, the chill sweeping through him now would do just fine.

	 

	There was nothing about this cold, drab place -- so very like Hell in its own way -- that would ever compare to the warm comfort he'd always found -- even back when he was loathe to admit it -- in the bookshop. 

	 

	These days, there were times he forgot he hadn't always lived with Aziraphale. Until he had to undertake a task like tonight's.

	 

	He'd left Hell, and Eric as their representative, largely to their own devices. He was content to ignore the lot of them, as long as they stayed away from his family, Whickber Street, and Tadfield. Today, however, Hell had something he wanted -- namely, information -- and he was prepared to pry it out of Eric one painful inch at a time, if need be.

	 

	For a demon, Eric was surprisingly malleable under even just the threat of pain. Crowley didn't plan on doing more than threatening him, tonight, but nor was he against the application of pain if he needed to.

	 

	Ignoring the elevators, Crowley snapped his fingers and transported himself from the ground floor to the fourth floor. Stalking to the door of the flat he hadn't missed for even a second since moving to the bookshop seven years ago, he noted the changes apparent even on the outside. He smirked to see his old serpent-shaped doorbell had been replaced with a plain, strictly functional model. Honestly. Could Hell get any more boring? 

	 

	With a shrug, Crowley slapped his palm over the button, depressing it with the heel of his hand. He heard the distant echo of an unnecessarily generic buzz, alerting whoever was inside that someone was at the door. A dark smirk pulled his mouth up on one side. He was most definitely here, and he was content to stay as long as it took -- the rest of the night if he must -- to get the information he wanted.

	 

	Crowley continued to lean on the buzzer for about three minutes, until he heard footsteps from the other side, and then the lock on the door disengage. The instant the door started to open, he wedged his foot in the space and slapped a hand to the door, shoving it open into the startled, then terrified, face of Eric. The other demon immediately started backpedaling as he stuttered out, "Y-Y-You're n-not sup-p-posed t-t-to be h-here! You're a traitor."

	 

	Crowley clicked his tongue with a sardonic smirk. "That s'posed to hurt my feelings?"

	 

	Eric looked confused. "Um, well, uh..."

	 

	Crowley snagged the smaller demon by the back of the collar and urged him back into the flat. "I need information, and you're going to get it for me, or I'll make sure you get a bath in Holy Water, yeah?"

	 

	Eric's gaze went directly to the still-present stain just inside the main room where Ligur met his end. "You're bluffing."

	 

	"Maybe. I can take you to meet my husband and you can ask him who gave me the Holy Water that did that." Crowley nodded to the stain, taking perverse glee in watching the other demon squirm. Apparently, Shax was right, and everyone in Hell knew he and Aziraphale were married. Perfect. Made his job easier tonight if Eric thought the angel was just waiting around to douse misbehaving demons. He already knew threat of discorporation wouldn't faze Eric -- the lesser demon was known as being the most discorporated demon in all of Hell -- but the threat of being actually obliterated would be highly motivating. Especially since Hastur had made such a point of telling everyone just how painful the process of being doused in Holy Water looked.

	 

	Eric was physically quaking where he stood. "What do you want?"

	 

	"Hell keeps Sin Ledgers on every human family, yeah? You're gonna go fetch the one on the Winscott family -- especially the son, Oliver. Once you have it, you're gonna take it to the Drowned Duck, in Clerkenwell, and tell the barman it's for me. He'll see I get it. Then you're gonna come back here, and forget you ever heard of the place, or that I ever asked about the Winscott family."

	 

	Eric looked perplexed. "Why d'you want it?"

	 

	"Not your business. Don't fuck around, either, or your taps'll run hot and cold Holy Water." With that final threat, Crowley let himself out of the flat and headed back to the Bentley. Now, all he had to do was wait, and hope Eric didn't fuck this up.

	 

	He fucking hated waiting.

	 

	As anxious as he was to check on Aziraphale and Jemmy, Crowley drove around for a bit, aware he couldn't go straight home from Mayfair. Even without the fact he was shit at lying to his angel -- and what he was about would require the kind of lie that could undo everything -- Aziraphale could read him like one of those blasted books, and there wasn't a doubt in Crowley's mind the Supreme Archangel of all Heaven would likely sense the vestiges of Hell on him before he even got in the door.

	 

	Yeah, not his idea of a fun explanation to give. He wasn't about to worry his angel, and he sure as Heaven wasn't about to hug his little girl while still covered in the stench of Hell that always hung on that bloody flat. 

	 

	Still, where else was he gonna go? Out of places to go, and not ready to head to the pub he'd acquired for himself back in 1862 -- he tried not to spend much time there, so no one would think to link him to it -- he let the Bentley decide where they were going. No surprise, it chose its usual parking spot near the back door of the bookshop.

	 

	Crowley didn't get out, long after the Bentley's engine went cold. Instead, he just sat there, staring morosely at the nondescript metal door between him and his entire world -- the whole blasted reason for his existence. Home. So close he could touch it, and yet...

	 

	A tap on the Bentley's passenger window yanked his attention across the seat. He relaxed as he saw a familiar, heavily-made-up face, and waved a hand, inviting her in. The passenger door opened, and Mrs. S slid into the seat, leaving the door open as if she thought the smoke from her cigarette might bother him. Like he hadn't spent millennia breathing far worse every time he got dragged back to Hell -- to say nothing of having breathed the general pestilence of Fourteenth Century Europe. He bloody loathed the Fourteenth Century.

	 

	"Seen ya sittin' out 'ere, just starin' at the bookshop. Everythin' okay, AJ, lad?"

	 

	He managed a small chuckle. She'd taken to calling him "AJ" after he introduced himself with his full name, back just after the Second Coming. He didn't correct her -- at the time, it amused him -- and after a while, it stuck. He considered her a friend, so he didn't mind. Right now, he was grateful for her company, and whatever advice she, as a human well-versed in relationships of all kinds, had for his situation.

	 

	"Fine," he answered her with a shrug. He continued to stare at the back door to the bookshop for a long moment. It wasn't that he hated what he had to do -- the little punk earned what was coming to him the moment he chose to target Jemmy -- but he was terrified how Aziraphale might react when the angel finally found out. "You ever have something you just gotta fix, but it means doing things that'll break someone's heart you promised yourself you were done breaking?"

	 

	Mrs. S regarded him silently for a long moment, taking a long drag on her cigarette. Then, facing forward again, she blew out a stream of smoke on a sigh. "Yeah, a time or two. It's parta bein' human, innit?"

	 

	Crowley smirked. "But I'm not."

	 

	"True. But then, nor's he." She nodded toward the bookshop. "An' I don't think there's much – includin' a little heartbreak – he wouldn't forgive you."

	 

	Crowley loosed a short laugh devoid of humor. "S'pose not. But I shouldn't be doing things he has to forgive, either." 

	 

	Wary silence filled the Bentley, before Mrs. S asked, "What're you up to, lad?"

	 

	Nothing he could share, and something he hoped didn't end up with him beholden to Hell, again. "Just trying to fix a problem without worrying Aziraphale."

	 

	"Then, you want my advice, you'd best get in there." Mrs. S nodded toward the bookshop, stepping out of the Bentley and then leaning down to look back in at him. "Because even I know your better half gets hisself all bothered when he don't know where you got to, and somethin' tells me you din't tell 'im what you were up to, tonight."

	 

	Crowley sighed, but nodded, knowing she was right. "Right. And thanks."

	 

	She just chuckled and shook her head, waving as she headed back toward the hotel doors. 

	 

	******

	 

	One Hour Later

	 

	Aziraphale watched his husband prowl restlessly through the shop. Worry knotted in the Archangel's chest at the waves of anxiety coming off Crowley and the tension radiating around him like ozone just before a lightning strike. The atmosphere surrounding his husband had been like that ever since Crowley returned from wherever he'd gone -- Mayfair, if Aziraphale had to hazard a guess, given the electric hum of hellfire and Crowley's generally anxious and irritable demeanor since the demon's return. Not that he thought Crowley would ever let lightning loose in their home, but it was clear the demon was stressed. 

	 

	Aziraphale frowned in concern. It was about time he did something about this, before all of Crowley's anxiety woke Jem again.

	 

	Rising to his feet, he waited patiently for Crowley to stalk through the sitting area again, and stepped quite deliberately into his husband's path. The demon pulled himself up short of running into the angel, his expression confused as he muttered, "Angel? Wot the–?"

	 

	"Shh," Aziraphale shushed him softly, laying his left hand gently over Crowley's racing heart and feeling the beats gradually slow beneath his touch. With his right hand, he reached up to glide his fingers around Crowley's neck and up through the shoulder-length strands the demon kept tied back from his face as he drew Crowley to him, until their foreheads rested against each other. He saw the flicker of relief in his demon's golden eyes before they fell shut, heard the quiet sigh Crowley didn't bother to mask, and felt tension draining from Crowley's body.

	 

	"Better?" The angel asked quietly, offering his husband a gentle smile and leaning up to brush a loving kiss over the demon's lips.

	 

	Crowley's eyes opened and he lifted one hand to press against the side of Aziraphale's neck. "Yeah. Thanks, angel."

	 

	"Always, my love. Would you like to talk about it?"

	 

	Crowley winced slightly, shaking his head as he straightened. "Nah. Not just yet."

	 

	Aziraphale released his hold, making sure his smile was in place as he nodded and stepped away. It wouldn't do to stress Crowley with his ridiculous feelings, just now. "Well, you know where to find me, when you're ready."

	 

	"Oi." The strong, slim fingers of Crowley's hand caught the Archangel's wrist as he turned away, halting his retreat. "It's not like that, angel. There's just something I gotta do, and I don't want you worrying."

	 

	Aziraphale chuckled softly, shaking his head. "You're being silly, again. I'll always worry about you, Anthony. I always have."

	 

	"Angel..."

	 

	"I also trust you to be careful. The two aren't mutually exclusive." The Archangel glanced down at where Crowley had a light grip on his wrist, then up to his husband with one lifted eyebrow as he made his position very clear. "And neither of which means I won't personally turn Hell upside down to drag you back here -- should you get yourself caught -- so you can explain to our daughter how whatever you're up to is important enough to risk her happiness and safety."

	 

	Crowley stared at him for a long moment, then huffed a quiet laugh. "Fuck, angel. How do I always manage to forget just how much of a bastard you can be if you put your mind to it?"

	 

	"No idea. In this case, I'm also serious, Crowley." He waited until he was sure he had the demon's complete attention before quietly demanding, "Promise me you're not going to break her heart. Or mine."

	 

	He watched Crowley swallow, saw the fear and pain in his husband's eyes, and knew his point was made, even before the demon lifted his captive hand, kissed the wedding band there, and rasped, "I thought I already did."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed when he saw the demon glance at his watch. Pulling away, he shooed his husband toward the door. "Go, already. I know you have things to do, whatever they are."

	 

	Crowley looked deeply conflicted for a long moment, then nodded, his expression going harder than Aziraphale had seen it since 1862. Knowing what he now knew about that time, the Archangel suppressed the clutch of fear in his chest. He was right, then -- whatever Crowley intended to do was dangerous and involved potentially running afoul of Hell.

	 

	As if aware of Aziraphale's fear -- which his demon probably was, at that -- Crowley offered him the flicker of what he no doubt meant as a reassuring smile, and muttered, "I'll be back tomorrow night. Give Jemmy a hug and a kiss for me, and let her know I'm not gone long, yeah?"

	 

	"Of course." Aziraphale knew, with sinking certainty, this was how Crowley always felt whenever he had to go to Heaven for something. Only, Heaven wasn't dangerous. Not anymore. If Crowley ended up in Hell... The Archangel's breath caught on a quick burst of panic as his husband turned toward the back door of the shop. His hand instinctively lifted to stop Crowley from leaving, then fell back to his side, trembling, as he whispered, "I love you, Anothony J. Crowley. Never forget that."

	 

	Crowley turned, covered the handful of steps between them, and crushed the angel's mouth beneath a desperate kiss that was all too short, before pulling away to mutter, "I love you, too, angel. I will be back, and I'll be careful. I promise."

	 

	Aziraphale nodded, clenching his trembling hands into fists at his side as he watched the love of his life disappear through the bookshop's back door, then heard the muted sound of the Bentley starting. If there was one certainty the Archangel held onto, it was that Crowley was his. If he had to drown Hell in Holy Water and destroy Satan Himself to get his husband back, there wasn't a question in Aziraphale's mind that's what he'd do.

	 

	"Don't make me have to rescue you," he whispered, certain Crowley could feel the words, even if the demon couldn't hear them. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Thirty-Nine

	A Lineage of Sins

	 

	 

	Winscott Estate, Knightsbridge, London -- The Next Night

	 

	Crowley glanced between the iron gates of the Winscott family estate in Knightsbridge and the hefty ledger book containing the entire family lineage's sins and misdeeds. Much like Heaven kept Earth Observation files and had the glowy globe thing, Hell had its Sin Ledgers, where every human's misdeeds and weaknesses were logged -- in detail. As perpetually understaffed as Hell was, Crowley knew they wouldn't miss one file for just a few days, as long as none of the Winscott family went and impolitely popped their clod.

	 

	 He'd been holed up at the Drowned Duck since shortly after he left the bookshop late last night, learning all of the Winscott family sins in preparation for his meeting, earlier this afternoon, with Oliver Winscott's parents.

	 

	Crowley had seen some disturbing ledgers over the millennia, but the Winscott family line damned itself in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with its decision to peddle in human lives. Every subsequent generation who accepted and used that blood money furthered the curse on the family. 

	 

	Crowley's lips pulled away from his lips in a snarl. He might be a demon, and he might have spent centuries gleefully engaged in ways to irritate humans into lashing out at one another and tempting them toward their own demise, but even he had two hard, fast rules. No killing kids, and no depriving the innocent of their freedom. Those who harmed children or involved themselves in slavery of any kind were his favorite targets for the worst of his mischief.

	 

	The Winscott family was guilty of both. These were the kind of people he enjoyed tormenting, back when he worked for Hell. He wasn't much one for tricking good people into doing evil things. He preferred to work on the people who were already morally questionable, and just needed presented the right opportunity to sin. They were the most fun. He especially loved tempting people like the Winscotts, who acted morally superior to the rest of humanity, but who were dripping in sin underneath.

	 

	Pity he couldn't mess with the whole family, now. But that would get too much of Hell's attention, and then -- paranoid sods that they were -- they'd wonder why he was interested in the Winscotts at all. He couldn't risk Jemmy like that.

	 

	The current head of the family, Malcolm Winscott, Sr., was an American hedge fund manager who left the United States just ahead of the law, after defrauding thousands of investors of billions of dollars, and then continued his predatory tactics here in England. While most humans would probably find all of his deeds despicable, Crowley was actually amused by how easily Malcolm Winscott got away with his misdeeds. Right up until the elder Winscott got involved with making money off a human trafficking scheme that involved kidnapping and exploiting children and teenagers. 

	 

	 Winscott's wife, Patricia, was the daughter of an old monied American family who made their money in the nineteenth century, on the literal backs of the slave trade out of Africa. She was a cold woman who could probably give Shax lessons on icy, contemptuous glares. She'd certainly taken one look at Crowley and decided he was worthless to her. Not that he cared about her opinion of him. He had a literal angel at home who loved him just as he was, and a little half-angel who looked at him like he was her hero. He didn't give two fucks what an ice-queen human thought of him.

	 

	It did bother him that neither parent had been concerned when Crowley made the effort to meet with them in the light of day, confronting them about what Oliver had tried to do to Jemmy, or what he'd said about Aziraphale. Winscott Sr. had the gall to sneer at Crowley and prove just where his son got his bigoted viewpoints and nasty vocabulary from. At least, that was, until he learned Crowley was the Anthony J. Crowley, as the American wanker put it. Seems owning substantial patents and being legitimately wealthy through over a century of sound investing -- by human standards, no miracles required -- suddenly elevated Crowley from "Goth faggot" to "eccentric man of standing," all because the elder Winscott thought it gave him an inroad to Crowley's money.

	 

	Hell would start willingly bathing in Holy Water before Crowley would ever go into business with a man who couldn't bring himself to respect the two most important beings in the demon's life.

	 

	That whole infuriating exchange led him to where he was, now. Middle of the night, sitting in the Bentley with headlights off, staring at the Winscott estate while he considered what he was about to do.

	 

	"Fuck it," Crowley snarled, hellfire flashing through him. As far as the demon was concerned, Oliver Thomas Winscott had only one option, if he hoped to avoid going straight to Hell with the rest of his despicable family. 

	 

	As much as showing compassion or mercy for humans went against everything a demon should show, Crowley told himself he was showing mercy for the sake of his husband and daughter. Aziraphale hadn't even wanted to do away with the Antichrist back before Armageddon, and as afraid as Jemmy was right now, Crowley knew there was no way he could just burn the whole estate to the ground and take the chance Hell might find out he was behind it. He'd promised to keep his little snakelet safe when she was just a baby, and he couldn't do that if he was locked up in Hell by a new chain of sin.

	 

	For the sake of his own family, he would be merciful, and try to save the boy's soul from the sins of his parents. Sighing heavily, Crowley climbed from the Bentley, shook his limbs out, and let go of his hold on his human form, morphing into his serpent form before slithering through the gate and up the drive toward the house.

	 

	The shadows were a familiar friend, especially in his current form. Even if the Winscott house had security, none of it would register his arrival or leaving, and unless the Winscott parents were in the habit of monitoring their child's room, no one would be the wiser he was ever there. Except Oliver, who he was determined to frighten some manners into, even if it was too late for an apology, or forgiveness.

	 

	Hellfire burned through his vision, fueled by a rage he seldom felt toward humans, and had never before felt toward a child. He'd never been into hurting kids, but he'd never dealt with a kid who crossed a line he couldn't forgive, before. 

	 

	Oliver Winscott had. He'd harmed something sacred to Crowley -- his family. 

	 

	A low, menacing hiss left the demon currently in his serpentine form he hadn't actively used in thousands of years. According to Jemmy -- who was still too innocent to comprehend all the ways in which what happened was wrong, let alone lie about them -- this boy had not only insulted Aziraphale in ways neither Jemmy nor Crowley could bring themselves to tell the angel, and upset Jemmy in the process, but the little bastard had dared to lay his hands on Jemmy in abusive ways. He'd tried to molest her and had left the bruised mark of his hand around the fair skin of her wrist.

	 

	If there was one kind of being -- human or otherwise -- Crowley couldn't tolerate, it was a bully. And if there was one unforgivable sin any being in Creation could commit in his eyes, it was to harm those he loved.

	 

	Slithering his way in through the nearest open window, then carefully through the quiet, night-draped house, he scented his way to the correct room, tasting the air for the same subtle stench of blossoming evil he'd caught the scent of as he passed the boy in the school office, that day.

	 

	If he didn't teach this boy some manners now, Hell'd definitely be getting him later on. Crowley consoled himself his angel couldn't be too mad at him if his actions kept a soul from damning itself, right?

	 

	The boy may have earned this visit all on his own, but his parents created the monster Oliver was becoming. Even if it turned out his section of the Ledger was too full to repay his debts in his lifetime, Crowley had to try. Because someday, he knew his angel and their daughter would ask him if he tried.

	 

	He wasn't going to lie to them.

	 

	Just in front of the door, he shed his serpentine form, but kept the head for good measure. Always helpful for scaring humans, and this way the kid couldn't identify him, since they'd met before.

	 

	Hand on the door handle, he opened the door soundlessly into the room and approached the bed where Oliver lay sleeping. The injustice of it -- that Jemmy was currently having nightmares and tormented out of her sleep, while the cause of her nightmares slept as if he hadn't a care in the world -- flared inside Crowley, setting loose a hissing rattle as he reached down, let his taloned hands snag the bedcovers, and yanked them away with a roughly hissed, "Oliver Winssscott. Wake. The. Fuck. Up."

	 

	The boy's eyes popped open, and his mouth opened as if he meant to scream. Crowley flashed his hand, talons gleaming, in front of the boy's face.

	 

	"Scream, and I'll end you right here and now," he snarled, and watched the boy's eyes widen in terror as he swallowed and nodded. Crowley wouldn't, of course. He hadn't come here intending to maim or murder. His angel might never forgive that. 

	 

	Closing one taloned fist in the material of the t-shirt the boy wore, Crowley hauled him up from the bed until he was sure the boy could see the hellfire flickering in his eyes. "You've been hurting people, Oliver. You hurt someone very close to me. I could kill you for that."

	 

	The boy swallowed hard, and the stench of warm piss filled the air. "A-a-are y-you g-g-going to?"

	 

	Crowley smirked to himself. Yeah, he was getting through to this kid. Though, based on the flash of panic in the kid's eyes, right now, his smirk probably looked a whole lot scarier with a serpentine face. Crowley couldn't make himself care.

	 

	Snapping his fingers, he miracled them both from the Winscott estate to the empty room he'd set up above the Drowned Duck, all without answering the boy. The same boy now staring around the empty room in abject panic, no doubt imagining a multitude of sickening ends he might be about to meet. Not bothering to set his mind at ease, Crowley dropped the kid into the plain wooden chair -- the only piece of furniture in the room -- with a snarled, "Don't. Move."

	 

	The boy licked his lips anxiously, blinking in that owlish way humans who couldn't see clearly often did. Crowley frowned, before the reason dawned. Glasses. The boy wore spectacles to see.

	 

	With a snap of his fingers, Crowley miracled the boy's glasses into place, only to be treated to the child's horrified gasp at seeing his demonic, serpentine face clearly. "Y-You're... W-what are you g-going to d-do to me?"

	 

	Crowley leaned his back against the room's only door, making it clear to the boy that there'd be no escape. "I'm going to show you something. Then I'm going to tell you how you're gonna make things right and take you back to your house. If you do as you're told, everything you see tonight goes away -- for you -- and if you don't, you'll answer to worse than me."

	 

	The boy looked panic-stricken, and Crowley could hear his heartbeat from across the room, thudding a frantic rhythm. As he studied the boy, it suddenly began to make sense how Oliver learned his disturbing behaviors so young. His fury at the boy leached away, replaced by understanding and compassion, even as his rage turned toward the parents -- especially the father -- who failed to protect their child from harm. Who may very well have been instrumental in the harm done to Oliver, leaving him to turn the same evil loose on his peers.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty

	Through a Glass, Darkly

	 

	 

	Compassion was easy to find, once Crowley understood the reality of how Oliver became the bully he was. After all, the demon knew what it was like to have his own autonomy stripped away. He'd survived the abuses of literal Hell and Satan, but if it hadn't been for his angel, who knew just how much of a monster he might have become. The pure, sweet love and forgiveness of a literal angel had stayed his own desire to share the harm inflicted upon him onto God's creations out of vengeance. This small human didn't have any such savior waiting in the wings.

	 

	Could he be the saving grace this child needed? He didn't even know if a demon was capable of such an act, and certainly not while the child in question still needed to atone for his own sins against Crowley's family. But he could at least begrudge the child a little reassurance.

	 

	"Relax," he muttered, turning away long enough to shed his serpentine demonic face, replacing it with an unidentifiably distorted version of his more human face before he turned back to face the kid again. Still frightening, but perhaps less terrifying. "I'm not going to hurt you. Not as long as you do as I say, anyway."

	 

	Oliver relaxed only slightly, his expression still wary. Crowley supposed that went with the territory, considering the kid had been abducted from his own bed in the middle of the night by someone he didn't know.

	 

	"Do I..." The boy swallowed hard. "I know you. Don't I?"

	 

	Crowley shrugged, unconcerned if the kid could actually identify him. Probably better for everyone if he couldn't. "Who I am doesn't matter, Oliver. My job's to deliver a warning. Do as I say, and you'll be fine. Don't, and... well, it'll be a bloody mistake for you not to."

	 

	"Wh-what do you want me to do?"

	 

	Behind his back, Crowley miracled up a computer tablet loaded with just one thing. A video rendering of Oliver's misdeeds -- both past and future -- from the Sin Ledger. Dropping it in the kid's lap, he instructed, "Watch that. Then we'll talk about what you're going to do."

	 

	Crowley prowled to the window, staring out at the artificially lit streets of a night-draped London as the sound of voices from the tablet washed over him. He had to make sure Oliver was back in his house before dawn. Should be easy if the kid--

	 

	"Go away." The familiar, sweet voice -- even icy with dismissal -- yanked Crowley's attention toward where the boy sat. That was Jemmy's voice. This was... He sucked in a sharp breath and narrowed his focus on the sounds coming from the tablet even as he glared holes in the back of the boy's head. Based on what Jemmy said--

	 

	"No way, you little bitch. Take your top off."

	 

	And there it was. Crowley barely bit back his snarling hiss, talon-tipped fingers biting into his palms as his hands closed in shaking fists against surging across the room and ripping the kid's head clean off. Only the facts this was child, and he now knew Oliver was only acting out the same abuses he'd endured himself stayed Crowley's hand. But that was his little girl...

	 

	"Go away, or I'll tell the teacher." Pride at the calm, icy indifference in Jemmy's voice tugged at Crowley. She must have been so scared, but she hadn't let this boy see it. Not for a moment. Good job, poppet. So brave.

	 

	There was a sound like childish snickering and some other arsehole sing-song muttered "Oooh, I'm so scared!"

	 

	Then Oliver's voice overlaid the others. "Look around, freak girl. There ain't no teachers here. Take it off. Now."

	 

	"No. Leave me alone. I don't like you." There was a sound like movement, then Jemmy's angry, "Don't touch me. You're not allowed to touch me."

	 

	A fresh snarl of rage caught in Crowley's chest. This was worse than any torture Hell had ever devised for him. To hear exactly what his daughter had gone through, to know how alone and afraid she must have felt beneath all that anger, that he wasn't there to protect her like he promised, and -- worst of all -- to know it was already done, and there was nothing he could do to undo what happened. No wonder she was having nightmares...

	 

	"Why? I'm just gonna help your 'education'. Bet you don't know nothin' about how things are really s'posed to be, huh? 'Bout girls and boys? You live with that guy, don't you? The one you was hugging this morning?"

	 

	Crowley's feet shifted, and he knew if he found out this boy had actually attacked Jemmy, there would be no saving Oliver Winscott. Crowley wouldn't think twice about breaking his rule against killing kids, if he found out this one did more than threaten his daughter. It was difficult enough to remember he wasn't planning to tear this kid limb-from-limb for just the threat alone.

	 

	"'Course. That's my fafa."

	 

	That brought Crowley up short. Aziraphale. They were talking about Aziraphale.

	 

	"Fafa? What's a fafa? Or mebbe you mean," a sly sneer filled Oliver's voice, "a faggot. My older brother says that's the fat, old faggot who runs the bookshop over on Whickber Street, in Soho."

	 

	The snarl worked its way free, this time, yanking the boy's frightened attention from the tablet to Crowley, who let the blur of his features drop completely as fury unlike anything he'd experienced since the Metatron was destroyed climbed through him. He'd been hanging on by a thread through the threat against Jemmy, already aware she'd eventually dropped a table on Oliver for his crimes. Crowley hadn't liked hearing it, but if Jemmy told him the truth -- and she had no reason to lie to him -- they'd only exchanged words. But, even Jemmy having already told him about Oliver's slurs against Aziraphale, and knowing the boy learned his bigotry at home, couldn't halt the instant, visceral reaction Crowley had over any insult toward his angel.

	 

	No one got to attack his reason for existence without paying in blood. As he surged across the room, intent on exacting revenge he was already certain his angel would have to forgive him for, later, Crowley froze as a screeching tone he last heard in Hell rose from the tablet.

	 

	"Don't you talk about my fafa like that!"

	 

	Satan save him, that was Jemmy, screeching like a Hell-born harpy. Only the highest order of demons, after Satan Himself, could make that blood-freezing sound. And it was coming out of his precious, angelic little girl, in protection of her fafa. No wonder she'd suffered such prolonged backlash.

	 

	The sound of furniture repeatedly crashing, people screaming, and the scurry of feet mixed with Oliver's groans and sobs as the sound of what could only be the table pounding across the floor after him, bashing into bookshelves and sending books pelting off the shelves filled Crowley with hellish pride. His little girl made her point abundantly clear, and the way she'd protected Aziraphale, even from words he'd never hear...

	 

	The sound of Oliver sobbing was overlaid by Jemmy's heated, "You take that back."

	 

	He whimpered in fear, the sound coming from both the tablet and the boy himself. 

	 

	"Don't you ever talk about my fafa, or my lee-lee, again."

	 

	Oliver's dark eyes were swimming with tears when he looked up at Crowley again. After a moment, the boy managed a weak, "Sh-she... I... I'm sorry, okay? I didn't mean to..."

	 

	"Keep watching," Crowley growled, turning to stalk back to the window once he was sure the boy's attention was back on the tablet. At the window, Crowley leaned his forehead and clenched fists against the cold brickwork, trying to summon calm he was far from feeling. What he really needed, right now, was his angel. He needed Aziraphale to hold him. He desperately needed to hear the angel's soothing voice, assuring him everything would be okay. Because there was next to no chance Hell didn't know what Jemmy was capable of, if someone Downstairs already saw this -- and he couldn't be sure they hadn't. The only thing keeping them from finding her was either that they hadn't figured out who she was, or no one had logged that page of Oliver Winscott's most recent sins, yet. He could only hope it was the latter. Then he could still make sure they never saw it. But if they knew... 

	 

	If Hell knew, and Jemmy ever had another demonic episode...

	 

	He didn't hear the rest of what Oliver watched, at least not until he heard the boy's gasp and barely-stifled cry of fright, meaning Oliver got to the part where he ended up in Hell. Crowley winced, already aware what the boy was seeing. He'd seen the gleeful notes some pre-admissions demon had made suggesting what they could do with a human soul steeped in generations of the kind of bigotry and sin Oliver Winscott would become if he stayed on his current path.

	 

	Crowley was going to give the kid one final out. If he fucked up after this, Hell could have him. Crowley would even gift-wrap the kid for them, if he refused to change. Watching the boy take in the horror awaiting him, though, Crowley figured Oliver wouldn't be forgetting this lesson anytime soon.

	 

	Even after the tablet quit playing and silence blanketed the room, Oliver's gaze didn't lift from the dark screen until Crowley reached down and took the tablet from his hands. Then, Oliver blinked and looked up at him, his eyes full of fear and confusion.

	 

	"Why did you show me that? Is... Is that what's gonna happen to me?"

	 

	Crowley snorted. "It is if you continue to bully, hurt, and attack people the way you have been."

	 

	The boy sucked in a sharp breath. "But my dad and brother--"

	 

	"Will pay their own debts, when the time comes. Question is, Oliver -- do you want to join them?"

	 

	Oliver shook his head vehemently. "No! Not that!"

	 

	Crowley nodded, miracling the tablet away with a snap of his fingers. "Then, starting right now, you're gonna stop being a bully, and start helping people instead. Treat everyone you meet like you want to be treated, and you'll make the right kind of friends who'll help you keep from straying."

	 

	"O-okay. I can do that."

	 

	"You're gonna have to apologize to everyone you've been a prat to or touched without their permission. And it's gotta be sincere. Got it?"

	 

	The boy's head bobbed in a hurried nod. "Y-yeah."

	 

	"Good. I'm keeping the record of your sins, so it'll be like you never did them. But if you hurt anyone or start bein' a bully again, your actions from here on out will start a new record. If I have to visit you again, you won't get another chance to make amends. I'll make sure Hell gets these," Crowley held up the pages of the Winscott ledger that belonged to Oliver, "back."

	 

	He didn't bother telling the kid there were pages of that ledger he had no intention of ever giving Hell. The threat should be enough of a deterrent. 

	 

	With Oliver still profusely promising to only do good deeds from now on and to be kind to both people and animals, Crowley snapped his fingers and instantly transferred the kid back to his bedroom in the Winscott home.

	 

	Wearily, Crowley sighed and rolled his neck. Doing good might have become easier over the years since he was untethered from Hell, but it was still exhausting for a demon to fight his base nature. Even more so when his desire to protect the family he loved more than his own existence pulled him to exact justice in an eye-for-an-eye manner. Fuck, he sometimes missed those days, when the laws of the desert let him do what needed done, in the name of keeping his angel safe.

	 

	Chuckling wearily at the thought of how appalled his angel would be to hear about all the terrible things he'd done to keep Aziraphale safe and happy on Earth, Crowley summoned the Bentley with a thought as he locked the upstairs room and descended the stairs into the back hallway of the Drowned Duck. The place was draped in silence, dark in the predawn stillness between when the pub shut and when it would reopen. 

	 

	While he'd purchased the pub as a safehouse outside Hell's reach, back in the nineteenth century, it'd never been any closer to home than the flat in Mayfair. He smiled as he stepped outside onto the predawn streets of London just as the Bentley screeched to a halt before him. One more stop, and he could go home. 

	 

	Hopefully, when he got there, Jemmy would still be asleep for a little while. He needed some time with Aziraphale, to convince himself he'd done the right thing, and to chase away the remnants of pain and rage still clinging to him. If anyone could save him from himself, his angel could. Crowley didn't have faith in much, but he had faith in his angel.

	 

	That was all the faith he needed.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-One

	Sins of the Past

	 

	 

	Indoor Garden, A.Z. Fell and Co Bookshop, Soho -- Fifteen Minutes Later

	 

	By the time he arrived home after dropping the Winscott Ledger -- minus Oliver's pages -- off at Eric's door in Mayfair, Crowley decided his mood was too sour to inflict on his angel, just yet. On his way back to the bookshop, he'd done nothing but think about all the influences that made a human being good or evil. It'd started out with concern that the influences surrounding Oliver in his home would be too much to overcome, and the boy would be unable to keep his promise to be good. 

	 

	Somehow, that had flowed into consideration of Adam Young, and how the literal Son of Satan had -- through only the influence of good humans -- turned out to be a decent person, both as a kid and an adult. Last Crowley checked in, Adam was at Uni, working on becoming a veterinarian.

	 

	Of course, thinking about Adam always led Crowley down a much more worrisome path. Neither he nor Aziraphale had any influence on the actual Antichrist, and Adam turned out all the better for it. But they had exerted a lot of influence in both directions on a child who turned out to be utterly human -- Warlock Dowling. Worse yet, Warlock was the son of an American diplomat, and Crowley had pulled out all the stops on his demonic influences, to make it seem he was doing his job proper while simultaneously hoping Aziraphale was doing an even better job influencing the boy to be good.

	 

	At the time, neither of them had considered the damage all that might have done to a human child's psyche. Could all of Crowley's talk of ruling the world and blood and death have led Warlock down a destructive path that would land him in Hell, at the end? Or was Aziraphale's influence in the other direction enough to keep the boy sane? 

	 

	Neither of them had bothered to look in on Warlock again, after they realized he wasn't the Antichrist. At least, Crowley knew he hadn't, and Aziraphale never said anything, if the angel had.

	 

	These thoughts tangled in Crowley's head, leading him to sneak in the bookshop's back door and pop straight upstairs, check on Jemmy, hide Oliver's ledger pages in the Icarus and Apollo statue, and then make his way to the garden, where he could contemplate everything alone. Even if he was quite aware he wouldn't be alone for very long, and he wasn't even sure he wanted to be alone at all.

	 

	Not that he was all that alone, anyway, he reasoned with a smirk as he glanced down at the cat sprawled along the side of his thigh, purring contentedly as Crowley stroked his fingers through her soft fur. Bikah had followed him from Jemmy's room and made herself comfortable beside him on the bench. For cats, neither she nor Calamity ever showed even the slightest bit of wariness about being around a demon.

	 

	Crowley was considering all this when he heard the door open and registered the change of light from the cool cast of early dawn through the windows to the warmer light of the chandelier that lit most of the flat and bookshop. He was as aware of the presence in the now-open doorway -- and of the worry steadily filling the air in the garden -- as he was of his own heartbeat.

	 

	He sighed and shook his head in gentle denial to the unspoken query. "I'm fine, angel."

	 

	Quick, efficient footfalls crossed the space between them, even as Bikah stretched and hopped down from the bench, meandering her way over to watch the koi. 

	 

	"Yes, I can see that. So fine, in fact, that you didn't even stop to say you were home when you came back from... wherever you went, before you popped up here and started thinking so hard I could practically hear it, downstairs." The rebuke was gentle, the censure in his angel's tone full of love, worry, and apology.

	 

	In the end, it was the apology that broke Crowley. He leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs, even as Aziraphale came to a stop in front of him, and he felt his angel's warm, thick fingers stroking through his hair. With a small groan, Crowley rested the crown of his head against his angel's soft body and expelled a harsh breath. "I was thinking about Warlock."

	 

	He sensed surprise, before Aziraphale's hands stopped in his hair, and he found his face tipped toward the angel by soft hands against his jaw. "Whatever for, love?"

	 

	He shrugged helplessly. "Adam."

	 

	Aziraphale's brow furrowed. "Adam Young? I don't understand."

	 

	Crowley sighed, reaching up to cover the angel's left hand, turning his head to press a kiss to the palm. "Neither of us had any real influence on Adam. Everything he became was all human intervention. All human doing. And he turned out to be a bloody good kid."

	 

	Aziraphale's lips tipped in a gentle smile. "Yes, he did, rather."

	 

	"That's my point, angel. We... I had a lot of very negative influence on Warlock. I put such horrible things in that kid's head. What if... What if I turned him into a monster, angel? What if I broke him?" 

	 

	Aziraphale sighed quietly, his expression a cross between the besotted, indulgent look he usually got right before telling Crowley he was being silly, and the soft concern he always showed whenever Crowley was battling old regrets. 

	 

	"Well," the angel finally said after a moment, leaning to drop a kiss on Crowley's upturned face before releasing his hold and settling in beside the demon.  "While I doubt either of us made any lasting impression on the boy, I suppose the only way to know for sure would be to find him."

	 

	A wry chuckle pulled from Crowley, despite the choking fear he'd done something irreparable. "You're already thinking up some mad caper, aren't you?"

	 

	The angel leaned in to kiss him properly, the familiar twinkle of clues run amok flashing in Aziraphale's cerulean eyes. "Wait and see, my love. Wait and see."

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Two

	Grace in Starlight

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Four Weeks Later

	 

	Crowley smiled to himself as he ran the hairbrush gently through his six-year-old daughter's damp, strawberry-blonde curls. It was a familiar routine for them, though normally she brought her brush to him in the indoor garden. Jemmy liked to hear the story of the statue her fafa had transformed from the grim reminder of a terrible, dangerous night in 1941 into a symbol of how much the angel loved Crowley. Their daughter always had a million questions about the original lectern she'd only seen Aziraphale's drawings of, about the children depicted in the new sculpture -- including her namesake, who she'd learned a lot about both through the storybook Aziraphale gave her when she was just a toddler and through the stories both of them told her about saving Job's kids -- and about what happened in 1941. Crowley always tried to answer as many of her questions as he could, while keeping the story as child friendly as possible. The last thing he wanted was to give his daughter more nightmares -- she was only just getting back to her normal self -- or worry his husband because he did so.

	 

	Tonight, they weren't in the garden -- as Jemmy dubbed his plant room almost as soon as she could say the word. Crowley just couldn't handle talking about any of it, right now.

	 

	He could almost hear his angel affectionately chiding him as being silly for his hesitance, but the memories were harder to talk about when part of his heart felt hollow. Between Aziraphale being away in Heaven setting up the last stages of some new angelic program and them still dealing with Jemmy's nightmares from the school incident just a few weeks ago, the familiar empty feeling he got whenever his angel wasn't on Earth had him rattled as well. Despite Aziraphale's early assurance he would never be returning to Heaven permanently, the angel's duties did take him there from time-to-time and those times were hard on both Crowley and Jemmy. Before Jemmy, whenever his angel was away at night and he couldn't distract himself from the hollow feelings any other way, Crowley just drank himself into unconsciousness. At the time, it just seemed easier. He reasoned if he wasn't conscious, he couldn't feel the hollowness, or the fear that it might become permanent. Of course, those binges normally wound up with him coming to on the settee downstairs, a blanket tucked around him and Aziraphale standing over him with a loving, worried expression on his face.

	 

	Crowley hated that worry -- knowing he was the one putting it there.

	 

	When Jemmy was born, six years ago, he promised his angel he wouldn't drink without the angel there. These days, when the emptiness got too heavy -- usually only at night, after the shop was closed and Jemmy was asleep -- Crowley just sat either downstairs in Aziraphale's chair or here on their bed, and talked to the ether, knowing Aziraphale would hear him, even if the angel couldn't always respond. Would be easier if he could just convince his angel to join the Twenty-first century and keep a mobile phone on him. But Aziraphale hated talking on the phone -- even to him -- so Crowley didn't ask. Aziraphale had already made more than enough compromises for their relationship, over the years. 

	 

	Crowley wasn't the only one feeling the emptiness, either. He and Jemmy both felt Aziraphale's absence in different ways, and their bond always got a little tighter whenever the angel was gone. Especially lately. It was more difficult to get her to go to bed -- she'd always had a difficult time getting to sleep without Aziraphale reading to her -- and she tended to cling more, like she picked up on Crowley's own anxiety at these times. It was even worse for her, this time, because of her nightmares. She'd looked panic-stricken, that morning, when she realized Aziraphale had to leave. The angel had wrapped her up in a hug and told her he'd do everything he could to be back before bedtime. 

	 

	So, tonight, after her bath and with pyjamas donned, she'd gone and got her brush, then tip-toed into his and Aziraphale's room with a whispered request to have her hair brushed and braided, like always.

	 

	She was restless where she sat beside him on the bed, trying her best to sit still so he could work the intricate weaving of hair he knew from muscle memory, now. He couldn't fault her anxious energy, aware she was getting nervous Aziraphale wouldn't make it back tonight. Hopefully, she'd at least manage to sit still long enough for Crowley to finish braiding her hair.

	 

	Just as the thought crossed his mind, she tilted her head slowly to one side, like she always did whenever she observed something that struck her curiosity. Jemmy was insatiably curious about literally everything -- a trait he was both proud and terrified she inherited from him. Fortunately for his peace of mind, she also picked up Aziraphale's sense of propriety early on, which kept her from just blurting out random questions at strangers, as amusing as that possibility sometimes was to imagine.

	 

	"Keep your head still, poppet," he reminded her in a murmur, gently correcting her posture so he could finish her braid.

	 

	"Is that you and fafa, lee-lee?"

	 

	He followed her pointing finger as he wrapped the hair tie at the bottom of her braid, and barely managed to swallow a very inappropriate curse for a six-year-old to hear. Shit. He'd forgotten about Icarus and Apollo. Jemmy didn't usually come into their bedroom, and until recently, he'd forgotten the sculpture was there. Aziraphale had insisted if he kept it, he had to move it somewhere Jemmy wouldn't see it, back when she was still a baby. They weren't, his angel informed him with a typically adorable Aziraphale blush, explaining his "scandalous art" to their daughter.

	 

	Crowley cringed. Never mind Holy Water -- his angel was going to strangle him slowly to discorporation and toss him back into Hell when he found out about this.

	 

	Time for a well-played bit of misdirection. Sorry, angel.

	 

	To his daughter, he offered what he hoped was a blandly curious expression and a studiously nonchalant, "Why would you ask that, poppet?"

	 

	Please, if anyone other than Aziraphale is listening, get me out of this mess!

	 

	"That one's gots gold in his wings, like fafa." Jemmy's tone was slow and slightly irritated, as if she was the adult here, and he a particularly dimwitted child. 

	 

	"And that one's gots red in them, like your colors." She poked her finger at the blood-red stripe between the two black lines running through the tartan blanket on the bed.

	 

	Crowley could only stare at her as relief plunged through him. Could he be so lucky? Could Jemmy's curiosity be so easily handled? He opened his mouth to offer her a suitably G-rated explanation, only for her to sigh, a small, annoyed scowl settling over her features and her green eyes flickering with angry sparks as she straightened her back and a small pair of lavender-grey wings roughly a foot long and barely as wide as her slim shoulders spread out from the root bones on either side of her spine. She fluttered them in aggravation, glaring over her shoulder. "All I gots are these. They're small. And ugly."

	 

	"Oi." The protest shot from him before he could even stop to think whether it was an appropriate response. He didn't care about that. All he cared about was his daughter's self-image, and this disgust over any part of herself was not on. 

	 

	He shifted to crouch on the floor in front of her, making sure they were eye-to-eye, so she could see how serious he was. He wasn't worried about frightening her. From the very first time he held her in his arms, she'd never been frightened of his eyes. 

	 

	He wasn't sure exactly what to say. There weren't any precedents or instructions for dealing with the insecurities of a child born of starlight and bits of two celestial souls that loved each other so much, they created one perfect little being. There'd never been any baby angels or demons, before -- not unless one counted the Antichrist and possibly Jude, and he wasn't sure he could count either of them -- so no one knew what to expect from Jemmy.

	 

	What Crowley knew, with every fiber of his being, was Jemima was going to grow up to be every bit as beautiful as his angel, and every bit as mischievous as himself, and he was sure both Heaven and Hell should have trembled in fear the day she was born because, of the traits he and Aziraphale shared -- those being stubbornness, a tendency toward the dramatic, and an unwavering commitment to protecting what and whom they loved -- Jemmy not only got all of them, but she got them in spades.

	 

	"You listen to me, poppet, and you listen good," he hissed, his voice harsh with sincerity as he let her see every bit of his love and certainty in his gaze. "Your wings are beautiful. And they'll grow, my little starling, as you do. Someday, you'll have wings just as beautiful as fafa's."

	 

	"And yours?" Her voice was small as she reached out and touched his cheek, her delicate little fingers skimming over the serpent brand on his jaw.

	 

	Crowley's throat closed, and he found himself at loss for words. How did he convince this precious child -- as full of love and grace as his beloved angel -- that she was beautiful just as she was, when he thought of his own wings -- scorched by his Fall -- and only remembered pain? Even worse, he hadn't been able to look at them for the better part of a decade, now -- afraid to see the damage his battle with Michael had done to them.

	 

	"Better than mine, poppet. I promise."

	 

	"But they're pretty, aren't they? How come I never seed them?" Her voice was full of worry and confusion, before she touched her fingers to the fine lines by the corners of his eyes. "Your eyes are pretty, lee-lee. Fafa says that's why the walls are yellow."

	 

	Crowley stayed where he was, frozen beneath the touch of his child, unsure if he could breathe, let alone respond. The walls were yellow because...? How had he not realized the truth, in almost two and half centuries? From the very beginning of this bookshop, Aziraphale had filled it with everything he loved. His books, his keepsakes, his memories... And, apparently, he'd surrounded all of it in the exact shade of Crowley's eyes. 

	 

	This entire bloody building might as well be Creation's biggest love letter.

	 

	Wait. That meant...

	 

	That time Aziraphale drove the Bentley to Edinburgh... Fuck me. "Pretty?"

	 

	"They are. Very pretty." The hushed voice from the bedroom doorway reached Crowley's ears the exact moment his heart lurched back to full and vibrant life. Crowley rocked forward onto his knees, unable to remain crouched on shaking legs as he turned his head to find Aziraphale paused in the bedroom doorway, smiling at him and their daughter with so much love, the light of it was blinding. "I think you're both very beautiful. I also think," he continued, his smile morphing into a mock frown, "that certain little winged treasures should already be in bed."

	 

	"Fafa!" Jemmy squealed in delight, scrambling off the bed to run to Aziraphale, who scooped her up in a hug, before setting her back on her feet, where she spun in an excited circle. "Look at how lee-lee braided my hair!"

	 

	"It's very lovely, my darling," he praised, then pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. "Now, why don't you go find your book, and I'll be there to read you another chapter in just a moment?"

	 

	With the promise of another chapter of her current obsession -- some story about a fallen star, an unlikely hero, and some evil witches -- Jemmy was off faster than a flash of lightning, her little feet making more noise than a storm rolling in. Crowley shifted so he could lean his back against the side of the bed, not bothering to get off the floor just yet, as relieved laughter spilled from him. "How something as light as she is makes that much noise..."

	 

	Aziraphale's smile widened as he crossed the room to sit on the bed beside where Crowley reclined, his fingers threading through the strands of the demon's hair. Crowley sighed, shifting himself so his head leaned against the side of his angel's knee.

	 

	"You really painted the walls to match my eyes?"

	 

	"Of course I did, love. I thought you figured it out ages ago."

	 

	Crowley shook his head carefully, not wanting to lose the feel of his angel's hand stroking through his hair. "Why did you do it?"

	 

	"I missed you," Aziraphale's murmur wrapped around Crowley's heart, settling the anxious part of him that always worried this might be the time his angel didn't come home. "I always miss you so when we're apart, Crowley. I always have."

	 

	"Missed you, too, angel," he mumbled back, soothed by both his angel's words and the stroke of those fingers through his hair. They'd spent so many millennia starved for each other's touch that every single touch over the last eight years felt sacred. "Do you have to go back, tonight?"

	 

	"No, my love." Aziraphale released a small breath that sounded as relieved as Crowley felt to hear it. "I do believe it may very soon no longer be necessary for me to return there at all, unless an apocalyptic crisis arises. And hopefully we're all done with those."

	 

	"Good. Because this being apart shit is getting harder by the day."

	 

	"On that," the angel's voice took on a note of weary humor, "I whole-heartedly agree."

	 

	"Too soon, angel," Crowley groaned, rolling his head back on his neck to look up at his husband. "Now, would you quit stalling and kiss me, already?"

	 

	Aziraphale giggled -- he bloody well giggled -- as he leaned down to seal their mouths together in a kiss that always felt like coming home. Want and need and lust and love tangled together in Crowley's chest, but before he could act on any of it, his angel was pulling away with a fond, "I'm going to go read Jem her story. Perhaps, afterward, you'd like to join me for a drink?"

	 

	Not his preferred vice at the moment, but Crowley decided he could work with that. A little wine always loosened Aziraphale up and made the angel more handsy than normal. In the past eight years, with no further need to hide or pretend they weren't together, "more handsy" became something altogether more salacious.

	 

	Crowley's smile turned devilish as he watched his gorgeous, angelic husband leave the room to go read to their daughter. 

	 

	Oh, yeah. He could definitely work with his angel after a glass or two of wine.

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Three

	 Emissaries of Light

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Four Days Later

	 

	"Oh, dear. I still don't understand how we didn't account for that." Aziraphale was muttering to himself, a worried frown on his face as he sorted through several sheets of paper covered in angelic glyphs.

	 

	"Something I can help you with, angel?" Crowley glanced up from where he was watching Jemmy studiously writing her alphabet, her tongue poked into one cheek and a lap desk balanced on her knees where she sat cross-legged beside him on the settee.

	 

	After the spectacularly disastrous event at Halifax Academy of the Arts, they decided it was best in the long run to tutor Jemmy themselves. Human schools seemed ill-equipped to properly handle human children -- never mind a half-angelic, half-demonic celestial child with limitless curiosity and an understandable new level of wariness of most human children. He and Aziraphale were the best equipped beings in all Creation to know what their daughter needed by way of instruction -- after all, they'd rather successfully tutored Warlock Dowling, back before Armageddon, and neither of them had known him half as well as they knew Jemmy -- and it wasn't as though tutoring her at home left Jemmy isolated. She already seemed, for the most part, to feel more comfortable around adult humans than she did around most children -- except for the Whickber Street Playgroup kids, Jemmy had always been wary around other children, and since the disaster at Halifax, she had minor panic attacks when groups of human children other than her friends were around. They'd already quit taking her to children's parks long before Halifax, when it became clear she had no interest in being there.

	 

	Aziraphale was especially relieved by their decision to tutor their daughter themselves. Crowley knew his angel worried other children might treat Jemmy poorly because of them, after the incident at Halifax, even if he still didn't know exactly what happened or why. Crowley wasn't about to tell him, either. Frankly, after what he heard of the incident between Jemmy and Oliver Winscott, the demon was more concerned for the safety of any other human -- child or adult -- who decided to say something Jemmy didn't like about either himself or Aziraphale. The only concern he had for Jemmy is what would happen if Hell managed to find her because she had another demonic meltdown. They were lucky Crowley'd been able to get his hands on the Winscott boy's Sin Ledger. So far, it looked like no one Downstairs had logged them, yet.

	 

	Crowley was far from surprised the meltdown happened, though. Jemmy had as much hellfire in her as she did sweet little angel, and she wasn't ever quiet about making sure those she cared about were treated fairly. Without either himself or Aziraphale there to curb her responses, the chances of Jemmy ending up causing havoc were considerable -- even with the angelic binding, it seemed. As for Oliver Winscott... Well, to say he wouldn't be hurting any other children, ever again, would be an understatement. The kid knew what was coming his way if he did.

	 

	"No, no," Aziraphale answered his offer of help distractedly, then sighed heavily. "I just have H.U.T. angels showing up here within the week, and nowhere to put them. The Lord and I will figure it out, when he gets here."

	 

	Crowley's attention, in the process of drifting back to what Jemmy was doing, snapped Aziraphale's way. 

	 

	"Wot the f..." He glanced Jemmy's way, then modified, "What the Heaven are you on about, angel?"

	 

	"Nothing, love." Aziraphale waved the subject off like he thought that would be the end of it.

	 

	Not a chance in bloody fucking Heaven, angel. 

	 

	Snapping his fingers to lock the shop door as he rose from the settee, Crowley smiled down at Jemmy for a moment. "Just sit here and work on your letters, okay, poppet? Fafa and I will be back in a moment."

	 

	She nodded, though her brow creased in concern as her gaze went back and forth between them. Crowley didn't move an inch until he was sure her attention was back on her letters. Then, crossing the short space between the settee and his husband's desk, he set his hand very deliberately on top of what Aziraphale was doing and hissed, "A word with you, O Supreme Archangel."

	 

	Aziraphale flinched at the title, then sighed. "Crowley, I don't..."

	 

	"In private, Aziraphale."

	 

	The angel's gaze went to Jemmy and his lips compressed into the familiar tight line they always did when he was annoyed but he deemed the circumstances wrong to voice that annoyance, even as he nodded. Crowley headed for the back room, confident Aziraphale was only steps behind him, even without their shared sense of one another. He waited for his angel to clear the door and closed it until it was only open a sliver, just in case Jemmy needed them. Then, hand still on the old-fashioned doorknob, he turned to glare at his angel.

	 

	"I love you like crazy, angel, but I swear to Satan, if you don't start talking..."

	 

	Aziraphale's annoyance drained away before his eyes, and the angel's shoulders slumped as he sighed. "I'm sorry, love. I thought I had everything in place, but completely forgot they're going to need someplace to work out of. It's just a silly oversight, is all."

	 

	Crowley felt the rising crackle of lightning in his blood and suppressed it, silently counting backward from ten until he felt in better control of his anger. Maybe there was a very simple explanation here he was missing. Aziraphale tended to get a little lost in his own head and not properly explain himself without prompting. "Who is? Muriel?"

	 

	"No. I told you about the Human Understanding Training programme we've been running in Heaven, helping angels better understand humans and their importance in the Almighty's design for the universe. Every seven months, two angels are chosen to come to Earth as Emissaries, to live and work among the humans for seven months. The idea is--"

	 

	"I don't care what the idea is, angel," Crowley hissed, letting go of the doorknob and taking a step closer to the angel. "I said it before, and I'll say it again. The answer is no."

	 

	"Crowley, be reasonable. They're not going to be here in the bookshop. And this is really best--"

	 

	"The only thing I care about what is best for is this family. Us. Our daughter. How long do you think it'll take before Hell takes an interest in what's going on around here, if you've got random angels popping in and out like demented..." He waved a hand through the air, trying to think of a comparable analogy. "Flying monkeys."

	 

	"Monkeys?" Aziraphale's expression twisted in distaste. "Really, Anthony..."

	 

	"You know what I mean. How long before Hell starts sniffing around, and discovers Jemmy? Did you stop to think about that, Archangel Raphael?"

	 

	"Yes." Aziraphale's quiet response froze Crowley in place, his fury leached away by the gentle understanding in his angel's voice, mixed with the utter conviction in his blue eyes. "Don't think for even one second of any day that your safety and Jemima's aren't my very first thought, Crowley. Both of you are my primary concern, always. I would dismantle Heaven with my own hands if it came to a choice between the two of you and them. You know that. And I have no plans to have these angels any closer to our home and our family than absolutely necessary, for only as long as is absolutely necessary to get this oversight corrected."

	 

	"Fine," Crowley hissed, still not liking anything about this situation. "But fix it fast, angel. Because the first time their presence brings Eric -- or worse -- sniffing around, I'm loading their angelic arses in the Bentley and driving them to France. And I won't be bringing them back!"

	 

	"Lee-lee? Fafa?" Jemima's sweet voice pulled Crowley's attention to the door, where two big green eyes in a worried little face stared up at them as if her heart was breaking.

	 

	"Jemmy..."

	 

	"Shh, it's all right, my darling," Aziraphale smiled gently at their daughter as he dropped to one knee beside her. "It's just grownup stuff. But everything is all right."

	 

	That remained to be seen. However, as Jemima's gaze sought him out, looking for confirmation of Aziraphale's words even as she leaned into the angel's comforting embrace, Crowley lost the thread of his anger. Not that he stood any chance of holding onto it, anyway. He'd never been able to stay mad at Aziraphale for long, and his soul recoiled as if from Holy Water at even the thought of hurting their daughter, who was sensitive to any serious disagreement between them. 

	 

	"Yeah, it's okay, poppet," he reassured her. "Now, what are you doing lurking about, when you're supposed to be focused on your letters?"

	 

	"There's a man outside the door. I seed him at the door and came to tell you."

	 

	"You mean you saw him," Aziraphale corrected gently, even as his gaze lifted to meet Crowley's. "I imagine that'll be Isà." 

	 

	"I'm on it." Crowley slipped past them and strode through the shop, counting the whole way as he flexed his hands and tried to dissipate the remaining static charge coursing through him. After all, he couldn't just fry some random bloke who happened up to the door, if Aziraphale was wrong.

	 

	A sardonic smirk slid over his face as he caught sight of who was standing at the door. Nothing random about this one. Crowley considered frying him on sheer principle. Not like anything he did could actually hurt the bastard.

	 

	Snapping his fingers to unlock the door before he got to the main shop floor, he stopped at the counter, leaning one hip against it as their visitor opened the door and peeked his dark, dreadlocked head inside, pink-lensed granny-style shades tipped to the end of his nose. "This a bad time?"

	 

	"Would you go away if I said it was?"

	 

	"Considering I was invited, that would be a no. Is Raph... Aziraphale around?"

	 

	"If I said he wasn't?"

	 

	"He would know you were lying," Aziraphale answered from behind him, his voice full of fond, chiding amusement. "Come in, Lord. Ignore my husband. He's a little out of sorts with me, right now."

	 

	"Wouldn't have anything to do with the small oversight we seem to have made in our plans for the Emissaries, would it?" Jesus's gaze went to Aziraphale, before coming back to Crowley, his expression apologetic. 

	 

	"Something like that," Crowley muttered, even as he felt Jemmy's small body lean against the outside of his thigh, pulling his attention down to her. Hers, however, was fixed on Jesus, that familiar, curious tilt to her head. Crowley resisted the urge to grin. Here we go...

	 

	"Do you work with fafa?"

	 

	Jesus looked absolutely baffled by this. Amusement washed through Crowley to see the panic of not knowing how to answer, or what a "fafa" was, on the Son of God's face. Normally, he'd let the bastard stew with it for a bit -- on principle, of course -- but he and Aziraphale always made a point to answer as many of Jemmy's questions as they could. Crowley knew first-hand how it felt to live with unanswered questions. He smoothed the flyaway curls that escaped today's ponytail. "Yes, poppet, he works with fafa."

	 

	She processed this with that clever little brain of hers -- he was utterly convinced she got her brilliance from Aziraphale -- a small frown furrowing her brow as she continued to study Jesus. "You're a funny looking angel."

	 

	Crowley barely choked back a surprised laugh, even as he heard Aziraphale smothering a chuckle. Of all the things for their daughter to say... Oh, poppet, we didn't get it half right when we named you, did we?

	 

	Crouching down beside his straight-faced daughter, he pulled her into a half-embrace, pecking a kiss to her cheek. "That's because he's not an angel, poppet."

	 

	He watched her mull this new bit of information over for a moment, before she came to some utterly random conclusion of her own, and her green eyes brightened with excitement as her attention whipped his way. "Are there demons in Heaven, lee-lee?"

	 

	This question didn't surprise Crowley in the least, but Jesus looked startled, and he could hear Aziraphale's muttered "oh, dear" from behind them. "No, poppet."

	 

	"But I came from Heaven. You said so."

	 

	"That you did, sweetheart," Aziraphale's voice was closer, now, and the warmth of his angel's hand as it fell on Crowley's shoulder drew the demon's attention briefly up to his husband's smiling face.

	 

	"And I'm half-demon."

	 

	A grin tugged at Crowley's lips as he winked at their daughter. "Without a doubt."

	 

	Jemima's green gaze fixed on him, and the stubborn set of her little chin told him they were in for a marathon historical you said... argument, courtesy of their six-year-old offspring, who absorbed everything she was ever told or overheard like a pint-sized celestial sponge. "And you went to Heaven before I was borned. You said so."

	 

	Crowley's gaze flicked briefly to their visitor, wondering just how much of the events surrounding the battle in Heaven Jesus had been made aware of. The dark man's expression was one of fascinated amusement as he listened to Jemima. 

	 

	"I did go," Crowley answered his daughter, careful to match her grave tone despite the humor of the current situation. "Couple of times."

	 

	"And you're a demon."

	 

	"Former," Aziraphale supplied. Crowley shot him a wink. They both knew that, despite Crowley's own comments to the contrary, there was no such thing as former when it came to demons. Being a demon was just part of who he was. He just wasn't beholden to Hell anymore. He didn't have to cause mischief or tempt anyone to anything unless he chose to.

	 

	Fortunately, the correction sailed right over Jemmy's head, because he didn't want to have to explain chains of sin and Falling to their six-year-old. She was currently nodding like she had all of life and this whole supernatural thing all figured out, at the tender age of six. "So, there are demons in Heaven."

	 

	Aziraphale's chuckle held the same humor and enchantment he always felt around their daughter, before the angel murmured, "My darling, I can assure you, your lee-lee is one of a kind."

	 

	Her gaze shifted to the angel, frowning in consideration, before it went to Jesus, as if his was the deciding vote here. "So, are you? A demon?"

	 

	"No, little one," Jesus answered with an affable grin.

	 

	"What are you, then?"

	 

	"Well, I'm a bit like you. I'm the Son of God. But I also had two mothers, and one of them was human. So, I'm half of Heaven, and half of Earth. Or I used to be, anyway."

	 

	Jemmy's eyes brightened. "Do you have wings, too? I gots wings, but they're not very big, yet. Lee-lee telled me they're pretty, though, and they'll be big someday."

	 

	"I'm sure they're very pretty." Jesus's smile gentled. "And I'm afraid I don't have wings, little one."

	 

	"Do you gots a halo, then, like fafa? He says it's only for real important things, and he can't show me 'cause if he did, a lot of people could get hurt. Is yours for special, too?"

	 

	"All right, I think that's enough questions for right now." Crowley finally took pity on his old friend with a chuckle. "I think Jesus has important things to talk about with fafa, snakelet. And you have half an alphabet to finish."

	 

	"But--"

	 

	"Letters. Now." He locked his gaze with hers, letting her feel a flicker of his commanding hellfire. Never enough to hurt or compel her, but just enough so she knew he was serious.

	 

	With a little, huffed sigh of annoyance she absolutely picked up from Aziraphale, Jemmy stomped back toward the settee. Crowley watched her go, then met his angel's gaze with a shake of his head and click of his tongue. Oh, angel. You will definitely be apologizing for this, later.

	 

	"She's a trip." Jesus's amused comment drew his attention back around, even as he felt Aziraphale's hand tighten on his shoulder. With them in physical contact, Crowley couldn't be sure if the flare of protective emotion was more him or his angel. Maybe both. Didn't really matter. 

	 

	"She's our daughter," Aziraphale responded in a fiercely quiet voice, before his hand left Crowley's shoulder, allowing the demon to regain his feet. "Shall we talk in back, Lord? I'll gather my notes and join you in a moment."

	 

	Though he knew it wasn't necessary, Crowley leaned close to the angel's ear to hiss, "Remember what I said, angel. Fix this, fast, or I will."

	 

	With a brush of his lips against his angel's cheek, he went to make sure Jemmy was back at her lessons. He trusted Aziraphale to do the right thing. They both had far too much to lose. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Four

	Best Apology Ever

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- That Night

	 

	Crowley leaned his head against Aziraphale's chest and shoulder, wine glass dangling loosely from his right hand, resting against the upraised knee of the leg he had propped up on the settee. He closed his eyes, laughing quietly. "Never expected to hear that out of Jemmy, today. Thought for a second I was back at Job's, and she was going to ask me to turn her into a lizard, next."

	 

	Aziraphale hummed his agreement as he sipped his wine, the hand attached to the arm Crowley was currently leaning against absently stroking Crowley's neck and collar bone beneath the edge of his shirt. "Perhaps I should take her up to see Heaven for herself. Might put an end to some of her questions, at least."

	 

	"And start a whole new lot," Crowley muttered, then took a drink. He refused to rise to the bait in Aziraphale's comment. Especially when he knew his angel was only teasing. He absently danced the fingers of his left hand in a lazy circle over the angel's knee and let himself just drift, absorbing the moment of peace.

	 

	"True." Aziraphale sighed, and Crowley heard the muted clink of his husband's wine glass being set aside, before the angel nuzzled his face against the side of Crowley's head. "I owe you an apology, my love."

	 

	A smirk tugged up one side of the demon's mouth as he felt the light nip of his angel's teeth against the shell of his ear. Draining the remaining wine in his own glass, he switched it between hands and set the empty glass on the floor before lifting his hand to capture his angel's wandering one on his chest. Bringing the captive hand to his lips, he nipped the fleshy pad of Aziraphale's palm and muttered, "Which particular transgression are you apologizing for this time, angel?"

	 

	He heard the catch of his husband's breath and felt a shiver go through his angel, before Aziraphale managed a flustered, "Um... the... the Emissary thing. And Jesus. And... well, all of it."

	 

	Crowley tongued the indentation at the base of his angel's palm, knowing how much a little pressure right there turned Aziraphale on. After eight years of learning the angel's corporeal form inch-by-glorious-inch, he knew all the best ways to torture his husband with pleasure or tempt him to pure, hedonistic delight. Watching Aziraphale lose that innocent air of propriety he somehow managed to retain despite everything they'd done over the years was Crowley's favorite thrill. This little game they played, where Aziraphale pretended to deny himself pleasure so as to let Crowley tempt his angel to give in, over and over, spoke to needs they both carried -- Aziraphale's to be seen as worth the effort, and Crowley's own to know he could be as irredeemable as he wished, and still be assured Heaven's highest angel loved him enough to forgive him the transgression of tempting his angel.

	 

	"I knew you'd fix it. That's not what you should be apologizing for," he whispered the words against the strip of exposed skin around the angel's wrist, flicking his tongue just beneath the shirt cuff, following the warm pulse point, where his angel's blood was flowing a little warmer, already. He drew in a breath, his senses filling with the scent of old books and bergamot, and whispered a groan against the angel's skin. 

	 

	"Wh... Whatever d-do you mean, love?" The angel's voice wavered with a familiar weakness, laced with carnal want he always made a game of denying himself.

	 

	A little demonic glee slipped into Crowley's laugh as he shifted and rose off the settee, turning to trap his soft, beautiful angel against the settee cushions as he leaned in until their foreheads pressed together and he breathed the same sweet, alcohol-laden air as Aziraphale.

	 

	"I mean," he muttered, punctuating his words with feathery passes of his lips against Aziraphale's, teasing them both with each brushing kiss, "I can't say no to you when you look at me with that distressed little pout, and someone else has caught on. Now, apologize for being so adorable I can't resist you, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale was practically melting into the settee, now, those cerulean eyes full of adoration and desire, even as the angel whispered a shaky, "I... I'm... I'm sorry?"

	 

	"Oh, angel, I'm afraid I'm going to need more than that." Crowley gave up the game, seaming their mouths together hungrily, even as he deftly undid and removed the angel's tartan bowtie. There wasn't anything about this angel he didn't love without hesitation. Every cuddly, stubborn, beautiful part of him. He only had to look into Aziraphale's eyes to know his love was reciprocated a hundred times over.

	 

	"Mmm. We should..." Aziraphale broke their kiss to whisper as Crowley popped the top button on the angel's shirt, then dove back in with a tiny moan, before easing away again, one hand on Crowley's chest and the other tangled in the demon's hair. "We really should take this up-- Crowley!"

	 

	His name emerged from his angel on a surprised groan, even as Aziraphale's head tipped back, exposing his throat in surrender as Crowley trailed his mouth along the delectable column of flesh and thrumming pulses.

	 

	Crowley chuckled, then sighed, lifting his head. After all, Aziraphale was right. Getting caught in flagranti ardore by their extremely curious six-year-old, should she have trouble sleeping, would lead to endless questions neither of them were particularly keen to answer, just yet.

	 

	Easing back to his feet, Crowley took hold of the angel's hands and pulled him up from the settee and into his arms, unable to resist the chance to claim another kiss. He loved everything about his husband, but getting to hold Aziraphale and kiss him -- wrapping his arms around that amazing body and tasting those soft, sweet lips -- was probably his favorite part of the physical side of their relationship.

	 

	Not that he was at all opposed to any of the rest of it, Crowley acknowledged with a wicked grin as he released his husband, stepped back, and swept Aziraphale a proper, courtly bow and teasing wink as he gestured toward the back of the shop. "Thought we'd take the stairs, tonight."

	 

	He was rewarded with one of Aziraphale's delightful little giggles, the angel sailing past him, treating him to an eyeful of what Crowley would argue was, hands-down, the most spectacular arse he'd seen in all of human history.

	 

	He fully intended to see it naked, in very short order.

	 

	Grinning to himself as he heard Aziraphale on the stairs, Crowley snapped his fingers to make certain all the doors were locked and the shades drawn on the shop, then headed upstairs himself. At the top, he watched Aziraphale gently pulling Jemmy's door 'round, and lifted one eyebrow. "She okay?"

	 

	The angel nodded, his expression relieved. "Sleeping peacefully, thank goodness. I think, perhaps, we may be past the worst of it."

	 

	Crowley cocked his head to one side but held his tongue against reminding his husband that wasn't how trauma worked. They both knew it, and Aziraphale was bloody brilliant enough to understand how daft he sounded, but saying it gave his angel comfort, and Crowley wasn't about to take that away. Aziraphale worried more than enough about Jemmy as it was, and the angel still didn't know the entire story. If he comforted himself with little lies like Jemmy getting past it, and that she'd come to him in her own time, Crowley wasn't going to gainsay him on them.

	 

	Hopefully, in time, at least the latter would prove true.

	 

	For tonight, their daughter was evidently unbothered by nightmares, leaving Crowley to focus on smoothing the worried furrow in his husband's brow. As he approached, Crowley took hold of his angel's left hand, bringing it to his lips and pressing a reverent kiss to where Aziraphale's wedding ring rested. Locking gazes with his husband, Crowley drew the angel away down the hallway created by bookshelf-lined walls on one side and open wrought-iron rails on the other, until they reached their bedroom door.

	 

	Looking into cerulean eyes full of adoration, Crowley was swamped with the need to feel his angel's corporation all along his and taste the familiar sweetness of his angel's kiss. Tugging, he pulled his husband forward into his arms, turning them so Aziraphale was backed up against the door, the angel's soft form pressed between Crowley's body and the wooden barrier.

	 

	"Anthony, wait--" 

	 

	Crowley cut off his husband's murmured protest with a ravenous kiss, eating up the words and Aziraphale's following whimper, even as he felt the angel's hand delve into his hair, cupping the back of his head tightly.

	 

	A second later, he felt the stability of the door give way, and realized in some vague recess of his mind not consumed with the angel in his arms that Aziraphale must have opened the door with his other hand. 

	 

	They stumbled across the threshold together, a frenzy of hands and mouths seeking the warmth of each other's skin. Crowley had no idea what it was about Aziraphale that always left him so desperate for the contact between their skin, but he'd been obsessed with tactile contact between them practically from the moment he slithered up beside the angel on the wall of Eden. He imagined it might have something to do with their connected hearts and souls, but he knew it was more, too. Even if they didn't share the link they did, he liked to think they'd have still ended up together -- always lovers, never enemies.

	 

	Crowley hissed and groaned, his hands tangling in white-blond curls at the feel of his angel's questing mouth against his now exposed chest and abdomen as Aziraphale stripped his shirt away. His eyes flickered open, his attention dropping to a sight that always took his breath away. His angel, kneeling at his feet, clothes rumpled and unbuttoned, a look of avid hunger on that angelic face as thick, loving fingers traced the zip of his trousers and slowly undid them. 

	 

	Cerulean eyes, deeper than any ocean, lifted to meet his gaze, and gentle fingers eased his cock free of his trousers. A groan halfway between torment and bliss wrenched from Crowley, and he knew he wouldn't survive what his angel had planned. Not tonight. He was already too close to the edge.

	 

	"Nuh-uh." He reached down and, before his husband could get that angelic mouth on him, lifted Aziraphale back to his feet and rasped, "Everything off. Now."

	 

	 Of course, he could have just miracled their clothing away, and he probably still would with his own. But watching his angel slowly disrobe was a treat he seldom denied himself. Meeting the flash of a heat as familiar as breathing in his husband's eyes, he smirked. He wasn't the only one who enjoyed these moments. Aziraphale loved having Crowley's attention on him while he slowly peeled off every layer of clothing. 

	 

	Aziraphale was practically giddy with pleasure as he peeled off the waistcoast Crowley had already unbuttoned for him. A small sound halfway between a groan and a curse slithered from the demon's mouth as he watched his angel carefully fold the waistcoat and set it on top of the bureau. He chuckled unevenly, resisting the urge to demand the angel strip faster. After all, the best part of this whole production was the steady build of anticipation. Besides, he knew he wasn't alone in the mounting need, which just made him want to slow it down more. Drag the sweet torment out for his angel.

	 

	Crowley waited until the angel's attention turned his way, again, then slowly slid his hand down his own abdomen, smirking as he watched that heated cerulean gaze follow his motion, saw the small draw of air across angelic lips, followed by the dart of Aziraphale's tongue over his lower lip as Crowley closed his fist around his own cock and gave it a single pump.

	 

	The angel's fingers were shaking as they lifted to undo the cuffs of his shirt, then the remaining buttons down the front. Crowley swallowed back a groan and stroked himself again as he watched each pale, luscious inch of angelic flesh appear, the shirt gaping further open until the last button released. 

	 

	As the well-worn cloth of Aziraphale's shirt slid from the angel's shoulders, halted in its fall by the crook of his elbows, Crowley lost the last thread of patience he'd been hanging onto. Lust roaring through him, he waved a hand, miracling away both of their clothes as he surged across the space between them. Wrapping his arms tight around his angel, he dipped his head to nip ravenous kisses across the soft, pale flesh of Aziraphale's shoulder and neck, chasing the sting from each tiny bite with the flick of his tongue. He filled his senses with the scent, taste, and texture of his husband's skin as he maneuvered them both toward the bed.

	 

	They fell together, hands and mouths seeking to give and gain pleasure. Crowley was sure he was going out of his mind with the needs and desires twisting through every fiber of his being as he absorbed every touch of soft skin and sturdy fingers, trembled through every whimper of more, please and moan of his name from his angel's lips. No matter how many times he heard it, those words had the power to reduce him to a quivering mass of need, want, and undiluted love. 

	 

	Finally, unable to take another moment unjoined with his angel's hot, welcoming body, he notched his dick at the angel's fluid-slicked opening and pressed inward, his own groan blending with his husband's whispered begging for more as he sank to the hilt in the angel's warm, slick channel.

	 

	After a moment, when Aziraphale began to wriggle looking for friction, the demon dropped forward until their foreheads touched, and breathed, "I love you more than existence, angel."

	 

	Then he began to move, in deep, hard strokes that rattled through him like Heaven and Hell combined, knowing he couldn't slow down as he chased the shuddering, familiar peak of completion, his angel meeting him every step of the way, until he heard the harsh cry of his name in the angel's broken voice, and the tightening of the slick channel around him dragging him into the familiar paroxysm of love and fulfillment.

	 

	As the storm passed, leaving them awash in the tender glow of connection and love, Crowley covered Aziraphale's mouth in a gentle kiss, eating up the small whimper of protest as he withdrew from his husband's body. Still lost in the exchange of soft, loving kisses, he slid to the bed beside his angel and pulled Aziraphale into his embrace, even as he waved the covers up over them both.

	 

	It was Aziraphale who finally broke their kisses with a sigh, snuggling into Crowley's embrace in a way that always melted the demon's heart. He loved that his angel got so cuddly after making love. Pressing gentle kisses to the soft flesh of Aziraphale's shoulder, he chuckled and murmured, "I hope this means I get to wake up with you in my arms, in the morning."

	 

	Aziraphale hummed, then whispered, "Wait and see."

	 

	Crowley grinned to himself, nipped his angel's neck playfully, and then settled in, snuggling himself around his husband comfortably as he sensed the angel relax into sleep. Even as he let himself drift toward sleep, wrapped snugly against his angel's cuddly softness, Crowley determined if he had anything to say about it, this was exactly how he'd wake up in the morning.   

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Five

	The unJesus Question

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- The Next Morning

	 

	Jemima had been hyper since she woke up, this morning. Currently, she was bouncing on her knees on the settee, chattering a million miles a minute while she "braided" Crowley's shoulder-length hair. The demon lounged on the floor in front of her, trying to answer as many of Jem's rapid-fire questions as he could while patiently allowing her to make a complete wreck of his hair. 

	 

	Aziraphale smothered an adoring smile and ignored his own desire to sketch them, while doing his best to work an important, adult conversation in edgewise around the starling's endless stream of questions.

	 

	"Isà and I worked out a plan I believe you'll be content with," he informed Crowley, rising from his seat to hand his husband the draft of the Emissarial rules he and Jesus spent most of the previous day fine-tuning. He hadn't wanted to discuss them with Crowley last night, wanting to just have some quality time with his demon after their daughter was in bed. 

	 

	He fought down the flush threatening to steal over his face when Crowley took the thin sheaf of papers and met his gaze with a wicked smirk, the demon's fingers brushing over his fingers and wedding band in the process. The flare of familiar heat in his husband's beautiful, reptilian eyes reminded him of last night, and what Crowley had whispered to him while they made love... 

	 

	"That man yesterday..." 

	 

	Jemima's words dragged his attention back to their little girl, even as Crowley supplied, "His name is Jesus, poppet."

	 

	"Is he really God's son?"

	 

	"Unfortunately. But we won't hold it against him."

	 

	Aziraphale shot Crowley a warning glance, but the demon's facetious quip appeared -- like normal -- to have flown completely over Jem's head. Either that, or she was just too preoccupied with whatever questions were floating around in her head, waiting to escape, to question Crowley's choice of words. "Is there an unJesus?"

	 

	Aziraphale shared a baffled look with his husband, who shrugged his shoulders helplessly. Sometimes, their daughter's questions made sense only to her. 

	 

	"An unJesus?" Aziraphale asked, uncertain he really wanted to know. If Jem was about to inadvertently blaspheme, he was absolutely blaming Crowley's influence for it. Surely the Almighty would ignore anything blasphemous from Jem, as a product of the demonic half of her. "What do you mean, precious?"

	 

	Jem cocked her head to the side like she always did when considering a curiosity, her little brow furrowed and her lips screwed up in thought, before she patted Crowley's head until he tipped his head back against the settee cushion to look up at her. "Who did you used to work for, lee-lee? Before I was borned?"

	 

	Crowley flinched and closed his eyes. "No one you need to concern yourself with, poppet."

	 

	"No. Who bosses demons? Like God bosses fafa? Beetle-sub, right?"

	 

	That startled a devilish cackle from Crowley. "Oh, snakelet..."

	 

	"Anthony, behave yourself," Aziraphale warned, giving the booted foot near him a tap with his own foot. "We both know who she means."

	 

	Crowley was still cackling with glee as his golden gaze came back to Aziraphale. "We do, angel. But you gotta admit, she has a way with words."

	 

	"Lee-lee," Jem protested, her tone exasperated, as she crossed her arms and pouted at Crowley. "Who bosses demons?"

	 

	Aziraphale sighed to himself. They weren't going to get around this one. Whatever answer Jem was after, she was determined to get it. "Beelzebub used to command Hell like I do in Heaven, sweetheart. But their boss was Satan."

	 

	She gave a perfunctory nod. "Does Satan have an unJesus, fafa?"

	 

	"Ah." He met Crowley's gaze as what she was asking finally made sense. He lifted one eyebrow at his husband, silently asking if the demon wanted to be the one to educate their offspring on this subject.

	 

	"Oh, no, angel. You got this one." Crowley grinned at him, a demonic twinkle in his yellow eyes.

	 

	Aziraphale sighed. "Very well. The word you're looking for, Jemima, is 'Antichrist'. And, yes, there is one. His name is Adam Young."

	 

	"Is he nice?"

	 

	Not certain how to describe Adam without getting into the events of the last time either of them had seen the boy -- who must be all of twenty-three or -four and not a boy at all, by now -- Aziraphale settled for a non-committal, "Nice enough, I suppose."

	 

	"You'd like him, poppet. He's studying to be an animal doctor," Crowley added.

	 

	Jemima nodded to herself, as if that response and Adam's personality met with her approval, then went back to silently working on Crowley's hair, her expression one that clearly said she was mulling over everything in her head. Aziraphale took the opportunity of her momentary silence to inform Crowley, "The first Emissaries will be arriving day after tomorrow. They'll be housed in Maggie's old shop, for now, so we'll move Jem's playgroup back here in the meantime. The Emissaries will work out of there for two months under the guise of a travel agency, while they get a bit used to how things are done here, then they have to move elsewhere for the duration of their time on Earth."

	 

	"Do I gets to meet more angels? Like Muriel?" Jemima patted the mess of interwoven locks on Crowley's head and looked up curiously. 

	 

	"Not if I can help it," Crowley muttered, flipping slowly through the document Aziraphale gave him. The Archangel favored him with a loving, exasperated look. He understood Crowley's hesitance to let any supernatural entities they didn't know and trust around their daughter. The old Heaven -- under the Metatron's iron fist and self-important bigotry -- had mistreated Crowley terribly. For that, Aziraphale would've gladly destroyed those responsible himself, if Crowley hadn't beat him to it.

	 

	Since then, Aziraphale worked very hard to make Heaven something better and more tolerant. Someplace worthy of Crowley. Perhaps, one day, even worthy of the demon's forgiveness. But his demonic love was stubborn, and still a little paranoid about what he believed Heaven represented. Aziraphale knew memories of the only Heaven Crowley knew still lingered -- he'd held his husband through more than one middle-of-the-night panic attack when memories of his Fall haunted Crowley out of sleep. The idea of exposing Jemima to any place capable of such cruelty terrified the demon beyond all reason. After many hours of listening to Crowley describe in detail both his Fall and what really happened when they swapped faces to fool Heaven and Hell after Armageddon, Aziraphale never brought up the subject of Crowley visiting Heaven again. He also tried to avoid the subject of taking Jemima up, even just to see the Starlight Chamber where she was born and which she had so many questions about. And if he ever got to have another discussion with his predecessor, Gabriel would be answering for his share of Crowley's paranoia about Heaven.

	 

	"Do I gets to meet demons, then?"

	 

	Aziraphale winced. Jemima was far too excited by that prospect for his liking, and... Crowley's silence pulled his attention that way, even as he sensed the immediate rise of his demon's panic. Concern pelted through him at the ashen horror on his husband's face. Heaven had been cruel to Crowley, but Hell was a pressure cooker of never-ending trauma his poor love had tried so hard to bury.

	 

	"No," Crowley rasped, the yellow color taking over his eyes entirely and his hands shaking around the papers he held. Aziraphale helplessly watched the demon's throat move and his jaw clench, unable to intervene unless Crowley asked for it. Crowley insisted on this arrangement, and no matter how much Aziraphale hated not being able to comfort his love, he respected his husband's right to have that space. Now, those frightened yellow eyes met his, full of a plea for help even as the demon managed a strangled, "Angel..."

	 

	Aziraphale was on his knees at Crowley's side in a flash, one hand cupping the side of his demon's neck, grounding him in the moment with the skin-on-skin contact, even as he stretched the other out to take a suddenly confused and worried looking Jem's hand. "Precious, you need to be very careful about demons, remember? Remember when lee-lee brought you back here from Nina and Maggie's, that time, and you were scared and didn't want him to go back outside?"

	 

	Jem nodded, her green eyes shimmering with tears Aziraphale immediately hated the sight of, just as he had the day Crowley caught Dagon lurking outside the bookshop, or her only day at Halifax Academy of the Arts. "Most demons aren't like lee-lee. And if they get near you, they might hurt you, or take you places you won't like being."

	 

	"Like Hell?"

	 

	"Yes, sweetheart, like Hell. It's a very scary place to be."

	 

	Jemima's gaze went right to Crowley, before she let go of Aziraphale's hand and slid from the settee on Crowley's other side. She wrapped her arms around the demon's neck, crawling into his lap with a quiet, "I'm sorry, lee-lee! Don't worry, I won't let them take me to Hell. I won't let them take you, neither."

	 

	Crowley's rasping laugh told Aziraphale his demon would be okay, even before he felt Crowley relax beneath his touch. His love was still reeling, emotionally, but he was at least present in the moment, now. Crowley dropped the pages he held, wrapping one arm securely around their daughter, while reaching to grasp Aziraphale's wrist gratefully with the other.

	 

	"I would tear Hell down in an instant to get you back." He heard Crowley's rasping mutter against the side of Jem's head, before the demon's gaze locked with his. "I would destroy all of Creation to rescue you."

	 

	Shifting, Aziraphale wrapped his arms around Crowley and their daughter, resting his forehead against the side of his husband's head. With a delicate kiss to the brand on Crowley's jaw, he let a little tension-breaking humor enter his voice as he whispered for his demon's ears alone, "You might change your mind once you see what she's done to your hair, love."

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Six

	A Christmas Letter

	 

	 

	A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop, Soho -- Four Days Before Christmas

	 

	The cheerful strains of Tchaikovsky's Nutcracker Suite provided a subtle atmosphere in the bookshop. Aziraphale hummed along as he finished wrapping tinsel and lights around the pillars while he waited for Crowley and Jem to return. 

	 

	"What do you think? Festive enough?" He asked of Bikah, who'd hopped up on the end of the counter to watch the sparkly tinsel and lights circle the thick yellow pillars. Now, she licked one paw and began washing her face, giving him a noncommittal mew that could have been agreement, or an impolite suggestion of what he could do with all that tinsel.

	 

	Aziraphale laughed quietly to himself. He chose to accept the feline commentary as appreciation of his efforts. Now, all they had left to decorate was the tree. The Archangel smiled. He often decorated everything else himself, but they always decorated the tree as a family -- it was Jem's favorite part of the holiday, ever since she was old enough to help. Every year, she found new questions to ask about every ornament they hung on the tree.

	 

	It wasn't unusual for the tree trimming to take most of a day to finish.

	 

	He turned as the bell above the door chimed, just before Jem skipped into the shop, squealing with excitement when she saw the tree he'd miracled into place while she and Crowley were out delivering invitations. She ran to him, chattering away like always. "Fafa! Guess what? Justine gived us boots in oil and maybe lines!"

	 

	"Satan save me," Crowley muttered good-naturedly as he off-loaded an armload of what looked like pastry boxes from Marguerite's French Bistro onto the opposite end of the counter from where Bikah sat, before removing his shades and shooting Aziraphale a wry smirk and a roll of his eyes as he shrugged out of his dark winter overcoat. "Justine sent over a Buchê de Noël and madeleines for the party, and Lucy said to tell you she'll be bringing those tartlets you like. And your daughter slaughters French even worse than you, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale narrowed his eyes at Crowley in mock disdain. "I haven't a clue what you're implying. My French is flawless."

	 

	"It's also painful to watch, angel," Crowley teased with a small grin.

	 

	"I'm not going to dignify that with a reply. Perhaps I should start giving our daughter French lessons."

	 

	Crowley groaned as he leaned against the counter and tipped his head back before quipping, "If I have to spend another two centuries listening to the pair of you wittering on about aunts and gardeners you don't have..."

	 

	"I call Maggie and Nina my aunties. And you have a garden, lee-lee," Jem offered less than helpfully, her expression serious and concerned as she looked up at Crowley while he helped her remove her lavender scarf, mittens, coat and winter boots. Aziraphale sensed her worry, even though he knew Crowley was just being Crowley and was plenty happy to grouse about a holiday -- and a situation -- he actually found highly amusing.

	 

	Aziraphale met his husband's gaze and tsked lightly, shaking his head, before addressing their daughter with a patient smile as Crowley went to put away their winter coats and such. "You know to ignore lee-lee, precious. He does this every year. He enjoys acting like--"

	 

	"A Grinch!" The grin splitting Jemima's face just then was an exact copy of Crowley's demonic grin -- Heaven help them all -- as she named the character from her favorite holiday story. The angel still hadn't figured out if Jem liked the story because it had a happy ending, or because the Grinch was so terrible for most of it. 

	 

	Either was a possibility, but the story remained a favorite of hers they read together at least once every Christmas season. Which was, incidentally, why he was in absolutely no hurry to introduce her to the likes of Charles Dickens' A Christmas Carol and Ebeneezer Scrooge. He preferred to think she'd connect empathetically to Tiny Tim, but as she liked to remind them on the regular, she was half-demon.

	 

	Aziraphale sighed to himself in fond exasperation, then laughed at the mischievous grin creeping across Crowley's face as the demon snuck back around the counter, made the most ridiculously silly monster noise, and swept Jem off the floor, tickling her sides until she squealed with laughter, startling Bikah into a mad dash for safety, somewhere upstairs. 

	 

	"Well, sounds like someone's having fun in here."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked as a new, but familiar, voice broke through the bubble of loving happiness he always experienced whenever Crowley let himself be a little silly and enjoy life. Still smiling, he shifted his gaze toward the doorway, where Nina stood paused, her arms crossed over her middle. She always looked a bit wary whenever she entered the bookshop, and guilt tugged at Aziraphale, certain he was at fault for that. After all, he'd been the one to manipulate a situation he really shouldn't have, even if his heart was in the right place at the time. He'd already apologized to everyone involved -- and even more so to Nina and Maggie -- for that ill-conceived attempt at matchmaking. He should never have lied like that. Not for Gabriel.

	 

	"Nina. What a lovely surprise! Do come in. Will you and Maggie be joining us, this evening?"

	 

	She rubbed her arms nervously, which is when he noticed the envelope in her hand. "Can't stay long. Mags is watching the shop. I just came over to--"

	 

	"Fafa!" Jem's squeal interrupted what Nina was saying as the starling wriggled free of Crowley's grasp and pelted for Aziraphale, looking up at him with childish glee as she half-hid behind him. "Save me, 'fore the Grinch gets me!"

	 

	Nina smirked at Crowley. "Guess that'd be you, then. Fits with the eyes, I suppose. Here," she held out the envelope in her hand. "This came to us by mistake. Looks like it belongs over here. And, yeah, we'll be over later, once we close up for the night."

	 

	With that, and a small wave, Nina left the shop, pulling the door shut behind her. Aziraphale laughed tenderly, looking from the curious expression on Crowley's face as the demon studied the envelope in his hands to their daughter where she was half-hidden behind himself. "I think it's safe to come out now, Jem."

	 

	Jem was instantly out from behind him, skipping back over to Crowley as the demon opened the envelope Nina handed him. "What's that?"

	 

	"A letter, poppet." Crowley tugged lightly on her ponytail with a smile that always melted Aziraphale's heart to see. From the moment Jemima came into their lives, no one could possibly love her more than Crowley did. Anyone who might ever have a doubt Crowley was meant to be a parent only needed to watch him with Jem. There'd be no more doubt. Crowley, so restless and irritable with most people, found infinite reserves of patience and gentleness for their daughter.

	 

	Curious as always, Jem ducked her head and contorted herself enough to look at the outside of the envelope after Crowley removed the single sheet of paper inside. Aziraphale watched her mouth move as she silently sounded out the words, her brow furrowing in confusion. "Lee-lee, what's d-r-s?"

	 

	"It's how people shorten the word 'doctors', nosey," Crowley replied, bopping her lightly on the nose with the envelope, an easy smile on his face when she giggled in response. Watching them, Aziraphale's heart melted like ice cream in the hot summer sun. How he loved seeing Crowley smile like that!

	 

	Jemima giggled again. "That's silly! Why's it haves our name on it?"

	 

	Now curious himself, Aziraphale crossed the room to join Crowley. "Doctors? That won't be the British Legion. They'd only address it to me, and I already sent them a large donation."

	 

	Crowley smirked at him, but the demon's gaze was affectionate as, in a soft undertone, he replied, "Of course you have."

	 

	Aziraphale knew they were both thinking of the Christmas he served in the trench Casualty Station in 1914. He'd already been there for months -- despite orders from Heaven to stay out of the human war completely -- when Crowley finally tracked him down on Christmas Eve. Even after months, everything Aziraphale could do without drawing Heaven's attention to where he was hadn't been enough to stem the tide of pain, suffering, and death.

	 

	He'd never told Crowley, at the time, but he'd been losing hope by the time Christmas 1914 rolled around. Right up until he heard his beloved demon's voice, then looked up and saw the concern in Crowley's eyes. That moment had given him back hope, and the strength to gift the same to a humanity sorely in need of peace.

	 

	Aziraphale's gaze went to the boxes of decorations waiting to be put on the tree. In there, somewhere, was a small, crude battleship made from an unused round of ammunition -- a gift made during the Christmas Truce he created, and given to him bare days later, from the shaking, bloody hands of young Thomas Harrington -- the stretcher-bearer he'd looked on as a son. At just nineteen, Tom had been little more than a boy, and far too young to die. His loss was one of so many Aziraphale never recovered from during that terrible war. Tom's death had been the catalyst for the angel's self-made promise to never be part of another war -- human or celestial -- again. A promise he'd kept, right up until the Second Coming, when he ran out of options.

	 

	Grief tugged at him as he remembered the serious young medical student, with his shaggy mop of dark hair and bespectacled grey eyes. He fought so hard to save Tom, and in the end... 

	 

	"You did what you could, angel," Crowley's voice murmured against his ear, even as the demon's arms came around him, tugging him into a comforting embrace. "You did more than any human could have possibly done."

	 

	"I still failed to save him," he managed weakly, sinking into his husband's arms and letting himself be held, breathing in the soothing scent of cinnamon, charcoal, and starlight as he closed his eyes and rested his head against Crowley's chest.

	 

	"Who?" He felt the nuzzle of his husband's face against the top of his head, and a wavery, sad smile tugged at his lips. He often wondered if he had the right to be happy, with all the loss he failed to halt. Arthur, wee Morag...

	 

	"Tom."

	 

	"Ah." He felt Crowley's grasp tighten slightly, the pressure as the demon pressed a kiss to the top of his head. "Angel, that wasn't your fault. Only God could have saved that boy."

	 

	Crowley was right, of course. But Aziraphale didn't want to hear it. He really shouldn't be darkening the Christmas season with memories of that dreadful war. Blinking his way free of them, he tried to pull free of Crowley's arms, glancing around. "Where's Jem?"

	 

	Crowley's embrace tightened. "Angel, you--"

	 

	Aziraphale tried again. "We're supposed to decorate the tree."

	 

	"Aziraphale." Crowley refused to release him, the demon's voice still loving, but threaded with the steely resolve it always held when he was looking for Aziraphale's undivided attention.

	 

	The angel sighed heavily, turning toward his husband. "Yes?"

	 

	Crowley released his hold, lifting his hand to brush at tears on Aziraphale's face the Archangel hadn't even realized were there. 

	 

	"You need a moment, angel. Jemmy's over there," he nodded toward Aziraphale's desk, "finishing the maths assignment she begged her way out of, earlier."

	 

	Tenderness tugged at Aziraphale's heart as he turned to see Jem with her head bent over her assignment, looking for all the world as if she'd been sentenced to hard time. A small, tender smile flickered at his lips, watching her heave a despondent sigh. He gave his head a tiny shake. "Poor lamb. I suppose she got her distaste for maths from the both of us."

	 

	"Thank Whoever I have to for that. I'm really fucking glad we won't have a repeat of the nightmare we had when Warlock discovered he loved advanced maths." The backs of Crowley's fingers brushed Aziraphale's cheek again, and the angel let his eyes fall closed with a tiny, blissful sigh. Over the years, he'd become addicted to his husband's touch. Only, his was an addiction he neither needed nor wanted cured of. Another sigh breathed from him as the demon's voice whispered over him again, "You gonna be okay, angel?"

	 

	He wanted to lie and say no, just so Crowley would keep stroking his face. Instead, he gave a little nod and opened his eyes, only to find himself staring into a golden yellow gaze as beloved as it was familiar.

	 

	"Pity," the demon hissed under his breath, his attention dropping to Aziraphale's lips.

	 

	Aziraphale wasn't in the mood for their normal flirting banter. Right now, he was emotionally raw, and absolutely famished for the intimate connection of his husband's kiss. Reaching out, he twisted his hand in the thin, metallic neck scarf Crowley wore and pulled him in for a proper, deep kiss. He sensed the demon's initial surprise, and then the flare of darker need that reminded him the addiction to each other was a shared one, before the hand against his face delved into his hair, holding him in place, while Crowley's other arm wrapped around him, and Aziraphale felt his demon's fingers sink into the fleshy part of his rear.  

	 

	When they finally broke apart, Crowley looked a little dazed, and his hand on Aziraphale's rear tightened, the hellfire in his eyes telegraphing loud and clear what he'd be doing right now if they were alone, and not standing in the middle of the bookshop with their highly inquisitive six-year-old just a handful of steps away.

	 

	"I'm going to be just fine," Aziraphale murmured back, aware of the smug, triumphant expression spreading over his own face. "And you know damned well you don't need an excuse to kiss me."

	 

	"Obviously." Crowley still looked like he was one bad decision away from just pouncing. Then, after a long, hungry stare, he shook his head, blinked, and the familiar, wry smirk returned to his face as he released the Archangel from his grasp. "Right. Not the time or place, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale just smiled, taking the time to smooth out non-existent wrinkles on Crowley's shirt. He could feel the uneven racing of his demon's heart, matching his own. "Maybe not, but I needed that. Now, who's the letter from?"

	 

	Crowley blinked, then stared at the letter now on the floor at their feet. Crouching, he scooped it up and rose to his feet again with a muttered, "Right. Letter. It's addressed 'To the descendants of Doctors Crowley and MacFell'."

	 

	Aziraphale's eyes widened, and he touched his hand to Crowley's chest in surprise. "Not Doctor Dalrimple. I can't imagine he'd have had any reason to leave a letter for us."

	 

	"Mister, angel, not a doctor. And given the letter mentions 'MacKinnon Family Farm and Inn'..." 

	 

	An excited gasp caught in Aziraphale's chest. "You don't suppose..."

	 

	"Only one MacKinnon ever called us both doctors, angel." Crowley held the letter out to him. "I think we can safely assume it has something to do with our wee graver robber."

	 

	Delight flowed through Aziraphale as he took the offered letter. "Oh, I'm so glad to hear young Elspeth did as she promised!"

	 

	His gaze darted over the few brief lines of printed text, inviting them to visit -- that rooms would be reserved for them at the family's inn, shortly after the New Year. He glanced up at Crowley, a thread of unease working through him.

	 

	"They don't say why they want us to visit."

	 

	"Noticed that." Crowley's smile might fool someone who didn't know him well enough into thinking he was unbothered, but Aziraphale knew better. There was subtle tension in the demon's jaw and around his eyes, which were more yellow than usual -- a sure sign he was under stress. Crowley didn't like the vagueness of the letter any more than he did. 

	 

	"You think it's a trap, don't you?"

	 

	Crowley's arm slid around him again, as the demon pressed a kiss to the side of Aziraphale's head. "I don't know what to think, angel."

	 

	"We should go." Aziraphale wrapped his arms around Crowley's waist, letting out a sigh as he rested his head against Crowley's chest again, listening to his husband's heartbeat and looking over to where Jemima was now clearly doodling on her maths assignment. "Jem will love the train ride, and I prefer to think that it's an honest offer, love. I hate to think of that young woman ending up in Hell."

	 

	He felt Crowley's chest rise and fall against him, before the demon muttered, "Yeah. Okay, angel. We can head to Edinburgh straight after New Years, but I suggest we find someplace else to stay, at least until we know what's really going on."

	 

	Aziraphale smiled, disengaging one arm to lift his hand and pat the center of his husband's chest, before easing away.

	 

	"That's settled, then. Now, we need to finish getting ready for tonight's party." He glanced toward Jem, to find her staring out the window, chin propped in her little hands and a glum expression on her face. "Jem, sweetheart. Done with your assignment?"

	 

	She turned with a nod, her small face scrunched in distaste. "Maths is boring, fafa."

	 

	Aziraphale elbowed his husband at the demon's chuckle. "Well, we'll just have to find a way to make it more interesting, won't we? If you're finished, why don't you come help us decorate the tree?"

	 

	Jemima was on her feet in a flash, excitement shining from her eyes as she skipped over, the cats scrambling off of the settee to follow her. She stopped beside Crowley, latching onto the demon's hand with both of hers and looking up at him with a pleading pout. "Will you teached me how to put the star on top, this time, lee-lee?"

	 

	Crowley glanced Aziraphale's way with a lifted eyebrow -- one of the silent communication methods they developed over the centuries, to check in with each other and make sure they were both okay with whatever needed, or was about, to happen.

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged in return. Potentially dangerous pyrotechnic events were Crowley's department. Aziraphale trusted him to do whatever was best for both their daughter and the greater London area.

	 

	"Sure, poppet. C'mere." Crowley dropped down to sit cross-legged on the floor a few feet in front of the tree, scooping Jem into his lap, and bent his head near hers. His long fingers shaped her small, delicate fingers into the correct alignment, her middle finger pressed against her thumb and her index finger resting in a light curve against the top, while he made sure her other two fingers were tucked carefully under. 

	 

	Aziraphale watched the pair silently, aware of the concentration needed to pull starlight. He hadn't done it more than once or twice in the past couple of centuries, himself, and never with the finesse Crowley was capable of. Until a few years ago, he hadn't even been aware Crowley could still do it. 

	 

	Crowley had been surprised the first time he'd done it. 

	 

	When Aziraphale questioned the Almighty about how it was possible for  demon stripped of his Heavenly powers when he Fell to retain such a high-level skill, She -- in Her enigmatic way -- reminded him of the other gift Crowley had been given and hinted that not only might the two be connected, but that Crowley was never quite as Fallen as the demon chose to believe.

	 

	Aziraphale still hadn't found a way to explain that other gift to his beloved demon. Even after six years of marriage -- or perhaps because of it -- the angel knew it would absolutely gut him if Crowley rejected his gift, no matter how inadvertent the gifting had been.

	 

	"Now, move carefully, poppet." Crowley's quiet instruction to their daughter sent concerned tension stuttering through the angel. Still, he held silent, glancing down at the cats, who now sat at his feet, staring up at the top of the tree as if they already knew what was about to happen. Aziraphale smiled, glad to see he and Jem weren't the only ones with complete confidence in Crowley. If any being in Creation could teach their little girl to pull starlight, it was Crowley. The demon would make sure she did it properly and safely. Aziraphale trusted him to never put Jemima in danger. He just trusted Crowley, full stop.

	 

	"Like this, lee-lee?"

	 

	"Just like that, snakelet," Crowley praised quietly. "Remember, we want just the light. Nothing else. Move your hand like this," he demonstrated with two small, side-to-side motions, then a standard downward flourish meant to draw power from Heaven. The motion looked stiff and unnatural from Crowley. Whenever he performed this miracle, Aziraphale knew the demon drew power from below, not above. Of course, Jem could draw from either, but neither he nor Crowley wanted anyone in Hell to notice her, so of course Crowley would teach her to draw from somewhere safe. "And then, nice and clear, you say," he whispered the command words in her ear. Spoken aloud into the room, they would finish the miracle he'd begun with his motions, and this was about Jem learning.

	 

	"You ready, poppet?"

	 

	Jem nodded, her expression excited but just a little nervous.

	 

	"That's my girl." Crowley pressed a kiss to the side of her head. "Aaannnd... go!"

	 

	Jem, brilliant little starling that she was, followed the instruction she was given flawlessly, ending with a sweetly commanded, "Let there be light!"

	 

	There was a small popping noise, and then the twinkling glow of starlight filled the room as a bright little light settled, spinning slowly, in the air just above the top of the tree.

	 

	"Well done, sweetheart!" Aziraphale praised, finally able to join them now that his presence wouldn't be a distraction.

	 

	Jem squealed with joy and turned in Crowley's lap, flinging her small arms around the demon's neck in an exuberant hug. "I did it, lee-lee! I maked a star!"

	 

	"You sure did, poppet." Crowley hugged her back, and Aziraphale met the yellow, reptilian gaze that sought him out. The Archangel smiled at the loving pride in Crowley's eyes over what Jem just accomplished. Really, Crowley never gave himself enough credit as a tutor. After all, the clever, inventive demon had been teaching humanity everything it needed to better itself for millennia.

	 

	"Now that we have a beautiful star for the top, I think we should decorate the rest of the tree, don't you?" Aziraphale's smile widened when Jem nodded excitedly and bounced up to go to the boxes filled with decorations waiting to be hung on the tree, the cats scampering along beside her.

	 

	"I was really expecting to have to manage that one," Crowley admitted, once their daughter was out of earshot.

	 

	"I had absolute faith," Aziraphale assured him with a smile, reaching to take Crowley's hand in his own and pull the demon up from the floor. "She had a brilliant teacher, after all."

	 

	His husband loosed a small, self-conscious laugh. "Now we just have to keep an eye out she doesn't create a supernova in her bedroom and burn down half of Greater London."

	 

	Aziraphale's worried gaze went to their offspring, where she was happily pulling out decorations from the box she knelt beside, showing them to the cats and chattering away. "Oh, dear. I hadn't thought of that."

	 

	Crowley laughed, bringing Aziraphale's captive hand to his lips. "I'll have a talk with her, angel. It'll be all right."

	 

	With that, Crowley intertwined their fingers in a familiar motion they both took comfort and joy in as they stood watching their daughter sort ornaments into some arrangement that no doubt meant she was preparing to ask at least a million questions about one pile or the other. Maybe even both.

	 

	Aziraphale bit back a small laugh as Calamity batted one of the ornaments out of the bottom of a pile, causing Jem to huff out a breath and quietly scold the animal while attempting to restack the pile. Hopefully, they'd manage to get the tree decorated before their guests arrived, this evening. 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter Forty-Seven

	A Gift of Stars

	 

	 

	Flat Above A.Z. Fell and Co. Bookshop -- Later That Night

	 

	Crowley leaned his head and shoulder against the doorframe to Jemima's room, crossing his arms over his chest and his feet at the ankles as he drank in the sight of the two beings who were his entire world -- his everything -- bathed in the muted lavender light of the room's lamps. 

	 

	Aziraphale sat on the edge of the small bed, back against the headboard. Jemmy was snuggled up in her tartan blanket and curled in the circle of his arms. Her head rested trustingly against his chest, passed out, as the angel read her favorite Christmas story. A small, tender smirk crossed the demon's face, watching them. Something about seeing the dignified, proper Supreme Archangel of all Heaven -- who read Dante in its original Italian and turned his nose up at reading the Iliad in anything but Greek -- reading the nonsensical rhymes of Dr. Seuss just struck him as both humorously implausible and utterly beautiful. His heart melted every time he saw his husband and daughter together like this.

	 

	As a demon, he'd never expected to love anything. Demons weren't supposed to love. From the moment he Fell, he'd been told repeatedly that demons were incapable of love and compassion. Yet, from his first breath of Earth's air, he'd known compassion. First, for the beauty of the planet on which he'd found himself and the innocent humans he'd been sent to betray -- he still wondered if he really betrayed them, or if he'd been just another pawn in the Ineffable Plan of God's that Aziraphale believed in. Speaking of Aziraphale... His smile softened as he recalled standing on the wall of Eden beside perhaps the most adorably awkward angel he'd ever met, enchanted by the pure love and absolute worry radiating from Aziraphale as the angel simultaneously admitted to and tried to justify giving away his flaming sword. He'd been so fascinated he couldn't bring himself to go back to Hell. He'd stayed, telling himself and Hell both that he was looking for more opportunities to cause trouble for both humanity and Heaven. 

	 

	He hadn't even realized he was lying to himself until 1941. The night he realized Aziraphale's survival was the only thing he cared about, his entire sense of reality changed. And it kept changing. Sometimes for the better. Sometimes, so painfully he thought at the time he wouldn't survive it. Through it all, one thing kept him going. One thought.

	 

	He could love. He did love. So deeply he risked annihilation repeatedly, just to be near Aziraphale. As long as he let himself love his angel, he was always better off for it, even when he ached so bad from missing Aziraphale he'd tried his best to drink himself into oblivion. Loving Aziraphale gave him hope, and hope was something even Hell couldn't take away.

	 

	These days, he rarely thought about the eight months they'd spent torn apart. His gaze skimmed tenderly over the luscious form of his angel as Aziraphale smiled down at their sleeping daughter, shifted her carefully into the bed, and tucked her in, brushing a kiss over her temple with whispered words Crowley could hear, but didn't need to. He could feel the love radiating from his husband, from where he stood. Watching them, he knew he'd never felt so absolutely alive with love as he was in moments like these.

	 

	He laughed quietly and shook his head as he studied Jemmy, currently a curled-up ball of gangly, childish limbs beneath her blankets. His gaze flicked to Aziraphale, to find the angel watching him with questioning eyes as he neared where Crowley stood. As soon as the angel was within reach, Crowley curved an arm around his shoulders and drew him into a loose hug, sighing in contentment when his angel leaned into the embrace.

	 

	"How do you ever get all those limbs to stay in one place, angel?" He murmured, careful not to wake their daughter. Not that waking her was very likely. Jemmy might be a ball of energy when awake, but when the snakelet crashed, she usually slept with utter abandon.

	 

	Aziraphale shrugged, a small, wry smile tipping his lips. "Luck, mostly. I imagine about two minutes after we're gone, she'll look like a landed starfish, again."

	 

	Crowley hummed his agreement, nuzzling his face into the curve of his husband's neck, nibbling little kisses against the skin above his collar. "You smell delectable, angel."

	 

	A quiet huff of laughter answered him, before his angel laid a gentle hand in the center of his chest and directed him back a step. With a softly admonishing shake of his head, Aziraphale flipped the lights in Jemmy's room, then pulled the door around, leaving a gap for the cats to get in and out if they wished. Then, a loving smile on his face, the angel stepped up before his husband, returned his hand to Crowley's chest, and leaned up to meet his lips in a slow, sweet kiss that weakened the demon's knees.

	 

	Before he could get his arms around his angel, however, Aziraphale broke the kiss, patted Crowley's chest, and murmured, "Follow me."

	 

	 Following his angel back downstairs, where he'd already cleared up from the party, Crowley snagged a bottle of wine and two glasses, pouring them each one. Sprawling out on the settee, he held out one wine glass, arching one brow expectantly at Aziraphale.

	 

	Confusion and a cold wash of fear crawled through him when the angel ignored the offered wine, moved to turn the chair at his desk, and sat there instead of beside Crowley, facing the demon somberly. Aziraphale's hands clasped together in his lap, and his fingers fidgeted anxiously.

	 

	"Angel?" Crowley jerked forward, worry and panic cutting through him. Aziraphale never put distance between them. Not unless he was either angry or had something to say he already knew Crowley wouldn't like. Those anxiously fiddling fingers filled the demon with a fear Hell never could.

	 

	"Crowley, there's something we need to discuss," Aziraphale started quietly, his expression anxious and his attention locked on the motion of his own hands. The sight drove Crowley's own anxiety even higher. He didn't like it when Aziraphale drew in on himself. 

	 

	"If I've done something, angel, I'm sorry. Whatever it is, I'm so sorry."

	 

	Aziraphale blinked, surprise and concern filling his cerulean eyes when they lifted to Crowley. "What? No, it's not... Whatever made you think you'd done anything?"

	 

	Which meant the angel had something to say Crowley wouldn't like. Not exactly an improvement, or a relief, but he'd take it, for now.

	 

	"Nothing." Crowley tried to wave off his disquiet, forcing himself to relax as he leaned sideways to set the wine glasses on Aziraphale's reading table. "Just the way you went from kissing me to sitting over there looking so serious."

	 

	"Oh." Aziraphale's expression smoothed, and a wave of love so great it momentarily took his breath away rolled over Crowley. "No, my love. This is... just difficult. After all, I know how you feel about Heaven. I don't want you to hate me."

	 

	Crowley froze, fresh fear pulsing through him. They both knew there was no bloody way he could ever hate Aziraphale. Still... The way the angel said what he did about Heaven... Was his angel being forced to go back to Heaven forever? Around a throat steadily closing with panic, he rasped, "No."

	 

	"No?"

	 

	"You can't go back to Heaven, angel. You can't leave me. Or Jemima. I'll do whatever I have to do, to stop that from happening."

	 

	Aziraphale tsked faintly, shaking his head as he rose from his seat and moved closer to Crowley. The warm touch of his angel's hand against his face, the feathering touch of those fingertips against his skin, shuddered through Crowley, releasing him from his fear. "You're letting your imagination run away with you, again, my love."

	 

	"It's a curse," he managed, his attempt at a joke falling flat. Until he heard Aziraphale actually say he wasn't going back to Heaven, Crowley knew he wouldn't breathe easily.

	 

	"I'm so sorry I made you worry." Aziraphale sank to his knees in front of Crowley, his hands smoothing gently against the tops of the demon's knees. "I've been trying for years, now, to come up with the words to talk to you about this, and either the timing was always wrong, or I feared you would be too hurt or angry to listen. And I so badly want you to be happy with this, Crowley. I love you so much, and all I want is for you to be happy. I hope you can understand that."

	 

	Crowley reached out, cupping his hand against his angel's face, feeling the soft skin warm beneath the stroke of his thumb. "I am happy. As long as you're not going off to live in Heaven, I'd go so far as to say I'm deliriously happy. What's this all about, angel?"

	 

	"I'm not going back to Heaven." The words washed over Crowley like a life-giving wave, allowing his heart to beat again, even as Aziraphale laughed quietly. Then, the angel sighed, his somber demeanor returning and apology entering his blue eyes as he rose to his feet and moved to sit beside Crowley. "There isn't an easy way to do this, so I'm just going to say it, all right?"

	 

	Crowley tensed again, not liking those words, but nodded. He didn't trust himself to speak, right now. The only thing he was sure of was, as long as Aziraphale wasn't going back to Heaven, anything else could be managed. Crowley wouldn't let anything else stand between them.

	 

	"I know you were surprised the first time you created starlight. I mean, not the first first time, but the first time in thousands of years, I guess I should say."

	 

	Crowley relaxed at the flustered tone of Aziraphale's voice, and his stumbling words. The familiarity of his angel's awkward ramble soothed his frazzled nerves a bit. "I understood what you meant, angel."

	 

	Aziraphale sighed in clear relief. "Right. Well, I... I asked the Almighty about it. I just wanted to make sure She wasn't trying to change you against your will."

	 

	Crowley's brows lifted in surprise. He honestly hadn't considered the possibility God might do something like that. He didn't imagine he'd been worth God's notice since he Fell. "And?"

	 

	"She reminded me of what happened when you were injured saving Heaven."

	 

	Crowley rolled his eyes as he sat back, turning in his seat to better see his angel. "I wasn't saving Heaven, angel. I was saving you."

	 

	"Yes. Well... The point is, you've never consciously opened your wings, since then. And then I overheard what you said -- and what you didn't say -- to Jem the night she asked about your wings." Aziraphale suddenly looked hesitant. "Can I ask... why you think your wings aren't beautiful? Have you even looked at them once since we came back from Heaven?"

	 

	Crowley sighed, even as his heart clenched in pain he didn't want to share.  Still, this was Aziraphale. They shared everything. Maybe it was time to come clean.

	 

	"Angel, my wings haven't been beautiful, like yours, since I Fell. You saw them, at Eden, and then at Tadfield. You know what I..." He shrugged helplessly, unable to find words to make his angel understand how much looking at his wings hurt. "I just don't like to be reminded. And no, I haven't looked at them since. They've felt different since the battle in Heaven. I'm afraid to look at how buggered up they must be."

	 

	"That's the only reason?"

	 

	Crowley met his angel's gaze, curious when he saw the relief and hope there. "What other reason would there be?"

	 

	Aziraphale shook his blond head, a doting smile inching across his face. "My darling, wonderful demon, you have this all wrong."

	 

	"Explain."

	 

	"I will," Aziraphale assured him, rising to his feet. "But to do so, I need you to trust me."

	 

	Crowley reached out, snagging his husband's hands. Lifting the angel's left hand to his lips, he pressed a small kiss to the wedding band on Aziraphale's ring finger. "With my entire existence."

	 

	Aziraphale tugged lightly at his hands. "Stand up, then. Stand up and open your wings."

	 

	Sighing in fond exasperation, Crowley rolled his eyes but followed his angel's instructions, careful not to knock into anything as he slowly unfurled his wings. They felt weird... Heavy. Yet, the weight felt like it should be normal. Like a memory he couldn't quite reach.

	 

	He heard Aziraphale's indrawn breath and scoffed. "See? I told you. They're probably--"

	 

	"Beautiful." The reverence in his angel's voice had Crowley craning his head around as he folded his wings forward so he could see them. He froze, his eyes widening in shock.

	 

	Those were his wings?

	 

	Can't be.

	 

	His wings, from the day he Fell, had been burned with the pitch of Hell, scarred and blackened, the feathers ragged in places. They'd been dull and ugly, no matter how diligently he took care of them. A source of shame for him, and something to cause disgust or pity. He'd seen the flicker of shock and pity in Aziraphale's eyes, that day on the wall of Eden, and he'd hated it. He'd kept his wings carefully hidden, after that, until he was forced to reveal them in order to stop time at Tadfield.

	 

	At Tadfield, he hadn't had the luxury of worrying about who saw his wings or what anyone thought. And even he hadn't been thinking about how they looked during the battle in Heaven. They'd shielded Aziraphale, let Crowley be there in time to save his angel. That was all he cared about at the time. He'd barely felt the strikes, the burn of Holy Water across the radial and ulnare structures with every slash of Michael's blade. His only thought at the time had been saving Aziraphale. 

	 

	His wings hadn't felt the same when he woke up a week after the battle, but he'd just assumed they'd been more broken and marred by the battle and his wounding than could be mended and he'd made sure to keep them tucked away. At the time, he was pretty sure they were useless, and he wasn't about to give his angel another reason to pity him. Pity wasn't something he ever wanted from Aziraphale.

	 

	Then, after Jemmy was born, he hadn't wanted to frighten her. He never wanted her to have to know the level of cruelty capable of taking away an angel's -- or a demon's -- wings. He suffered enough for all of them; he was content to continue suffering, if it meant his beloved angel and precious child never had to.

	 

	He assumed his wings were hideous, broken, and no longer functional. He hadn't even bothered to look, himself, until now.

	 

	What he could see of his wings, now, wasn't hideous at all. They were still black, but not the dull, flat black they were before. Now, they were the iridescent black of an oil slick, shimmering with flashes of blue and purple and pink as they caught the light. The feathers were thick, luxurious, and healthier than they'd ever been. And scattered across the shimmering darkness were a thousand points of light, laid out like a sky full of stars, where silver and gold speckles danced in the light. 

	 

	"But that's... they're... How?"

	 

	"I've wanted to tell you -- to show you -- for so long, now. It seems, when I was trying to heal you, the love I have for you and my desperation for you to live restored some of what was taken from you. I've wanted to give you back the stars you lost for so many centuries, my desperation to make you whole -- as you -- gave you a piece of the universe in the form of your wings, instead. I first noticed it when you were recovering from your injuries. You couldn't control your wings, because of the damage, and the more I tended them and tried to heal them, the more they changed. Then you were up and about, and I was never sure how fully they healed. I just remembered how they were healing and was hopeful they would heal as the rest of you did." 

	 

	Aziraphale was there before him, the angel's cerulean eyes shining with tears of love and hope. "I thought, perhaps, the Almighty had gifted you back the ability to call starlight, again, after you did it that first time. However, She informed me in Her own way that I was mistaken. I now believe it was your return to the Starlight Chamber that restored your ability to touch the stars. You never really lost the stars, Crowley. Your heart just had to remember how to reach them."

	 

	Overcome, Crowly stared at his wings as he tried to absorb what Aziraphale was saying. He couldn't speak, but that was fine, because there were no words capable of expressing the love and gratitude swelling within him.

	 

	Love and gratitude for the angel who never gave up on him and was currently looking at him as if he was the most precious and beloved creature in all the universe. The same way this angel had always looked at him.

	 

	He knew Aziraphale always lamented his loss of the stars almost as much as he did. His angel had spoken the wish aloud at least once every time their paths crossed, over the millennia. Just a small, quiet I wish I could give you back the stars. 

	 

	For a long time, Crowley had simply shrugged it away, not letting the words touch him deeply, afraid thinking such a beautiful creature pitied him that much might break him. Then, after he realized what he'd been feeling all those years was love, the knowledge his angel was hurting for what had been taken from him became capable of destroying him.

	 

	Now, staring at the physical manifestation of his angel's unaltered wish, the symbol of every moment of love and devotion Aziraphale had poured into healing him, both body and soul, he was unable to speak more than a single, whispered word. A benediction of love and devotion spread over the span of six thousand years.

	 

	"Angel."

	 

	He wasn't sure who moved first, but somehow, Aziraphale ended up in his arms, held to his body by trembling arms and the fold of midnight wings, as he tipped his head and worshipped his angel in loving kisses pressed to warm, eager lips and flushed, delicate skin. He knew his angel would find it scandalous -- and most likely blasphemous -- but the world could have its altars and churches. The only Heaven Crowley would ever need was the one currently whimpering muffled sounds of desire into his kiss.

	 

	 

	The End... Or is it?

	 

	Next Up: "Trust Fall" -- A Good Omens Mystery

	 

	 


cover.jpeg





