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For my mother





CHAPTER


ONE


I COULD FEEL IT WASHING OVER ME, and I lay motionless, frozen with dread. Not now. Not again. I began to fight it, struggling, the entangling sheets trapping my body, and I ended up on the hard stone floor as pale mist filled the small confines, my heart clenching in dread. Could it be Thomas? Dear Thomas, dead for seven long years, now come back to give me another unwanted warning? He’d always watched me a little too closely—was he still doing so?


I could hear soft whimpering, and knew it came from me. No, it wasn’t my dead husband. This was nothing more than the mist that always shrouded Sheol, keeping it safe from the ordinary world. Like Thomas, there was no malice in it, but it brought the visions that plagued me. I curled up in a corner on the floor, wrapping my arms around my legs, burying my face against my knees.


Not that it would stop the visions. Nothing would. I couldn’t control them, couldn’t understand them—months could go by without anything, and then they would hit, and I’d be on my knees, sobbing, hiding my weakness away from the others.


I never said anything. Life in a world of fallen angels was never easy for a mortal, particularly one who’d lost her mate. If they had any idea of the pain my visions caused me they would want to help, and I couldn’t bear the thought of it. Whether I embraced them or not, the visions came, and the best way to get through them was to keep them private. Otherwise there were too many questions, too many demands for a clarity that was maddeningly out of reach. I needed quiet to make sense of the bits and pieces that came to me like shards of glass, piercing my battered heart.


I huddled in the darkness like a miserable coward, despising myself, trying to calm my thundering heart. I was covered with a cold sweat, even though the room was warm, and I forced myself to take slow, steadying breaths. Letting the vision take form.


He was coming. The dark man, who brought disruption and destruction. The name had been clear in my mind for months now, but I had said nothing to the others. I knew nothing. Only his name.


Cain.


And he was coming for me.


I should get up. I had no idea whether it was this day, or the next, but soon. Soon he would come, and everything would be chaos. It was little wonder I hadn’t told Raziel. As leader of the Fallen, he had more than enough to deal with, and now, with the astounding miracle of his wife’s pregnancy, he had no time to worry about obscure visions that might mean nothing. No one trusted my dreams, unreliable as they were, and I hadn’t wanted to make another mistake, giving everyone half-formed fears that could simply distract them. I’d chosen to wait until later, until I knew more about the prophecy that hovered around me like an angry bird of prey.


Later was now.


My fears were absurd, of course. I knew it, but my heart still pounded. What disaster awaited the Fallen? What disaster awaited me?


In the hierarchy of the Fallen I was a vestigial organ, neither angel nor mate. Thomas had plucked me from the chaos of my human life. He’d been watching over me, he’d said. I’d once told him he had been a pretty ineffective guardian angel, considering the first seventeen years of my life, and he’d been offended. Thomas hadn’t had much of a sense of humor. I’d been so young when he’d brought me here, but he had given me love and safety and a peace I had craved and never known, and for five years I had been happy.


And then the monstrous Nephilim had broken through, and he had died, and the visions had begun.


At first I’d welcomed those visions. They gave me a purpose, a role in the world of the Fallen. While the angels had varying abilities to see the future, none were nearly as good as my own imperfect dreams. As incomplete and frustrating as they were, they gave me a reason to stay in Sheol, one I welcomed despite the pain.


So why should the dark man be coming for me?


The next vision hit me like a knife, and I jerked, moaning, horrified by it. It was raw, embarrassing, a vision of sexual intimacy that made me close my eyes, trying to shut it out, but it wouldn’t stop. I didn’t want to see this, didn’t want the sensual reaction that spread beneath my skin like the fire that poisoned the Fallen.


But the visions never listened. Closing my eyes only brought the pictures into clearer focus; running didn’t help. I curled in on myself and endured as the couple moved on the bed, and I could see the man’s face, angelically beautiful, devilishly wicked, as he slowly thrust into the woman beneath him. She was looking up into his face, and it was my body he was pleasuring. The dream Martha tried to move, but her hands were tied above her head. There was no coercion—this was sex play—and I watched it in fascination. I wanted to say something, to weaken the power of the dream, but all I could hear was a moan coming from my throat. The sound I made as the visions sliced through me, the pain ripping at me. A pain that was mixed with deep, forbidden pleasure.


It vanished. One moment I was reaching for sexual ecstasy beneath the dark angel; the next I was alone in my room, huddled and shaking on the hard floor, the early-morning sunlight streaking into the room from the garden beyond.


I took a deep breath. The mist was gone with the vision, leaving me incomplete, my body still tingling with arousal. I had learned nothing new, nothing helpful. Only that the dark angel was coming.


For me.


Which was absurd. I was the least important of the inhabitants of Sheol—I was no use to anyone. I pushed to my feet, using the wall to steady myself, and straightened my bedding before heading into the small, utilitarian bathroom. The hot shower helped, easing some of the tension from my muscles, beating against my oddly sensitized skin. I shook my head, wiping the moisture from the mirror, and looked at myself dispassionately.


The bonded mates of the Fallen aged differently than they would have in the human world they’d left. I was thirty, and because of Sheol’s strange laws I looked ten years younger. I would live to the century mark and well beyond, if the violence inherent in the lives of the Fallen didn’t kill me first. I looked normal, calm, my annoyingly curly brown hair around my narrow face, my changeable hazel eyes a cool sea green today. Others said I looked slightly fey, called me gamine. Meant kindly, but I hated it. I wanted to look calm and solid, not naughty. I had bit my lip during the vision, though I couldn’t remember when, and my mouth looked bee-stung. As if I’d been thoroughly, relentlessly kissed. If anyone looked at me, they would never know I’d spent the last hour wrapped in pain. Wrapped in sex.


Then again, no one tended to look at me too closely. In Sheol, as in the human world, widows were invisible. My dubious gifts were valued, if not trusted, and I was welcomed and cared for. But in the end I was allied to no one.


The ominous rumble of thunder broke through my thoughts, a welcome distraction. I shoved my fingers through my hair, then went to dress, as the thunder grew louder.


I heard the sizzle of lightning, followed by a crash that seemed to shake the earth, and an eerie blue light speared into my room. I froze, sudden panic filling me. I had waited too long. He was coming now, and I had to warn them.


I didn’t bother with shoes, racing along the corridor, dodging the sleepy inhabitants who’d emerged from their rooms to observe the storm. I had to get to Raziel as fast as I could.


I rushed around a corner, almost slamming into the archangel Michael; one look from his dark eyes and I slowed to a brisk walk. Panic wouldn’t help anyone.


“Where is Raziel?” I resisted the impulse to grab his shirt and force an answer as another bolt of lightning slammed down, followed by a roar of thunder.


“On the beach,” he said shortly. “It’s dangerous out there—you should wait until it’s safer. Unless . . . do you know anything about this?”


Suspicion and annoyance tinged his voice, and I couldn’t blame him. He had already been a victim of my half-assed visions, and though they had brought him his wife, Tory, he still held a grudge.


“I don’t,” I said, semitruthfully. Because I didn’t know. I could only guess.


People were heading out onto the beach now, in the midst of the lightning storm—an act of utter insanity. Few things could kill fallen angels, usually only other unearthly creatures or the open flames that poisoned them. But what about the fierce power of lightning? And what would it do to the human wives who moved out into the storm with them?


“It can’t wait,” I said. If it brought an end to my existence, then so be it. I pushed past him, moving through the open doors and down the slope onto the beach, searching for Raziel’s tall form among so many tall, beautiful creatures.


The moment I set foot on the sand all hell broke loose, as if the storm had been waiting for me to unleash its final restraint. The sky turned black, roiling with angry clouds, the only light the almost constant bolts of lightning slamming into the ground, into the sea, shaking the very pillars of the earth. The roar of the wind battled with the constant, deafening thunder, and the gale plastered my loose clothes against my body. It felt like the end of the world.


Raziel loomed up out of the chaos, vibrating with fury. “Do you know anything about this?” he demanded, somehow being heard over the noise.


Time to face the music, I thought uneasily. Raziel needed any information I had, as insubstantial as it was. “Someone’s coming.”


The wind caught my voice and whipped it away, but he heard anyway. “Who?” he shouted.


I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’m not sure.”


“Who?” he repeated.


I heard the sizzle; my ears popped and my face burned with sudden heat, and in the midst of the beach something burst into flames. Flames that could consume the Fallen, destroy them.


People scattered in panic, some plunging into the healing safety of the furious sea, some running toward the house. I stood transfixed, staring at the column of flame, Raziel motionless by my side as the form of a man appeared in the midst of the blaze.


Not a man. An angel—I could see the wings outlined against the orange-red glow, and I stifled my horrified cry. I had seen the agonizing devastation fire could wreak on the angels, even a spark, and this angel was consumed by it.


I watched, unable to turn away, expecting him to disintegrate into ash. No one moved to help him—no one could. They all stared at the culmination of their worst nightmares come to fruition.


He didn’t scream. Didn’t thrash or struggle. Instead he stepped forward, out of the flame, and it dissolved behind him, leaving him standing still, untouched, his deep-hued wings spread out behind him as he surveyed the people around him.


And then the angel smiled, the most devilish, charming, diabolical smile, as he snapped his fingers. The fire vanished. The sky cleared; instantly the wind dropped, the thunder and lightning gone as if they had never consumed the universe. He looked around at the shocked faces almost benevolently.


“I always did know how to make an entrance,” he said.


I could feel hatred pierce Raziel, so fierce and powerful it reached into me as well. “Cain,” he said in tones of utter loathing. “I should have known it was you.”





CHAPTER


TWO


EVERYONE WAS TOO BUSY STARING at the newcomer to notice the shock on my face. I don’t know why I was surprised. I had already known exactly what he would look like. Hadn’t I seen him, time after time, as he made love to my dreaming self?


The Fallen were beautiful. All angels were beautiful, including, I gathered, the sumptuously evil archangel Uriel. But this one, this Cain, was different.


The Fallen were austere, powerful. But Cain surveyed us all with clear amusement, something I seldom saw in the men who surrounded me. He had long, sun-streaked hair, high cheekbones, and a strong, elegant nose. He stood too far away to tell, but I already knew his eyes were a clear gray, almost silver, and they were laughing.


I knew his mouth as well, curved and sensual. I had seen that mouth on my body, doing things Thomas had never done. Too many times I’d reacted to those visions with restless longing, and they’d never brought me any closer to understanding. Why should I be tormented by such intense, erotic dreams?


Dreams that had taken on a disturbing reality as the dark man suddenly appeared in a pyre that should have killed him.


He pulled his wings into his body, and they vanished in that astonishing way of all angels, so I hadn’t time to ascertain their color. Color made a difference. The darker the shade, the more powerful, the older the angel. His wings had been very dark.


He moved then, almost gliding toward the angels awaiting him, so graceful I had to fight back a gasp. “And where is Azazel to greet me?” he murmured, not even glancing at me.


It gave me a chance to observe him even more closely. He seemed to hum with energy, with a sexual heat that I could feel vibrating in my own body. Perhaps they all could feel it.


He was here, he was now. He would destroy us all.


“Azazel no longer leads the Fallen. I do,” Raziel said in deceptively calm tones. He nodded toward the small burned patch on the beach. “What was that?”


Cain laughed, and the sound was shocking. Charming, almost musical, after the violence of his arrival. “Smoke and mirrors, old friend.”


“I’m not your friend,” Raziel said.


And then Cain glanced at me. I kept myself very still, waiting for the power of his gaze to hit me, but it simply danced across my face. “Who’s the little mouse hiding behind you?”


That was enough to move me. I met his eyes calmly. “Not a mouse,” I said. “I’m Martha, wife of Thomas.” I don’t know why I made it sound as if he were still alive.


“The seer,” Raziel said briefly.


If I expected that to elicit any more attention from the newcomer, I was disappointed. “And how is that working out?” he said smoothly, more to Raziel than to me.


“She didn’t tell me you were coming,” Raziel grumbled, and I kept myself from flinching. There’d been nothing to tell. Indeed, this time my visions had been turned upside down, clearly mixed up with my own pent-up sexual frustration. I’d had the vision of his arrival, and transposed him into my unwanted fantasies.


Which explained why, when he looked at me, it was with only distant curiosity. That odd, heated connection had nothing to do with him. He was looking at me now, and it took all my self-control not to squirm. “But you knew I was coming, didn’t you?” he murmured. “I can see it in those secretive eyes of yours.”


I was far from transparent—I’d spent my human life hiding my emotions, and there was no way he could read me. He must already know of my premonition, and lying would do no good.


But I could slide around a bit. “I knew someone was coming,” I allowed. “But that was all.”


Again that smile, but there was a knowing quality to it that I found distinctly unsettling. “Indeed?” he murmured. He turned back to Raziel. “You should get yourself a better seer. This one seems to have fallen down on the job.”


I didn’t even blink. I had learned in my human life not to respond to a blow, and it served me well now. Inside I wanted to blast the charming, arrogant prick who’d just arrived, but Raziel had already come to my defense.


“Prophecy has always been an imprecise art,” he said. “Why have you returned, Cain?”


This gilded, seductive creature had been here before? Then why had I never heard of him? Surely someone of his magnetic charm and obvious age and power should have been well-known. And yet I’d never heard his name until my dreams, or I might have been better warned.


Cain’s mouth curved in another secretive smile. “Why, I’ve come back to help you in your hour of need, brother.”


“Don’t call me brother,” Raziel snapped.


Before Cain could respond there was a sudden roar from the wide doors to the big house. Azazel stood there, bristling with fury, Rachel beside him, a restraining hand on his arm. A hand he shook off before he plowed toward Cain, barreling into him, knocking him onto the sand with the force of his assault. I leapt out of the way, expecting the other angels to break up the vicious fight that erupted, but no one moved as the two of them pummeled each other.


Finally Raziel spoke, but only after Azazel had managed to land several punishing blows. “I suppose we’d best break them up, Michael,” he said in a languid voice.


“Must we?” the archangel replied. “Azazel is winning. He could solve the problem for us.”


By this time Rachel had reached us, and she glared at the angels on the sidelines before turning to the fighting men. “Stop it!” she shouted. They were so lost in rage they didn’t seem to hear her.


I was the only one to see her do it, and I wasn’t surprised. I already knew of her powers, perhaps more than she did. A rogue gust of wind hit them like a tiny sirocco, rolling and tumbling their battling bodies toward the now calm sea.


A moment later they were immersed in the icy water, the shock of it pulling them apart. Azazel went under, then arose, sputtering, to glare at his wife, while Cain emerged grinning, shoving his wet hair away from his face.


There was blood on his face as well as Azazel’s. Azazel made no move to lunge at him again, frowning instead at his wife, but Rachel had only the most innocently concerned expression on her face.


“If the two of you are finished measuring your dicks,” Raziel said dryly, “then I suggest you both get cleaned up before we find out exactly why Cain has chosen to grace us with his presence.”


“Good idea,” Rachel said in a deceptively serene voice. “Martha, why don’t you take care of Cain while I see what I can do with my idiot husband?”


Her idiot husband didn’t look any more pleased than I felt, but after my first start of protest I didn’t dare say anything. Cain hadn’t even glanced at me. Dreams, I reminded myself. Not visions.


“Excellent idea. We’ll meet in the gathering room in, say, half an hour.” There wasn’t a question in Raziel’s rich voice.


I wasn’t sure if I was pleased or disappointed. Half an hour wouldn’t give me much time to discover what this man’s clearly unwanted appearance meant for me, but it would mean less time in his troubling presence.


“Go with Martha, Cain,” Raziel said impatiently, when neither man moved from the gentle surf.


I felt the full force of his eyes on me now, an unsettling reminder of the erotic dreams that had plagued me. Dreams that had nothing to do with this particular newcomer, but instead were simply a coincidence. I was convinced of it.


He walked out of the surf then, his already tight black clothes now plastered against him, clinging to his lean, muscled body, and I had to keep myself from staring. I should have been used to masculine beauty by now, taken it as the norm, and in fact, I had. What I wasn’t used to was the pure sexuality of the man who was now looking at me with his entire concentration, and I could feel my own body heat in response.


Cain strolled up the beach toward me, apparently undisturbed by the biting autumn wind. He already knew who I was in this pack of twenty or so men and women. He stopped too close to me, raising an eyebrow inquiringly, and for the first time I felt the full force of his mesmerizing attention. His smile was facile, charming, never reaching those amazing silver-gray eyes.


“Shall we go play doctor?” he purred.


I nodded, all business, and turned toward the infirmary. He could follow me or not. The healing powers of the seawater would have taken care of any significant damage, such as cracked ribs—my help would be more along the lines of cleanup, and he could take it or leave it.


Unfortunately, he chose to take it. I could feel him behind me, and I quickened my pace into the cool hallway of the big house, hoping to force him to hurry. I wasn’t very tall, much to my chagrin, surrounded as I was by the towering Fallen and their long-limbed, willowy wives, and it required no particular effort on his part to keep up with me as I hurried down the corridors.


By the time we reached the infirmary, I’d schooled myself into calm, practical concern. I even held the door for him, waiting for him to precede me.


He didn’t. He caught the door above my grip, pulled it gently out of my hand, and gestured me ahead of him. “Indulge me,” he said in that voice of liquid gold. “I come from a different time.”


I could hardly get into a wrestling match over the door. Choose your battles, someone had once said to me. There would be far more important reasons to fight with Cain.


The infirmary was off to one side of the main building, a series of small rooms surrounding a central gathering place. It was seldom used; the wives of the Fallen, though all too human, lived long and healthy lives in the sheltered world of Sheol. There were no colds or illnesses, no cancer or heart disease, no arthritis or diabetes. Apart from the occasional broken bone, the women of Sheol were a healthy bunch.


I gestured toward the examination table and turned to wash my hands. I heard the click of the door latch over the sound of running water, and felt him near as he walked into the room.


“Why do you wash your hands? There’s no chance of infection around here. Or are you one of those people who spend far too much time trying to wash everything away?”


I turned to face him, my eyes not quite meeting his, cool and businesslike. “It’s automatic,” I said. “And a courtesy. If you prefer, I’ll go out and grub in the mud before I tend to you.”


“Is there mud in Sheol? I would have thought everything was too clean and perfect here.” He hopped up on the examination table, relaxed, casual, and I realized that to get close enough to clean the cut over his eye and the bleeding lip, I’d have to move between his legs.


But I would be damned if I’d ask him to change position. I wetted a cloth with hydrogen peroxide and advanced on him, reaching out to dab at his forehead.


At the last moment his hand snaked out and caught my wrist, and I jerked, startled at the touch of his skin against mine. It was as if a small electric current sparked between us. But he’d tightened his hold—automatically, I guessed—and my efforts to pull free were useless. “Is it going to hurt?”


I made an exasperated noise. “You’re immortal. Don’t be such a baby.”


He released my wrist and sat back, relaxed. “That’s better. Go ahead, do your worst. I can take it.”


I suppressed my instinctive growl and dabbed at the oozing blood. He could have done with a couple of stitches, but the last thing I was going to do was put a needle and thread through that warm golden skin, so close to his observant eyes. “You’re lucky you’re an angel,” I said. “Otherwise you’d have a scar.”


His laugh was totally mirthless. “If I weren’t an angel, I’d be dead,” he said. “So . . . what’s your name again? Mary?”


Despite his proximity, some of my tension drained away. He couldn’t even remember my name. More proof that those dreams had been an aberration, a mishmash of my own useless longing.


“Martha,” I corrected.


“Martha,” he repeated, as if it would take a serious effort to commit it to memory. “I should have known. You’re much more of a Martha than a Mary, aren’t you?”


I didn’t answer. I hated the biblical stereotypes of Martha, the hardworking martyr, and Mary, the soulful free spirit.


He was wise enough not to wait for me to respond. “So tell me, Martha. When did Raziel take over as leader of the Fallen, and why?”


I eyed him warily. “Sarah was killed in an attack by the Nephilim, and Azazel . . . decided to leave.”


“But he’s back. With a new mate? Why?”


I considered whether to answer him. “Shouldn’t you ask Raziel about all this?”


“I prefer to go into battle with all the information I can get.”


“Battle?” I echoed, disturbed. “What if I don’t care to arm you?”


He ignored my question. “Who’s Azazel’s new wife? Is she the Source?”


It was too much trouble trying to put him off. “Allie is the Source. She’s Raziel’s wife, and when Sarah died she took over. As for Azazel, he was prophesied to marry the demon Lilith.”


“Knowing Azazel, he probably decided to kill her instead.”


I wasn’t about to tell him he was right. “He’s married to her,” I said dryly.


Cain didn’t look surprised. “You mean that sweet-looking woman? Well, he was always fairly adaptable. Do you know why everyone’s so fucking happy to see me?”


It wasn’t as if the Fallen didn’t use those words, frequently and with force. Even I used them. But for some reason the word fucking coming from his mouth now summoned far too literal thoughts.


“You’d know better than I,” I replied in a businesslike manner, not hesitating in my ministrations. “I’d never heard of you before today.”


“Liar,” he said softly, and my eyes jerked up, startled, meeting his directly for the first time. A mistake. His were much too knowing, and meeting his gaze was uncomfortably intimate. I stared at him, long and hard. I wanted to look away, but that would be showing cowardice, and I didn’t dare. Not with this man.


“I assure you, we don’t sit around discussing you,” I said in a suitably icy voice. “I’ve only been here ten years, but in all that time I’ve never heard your name mentioned. What did you do to make everyone hate you?”


“It’s my winning personality.” He tilted his head, surveying me. His mouth was swollen, his lower lip split, and I dabbed at that as well, ignoring the grin beneath my hand. “I’m not saying people were talking about me. I’d think everyone here was happy to think I was gone forever. I’m just saying you knew my name, didn’t you, Mary?”


“Martha,” I snapped, goaded. And then realized he’d done it on purpose, just to annoy me. “And unless you rose up and slew your brother and went to dwell in the land east of Eden, there’s no way I would have heard your name.” As I dabbed at his lip, he caught my hand again, wrapping his long fingers around mine, his thumb in the center of my palm. Pressing. Massaging.


“Such a liar. No, I haven’t killed my brother. Humans don’t become angels, it’s the other way around—and even if they did, I wouldn’t earn the honor by committing fratricide. You’re the seer. You knew I was coming.”


“My visions aren’t very . . . reliable. I knew someone was coming,” I corrected, pulling my hand. He wasn’t letting go. “That doesn’t mean I knew it was you.” I didn’t lie. I had grown up lying in order to survive, and I had promised myself that I would never lie again once I entered the safety of Sheol. But I had become an expert at avoiding an honest answer.


The man holding my hand was more than a match for my semantics. “No, it doesn’t mean you knew. But you did. Didn’t you?”


I was having a hard time concentrating. The combination of his thumb pressing against my palm and his silver-bright eyes looking into mine seemed to have sent my brain on a road trip. I blinked, trying to break the insidious spell he was casting over me, and managed to summon a counterattack rather than an answer.


“I’m not used to being manhandled,” I said icily. “Let go of me.”


“Not used to being manhandled?” he scoffed lightly. “More’s the pity. Some man needs to handle you well and often. What’s up with old Thomas that he can’t take proper care of his wife’s needs? Not that he ever was a ball of fire, but I don’t remember his previous wives complaining. Mind you, they were all a fairly stolid, boring bunch, not a live wire among them. I think you might have more fire.”


If he thought the mention of Thomas’s previous wives would wound me, he was mistaken. I hadn’t a jealous bone in my body. “What’s wrong with Thomas is that he’s dead. He was killed in a battle with the Nephilim.”


I’d hoped to shame him, but he didn’t even blink. “How long?”


If he’d released my hand, I would have punched him in the mouth myself. “Seven years. Would you please let go of me?”


“And have you punch me in the mouth? I don’t think so.”


His words shocked me, and I froze. How could he possibly know what I was thinking? I was adept at keeping my face a polite mask, and I’d been wary of this man from the start. Even Thomas hadn’t been able to penetrate all my defenses—I’d always kept a part of me locked away. In Sheol, bonded mates could sense each other’s thoughts with varying degrees of accuracy, but I had always resisted that particular intimacy. And now this dangerous stranger was sensing what I most wanted to keep hidden.


“Why do you say that?” I asked carefully.


“Because most people want to punch me in the mouth after being in my company.”


I could feel my shoulders relax. “True enough. However, I’m here to heal you, not to make things worse. If you’ll let go of me, I’ll find you an ice bag to bring the swelling down and some dry clothes.”


His thumb still rubbed against the softness of my palm, slowly, mesmerizing me. “My mouth will heal on its own, and my clothes are almost dry already. I think I’d rather hold your hand.”


That was enough. I yanked myself free, and this time he let me go with a soft laugh. “You are far too transparent, Mary.”


“Martha.” This cheered me. If he thought I was transparent, then he was underestimating me, always a good thing. I summoned a deceptively calm smile. “What you see is what you get.”


“Not exactly.” He smelled of sun and salt water and warm male skin, the scent potent and arousing, bringing all sorts of strange feelings alive inside me. Ones I was more than capable of ignoring. “How long do we have until we’re supposed to meet Raziel and the others?”


“We should be there now.”


He cocked his head. “Too bad. I was thinking I might like to take you to bed, just to see if I could rattle that alarming self-control of yours.”


He’d meant to shock me, and he had, but I didn’t show it. I laughed, sounding genuinely amused. After all, it was simply an empty bluff. “Don’t be absurd. If you’re in need of a woman, Raziel can make arrangements for you. You don’t even have to leave Sheol.”


“I have no intention of leaving Sheol, at least not right now. And I can find my own woman.” His eyes slid over me like a cool, wicked caress. “You’d do for starters.” And before I realized what was happening he’d moved, faster than my eyes could follow, and I was backed up against a wall, his body pressing against mine.





CHAPTER


THREE


IT WAS SO EASY IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN boring, Cain thought. He’d always liked a challenge, and the seer, Martha, was reacting just as he’d intended. He crowded her up against the wall, his body barely brushing hers, just to see what she’d do. Whether she’d put her hands on him in an effort to push him away. And whether he’d pretend to let her, or not.


She was nothing special, particularly compared to the kind of woman he usually had. She was small and curvy, with a cap of short brown curls, big hazel eyes trying to look fearless, smooth skin, and a soft, vulnerable mouth that belied all her attempts to appear unmoved. She was a fighter, though. He had to grant her that. She kept her hands at her sides.


“We’re due in the assembly room.” Her voice was completely calm, and he bit back a smile.


“And if we’re late?”


She looked at him. She’d avoided meeting his gaze at first, and he wondered why. Maybe she simply had good sense in recognizing a predator when one homed in on her. Or maybe she actually had had a premonition about him. But now she was looking at him full-on, as if in doing so she could prove he had no effect on her.


Poor baby. He was just beginning.


He hadn’t decided whether she’d be his partner in crime or not. He’d yet to see what else Sheol provided nowadays. He’d been thrown a curve—he’d had no idea that Azazel had stepped down from his place as leader of the Fallen. He would have to adjust, but he was good at that. The best plans were fluid, responding to change, and Martha the seer might be just the right sort of change. If he took someone’s bonded mate, the shit would really hit the fan in a most satisfactory manner, but he wasn’t convinced that was his best approach. Not that he believed in either the sanctity or even the existence of those bonds. But the Fallen and their mates did, which lay at the core of the chaos he intended to bring down on their heads.


He smiled down at the girl, at his most charming, but she surveyed him stonily, and he stepped back without letting the full length of his body touch hers. He couldn’t afford to waste time, but he would be smart not to rush a decision this important. Thomas’s widow seemed soft and quiet and malleable. She might easily bore him.


“You’ll need to lead the way, Mary,” he said, and waited for her to correct him again.


She didn’t, and he silently applauded her. That’s it, my girl. Fight back. There’s only so much the Fallen can protect you from. Sooner or later you’re going to need to grow up and protect yourself.


She pushed away from the wall, carefully avoiding him. The loose white clothes matched what most of the others in Sheol wore, cult uniforms for the original cult, and it amused him. She moved past him, and she smelled like lilies of the valley. Of course she did—something sweet and innocent and untouched—and right then he decided that even if he ended up choosing someone else as his unwitting accomplice, he was still going to strip those baggy white clothes off Martha and fuck her the way she needed to be fucked.


Because he remembered Thomas. Thomas had been created an old man, gentle and unassuming. If that was all Martha had ever had in bed, she was in for a happy surprise. He wouldn’t leave without giving it to her.


He heard the rumble of anxious conversations the moment they reached the hallway, and he smiled to himself. The Fallen were in an uproar at his unexpected return, as they should be. He fell back, letting Martha lead him into the large chamber that held a goodly portion of the Fallen and a select few of their wives, presumably including the new Source. Azazel was glaring at him, and Cain assessed the woman at his side. High-and-mighty Azazel had married the Lilith of ancient lore, part demon, part patron saint of womankind. She regarded Cain stonily, and he decided a demon would be a good match for a tight-ass like Azazel. He turned to face the new Alpha.


Raziel sat at the head of the massive table, as befitted the new leader, with a soft, pretty woman by his side. And then Cain froze, though he knew he gave nothing away.


The woman next to Raziel, presumably his wife and the Source for the current batch of mateless Fallen, was noticeably pregnant. Which was flat-out impossible.


He wondered whether she’d simply carried a healthy plumpness to an extreme. But that, while not as surprising, was just as unlikely. Once the Fallen brought their wives to Sheol, the women stayed relatively the same shape and size, aging very slowly. But no one, no one, could possibly be pregnant.


Again, this changed the situation. He needed the Fallen to believe in the impossible, to throw out their preconceptions. A pregnant Source was the first step.


Everyone else was the same, though many were missing. He let his eyes drift over each of them, enjoying their discomfort, and then Raziel distracted him. “I see you haven’t been informed of my wife’s pregnancy.”


Cain grinned easily, to annoy them and to keep any further reaction hidden. “May I offer congratulations to both of you? How many goats did you have to sacrifice to achieve such a miracle?”


“No goats,” the red-haired woman beside Azazel said. “And I don’t reveal trade secrets.”


“May I at least congratulate the demon Lilith on her ability to twist the laws of nature?”


Azazel stiffened, and Cain saw the sudden fire that lit the woman’s eyes at his gentle slam. Cain smiled with infinite sweetness, just waiting for Azazel to launch himself at him again, but the demon put a hand on his arm. Cain wanted to laugh. Azazel, restrained by a demon.


“I realize you’ve come here to cause trouble, Cain,” Raziel broke in before things could escalate, “but there’s nothing new in that. I presume you have another reason for gracing us with your presence after all this time? And where have you been?”


“Most recently? In Australia, clearing up the mess the rest of you left behind. The Nephilim are now gone from Down Under.”


“I am gratified to hear it,” Raziel said. “Did you want a parade in your honor or will a simple thank-you suffice?”


“You always were a sarcastic son of a bitch,” Cain said pleasantly. “I want to come back.”


Raziel froze. In fact, the entire room went motionless, with the possible exception of the pregnant woman. Obviously no one had told her about the notorious Cain. “Impossible,” Raziel snapped. “Had it not been for your lies, Ezekiel would still be alive.”


Really, this was child’s play. “How can you say that, old friend? That was simply a misunderstanding, and I grieve for his loss as much as any of you. Sheol is for the Fallen, of whom I am clearly one. I might remind you that you didn’t kick me out—I left of my own accord after that tragic misunderstanding. Therefore I should be able to return whenever I wish to.”


“In theory. You left before Azazel could banish you. You’ve been gone a long time. Why come back now?”


“Perhaps I am lonely,” he said gently.


“You aren’t capable of such tender feelings, Cain. You’ve come back to cause trouble. That’s all you do.”


“You wound me, Raziel. I came back because I miss my own kind. It’s difficult to live among humans—they fuss about the most ridiculous things. No doubt due to their foreshortened life spans.” He considered going for a winning smile, but Raziel would never believe it, so he aimed instead for polite sincerity.


Raziel surveyed him stonily, but Cain already knew what he was thinking. There was no way he could deny Cain reentry into the sacred haunts of the Fallen, not unless he had proof that Cain meant them harm. Ezekiel’s death could be considered an accident, though Cain, of course, had been blamed. As for whether or not Cain meant them any harm—they would find out far too late.


“You would have to abide by our rules,” Raziel said finally.


“Of course.”


“You realize that we are in the midst of all-out war with Uriel and the Armies of Heaven? There is no guarantee that we will succeed.”


“There never is. And I am, if you’ll remember, a very good fighter.”


“True enough. You have no bonded mate?”


“No.” Cain hoped his sudden monosyllable would put them off, but he wasn’t counting on it.


“And how long have you been without a mate? How soon do you need to partake of the Source? Because I must warn you, Allie has been called upon to serve far more often than usual, and she needs all her strength. I am not certain another Fallen taking from her might not be too much.”


“And on that off chance, you’d banish me?” he returned lightly. “How cold-blooded of you, Raziel. I’d expect as much from Azazel, but you, I thought, would be more concerned with following the letter of the law.”


“The letter of the law is that I protect Sheol and the Fallen first, and I would not endanger them for the sake of one rogue angel. Besides, the only way you can find another bonded mate is out in the world of the humans.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say I’m a rogue,” Cain shot back. “Maybe a bit of a rebel, but any society needs its rebels. In fact, I am in no immediate need of the services of the Source. My wife just died, and I am . . . unready . . . to embark on another relationship.” He planned that little break purposefully, to express his manful grief at the loss of his mythical wife. In truth, he had had no mate for hundreds of years, but that was one reality he wasn’t ready to share with the rest of the Fallen. Not yet.


Raziel glared at him, and Cain could sense the uneasiness of the gathered Fallen. He glanced over them; for some reason his gaze stopped for a moment on Martha’s troubled expression, and his quick mind leapt ahead.


“Ask your seer,” he suggested. “I imagine she’ll tell you I’m meant to be here, and I’ll bring no harm.” It was a gamble, but he had always been luckiest when he took extravagant chances. If she had any clear knowledge of the danger he presented, she would already have warned them; therefore he could reasonably assume that she was either a piss-poor seer, as even Raziel had suggested, or that the art of prophecy was as much a fiction as fairness or compassion or the sanctity of the blood-bond.


But he was in no hurry to enlighten them about all the dirty little secrets you could discover when you believed in nothing and questioned everything. That time would come.


All eyes turned to Martha. Calm Martha, with her soft mouth and her big eyes and her determination that would avail her absolutely nothing in the end. If he decided he wanted her, he would take her, body and blood.


She nodded reluctantly, and for some reason he wanted to rumple her soft brown curls as if she were an obedient puppy. “I have seen no danger to the Fallen from his presence,” she said carefully, and he wondered what she was leaving out. He’d known almost instantly that there something she wasn’t telling, and his curiosity, always insatiable, rose up. He filed that thought away, to be explored later, and turned back to Raziel with a limpid smile.
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