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A born warrior, archangel Michael is dedicated to the Fallen’s survival. But only one woman understands the seductive hunger that he cannot forsake.

THERE COMES A TIME IN EVERY ANGEL’S LIFE . . .

Every little girl imagines, now and then, that she’s a princess held captive in a tower. But Victoria Bellona is almost twenty-five. And that whole fairy-tale scenario? That’s her real life. The drop-dead gorgeous man who rescues her is no Prince Charming. He’s the gruff archangel Michael, and he insists that Tory is the Fallen’s only hope for ending Uriel’s vicious rule. She insists he’s crazy.

. . . TO SHOW HIS BRETHREN WHAT HE’S MADE OF.

According to the prophecy, Michael must marry this frustrating, fascinating creature, bed her, and drink her blood. But their fate is a double-edged sword. If they give in to their urgently growing desires, Tory will die in battle. If they refuse, she will die anyway, and with her, all of mankind. Michael is determined to find another solution when a traitorous kidnapper forces him into a deadly confrontation. Even if he can save Tory from Uriel’s ruthless clutches, will they ever really be together? Or is her fatal destiny—and the world’s—written in stone?
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“A sexy and smart romp. . . . Packed with verbal sparring and sly shout-outs to Gnosticism . . . entertaining.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Douglas stakes out her own fresh style of storytelling. . . . This story is edgy and darkly riveting as it follows two individuals struggling against destiny and insidious treachery. Terrific!”
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For Casey Casavant, a true Warrior, who gave two of the greatest gifts anyone could give.
He gave me my adopted daughter, and he gave his life for his country.
Rest in peace.


WARRIOR



BEGINNING

MARTHA, WIDOW OF THOMAS, moved through the predawn halls of the compound, hope, anxiety, and grief washing through her. She felt old at the age of thirty, old before her time. There was no role for a widow in the angel-centered order of Sheol, but she made herself as useful as she could. Were it not for her dubious “gift,” she would have nothing to do, and that way madness lay. Not that she even had that choice. In Sheol there was no illness, mental or otherwise. Cursed with a longer-than-average life span, she would simply die of boredom. Eventually.

Martha had greeted her first vision, just three short years ago, with joy, even though it warned of trouble. Each succeeding vision had warned of more and more danger, though there had been the occasional happiness, a new mate joining them in Sheol, or a difficult situation they could avoid.

This morning was the same, good news and bad. And Allie would be waiting for her.

There were no children in Sheol. The women were barren, and they had all accepted it. But Allie, the Source, the wife of their leader, was secretly mourning that loss. Grieving it, hoping that, after all the millennia the Fallen had been relegated to earth, some miracle might happen. Rachel’s arrival had started those vain hopes. Rachel, who was, in fact, the demon-goddess Lilith, providing comfort and hope for infertile women throughout history.

But Martha was bringing no good news to Allie’s bedside. She had searched, done her best to force a vision, which never seemed to work, and she had seen nothing but new disaster on the horizon.

She climbed the many flights of stairs swiftly. Allie would be alone, awaiting her. Waiting for hope that wasn’t coming.

But Allie wasn’t alone. The door to their aerie was ajar, and Martha knocked before pushing inside. To her surprise, Raziel himself was sitting on one of the colorful sofas in the living room, a cup of coffee in his hand, a cool expression on his angelically beautiful face.

She had never felt entirely comfortable around Raziel. He had always been too stiff, too cold, though she supposed that leading the fallen angels didn’t call for someone warm and fuzzy. They were an obstreperous bunch; there was a reason they had fallen. They had questioned, they had rebelled, they had done everything they were proscribed from doing, and done it flagrantly. In truth, her beloved Thomas had been the calmest of the bunch.

“Martha.” Raziel’s rich voice greeted her evenly.

“Alpha,” she said respectfully, bowing her head, trying to hide her surprise. “I thought you would be gone by now.” Raziel was usually up before dawn and flying over the compound to make sure all was well. Seeing the shadow of his iridescent blue wings overhead always made her feel oddly comforted. She’d feel a lot better if he were there now.

A wry smile flitted across his face. “I’m sure you did. However, I decided to keep my wife company a little longer.”

Allie emerged from the bedroom, wrapped in a tie-dyed lounger that almost brightened her wan face. She put on a cheery smile, enough to fool most people. “Good morning, Martha. I’m so glad you could take the time to help me . . . learn to knit. I’ve been longing to.”

Martha tried to keep the dismay from her face. There were half a dozen women who were master knitters in Sheol, and two of the Fallen themselves were no slouches. Logically, Allie would have turned to one of them.

Raziel’s eyes were flitting between the two of them. “Yes, I’d be very interested in these lessons.”

The Alpha adored his wife. He was, however, not above taunting her, and Martha decided to change the subject. “We’ll show you the results,” she said repressively, wondering at her temerity. “It’s better not to have someone watching.”

Raziel said nothing as Allie got coffee for herself and Martha. By the time his wife had taken a seat on the opposite sofa, she was entirely composed. “Don’t you want to begin your morning duties?” Allie asked.

“After you tell me the truth.” His voice was pleasant but inexorable. “Why is Martha here?”

Allie’s composure crumpled. “It’s my business.”

Raziel’s cold features softened. “My love, why are you shielding your thoughts? What is troubling you, and how is Martha supposed to help? And don’t try to convince me that Martha can knit. She is a most estimable member of our society, but if she has any skills in that area I would be much surprised.”

Oh, drat, Martha thought. It was never wise to try to outwit the Alpha. Raziel was far too observant. Husbands and wives shared thoughts easily, but if Allie was shielding her distress, Raziel would know it. And he was the kind of man who didn’t let go of a mystery until he’d solved it to his satisfaction.

And how the hell did he know she couldn’t knit? she thought belatedly. The first thing she was going to do when she left here was find someone to teach her.

“In truth,” Martha prevaricated, “I must speak with you, Lord Raziel. I have had another vision.”

Raziel was suddenly alert, all hard focus, and Martha could see the hope light in Allie’s eyes. It broke her heart.

She gave Allie a quick, short shake of her head, one she could only hope Raziel wouldn’t notice.

“It concerns the Archangel Michael,” she said hurriedly, before Raziel could call her on it. “He has a mate.”

Raziel looked dubious. “Michael has had only one mate in the two hundred years he’s been here, and she was killed in a raid by the Nephilim just two days after they were married.”

His casual words brought a wave of pain, surprisingly fresh, at the memory of Thomas, ripped into pieces and half-devoured by the foulness known as the Nephilim. She pushed it away.

“Nevertheless, there is a woman waiting for him, and if we are to prevail against the Armies of Heaven, she must join us. There’s no choice.”

She was just glad she wasn’t going to be the one to break this news to Michael. Raziel was scary enough, but he was a pussycat compared to the warrior angel who wielded the flaming sword of justice.

“And who is it? I hope your vision was specific enough to tell you how to find her.” Raziel’s voice was caustic. Her visions had been less than clear in the past, and this one wasn’t a whole lot better.

“My lord, I can’t control my visions, I can only report them,” she said. She didn’t like being bullied.

Raziel took the veiled reprimand well, reminding her that he wasn’t, in fact, a bully. He was a hard man, but a fair one. “I understand, Martha. Do you know who and where she is?”

“I do. She is the Roman goddess of war.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Fitting. Where?”

This was a little trickier. “I’m working on that. I know her name is Victoria Bellona, and I believe she’s in seclusion somewhere in Italy.”

Raziel nodded, rising. “I’ll go talk to Michael. He won’t like the news.”

“No,” agreed Allie, sipping at her coffee, “I imagine he won’t.”

“And later, perhaps, you’ll tell me your reason for meeting with my wife,” he added in a silken tone.

Martha felt a flush rise to her face. She couldn’t lie directly—he would know.

“Leave her alone, Raziel,” Allie said. “It’s nothing important, I promise you.”

He turned to look at his wife for a long, contemplative moment. And then he nodded. “Later,” he said to her. “Martha, you will accompany me to speak to the archangel. I imagine he will have some questions.”

She froze. The Alpha wasn’t giving her any choice. “Yes, my lord,” she said meekly enough. She cast one last glance at the Source, trying to give her the bad news as subtly as possible.

Allie nodded, her face impassive. She was a strong woman, and she’d been dealing with this a long time. Perhaps the next vision would bring hope.



CHAPTER

ONE

MY MOTHER WAS GOING TO kill me.

I looked out the window into the desolate countryside and I wanted to laugh at myself. How many teenagers had said that through the millennia? It should have been comical in a woman nearly twenty-five.

Except that Contessa Carlotta di Montespan seemed to have every intention of ending the life she’d reluctantly given birth to, presumably with the help of Pedersen, the teacher, the trainer, the guard who had haunted nearly my entire existence. They were going to murder me before my twenty-fifth birthday, and there was no one I could turn to. There never had been.

I pushed away from the window, looking around the lavish bedroom. The large bed was covered with the finest of Egyptian cotton; the rugs were ancient and beautiful, with soft, muted colors; the fresh roses were pale yellow, my favorite color. The walls were painted a soft cream, and the mullioned windows looked out over the mountainous countryside of what apparently was Italy. But the view was spoiled by the iron bars across the windows, and the door to my room was solid, ancient oak—and locked. I was a prisoner in a gilded cage, as I had been for almost my entire life, and now I’d been given a death sentence.

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. My cold, exquisitely beautiful mother was a woman totally devoid of maternal feeling, or any feelings at all, as far as I could tell. Even Pedersen, who was most likely her bed partner as well as her partner in crime, merited not a sign of warmth.

Pedersen had appeared, an enigma like everything else in my life, when I was about seven. He was a giant, six foot six at least, with heavy muscles, pale blue eyes, and the white-blond hair of his Scandinavian ancestors. I had no idea where he’d come from, and when I asked he wouldn’t tell me. But then, Pedersen wasn’t a man for talk except when he was instructing me. And those instructions had been endless.

My mother hadn’t approved of schools. Even the most selective private academies held bad elements, she’d said, and I could learn everything I needed from Pedersen. She claimed he had a formidable intellect, and he was an expert in the physical training I would require.

The rest of my education came from the movies.

I never bothered to ask why the physical training was necessary. The contessa was even less inclined to answer questions than her henchman, and the time I spent in her presence was growing shorter.

So I learned, and I trained. We started with gymnastics, and I loved it, spinning on the bars, flying through the air to land smoothly on the mats. I was the Karate Kid, I was Bruce Lee. I felt . . . free.

Pedersen had moved on quickly. Tae kwon do, karate, and Shaolin kung fu came next, followed by more arcane forms of martial art. I had been an apt pupil, more for the love of movement than a need for approval. I was fast and strong, healing from Pedersen’s brutal methods of teaching with preternatural speed, and I already knew there was no approval to be found.

Amazingly, they let me go when I was fourteen. I was small for my age, well before my ridiculous growth spurt, and my intense training had kept my period at bay, convincing me I’d never be a woman. The tiny private school in the Alps had been run by nuns, the half dozen students silent and cowed, but it had been human interaction, and I bloomed. For those three years I had no rigorous training, only the exercises I chose to do, and I’d made friends among the other exiles. And there’d been Johann.

The nuns would let me out to train in the meadows surrounding the remote convent, having discovered that my kicks and spins caused too much damage in confined quarters. I would move and swirl and dance in the sunlight, a lethal Maria von Trapp, singing “The Sound of Music” slightly off-key at the top of my lungs where no one could hear me. I would escape in the cold winter weather, in the soft spring air, and it was there that I met Johann.

But I didn’t want to think about him right now. The memory still ripped at my heart seven years later; pain and betrayal still haunted me. When they’d dragged me back to my tower, I put all my rage into the endless training, determined on revenge—and even Pedersen hadn’t realized when I finally became stronger than he was.

I kept that knowledge safe in my heart. I could best him in a fight. I almost had, during our sparring, but at the last minute I’d instinctively pulled back, not wanting him to see my strength. There were few enough weapons that could defeat the people who’d raised me, and Pedersen could be a dangerous man. I intended to guard any advantage I had.

As for Pedersen’s impressive intellect, I’d outstripped that years ago, and no one even made the pretense that he could keep up with me. The library was endless, and they put no restrictions on my reading or the movies I watched. Unfortunately, there was no useful guidebook to tell me how to get away from my incomprehensible imprisonment, and escape movies didn’t cover my situation. I could hardly tunnel my way out as they did in The Great Escape—I was surrounded by stone walls. I couldn’t rappel down the outside of the building like Bruce Willis—I had no ropes and not enough sheets to make one. The only situations that even came close to mine were those of fairy-tale princesses locked in towers, and for me there would be no magic spell or handsome prince to rescue me.

This imprisoned princess had to rescue herself.

And I’d tried. For a few years I tried constantly, only to be hauled back by Pedersen before I got more than a few miles away. I knew better than to enlist help, after Johann.

He’d betrayed me—promised to love me forever—but all Pedersen had to do was flash money in front of him and he’d given me up like a bad habit, and I was once more a prisoner.

Now I had the strong conviction I was about to be disposed of by the woman who should have loved me. It sounded like a bad made-for-TV movie. I had no proof, of course, which made me seem even crazier. But I had learned early on that my instincts were infallible, and I’d always known she hated me, that she was just biding her time. That time was coming, and unless I got out of there I was going to be in deep shit. But I was locked in. All I could do was wait for them to come to me, and I wouldn’t go down easily.

It wasn’t until six o’clock that I heard the knock on my door. I started, calming the icy dread that rushed into my stomach. I could do this.

I rose, fluid though I’d been sitting for three hours, and went to the door.

The maid stood there with her usual stolid expression. This time she wasn’t carrying a tray of food—evidently I wasn’t going to be poisoned.

“The contessa says you are to dress in your finest clothes and come to the drawing room.”

I stared at her blankly. I wasn’t given free run of this house, and I had no idea where to find the contessa’s drawing room.

“I will show you,” she said, closing the door behind her. I didn’t make the mistake of underestimating her. She would be child’s play, but the two hulking men in the hallway were a different matter.

So I would have to use stealth and cunning. I could do that. I headed for my closet, withdrawing the shapeless gray dress I wore on the rare occasions I dined en famille, but the maid shook her head. “The contessa said you are to wear the black. And I will dress your hair.”

I looked at her with surprise. I’d never worn the black dress, though I’d tried it on when it appeared in my closet one day. It was short and tight, sleeveless and cut low across the bosom. I usually counted on baggy clothes to disguise the tensile strength of my body, and that dress would reveal everything.

But I knew how useless it would be to argue. “May I shower first?”

The maid nodded.

There was nothing in the bathroom I could use as a weapon. The mechanism of the toilet was concealed, so I couldn’t turn any of the working parts into a stiletto. I hadn’t watched enough prison movies to figure out how they fashioned weapons from bars of soap and the like. And besides, my soap was in the form of geranium-scented gel. I hated geraniums.

I washed and dressed quickly, my nerves coming back, though I knew I covered them well. I sat still as the maid brushed my long black hair and fashioned it into six braids, wrapping them around my head in a style that made me look like an ancient Roman goddess. I stared back at my reflection bemusedly. For some reason they wanted me trussed and plucked before they killed me. Maybe I was going to be some kind of virgin sacrifice.

Too late, I thought with dark humor. Johann had seen to that.

The only pair of shoes that matched put me close to six feet, towering over the tiny maid. Could I take out one small female and two large, probably armed males? It was possible, but there were no guarantees. It would be easier if it were only Pedersen and my mother.

The moment I stepped into the hall, I was flanked by the guards. Four of them, not two. Good thing I hadn’t attacked. They force-marched me through the stone corridors of the old castello, and for a moment I wondered if they were going to march me right off the cliff. I would take at least one of them with me if they did.

But they took me to a room I hadn’t visited before, knocking before my mother’s voice floated out. I felt a meaty hand in the middle of my back propel me forward, and I stumbled into the room, graceless.

“Darling,” my mother greeted me with a warm smile that didn’t reach her cold, dark eyes. “What took you so long? We have a visitor.”

She didn’t need to tell me that—my mother never smiled at me without an audience. Pedersen was watching me, an unsettling expression on his face, and I turned slowly to face whatever had inspired the contessa to suddenly appear like a normal mother.

And I felt my heart slam to a stop.



CHAPTER

TWO

HE HAD TO BE THE MOST BEAUTIful creature I had ever seen in my entire life. He seemed to fill the room, though physically he couldn’t have been as big as Pedersen. He had the face of a Botticelli angel—high cheekbones, a rich, beautiful mouth, a strong blade of a nose. His hair was close-cropped to his perfectly shaped head, almost a military cut. I’d always had a weakness for long hair on a man—Johann had had extravagant brown curls. But this man was . . . extraordinary.

He was very powerful, I could tell that from the lean strength of his body, even though there was no bulk of muscle beneath the sleek black suit he wore with casual elegance. No tie, and the black shirt was open, exposing smooth, golden flesh. The contessa wouldn’t approve of such informality, I thought, looking him over. I tended to know instinctively whether I could take a man or not. This one might possibly be out of my league.

I glanced back at Pedersen and the contessa. I could tell Pedersen wasn’t as impressed as I was—he was looking at the beautiful newcomer with just the faintest hint of contempt, probably fooled by his almost celestial beauty into thinking him a lightweight. But then, Pedersen’s intellect had never been as strong as the contessa had insisted.

“Tory, this is Michael Angelo. And this is my darling daughter, Victoria Bellona, affectionately known as Tory.”

I snorted. Shouldn’t have, I know, but I couldn’t help myself. First, at his absurd name. Second, at the thought of my mother having affection for me.

“Are you named after the Renaissance master or one of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?” I asked before I could stop myself.

The man had been surveying me out of cool, distant eyes, eyes so brown they were almost black, but his gaze suddenly sharpened, homing in on me, and his mouth thinned. Clearly he didn’t like what he saw.

“Tory, don’t be absurd!” Her trill of laughter got on my last nerve. “Turtles?” No one ever accused my mother of being versed in popular culture. If they hadn’t given me free run of the Internet, I might not have been either. “Pay no attention to her, Monsignor. She is young for her age.”

Monsignor? Was the man some kind of priest? To be sure, there was an ascetic tone to his beautiful face and eyes, but the mouth was far too sensual for a man of God. Then he spoke, and things got a lot worse.

“And what is her age, Contessa?”

Jesus Christ, his voice was indescribable. Rich and warm, full of music and life and powerful seduction, even as his face was cool and distant. The ugliest man in the world would have women instantly on their backs with a voice like that. It was obscenely unfair that God had wasted so many gifts on one human being.

The contessa stiffened but didn’t let her smile falter. “You know as well as I do, Monsignor. She is almost twenty-five.”

He stared at me like a farmer surveying a pig for the slaughter. “Almost too late.”

“Indeed, Monsignor. If word hadn’t come today, we were prepared to dispose of her.”

I turned back, shocked at the calm boldness of her words, verifying everything. “Dispose of me?”

But the contessa had never paid attention to my questions. “If you think she is too old, we can wait for the next one.”

Next one? What the hell were they talking about?

The man continued to stare at me, and I thought I saw dislike in his dark eyes. What did he have to dislike about me, apart from my smart-ass question about his name? He shook his head. “We cannot afford to wait another eighteen years. She will have to do.”

Okay, enough was enough. While I might not be able to take on the newcomer in hand-to-hand combat, it was clear the gloves were off, and the contessa was no longer dissembling about whatever it was they had in store for me.

I walked across the room and sat down, halfway between my mismatched parental unit and the dark stranger. “Do for what?” I said. “Wait for the next who? Dispose of me?”

The contessa let her cold gaze drift across me like I was an unpleasant interruption, but for once she answered me. “You know as well as I do, Tory. You always were an intelligent child, despite your other failings. The fact is, you were bred and born for a purpose, and that purpose runs out when you are twenty-five. Fortunately, word came from Monsignor that you were finally to be called. It would have pained Pedersen a great deal to dispose of you.”

I didn’t even bother to glance at my hulking tutor. In all the years I’d known him, he’d never shown any emotion. I expected he was impervious to pain. But that brooding expression had grown even stronger, and he hardly looked like a man reprieved from an onerous duty.

“But . . . but why?” I said when I could catch my breath. “Called for what? Who am I?”

The silence in the room grew and stretched, and the contessa, the supreme hostess, shifted her bony ass uncomfortably in her seat. Pedersen said nothing either, and it was up to the stranger to enlighten me.

“I would think it is more a question of what are you?” the man with the voice of an angel said. “And the answer is that you are Victoria Bellona, the ancient Roman goddess of war, and—”

“You mean I was named after the ancient goddess of war,” I corrected.

He wasn’t a man who liked being interrupted. “No,” he said. “You are the Roman goddess of war, or at least her newest manifestation. And you are my wife.”

That took my breath away. Okay, so not content with just killing me, they were going to toy with me first by bringing in a beautiful lunatic to taunt me. “Yeah, right,” I said. “Somehow I seem to have forgotten the wedding ceremony.”

His gaze dismissed me, and he turned back to the woman who had ostensibly given birth to me. “You forgot to mention her indecorous tongue. Your job was to raise her as befits her rank. Her lack of proper deference is disturbing.”

I opened my mouth to tell him where he could stuff his proper deference, but the contessa spoke first. “And she is no longer a virgin. I believe I made that clear. Indeed, she is more trouble than she is worth, Monsignor. I would recommend you wait until the next, more appropriate candidate comes along.”

The next? WTF? But Monsignor shook his beautifully shaped head. “We do not have that option. The virginity is of no matter, as the arrangement is a formality only. And she will learn to watch her tongue. I will take her.”

Wrap her up, folks, she’s ready to go, I thought bitterly. I fastened my eyes on him. “And what if I don’t want to leave?”

He glanced at me. “Do not be absurd, Victoria Bellona. Your choice is a quick death or life with the Fallen. Only a fool would choose death, and no matter what other defects you might have, you are not, I think, a fool.”

He had me there. I had one last ounce of fight left in me, but in truth I’d go with Attila the Hun if it meant I could escape my mother and Pedersen. “My name is Tory,” I said. “Not Victoria Bellona. And who the hell are the Fallen?”

For the first time that elegant mouth curved in a smile, though it was far from a pleasant one. “I’m neither some kind of turtle nor a Renaissance master, Victoria Bellona. The Fallen are fallen angels, and I am the Archangel Michael.”

I could give long, assessing looks as well. Certain death at the hands of my guardians, or a future with a celibate madman? The choice was clear.

“Okay, Your Holiness. I’m in. When do we leave?”

He wasn’t happy with me, but that was the least of my worries. “Now.”



CHAPTER

THREE

THE ARCHANGEL MICHAEL STARED at the flippant young woman, steeling himself against the bleak despair that filled him. He didn’t want this, he didn’t want her. He wanted the simplicity of the life he’d carved for himself, and there was no room in that life for the creature who had been foisted on him. Ever since Raziel had told him of Martha’s prophecy, three short days ago, he’d been dreading this. The sight of his future wife had only made things worse. This time the contessa and Pedersen had botched the job most thoroughly. They were called upon to breed and raise and train each new incarnation of Bellona, goddess of war, and over the centuries their work had been flawless.

Their job was a strange one. Most of the ancient gods and goddesses had vanished, no longer needed. Only the gods of war remained strong, and throughout the millennia the contessa and her henchmen had bred them, raised them until the age of twenty-five, and then disposed of them if they weren’t needed. Victoria Bellona needed to be forever young, and there was no room for an aging goddess.

Gods and goddesses should be immortal, of course, but what kept them that way was the faith of their followers. There was no one left who believed in the ancient Roman and Greek pantheons. She was as vulnerable as a human.

A few of the incarnations had been called during the recent world wars, the fury of the Japanese assault on China, the battles that had raged over Europe and Asia during the centuries. The last few Victoria Bellonas had been effectively recycled, he thought with grim amusement.

Now this one had been offered for the use of the Fallen in their battle with Uriel and the Armies of Heaven, and he watched her, judged her. This was no shy young virgin with downcast eyes. This one had escaped with a lover when she was a teenager, though Pedersen had made short work of that. They still hadn’t managed to tame her.

This was a disaster, from beginning to end, but Raziel had refused to listen to his protests, and Michael had been forced to agree with him. Uriel was preparing to attack, the détente that had kept the Armies of Heaven from the grounds of Sheol about to be broken as easily as a crystal goblet. He had no doubt the Fallen would eventually prevail, but certain things were needed to make that come to pass. Michael would do his part, and he would ensure that this girl did the same. Anything to bring down the vicious rule of the last of the archangels, Uriel, and end his bloody war against the Fallen.

The girl rose—though he supposed she wasn’t really a girl. Twenty-four. He could remember a time when women were ancient by the time they reached their twenties, their bodies worn-out by hard work and childbearing. This young woman didn’t seem to have done any work in her entire life.

“It will take me a few minutes to pack.”

“It’s been taken care of.”

A flash of annoyance danced in her clear green eyes, then flickered away. “All right. I’ll need to say good-bye—”

“There is no one you need to say good-bye to,” he said in the overpowering tone that allowed no contradiction. “I am ready. Come.”

He could feel her resistance, surprisingly powerful in one so young. But he had to remind himself that her physical years had nothing to do with the years—no, millennia—of power that had been transferred into her at birth. She really had no idea how strong she was.

Which was how it should be. Perhaps that was why the contessa had been so eager to destroy her, jumping the gun by several weeks. Traditionally the candidate was destroyed on her twenty-fifth birthday, but that was four weeks away. If Martha hadn’t had her damnable vision just days ago, then this young woman would be doomed, and the eternal contessa would already be carrying a new goddess to be passed along to servants to raise until Pedersen took charge. They were a chilling factory; the contessa put him in mind of a spider hatching her eggs.

He knew why the contessa had sped up the date of termination for her latest offspring. It wasn’t the unruly tongue and lack of deference. It was the way Pedersen looked at the young woman when he thought the contessa wouldn’t notice.

It would have amused Michael in other circumstances. Even immortals were at the mercy of their whims and emotions, and it appeared that the previously impervious Pedersen had fallen prey to his latest student. What would have happened to her if he himself hadn’t entered the picture like a deus ex machina? Michael almost snorted at his own turn of phrase, but of late he’d lost his sense of humor.

He glanced at the big man. Pedersen probably would have tossed the girl over the cliff to join the bones of all the other young women. As long as no one else could have her, he would be content. Michael could read the thoughts behind that impassive face, sense the obsession, the stoic façade about to break.

If he did nothing, Pedersen might solve his problem for him. The idea should have been tempting, but it had been so long since anything had tempted Michael that he barely recognized the feeling. He had a duty to perform, and he would do it. He had to take Raziel’s word on faith that it was a necessary evil.

“You should wait—” Pedersen began, as Michael had known he would, and he allowed himself a sour smile.

The contessa jerked her head up to stare at her lover. “Wait for what? The sooner she is gone from here, the better. At least for a while we’ll be free.”

“A while?” Michael said, ignoring the young woman who sat and watched them all.

“If she is the right candidate,” the contessa said with a certain amount of satisfaction. “You yourself pointed out, Monsignor, that she lacks deference, respect, and virginity. I think it will not be long before we are called upon to shepherd another candidate through her childhood.”

There were creatures in the natural world who bit the heads off their mates and ate their children, he thought. The Contessa di Montespan was one of these. Celibacy had been an easy choice for him with women like the contessa in the world.

“You will do as you see fit,” Michael said.

The girl—no, woman—had risen, and he realized with an odd sort of approval that she was tall and lean, and there was strength beneath the skin that looked soft to the touch. Good. The life he was taking her to wasn’t for the weak and gentle.

She knew she was trapped, and her eyes met his quite fearlessly. They were a bright, almost iridescent shade of green, startling with her very pale skin and inky-dark hair. Her shoulders were back, head erect. “I’m ready.”

He caught Pedersen’s instinctive move of protest out of the corner of his eye, but he ignored him. Pedersen was the past, no longer of consequence. If he had fallen in love with his charge, bedded her, then that was his problem and perhaps hers. It was no concern of his.

“You’ll need to change. Something warm. We’re flying, and you will be cold.”

She nodded, all business. A moment later she was gone, without a single glance at her mother and Pedersen.

“That’s gratitude,” the contessa said, before eyeing Pedersen with disapproval. Then she turned back to Michael. “May we offer you something, Monsignor? Some of our excellent Italian wine, perhaps?”

He despised these creatures almost as much as the girl did. He shook his head curtly. “I am in need of fresh air.”

“I’ll have Tory sent to you.”

“There is no need. I will find her.” It was the simple truth, and he saw a flash of sheer rage flicker across Pedersen’s face before it vanished. The man had never known how to find her, had never known the kind of link that immediately existed between Victoria Bellona and her mate, whether Michael liked it or not.

“Then godspeed,” the contessa murmured.

Michael didn’t laugh. God had nothing to do with it.



CHAPTER

FOUR

IT WAS STRANGELY UNSETTLING TO WALK through the deserted hallways of the castello alone, with no one to guard me. The man who thought he was an archangel must be very sure of me. He was a fool.

Anyone who thought I was an ancient Roman goddess had to be certifiable. I had had every intention of humoring him until I could find a quick escape, but it was looking as if I didn’t even have to go that far. If I was truly unguarded, I could slip away before anyone realized I was gone.

I went straight to my room, stripping off the skimpy dress and pulling on dark jeans and a black turtleneck and sweater. I could imagine Angelina Jolie wearing something like this as she kicked butt and made her escape. I had money hidden in a place even Pedersen couldn’t find, almost one hundred euros. It wasn’t enough, but it meant I wouldn’t be completely destitute when I got out into the real world. I hadn’t much experience with money, but judging by the recent movies I’d seen, a hundred euros wouldn’t go far. I would hoard it carefully.

Once I ditched the pretty, crazy man, I could finally begin my real life. There was a world I was missing, and I was more than ready to make up for lost time. I wanted to fall in love, I wanted to get a job, I wanted to have babies, I wanted to see the world. I was hungry for everything I’d missed during the long years I’d been kept in prison.

I even had a pair of black boots to complete my transformation. No ID, no passport, but I’d deal with that later. There were people who provided such things, according to the movies. The most important thing was to get away.

My door was unlocked but my windows were still barred. My escape route had been planned for years, and I knew exactly which direction I was heading. Pushing aside the priceless tapestry in the hall outside my bedroom, I reached for the knob of the long-hidden door and pushed it open, slipping inside before anyone could see me.

It was pitch-black, and I froze, waiting for my eyes to accustom themselves to the darkness. This was the oldest part of the castello, dating back to the time of the Borgias. I suspected the contessa was a descendant of that poisonous family.

Which made me one as well, I supposed, but from this moment on I was an orphan: no family, no ties, no genetic inheritance. I could make it up as I went along—I was thinking along the lines of an Irish princess. Not that Ireland had princesses, but I figured my pale skin, dark hair, and green eyes might work for Ireland. That would be a good place to start. I took a deep, calming breath, waiting for vision to reassert itself. The chamber smelled of mouse and mold and neglect. No one ever came up here—I think everyone else had forgotten it existed. I’d explored it once, long ago, when they hadn’t watched me so closely, and I never forgot a thing. The short flight of stairs led up to a turret room, and then another, steeper set wound down inside the rounded tower to the cliffs outside. I knew exactly how many stone steps would get me up to the turret. The precise number of winding stairs that would then lead me down to the rough entrance overlooking the valley below. I had no idea who had used those stairs long ago. Armies seeking their way in? Cowards escaping? I was no coward.

The longer I waited, the more dangerous it was going to become. I began to move, carefully, trying not to stir the leaves that had found their way into the deserted stairwell, avoiding the crunch of what I expected were mouse skeletons. Or worse, rats. I held on to the cold, sweating wall and moved upward, concentrating on Pedersen’s martial arts training to remain utterly silent.

I remembered the path correctly, reaching the landing when I expected. At last there was a faint shaft of light coming from one of the arrow slits, probably the portal the vermin had used to enter the castello, and I looked around me at the shadows. They would have started hunting for me by now, and I couldn’t afford to waste time. I crossed the littered landing to the narrow, curved stairway, and started down.

It was a good thing I was essentially fearless. I didn’t mind heights or dark enclosed places or even spiders the size of my fist. This was the way to freedom, and I couldn’t afford to hesitate. Once I escaped, I would never have to see them again.

I wasn’t crazy about the descent into total darkness, the stone steps slick beneath my feet, the sweating wall, slimy with moss and decay, providing a treacherous handhold. God only knew what lay at the bottom, but I had no choice. I had to move forward.

At least I would never again have to deal with Pedersen’s obsessive eyes following me wherever I went. I’d never have to hear the contessa’s contempt. I moved faster.

When I reached the dark, dank well that was the bottom of the tower, I was breathless. The door was still where I remembered it, but the years had been hard on it. When I pulled on the handle, it came free with a splintering of wood, leaving me trapped inside.

They would be far away, up in the main part of the castello. I would have to risk making noise. I spun, kicking at the door, and it splintered, a huge hole gaping into the night air. Another kick, and I could shove the shattered remains of the old door out of my way, stepping out into my first breath of freedom. There should be bright sunlight and triumphant music, I thought, instead of a cool, biting wind and darkness. But I would make do with what I got.

The door opened onto a narrow spit of land that overlooked the cliffs. The Italians tended to build their castles on mountains, to fend off marauders from adjoining city-states, and this one was no different. If I turned left and followed the pathway, I would end up in the courtyard, in full view of the inhabitants. I had no choice but to turn right and try to climb down the rocky outcroppings to a safer trail that would lead me away from my prison.

I moved out of the shadows, starting toward the rocks, when a thick hand grabbed my wrist, gripping so tightly I made a small, betraying sound of pain. Pedersen. He’d always enjoyed hurting me, and it had been a matter of pride that I never let him see it, never made a sound. Well, perhaps my cry would be my farewell gift to him.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

I didn’t answer. It was self-evident, but I had learned to watch my tongue around Pedersen. He had a vicious temper despite the creepy, obsessive watchfulness that suggested something far more disturbing than a wish to hurt me.

“You think you can escape your destiny?” He was clenching my wrist so tightly the bones ground together, the effect agonizing. For almost twenty years this man had tormented and tortured me, and I had had enough.

“I can escape you,” I said unwisely.

“No.” His denial was hoarse, guttural. “You aren’t going with him.”

“You’re right. But I’m not staying here either. Let me go, Pedersen. Or I’ll make you.”

He hit me. I should have been expecting it; he’d done it often enough. He’d broken my cheekbone once, my jaw another time. I always healed with unnatural swiftness, and I’d never given it a second thought.

This blow made me see stars, but he’d smashed no bones. I blinked, trying to regain my equilibrium. I didn’t have to let him do this to me, I reminded myself, shaking my head. Never again.

I looked into those pale eyes and knew that this time he was going to kill me. For whatever reason, he didn’t like my reprieve, and despite the brooding looks and his tendency to flatten me whenever he could, he clearly wasn’t envisioning a happy-ever-after with me. I glanced over the cliff. The rocks below were jagged, and with luck I would hit my head, an instant blackout so I wouldn’t have to suffer.

I figured I had nothing to lose. “Why do you want to kill me, Pedersen? You were my mentor, my teacher. Why would you want to destroy all that?”

The bastard hit me again, and I stumbled, then righted myself. He was even using his left hand. The right hand would have smashed my face in. “No one will have you,” he said, and dragged me away from the sheltering wall.

“Not even you?”

It worked. He froze, the words so shocking that he couldn’t move. But I could.

I kicked up, hard, hitting the soft place between his legs, and he screamed, releasing me, sinking to his knees on the narrow ledge. He was more resilient than I’d thought. I had barely taken two steps toward the rocks when his hand caught my ankle and I went down. He tried to pin me, but I’d been holding a few tricks in reserve. I moved, lightning-fast, bucking against his heavy weight, and I threw him off with all my strength.

He screamed all the way down to the jagged rocks below, and I heard the thud as he landed.

I lay perfectly still. It was too dark to see that far, and Pedersen was no longer making any noise. He was dead, and the thought was odd, unsettling. I had just killed a man. Someone who deserved it a hundred times over—but still, it was unnerving.

My face was numb from his blows. I’d sport some magnificent bruises for a few short hours, and then they’d be gone, thanks to my restorative powers. Not that I cared what I looked like. I scrambled up, stepped back from the edge of the cliff, and turned.

The man stood there, watching me. Michael.

“How long have you been there?” I demanded.

“For a while. You did a good job with that cretin. Did he train you?” His rich, golden voice sounded no more than faintly curious.

He’d been watching as I fought for my life? I managed to keep my voice cool. “Yes. He didn’t realize I’d come up with a few tricks of my own.”

“He did a decent job with you. We will continue when we reach Sheol.”

I stared at him. “Why didn’t you help me?”

“There was no need. You were more than capable of dealing with him.”

I looked at him in disbelief. “What if he’d thrown me over the cliff before you could stop him?”
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