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      This is an adult historical fantasy novel with strong romantic subplot. It contains mature themes including battles, violence, adult relationships and language, as well as open-door love scenes. This series is not appropriate for young readers.

      For a more detailed content warning and tropes list, please visit the book’s page on my website.

      The original version of this particular novel was released in 2013. I love Dante’s and Grace’s story but as a more experienced writer, I realized it needed some refining. While the core elements of the story haven’t changed, new content was added, the POV was revised to be third-person limited versus omniscient, and it was deepened in places. I hope you enjoy riding with the Horsemen if this is the first time you are reading Mark. If you are revisiting the tale, thank you for picking it up again.

      Like the other books in the Horsemen Series, this one takes place in various centuries which differed vastly from our own. The narrative includes a wide variety of mythology and period-appropriate beliefs for the characters. Some will grow in their mindset throughout the series and some won’t. Readers will encounter cultures that are patriarchal and matriarchal, east versus west conflict, and mortal versus immortal conflicts. One shouldn’t be surprised to run into viewpoints that we, as modern-day people,  find unacceptable, and/or outdated. The reason I chose to use historical perspectives and conflicts is to add some authenticity to the characters for the time periods they are from. This is by no means a work of historical fiction, so approach it more from a romantasy with historical flavoring aspect.

      Lastly, I believe most people fall into shades of gray from a morality perspective so don’t be surprised if some of my protagonists/heroes do questionable things or an antagonist/villain might periodically show a bit of empathy or have random moments of kindness. Each of  the characters who dabble in the gray might tell you a different version of events in the future than the POV you are reading now. As the old adage goes, there are two sides to every story, and the truth lies somewhere in between.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Dante

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carthage - 320 CE

      

      

      “By the gods, Rosso.” Dante grunted, driving himself deeper inside the woman who wrapped her legs tightly around his waist. He needed this—needed her. She was the one distraction he selfishly indulged in to temporarily forget the constant battles they engaged in the past several weeks. Her hands and lips so skillfully erased the horrific images of dying men from his mind and silenced the screams that disturbed his sleep.

      “Dante,” she moaned his name, her lavender eyes staring into his. Long tendrils of scarlet hair hung off either side of his cot. The night wind caught the roof of the tent, snapping the material and creeping between the entry flaps to whisk cool night air across their hot skin.

      “Caitlin, amore.” His lips brushed against her neck, his fingers lost in the thick waves of her hair. He stopped their bodies’ writhing to inhale the scent of the fierce fighter he bedded. While most women smelled of roses or jasmine, she smelled only of leather: an all too familiar scent for a soldier. The lavender that once perfumed her silken tresses was long gone as war now dominated their lives. Oils, fine soaps, and warm baths were luxuries combat rarely allowed.

      “Do not stop. I am so close.” Her words brought a rakish grin to his face.

      “We will both be more than satisfied shortly. Can I not take a moment to admire you in the throes of passion?”

      The bite of ice-cold water raining down on his face snapped him awake from the vivid dream. Blinking against the sting left behind by the deluge of liquid, he swore under his breath and wiped the punishingly frigid droplets from his eyelids, then his face, ready to strangle whoever woke him in such an obnoxious manner.

      “Arsceneaux would not take kindly to you fantasizing about his wife.” Tamir, one of his men, stood beside him, smirking.

      Dante’s eyes narrowed, focusing on the water bladder in the Syrian’s hands. Deciding to spare Tamir from the wrath the unnecessarily shocking wake-up provoked, he sighed. Arsceneaux would have his head if he even cast a flirtatious glance in Caitlin’s direction, much less if he touched her in any intimate manner.

      “Mannaggia! It’s this damn place.” He looked at the darkened surrounding hills and spectral, cream-colored ruins interspersed amongst the wild, tall grass. Remnants of a once-great empire Scipio proudly destroyed. The Fates delighted in tormenting him with memories of the woman he had lost anytime he set foot in Carthage. While he made love to her in his dreams, that was a pleasure he’d never know. He should have realized their love was doomed with it burgeoning on cursed soil during an extended military campaign.

      “They say we always yearn for the one we lost until we find another who moves us as much. If such another exists.”

      A slight smile briefly tweaked Dante’s lips as he looked at the newest Horseman he had recruited after Michael retired. “They like to spew nonsense almost as much as Destahn and you do. How did you know whom I dreamt of? I don’t recall Morrigan granting you the ability to invade dreams as the rest of us can.”

      Tamir laughed. “I don’t need to journey into your dreams with the way you talk in your sleep lately, Commander.”

      Dante shook his head and ran his fingers through his now-soaked dark hair, breaking free of the ghosts from his past. Caitlin moved on long ago. Why could he not do the same? Was Morrigan wrong in her prediction about him being destined for another woman bearing the mark of the night on her person? Caitlin was the only woman he had known with a crescent moon birthmark on the nape of her neck.

      He forced himself to forget the redhead and focused on what they were sent to Carthage to retrieve. The sooner they recovered the Eye, the sooner he could be in Venice enjoying Carnevale. A smile flitted across his face as he thought of indulging in a glass of good wine and one of the mahogany- or ebony-haired masked courtesans who graced the canals in costume this time of year. Hell, with the frequency they were dispatched lately, he may take two or three to his bed after a few hands at the gaming tables or dancing at Istria’s.

      Looking skyward again, he massaged the stiffness out of his neck from sleeping on hard ground. The dim haze lingering in the dark sky caught his eye. The stars started to fade, and paler tinges of dark blue appeared near the horizon. It was almost dawn. “I slept longer than I should have. Why did none of you wake me prior to now?”

      “We all needed rest, you especially with how little sleep you’ve allowed yourself lately. Not even the immortal Commander of the Four Horsemen can ride and battle for days on end without sleep.” Tamir extended a hand to Dante and helped him to his feet.

      “Mmm.” Movement a short distance from the dancing flames of the campfire caught Dante’s eye. Rayne and Destahn, the other two members of the Four Horsemen, groomed and saddled their horses, preparing to move out. Tamir headed over to join his peers.

      While his three men had good intent in ensuring he slept through the night, a full night’s rest could quickly become a costly indulgence. They only had a slight lead on Rasil. Failing to beat the Hasan to Dougga risked another devastating blow in this war that dragged on for over thirteen years now. Dante bent down and picked up the saddle he had used for a pillow. Vittore, the stallion he chose for a mount, grazed only a few feet away. As Dante approached, the horse raised his head and nickered.

      “Ready for another day, Vittore?”

      Vittore stood patiently while Dante slid a bridle over his head then buckled the saddle’s girth around the horse’s belly. Slipping his hands between the leather strap and the horse, Dante’s free hand gently tapped Vittore’s side, trying to get the horse to let out the extra air he held in. “Even you conspire against me this morning, il mio amico?”

      He chuckled at the soft snort that answered his inquiry. Dante patted the horse’s neck, swung into the saddle, and turned Vittore to see what progress the others had made. The three stood in a circle talking, each holding reins in gloved hands with their horses beside them.

      It was no wonder why so many mortals feared the Four Horsemen. They certainly lived up to the stereotypical myth of being harbingers of damnation in their black-and-gold armor, black hoods concealing their faces, and the black steel swords decorated with gold engravings hanging from their sides. No doubt they were menacing anytime they emerged out of the shadows. He wouldn’t want to find himself fighting against the three beings he led. Each of them was an experienced combatant from the Old World. “What type of harbingers are the three of you to stand around chattering like old women? Do we not have an assignment to complete?”

      His men looked over at him, well aware he didn’t like being in Carthage.

      Destahn, a former Persian general from the twelfth century, placed his foot in a stirrup and hauled himself up. “Did you not get enough sleep, Commander?”

      Rayne pulled up his hood. Once a revered medieval knight, he now served as the Horsemen Captain. “He is merely irritated Morrigan dispatched us during Carnival. This is the one time of year he returns home.”

      Dante shot his second-in-command a dirty look. “I am irritated as we’ve lost precious time we needed to stay ahead of Rasil due to your lounging about. We aren’t on some serene sojourn to the Carthaginian countryside. I do not want to inform the Council that we lost the relic to the Hasan because the Horsemen Captain made a regrettable error in assuming we could leisurely make our way to Isis’s temple.”
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        * * *

      

      The four thundered into Dougga as the sun painted Carthage’s countryside in yellows and oranges framed by an ever-brightening blue sky. Two guards at the city gates nodded to the harbingers as they rode under the stone archway. The Horsemen continued past the large amphitheater and capitol building to Isis’s current residence, the Temple of Saturn, overlooking the valley in which Dougga rested. With the early hour, the city was only beginning to wake.

      A bird of prey screeched. Dante looked upward. A falcon flew over the four, then disappeared into the horizon.

      Horace. By the way the god had circled them, he was more than likely warning Isis of their arrival. Better he wake Isis than the Horsemen. The goddess was not known to be an early riser.

      Isis emerged in the tall entryway of her temple as they stopped before it. The goddess’s brisk pace and pinched lips made Dante’s stomach queasy. He steeled himself for the berating he’d undoubtedly receive for the unannounced visit before dismounting and ascending the stone steps. He stopped on the last one, standing before the raven-haired goddess who impatiently tapped her dainty, sandaled foot, waiting for him to explain what brought the Horsemen to her door.

      Wary of worsening the goddess’s agitation, Dante offered her a respectful bow. “Forgive the intrusion, Goddess. Morrigan sends us with an urgent message for you.”

      “What is so urgent, Commander, that I am woken from my dreams of Osiris?”

      “Again, I offer my sincerest apologies for intruding.”

      “Formality and protocol will not give back the precious moments lost this morning. What possible matter warrants robbing me of my last hour with Osiris?”

      Dante inhaled sharply, quieting his initial reaction to tell the angry deity that a lost hour with her husband was a more than fair trade to ensure thousands of souls lived. “I assure you, Isis, we would not ride so early in the day if it were not a matter of life or death. I come to retrieve the Eye. Morrigan fears one in your ranks will give it to the Hasan.”

      “Impossible! All those I surround myself with are loyal.” Isis turned on her heel, likely to return to her bed.

      Dante seized her arm. To touch a deity without prior consent was an offense punishable by damnation. He’d risk hell fires to preserve the realms. If Rasil gained the relic, they were all damned anyway.

      “How dare you touch me!” Isis glared up at him. Her hand rose slightly as if she contemplated slapping him for such insolence.

      He released her arm but stepped forward into her personal space, his eyes holding hers to ensure he had her attention. “Goddess, we engaged several Hasan legions on our ride to Dougga. Qasim seeks the Eye. Morrigan has foreseen that it will be stolen this very day. Please give it to me, so I may find it a new hiding place. Once it is safe to return it, I swear to bring the relic back to you.”

      “Name the betrayer. I will remove them from my temple.”

      “I wish I could. I cannot tell you what no one other than the Fates know. Not even Morrigan saw the betrayer’s name.”
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        * * *

      

      Isis’s eyes lost focus. She tilted her head as though listening to something. Dante held his breath until her eyes softly closed and the tension leeched from her shoulders. The sadness crossing Isis’s face troubled him. Had they arrived too late? “Is something amiss, Goddess?”

      Isis extended her hand, offering the ancient treasure to him. “Your relic, Commander. Protect it well and return it to me soon.”

      “I swear I will keep it safe.” As his fingers closed around the Eye, Isis grasped his wrist. An image of a woman whose face he could not see, as well as the Four Horsemen fighting battles against Morrigan across the Middle East shuffled through his mind. Why would they take up arms against the goddess they served?

      The faceless woman kissed him, shifting his attention back to whatever message the Fates tried to send. His arms reflexively tightened around her. A powerful surge of vitality flowed from her into him. White and blue flames sprang up around them while he returned the intimate kiss. The flames vanished, and the woman slumped forward.

      “Who are you, cara?” he asked, cradling her against his chest. Her fingers lightly danced against his cheek in a tender caress. A meek smile curved her lips before her hand dropped to her side. “You cannot leave me yet. It is too soon.”

      Ignoring his plea, her soul escaped, and her physical remains vanished, leaving him standing alone in the spiritual plane. While this was not the first time he had experienced a vision of this nature, it shook him to his core. His prior visions were meant for someone other than himself. The Fates directed this one to him alone.

      Isis released his wrist. “The moon is rising, Horseman, and with it, your guiding star. Do not lose sight of her in the dark of midnight. Osiris’s Heart is the key to saving you both.”

      Shouting and a stone wall shattering in the distance drew Isis’s and Dante’s eyes southward. The first Hasan battalion engaged Isis’s guard in the valley.

      “Go, Commander. You have little time before Rasil reaches the temple.”

      “We can help your guards hold him off until the city is evacuated.” Dante hoped Isis would accept the Horsemen’s assistance. Rasil never showed mercy to those he conquered; death and destruction were the only acceptable outcomes of any battle the Hasan commander oversaw.

      “Your purpose in being here is to retrieve the Eye, not to defend the people of Dougga. Rasil will leave once he discovers it is no longer here.”

      A second bout of screaming warned Rasil’s ranks pushed closer. The loud, rhythmic pounding of the battering ram weakening wood echoed through the air. In mere seconds, Rasil’s men would smash through the temple gates. The three Horsemen waiting on him turned their horses to face the gate and drew their swords. Isis’s personal guard staggered their ranks around her and throughout the temple yard.

      “Protect the star when you find her, Dante. Even if she refuses your help.”

      “Refuses my—” The gates splintering into a storm of flying wooden shards halted his inquiry. He darted down the steps and leapt onto Vittore’s back as the first of Rasil’s men pushed through the shattered remains of the gates. There was no time to hide the relic in his saddlebags. He jerked the chain the Eye hung from over his head and slipped it under his tunic. Let the Hasan retrieve the relic from his corpse if they wanted it.

      “Do we fight, Giovanni?” Rayne asked, fending off one of the Hasan soldiers swarming the temple grounds.

      “No. Ride for Marrakech,” Dante shouted over the growing clamor of swordplay. “Horsemen, with me!”

      The four fought their way through the hoard of warring men, then disappeared into the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Isis remained where she was while Rasil climbed the last step to stand before her. The mortal towered over her. Even so, no human, not even a military commander as ruthless as Rasil, would frighten her into surrender.

      The man’s lips curved into a sinister smile. “As you already know what I come for, tell me if it is still here, diya.”

      “With your dark gifts, you should be well aware the Horsemen Commander has the Eye now.”

      “I sincerely hoped that would not be the case.” Rasil turned to his waiting captains in the courtyard below. “Burn the city and temple. Slay any mortal, even the children, hiding within these walls. Dougga shall pay for its guardian’s continued defiance of Hasan decrees.”

      “No!” Isis called on her powers to transport herself and those she could to safety. Unfortunately, she could not save all those she looked after.

      Tormented by the horrifying sounds of a massacre in the distance, she tearfully watched Rasil and his men destroy Dougga. Flames engulfed the tall palm trees and lush gardens surrounding the temple. Sparks carried by the night wind set nearby homes alight. Waves of glowing bright orange and red greedily devoured anything not made of stone or clay before descending the hillside, igniting olive groves, and destroying the fields of crops in the valley below. The raging inferno reduced the peaceful community to rubble in mere moments.

      This was the first time the Hasan directly attacked a Council member and their safe haven. What gave the Hasan the courage to defile one of the sacred houses of the gods?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Grace

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Roman Marrakech – 320 CE

      

      

      Grace ate lunch at her favorite table outside a small tavern in the crowded Moroccan souk. The potent smell of spices wafted over the square from the flavorful dishes being cooked in the tavern along with the merchant in the stall across the way selling them.

      Diego, a Spaniard with silver overtaking his dark hair, sat across from her. A vein visibly pulsed at his temple. “One of these days, Qasim will figure out you are still alive if you keep tipping off his enemies to his movements and raiding his armories. I suspect he already knows with Fariq moving his troops into Marrakech after spending so much time in Carthage. Rumor has it Rasil attacked the Temple of Saturn. This bodes ill for us all, if it is true.”

      She had seen the newly established military encampment when she returned to Marrakech last night. Qasim definitely knew she was alive and well to send Fariq to Morocco instead of Rasil. After a shrug of her shoulders, she used the warm pita bread in her hand to scoop up another mouthful of meat and vegetables.

      Diego leaned in and lowered his voice. “Fariq Osad isn’t any random Hasan field officer. He’s Qasim’s most trusted advisor, the sultan’s right hand overseeing all Hasan forces. Even Rasil bows down to his authority. If he learns you are the shadow everyone speaks of, he’ll hunt you down. I dread the thought of that day ever occurring.”

      “I know who Fariq is, Diego. Unfortunately, we are well acquainted. And I hope the day you dread comes, so I may repay Qasim for all the torment he causes everyone. Maybe I will brand him as he did me when he falls under the hands of Morrigan.”

      Screw the Hasan for the suffering they put her through all those years ago. What a fool she had been to believe Qasim was the righteous one in the battle between the Hasan and the High Council! The scar on her back tingled as memories of red-hot metal being pressed to her flesh filled her head—her punishment for aiding the Horsemen the last time she saw Qasim. “The bastard and all who serve him deserve to die.”

      “Gracie! What a vicious woman you’ve become! One would think, after being saved from the clutches of death, you would be wiser and grateful for a second chance. I love you like a daughter and have no desire to see you facing Qasim. You are not yet ready for that fight. Quit courting the reaper.”

      “Cease your lecturing, old man. My ventures line your pockets with gold and rebuild your gladiator ranks.” Each raid she executed also provided Morrigan with information on Hasan movements. Her tenacity in whittling away at the Hasan’s control over the region was partially Diego’s doing. He and his men honed the foundational combat skills she had learned while working for the Hasan.

      Diego let out an exasperated sigh. “I should have stuck to my initial answer of no when you asked me to train you. Your success is emboldening you to make irrational decisions and take unnecessary risks.”

      “Perhaps you should listen to your elders when they speak,” Fariq Osad said, stopping beside their table.

      “General. Mere words can’t express what a pleasure it is seeing you again.” Grace continued eating, unbothered by Fariq's surprise appearance. He was bound to seek her out sooner or later.

      “Salaam, Waheeda. Diego, if you will excuse us, I have some Hasan business to discuss with Grace.”

      Diego reached for the dagger he carried. “And if I choose not to leave?”

      “She is in no danger yet, Spaniard. Put your weapon away.” Fariq pulled a chair out and sat down. “I come with an offer from Qasim.”

      Grace briefly eyed Fariq. The Fates chose an odd time to present the exact opportunity she desired. No one would so much as blink if she plunged her dagger into his chest. The locals hated the Hasan as much as she did. They’d most likely parade his corpse through the city before dumping it somewhere outside the gates.

      Resisting the urge to strike out at the overly confident general calmly staring at her, she returned her attention to her lunch. “There’s no need for you to put up with Fariq’s unwanted company and undoubtedly uninteresting offer, Diego. I will meet up with you later this afternoon at the camel races.”

      Diego only moved a foot or so from the table. She nodded toward the crowd, encouraging him to go. He scowled, testing if she really wanted him to leave. His doing so brought a smile to her lips. The former legionnaire truly did worry about her under his grumpy exterior. She dipped a piece of bread into the red broth rimming the remaining couscous and vegetables in her bowl. “Stop hovering like a mother hen. I’ll be fine.”

      Diego huffed, but ventured off.

      “What is it you want, Fariq?” Grace didn’t make eye contact with the Egyptian while taking the last few bites of her meal.
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        * * *

      

      Fariq studied the woman sitting across from him. She was certainly not the naive girl kidnapped out of Italy years ago. The woman who now stared back at him was colder. Her sea-green eyes held hatred versus the curiosity he used to see when she first trained with him in Damascus. She had been one of his favored pupils then. Her laughter still danced on the summer breeze when he trained others in the same courtyard. Even he felt Qasim’s punishment was too harsh for what she had done but dared not voice his opposition to his master’s order. He valued his own life too much to do so.

      He had initially dismissed the tales of her being saved by Diego and a band of Bedouins as fantasy when they first started rumbling through the region a few years ago. No one could survive what she suffered. But after the growing frequency of raids on Hasan encampments, and then the discovery of a traitor amongst Qasim’s personal guard leaking Hasan secrets to a woman only known as the Shadow, he knew the rumors were true. Only a former Hasan member could so easily navigate their camps and infiltrate Qasim’s inner circle.

      Thinking of how so many still called her Zil, an ancient word for shadow or shade, and a pet name he had given her, he grinned. “Qasim is in need of your assistance with recovering an artifact.”

      “Is he now? Tell him thanks, but no thanks.” She shoved the bowl away and stood. “Remind Qasim I stopped doing his bidding in Nitria.”

      A loud laugh rumbled in the air around them. The surrounding buildings and street morphed into the center of Qasim’s throne room in Damascus.

      “Ah! Waheeda, it really is you. And here I thought my nightingale dead all this time. You should at least have the courtesy to hear Fariq out.”

      Grace spun to face the Hasan leader who approached her from behind. “You have gotten heavier in your old age, Sultana.”

      Qasim dressed in dark, royal-blue robes and pants. A silver scimitar with a serpent wrapped around it, the emblem of the Hasan, was embroidered on the right sleeve of his shirt. An identical ornate tattoo ran down the right side of his neck. Many of the women in his ranks found the older, muscular man distinguished and attractive.
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        * * *

      

      Qasim laughed again at the hellcat ready to pounce before him. She was no longer a thin waif of a girl herself. Her long, red-tinged golden hair cascaded down her back in wild, loose ringlets. She had womanly curves and shapely legs under the black pants and tunic she wore. If she wasn’t such a deadly foe, he might offer to make her one of his concubines. However, he had no desire to bed a woman who would knife him in the back at the first opportunity which presented itself. “Still no respect for those who are your better, jamila?”

      “I might be respectful if there was someone better than I in the room. All I see is a pitiful excuse of a man standing before me.”

      “I truly have missed you. After your betrayal, there was no one left to sing for me.” One golden curl caught the light, and Qasim reached out to touch it.

      Grace smacked his hand away, causing his guards to move closer to them. The fury in her eyes stirred a volatile mix of derision and a slight bit of respect within him. If anyone was to punish her for such insolence, it would be him in due course. For now, he needed her compliance.

      Qasim waved his men off. “You certainly have changed over the years. Not even a man would dare strike me.”

      She said nothing as he continued to stare at her before returning to sit on his throne.

      “Someone has been stealing weapons and horses from my armories. My men describe that person as a shadow from the rare occasions they thought they saw something before the thefts occurred.” He scrutinized her face for any sign of confirmation or fear.

      The woman merely shrugged. “With the way you make friends, Qasim, that doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Another troublesome matter I am facing is someone advising my enemies, Morrigan in particular, of certain plans only those within the Hasan are privy to.”

      “Sounds as if you have a leak you need to silence. Isn’t Rasil’s job to ensure absolute loyalty in your ranks? Why not ask him to handle the situation?”

      His accusations hadn’t even elicited the slightest flinch. Impressed, he reclined against the tall back of the throne. By the gods, how she had matured beautifully in her trade, just as he had once believed she would. The smile curving his lips widened. She was the perfect person to execute the plan he and Fariq had come up with over the past few days. With her fair looks, soprano voice, and expertise in thievery, their poor mark wouldn’t see her coming, nor would they know what hit them after she left.

      Fortune smiled upon him when Acrom—prior to his beheading for providing her with information—disclosed she still lived. He leaned forward, resting an elbow against aged dark wood. “I have a business proposition for you, Waheeda.”

      “My name is Grace, Qasim, not Waheeda. As I told Fariq, I’m no longer under Hasan control and not interested in any propositions, proposals, or ventures. Now kindly return me to Marrakech.”

      His wayward master thief started toward the throne room doors.

      “If you do not want to hear my proposal, do you at least want to know what your payment was going to be?”

      “There is no amount of gold or precious gems that would convince me to do your bidding,” she replied.

      Qasim chuckled and looked over at the guard standing closest to him. “Bring the boy.”
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        * * *

      

      “Gracie, is it really you?” A familiar voice halted her departure.

      She turned to see her fourteen-year-old brother, his hands shackled as he stood with the guard.

      “Braden?” Grace murmured, trying to determine if her eyes fooled her.

      He should have been in his mid-twenties by now. But dressed in dark jeans, a hoodie, and sneakers, Braden looked exactly as he had the day she flew to Italy eleven years ago. She had told Qasim her family died in a car accident to protect them from the Hasan. The matching shade of their hair and similar facial features betrayed their shared genetics. She wouldn’t be able to deny their relationship, especially with him recognizing her. How in the hell did Qasim find him?

      Rasil snickered, drawing her attention to where he sat. “We know a great deal more than you realize, Waheeda. Do you truly think you can hide anything from us?”

      If she didn’t agree to do Qasim’s bidding, Braden would pay the price for her noncompliance. Her stomach twisted, and bile rose in her throat. She swallowed, forcing the burning, foul-tasting liquid to return to her gut. “Let him go, Qasim. He is but a child and of no use to you.”

      “Now that I have your attention, are you willing to hear me out?” Qasim smirked; the bastard already knew the answer.

      Grace glanced at her brother. Poor Braden, ripped out of the twenty-first century due to the maniacal whim of the most power-hungry warlord in the ancient world.

      “What exactly do you need me to do for you?” she ground out the words, furious that Qasim dared to drag her sibling into the fight between them.

      “Bring me the Eye of Isis, and I will return Braden to modern day without a hair harmed on his head.”

      Heisting a relic from Dougga wasn’t the kind of assignment that warranted venturing into another century and kidnapping a mortal. Such an action risked garnering the High Council’s attention and promised retribution from the deities. “That simple a task? If I pled my case to Isis, she’d relinquish the relic to save a human life. What’s the catch? Why are you asking me to do this instead of someone else?”

      “You were always my best when it came to recovering the unrecoverable.” Qasim smiled in a manner that made her skin crawl.

      “Flattery? Now I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “I have sent several others to bring back the Eye, only for them to fail in their attempts to do so.”

      Well aware of what most likely happened to the others who had failed in obtaining the relic, the dread in the pit of Grace’s stomach grew. Still, she refused to let her fear openly show. She’d never give Qasim or Rasil that sick pleasure again. “Isis is not of a vengeful nature. Why would they fail in recovering the Eye?”

      “Isis no longer has the Eye. The Four Horsemen guard it. Their commander, Dante Giovanni, keeps it on his person at all times. He is why I need you to retrieve the Eye.”

      Grace stared down at the stone beneath her feet. Death had the damn Eye. No wonder Qasim sought her out.

      She had sworn never to aid the Hasan or tangle with the Horsemen again after she managed to survive her last encounter with them. The memory of amber-hued eyes staring at her from beneath a black hood when her and Death’s paths crossed years ago sent a chill down her spine. Qasim had lost his frigging mind asking her to steal from Dante, especially if the other three Horsemen remained near their commander.

      Looking up again at the man who forced her into the middle of this wretched war she wanted nothing to do with, she ran the tip of her tongue against the back of her teeth and shook her head. “The Eye is a lost cause. No one will be able to retrieve it from a Horseman, not even me.”

      “Unless you are so easily giving up on your brother, I believe the cause is not lost. Dante’s guard is down at the moment; he is in Venice enjoying Carnival. Fortuitous timing discovering my prized master thief somehow survived when the Horsemen Commander is in the one place outside the immortal realm he feels safe, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Why are you squabbling with the Horsemen over the Eye? There are other, more powerful relics that would better further your aims, Qasim.”

      “Why I want the Eye is none of your concern.”

      “As I said, it’s a lost cause. An impossible task for anyone to complete. Death won’t relinquish the Eye knowing you are after it.”

      “You always seem to achieve the impossible. How many mortals return from the afterlife? Rasil brought me your corpse, yet here you stand. Favored by the Fates is what I hear so many attributing your mysterious survival to the past few weeks. Use the limited time you have wisely. Now, fetch the Eye, nightingale, and I will give Braden back to the twenty-first century.” Qasim sent her into eighteenth-century Venice.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Venice - 1760

      

      

      Grace sat with Othello, the Hasan contact she met with upon arriving in Venice, on velvet-covered seats in one of the Caffè Florian’s frescoed and mirrored rooms. Murano glass chandeliers hung above them. The tapers in the colorful flowers burnt halfway down from illuminating the space late in the evening the day prior. For the average patron, candlelight most likely enhanced the opulence of the place. Velvet ropes cordoned off the room entrance, and a footman waved away anyone who lingered near the opening too long.

      Grace sipped the warm mint and chocolate beverage that was a hallmark on the place’s menu. “How did you manage to convince Pardelli and Vincenzo to reserve a dining room just for us this morning?”

      “He didn’t. I made the arrangements,” Fariq announced from the hall. Vincenzo Francesconi stood with him. The footman unhooked the rope so the two men could join them.

      She frowned as Fariq sat across from her. “It’s a shame to learn they allow the dregs of society in here.”

      “I’m a businessman, signora, and readily welcome wealthy customers such as your associates,” Vincenzo remarked, flashing a charming smile.

      “And here I mistakenly thought the Francesconi would have higher standards, especially considering the frescoes and high-end furniture around us.”

      “If you are finished insulting our host, we have more important matters to discuss.” Fariq folded his hands in his lap, then looked over at Othello. “We know Dante is here. Are the others?”

      “No. Or at least no one has seen them. The commander’s staying with Count Luciano, which also suggests he is alone. I’d wager the Eye is somewhere in Luciano’s palazzo if Death does not carry it on his person.”

      “Good. That will make Grace’s assignment easier than having to deceive and evade all four. We all remember how things went the first time she encountered the Horsemen.” Fariq stirred some sugar into the small cup of coffee before him.

      Grace took a deep breath and forced herself to count to ten as she slowly let it out while glaring at Fariq. “I’ll get the damn relic, as I did back then. Have the three of you come up with something more than me pretending to be an opera singer to ensnare Death? Surely, he wouldn’t fall for a diva singing on stage.”

      Fariq chuckled, raising his cup to his lips. “Whoever said you’d sing from a stage?” He took a sip of coffee. “You’ll be giving the commander a much more intimate performance. He and Casanova share a penchant for women, or, better put, their company.”

      Surprised by what Fariq wanted her to do, Grace’s eyes rounded, and her head cocked sideways. “You want me to seduce Death?”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than merely seducing him.” Vincenzo studied her now.

      “You guys chose the wrong woman for the job. I don’t sleep with my marks.” She leaned back against her chair, still not believing they honestly thought she’d agree to do so. Qasim knew her better than that.

      “Relax, Zil. You won’t be fulfilling Death’s more carnal desires. But the ploy we need you to carry out is similar to luring the commander to your bed.” Fariq settled his forearms on the table and leaned forward.

      The more Fariq elaborated on the strategy to gain access to Count Luciano’s home and to steal the relic, the more incredulous Grace became.

      “This is ridiculous.” She shook her head after he finished speaking. “We know the Eye is most likely in the palazzo. Why don’t you three distract Dante, and I will break into the Count’s residence?”

      “You underestimate the Horseman. He would know he was being set up if something out of the ordinary occurred. Any whisper of alarm and the other three will join him, or he’ll vanish back into the immortal realm. Do you want to save your brother or not?” Fariq reminded her of her personal stakes in ensuring things went smoothly.

      Trying to recompose herself, Grace looked out the window. Why couldn’t she be one of the people passing through Piazza San Marco completely oblivious to immortal dealings done in the shadows? “How does one possibly seduce a womanizer, Fariq? Especially one who’s refined enticing women into an art form over several centuries, if what you say is true.”

      “You don’t,” Vincenzo said, a grin curving his lips. “You extend an invitation, then allow him to seduce you. Dante is a connoisseur of women, which makes him predictable in the right situations. Rest assured, Grace, Qasim chose well. You’ll intrigue the commander, as you’re different from those he normally pursues. Something new and exciting, like a flavorful spice from the Far East to whet his palate. And based on what I’m observing, you’ll offer the perfect amount of challenge with your resistance to casual encounters. He’ll be doing his damnedest to get under your skirts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Masquerade

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, the Carnevale celebrations reached the height of the season. Debauchery and gluttony ran rampant in the streets. Even in the eighteenth century, travelers from around the globe visited the floating city to partake in the famed celebrations. When day turned to night, revelers in every mask and costume imaginable roamed the canals. To a newcomer who did not know the city well, the bacchanalian celebration could be disorienting. The masses of people with inhuman faces and speaking foreign tongues could easily send one into a panic.

      Used to the spectacle and chaos, Dante navigated the bridges and walkways to Cantina do Spade with confidence. Arturo, one of Morrigan’s aides, would meet him there to take the Eye to Sasainn. Reaching the small tavern, he asked what food they had on offer for the evening. He ordered a plate of risi e bisi and baccalà mantecato to accompany his wine.

      As he finished his meal, he scanned the room for Arturo. Had it been an hour already? Arturo was over thirty minutes late. That wasn’t like the aide. Guides, the type of immortal being Arturo was, loathed being late for anything.

      Dante glanced around the tavern. A man sitting near the door met his gaze. The way the man positioned himself with his back against the wall seemed out of place. A shimmer of silver flashed in the flickering lamplight as the man reached for his wine. At first, Dante thought the charm was a crescent moon, but when the man straightened, giving him a clearer view, the distinctive curved scimitar and serpent stood out against the black material underneath it. A Hasan operative. Arturo was most likely detained and not late. Frowning at the unexpected turn of events, he paid for his meal and left.

      Dante strolled the brick walkways, glancing back surreptitiously, but no one followed him. He’d been certain the man by the door was a Hasan agent. Why hadn’t the man pursued him if he was being surveilled? Perhaps he overreacted to the charm. It was Carnevale, after all. People paired costumes and masks with moons, suns, and numerous other old-world accessories, following the popular Carnevale motif of celebrating the ancients. In the dim light, he might have wrongly identified the emblem. Or the Hasan agent didn’t realize who was sitting across the way from him.

      He tried to summon Sean Watchous to confirm his suspicions about Arturo but couldn’t do so, worsening his frustration. Something strange was afoot for him not to be able to communicate with Sean. His instincts urged him to muster the other Horsemen, but he resisted doing so—no need to sound the alarm until he identified an actual threat.

      Reaching Luciano’s home, he debated between honoring the invite he received to attend the most famous ball of the season at Duke Istria’s or staying put to protect the Eye until he could contact another guide to take the relic.

      Go to Istria’s, a muse whispered in his ear, startling him.

      “And why should I submit to that temptation, Clio?” he asked the empty room. At least the muse tempting him was the muse of history and not her sister, Melpomene, the muse of tragedy.

      We both know that is what you desire. Have I ever inspired you wrongly before?

      “Inspired, no, but you have previously misled me. I haven’t forgotten Ephesus.” Dante grinned at the annoyed huff he heard. The muse who had once fooled him into sleeping with her lingering about explained his inability to communicate with Morrigan’s forces. “You muses never appear or openly speak without a reason to do so. What mischief are you stirring?”

      Fine! As you do not trust my direction, do as you wish. The Fates and I simply wanted to reward you for all the good you have done recently.

      “Now, I definitely do not trust you. There is always a price for any reward you or the Fates offer. I will be staying put for the evening.” He laid his sword on the dresser and sat down to read his last dispatch from Morrigan.

      After an hour of nothing eventful happening, he decided to join the carousing at the duke’s home. The Eye was safely hidden away, and no one knew he had the relic in 1760. Had he not earned at least one night of escape with his recent victories on the battlefield? And who was he to merely shrug off a gift from the Fates? If Clio and the Fates urged him to attend the ball, nothing foreboding loomed in the near future. They’d never put humanity at risk, even with their more devious behavior at times.

      Dante dressed in the black-and-gold costume Scevola insisted he wear earlier that day. Scevola designed costumes every year for the nobility and elite of Venice. The designer remained in high demand year-round. If he wasn’t making costumes for Carnevale and the opera, he oversaw the guilds producing the materials he used.

      Admiring his reflection in the mirror, Dante grinned, impressed as always by Scevola’s handiwork. He wasn’t present for a single measurement when Scevola designed it. Yet, somehow, the old man created an elaborate outfit that fit his tall frame and broad shoulders perfectly. He adjusted the black half mask trimmed in gold, then straightened the matching three-cornered hat on his head before walking to Istria’s palazzo.

      There was no better time than Carnevale to return home. A mask easily hid his identity from the rest of the world. For a few short weeks, he could simply be a festivalgoer, shrugging off the strenuous duties of being the commanding officer of the Four Horsemen. He’d disappear into the crowds. No different from anyone else. No one sought him out for guidance, or summoned him to the High Council Round. Best of all, merriment, gambling, and drinking filled his days instead of mayhem, bloodshed, and warfare. And not one Venetian could ruin the reprieve Carnevale brought by addressing him as Commander, as none knew Death lingered in their midsts.

      Only a handful of individuals he befriended in this century would recognize him at various events. But even they only knew a false persona: the mysterious Marchese Giovanni, who frequently traveled the trade routes of the world and was a good friend of Count Luciano.
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        * * *

      

      Grace took a deep breath as the stylist tied her mask in place. She stared at her reflection, hardly recognizing the older woman in the silver glass. Recovering from the injuries Qasim and Rasil dealt her had stolen her twenties and shattered her belief that the world was an amazing place waiting to be discovered. May the gods protect Braden from experiencing a similar fate. If Dante discovered the ruse being staged…

      “You will not fail your brother,” Grace assertively whispered to herself, refusing to let doubt linger any longer. The evening would end as a success, not a tragedy. She had fooled Dante once before; she could certainly do it again. And Death deserved to be taught a lesson with how he enjoyed using women for an evening’s pleasure. The tales Vincenzo shared of Dante’s romantic exploits would have made Hugh Hefner blush. Perhaps Casanova was really one of Dante’s several aliases.

      “Violetta and Scevola have outdone themselves with how you look tonight, signora,” Othello’s voice cut into her musings. “Commander Giovanni will never suspect such a lovely courtesan to be capable of what you are about to do.”

      Grace pushed past him to retrieve her fan from the bed. “Let us hope I am the commander’s type with all the women attending the ball.”

      “Things are in play to make certain you have your chance to end up in his arms. Do not fail in your part, and both you and your brother will be free of us once again.”

      She loathed how Othello moved closer. The man had been trying to convince her to go to bed with him since she arrived in Venice. Lechery seemed to be a common trait in Venetian men. “Have you and Qasim considered the fact Dante will be merciless in his attempts to recover the stolen relic? There’s a reason the Fates chose him to become Death. And I highly doubt compassion or empathy are the virtues that led to his esteemed position. He will most likely march Morrigan’s armies straight to Damascus and tear Qasim’s palace down stone by stone to stop whatever the Hasan is up to.”

      Othello settled her cloak around her shoulders. “Certamente, we have. If you fail to deliver the relic, I will ensure Dante learns your identity, so the Horsemen will hunt you down instead of riding to Syria.”

      Grace scoffed, shaking her head. “You’re just as expendable as I am. You’ll learn that one of these days, Othello. Do you really think Dante won’t know I had coconspirators here in Venice? Or that the Fates won’t reveal your name to the Council once the alarm is sounded?”

      He turned her to face him. “Pray you’re the shadow the Bedouins so enjoy making you out to be. If Death even gets the faintest whiff of deception, you will need to vanish from the Horsemen, Qasim, and me.”
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        * * *

      

      Duke Istria met Dante at the door before the butler announced him. “Dante Giovanni! We were beginning to wonder if you would grace us with your presence tonight.”

      “I would not miss this for anything in the world. You should know that, il mio amico.” Dante shook the duke’s hand.

      “Dante! The costume looks amazing, as I knew it would. Come, come! Dancing, wine, and culinary delights await.” The duchess came toward him with outstretched arms.

      “Ahh, as evidenced by your radiant appearance, Duchessa, the evening holds many temptations.” Dante brought her hand to his lips as he bowed to Istria’s wife.

      She laughed and tapped his arm with her fan. “Basta, you charming scoundrel. Before my husband has to put you in your place.”

      He walked with the duke and duchess into the ballroom. A rainbow of colors swirled around the room as men and women danced by.

      “Care to meet the new doge, or are the card tables already calling your name?” the duke inquired, waving over a footman carrying a wine tray.

      “It is a bit early in the evening for you to relieve me of my hard-earned coin. Introduce me to whoever you like, then I will make my way to the gaming tables,” Dante replied, selecting a glass of Amarone from the tray extended to them.

      They chatted with several acquaintances about life in Venice and seafaring. A woman clad in a scarlet gown and mask with long, dark hair and brown eyes smiled at him when he cast several glances her way. She definitely returned his interest with how she continued to watch him. Deciding Scarlet would more than meet his needs tonight, he offered her a glowing smile. He raised a brow and cocked his head in invitation for her to join him. She rose from her seat, fanning herself, and slowly walked toward him. Thank you for this delectable treat, Clio. It will be much enjoyed.

      He took another swig of his wine, then sauntered forward to introduce himself. A loud laugh and several playful protests from another woman had a few guests turning to stare in his direction. A second round of laughter and two men lavishly complimenting the laugh’s owner sounded behind him.

      “Vincenzo!” Someone playfully shrieked the name so loudly that the conductor momentarily halted the orchestra’s playing. Fans snapped open as women whispered to one another and shot chiding glances Vincenzo’s way. Even Istria stopped speaking to determine who disrupted the ball. Curious to see whatever spectacle now held half the ballroom’s attention, Dante turned.

      Two of Venice’s most eligible bachelors twirled a woman in a gold ballgown between them. When one man leaned to kiss her, the other pulled her away. The blonde flirted shamelessly with the two as they moved across the dance floor. Sea-green eyes briefly held his before she returned her attention to the man in front of her. Who he assumed was Vincenzo picked her up and carried her over to the nearby piano. Her second suitor followed closely on the heels of the first. She once more laughed, placing an arm over each of their shoulders. They lifted her upward and set her on top of the black piano.

      Dante recognized Rodolfo Fiore as the masked man who dropped to one knee before the woman. “Please, bella donna, sing for us. I will die of disappointment if you do not.”

      “You will not die, Rodolfo.” The woman tapped him on the nose with her fan and shook her head no.

      “Sing for me instead, signora, and I will buy you any jewel you wish,” Vincenzo Francesconi entreated the woman from her other side. His distinctive voice and accent gave away his identity.

      Dante softly laughed to himself as the woman again shook her head. Vincenzo and Rodolfo must be well into their cups to behave as they were. Normally, the two wouldn’t so incessantly pursue a woman, especially considering there were other, more beautiful and willing women present that night.

      Istria crossed the room to stand beside him and called out to the woman perched on the piano. “If you will not sing for the two young men, would you indulge an old one with a song, signora?”

      “As it is our host who makes the request, I am delighted to honor it.” The blonde smiled and inclined her head.
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        * * *

      

      Grace immediately recognized the amber eyes of the man standing beside Istria. The two escorts who aggravated her most of the evening successfully captured the attention of the being she needed to find. While her prior experience with the Horsemen and Othello’s debrief prepared her for meeting Dante face-to-face, the way his lion-like eyes took in every little movement she made unnerved her.

      The black-and-gold costume along with his build made him seem taller than she remembered. Had he always been that muscular and broad-shouldered? Her stomach churned. Could she really outwit Death? Willing her nervousness to pass, Grace closed her fan.

      “Have you suddenly fallen mute, signora? I believe the duke and marchese are awaiting their song,” a costumed Othello lightheartedly remarked, prompting Grace to move forward with their plan now that Dante had arrived.

      “Not at all, sir. I was contemplating what I should sing for the duke and his friend. I want to choose a piece they both would enjoy.”

      “Let the lady take her time in deciding upon her selection. Though do not make us wait too long, cara. There are other entertainments I wish to experience tonight.” Dante winked at the brunette who originally captured his attention. The scarlet-clad woman finished crossing to him and politely curtseyed to Istria and then him.

      Even with his mask on, Grace knew Othello scowled at her. They were losing Dante’s attention to the woman and possibly the gaming tables. The brunette leaned toward Dante as he brought her hand to his lips. By the smile on her face and the way she laughed, Dante murmured something suggestive in her ear.

      Othello waved his hand in a circle and almost hissed at her, “I think you should hurry this along, Signora Mont⁠—”

      “As the marchese wishes—” Grace loudly cut off Othello before he spoke her alias for this assignment. The idiot would leave a breadcrumb for Dante to follow if he wasn’t more careful. “I’ve made my selection. But first, I must ask something of the marchese, along with the rest of you.”

      “We await your inquiry, dolcezza,” Vincenzo shouted.

      “Does that ‘we’ include yourself, marchese?” Grace drew Dante’s gaze back to her.

      “Forgive me, signora. I was not paying attention. What do you ask of me?”

      By the way his eyes narrowed, her interruption of his flirtation with the brunette aggravated the Horseman. Grace loudly huffed and drew her shoulders back in false offense. “I am asking you to honor one minor condition if I am to sing tonight. Apparently,  Marchese Giovanni is more interested in other things than music at the moment. This so offends me. If the marchese prefers coquetry over music, others must feel the same. Forgive me, Duke Istria, but I cannot sing for an uninterested audience.”

      “That is not true, signora. We all desire to hear you sing. Do we not, marchese?” Vincenzo pinned Dante with a glare that demanded he apologize again.

      Istria chuckled at the two men. “Signora, I will ensure the marchese gives you his undivided attention. As stated earlier, I desire you to sing for us all with what I have heard of your gift.”

      Dante let go of the brunette’s hand. “You have my complete attention for the moment, prima donna. Now, what were you originally asking of us?”

      “Grazie, for gifting me your revered consideration, marchese. Your opinion of my performance will undoubtedly be the one I hold in the highest esteem, besides the duke’s, of course.” She almost laughed at the way his lips tightened, and his eyes turned to golden slits once more before he forced a smile. He really didn’t like when someone delayed him from pursuing whatever he was after.

      “Prego. Now kindly sing, signora, so you may soon have the reward you request.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t my condition. I was merely expressing my gratitude. The condition I require is that those who know my name must not reveal it until the morning. After all, intrigue is part of the allure of Carnevale.” Hopefully, that would protect her identity a while longer.

      “Agreed, signora! Tonight, we will all know you as Thisbe,” Rodolfo announced to the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      “Thisbe? The fairest maiden in Babylon and the ill-fated lover of Pyramus?” Dante scoffed at Rodolfo’s suggestion. The name didn’t fit the woman sitting on the piano. While the blonde was pretty in her costume, she certainly was not a great beauty and was definitely more intelligent than legend described Thisbe as being. The singer’s intellect was evident in the way she surveyed the room, gauging her audience, and in how she manipulated the two Venetians courting her to get whatever it was she wanted. Istria’s playing along with the woman’s demand had shocked him. Though he didn’t doubt the duke had a reason for doing so.

      “The same. You must know the tale well, Marchese,” Rodolfo acknowledged Dante correctly identified the name.

      “Well, I guess Thisbe is better than Dido or a few others I can think of.” The blonde shrugged. “I was hoping for something a little grander, but Thisbe will do.”

      “An aria, Thisbe! Perhaps one from Handel’s Semele or Julius Caesar?” Vincenzo requested.

      “While I adore Handel’s operas, I feel something a little less formal is more appropriate for the evening, my handsome Vincenzo.” “Thisbe” whispered something to the pianist. He nodded and settled his hands on ivory keys.

      The woman’s head slightly turned as if checking to see if he still watched. Dante raised his glass in a mock toast before sipping from it. For a fleeting second, he could swear she shot him a scathing glare before her lips curved into a sensual smile. She leaned forward, offering him an extended view of her low-cut neckline. Was the diva trying to entice him into being one of her suitors?

      Lowering his glass, his gaze dropped to full, creamy swells rounding temptingly above the gold satin and cream lace of her gown. While he normally preferred a redhead or brunette, the blonde had a lovely pair of breasts, along with striking eyes. If things didn’t work with Scarlet, perhaps the singer might warm his bed instead.

      Jealous of his open perusal of the singer, the brunette beside him harrumphed. His grin widened into an amused smile with the two women vying for his attention. Things definitely took an interesting turn. He discreetly grazed a knuckle down the curve of Scarlet’s hip to soothe her rising temper. “I merely entertain the singer as the duke asks me to, mia dolce. Once her song ends, I will make up for allowing my attention to be diverted elsewhere.”

      The blonde again whispered to the accompanist as if she had changed her mind about her original instruction to him. The pianist laughed, and the singer faced forward.

      Dante looked down at Scarlet as the first chords reverberated through the room. Hearing the intro of a local drinking song the troubadours sang to rouse the tavern crowd, he chuckled. All that ado for a simple song sung by many in the local taverns?

      His eyes snapped back to the singer as a rich soprano voice effortlessly flowed out of her. The color of her hair and her native tongue broadcast she was most likely from England, yet, she now sang in Venetian as if she had spoken the language her entire life.

      Halfway through the piece, she jumped from her perch atop the piano and danced with Vincenzo. People moved back, allowing the two room to dance. While no one joined in their dancing, many sang along. Slightly envious of the way the singer smiled up at Vincenzo, Dante debated cutting in on the pair. Scarlet grasping his arm quelled the temptation.

      As was traditionally done, the pianist went into another round of the song. Vincenzo and the singer passed before them again. Releasing Vincenzo, the singer grabbed Istria’s arm, inviting the duke to dance with her as she began singing the tune all over again.

      “I am too old for such amusement, Thisbe. Take the marchese in my place.” The duke pushed Dante forward.

      Obliging Istria’s wishes, he took the blonde’s hand and set his other on her waist then whisked her back into the center of the floor. The way she illuminated the room with that lovely voice and the glow coming from her face roused an almost foreign intrigue within him. Rarely did he find himself drawn to a woman as he was right now. It must be the song and the wine. Or perhaps it was merely Carnevale.
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        * * *

      

      Grace forced herself to focus on the melody she sang versus the man she danced with. Try as she might, it was impossible to ignore the natural seductiveness he possessed. The longer she stared up into his eyes, the more entranced she became. Heat slowly spread up her torso. Her arms and hands tingled as if an electric current flowed through them.

      Not now, she cursed the odd sensation that occurred anytime she handled a relic or any sort of magical item. Between it and the unwelcome growing attraction to the Horseman, she struggled to maintain her composure. Why did she have to choose such a long tune instead of a simple art song?

      Needing to get a grip on the myriad of emotions physical contact with Dante provoked, Grace stared at the people watching them. As if sensing the internal havoc he caused, Dante drew her closer before leading her into another spin. The muscular shoulder and arm concealed under black velvet reminded her of who exactly her partner was. Even though his lips curved into a relaxed smile when she looked back up at him, and he moved lightly on his feet, the man emanated a strange aura of trained killer and aristocrat. Only a fool would mistake Dante for a Venetian noble. Thank the gods she was on the final verse. She could finally come up for air after drowning in the strange magnetism drawing her to Death.

      The room burst into applause when the song finished. She took a deep breath to refill her lungs after the last note escaped her lips.

      “Bravissima, cara.” Dante half-bowed, then gestured to her.

      A second round of clapping began. He held her hand as she curtsied to the duke and duchess before doing the same to each side of the room.

      “Grazie, for the compliment and humoring Duke Istria, Marchese.” Grace started to walk away.

      To her relief, Dante’s grip tightened around her fingers. He gently pulled her back to him. “As I honored our agreement by giving you my undivided attention, I think you should repay the favor with another waltz. A most interesting selection you chose to sing.”

      Grace placed her free hand on his shoulder, and his settled on her waist again. “I am glad it pleased you. What will the brunette you were flirting with say about you showering me with so much attention?”

      Dante laughed. “I fear not much. It appears another gentleman staked his claim while we waltzed, cara.”

      She looked in the direction Dante tilted his head to see the brunette contently dancing with another man. “Such a shame for her with all the many things I hear whispered about you. Now whoever will you spend your evening with?”

      “Are you making the inquiry out of an interest in taking her place?” Dante leaned his head down to her ear. “I am much more experienced when it comes to the sensual things in life than the two men who fight over you.”

      Grace resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I’m not sure if I should laugh at your words or slap you for them.”

      “Do neither, signora. You laugh, and you wound my delicate ego. You slap me, and your two champions will undoubtedly throw their gloves on the ground to defend your honor. And I, I would be left with no other choice than to pick them up.”

      “You could always leave the gloves where they lie. Besides, I doubt either man would challenge you.” She smiled up at him as they completed a second turn.

      “Oh? What makes you think the young pups would not challenge me, signora?”

      “Even those two are not daft enough to call out a man whose skill with a pistol or sword is a hotly debated mystery. Some say you are an excellent marksman who cold-bloodedly murders those who call you to the dueling field. Others disagree, stating you never draw your weapon unless your hand is forced, and even then, you only wound those who foolishly challenge you. I wonder which of the two groups is right? I am only a woman and have never understood how men think. Both could be completely wrong. You may not have half the talent Vincenzo or Rodolfo do with dueling.”

      Dante chuckled. “Perhaps the truth lies somewhere between the two positions. I can assure you, I am an excellent marksman and handle a sword rather well. As to murdering or injuring those who call me out, it depends on who issues the challenge.” He spun her away as the new dance required then drew her back to him. “I would hate to make an angel such as yourself weep for the loss of one of your suitors.”

      “I may weep for the loss of young life, but I would not mourn either of them as a suitor. They are more like handsome pests that cannot take no for an answer.” Grace noticed the two men still closely watching her dance with Death.

      “Shall I save you from them?” Dante whispered after the two stepped forward when the music stopped.

      “I’d be forever in your debt if you did.” She offered him another smile, losing herself in the amber orbs staring down at her. Could he see through her façade with those eyes of his?

      Dante brought her against him, his hand slowly descending to the small of her back. “In that case, I only ask one thing in return, signora.”

      A thrill of delight travelled down her spine at his low, husky tone. “Which is?”

      “Your name, signora. You can trust me with it. No one will ever hear your real name from my lips.”

      “My name, good sir, is anything you wish it to be. Please pick something better than Thisbe. If the name you choose pleases me, I will give you something much better than my real name. I offer you a kiss instead.”

      The slight widening of his smile confirmed her counter intrigued the harbinger. “And if the name I choose does not please you?”

      “Give me my name, and we shall find out what happens either way.”

      “Hmm. For tonight only, I shall name you Aphrodite. Surely that must be who you are with that angelic voice, your long, golden hair, and the effect you have on men.”

      She couldn’t help laughing. Dante was proving to be every bit the Casanova Vincenzo warned he was. If it wasn’t for the attraction tempting her to engage in things she shouldn’t, he’d be an easy target. “Your name more than pleases me, Marchese.”

      “Then you owe me two kisses before the evening is over, and you will tell me your name when we watch the sunrise in the morning.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks. The thought of spending the night with him stirred all kinds of wicked images in her mind. “What makes you think we will still be together when the sun rises?”

      He offered her a rakish grin while his amber eyes disrobed her. “Is dawn not when the evening ends, amore? Implying I was alluding to anything else makes it evident that you have not previously attended one of Istria’s balls. After all, I am a gentleman. But I must admit, I am flattered and more than happy to indulge whatever fantasy was playing out in that golden head of yours.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Get it together, girl, she scolded herself. He is your assignment and nothing more. “With the tales I hear, I find it hard to believe you think of yourself as a gentleman. I’m also offended you assume I imagined myself in your bed when I simply meant I may retire long before the dawn, or one of us might dance with another when the sun rises.”

      “I apologize for causing you any offense. That was not my intent. Do you also object to the two kisses? You did offer me one.”

      “I see no harm in two kisses. They are yours whenever you wish to claim them.” Grace looked at the floor, hiding her mirth at how he deemed himself worthy of two kisses.

      “In that case, I shall claim one now, signora.”

      Dante tilted her face up and gently pressed his mouth to hers. The tip of his tongue traced the crease between her lips, prompting them to part. Shock filled her as she returned the intimate kiss. She wasn’t sure what she had expected Death to kiss like, but it certainly wasn’t the tender, slow savoring she experienced right now.

      The smoky taste of Amarone filled her mouth as his tongue teased hers. A soft moan sounded in her throat in response to the kiss and sumptuous feel of his firm body against her own. Her hand rested on his chest, and her eyes remained closed after he pulled back, ending the kiss. While she had lovers in the past, none of them had ever kissed her as he did.

      “One of your suitors comes to protect you from the ill-mannered Marchese.”

      “What?” Grace forced her eyes open to see what caused him to say such a thing. Rodolfo stormed toward them. Oh, that one was going to ruin everything if he didn’t go away.

      Hoping to deter him, Grace loudly said in Italian, “Kiss me again, Marchese, as you are the only man my heart burns for tonight.”

      “As you wish, tesoro.” Dante lowered his face back to hers and did exactly as she requested.

      She pretended to swoon in his arms. Thankfully, he easily supported her, so she didn’t topple over with her dramatic reaction to his kiss. By the way Dante intently stared over her head, Rodolfo ignored her declaration of interest.

      “Perhaps you will win the lady next time. She has chosen to spend the remainder of the evening with me.”

      “I demand pistols at dawn for handling the woman as you are, Marchese,” Rodolfo called out the Horseman.

      Vincenzo quickly crossed the room to intercede before things escalated. “Rodolfo, retract your challenge.”

      Grace reopened her eyes and straightened. Rodolfo didn’t comprehend who he called to the dueling field. She wasn’t about to be the reason an innocent man caught up in a Hasan plot was injured.

      Dante placed a finger against her lips when her mouth opened to discourage them from taking further action. “Do not fret over this, cara.”

      If she didn’t need Dante to believe she was enamored with him, she’d smack the damn immortal’s fingers off her face.

      “The woman’s honor is well intact, Rodolfo. Do you see her protesting my advances or resisting me in any fashion?” Dante calmly locked eyes with the young viscount. “I would never take a woman who did not welcome me to do so. If you are wise, you will accept that the lady has chosen to spend the evening with me, and in the future, more carefully consider what challenges you extend. A lesser man would pick up the gauntlet, and you would find yourself staring down a barrel as the sun rises.”

      Rodolfo’s irate gaze remained locked on Dante.

      Grace smiled at her unwanted defender. “Ragazzo, I encouraged the kiss. I am much too old for you anyhow. Go find a good Venetian lady to court.”

      “I must warn you, signora, the marchese will cast you aside at dawn as he’s done to many others.”

      “Rodolfo, I am well aware of Marchese Giovanni’s reputation. While I appreciate your desire to protect my virtue, there truly is no need for you to do so.”

      “If you change your mind, or this scoundrel does anything you do not wish him to, I will gladly follow through on my challenge,” Rodolfo said before spinning and leaving with Vincenzo.

      Dante ran a finger down her neck, across her shoulder, and along the neckline of her gown. His eyes followed its path. “Do you honestly think I would ever honor the boy’s request? If I did, it would be to teach him a lesson. The worst I would do is wound him.”

      “Careful with where you explore, Giovanni. Or you might stare down a pistol or blade in my hands well before dawn.”

      Dante chuckled, bringing his honeyed gaze back to hers. “Now that is a challenge I am eager to accept. I know very few women who could best me. I also prefer deploying other means to settle disputes with the fairer sex.”

      “Other means? Such as negotiations or treaties?” Grace mischievously inquired, enjoying the flirtatious side of the Horseman.

      “Negotiations. Treaties. Accords. I always favor diplomacy over war, but will use hostility when needed.”

      She leaned into him, resting one hand against his heart, and gently cupping the back of his neck with the other. “I don’t know whether I would prefer to conduct friendly negotiations with you or see what fury you possess behind closed doors when waging war on a woman. I fear any sort of parley between us would fail due to neither of us being able to agree to terms.”

      Dante slowly lowered his head, stopping just before their lips met. His breath delightfully caressed her cheek. “Il mio bellissimo tesoro, you would be pleasantly surprised by my ability to influence you to come to agreeable terms. My arguments can be very persuasive. I have won over many a stubborn king and diplomat.”

      Baiting him to taste her again, Grace dusted a light kiss across his lips. He held her tighter against him while his mouth descended toward hers once more. She quickly turned her head so his lips found her hair and twisted out of his grasp. “I am not a king or a diplomat, Marchese. Nor do I conduct my foreign relations in a public forum.”

      Testing whether or not she had ensnared the immortal, she turned to walk away. Dante caught her hand to prevent her from escaping into the sea of guests around them.

      “You do not behave as a proper lady should, signora.”

      “I’ll blame all of my unladylike behavior on Carnevale and the wine.” The feeling of someone watching them caused her to look to Dante’s right. She discovered Othello closely observing everything from a corner table. Not liking that Qasim’s henchman was so competent in doing his job, she frowned.

      “Speaking of wine, you taste like prosecco, cara. May I get you another glass?”

      Thankful Dante hadn’t noticed Othello’s staring, she returned her attention to him. “No, Marchese. Apparently, there is a great deal of harm in two kisses from you. They have me wondering exactly how persuasive you can be. Care to give me a demonstration of your negotiation skills?”
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        * * *

      

      Her sudden change of heart surprised Dante. With her rebuff only a few moments ago, he expected he’d need to spend more time wooing her before she would consent to a private evening together. “If that is what you truly wish. Where I am staying is not far from here. We can leave whenever you would like.”

      “We should leave immediately. I wouldn’t want to waste a single moment I could be spending in sequestered celebration with you.” Grace snapped her fan open and fanned herself.

      Dante placed his hand on her lower back. “Shall we depart, then?”

      Her soft laugh and the nod of her head prompted him to escort her out of the ballroom. Reaching the foyer, he asked one of the servants to fetch his cloak. A footman passed by with a tray of wineglasses. His Aphrodite snatched one and took several deep gulps from it. He gently took the glass from her and set it down on a hall table. “I want you clear-headed to enjoy the evening, not drunkenly falling asleep in my bed.”

      “From what I understand of you, Marchese, I wouldn’t fall asleep, even if I wanted to.” She giggled, tugging on his doublet and leaning back against the wall.

      Reservation hid beneath her laughter. He curled a finger under her chin, gently lifting upward so their eyes met. “You seem anxious now, bella. I will do nothing you object to, if concern about that is why you suddenly drink.”

      “I know you won’t. Kiss me before the room stops spinning and I regain my senses.”

      He did as commanded, enjoying how she knocked his hat from his head and ran her fingers through his hair. Their kiss turned hungry; he clasped her bottom through her thick skirts, already imagining himself inside her.

      A cough from behind interrupted them. He turned to see Istria and his wife holding a basket.

      The duchess extended it to him. “A gift for the lady’s lovely performance tonight.”

      “Grazie, Duchessa,” Aphrodite politely thanked her as he took the basket.

      “The marchese can be quite pleasant company. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” The duchess’s eyes traveled Dante’s tall frame before she and Istria walked off.

      Dante sheepishly grinned at the apparent shock on his Aphrodite’s face. If he removed her mask, undoubtedly, he’d find her brows lifted with how her lips slightly parted and her eyes rounded as her gaze returned to his. “Stop your wicked speculations, cara. I’ve never been intimate with the duchessa.”

      “I’m not normally one to be jealous, but when a woman looks at a man who’s captured my attention as the duchess did…Mayhap the wine has gone to my head for me to want to experience whatever had her openly appreciating you.”

      Dante laughed, taking his cloak from the footman who brought it to him. “Perhaps your unwarranted jealousy derives from a combination of the man you desire and the wine. Rest assured, mia dolce, I am yours alone tonight.”
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      “I’ve never seen Venice at night. I think doing so by gondola would be terribly romantic. Would you mind indulging me by being my guide through the canals of your lovely city?”

      “Not at all, tesoro. Though I am not certain how much you will be able to truly see in the dark.” Dante whistled and waved, hailing a nearby gondolier patiently waiting for someone to solicit his services.

      Grace glanced over her shoulder a second time while they waited for the approaching boat.

      “Is something wrong, cara?”

      Spotting a Hasan agent casually sipping a glass of wine in a window above them and a second leaning against the wall of Istria’s palazzo, his head lowered as if he dozed, she forced a smile. “No. A costume someone wore spooked me. Black cloaks and masks at night can play tricks on one’s imagination.”

      Dante placed a protective arm around her and brought her against his side. The Horseman went on guard with the way the back muscles under her hand tensed; his alert eyes evaluated everyone around them. She prayed nothing about the agents captured his attention, or Braden was dead, and she’d more than likely end up in chains somewhere if Death didn’t kill her first.
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        * * *

      

      Dante frowned. Something troubled the singer. Whatever it was eluded him. Her torso stiffened when two masked men strolled by. Neither seemed a threat. One of the two grinned, nodding at them. She pressed closer to him as the man did so. “Calma, mia bella. No one will harm you as long as you are in my company.”

      “It’s where we’re standing. Alleyways frighten me after…”

      The way her voice drifted off and she glanced away sent rage coursing through him. There was no viler a creature than a man who assaulted or raped a woman. His hold tightened around her waist.

      “Whatever happened previously will not repeat tonight.” Dante empathetically smiled, his temper calming. “The gondola is almost here, and I will not leave your side except to assist you in boarding when it reaches us.”

      A few minutes later, he helped her settle into the gondola as he spoke to the gondolier. The man responded, laughed, and then pushed away from the landing.
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        * * *

      

      Now that they traveled down the canal, her anxiety faded away as quickly as the palazzo did in the darkness. Grace scooted closer to Dante, trying to keep warm in the cool night air. She wished she had remembered to get her cape. Another winter breeze whipped across the lagoon, eliciting a noticeable tremor when it struck her bare arms and chest. She clenched her teeth to prevent them from chattering. Eighteenth-century ballgowns offered little protection from the cold without an overcoat or cape.

      Dante took off his cloak and settled it on her shoulders. “It is a good thing Bartelo brought me my cloak, or you would freeze on this impromptu tour you demanded.”

      She appreciatively pulled the heavy black cape tighter around her. “Oh, you are a saint, Marchese.”

      An amused chuckle came from Dante’s lips. “We both know I am far from a saint.”

      Slightly lifting her skirts, she draped a leg across both his, then repositioned the cloak and her skirt so they fanned out over both of them.

      “What are you doing, bella?”

      Genuine curiosity shone in golden eyes when she glanced up before nestling into his side. “Trying to keep you warm since you shared your cloak.”

      “I can assure you I am warm enough. Although, I must confess, I rather enjoy your efforts to ensure I do not freeze.” Dante folded an arm around her and interlaced his fingers, resting his hands on her hip. The chill of the night quickly faded away between the cloak and shared body heat.

      Her fears about him figuring out who she was gradually receded the more they conversed. Every so often, he would point out one of the city’s more famous landmarks. Dante’s natural charm and friendly demeanor aided her assignment.

      A breeze ruffled her hair when they entered the Grand Canal. She laid her head on his shoulder, ending their conversation. Her fingers stroked the soft velvet covering his chest as the two sat in silence, simply enjoying one another’s company. It was a shame they weren’t meeting under other circumstances.

      Allowing herself to imagine she was freely in Venice, she indulged in how delightful it felt to be in Dante’s embrace. Everything about him lured her to give in to the moment of fantasy. Even the way he smelled of leather and cloves invited her to surrender to her baser desires. She buried her face in the plush material of the raised collar encircling his neck, deeply inhaling the spicy scent seducing her senses. Why did he have to smell like the perfect blend of East and West, the essence of the ancient Mediterranean world she had slowly fallen in love with after being left to her own devices in Morocco?

      Her lips skimmed up the side of his neck. A short groan rumbled in his chest as her teeth gently raked his earlobe.

      “Mia bella, I think you have lost interest in your tour. I would much rather you explore me than the canals anyhow.”

      “You are definitely a more intriguing site to see.”

      “Take us to the home of Count Luciano,” Dante instructed the gondolier before brushing his lips across hers.

      Her mouth hungrily sought his out. She broke off the intense kiss as he hoisted her skirt and shifted her sideways, sliding his free leg between hers so she sat squarely in his lap. Concealed under satin and lace, his hand slowly traveled up her thigh.

      “Are we far from the count’s?” Grace prayed she wouldn’t fall victim to the carnal appetite she rapidly developed for the Horseman. The path his hand currently followed tested her ability to control the romance of the evening.

      “Not very. We will be there soon.”

      “Good. I’m anxious to begin our negotiations. If we weren’t close, I would demand you make an initial offer here as the urgency of the situation cannot wait long.” Grace temptingly brushed her lower body against his. She cursed herself for doing so with the way heat pooled between her legs in response to the rigid bulge straining against the dark material covering it.

      Dante chuckled, his hands caressing her bottom while pressing her downward and slowly guiding her hips along his. Grace moaned at how perfectly his erection teased her most intimate parts. She wanted Death far more than she cared to admit.

      “I can provide you a temporary injunction and aide against any distress current policy may cause you,” he huskily whispered. The hand inside her skirt slipped forward over the top of her hip then descended between her thighs.

      Grace gasped as the sides of his fingers grazed the tender flesh they sought. Their eyes briefly met before his fingers more firmly moved against her, the tip of one tracing her entrance but delving no deeper. An involuntary groan rose in her throat, and her eyes fell shut again. The rhythmic circling continued, steadily building a deliciously sinful tension within her. Enchanted by the magic his touch promised, her traitorous body begged for more.

      “Dante,” she rasped, trying to get a grip on her emotions. “I will cry out, betraying what you do.”

      “Cry out, tesoro. The only other who will hear you is the gondolier. He will not tell a soul. It is Carnevale. Many indulge in similar pleasures as this when they are condoned.”

      “I sincerely doubt the doges would condone coupling on a gondola, even this time of year.”

      “The doges would not even sentence me to a night of imprisonment for indecency if I undo my trousers and openly take you right now.” Driving home his point, a finger slipped into her as he pulled her forward to claim her lips.

      This is insanity! You cannot honestly be contemplating crossing the line with a High Council harbinger. She turned her head, ending the kiss. “We need to wait until we reach Luciano’s, Dante. When lost in passion, I cannot keep quiet. I will embarrass us both.”

      “You wear a mask, bella, and the canal is nearly empty of boats. There is no embarrassment in finding pleasure in my touch. I rather enjoy how openly you express your desire. Never be ashamed of showing a man how much you want him or how his touch pleases you.”

      “While my face is hidden, I am easily identifiable with growing fame around my voice. There is nothing I want more than to welcome you inside me, but I’ve decided I prefer a more private setting. I wrongly thought I was bolder than I am. Forgive me for denying you, when it is I who led you astray and down our current path.” The last thing she needed at the moment was to become entwined in an ill-fated love affair with Death. Another wave of sheer bliss made her fingers curl in the velvet of his shirt. She bit her lower lip to keep from uttering the more modern phrases popping into her head now.

      “Are you certain you wish to wait?” The probing and stroking testing her limits ceased.

      “No,” she honestly answered. Why in the hell had she stupidly admitted that?

      A deep laugh accompanied a new round of carnal enticement. “In that case, allow me to assure you, I am rarely led down any path that I do not want to travel.”

      She collapsed into his chest, returning the kiss he gave her. He changed the pressure and tempo he massaged her with, whittling away at what little resistance she managed to maintain.

      “Throw off whatever moral obligation is holding you back, tesoro.” His nose brushed hers as she laid her forehead against his.

      Another violent tremor vibrated her body.

      “Marchese!” she squeaked.

      “Che cosa, la mia prima donna?”

      The mischievous, sensual grin quirking his lips confirmed he knew damn well what caused her protest. The urge to stab him and to beg him to never stop warred with one another while he more urgently stroked the perfect spot. How could a man with such pleasurable fingers ever be christened Death? The Fates should’ve named him Lust instead. She scarcely recognized her own voice as she breathed his name, allowing him to take her to the verge of oblivion.

      “Sadly, your release is denied by the dock, amore” Dante discreetly removed his hand from her skirt as the gondola slowed, nearing the steps leading to Luciano’s home. Almost as if he could read her thoughts of disappointment, his grin turned into a smirk. “Do not fret, bella. I will ensure you discover paradise many times once we are inside.”

      The man steering the gondola wished them a pleasurable evening and Carnevale.

      Dante laughed at the goodbye. He helped her onto the algae-covered steps. Once on the wider walkway, his palm lightly pressed against her back, ushering her toward the palazzo.

      She intentionally stumbled as if she tripped on the doorstep, her body colliding into his as he unlocked the door. As expected, he easily caught her against him.

      “Easy, amore. While I want you falling all over me, I prefer you do it in my bed.”

      She giggled, playfully running her finger down his chest. “Then you should take me to it.”

      “This way, Aphrodite.”

      “Is this your home?” Grace looked around at the frescoed ceiling and walls of the room Dante guided her through.

      “No, it belongs to a friend of mine, who is at his estate in Verona for the next several days. I do not reside in Venice.”

      Reaching the guestroom, he set the basket hanging from his arm on a nearby chair and shut the door. She tugged his hat from his head then tossed it somewhere behind her. He smiled down at her and yanked his cloak from her shoulders, haphazardly casting it aside. His mouth crashed down on hers while his fingers loosened the lacings of her gown.

      Grace laughed as he grumbled when the lacings failed to come free. She lifted her hair and turned, so he could more easily undo them before he tore her dress open. Frustrated mortal men could destroy a woman’s gown when it didn’t cooperate. She could only imagine how quickly an angry immortal could shred one. “Easy, Marchese. I will be devastated, if in your haste, you ruin my gown. We have all night to get to know one another. No need to rush things.”

      Dante quickly unhooked and untied the troublesome fasteners and pulled the gown over her head. “Only a moment ago, you were demanding immediate satisfaction. Now you wish to take your time? I am happy to go either route, cara.”

      “Women are fickle by nature, are we not? I think it best we slow the pace down.”

      A frustrated huff left him as he discovered more petticoats and pannier ties to undo. “With all the damn layers you women wear, it may take all night to merely undress you.” He set to work on ridding her of them; each cascaded like fabric waves to the floor.

      She laughed, patiently letting him disrobe her. “I was always told an attentive lover doesn’t see clothing as an obstacle, but instead views it as the wrapping of an exquisite gift. Only boys tear into a present;  men graciously undo each layer, building anticipation to discover what lies beneath.”

      He quickly unthreaded the lacings of her stays and flung them aside. “Whoever told you such nonsense does not understand the many ways passion manifests itself. I am starting to wonder if you are becoming bashful about our dalliance.”

      Grace closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation of warm hands slipping under her chemise and lips teasing the exposed nape of her neck. “Hardly. Tonight is my first time doing this sort of thing, and I’m conflicted about how best to proceed.”

      “Your first time?” Dante incredulously asked. “Are you saying you have never been with a man?”

      “No, Marchese. I’ve been with a man.” She turned to face him. “Tonight is my first time bedding someone I hardly know. Which raises another concern. With the mask you wear, how do I know you’re who you claim to be? You could be an imposter pretending to be the duke’s friend, duping unsuspecting women into sharing your bed.”

      “Mia cara Aphrodite, allow me to alleviate your fears.” He pulled his mask off before taking her face in his hands. “I would kill any man foolish enough to falsely pose as me.”

      His classically handsome features dazed her. She had pictured Death as rugged and older. Maybe even with a scar or two on his cheeks versus the Adonis who held her. The only thing rough about him was the stubble that covered his face. He could pass as a thirty- or forty-year-old mortal versus the six-hundred-year-old being he really was.
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        * * *

      

      The woman stared at him with those wide teal eyes that seemed to change colors while they danced earlier that evening. They held such surprise at seeing him unmasked. “Is something wrong, cara? Does my face disappoint you for you to gape at me?”

      “No. Nothing is wrong. I never expected the man underneath the mask to be so beautiful, with the exception of those eyes of yours.”

      He laughed at her choice of descriptor. “It is not often I allow anyone to call me beautiful. I will let your comment pass with the pleasurable way you kiss me.”

      “I meant handsome.”

      The embarrassed smile and flush traveling up her neck only made her all the more beguiling. Rarely did the women he chose as lovers display a genuine sense of humility for anything they said or did.

      “The wine has gone straight to my head. I apologize if I offended you.”

      “No offense taken. May I see the face of my Aphrodite?” He reached to untie the ribbons holding her mask in place. Her hands caught his, stopping him from pulling the golden ties loose.

      “In the morning. Your word was given earlier to keep my identity a secret for the night.”

      “So it was.” He grinned, enjoying the way her silk chemise hugged her curves when she wandered over to the gift basket across the room. Such a luxurious fabric; its smooth texture was almost as tempting to touch as the woman who wore it. His fingers itched to travel the soft skin it covered.

      The wine bottle she studied distracted him from sinful thoughts of making her pant and tremor as she had in the gondola. Amarone! Ahh, the duchessa knew him well to gift such a fine wine to the singer. While the duchessa claimed the basket was for the lady, he suspected she instead aided him in setting the stage for a romantic evening with his Aphrodite. He would have to thank her for doing so.

      Watching the singer open the wine, Dante lazily stretched out in the bed. “You intrigue me, tesoro.”

      “I intrigue you?” A smile curved her lips as she glanced over at him.

      “Indeed, you do.”

      “Why do I intrigue you, Marchese?” she asked, coming over to the bed. He took the wine she offered him, sipped from the silver cup, then set it on the nightstand before taking her hand in his.

      “There is something different about you. I cannot recall ever meeting a woman who is such a mix of wanton sexuality and confidence with a touch of reservation and innocence about her. Nor have I had a lover who sings as beautifully as you do.” Dante picked up his cup again and took another large swallow of the burgundy liquid. “You came to my bed rather easily, cara. While that pleases me, it confuses me as well. You seem like a woman who would make a man earn your company.”

      Feeling lightheaded, he returned his cup to the nightstand. The wine was certainly strong tonight.

      “Maybe I am fascinated by mysterious men with amber eyes.” She sat on the edge of the bed beside him. “Or, perhaps, I made an exception for you, as I want the honor of being the woman who beds the infamous marchese this Carnevale.”

      “Is it truly that simple? Lie to me if it is.” Dante kissed along the upper neckline of her chemise, then placed the same soft kisses across the exposed tops of her breasts before cupping one. His thumb brushed across her nipple, making it pucker under the material. “I would like to think there is something else that draws you to me.”

      “Such as your money, Marchese?”

      Dante scoffed. “Are you truly that shallow of a woman?”

      He looked up from her breasts, staring at her until he lost himself in her eyes. Something he had not done with another lover in years. Normally, he avoided anything that created emotional intimacy with the women he bedded.

      “Not at all. I couldn’t resist teasing you.” Grace held up her wine and sighed. “Please finish this for me. I fear if I drink another drop, I may not remember the pleasure the evening promises.”

      With as giddy as he now, he most likely grinned like a drunken fool as he took the wine. “You will remember, cara. Women do not forget their nights with me.”

      His tongue, suddenly sluggish and heavy, hindered his diction, slurring his words as he tried to articulate them. Dante shook his head, not recalling having been this drunk in ages, but brought her cup to his lips and downed the remaining wine within its curved bottom. The room and woman’s face briefly went out of focus.

      “For some reason, I believe that, Commander.”

      “What did you call me?” He never disclosed his military rank to her. The cup in his hand dropped to the floor with a loud clank.

      “Dante. I called you Dante, Marchese.” The woman yanked his shirt over his head, futilely trying to distract him from her slip of the tongue.

      He quickly snaked an arm around her, flipped her onto the bed, and pinned her underneath him, restraining her hands on either side of her head. It dawned on him that it wasn’t the ill effects of wine he now suffered from.

      “Enough of the charade. I know you addressed me as Commander. My mind is not that dulled from whatever you put in the wine.” He resisted the darkness bearing down on him, still not quite believing the woman had so easily drugged him. Placing all his weight on her to keep her from escaping, he yanked on the ribbons holding her mask in place. “Who are you?”

      “Someone you met once, long ago, in Luxor. I need the Eye of Isis. Where is it, Dante?”

      “Luxor?” He slid her mask sideways. The golden creation hiding her features fluttered to the floor. Her face wasn’t one he recognized. If they had met previously, it must have been in a short, passing moment. Was it the drug she gave him, or was there actual remorse in those lovely eyes reflecting the gold of his own?

      “Please, tell me the location of the Eye, Commander.”

      “Your name first, signora.”

      “My name is not important! This is a matter of life and death, Dante. Where is the Eye?”

      “Life and death? What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into that you need a relic most mortals think is a myth?” Dante stole another kiss from the parted, rose-colored lips continually tempting him. The woman’s cheeks reddened with anger at the way he evaded answering her question.

      “I doubt you have any genuine interest in what I’m mixed up in.”

      He gave her a lopsided grin before lowering his head to whisper in her ear, “I have a great deal of interest in you and whatever trouble you’ve gotten yourself into. Pity you drugged me, cara. I was so looking forward to hearing my name blissfully cried out from your sweet lips as I made love to you. Now I realize the nectar I tasted was venom, my deceitful little serpente.”

      She cursed as his mouth discovered the tender spot on her neck below her ear. The way her body pressed up into his while her head fell to the side, allowing his tongue to continue sweeping higher under her earlobe, disclosed the storm of desire and fear raging within the woman. Her struggling ceased when his teeth raked her skin. The way she groaned his name set fire to his being. “Seduction is a double-edged blade when deployed doing darker deeds. One must be careful, or they might find themselves falling victim to their own desires.”

      “Give me the Eye, Dante, and I promise to explore these desires of yours until you can no longer stay awake.”

      “You would trade yourself for the Eye, cara? That is a rather steep price. Could we not negotiate something a little less costly, such as the medallion I wear, or mayhap a nice, dark aquamarine necklace to match those ever-changing eyes of yours? Those items are well above what a Hasan whore is worth. But as long as I wake with you still in my arms, I am willing to take such a loss.”

      “I’m not a Hasan whore! I despise Qasim and his soldiers more than you ever could.”

      “I believe that is the first honest thing you’ve said all night, mia bella buigarda.” By the gods, the mortal was beautiful when angry. Her chest heaving and her bucking underneath him, trying to get free, worsened the annoying throbbing in his groin. He had no doubt one fervent kiss could transform her outrage into desire.

      What in Hades had she given him for him to still be desiring her? If he were sober, he’d be hauling her to Sasainn and locking her away in a cell to await Council judgment for endangering the realms.

      “You have some nerve calling me a liar, you hypocritical prick! Masquerading around Venice as a mortal drunkard and gambler while seducing women isn’t exactly righteous behavior for a High Council harbinger.”

      “Stop fighting me. All you are doing is tempting me to forget the oath I took when I earned my spurs. Until the drug hands me over to Somnus, I have no intention of letting you up. Is sharing my bed until I passed out not what you intended for the evening?”

      “The only thing I intended was to obtain the Eye. Don’t confuse my being here on assignment for anything more, Commander Giovanni.”

      Biting back the retort forming on his lips, he memorized every detail of her face. A vague sense of familiarity flitted through him the longer he stared down into her eyes. Almost as if a distant memory reached out to tease his mind, then rapidly receded before he could identify it. Perhaps their paths had crossed before.

      “Please, Dante, give me the relic. An innocent soul suffers if I don’t return with it.”

      Sincerity echoed in her words. Frustration, guilt, and love for whomever she tried to save dulled her earlier anger. Each emotion flowed into his own mind as he tried to probe her thoughts, but something kept him from seeing too deeply into her conscience. “Thousands of innocent souls suffer if I do as you ask. Is one life worth all of humanity?”

      “Dante—”

      “Plead and argue all you like. While the intent behind your misguided actions is just, it is also selfish. Sparing the one life risks the loss of an entire realm.”

      “I’m not giving up on the one life for hypothetical outcomes, Commander. Even if it means I burn for eternity.”

      “Tartarus is exactly where miscreants who foolishly attack a Council officer spend eternity.”

      What in the hell was he going to do with the damned woman? He could teleport to Morrigan’s dungeons before succumbing to the drug. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d have to explain why he showed up half dressed with a prisoner. Or he could let the mortal go, using her to determine what the Hasan planned to do with the Eye.

      A fist flying toward his face ended his deliberations. He caught her wrist and forced her hand down before the punch landed. “Basta, woman! Striking me doesn’t earn you any sympathy.”

      “I need the Eye, not sympathy!” she hissed, trying to wrench her hands free. “I will tear the villa apart when you finally pass out.”

      He didn’t doubt she would. May the Fates protect the relic and realms since he wouldn’t be able to much longer. “The Eye is hidden where you will never find it. Had you asked for help instead of drugging me, I would have assisted you, tesoro.”

      Unable to combat the remedy lulling him to sleep, he rolled off her and laid his head on a pillow. His eyes closed but reopened again as she turned his face in her direction. Her touch was light on his skin—gentle, not forceful as most Hasan assassins would handle a mark. That alone confirmed she lacked any true malice toward him. Fear churned in the aqua orbs staring down at him more than hostility did.

      “We both know it would never be that easy, Dante. White knights don’t exist in the real world, only in fairy tales. Here’s the honest answer to the question you asked about what draws me to you. It’s the volatile combination of courage and recklessness you possess. The fierceness with which you fight along with the way you touch whatever woman is in your bed, so she feels like the most beautiful woman in the realms.”

      Dante smiled, his eyelids drooping. He forced his arm to move and laid his fingertips against her cheek. “White knights may not, but ones wearing black regularly fight for those in need. I would have given my sword to free you from whatever causes you such angst. Since you chose not to come to me in good faith, my touch won’t be so tender the next time we meet.”

      His hand slid from her face as he slipped into unconsciousness.
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      Dante’s head throbbed as if someone had clubbed him, and his shoulders burned. He opened his eyes to find his wrists shackled to the headboard. A draft of cool morning air chilled his bare chest. Thankfully, the woman had left him his pants and pulled the sheets up around him, or he’d no doubt have frozen during the night. His shirt was draped over a nearby chair, and his boots were neatly set on the floor.

      Now remembering their conversation prior to blacking out, he groaned. The enchanting thief had planned this fiasco. Spotting the open wardrobe door and the false bottom cover resting on the table next to it, she had found and taken the Eye. Clever witch! He grinned in spite of his irritation with the mortal. Not many would have discovered the hidden compartment.

      His eyes skimmed the room to see if anything else was missing. The Commander’s Ruby, an enchanted ring given to him, no longer rested in its usual place on his right ring finger. Aphrodite evidently knew more about the Horsemen than most mortals to swipe his ring. Hopefully, he’d recover the ruby before it alerted Morrigan to the fact it was stolen. She and the Council would have his head if the ruby wound up in Qasim’s hands.

      He jerked against the restraints, expecting them to give way, but they held fast. He yanked his hands forward again, and all he managed was to rock the bed.

      Changing tactics, Dante tried to teleport free. Nothing happened. Had the drug the woman used temporarily stifled his abilities?

      Frustrated, he stared up at the iron bands encircling his wrists. Greek letters and Roman symbols scrolled across their centers. That explained his lack of magic. Enchanted bonds also meant drained strength. Where in Hades did the mortal acquire restraints forged by Vulcan?

      “Lucino! Anyone! Aiutami!”

      No one answered his calls for help.

      “Che cazzo!” he swore, recalling Luciano had given his local staff a few days off when the count and his family left for their countryside home. None of them would return for another two days, giving the mortal plenty of time to escape without a trace.

      “Clio!” He hoped the muse might still loiter about.

      Silence confirmed he was alone. If the damned muse had given the mortal the restraints on top of her earlier trickery, he’d find a way to pay back her mischief-making. Duplicitous Greek deities! Always causing problems and never lending a hand when their assistance was needed.

      His head fell back on the pillow. How could he have been so easily deceived? He’d never live this one down. Death—Commander of the Four Horsemen—tricked by a single human woman. A woman he would take great pleasure in murdering if he ever saw her again.

      A few hours later, he drifted back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Someone trying to pry open the window woke him.

      “Commander?”

      Two shadows moved before the window. Thank the gods his men found him so quickly. “In here, Tamir!”

      “I am really getting too old for this, Giovanni,” Gage Arsceneaux commented from outside. “Scaling a three-story wall is harder than it used to be.”

      Glass shattered as something collided with the pane. A gloved hand knocked the larger, jagged chunks of glass from it. Dante groaned at the fact that Gage accompanied Tamir as the two climbed through the broken window. The thwick of a match being struck echoed throughout the room. Light replaced the dark he had spent another evening in after Gage lit one of the lanterns on the far wall. Dante blinked against the intrusive, warm glow.

      “Oh, this was well worth the climb!” Gage laughed after turning and discovering him shackled to the bed. “A woman finally got the best of you, Casanova?”

      “You could not have gone to Morrigan or someone else to locate me?” Dante asked Tamir, his hands flinging outward as much as they could with being bound.

      Tamir smirked, worsening his irritation. “Morrigan couldn’t locate you, leaving little choice other than to seek out a tracker.”

      Two more men climbed through the third-floor window.

      Recognizing Sean Watchous and Alcee Dugas, Dante loudly cursed. The two immortals could barely contain their mirth at his predicament. “Tamir, you should have left me for dead instead of bringing the three musketeers with you.”

      “Don’t be cross with Tamir,” Sean chided. “Death going missing for over twenty-four hours requires the dispatch of a search party per our protocols. Rayne and Destahn are scouring Morocco and Syria for any sign of you in case the Hasan took you there. Be thankful I only need to brief the goddess on the search as she held off on notifying the Council of your disappearance. And you owe Caitlin a thank you for insisting Gage be your tracker over Xander.”

      Hearing the name of the demon who headed Hades’s guard, Dante shook his head. “Thank the Fates for small favors.” At least Rosso spared him some embarrassment by keeping things within their ranks.

      “Why my wife still has a soft spot for you with all the trouble you cause, I’ll never understand.” Gage inspected the shackles and headboard to figure out the best way to free him. “She insisted I leave our nice, warm bed to help search for you. You’re lucky I love her as much as I do, or it may have been a while before someone found you, considering the note about plague that was posted on the door.”

      “If I ever see that damn mortal again…” Dante grumbled.

      “Sounds like you met your match.” Sean choked back a laugh. “How did you end up like this?”

      “A little too much wine and a willing masked blonde I met at a ball. Are you going to get me out of these, or are you going to keep asking senseless questions? My arms are numb.”

      Gage looked over at Sean. “These are beyond my ability to unlock, and with the enchantment on them, there’s no cutting them off. We could always break the headboard.”

      “It’d be a shame to damage such a fine piece of furniture. Let me try something first.” Sean pulled out a pick he carried. “I’m surprised the woman who left you like this was a blonde. I thought you preferred the company of redheads or brunettes.”

      “I decided to try something new. They say variety is the spice of life.”

      Sean attempted to open the cuffs around his wrists. “Your lady friend has some impressive contacts to get these.” He examined the locks again and frowned. “Tamir, tell Morrigan we found Dante and need something to unlock Olympian restraints.”

      “She certainly knew her mark.” Alcee scanned the room. “Charmed restraints. A sea salt, crystal, and sage barrier blocking Morrigan’s ability to locate you, and a little sleeping potion in the wine.” The vampire made a face as he took a sip from the open bottle still on the table. “Make that a lot of laudanum and potion in the wine. You’re lucky you didn’t sleep for days.”

      “Carrying him back to Sasainn unconscious certainly would have drawn a lot of attention,” Sean remarked as one of Morrigan’s messengers appeared and handed him the key he requested. “Almost as much as the Commander’s Ruby missing would.”

      “I was hoping none of you noticed that.” Dante sighed. Losing the ring was almost as bad as being found handcuffed to the bed.

      “I’ll delay reporting its loss for a day.” Sean inserted the key into a break in the cuffs, which screeched loudly as he forced them open.

      Pain shot through Dante’s arms after they fell to his sides. “Damn Amazonian she-devil causing me such grief,” he hissed through clenched teeth, shaking his hands until blood flow returned to warm cold muscles.

      Sean tossed Dante his shirt. “Any idea where we can find her to get the Eye back?”

      “No, but I know of only one artist in Venice who would make a mask as intricate as the one she wore. He can probably tell us where she is.” Dante pulled his shirt over his head. “How did you know where to look for me?”

      “Locating you wasn’t that hard an undertaking. You always visit Venice this time of year. Alcee remembered you saying something about enjoying it with Luciano. I figured we’d start here. After the owner of Cantina do Spade confirmed he saw you earlier, I merely asked for directions to Luciano’s home,” Gage replied, watching him pull on his boots.

      “Should we go find your blonde tonight to thank her for the laugh, or would it be better to wait until morning?” Sean smirked as he posed the question.

      Dante was tempted to search for her but wasn’t sure where she would head. With Carnevale in full swing, Scevola would be out enjoying the celebrations, and he wasn’t sure where to find him either. “We will wait until tomorrow to begin our search. Tonight, we pay a visit to a Hasan agent I saw at Cantina do Spade to learn what we can about the woman.”

      As Dante reached for his rapier, a glint of gold from the floor between the nightstand and bed caught his eye. He bent down and retrieved the mask his assailant wore the night prior. Recognizing the costume designer’s seal on the underside, Dante scowled. For Scevola’s sake, the designer had better not be entangled with the Hasan.

      “Where did the wine come from?” Gage asked, picking up the bottle.

      “Istria.” Had all of Venezia conspired against him the past few days? “Never would I have believed him to be in league with the Hasan. Not with how long we have been friends. You didn’t by chance see Arturo prior to coming here?”

      “No. Why?” Gage shot him a perplexed look.

      “He was supposed to meet me yesterday evening but never showed.”
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